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360 AD, Bezabde, The Roman-Persian Frontier….

The River Tigris sparkled in the blistering morning sun, wending like a great teal ribbon through an ancient land of dunes, dust and golden rocks. Searing emptiness stretched for miles in almost every direction. Alone in this wilderness stood the Roman border citadel of Bezabde, a loam-coloured fortress perched upon a low scarp mound, guarding the river’s western banks. Up on the circular roof of the southeastern corner turret, two legionaries of the Second Parthica rested their weight on their spears and shields – painted blood-red, emblazoned with golden centaurs. Their ridge-topped helms and ring mail shirts glittered like jewels in the sunlight.
Falco listened to the playful babble of the water, and every so often he caught a trace of the damp-silt scent rising from the river’s edge. A glorious contrast to the desert’s dry, dusty odour. These simple things took him away from this place, from the dust and sand, from the chimeral infinity on every horizon, from all the warnings about what was out there and coming this way. For a glorious moment he sank into the welcome halls of memory, his hawk-like face spreading in a half-smile.
Arius noticed and gave him an arch look. ‘What’s that strange thing on your face? You’ve done nothing but sulk for the last month!’
‘I’m thinking about home,’ Falco said with a fond sigh. ‘About the last time I took my boy, Pavo, fishing.’ There was something about the word last that caused the conversation to fall into a short lull. Both men avoided each other’s gaze, choosing to look out over the sands again. ‘We would walk through the wards of Constantinople,’ Falco eventually resumed, ‘buy hot loaves and a pot of honey from the bread market at the Forum of Constantine, then leave through the Adrianople Gate. I’d give Pavo some coins to buy fruit from the smallholdings outside the city walls. Strawberries… he loves strawberries. Just a mile up the Golden Horn there is a pleasant bay – a sickle of white sand edged with smooth rocks. We’d fish for mackerel there, watching the dolphins leaping further out, feeling the hot summer wind in our hair and the sun on our faces.’ He took off his helm as he spoke, cupping it underarm and letting his loose chestnut locks catch a little of the desert breeze. He closed his eyes and, for just a trice, it felt like he was truly home and with young Pavo.
The anxious wails of a baby pulled Falco from his thoughts. He looked over his shoulder into Bezabde’s interior. Palms sprouted here and there amidst the warren of mud brick and marble homes. Green vines tumbled lazily from rooftop gardens. Vibrant fabrics and silks still hung in the market ward – and when they fluttered in the occasional desert breeze, it often tricked the eye, making one think there were local people there, going about their daily business. But there were no citizens at the market, and none in the streets either. Those who had not fled the city were now barricaded inside their homes, fearing what was to come. He caught sight of a gaunt mother and the crying babe in the window of a nearby terraced home. Gods be with you, she mouthed at him. There were others too, all looking out with that same fearful mien. The emperor had declared that Bezabde had to be defended for the glory of Rome and that the Persians had to be repelled to maintain the empire’s status. But Falco knew why he stood here on the walls: for the mothers, the children, for those here who could not defend themselves. Reassured, he made to turn his eyes back to the desert outside, when he noticed something odd. A figure standing on a flat rooftop. An old woman, hunched, white-haired. She was blind, he reckoned, going by her eyes – like milky orbs. It was strange that she was up there in the open and not huddled away like the others. Stranger still was the way her blind eyes seemed to be trained… upon him.
Unnerved, he switched his gaze to the city’s outer wards, where steel flashed and blinked every so often. The three legions sent here to defend the place were at work along the fortifications, in the open squares and on strategic rooftops. Furthest away, in the city’s western forum, the Second Armenian Legion were but a distant glimmer, and so thinly spread upon the battlements there. A band of Zabdiceni desert archers were busy at the practice range near those western ramparts, loosing arrow after arrow into painted targets. Two days ago, these dark-skinned local tribesmen had poured into the city in support of the imperial defence. A welcome reinforcement.
In the city’s central wards, horsemen from the Second Flavian Legion cantered to and fro, carrying scrolls, capes flailing in their wake as they relayed instructions to each part of the northern and western walls from Magister Militum Sabinianus – the commander of the defence, stationed in the palace at the heart of the city where he had set up a war room.
‘Must be a fine thing to fight a battle from a couch,’ Arius grunted, eyeing the palace. ‘In the eight days since we got here, that fat bastard has never once set foot outside until the coolness of night, and even then its only to ride the two streets to the wine house.’
‘Aye, Generals make wars,’ Falco mused wryly, ‘then leave their soldiers to wage them.’ As he said this, his gaze fell down to the nearby southern drill compound, where his and Arius’ own Second Parthica comrades were busy sharpening their spatha blades, polishing their armour and the famous Parthica eagle standard, all to the tune of their chief centurion’s hectoring cries. A proud legion… but a thin reserve for these southern walls, Falco thought. His eyes slid down to the stonework under his boots. This southeastern corner turret was thought a secret weak-spot – for the scarp mound was less steep here, though that much was not obvious to one looking upon the city from outside. More, the stonework was badly in need of repair. He stamped his feet on the pale flagstones as if testing their soundness. If the Persian storm hits here... he mused darkly.
‘The chaplain asked me why us Parthica men were so uneasy,’ Arius said, reading Falco’s disquiet. ‘I told him it was because we were not sure of this section of the defences. He said God would strengthen the rocks under our feet.’
Falco barked once with laughter. ‘The Christian Priest? He’s a sly one – I don’t trust a word that passes his lips. You may as well have spoken to a desert hound. Put your hopes in Mithras, old friend. The God of the Soldiers will see us right.’
‘Pah!’ Arius swept a hand in the air. ‘I’ll bet you a skin of wine that-’
The rest of his sentence died, crushed under a distant boom! that burst across the land from the southern horizon, shaking Bezabde then dying with a strange crackle. Falco and Arius looked at one another, then looked south, faces draining of colour. Boom! the noise came again. For all the world Falco wished it was just faraway thunder, but he knew, to his marrow, that it was in fact the sound of Persian war drums. 
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