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Prologue

 

A small body of Scythians rode fast toward a jutting outcrop of rock through the deepening gloom of sunset. Dense pine forest clung sullenly to rocky slopes, intensifying the shadows. A carpet of pine needles softened the sound of passage. The men, dressed in felt and leather tunics, jackets and leggings, sat astride wiry horses, thick felt blankets flapping against the horses' legs. Breath plumes of both men and mounts gusted whitely in the frosty air, ice coating beards and moustaches and flecking muzzles. They approached an outcrop and paused, pulling their mounts into a tight milling knot, searching the ground around them for the presence of others. The tallest of the men dismounted, slapping his arms and legs against the cold.

"Where in the Mother's name are they?" he growled.

A small man jumped down beside him, bowing obsequiously. "He will be here, my lord. He assured me..."

"Yes, yes, Scolices, I am sure he will be." The man scowled at the darkening sky and the clouds scudding overhead then turned his gaze to the surrounding rock. He pointed. "Make a fire, over there by the rocks." He watched as Scolices scurried off, calling to another rider to help him find firewood and pinecones. Turning to the remaining men, now dismounted, the tall man beckoned one over. "Thoas, set a guard...a good one. I have no wish to be surprised."

"Yes, my lord Areipithes," Thoas replied.

"Two back down the trail, pairs off to each side and get someone on top of that rock." He pointed at the jutting outcrop of weathered sandstone. He stared at the man who stood waiting expectantly. "Now, Thoas, before we are discovered and have no need of guards," he added softly.

Thoas flushed and turned away, snapping his fingers at the men and shouting out orders.

Areipithes turned away with a sigh and trudged toward the beginning flickers of flame in the lee of the outcrop. He found a dry spot among the wind-strewn leaves and sat with his back to the rock, waiting, listening to the night sounds and the murmur of men and horses. He accepted a horn of wine from Scolices without comment, dismissing the man with an impatient gesture.

The fire burned down to flickering embers and a faint glow on the eastern horizon told of incipient moonrise. A shouted challenge and cries brought them all to their feet, weapons drawn. Riders emerged from the dark forest, pushing two men in front of them. Areipithes' men drew bows and readied arrows, covering the strangers. 

A horseman detached from the group and rode to the fire. He stared down at the tall, burly figure of Areipithes for a few moments then grunted and slid off his horse. "If these guards are the best you have, you'll not keep your kingdom long."

Areipithes sheathed his sword and grinned. "May the dust demons take you, Parates; it has been too long." He waved a hand at his men. "Put your weapons up."

"Parates?" mused the man; "It is many years since I went by that name."

Areipithes raised an eyebrow. "Oh? And what do men call you now?"

The man shrugged. "I change my name as often as I need. In my line of work a fast horse and a new identity are my only friends." He grimaced and glanced around. "You can call me Scorpion for now."

Areipithes snorted. "Always fond of the dramatic weren't you my friend? Come to the fire. Warm yourself." He moved to one side and gestured.

Scorpion signalled to his men before nodding and moving to the fire. He spread his cloak over a large flat rock and sat down then accepted a horn of wine and sipped, eyes on the Scythian king. 

Areipithes drank, staring at his erstwhile friend. The man who called himself Scorpion was tall and thin, his skin darker than the average Scythian horseman, tanned by nature as well as sun and weather. His clothing was rich, expensive-looking, despite the stains of travel, with the look of the southern lands of Persia rather than the cold northern steppes. Scorpion's eyes were a lustrous green, hooded, beneath dense black hair. His face was carefully neutral in appearance, giving nothing away as he waited for the other man to speak.

"You called me king," said Areipithes quietly. "News travels fast it seems."

Scorpion nodded. "Rumours fly faster than the North wind. They say you murdered your father and sister and have set yourself up as king of the Massegetae, doing away with the council of elders."

Areipithes glared at the man. "What else do they say?"

Scorpion shrugged. "That you rule with an iron fist and accept no advice." He drained his wine and expectantly held the horn out. 

At a signal from the king, Scolices scurried forward with a wineskin and refilled the drinking horns before moving back out of earshot.

 "Not what I would expect from a king's table," grinned Scorpion, "but passable on a cold night."

"Continue," growled Areipithes.

"Parricide is judged to be god-cursed, as is desecration of the Mother Goddess." Scorpion smiled wryly then leaned forward. "My friend, you walk a dangerous path. Already men say you rule without the consent of the gods and killing you would be a just action."

Areipithes snorted. "No man will challenge me for the leadership. They are cattle and will do my bidding." He thought a moment and inclined his head. "Unwillingly maybe, but follow me they will. I care not if men hate me as long as they obey me."

"Still, killing your father so openly was not prudent. Could you not have been more subtle?"

"He was a fool and a traitor," snarled Areipithes, "Besotted with that Greek, turning over his power to the enemy. I did what any true Scythian would do."

Scorpion raised an eyebrow but sat silently.

"The Greek was a spy from the south. He wormed his way into my father's heart and was plotting to take over the tribe--no doubt to hand it over to Alexander. He seduced my half-sister Tomyra, the priestess of the Goddess." Areipithes flung his horn to the ground, the wine splashing his leggings. "The penalty for that is death, for both man and priestess." He ground his teeth. "I care not for the bitch-slut but she could have brought the wrath of the Goddess upon us all. I was justified."

"If you say so, my friend," said Scorpion softly. He paused. "Will you take a piece of advice from me, if not from your elders?"

Areipithes picked up his drinking horn and brushed the dirt and pine needles from it. He signalled to the waiting Scolices to refill the horn. "Go on then," he growled.

"Show your actions to be just. Produce evidence that your father Spargises was planning to betray the tribe to the Greeks." Scorpion shrugged. "If you do not have the evidence, manufacture it. The same goes for your sister Tomyra. Show everyone she dishonoured the Mother Goddess. Discredit your father, your sister and the Greek with evidence, not rantings."

Areipithes took a deep breath then exhaled noisily. "May the demons take them all. Why should I care what men think as long as they are all dead?"

"Because if you don't show yourself as a leader by right--not just by force--you will forever be defending yourself from plots and assassination attempts."

Areipithes scowled. "I will think on it." 

"Are they in fact dead? I know your father is, but your sister and the Greek?"

"My sister..." Areipithes spat into the fire. "...is dead by now. Dimurthes took her with him. The fool desired her but will kill her when he sates his lust." He rose and paced. "I have no word of the Greek."

Scorpion leaned back against a boulder and watched the king stalking back and forth. "Nikometros, son of Leonnatos, cavalry captain of the Great King Alexander, son of Philip of Macedon, now known throughout your lands as Nikomayros, Lion of Scythia," Scorpion murmured. "He was alive three days ago."

Areipithes spun on his heel and stared at Scorpion. "Alive? Where? How do you know?"

Scorpion smiled. "You ask me how I know? Little goes on in the borders without coming to my attention."

"Where is he?"

"Out of your reach. He rode west and north into the territory of the Serratae." Scorpion cocked his head to one side. "From what you say, I would guess he follows Dimurthes and your sister." He grinned. "Interesting. He's prepared to risk his life for her."

Areipithes sat down and kept silent, thinking. Scorpion called Scolices over to refill his drinking horn then waited patiently for Areipithes' decision, sipping on the sour wine.

"I have thought on this matter already, in the hope that he lived still. He seeks Tomyra. He may find her," mused Areipithes in a soft voice. "He may even rescue her. He is resourceful and brave; even I will admit that. But what will he do then?"

Scorpion remained silent, knowing the question needed no answer.

"He won't return. His followers are scattered and will soon be dead. If I were he, I would return to my own people." Areipithes nodded. "Yes, he'll go south, to the army of the Great King."

"And if your sister is dead? Won't he seek revenge on you?"

Areipithes grinned savagely. "I hope so. If he returns I'll take delight in sending his ghost onward, after great pain and suffering." His grin faded. "If he goes south I won't have my revenge." He looked up, meeting Scorpion's gaze. "Then you will kill him for me."

"I?"

"Why else did I summon you? For the pleasure of your company?"

Scorpion's face went blank. "I did not realise I had been summoned," he said coldly. He rose quickly, unfolding with a reptilian grace. "I came for a friendship we once had. If that is past then I will depart."

Areipithes cursed. "You always were a short-tempered bastard. Sit down...please." He waited until Scorpion sat down then leaned over toward the other man. "A king can have no close friends. He can trust no one. You are the closest I have to a friend for I saved your life many years ago and there is a bond between us."

Scorpion sighed. "You remind me again of my debt. Is this your concept of friendship?"

Areipithes shrugged. "Nevertheless, the debt is there and I claim it."

"Tell me how I must repay you then."

"Kill the Greek for me if he should travel south into Persia."

Scorpion sat silent, staring at the fire. At length he stirred and put down the drinking horn he clutched. "If I do this, the debt is repaid?"

"Yes. Kill the Greek Nikomayros and my whore-sister Tomyra if she still lives. Then the debt is repaid."

Scorpion rose to his feet and stretched. He walked slowly round the fire toward the horses where his men waited.

"Well?" called Areipithes. "Will you do this for me?"

Scorpion turned and looked back at the Scythian king. He nodded. "Yes, but here our friendship, such as it is, ends. Do not look for me in your lands again." He strode to his horse and leapt onto its back. He kicked the horse into motion and, his men on his heels, disappeared into the blackness of the mountain forest.

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

A solitary sparrow hawk hung effortlessly in the chill winter's wind, scanning the broken ground far beneath. Although early in the season, food was already scarce. Bodies of soldiers moved through the countryside, pillaging villages, burning or harvesting crops, slaughtering cattle and goats. For a time, their activity made hunting good. Small birds and rodents fled the disturbances and were easily killed by predators following in the wake of armed men. Lately, as winter set in, prey was harder to find. Larger raptors and the ever-present vultures found plenty of carrion in the aftermath of war but the smaller birds of prey hungered. 

A gust caught the hawk and spilled air through its slotted wings, forcing the bird to fight to maintain its position. It hesitated then slipped into a long shallow dive to the west, crossing a line of low hills, away from the dense pine forests. The land grew barer beneath it, the vegetation sparser. A movement far below caught its yellow eyes and it watched for a few moments, searching. Then minute changes in its wings and tail feathers guided it into a slow descent toward the north, following the column of men on horses far below. 
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The column moved slowly but steadily along a vaguely delineated game trail in single file. Thirty horses made up the column, though leather and wicker panniers and bundles burdened a third of them. Twenty riders were mounted on lean horses that showed signs of heavy use in the recent past. Each of the riders was tightly muffled against the chill northerly wind that lifted dead leaves and rattled the branches of the scrubby willows on the barren hillside. Dank air smelled of snow coming; the leaden sky felt oppressive. Leather tunics and leggings creaked as the horses picked their way slowly over rocky ground, moving up and across the hillside. The riders were, with one exception, bearded and moustached, the only skin exposed to the wind was the weathered area around their deep-set brown eyes. Woollen cloaks with hoods swathed them, falling in loose folds across the rumps of their horses, flapping desultorily with the felt blankets draped over the horses' backs. Feet covered in leather boots hung low beside the small wiry horses or were tucked into leather straps girdling the bellies of their mounts. Swords and double-curved bows with bundles of arrows protruded from among leather and cloth sacks in front of and behind each rider.

Boredom was the predominant expression on the faces of the men. Days of traveling in familiar territory without the stimulus of an enemy or the immediate prospect of homecoming blunted their senses and perceptions. The steady movement of the horses and the monotonous view of the horse and rider in front through hours of travel produced a lassitude that even the biting air failed to dispel. 

The man at the head of the column was tall and thin, even with the bundling effect of his voluminous cloak. His angular features gave him a predatory look and dark hair hung greasily over his shoulders, strands blowing across his face in the icy wind gusts. The hood of his cloak was turned down, allowing him a greater field of view at the cost of warmth. He was more alert than the men who followed him, his eyes roving forward along the trail and to each side. Every now and then he turned, swivelling his whole body to stare at the woman on the horse immediately behind him. When he did so, his face became contorted with emotion and his limbs took on a trembling rigidity that spoke of suppressed passion.

The woman slumped listlessly on the back of her mare, a fine roan animal that stood out from the lean, rangy horses of her companions. She shivered within her cloak, a green woollen one smeared with mud and torn in places. She pulled it closer about her, grateful for the heavy quality of its fabric. Beneath it, she wore only a lightweight shift of coarse linen and felt riding boots. Feeling hostile eyes upon her, she raised her head, meeting the glare of the man in front. With an effort, she held her bruised and bloodied face still, masking the fear and loathing boiling up inside her. She stared back until the man dropped his eyes and turned away. The young woman stared at the back of the man's head for a few moments before turning away and gazing listlessly at the monotonous vistas of stony hillside dotted with clumps of birch and alder, now nearly leafless.

 

[image: Image]

 

Two women on horseback watched the column of men from a dense thicket of birch trees further up the slope of the hill. The taller of the two peered fiercely out from beneath dark locks of hair that fell in waves about her pale face. Clad in thick leather tunics, jackets and leggings with felted undergarments, the women looked indistinguishable from male Scythian warriors, save for their hairless faces. Any hints as to their gender lay hidden beneath voluminous clothing.

The taller woman turned to her companion with a savage grin. "Soon, Domra. They grow careless."

The other woman shivered, despite her thick leggings and cloak. She nervously fingered a small double-curved bow, checking every few moments that the quiver of arrows, slung about her slender waist, was still in place. "We are greatly outnumbered, Bithyia. It may be better to wait. Who knows what the Goddess will send?"

Bithyia raised her eyebrows in surprise. "Will you wait until those wolves tire of our lady and do away with her? You can see she is ill-used." The woman scowled, her hand gripping the hilt of the short sword in her belt. "We must take some action. If nothing else it will lift her spirits to know she is not forsaken. Besides," she added with a grin, "we can shorten the odds somewhat."

The horses stamped their feet and blew out great gusts of air, nickering softly to each other. Their breath wisped like smoke in the cold. Bithyia thought back over the last few days--how she had gathered a handful of warriors about her and tracked the beasts that held her mistress, the beloved priestess of the Mother Goddess. 

Soon, if the gods are with us, we will free her.

Domra stared out over the barren hillside toward the slowly moving column. "What would you have us do?"

Bithyia grinned again, her eyes icy. "They think themselves safe in their own lands. See how their line is drawn out, and their lack of scouts? We shall take a straggler or two come nightfall, quietly, without alarming the rest. With good fortune we may learn something of their plans before we kill them."

"If we are caught, we are dead."

"All men...and women, die. Better our deaths now than to live on knowing we failed our lady. Remember we are 'Owls', Domra. We are the chosen warrior women of the Goddess, sworn to defend her priestess."

Domra shook her head, shivering again. "I would die for my lady, Bithyia, you know that. But I am no warrior. I am only a maidservant and untrained with weapons."

Bithyia glared at Domra for a moment then softened her fierce expression. "You came, Domra, because your love for our lady was greater than your love of safety. You will do your duty, I know. Now come, let us rejoin the others."

The riders pulled their horses' heads around and walked them slowly through the birch grove until they were out of any possible sight of the column of Scythian men. They kicked their mounts into a reluctant trot, back down the hillside toward six other women huddled in the lee of a rocky outcrop. 

The horses disturbed a lark that burst upward in panic, meeting death in the rushing talons of the patient sparrow hawk. The tiny raptor crouched over the cooling body of the lark for several minutes, its fierce yellow eyes blazing defiance in the direction of the disappearing horses. When silence reigned once more on the frozen hillside, the hawk bent its head and started to feed, tearing into the breast of its prey. The first snowflakes fell.


 

 

Chapter 2

 

Dimurthes roared in anger, his fist gripping the leather jerkin of his deputy. "What do you mean...missing?" He lifted the man bodily from the ground then flung him down and stood over him. "How can three men go missing?" he hissed.

"My...my lord," stammered the man, fingering his throat. "When we made camp tonight three men did not report in. No one can recall seeing them since just before nightfall."

"And where did they last see these men?"

"Er, it seems Rhitores stopped to relieve himself and his brother stayed with him," said the deputy, struggling onto his hands and knees. He looked up at Dimurthes apprehensively. "Just after we crossed the stream on the other side of the forest. No one can recall having seen them since."

Dimurthes wrinkled his face in disgust. He strode to the tent entrance and lifted the flap, startling the guard outside. He hawked and spat, narrowly missing the guard, before turning back to his grovelling deputy.

"Get up, Taraxes, you look ridiculous," snarled Dimurthes. He waited until the man scrambled to his feet before continuing. "And the third man?"

Taraxes shrugged. "Nerraces. He was at the rear. Nobody saw him leave or stop. He just wasn't there when we camped. Nor have Rhitores or his brother shown up," he added hurriedly.

"Have you thought to send anyone to look for them?" inquired Dimurthes.

Taraxes flushed. "No, my lord. I thought..."

"Then do so." Dimurthes stood and looked at the other man who continued to look expectantly at his leader. "Now, you fool!"

Taraxes stepped back and gave a sketchy salute. "Yes, my lord, at once." He turned and hurried across to the tent flap.

"Taraxes." Dimurthes spoke softly. When the man turned, Dimurthes went on, "Send at least five men. If those fools have not got themselves lost or hurt then we must allow for the possibility of hostile action."

Taraxes saluted again and ducked out of the tent, letting another flurry of cold air past him.

Dimurthes pulled his woollen cloak tighter about him and turned back to the interior of the tent. He eyed his surroundings with distaste, longing for the comforts of his base camp. Only the barest necessities could be brought on field expeditions. The tent linings themselves were made of thick felt, dyed a deep red with inlaid designs of men and horses. These were, however, the only things approaching luxury in otherwise Spartan surroundings. The floor was bare earth or naturally carpeted in drifts of damp, dead leaves. In the far corner burned an oil lamp, giving out a plume of black smoke from its badly trimmed wick and a small brazier, struggling to dispel the cold and damp.

A faded carpet, replete with bare patches and tears, lay in one corner, with a pile of furs and a few battered cushions. Dimurthes walked over to the pile of bedding and snatched back the bearskin lying on top. A woman, her long black hair matted and dirty, hugged her torn green cloak to her and sat up, glaring at the man. She edged away as Dimurthes advanced on her with a smile.

"Come, Tomyra." Dimurthes smirked. "It is time for you to repay my hospitality again." He reached out and gripped Tomyra by the shoulder.

"Get away from me, you animal," she hissed. She wrenched her shoulder free and struggled upright. Her cloak fell open briefly, revealing a ripped linen shift, through which a pale breast swelled.

Dimurthes licked his lips and moved forward, removing his jacket as he did so. "Come, my dear," he breathed. "A little cooperation and we can both enjoy this."

"Bastard son of a Serratae whore," snarled Tomyra. "I would rather rut with a pig."

Dimurthes chuckled. "I assure you there are no whores in my tribe, Tomyra. Can you say the same of your Massegetae?" He moved closer and reached for the girl. Tomyra slashed at his hand, scoring a deep furrow across the back of it with a nail. Dimurthes swore and snatched his hand back. He licked the wound then smiled.

"How is it you hold your virtue so highly, woman?" Dimurthes stared at the girl standing against the felt wall of the tent, defiance blazing from her eyes. "I could understand if you were still a priestess of the Mother Goddess." He dropped his hand in an unconscious motion, palm down, as he spoke the Holy Name. "But priestesses are virgins and you whored with that Greek warrior, the one they call the Lion of Scythia. Now you are nothing more than a common slut, to be used by the strongest." Dimurthes grinned again. "And I am the strongest, woman. Make no mistake about that."

Dimurthes leapt forward and grabbed Tomyra, pinioning her with his strong arms. Tomyra struggled silently, knowing it was useless to cry out. She raised her knee swiftly, striking at his groin but he shifted as she did so and the blow fell on his thigh. He grunted then pulled her head back violently and kissed her on the mouth.

Tomyra turned her head as far as she could, pressing her lips together. She worked an arm free and lashed out at his face with her nails, seeking his eyes.

Dimurthes cursed and fell back, though retaining a grip on the young girl. He drove his fist into the side of Tomyra's head and she collapsed with a small cry of pain.

Swiftly, the man dropped to his knees and loosened his heavy trousers. He pulled her cloak to one side and forced her shift above her waist. 

Tomyra groaned, forcing herself back to consciousness. She clamped her legs together and rolled away from him. His breath coming fast, he forced her onto her back again then slammed his fist into her belly. Tomyra cried out in agony, clutching herself then screamed as the man forced himself between her legs.

Tomyra continued to writhe beneath the man as he went through the perverted motions of love, his excitement building until he collapsed exhausted on top of her. A moment later he swiftly rose to his feet, easily avoiding a weak kick from the girl. 

Dimurthes grinned and readjusted his clothing. He looked down at Tomyra as she pulled her ragged shift and cloak about her, grimacing at the look of hatred on her face. "Really, woman. You do take it so personally. Enjoy it while it lasts. I ought to kill you as your brother requested, but I may set you free when I tire of you." He refastened his jacket and adjusted his cloak. "If you continue to resist me I could just give you to my men. You would find them less considerate than I."

"Bastard!" gritted Tomyra. She furiously willed away the tears of rage and shame that threatened to spill from her eyes. The pain from her renewed violation made her grimace as she moved, sitting up. "I promise you, in the Mother's name, you will die for this."

"You call on the Mother still?" asked Dimurthes in an amused tone. "I doubt she will answer the prayers of a whore."

"She will answer the prayers of a violated priestess."

"I have not violated you, woman, merely used you. You forfeited any rights when you whored with the barbarian."

"As I have told you, I am still a priestess of the Mother Goddess. You abuse me at your peril."

Dimurthes laughed. "I don't see anything to be afraid of."

"My Nikomayros will kill you himself, if I do not."

"Nikomayros? Oh, you mean that Greek barbarian, the Lion." Dimurthes laughed out loud again. "Do not look for him, woman. Your brother Areipithes is now king of the Massegetae and he will have killed your Greek by now."

Tomyra shook her head. "He lives and he will find me."

"And will he want you when he finds you?" Dimurthes grinned. "Even if he were to follow..." He broke off, his smile fading. Dimurthes nodded slowly. "So, he is the one who follows..." He turned and strode to the tent flap, calling to the guard. He stepped outside and spoke urgently. A few minutes later two horsemen galloped off in pursuit of Taraxes.

Dimurthes re-entered the tent and moved across to where a small iron pot sat cooling beside the sputtering brazier. He lifted the lid and sniffed then ladled out a thin mutton stew onto two wooden platters. He held one out to Tomyra, who sat huddled in her cloak. She ignored it and Dimurthes shrugged, setting it down on the bare ground within reach. 

He sat on the pile of cushions and picked at his food with his fingers, chewing on the gristly meat. "You should eat something," he observed. "You are already too thin." He leered at the young woman. "I prefer my women with a bit of meat on their bones." Dimurthes turned back to his meal and swiftly finished off the meat, licking the juices from the platter before tossing it casually into a corner. He wiped his hands on a cushion then pulled out his dagger and a piece of carved bone. He turned it over, examining the design carefully before picking at it with the point of his dagger, scraping away thin slivers, moulding the form of the running deer already outlined on it.

Time passed, the man slowly expressing himself artistically, the woman huddling into the furs, fighting her fear and despair. She kept her eyes fixed on the man, glaring her hatred and praying softly to the Goddess. From time to time, Dimurthes glanced up at Tomyra. If the looks of hatred disturbed him, he gave no sign.

The guard outside coughed softly and called out, "My Lord?"

Dimurthes stretched and tucked the carving back into his tunic. He sheathed his dagger and brushed the thin shavings of bone from his lap before rising fluidly to his feet. "Yes!" he barked.

The guard pushed through the tent flap, his eyes flicking from the figure of his chief to that of the woman with great interest. "Taraxes returns, my Lord. Shall I admit him?"

Dimurthes nodded and dismissed the guard with a gesture. Taraxes entered a few moments later, his hair dishevelled and cloak wrapped tightly about him. A gust of cold wind swirled in with him, carrying dead leaves into the far corners of the tent. He ran a hand over his moustache and beard, tugging at it gently as he faced his chief.

"We found Nerraces, my Lord. Just this side of the ford. No trace of Rhitores or his brother Parmes though. We searched the trail back as far as..." he fell silent as Dimurthes scowled and gestured.

"And what does Nerraces have to say for himself?"

Taraxes blanched and stammered. "N...nothing, my Lord. He was dead. His throat was cut and he had an arrow in his back. A Massegetae arrow."

Dimurthes turned away, his teeth clenching in rage. "What else did you find?" he ground out.

"Horse tracks, my Lord, but we could not follow them in the dark."

"How many?"

Taraxes shrugged. "A few. Perhaps five or six."

Dimurthes looked thoughtful then waved Taraxes away. "Double the guards tonight. I must think on this." He started pacing then stopped and stared at Tomyra.

"So, your Lion comes for you after all. He is braver...or more foolhardy than I thought. I must arrange a proper welcome for him." Dimurthes smiled savagely then spun on his heel and strode from the tent.

 

 


 

 

Chapter 3

 

Five horses stamped and blew impatiently in the chill wind that gusted from the low mountain peaks to the north. Three men sat astride their mounts, wrapped in woollen cloaks as they watched a tall golden-haired man and a shorter, stockier, dark-haired man bending over the trail. The dark man squatted and pointed to faint hoof marks in the packed earth.

"See, there...and there. Her horse leaves quite distinct tracks."

"How far behind are we?" queried the fair man.

"A day, perhaps two." The dark man stood up and scanned the trail ahead of them, noting the direction it took across the hillside. "They are heading for Zarmet, the winter quarters of the Serratae."

"How far away is that?"

The dark man shrugged. "If they travel no faster than they do now, perhaps five days." He turned to face the fair-haired man. "Nikomayros, if they reach Zarmet she is lost to you." His voice, like that of most Scythians, slurred and slipped around the fair man's name. Nikomayros was the best pronunciation he could manage for Nikometros, son of Leonnatos of Macedon.

"Then we must hurry, Parasades." Nikometros turned to his horse and grasping its mane, vaulted onto its back.

Parasades stared at the tall man astride his great golden stallion. "It is nearly nightfall, Nikomayros. We must wait until tomorrow to follow the trail."

Nikometros scowled and jerked the reins of his horse, making it rear. "They follow this trail and have done for two days now. We can follow the path in the dark. We must close the gap."

"And if they leave the trail we could lose them completely."

One of the other riders edged his horse alongside the stallion. He was a stocky man, bearded and garbed like the Scythians, though his skin was lighter. When he spoke, he used the rough patois of the Macedonian army.

"It makes sense, Niko. If they leave the trail in the night we could lose them."

Nikometros scowled at the man alongside him. "We must take the chance, Timon. I fear for her in the hands of these bandits."

Parasades swung himself onto his small, wiry steed and pulled it alongside Nikometros on his other side. "I understand your concern, Nikomayros," he said softly. "But they have kept her alive so far. I believe they will take her to Zarmet."

"Then they will keep to the trail and we can follow through the night," responded Nikometros.

The other two horsemen approached. One, a slight young man with a broken nose set askew drawled his opinion. "Unless they tire of her first, of course. No doubt they will have used her..."

A look of fury swept across Nikometros' face. He rounded on the young man with a deadly look. "Mind your tongue or I will cut it from you. She is your priestess."

The man paled and pulled his horse back. "I...I am sorry, my lord. I did not mean to give..."

The older rider with him reached over and cuffed the young man sharply across the head. "A plague on you, Certes. When will you learn to think before you speak?"

Certes drew back to avoid another blow, his hand dropping to the short sword in his belt. "You have no right to lay a hand on me, Agarus. You are not a warrior; you are but a servant."

"Enough!" snapped Parasades. "Already I regret bringing either of you. Agarus, apologise for hitting Certes. He is a warrior and you had no right to lay a hand on him. Certes, beg forgiveness of the lord Nikomayros for your unruly tongue. Do it!" he hissed as the two men hesitated.

Surly expressions on their faces, both men apologised. They drew apart and ignored one another, making a show of examining their equipment or looking out over the darkening hillside.

Parasades sighed and turned back to Nikometros. "Very well. We shall follow the trail tonight. If it forks we camp until first light. We must not risk taking the wrong path. Agreed?"

Nikometros nodded impatiently and kicked his stallion forward. Timon fell into place behind him, followed by Parasades and Certes. Agarus brought up the rear, grumbling quietly to himself. 

The path wound slowly downhill into sparse woodland. The light diminished as the sun disappeared, the pace of the horses slowing accordingly. The five horses settled into a slow plodding walk, picking their way carefully over rough ground. Nikometros found his thoughts wandering, despite his fears, lulled by the monotony. He glanced back over his shoulder at Timon.

Good, honest Timon, he thought. A proper Macedonian soldier, forthright and loyal. He has proven himself a true friend. He remembered back to the days when Timon was just another soldier in his small command. Was it only a year ago? 

Nikometros' promising career had been cut short by a wound--a head wound sustained in a minor skirmish against the Sogdians. As a junior officer in Alexander's own Companion cavalry, just starting to distinguish himself in battle, Nikometros could see only a glittering future ahead of him. The Macedonian army had shattered the barbarian Persians, mopped up all resistance and was advancing on to India, China and encircling Ocean to bring the whole world under Greek hegemony. Sogdiana was a minor province to be subjugated on the way, but they were fierce fighters. Then disaster--an incapacitating wound and a drawn-out recovery found Nikometros left behind by the army as part of a local garrison. 

Nikometros shrugged his cloak to one side and reached for his skin of watered wine. He sipped, grimacing at the thin, sour taste. As thin and sour as my prospects of advancement away from the main army, he thought.

Fighting depression, he had sought to further his career within the limited confines of local government, riding out to quell disturbances, hunting down bandits. On one such expedition his force was all but wiped out in an ambush. Scythians captured the three survivors, Nikometros, Timon and a young Persian recruit named Mardes. Their very lives had hung on the thread of superstition. Nikometros wore an antique armband of gold, plated over heavy iron, a gift from his mother. The band depicted a serpent-bodied woman, the unusual design catching the eye of the leader of the Scythian raiders, who identified it as the embodiment of the Mother Goddess, the titular deity of the roving tribes. It had bought Nikometros and his two surviving companions a brief respite. 

A low call from behind him stopped the column. Parasades pushed his horse up alongside Nikometros, indicating a gap in the trees off to one side. "A path. We should camp now."

Already? thought Nikometros. "We have made no gain, Parasades. At least let us look for tracks before we stop." He gestured to Agarus. "Get your flint out, Agarus. See if you can light a torch."

Once lit, the fitful light of the sputtering torch revealed hoof prints on both tracks. Nikometros felt his spirits sink. "Can you not distinguish Tomyra's horse?" he asked dully.

Parasades shook his head. "We will have to wait until morning." He sat back on his heels and looked down both trails. He rose and handed Certes the torch. "Go down this side path. Tell me what you find." The man nodded and dismounted, moving off down the path with torch held high.

Timon looked puzzled. "What do you hope to find?"

Parasades did not reply but stood staring after the faint light bobbing down the path. After a few moments the torch moved first to one side then the other, dipping and rising. Shortly, Certes stood before them again, a grin on his face.

"You were right, my lord Parasades. They camped."

"Was there a path beyond the camp?" 

"No, my lord."

Parasades turned to Nikometros with a smile. "As I suspected. They camped here for the night before resuming their journey along this path." He heaved himself up onto his horse. "Now we can make up some real time."

The pursuit resumed. At first, Nikometros was buoyed by the thought that they were catching up, but after several stadia he settled back into a reverie, remembering.

Brought back to the winter quarters of the Massegetae tribe, the Scythian town of Urul, their safe passage had come to an end. Despite the armband, or perhaps because of it, they were to be sacrificed to the Mother Goddess. Nikometros fingered the place on his left arm where the armband had so recently been. The bright iron had gleamed through the gold when he handed it to Tirses just five days before, a result of a sword cut. The sword would have ended his life in the single combat of sacrifice had not the armband blocked it.

The Massegetae took it as a sign of the Mother's favour, urged on by the young priestess, Tomyra, and her father Spargises, the powerful chief of the tribe. Made blood-brother to Spargises, Nikometros, and his men, had risen swiftly within the ranks of the Scythians.

That first battle did it, he thought. Eschewing the usual Scythian tactics of inflicting light casualties through fast but indecisive attacks, he had led his men and a group of young tribesmen in a cavalry charge that shattered the enemy, despite their numerical superiority. After that, he had become known as the Lion of Scythia, named for the lion emblem on his shield. 

The path left the forested slopes and angled westward again, dipping into the undulating grasslands that covered much of Scythia. The air grew colder away from the protecting shelter of the trees. The moon rose, casting yellow rays fitfully through the clouds, dimly illuminating the path ahead of them. Timon pushed his horse up alongside Nikometros.

"We will find her, Niko," he murmured. 

Nikometros smiled briefly and nodded his head in agreement. "Yes. For the first time I feel we are catching up." 

Timon edged his horse closer and glanced back at the others. "Niko..." He hesitated then dropped into the coarse language of the Macedonian army, thickening his Greek accent. "Niko, can you trust the others?" he asked quietly. "Agarus follows you and is loyal. Even if he wasn't, he is no warrior and no threat. But I don't trust that fox Parasades. Why is he even here?"

Nikometros turned and looked at his friend before answering in the guttural speech of the common Macedonian soldiers. "I have wondered that myself, Timon. He has been a friend but he is undoubtedly hungry for power. Why is he here with me instead of gathering an army to oppose Areipithes?"

"The army would follow you, Niko. You have proved yourself in battle. And the lady Tomyra. Perhaps he wants to be sure of both."

"I'm not sure they would follow me. I'm Greek still in their eyes. They will follow Areipithes, despite his crimes...or Parasades." Nikometros fell silent for a few paces. "They might follow Tomyra. The Massegetae love their priestess."

Nikometros' heart surged at the thought of her. As a consecrated virgin priestess of the Mother Goddess and daughter of the chief, her person was sacrosanct. Yet he had felt an immediate bond, an attraction that grew and finally blossomed into love.

Despite their better judgments they had become lovers, his personal honour guard, the Lions, turning a blind eye even as her personal guard, the Owls, gave in to their mistress' desires.

Not all Massegetae were as understanding, however. Spargises, chief and father to Tomyra and brother in blood to Nikometros, would have killed them both if he had known of their acts. And died of a broken heart later, thought Nikometros. The chief's son, Areipithes, was another, though he would have taken great delight in their deaths. Half-brother to Tomyra, jealousy and rage ruled him. He hated Tomyra because his father loved her and he hated Nikometros because his father turned increasingly to the Greek for advice and trust. No longer sure of his place as heir, he had resolved to precipitate events. Calling in the help of the Serratae, a Scythian tribe to the west of the Oxus River, he had murdered his own father and banished his sister, to rule as chief of the Massegetae.

A few days ago, I was war-leader of the Massegetae, loved and trusted by all...by most, he amended. Now what am I? I lead but four men and I cannot be certain of the loyalty of three of them.

Nikometros glanced across at Timon, riding silently beside him. "We shall find her, Timon. I know it."

"Aye, sir," muttered Timon. "Maybe we shall also find others."

A look of agony and comprehension swept over Nikometros' face. "Gods, I am sorry, old friend. In my own loss I was forgetting yours." He remembered the love that blossomed between the old Macedonian soldier and the young warrior-woman in Tomyra's guard. "Bithyia is safe, my friend. She is a worthy warrior and will have found others of the Owls."

Timon grunted and slowed his horse, dropping back, losing himself in his own thoughts.

The moon rose higher, smoky-gold through the dark clouds on the eastern horizon. As it rose, the colour changed, softening and lightening, casting a pale glow over the rippling grasslands. The path ahead of them stood out as a dark ribbon of earth, disappearing into the distance. The land rose and fell slightly, undulating gently. It reminded Nikometros of the narrow strip of sea that the army crossed when first they invaded Asia. That was the only time he had been on a ship and it had terrified him, even as the wonder of it flooded his senses. Now he was crossing a vaster ocean, one of grass. The wonder was still there but the terror had been replaced by a fear, not for him, but for the woman he loved. Somewhere ahead of him, Tomyra was being carried off to an unknown fate...if she was still alive. Nikometros' mind shied away from the thought, returning instead to the heady days when he knew his love for the young girl was reciprocated.

Death was the penalty for taking the priestess, yet they revelled in their illicit love, cautious at first then becoming more daring. There was no hope of hiding the affair from their respective guards and, despite efforts to weed out any whose loyalty was suspect, others came to know of it. Areipithes, the chief's son, used the information to precipitate his revolt. Parasades, too, had known. Nikometros was unsure still why the man had kept their secret. He was a friend but he also made no secret of his views about Nikometros. Only Scythians ruled Scythians.

As if reading his thoughts, Parasades urged his horse alongside Nikometros' and looked up at him. "What is your intention when we catch up with Tomyra?" he asked quietly.

"Rescue her. Beyond that I haven't given the matter much thought."

"Then I suggest you do so. We're in hostile territory, trailing a group of over twenty men who, though they are only Serratae dogs, are still warriors."

Nikometros sighed. "I know, Parasades. But what plans can I make? Our actions will depend on when and where we catch up with them."

Parasades regarded the tall Greek on his towering stallion for several minutes, his expression hidden in the shadows cast by his hooded coat. "Do you seek merely to rescue the priestess or do you desire vengeance?"

"I will be content to bring her away...unless they have harmed her." Nikometros' voice hardened. "If she has been hurt I will kill for it."

"Remember we are only five and they number over twenty."

"I will remember," growled Nikometros. "If you have not the stomach for it, Timon and I will continue alone."

"You would not find her," stated Parasades flatly. "Do you think these lands uninhabited because we have seen no one since we started? Villages lie ahead of us and the winter quarters of the Serratae. You and your man could not pass for Scythians. You would die quickly."

Nikometros drew back on his reins, bringing his horse to a stop. He glared at the other man. "Just why are you here, Parasades? Why aren't you back at the Oxus gathering support to oppose Areipithes?"

Parasades smiled, his teeth showing as he turned his horse. "I'm your friend, Nikomayros. Perhaps your only one. I would see you reunited with your woman."

"Horse turds!" snapped Nikometros. "You have more in common with Areipithes than with me. What are you planning?"

Parasades' smile slipped. "Be careful, my friend. You're close to insulting me. Isn't it enough that I'm here, helping you find your woman?"

Nikometros stared at him, his anger fading. "You're right. If I offend you, I apologise."

"Then let us move onward." Parasades pointed out over the waving grass. "If we press on we can reach the next line of hills by daybreak."

 

 


 

 

Chapter 4

 

After a night spent in fitful unease, Dimurthes' camp burst into frenzied activity an hour before dawn. Within minutes, fires were extinguished and the chief's tent struck and packed onto horses. Tomyra was hustled unceremoniously onto her horse, where she sat shivering in the cold pre-dawn wind.

Dimurthes strode among his men, barking out a series of orders, gesticulating and scowling fiercely at anyone who hesitated. The column formed up, though in a different formation from the last three days. 

Tomyra found herself in the midst of a small group of riders with drawn weapons. Her hands were tied and a noose settled around her neck. 

Dimurthes looked up at her. "I think we shall remove a threat today," he said softly. "Your Greek has obviously caught up with us and will attempt your rescue. If you cry out or try to ride to him you will be killed immediately. My men don't need to seek my permission to kill you. They have their orders." Dimurthes smiled. "If you wish to live to enjoy my companionship another night, I would advise silence." He laughed and turned on his heel.

Dimurthes leapt onto his horse and drew his bow, tucking several arrows into the cloth pack in front of him. His eyes flicked quickly over the men forming up behind him, noting their weapons and judging their demeanour. He nodded in satisfaction and signalled, following the small knot of riders around Tomyra as they set off down the trail in the slowly strengthening light. His men followed, alert and ready, scanning the hills around them as the features of the countryside emerged from the night.

The path wound slowly through the foothills, narrow and rocky, often forcing the column into single file. When this occurred, three of Tomyra's guards rode ahead of her and two behind. The man immediately behind her kept a firm hand on the rope around her neck, tugging her back if her horse moved too far ahead.

The light strengthened, though day arrived not with a flash of golden fire from a welcome sun, but rather as a slow seeping of greyness washing over the world. A heavy overcast with steely skies ahead of them presaged snow. The north wind picked up, scattering dead leaves and making the horses snort and sidestep.

A rider urged his horse up the line from the rear, jostling the other horses that whickered and nipped at the flanks of the horse. He leaned over and murmured in his chief's ear.

"We are being watched, my lord."

"Where?"

"In the trees upslope. Something moves, man-sized and purposeful."

"Very well. Return to your place and watch for my signal."

The rider slowed his horse, waiting as the column passed him. Dimurthes forced himself to casually scan the slopes around him, his eyes passing over the tree line on the slope above him, hesitating a moment before moving on. He saw nothing but he trusted in his man's abilities. If he saw something, something was there. Now they only had to catch it. 

The path dipped into a shallow valley, crossing a tiny rivulet of icy water tumbling over small boulders. A short expanse of frost-browned turf led up from the stream to the next low hill, the path passing into a line of heavier pine forest some fifty horse lengths above. Dimurthes smiled and nodded to himself. He rode to one side as the column crossed the stream then followed his men up the slope and into the trees. 

Within the shelter of the pine forest, he halted and called softly to his men. At once, they turned their horses and gathered around their leader. The guard around Tomyra ushered her to one side and drew their daggers in readiness, one pressing the point of his blade to her throat. 

Dimurthes sat silently and watched the trees on the other side of the valley. For a long while, nothing happened. The wind soughed softly in the pine leaves and the distant burble of the stream came intermittently to their ears. Behind them, in the depths of the forest, came the staccato drum of a woodpecker searching out a meal. The horses blew impatiently and stamped their feet, their riders fidgeting as they waited.

Then a figure appeared in the tree line on the far hillside. It emerged, holding the reins of a horse and stood looking out across the valley. Soon, it turned and waved, whereupon four other figures pushed out from the cover of the trees, leading their horses. One of them pointed back at the trees, gesticulating violently. The first figure stood firm, pointing down the hillside. For a few moments it appeared as if the confrontation might erupt into violence then the figure in front vaulted onto its mount, urging it down the slope. The others wavered then scrambled onto their mounts and rode swiftly down the slope to the stream.

The waiting Serratae warriors fitted arrows to their bows, drawing back the strings. Each face was taut with tension.

"Wait," hissed Dimurthes. "On my signal." He leaned forward, scanning the riders as they rode their horses carefully across the slippery boulders. They started up the slope, their horses' hooves silent on the turf. Dimurthes chopped his hand down and with a whisper; a flight of arrows flew from the forest. A second followed before the first arrows fell among the riders and horses, and, as the third volley rose, Dimurthes, sword in hand, plunged from cover, his men screaming behind him.

The riders milled in confusion near the stream, one already fallen, transfixed by three arrows, another screaming in agony from a wound in the stomach. Dimurthes burst into the group, a slash from his sword silencing the cries of the wounded rider. A blade flashed toward him. He contemptuously knocked it aside, his eyes darting over his adversaries, seeking the face of the Greek.

These are all boys, Dimurthes thought. Not a bearded warrior among them. 

A javelin whiffled past him then the three surviving riders fled, pursued over the stream by his warriors. The Serratae surrounded another rider on the far side of the stream and cut him down quickly. Another fell as they fled for the cover of the trees on the far side of the valley. Only a single rider made it back to the dubious safety of the woodlands. Dimurthes gave a shout, recalling his men. They rode back, dragging the corpses of the fallen riders behind them.

Dimurthes leapt off his horse and stretched, wiping his sword on the turf and sheathing it. He walked over to the body of the rider he had killed and kicked the arm away from where it covered the face. He stared down at the smooth and hairless face in its mask of bright blood for a moment then bent and ran his hand quickly over the body. 

"A woman?"  he muttered softly. Straightening, he crossed to the other three corpses then ripped their tunics open. Dimurthes shook his head in wonder; his men gathering round with grins and ribald comments. One man bent and pulled the leggings of one of the corpses down amid laughter. Dimurthes stood and watched as his men took their pleasures then called Taraxes to him. 

"Remove their heads, leave their bodies for the carrion-eaters." He vaulted back onto his horse and waited as Taraxes and two other men completed their grisly work. Taraxes soon approached, bearing their grisly trophies. Leaning down, Dimurthes grasped the matted locks of the bloody heads. He turned his horse and rode back up to the pine forest, keeping his hand with its dreadful contents behind him. His horse shied as the heads bumped its flanks and he jerked its head savagely, kicking his heels into its sides.
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Tomyra had heard the distant shouts and screams, knowing she was helpless to aid her Niko. She strained against the noose, feeling blood trickling from the sharp pain in her throat as the dagger dug deeper. Her eyes moved restlessly and she moaned softly, numb to the pain in her throat as she strained toward the sounds of battle. A wash of despair came over her as the sounds died away. Soon, the sound of a single horse, its hooves muffled by the thick carpet of pine needles, roused her. She looked up, hope disintegrating as she recognised her tormentor.

Dimurthes rode up close to her shying horse and stared dispassionately at the woman. He jerked his head and his men backed off, though keeping their weapons in a state of readiness. He tossed the heads at the foot of Tomyra's horse, which shied and reared, forcing her to cling to its neck. The heads rolled to a stop, presenting blood-spattered faces smeared and covered with dirt and pine needles.

Tomyra gasped and went white. She reeled and almost fell then with an obvious effort, steadied herself, breathing hard. With anguish in her eyes, she stared down at the head closest to her. "Domra...," she whispered. She tore her eyes away to look at the other heads but long matted hair obscured their features. Tomyra looked back to Domra's head resting against a tree root, its features distorted by death agony. "Oh, Domra," she breathed. "What made you come? You were always so gentle."

"I am amazed women should be following us," sneered Dimurthes. "Is your Greek so cowardly that he sends women to do his work? Or is it that the only real men among the Massegetae have nothing between their legs?"

Dimurthes' question drew appreciative chuckles from the guards. Tomyra glared at the Serratae chief. "Do not think to judge others by your own shortcomings," she hissed. "You will know the difference when my Nikomayros finds me. You will pray to the Mother Goddess for an easy death but She will not hear you."

The smiles disappeared from the faces of her guards as she spoke, and some made warding signs, holding their hands low by their sides. Dimurthes' grin also slipped, his hand twitching in an automatic response before he caught himself.

"Perhaps I should leave your lovely head here on a spike to greet him then," he grated. He edged his horse alongside Tomyra's and drew his sword. Raising it slowly, he laid it alongside the girl's neck. Tomyra flinched momentarily as the steel touched her but then her eyes flashed defiance and she straightened her back, glaring at Dimurthes.

For a long moment they sat and stared, the woman rigid and unsmiling, the man fighting to control his urge to kill her. His arm muscles trembled before he blinked and turned away, sheathing his sword. He moved his horse a few paces then looked back. "I really would like to see your face when I bring you his head, though."

Dimurthes touched his heels to his horse, guiding it back onto the path. "Come," he said. "We shall ride for the village of Turkul." His men reformed around Tomyra and, rejoining the other warriors, turned westward once more.

Silence descended on the pine forest, broken only by the wind in the trees and the distant tapping of the woodpecker. Long afterward, as the sun slipped toward the western horizon, a pine marten, foraging for mice and insects, happened upon the stiffening remains of the maidens. It sniffed, its bright eyes suspicious of the smells and unfamiliar shapes. It edged forward, whiskers twitching, circling the head that had been Domra's before ambling off into the depths of the forest.

 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 5

 

Bithyia sat relaxed and at ease astride her mare as it picked its way slowly across the bare hillside. Her spirits were high, her mind freed from the concerns of the last few days while tracking her mistress' abductors across the frozen land of the Serratae. She idly gazed at her two companions riding ahead, talking quietly but animatedly to each other. They seemed like different people. No longer tense and absorbed in their duties, the young women's cheerful natures had reasserted themselves.

I must make sure we can all have a break from our duties, she thought. 

Bithyia reached out to stroke the ruffled feathers of the brace of chickens dangling across her mare's back. They were lucky to stumble across a small farm in their foraging expedition. A couple of chickens gratefully liberated and a small sack of some non-descript and mouldy roots would provide a welcome change from the half-cooked squirrel meat and berries that was their recent fare. 

Bithyia grimaced briefly as she recalled the indignation of the farmer and his two sons when the armed women descended upon his hut. Serratae women were generally downtrodden and they never used weapons. By the time the men recovered from their shock, they were disarmed and could do no more than splutter in rage as Bithyia and her companions took what they needed. It was a poor farm, eking out an existence from the thin soil and truth be told, the loss of even a chicken or two and roots fit only for cattle would bring hardship in its wake. 

Still, reasoned Bithyia, our need is greater. She shrugged. Call it a tax for the service of the Great Goddess and her priestess. 

The tiny campsite was empty and desolate when they reached it. The only signs of recent occupation were mounds of horse dung, cold but not yet frozen and the scuffmarks in the lee of a pile of rocks where people had huddled from the bitter wind. Bithyia looked around then dismounted and ran quickly up the slope. She peered cautiously over the lip of the rise toward the main track below and the encampment of the Serratae tribesmen.

"Gone. Domra follows them," she muttered to herself. Bithyia rose and ran back down to her waiting companions. "Come, we must hurry. Our foe has moved on and Domra leads our companions after them." She swung up onto her mare and kicked it into motion, up over the lip of the small depression and down the hillside, following the tracks of her friends.

Glancing up at a leaden sky, Bithyia noted the direction of the wind. Snow coming. She sat up straighter and called to her companions to ready themselves. She pointed down the slope to their right, at the track that wound around the hill toward the woods.

"Prithia, Sarmatia, be on your guard. We do not know how far ahead the others will be."

The two young women nodded their assent and unshouldered their small double-curved bows, slipping an arrow from their quivers into the rolled cloth across their horses' necks. The horses turned from the rough goat track they were on and cut downhill to the main track, their hooves slipping in the loose soil and rocks.

Bithyia stopped when she reached the trail and bent down, scanning the ground. She noted the presence of many hooves then grunted and smiled as she recognised the distinctive hoof print of Tomyra's horse. She twitched the reins and urged her mare along the path. 

An hour later they found the tracks of several horses that left the main path, angling across the shoulder of the hill and disappearing into the sparse woods. Bithyia examined the path again then pointed to an unobtrusive pair of stones, sitting one atop the other.

"Domra led them to one side," she said. Bithyia scanned the hillside, judging the route of the main path and the direction taken by Domra's group. "She seeks to close with our enemies and keep them in sight. She is brave but she is not trained as a warrior. I hope she realises the dangers."

OEBPS/images/image.png





OEBPS/images/wee-words-horizontal.jpeg
Witters E}@W@ B-Palblfidhimg





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
(g LEN
l\lx

SG¥ KHIANY LK l GY
BOQREIM






