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Prologue



The Road to Egypt

Summer 1275 BC
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A Hittite ox-wagon swayed along
the Way of Horus, heading deeper and deeper into Egyptian lands.
Viceroy Talmi, tall as a pine, stood with one foot up on the
driver’s bench, his silver-black hair – gathered in a tight ball
atop his head – juddering in time with the wagon, his eyes narrowed
and constantly scanning the enemy realm.

Virgin sand hugged both sides of
the ancient road, stretching off to the horizon where the pale
dunes met the cobalt sky in a chimeral ribbon of heat. It was a
strange and suffocating sight. Even here under the vehicle’s thin
linen canopy, he could feel the sun’s blistering glare on the back
of his neck. Worse, the air was hot and still as a tomb – the
motion of the wagon stirring not even the merest cooling breeze –
and his sky-blue robe clung to him, heavy with sweat since
dawn.

His parched lips moved without
sound as he inwardly rehearsed the carefully-crafted proposal that
he would soon put to one of the two most powerful men in the world.
A proposal that might save the world. The rehearsal halted
abruptly, his thoughts caught like a fly in a spider’s web on this
stark truth. He felt the enormity of it all crawling over him,
gathering around his throat like a strangler’s hands…

‘This heat, it is like a trick
of the Gods,’ a voice croaked behind him, mercifully breaking his
thoughts. ‘These southern lands are no place for a Hittite. I’m
cooking like a crab.’

Talmi twisted to see his brutish
bodyguard, Kantuzili, sweeping sweat from his face and bare chest.
The young man’s flattened nose and shaggy mane of black hair gave
him the look of a lion, and he could fight like one too.

‘Give me the ice-cold waterfalls
and windy mountains of the north,’ the young soldier moaned. ‘A
chilled barley beer and a whore to rub cold oil into my skin.’

‘When we return to the halls of
Halpa, young sword,’ Talmi smiled, ‘I will grant you a bathing pool
brimming with beer.’

He tried to return to his
rehearsals, but he could feel Kantuzili’s gaze fixed on him, like a
child studying an older relative’s age-lines. ‘They say you were
with Prince Hattu all those years ago, on the Retenu expedition
that caused all this. When Prince Hattu slew the old Pharaoh’s son,
Chaset?’

Talmi felt a wry, inner smile
rise, recalling his younger days when things had seemed so black
and white. ‘Eighteen years ago, young sword, when I was your age
and you were but a child, many things happened which should not
have happened.’ Memories scampered across his mind: of the Egyptian
trap in the Valley of Bones, when Pharaoh Seti, bereaved and
enraged by the loss of the loathsome Chaset, had almost obliterated
Prince Hattu’s small Hittite band, including Talmi and his men. He
recalled the blood, the screaming, the raining arrows, the moment
he and Prince Hattu had been pressed up, back-to-back, waiting for
death. And then… the escape. ‘But this started long, long ago. Long
before Prince Hattu’s expedition, before even the time of our
fathers and grandfathers. It began the moment the Hittite and
Egyptian Empires first swelled and pressed up like great millstones
against the land of Retenu, each desperate to make that
middle-ground and its precious tin routes their own. If anything,
both have done well to avoid war for so many centuries…’

Kantuzili peered southwards,
massaging the blue eye tattoo on his thumb. ‘The new Pharaoh,
Ramesses,’ he said with a tune of hope, ‘he will agree to a lasting
peace… won’t he?’

Talmi did not reply. Ramesses
had been there in the Valley of Bones. A mere boy, driving Seti’s
chariot. What had he grown to become? Once more, he began to mouth
his rehearsal.

The wagon rumbled on through the
great sand sea during the early afternoon. When the track bent
southwest, everything changed. The silvery heat mirage ahead
bulged, and a mighty shape emerged like a whale suddenly rising
from a calm ocean.

‘Goddess Arinniti,’ Kantuzili
gasped, rising, clutching Talmi and the driver’s shoulders and
staring at the enormous baked-mud bastion ahead, at its soaring
towers and monumental pylon gates, thickly patrolled by
black-wigged archers. A sparkling moat hugged the foot of the walls
like a jewelled collar.

‘Tjaru Fortress,’ Talmi said
quietly, eyes narrowing, ‘Pharaoh’s royal armoury and
stepping-stone into Retenu.’ A tap-tap of hammers and chisels rang
out from within its thick walls – the noise of industry, of the
great military factory in Tjaru’s vast grounds. Talmi and Kantuzili
stared at the sea of soldiers serried on a dusty parade area north
of the fortress: block after block of veteran spearmen and archers,
fawn-skinned, clad in bronze headdresses and linen kilts. They
marched, turned, twisted, roared and rushed to and fro in mock
combat to the rising wail of horns and booming drums. Thousands
upon thousands of them, and Talmi knew this was but a scrap of the
manpower Pharaoh Ramesses had raised. Rumours were widespread of
intense recruitment at Elephantine Fortress far to the south,
swelling his three great armies. Some even said Ramesses was
constructing a fourth army. There were also whispers of a great
chariot factory at Memphis, producing four immense fleets of
war-cars to speed alongside each of the armies. An empire prepared.
A prelude to war.

A stony-faced Tjaru watchman
stepped out from the shadow of the fortress and approached the
wagon with a trio of comrades, regarding them with baleful,
kohl-lined eyes. Talmi showed the watchman the tablet he carried
and the Hittite royal seal upon it. The sentries let them through –
but insisted on an escort of twenty menfyt spearmen. These
burly Egyptian veterans jogged alongside the wagon, their pale blue
and white linen headdresses bobbing in time, their hands never far
from the hilts of their khopesh swords. An escort not to
protect the Hittite embassy, but to watch them carefully for any
signs of treachery.

‘It is them. The Wretched Fallen
Ones,’ Talmi heard one Egyptian soldier whisper to a comrade, ‘the
cowsons of the north.’

They did not know that Prince
Hattu had taught him their tongue, Talmi realised.

‘They clamber across rocks like
flies, and eat raw meat in the snow like wolves,’ spat another.

‘What do you think Mighty
Pharaoh will do with them?’ said a third. The one he asked merely
cast a sly glance back at Talmi, then looked away with the
beginnings of a smirk.

A few hours passed, when the dry
desert air became spiced with the scent of honey. At first, Talmi
thought he was imagining it. But soon after, the moan of the hot
desert breeze changed… into birdsong. Talmi and Kantuzili stared
ahead in wonder: the golden sands – seemingly infinite – ended
abruptly, and everything beyond was green: a land bounteous with
date palms and grass, as if touched by a god. They rolled past an
infinite patchwork of emmer wheat fields, the stalks swaying and
shaking as workers picked their way through the crop. ‘Everything
they said about this land, it is true,’ Kantuzili whispered.
‘Enough crop to feed ten million mouths.’

‘All protected by the desert,’
Talmi agreed, ‘a bulwark stouter than any defensive wall.’

The chatter of rolling water
rose as they came to the River Iteru – the wide, murky, life-giving
artery of Egypt. Rafts and skiffs picked their way up and downriver
and along the irrigation canals, white sails billowing. Giant
warships glided in the distance, the rows of bronze-clad soldiers
aboard gleaming like treasure.

They were almost there, Talmi
realised. He tried to calm himself as they followed a bankside
track downriver, breathing slowly, studying the bulrushes as they
nodded in the pleasant breeze, enjoying the gentle peal of bells on
the many river wharfs and the scent of the pale, sweet smoke that
drifted across the waters and the flamingos gliding gracefully just
above the surface. A hippopotamus rose from the water, shining wet,
yawning and displaying its giant pink mouth and stumpy white teeth
before sinking back down to wallow. Talmi smiled, intrigued and
mercifully distracted from his task. But then he noticed a
wicked-looking creature midriver, with a segmented tough hide and a
smile of a thousand fangs. Talmi stared at the crocodile – a beast
rarely seen in the northern regions, and wondered if it was any
fiercer than the great leader he was soon to address. The moment of
calm crumbled into nothing.

On through this vast fertile
land they went and, at midmorning the following day, they entered
the city of Pi-Ramesses, home of Egypt’s Pharaoh. The air was alive
with a babel of jabbering voices, whistling flutes and crowing
cockerels. A sea of slaves and workers washed to and fro through
the markets and around the sun-bleached temples, obsidian monuments
and towering statues of Gods and Pharaohs past. Myriad dusky faces
peered up at the wagon as it cut a path through the throng: women
in flowing linen gowns, men with shaved heads or wigs, earlobes
stretched by swinging turquoise pendants.

The crowds thinned near the
palace region – a sprawling complex of temples and manors. The
centre-most building, with its high walls and terraced upper
floors, was clearly the home of Egypt’s King. Bronze-jacketed
Strongarms – Pharaoh’s elite infantry corps – patrolled the
rooftop, their scales glittering like the wet skins of fish. The
wagon approached along an avenue lined with statues of giant
jackal-warriors and drew up when the escort twenty signalled for
them to do so.

Talmi stepped down from the
carriage. When Kantuzili hopped down too, carrying his spear, Talmi
prised it from the young bodyguard’s hand and returned it to the
wagon. Kantuzili was aghast.

‘We are here for peace, young
sword.’

The escort twenty marched the
pair into the shady coolness of a giant hypostyle hall, guiding
them through the forest of brightly-painted columns and to an
enclosed garden somewhere in the heart of the palace. Grape-heavy
vines lined the garden walls, and geckos hid in their shade. At the
far side of the garden, wide steps led to a doorway. Talmi stared
at the doorway as if it was an open mouth about to speak.

‘They’re gone,’ Kantuzili
whispered.

Talmi frowned, then glanced
behind him. Indeed, the escort of twenty menfyt had vanished. They
were alone. His flesh began to crawl… and then he heard a rising,
inhuman chuckle from somewhere nearby. A thunder of feet sped
towards them from the side, and his heart almost burst from his
chest. He clutched at his waist where normally he would carry his
sword, and swung to the sound… only to see a baboon charging
towards them. The creature, wearing a golden collar studded with
lapis lazuli stones, bared its teeth, shrieked with laughter and
sprang past them, then scrambled on up the vines.

‘By the Gods,’ Kantuzili gasped
in shock and then relief.

Talmi let a nervous laugh escape
his lips… until he turned back to the black doorway.

It was empty no more. With the
heavy padding of paws and a low, serrated growl, a lion emerged
from the blackness and slunk down the stone steps. Icy terror
struck down Talmi’s spine. The creature was huge, with a
magnificent mane and scars across its face and body. A beast of
battle, he realised, recognising the scars as sword and axe wounds,
and the markings of armour straps on its coat. Talmi and Kantuzili
backed away as the lion strolled towards them. Both had seen great
cats like this in the wild, and knew how noble they were. But if
provoked or hungry…

‘Foe-slayer, rest,’ a voice
boomed from the great doorway. The lion dropped to the ground and
swished its tail.

Pharaoh Ramesses paced from the
doorway, halting on the steps to behold his visitors. His eyelids
were thickly striped with kohl, his high cheekbones brushed with
silver and his lips were set in a thin line. He wore a gold and
blue headdress like a cobra’s hood, held in place by a golden
scarab circlet. His clubbed beard pointed down like an axe haft,
hanging over a magnificent pectoral of silver and gold. Two
Strongarms flanked him. A slave – distinct by his unshaved head –
fanned him with palm fronds and ostrich feathers, while another
carried a cup and a plate of plump dates, and a third man held a
soft clay tablet and a stylus. None of them dared to look their
master in the eye, or even face him.

The nine-year-old boy who had
driven Seti’s chariot in the Valley of Bones was a boy no more,
thought Talmi. Ramesses stepped down towards them, seemingly
growing a foot’s-length taller with every stride.

Talmi dropped to one knee. ‘Lord
of the Two Lands, Son of Ra, Horus of Gold,’ he began the
well-practiced words, using the Akkadian tongue – the language of
diplomacy – all the time staring at the ground. A pause hung in the
air, pregnant and swelling, then…

‘He who rages like a panther,’
another voice added the forgotten epithet from somewhere behind
Talmi.

Talmi’s skin crawled as he
sensed the figures silently forming an arc at their backs. He
rolled his eyes to one side, seeing the leader of this group.

Volca.

Talmi could not help but twist
his head and stare the man full in the face, his mind flashing with
memories of the battle in the valley. Volca, the bastard Sherden
who had seeded it all: the death of Prince Chaset which had so
maddened Pharaoh Seti and then the snare in the valley. Volca’s
horned-helm winked in the sunlight. His pale-skinned handsome face
– barely marked with age even now – was bent in a smile, his eyes
black-lined in the Egyptian way, his fair, collar-length hair
tucked behind his ears and large copper hoop earrings. A bitter
gall rose in Talmi’s throat as he noticed that the cur still wore
the red cloak once granted to him when he had served – and so
nearly destroyed from within – the Hittites. Volca patted the haft
of his trident menacingly against his free hand, the muscles around
his gold bicep band bulging. More, what nightmare was this: fifty
or more Sherden in those same horned helms stood with him. People
said Pharaoh had taken a band of distant islanders as his personal
bodyguard – but these demons?

‘You did not come all this way
from your northern homeland to kneel mutely before me,’ Ramesses
said in a booming tone that sent the geckos scampering across the
walls. ‘Speak.’

Talmi’s head snapped back round,
gaze fixing on Ramesses’ feet. ‘I am Talmi, Viceroy of Halpa. I
bring a message from King Muwatalli, Labarna of the
Hittites, the Sun in human form, my cousin and your brother
in divine royalty.’

Silence.

‘The message is an offer of
peace, a chance to set to rest the misunderstandings of the
past.’

More silence.

Talmi, still staring at
Pharaoh’s feet, imagined Ramesses’ face curling into a ball of
hatred, imagined Volca and the arc of Sherden warriors closing in
around his back.

Instead, a single-word reply
hummed like the string of a plucked lyre. ‘Rise.’

Talmi blinked.

‘And look me in the eye. I
permit this.’

Talmi dared to look up, saw a
measured expression on Ramesses’ face, and realised it was no
trick. Slowly, he stood. Ramesses beckoned him over towards a set
of timber stairs on one side of the enclosed garden. Talmi’s feet
seemed to turn to stone at that moment.

Volca stepped over beside him.
‘Go on…’

When Talmi took a stride forward
he heard Kantuzili’s familiar steps behind him. ‘No, young sword,’
he said, holding up a hand.

‘But, my Lord, I am bound to
stay by your side. And of all places-’

‘Stay here, faithful friend,’
Talmi reassured him.

‘Aye, stay here and run with the
baboons,’ Volca said with a smile.

Kantuzili’s face darkened with
anger.

Shepherded by Volca and
surrounded by Pharaoh’s two Strongarms, slaves and scribes, Talmi
ascended the wooden steps, leaving the rest of the Sherden troop
and Kantuzili behind. The stairs led onto a balcony. A low table
had been set out with a bounteous feast: jugs of wine, crushed ice
brought downriver from the southern mountains, platters of
muskmelon and plump dates, salty black olives, baked perch and
loaves topped with cumin seeds. Colourful cushions and rugs were
dotted around the table. Water bowls at the corners of the balcony
gave off a sweet scent of rosewater.

Ramesses stood at the
balustrade, back turned on Talmi, gazing out over a vast olive
grove near the palace grounds. ‘Your journey must have been
tortuous,’ he said. ‘My table is yours.’

A slave handed Talmi a cup of
iced berry juice, and as he lifted the cup towards his mouth, the
delightful coldness stung pleasantly on his nose and lips. How long
since he had tasted anything but brackish water? But just as he was
about to take a drink, he noticed something from the corner of his
eye. Volca, smirking.

Talmi set the cup down, the
drink untouched.

Not thirsty? Volca
mouthed.

Talmi’s blood boiled. This
bastard had poisoned old King Mursili, and Prince Hattu’s wife too.
Did Pharaoh not realise what a monster he had by his side? Pharaoh
had to be told this. But only once the talks were complete.

He noticed Ramesses’ head
moving, tracking something on the move down in the olive grove. A
chariot, speeding nimbly through the woods. The driver guided the
vehicle skilfully and the regally-dressed boy on board with him
shot a bow at small targets pinned to the trees.

‘My boy, Khepe, will be Pharaoh
after me,’ Ramesses said, his voice now soft. ‘Yet the Priests of
Amun rumble that he matures too slowly.’ He laughed mirthlessly and
shook his head. ‘Still, such talk of succession makes me think of
the passage of time. Of fathers fading and sons rising… like
blessed Osiris. I miss my father, not the warrior… the man.’ He and
Talmi watched as the chariot down below slowed. Young Khepe stepped
down and over to a tree. He placed a strip of something on his
wrist, then stretched up on his toes to offer the hand to the
lowest branches. A kingfisher – back and wings as blue as the ocean
– floated down with a chee! and hovered by his hand, pecking
tentatively. A faint smile touched the corners of Ramesses’ lips.
‘Sometimes in this game of power, we forget the things that truly
matter.’

Talmi felt an unexpected and
welcome surge of hope in his breast – this was a promising opening:
emotional, frank and sincere.

‘So tell me, Viceroy. What does
King Muwatalli offer?’ Ramesses said, half looking back over his
shoulder. The Egyptian scribe took up a tablet, stylus hovering,
eyes fixed on Talmi’s lips.

Talmi took a deep breath,
praying the rehearsals had been enough. ‘In your lands, gold lies
everywhere, like dust. But good timbers and textiles are rare. In
Hittite lands it is the opposite,’ the dull tap of the scribe’s
stylus plunging into the soft clay filled a brief pause. ‘So let us
establish a new treaty of trade, a foundation for a peaceful and
mutually beneficial future.’

Ramesses said nothing for a
time. ‘And what of Retenu?’

Talmi’s heart thumped once.
Retenu – the land of a thousand vassals, caught between the two
great millstones of empire. Everything that had happened eighteen
years ago had happened there. ‘King Muwatalli asks that…’

Ramesses’ ears pricked up.

‘… that you accept the loss of
Kadesh. The holy river city was once Hittite before your father
seized it, eighteen years ago. And five summers ago, the Kadeshi
people were on the edge of revolt – unhappy with Egyptian
governance. Ekmaddu avoided a slaughter by usurping his father to
become king in his place, bloodlessly ousting your garrison and
declaring Kadesh’s allegiance to the Hittite throne once more.’

A long silence passed.

‘Kadesh,’ said Ramesses said at
last. ‘The stout city that controls the inland route through
Retenu. That would be a huge prize to forego, Viceroy. Tell me what
your Labarna offers in return?’

Talmi took a long, slow breath.
‘In return, the Labarna will afford you steep concessions on
the cedar, birch, elm and cherry wood felled in our lands. This
will leave both of our thrones enriched and stable. I ask of you,
Pharaoh, to put your seal-ring to this proposal… to bring the world
back from the brink of war.’

Talmi felt sweat gather into
beads on his upper lip. Ramesses nodded gently for a time, as if
locked in an internal dialogue. At last he pushed away from the
balcony and beckoned Talmi again, this time towards a doorway that
led inside the palace halls. As Talmi followed, the two Strongarms
escorted them, their armour shushing and clanking as they walked.
He noticed Volca reading some tacit gesture from Ramesses and
staying behind on the garden balcony.

‘King Muwatalli already plans
further offers in future,’ Talmi continued, flitting down a flight
of stone stairs into a lower floor, a few strides behind Ramesses.
‘The rich copper deposits on the vast island of Alasiya could be
shared between us. Together, our empires could protect the tin
routes for our mutual gain.’

Pharaoh nodded as he walked.

They reached the bottom of the
stairs and followed a tight, dark corridor. Underground, Talmi
realised. What was this, he fretted as they led him along the
barely-lit passageway; the way to the torture chambers or the gaol
– where it was rumoured thousands of Hittite war-captives
languished, branded and blinded?

But they emerged instead into a
high-ceilinged chamber clad in obsidian. The walls and floor were
entirely black, just a lone finger of light shining in from an
oculus in the ceiling. Statues of ram-headed sphinxes lined the
edges of the room. At the end of the chamber stood a tall god
statue, bearded and staring. He realised where he was, having seen
such likenesses before.

‘A shrine to Amun,’ he said in a
low breath, his voice echoing around the enclosed space. Such
temples were amongst the holiest places in all Egypt. This one, in
Pharaoh’s palace-city, was surely one of the most revered of all.
The perfect place to seal a historic settlement, Talmi
wondered?

‘I have heard your
Labarna’s proposal, and here is my reply.’ Ramesses turned
to face him.

Talmi nodded once. ‘I am King
Muwa’s ears, mighty Pharaoh.’

Ramesses stared at him for a
time in silence, before speaking at last in a low crackle. ‘Oh,
this message will need no words.’

‘Pharaoh?’ Talmi said,
confused.

Volca entered the temple
chamber, smiling. ‘Foe-slayer has been fed, Majesty. He left us a
little though,’ he smirked, tossing a bloody hand across the
floor.

Talmi’s gut twisted sharply,
staring at the hand, seeing the blue eye symbol on the thumb.
‘Kantuzili? No!’

Ramesses glowered at the hand,
then returned his darkening gaze to Talmi.

‘Mighty Pharaoh, you stand on
the edge of a terrible mistake,’ Talmi raged, all decorum falling
away.

‘I spoke before of fathers and
sons,’ Ramesses snapped. ‘Well my father Seti now walks with the
Gods in the Field of Reeds. With his dying breath he made me
swear to hunt down and kill my brother Chaset’s murderer…’
he jolted with fury now, spit flying, ‘to bring Prince Hattu’s eyes
to his tomb in a rag!’

‘Hattu did not slay Chaset. You
do not know the whole story, you must speak-’

‘Only our swords will speak
now,’ Ramesses roared. The temple shook with the ferocity of his
proclamation.

Volca bumped his trident haft on
the ground twice. From the gaps between the ram-headed sphinxes
emerged shaven-headed priests in white tunics. They wore placid
looks as they converged upon Viceroy Talmi, and then they drew from
under their robes blunt and heavy cudgels. Talmi staggered back,
driven into the finger of light as the priests crowded in on him.
They erupted in a low drone of prayer as they formed a tight circle
around him.

‘Now, for the glory of Amun, for
Egypt,’ Ramesses screamed, ‘let this be a clear answer to your
king. Kadesh will be mine. Then all Retenu will fall before my four
armies and finally your wretched northern heartlands. Let there be
war!’

The first cudgel swung down,
crunching into Talmi’s forehead. A thick crack of breaking bone
rang out and white fire struck across his field of vision. He
collapsed to the floor, paralysed. The cudgels continued to rain
down upon his body, smashing his limbs and pulverising his ribs,
turning his organs to liquid. As he slipped away into the Dark
Earth, realm of the dead, he stared up at the shaking, fervent
Ramesses, and the triumphant Volca by his side.
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A Long, Cold Night

Winter 1275 BC
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Hattu crouched in a spot of
pale light, surrounded by darkness. He cradled Atiya in his arms,
brushing the thin locks of hair from her lifeless face, staring
into her eyes. Her cold body weighed nothing. The blood rolled from
her lips, nostrils and eyelids and across his arms, mixing with his
falling tears. ‘Goddess of War and Love, I beseech you one more
time. Please tell me… tell me how I can bring her back.’

Ishtar paced around him in the
dream ether, her talons clacking, her great wings shivering and
settling every so often, and her two mighty lions circling further
out, somewhere in the darkness. She sang as she walked, a sibilant,
haunting verse:

‘A burning east, a desert of
graves,

A grim harvest, a heartland of
wraiths,

The Son of Ishtar, will seize
the Grey Throne,

A heart so pure, will turn to
stone,

The west will dim, with black
boats’ hulls,

Trojan heroes, mere carrion for
gulls,

And the time will come, as all
times must,

When the world will shake, and
fall to dust…’

Hattu closed his eyes to block
out the verse – the cursed words that had followed him since
boyhood. ‘You speak of my future. Yet I have none without
Atiya.’

‘Your bride is gone, Prince
Hattu. She has been walking the Dark Earth for eighteen
summers.’

‘And every day the hurt only
grows. She was not meant to die. She and I were to be together
until we both grew white and withered. She was stolen by the hand
of a poisoner, a man with a shadow for a heart.’

‘I cannot bring her back,’
Ishtar said, ‘but I know how you can end the pain…’

He looked up at her, eyes wild.
‘Anything. Anything to make it stop.’

She crouched before him like a
huge cat waiting to pounce. Her lips peeled apart to reveal her
fangs. ‘Go east, find her killer…’ she coiled one taloned fist into
a shaking ball, ‘… and rip his HEART out,’ she roared like a
dragon, her breath hot as fire, blinding.

When he opened his eyes, he was
gone from the dark dream. Atiya was no longer in his arms. Now a
furious, desert-hot squall blew, stinging his eyeballs with dust
and sand. He heard the most terrible sounds all around him.
Screaming, the screech of bronze and the clatter of shields. First
he could only see dull shapes around him, thrashing, milling. Then
he saw it was a sea of soldiers, flashes of swords as far as the
eye could see, spurts of crimson rising like spume. Polyglot battle
cries from strange and distant lands. Warriors from the world over
in one place. A battle that defied scale. A savage blade scored
past his neck and he staggered away, hearing the dry crackle of
bones and wet squelch of flesh underfoot. Arrows whizzed and sling
bullets spat overhead. In every direction he looked, he saw men
jerk and jolt as they were bludgeoned, hacked or cleaved. Blood
soaked him like rain. Then he saw it, in the midst of the battle
swell: a heap of dead as high as a turret. At the top, Volca the
Sherden leapt and spun, striking out at Hittite soldiers who tried
to climb up there. he ripped out their throats with his trident,
speared into their chests and kicked them away, all the time
shrieking with animal laughter as the pile of dead grew higher and
higher.

Through it all, Ishtar
thundered, her voice shaking the ether of the dream: ‘Go, Prince
Hattu. Claim your vengeance!’

Hattu felt a great strength
rise within him as he charged through the masses of fighting and
dying men. Blades tore at him but he felt nothing. Sling bullets
punched through him as he clambered up the hill of the dead, yet he
felt no pain. Arrows riddled his back, yet on he went. When he
reached the top, Volca swung to him, face widening in another
jarring screech of laughter.

He lunged for Volca and Volca
for him…






Hattu jolted awake then sprung
up from sleep, landing in a warrior’s crouch, panting, the twin
swords clutched throughout his sleep extended and quivering. The
dark, deserted interior of the small stone shrine spun around him
like a tornado until his eyes fixed onto the stony effigy of the
Goddess before him. The polished statue stared back impassively,
candles guttering and spitting in each of her outstretched palms. A
wintry breeze from the storm outside crawled down through the
entrance corridor and kissed his skin – his body bare apart from
his leather kilt. The mists of sleep began to fade away, and he saw
the bedding on the floor, realised where he was, that he had been
dreaming, that he was alone.

For a moment, he began to feel
foolish. But then a shadow moved.

Alone? No – someone was behind
him!

He swung on his heel and plunged
towards the dark stranger, bringing the blades like shears to the
man’s neck, driving him back against the temple wall, caging him
against the stonework.

‘I have shaved already today,’
the slight figure said as the sword edges pressed on his
throat.

Hattu blinked twice, seeing now
the face of his oldest friend. Dagon, Chariot Master of the Hittite
Army, smiled wryly, his plague-scarred cheeks and short, oily hair
uplit by the candlelight. He wore a thick woollen cloak, the
shoulders damp with half-melted snow. ‘It is dawn. I have brought
you some food, and Asdu had some berry juice pressed for you.’

‘Forgive me,’ Hattu stammered,
releasing Dagon. ‘My dreams… they grow worse.’

Dagon sighed, sitting
cross-legged on the blankets on the stone floor and unfolding a bag
to reveal a loaf of bread, a pot of honey and an urn of berry
juice. ‘At least they only come at night.’

Hattu sat opposite his friend,
sheathing one sword in the leather crossbands resting beside his
bedding. He rotated the other blade slowly by the hilt. ‘It has
been one long, cold night since she died,’ he said in little more
than a whisper. With every revolution of the sword, he saw his
reflection on the polished surface. His hair – scraped back into a
high and tight tail – was still jet black and his body taut and
lean. But that once-youthful vulpine look had changed, now etched
with a permanently furrowed brow and a slight pouchiness under his
odd-coloured eyes – one hazel and one smoke-grey. ‘Every summer
that passes, I grow older, and her killer grows fatter and richer,
untouched by justice. They say he is chief of Pharaoh Ramesses’
bodyguards now.’

He barely noticed his hand
trembling and the knuckles growing white, so tightly he gripped the
sword.

Dagon did. ‘It is not good for
you to spend so much time on your own here,’ he said.

‘It is what Hittite kings and
princes have done for countless generations,’ Hattu replied, gazing
at the statue. ‘Sleep in the temples and let the Gods guide.’

‘Ishtar showed you the great
battle again?’ Dagon guessed quietly.

Hattu nodded, pouring juice into
a clay cup and sipping. The drink was cold and sweet. Asdu, his
cup-bearer, had probably pressed the juice thinking it would help
Hattu relax. ‘Volca was there, Dagon, like a crow, perched atop a
mountain of corpses. I almost had him. I could taste revenge on my
lips.’

‘It was only a dream,’ Dagon
said.

Hattu’s eyes rolled up to meet
his friend’s. ‘Hittites should always heed their dreams,’ he
drawled.


Dagon stroked the silver horse pendant on his necklace – a gift
from his wife. ‘Last night I dreamt of Nirni. When I woke, she was
in my arms. Young Wiyani had sneaked into our bed too, hugging her
mother from the other side. Our cat, Silver, was purring like
thunder by our feet. I hope to dream that same dream again tonight.
I have no wish for war.’ He swirled his juice, staring into the
surface. ‘Ishtar’s dream was false. A taunt and no more, crueller
with every repetition. For Volca shelters behind Pharaoh’s golden
wing at the far end of the world, and King Muwa seeks peace with
Egypt.’

‘My brother is blind,’ Hattu
snapped.

‘Blind?’ Dagon snorted
‘Vengeance blinds. Your brother has done what a king must, and
risen above those awful fires that burn within. Once you were
minded like him, pressing for peace.’

Hattu stared through his friend.
‘Once. Then Volca murdered my wife.’ His words fell into a growl as
he remembered the horror of it all – feeding the poisoned Atiya a
concoction taken from Volca, a mixture he thought was a cure… only
for it to be the thing which destroyed her. Volca’s cruellest
trick. He threw his cup against the wall. The clay shattered and
the berry juice splashed like blood across the stonework.

Dagon arched an eyebrow. ‘Well,
that’s breakfast over.’

But Hattu did not hear as he
rose and paced to and fro, snatching angrily at invisible fruits in
the air before him. ‘By all the Gods …’ he raged. ‘Just to have a
chance… one chance… to tear out his heart.’

‘At what price, Hattu? How many
hills of dead men would it be worth?’

Hattu did not reply. He buckled
the leather crossbands across his bare chest and slung his old
green cloak across his shoulders then stalked down the entrance
tunnel towards the screaming blizzard outside.

‘Where are you going?’ Dagon
shouted after him.

‘To the mountains,’ he snapped
over his shoulder.

He stepped out into the grim
morning and the stark slap of the blizzard. Crunching through the
shin-deep snow towards Hattusa’s Tawinian Gate, he realised there
were no others braving the elements apart from the unlucky sentries
shuffling along the lower town’s pale walls, wrapped in heavy
woollen cloaks and glancing up at the bruised and angry sky. So
when he spotted someone on the streets at last – coming up the main
way in an exhausted lope – it was a surprise. He noticed the man
was dark-skinned and wore what looked like a Ugaritic leather cap,
hooked like a scorpion’s tail on top, and he carried a heavy pack
on his back.

As the fellow passed, sweating
and panting on uphill towards the acropolis, Hattu was sure he
heard Ishtar laugh somewhere deep within his head, and the sound
chilled him to his soul.






***






Angry shouts rose and the echoes
reverberated around the Hall of the Sun, drowning out the shrill
whistle of the blizzard outside. The hundred or more Hittite
noblemen of the Panku council pressed around the
semi-circular plinth of the Grey Throne, held in check by the
king’s Mesedi bodyguards, each clad in a high bronze helm,
scale vest and leather kilt. King Muwa, draped in black robes and
crowned with a silver winged-sun circlet, resisted the temptation
to shoot back with hurried and hot replies. He kept his broad,
handsome face expressionless, but every so often his
shoulder-length dark mane quivered, betraying his irritation.

‘Promise us that no more
families will be moved, Labarna, lest Hattusa be left barren
and deserted,’ wailed one hook-nosed noble. ‘Already in the
summer you sent away many hundreds of this city’s most ancient
families, dozens of them tied to my estate. I now have barely
enough bodies to put to work on my wheat meadows.’

‘You leave our estates stripped
of workers, My Sun,’ another one agreed. ‘Exiled to that hovel in
the south, Tarhuntassa.’

Exile? Muwa thought. This
was too much. He beat the palm of one hand against the arm of the
Grey Throne. ‘I paid for their journey south and for new
homes in Tarhuntassa, so they could swell the population there. The
croplands here have receded in the droughts of recent summers and
so Hattusa’s grain pits lie dangerously empty. Less mouths here
means less chance of famine. Tarhuntassa’s countryside is still
fertile and so the soils there need those extra families to till,
sow and reap. More, Tarhuntassa lies nearer the troubled borders
with Egypt and grows in importance as we try to secure peace.’

‘Some say you plan to move the
statues of the Gods from the Storm Temple and transport them south
too… that you seek to make that distant city the new capital and
your royal seat.’

Muwa stared at this one, a
narrow-faced man whose hair had gone prematurely white, giving him
the look of a goat. The fellow had clearly been eavesdropping. It
was a long-term plan, and one he was not sure of yet. Here, now, it
would be folly to share his unfinished designs. ‘Do I not sit here
upon the Grey Throne?’ he said flatly, running his palms over the
cedar arms and cold-hammered iron rivets of the royal chair, then
gesturing downwards at the two glaring stone lions passant upon
which the throne sat. ‘Here in Hattusa.’

‘I can see what stands before me
today,’ said Goat-face calmly. ‘But I cannot see tomorrow. Can you
confirm that Hattusa will remain the capital?’

Muwa glared at the man. It would
be easy to lie to him and all the others, but he knew he would hate
himself for it. Regardless, Goat-face pounced on the moment of
hesitation, taking it as proof of his suspicions.

‘You see? Piece by piece our
king plans to abandon our ancestral home,’ he lamented
over-dramatically.

The nobles erupted in a storm of
protests.

‘This is sacrilege!’

‘My Sun, you spit on the home of
the Storm God!’

‘If the Gods are moved away then
the pilgrims will not come and our markets will dwindle.’

Muwa shot a look at this one –
Snapili, a carbuncle-ridden fellow in richly-embroidered robes and
a false charioteer’s belt. He had a reputation as a greedy cur but
at least he was honest about this matter; it was not the potential
loss of the holy statues he feared, but the drop in profits that
might come with it.

‘If you move your throne away
from Hattusa, my fine estate up on Tarhunda’s Shoulder will lose
more than half its current worth,’ another appealed.

‘Hattusa will become no more
than a forgotten northern town. We’ll have beggars and mere
clay-workers living in the best wards, stinking out our
streets.’

Gradually the protests took this
turn from the virtuous to the self-serving.

In search of respite, he glanced
up and over the heads of the shouting nobles. His wife, Uranda, was
a comforting sight: fawn-haired, tall, doe-like and delicate,
sitting on one of the benches at the side of the cold hall and
wrapped in layers of wool. Yet she shuffled and fidgeted, knitting
and unknitting her fingers, her face pinched with worry. She never
felt comfortable in the heated exchanges of the court. With her sat
their son, Urhi-Teshub, Tuhkanti, heir to the Hittite
throne. He was the antithesis of his mother: stock-still, his
intense eyes taking everything in – the emotional outbursts, the
swell and ebb of ideas. Learning with every breath, for the time
when it would be him upon the Grey Throne. At twenty four summers,
he was a fine heir: strong, speedy, skilled in combat and strategy.
A hard slap in the face of the whispering cowards who claimed he
would be a weak and feeble-minded man because Muwa and Uranda were
cousins. Next to him sat Danuhepa, Great Queen, Tawannana –
mother of the palace – and widow of old King Mursili. Her beauty
was now lost behind numerous age-lines, her piled tresses of hair
as white as the snow outside. The sight of her, as always, sent the
strangest chill through Muwa. Her Babylonian mannerisms and accent
set her apart from everyone else in the court. Strange, unnerving.
Nobody had ever been able to prove it, but she knew more about
Atiya’s poisoning than she had ever let on. For all that, Prince
Hattu would not hear a word against her. She and he were close like
brother and sister. He noticed something then: she was staring at
his son with a wintry, sideways look. Cold, hateful even. He felt a
shiver crawl across his skin.

A groan of cedarwood snapped him
from his thoughts as the hall doors parted and a glacial breath of
air whistled into the hall, casting a flurry of snowflakes in with
it. A sweating, panting messenger entered but was instantly
challenged by the two white-robed Golden Spearman – members of the
fifty-strong, gilt-lanced acropolis guard unit. Muwa snatched looks
at the newcomer every so often, in between fielding new complaints
from the howling, protesting nobles. The newcomer was gesturing
frantically towards the throne. At last he showed the Golden
Spearmen some small tablet, and they let him through. The messenger
pushed through the crowd of nobles, croaking apologies at the
braying rich men in his way.

Muwa eyed the fellow’s darker
skin and scorpion-tail cap. His white robes were frayed, soaked
with melting snow, ragged and filthy around the hems. His boots
were burst. When he reached the arc of Mesedi, the bronze giants
swung their spears into an X just as the Golden Spearmen had.

‘Let him through,’ Muwa
said.

The Mesedi spears parted and the
man staggered up two steps of the throne plinth then fell to his
knees.

‘My Sun,’ the man panted. ‘King
Niqmepa of Ugarit, your loyal vassal, bids you good health and
greetings.’

All voices suddenly fell
silent.

Muwa’s eyes narrowed. He noticed
from the corner of his eye Urhi-Teshub sitting taller too,
intrigued. It was winter. Ugarit – the vital trade kingdom – lay
far to the southeast, over the White Mountains and in the baking
vassal lands known as Retenu. Old King Niqmepa was a loyal vassal,
but foreign kings did not send tribute in these frozen months. They
did not visit at all outside the spring Gathering. Unless…

‘I was tasked with bringing this
parcel to you.’ The man pulled the pack from his back and placed it
before Muwa. Muwa stared at it. ‘It was delivered to our southern
borders in late summer. It came from… Pharaoh’s court.’

With a swipe of the messenger’s
dagger, the tightly-tied linen of the pack flopped open, and a
gawping head stared back at the crowd. It was mummified and heavily
stitched and doctored. Clearly the skull had been pulverised and
pieced back together. The face was tight and misshapen and the
mouth locked in a death rictus. But the upper and lower teeth were
slightly parted. A glinting, golden, scarab-beetle talisman rested
on the shrivelled tongue.

Cousin Talmi? Muwa
realised, struck through with horror.

Hundreds of breaths were
snatched in, horrified by the sight of the head, but few
recognising it. When Uranda did, she screamed, falling into
Danuhepa’s arms. A scribe crouched by the head and took the golden
scarab beetle from the mouth, eyes scanning the markings upon it. A
message. After a time, he looked up at Muwa, shaking: ‘In our land,
gold is like dust. In your land, the dust will be of your bones,’
he croaked. ‘First Kadesh will fall, and finally… Hattusa.’

Yet Muwa barely heard. He could
think only of youthful adventures with his cousin, larking in the
forests, hunting in the hills and splashing in the rivers. Now he
was gone. Murdered and dishonoured.

Now the rest of the nobles began
to realise who the head belonged to, and the meaning of the
message.

‘The Viceroy of Halpa?’ said
Snapili. ‘Our peace envoy? This… this is Pharaoh’s answer?’

It was like a lit straw dropping
into an urn of resin: the Hall of the Sun exploded with a clamour
of shouts and wails, arms flailing and fingers pointing in every
direction.

‘The Gods have forsaken us!’

‘They heard the shameful plan to
move them from this ancient place!’

‘Bring the families back from
Tarhuntassa,’ Goat-face exclaimed. ‘Repopulate our estates. Abandon
your plans to move the Gods and the royal seat away from
Hattusa.’

‘Aye,’ another said excitedly.
‘Promise us you will do this, My Sun. It is the only way we can win
back the Gods’ support.’

‘Decree Hattusa as the eternal
capital, safeguard our estates,’ Snapili agreed, licking his lips
then adding lustfully, ‘and our wealth.’

‘What say you, Labarna?’
another pressed.

But Muwa could not answer. Grief
had him in a stranglehold. He steepled his hands, resting his lips
on the fingertips. A terrible, hot and heavy cloak of shame settled
on his shoulders as he tried to come to terms with the fact that he
had sent his cousin to such a horrible death.

Just then, a hobbling fellow
squeezed through the Mesedi screen and climbed three steps before
turning to face the protestors. ‘Rest your tongues, you fools!’ He
swiped a stick at them like a one-man army defending the king. Old
Colta the Hurrian, Chariot Master before Dagon, was now nearly
blind and bent-double and had not ridden a chariot to war for over
ten years, so bad were his ailments. But the old man’s heart was as
strong as a stallion’s. His skin was like aged leather, the few
remaining strands of snow-white hair on his head were scraped back
into a thin tail and his once-forked beard was now no more than two
threadbare wisps. ‘Did they throw your wits on the fire at birth?’
he berated the nobles. ‘This grim package means we are at war.
War!’

The squabbling fell into a
discontented murmur.

‘And all you can think to do is
cluck like old hens about the prestige and status of your oversized
villas, or the number of silver bars you might hoard in your
cellars.’ He scowled in particular at Snapili as he said this. ‘If
we do not win this war… you will have no homes. Don’t you
understand? We as a people will be wiped from the face of history.
At best we might be killed… or taken in droves to the burning south
to work as slaves in Pharaoh’s deep mines or scorching fields.’

They were utterly silent
now.

Colta gestured towards Muwa,
still in a state of shock. ‘For years our Labarna has been
shaping our empire for this moment: pressing for peace but also
preparing for war. He has been deep in thought,’ Colta said,
tapping his temple vigorously. ‘Thinking, you see – it’s an
underrated art.’

A long silence passed. Snapili
and Goat-face had no clever riposte lined up, and so Goat-face
opted for pure spite. ‘Stand aside, old man,’ he sneered. ‘Your
time has passed. General Dagon is the Chariot Master now.’

This sent fire through King
Muwa’s blood, jolting him to his senses. He shot to his feet and
stepped ahead of Colta, broadening, and the nobles below the plinth
shrank away like hairs from a naked flame. ‘Watch your tongue,’
Muwa drawled. Goat-face skilfully melted away to the back of the
crowd as more people entered the hall in fresh flurries of snow:
regimental chiefs, scribes and captains, faces wide and pale,
having been woken from their beds with the news.

‘Summon the royal messengers,’
Muwa called over to the officers. ‘They must ride day and night to
take word to the north, to the west, to the south, to the east. Our
four divisions shall be mustered in full. All of the vassal
kingdoms must be roused too. We must gather the greatest army ever
assembled. If Pharaoh readies to march with everything he has, then
so must we. The world is going to war.’

At once, the captains and chiefs
scattered, running outside into the snowstorm, shouting. Soon,
bells clanged and whistles blew. Horses whinnied and wagon wheels
crunched into action.

‘I will speak to Dagon too,’
Colta said, standing alongside the king. ‘The Destroyers are almost
ready. They could be crucial in what is to come.’

‘Jaru must be told also,’ said
Muwa, ‘so he can fire his smithy pits and finish the stockpiles of
weapons we will need.’

‘The Metalsmith will not let you
down, My Sun,’ Colta grunted in agreement, then scanned the hall,
seeing many officers buzzing backwards and forwards. But one was
conspicuous by his absence. He called down to one of the Mesedi at
the foot of the plinth. ‘Where is the Gal Mesedi?’

Gorru, the unfeasibly hirsute
Mesedi Captain, turned around. ‘Prince Hattu? He led us on a drill
yesterday, but then he went down into the lower town at dusk. He
has been sleeping at the Ishtar Shrine for over a moon now.’

Another Mesedi at the door heard
and added: ‘He was there last night too, but he left the city at
dawn.’

But Muwa had already worked that
out. His eyes hung on the high window adjacent to the throne,
affording a view over the snow-blanketed lower town. For a moment,
the scudding blizzard eased, and he saw all the way to the nearest
fells in the west. Out there, a small figure moved up the sheer
face of a tor known as Headless Mountain, stark against the
whiteness thanks to his green cloak.

‘You are still minded to proceed
as we planned?’ Colta asked quietly.

‘Aye,’ Muwa said, thinking of
the long nights of discussions he and the old Chariot Master had
spent, proposing ideas and strategies, should Talmi fail in his
quest for peace.

‘Then the hardest task might
well be the first,’ Colta said. ‘To ask your brother to do that
which he cannot. He has lived these last eighteen years just for
this moment.’

Muwa glared at the distant form
of the climber. ‘He is my Gal Mesedi, protector and chief advisor,’
he grumbled, ‘and so he will do as I ask, for the good of his
country.’






***






The winter storm prowled around
Hattu as he clambered along the underside of an overhang, every
straining muscle and burning tendon chasing the troubles from his
mind like an asu healer’s numbing paste. He barely felt the
cuts on his knuckles and wrists as he jammed his hands into frozen
crevices and scraped his bare feet on sharp rock. Forty summers of
life had blunted his agility but sharpened his nous – as a climber
and in almost every other art. He snatched at a loose root dangling
from the overhang and worked his way up before levering himself
onto the top of Headless Mountain. His heart thundered then began
to settle as he sat in the snow, the sweat on his skin vanishing
quickly. The blizzard eased, unveiling the rugged Hittite
heartlands all around him, blanketed in white.

Hattusa dominated the eastern
horizon, framed by the bruised grey sky. Up on the acropolis,
Golden Spearmen and Mesedi patrolled the high walls in pairs, and
the giant bronze winged sun emblem atop the Hall of the Sun shook
with a fresh surge of wind. The glacial breath sighed through the
Ambar Ravine – the narrow-axe-wound that spliced the mountainside
capital. The pale lower town walls were plastered with snow and the
houses and the Storm Temple were mere white bumps, pricked with the
orange glint of warming fires within. His gaze snagged for a moment
on the Ishtar shrine, the eight-pointed star on its cupola-domed
roof jabbing skywards like a winged mace. The sight of the place
threw flashes of his dreams across his mind… and sent his gaze
drifting northwards…

Just outside the city in that
direction lay the Meadow of the Fallen. Amongst the many graves
stood one, a sunken hekur house, now no more than a snowy
tumulus. Father’s bones and ashes lay in there and so did Atiya’s.
Both poisoned by the same killer.

He turned away from the meadow,
seeking something, anything else. His eyes fell upon a
circle of uneven snow in the south. This had once been the village
of Jurunda. As a young soldier, he had led a patrol there, and
helped his men build the picket around the place. Then, three years
after Atiya’s death, a group of bandits had retreated there after
robbing a priest wagon and accidentally killing one. The bandit’s
relatives lived in the village – good, peaceful types. But they
could not face giving up their bandit sons to the Labarna’s
troops. It had been a tense month, with Hattu and a group of
soldiers camped outside the village, demanding the criminals be
turned over to them, and the bandits heckling them from inside,
using those very same pickets as their defences. Some of his
soldiers had petitioned him to storm the place, but Hattu had
refused. ‘This must end without blood,’ he had insisted.

But one night during that
miniature siege, his dreams of vengeance were fierce, and they had
thrown him from his sleep, heart crashing like a war drum in the
blackness. He closed his eyes as he remembered the very wind of his
crazed leap over the picket, the sudden cries of his men – men who
believed he was a God, who believed in his every action – as they
saw him and followed his lead. The memories came in flashes: the
sound of arrows striking down, the faces of his soldiers,
demonically uplit by torches, the wetness and taste of bloodspray…
the screaming.

He closed his eyes and wanted to
stuff his fists in his ears.

Now? Now the bandits were gone.
So, too, the mothers and elders… and the young too. Jurunda was no
more. He had told himself afterwards that the darkness had been
responsible for his part in it the bloody night, slashing madly at
the shadows of the Jurundans. Who was to know if it was bandit,
woman or child in such poor light? To hesitate could have been to
die, after all.

Vengeance blinds, Dagon’s
words echoed in his head.

‘Aye, old friend, it does,’ he
whispered.

A falcon’s shriek sounded from
somewhere above. Like a comforting hand, the bird glided through
the gale and settled upon his shoulder, gathering its wings and
silently gazing out over the heartlands with him. She was a
constant companion, born to one of his previous feathered friends,
Zephyr. ‘You are from a proud line, Sky,’ he said fondly, reaching
up to stroke her wings. ‘As fast as Arrow, as keen-eyed as Zephyr
and as nimble as her brother, Tempest.’ He touched the trio of
feathers on his cloakpin – one from each of those beloved falcons.
The bird pecked his ear impetuously. ‘And as demanding as all
three,’ he added with a sad hint of a smile.

He pulled a strip of dried boar
meat from his purse and used a small eating knife to halve it,
handing one piece to Sky and chewing on the other himself as he
looked over the countryside again. Much had changed around him
since youth. Hattusa was no longer favoured by the Gods as it had
once been. He eyed the depression in the snow just southwest of the
mountain city. Once, this hollow had been the Spring of the Meadow,
one of the city’s seven sacred water sources, cast up from the
ground by the Sun Goddess. Children had played here, animals were
led to drink from the many troughs and travellers would stop to
enjoy the cool waters under the shade of the small taverns built
around it. Now, it was a spring no more, the taverns, animals and
children were gone. The six other springs still ran, but all were
weaker than they had once been. No wonder the crop fields were
shrinking.

A black harvest, a heartland of
wraiths…

He pinched his fingernails into
his palm to chase off the Goddess’ words.

Yet it was not just drought that
clawed at the heartlands. He turned to look behind him: where once
an ancient peak had risen from this overhang, adding another fifty
stages to the climb, there was just grey, wintry sky. He glanced
down into the ravine where the jagged peak had fallen and now lay
as a snow-coated heap of rubble, giving this mountain its name.
Earthquakes had become regular things in Hittite lands – one every
few months. But the one that had toppled the peak had been like a
bear’s paws grabbing the heartlands in the depth of night and
shaking them for all they were worth. This peak had been beheaded
and Hattusa’s famous old Ramp Gatehouse had been reduced to rubble
too. Hundreds of homes had collapsed and scores of people were
crushed in their sleep. He stopped chewing and swallowed the boar
meat in one untasting gulp, fatigued by the constant barrage of sad
memories.

Sky pecked at Hattu’s ear as if
to chase his grey thoughts away. He stroked her wing softly, and
noticed movement below through the scudding snow: a small party
approached the foot of Headless Mountain.

Brother? he mouthed,
seeing that it was King Muwa, Colta and a pair of Mesedi: Captain
Gorru and his deputy, Orax – two of the best in Hattu’s
hundred-strong corps.

Sky took off as Hattu rose to
begin his descent, dangling from the edge of the overhang by one
hand and dropping to a ledge, then folding down over it and picking
his way down a well-known network of crimps and jug-holds. With a
thud, he landed on the snowy lower slopes, sliding and jogging down
towards the king.

Gorru and Orax saluted their
commander and prince. ‘Gal Mesedi!’

Hattu nodded towards them then
stopped before Muwa. ‘Did the nobles chase you from the city? Or
did you send them away to Tarhuntassa as well?’ he said dryly.

One look from Colta told Hattu
that this was no time for humour.

‘Gal Mesedi,’ Muwa said.
Whenever his brother addressed him by his title, it meant they were
to put aside fraternal affections. Hattu, as Gal Mesedi, was
Master of the Royal Bodyguard, protector of the king. It was a
title Muwa had bestowed upon him in the days after Atiya’s death.
It had been Muwa’s way of showing his faith in his younger brother
and his disdain for Ishtar’s words: The Son of Ishtar will seize
the Grey Throne. Of all Hattu’s titles – Prince of Hattusa,
Lord of Nerik, High General of the Hittite Army – it was Gal Mesedi
he valued most of all. ‘Things have changed.’

Hattu’s ears pricked up as he
heard the rumble of hooves. A batch of horsemen sped from the lower
town’s Tawinian Gate and spread out like the fingers of a hand,
shooting off in eight different directions. Chillingly, it reminded
Hattu of the eight-pointed star of Ishtar. Royal riders, he
realised. These small men – chosen for their lightness so the
horses could bear their weight – would ride along the ancient
routes until the beasts neared exhaustion, then stop at the nearest
of the watchtowers dotting the age-old routes to eat, sleep or pass
their messages on to fresh riders and mounts stationed there.
Usually these horsemen went out alone or a few at a time. Normally
they went in just one direction to pass news on. Never had he seen
such an explosion of riders taking word to every corner of the
land. ‘Trouble?’

‘Of the greatest kind,’ said
Muwa. His head dipped a little, his thick hair billowing across his
face in the wind, his eyes darkening. ‘A messenger came in this
morning… he brought with him Cousin Talmi’s head.’

The words stung Hattu like a
hard slap. Flashes of times spent with the noble viceroy in
childhood and as men exploded through his mind. At the Valley of
Bones, when Talmi had stood with him to the last. Dead?
Bandits on the road to Egypt, was his first thought. Pirates maybe,
if his cousin had taken ship. Then he realised… ‘Pharaoh
Ramesses.’

‘Aye,’ said Colta sadly.

Sorrow and anger clashed within
him like swords. But the darkest, most chilling thing was the cool,
rising sensation amidst it all. A sense of anticipation. For now,
at last, all-out war was surely unavoidable. The Hittite and
Egyptian Empires would have to meet and give battle to the death.
Volca and he would face one another on the battlefield. Vengeance
would be his.

Vengeance.

He felt a flash of disgust and
chased the thoughts away.

‘I never agreed with your
overtures of truce, Brother,’ Hattu said quietly, ‘but I did not
want to be proved right in this way. Talmi was a good and brave
man. He did not deserve this fate. Pharaoh must pay, Volca must
pay…’

Muwa held his gaze. ‘Aye, we go
to war.’

The words stoked a rising,
roaring fire within Hattu’s chest. A thousand shameful voices
shrieked and danced in glee around the flames, a thousand more wept
in the centre of the blaze. ‘I will call upon the generals and have
the four divisions mustered immediately.’

‘Those riders already take word
to the outlying garrisons,’ Colta said.

‘Good,’ Hattu nodded. ‘The
vassals, they are being summoned too, aye?’ he asked, glancing off
in the wake of the eight horsemen.’

‘Every soldier in our land and
every man from the lands tied to our throne is being mobilised,’
Muwa confirmed. ‘Troy, Lukka, Arzawa, Kaska… all will rise from
their lands and gather here.’

Hattu toyed with his long tail
of hair as if it was a knot. ‘General Dagon and I have been
drilling the new Destroyer squadrons at the Fields of Bronze. They
are like nothing this world has seen before. They are honed and
ready… ready to win this war. We should gather in the acropolis war
room to catalogue our forces, our routes, our supply strategy and-’
he fell silent, feeling something upon his bare chest. He looked
slowly down to see that Muwa had placed a hand there.
‘Brother?’

‘The Hittite Empire will march
to war with everything we have,’ Muwa said. ‘But you, Gal Mesedi,
cannot be part of it.’

The words were like a bronze
bell struck with a ragged hammer. The demons inside Hattu erupted
in a shrill chorus of disbelief.

‘Every soldier will be marching
east with me. Every soldier,’ said Muwa. ‘While I am gone,
there will be nothing but a weak militia left here to ward off any
trouble. Colta will stay behind to marshal them, but they need more
than a general. They need a leader – of royal blood. A strong
warden to watch over these heartlands. It has to be you, Gal
Mesedi. It has to be you.’

‘Brother, no,’ Hattu croaked.
His eyes darted this way and that. ‘Urhi-Teshub is your heir and
well-capable of these things. This is a perfect task for him.’

‘Urhi-Teshub makes me a prouder
father with every passing day and will one day be a fine king, but
he is not yet ready to deputise for me while I am gone.

Hattu scoffed. ‘He is sharp as a
blade, born for the royal court. Yes, these lands may well be
stripped of soldiers for this campaign, but – for once – there is
no enemy looming to take advantage. Urhi-Teshub could easily tackle
the brigands that might emerge while the army is gone.’

‘No enemy looming?’ Muwa said.
‘You forget about Skurni? He and the Azzi who last summer descended
from the north are still at large, roaming somewhere on our lands,
unchallenged.’

Hattu’s mind spun. The Azzi were
a foul people. Warlike and cruel. More, Skurni and a band of them
had long, long ago aided Volca in his efforts to usurp the Hittite
court.

‘They are but rats, scurrying
and raiding. Your son could deal with them.’ he stopped and shook
his head as if to clear his mind of all but the most important
thought. ‘Brother… please,’ he pressed. ‘When you step onto
Retenu’s blazing sands, you will need me there.’

Muwa stared into his eyes, a
look that searched deep inside. His voice dropped, his tone now
that of a loved one. ‘Hattu… our father always said this moment
would come, and-’

‘War with Egypt is an
inevitability,’ Hattu cut him off, Father’s oft-repeated mantra
tumbling from his lips. ‘And when it comes, it will be like no
other. It will be the cruellest war ever waged, and the Gods will
gather to watch.’

Muwa held Hattu’s gaze like a
hunter getting the measure of a wild cat. ‘The Hittite Army and her
every ally will march to Retenu to fight this war. Pharaoh boasts
of leading four mighty armies to meet us there. Four armies,
Hattu,’ he repeated as if spitting out a lump of gristle, holding
up four fingers as a howl of wind cast his hair across his face.
‘In the Valley of Bones, you faced just one.’

‘Then it will be everything
Father said it might,’ Hattu replied flatly.

Muwa sighed. ‘To claim victory,
we must have sharp minds – thoughts cool, clear and flowing like
mountain brooks. Minds unblackened by the fires of personal
vengeance.’

Hattu stared at his brother, the
look serving as a reply.

‘This war cannot be about Volca
alone, Brother,’ Muwa stressed. Gods hear me, I will bring Volca’s
heart back here on a skewer, the war won. But winning the war
must come first.’

Hattu continued to glare. ‘You
think I would risk the lives of our armies, our chances of victory,
to kill him instead? So this is what it is truly about? You do not
trust me?’

‘The thorny vines of vengeance
make men do strange and evil things, Brother,’ Muwa said, his eyes
darting south for a moment – in the direction of the wastes that
remained of Jurunda.

‘Speak plainly, or not at all,’
Hattu snapped.

Colta groaned and rolled his
eyes. ‘Each as stubborn as Lukkan stallions…’

Muwa scowled at the old
charioteer, then returned his gaze to Hattu. ‘If nothing else,
Hattu, think of your son. The last time you left Hittite lands to
travel to distant Retenu, eighteen years ago, you lost so much.
This time, stay, be here for him.’

Hattu felt a spike of emotion,
piercing the tension inside. He thought of Kurunta – born to Muwa
and Uranda but adopted by Hattu and Atiya all those years ago. He
was grown now, nineteen summers old. The spiky emotion changed into
a thorn of guilt. So little time he had spent with the young man.
Kurunta had made the journey to manhood with little guidance from
him. He thought of his own relationship with his father – the cold,
distant King Mursili. Had he become as aloof as his own sire?

‘You are needed here,’ Muwa
repeated. ‘So here you will stay… Gal Mesedi.’

Hattu’s lips thinned in anger.
The use of the official title again meant the brotherly moment was
over and the king was making his decree. He stepped back from Muwa,
slowly, nostrils flaring, cloak and ponytail whipping in the wind.
‘You are making a mistake, Brother,’ he snapped, then turned his
back on the King of the Hittites and stomped away through the snow,
back to Headless Mountain.
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Two moons passed. As soon as the
rains came to wash the snows away, every Hittite man of fighting
age set out to answer the call of their Labarna. Under
bruised and sullen skies, the standing regiments posted in the
outlying cities trekked through the mud, joined by shepherds and
men of the farms too. Like myriad rainwater brooks streaming into a
lake, these trains of warriors and new recruits converged upon the
military training academy just west of Hattusa.

The Fields of Bronze, as the
complex was known, sat at the foot of a range of red fells, up and
down which bands of new soldiers were put through their paces,
sprinting uphill then scrambling back down all to the merciless
shouts of captains and chiefs. The academy grounds were divided
into three campuses. There was the walled infantry compound, the
gatehouse of which was straddled by a warrior statue. The archery
school was composed of a row of workhouses and broad practice
ranges thick with arrows whizzing towards wooden targets, all
watched over by a statue of a kneeling archer, bow pointed
skywards. Finally there were the chariot fields – a run of pasture
meadows, stables and smiths’ workshops and a giant oval racing
track.

One drizzly morning, King Muwa
and a small cluster of officers stood atop the flat roof at the
corner of the infantry compound to watch a parade drill of the
Blaze Division as they marched in tight order, clad in white
tunics, leather cuirasses and leather or bronze helms. Many wore
animal bones and fangs in their long dark hair, a sign of veterans.
With the sharp cry of an officer, they suddenly fell into combat
stance, loosed their spears at straw targets then ‘charged’. The
Storm, Fury and Wrath were being put through their paces out in the
countryside too. All told, these four ancient divisions formed a
bronze core of twenty thousand men. Axes, spears and curved swords
sharp and glinting.

‘I’ve never seen my division
mustered like this – not a gap in any rank,’ said General Penti,
the Blaze’s old, gnarled and rope-haired leader. ‘The Storm and the
Wrath need a few more men to replenish their numbers, but they are
ready. The Fury too.’

Not enough, Muwa thought.
His gaze drifted westwards.

‘This army will shake the sands
of Retenu, My Sun,’ one of Penti’s five regimental chiefs
enthused.

You do not understand the
sheer number of men Pharaoh commands, Muwa muttered
inwardly.

‘The men talk of erecting a
victory stele before we leave,’ said a captain of one hundred, his
voice rising with a tune of youthful inexperience.

Victory? Hubris!

Irked by the constant
platitudes, needled by the one thing nobody dared to mention, he
sighed, turned his back on the jubilant officers and once again
peered westwards. Where are you? he thought, digging his
nails into the parapet, breaking the surface of the triangular
mud-brick merlon.

Penti, reading his king’s
unease, stepped away from the others, over to Muwa’s side. ‘I don’t
understand it either, My Sun,’ he said quietly. ‘Our messenger
riders returned a month ago. The call to arms was issued to all of
the western vassals.’

‘Exactly. The first of them
should have arrived by now,’ Muwa agreed. ‘The route is simple and
clear, a wide track that runs all the way from the Western Sea to
here. Right here. Where are they? Something is wrong out
there.’ He turned to the haggard general. ‘We cannot afford to wait
here. The new moon marks the start of the marching season. The race
to claim Kadesh begins imminently. Yet we cannot set out to the
east without our western friends. Troy, Lukka, Arzawa… those
numbers will add nearly seven thousand spears and many hundreds of
chariots to our forces. We need them all.’

Penti folded his arms and toyed
with his lips. ‘Aye, we need every single man,’ he said.

Muwa followed the general’s
gaze, lingering on the byres near the chariot fields. There, Dagon
and Hattu were at work, feeding the horses and mending an upturned
chariot. Muwa cast Penti a sour look, then descended from the
rooftop.






***






Hattu stroked Midnight’s nose as
the black stallion ate. Such a huge creature, he thought, and all
because of old Colta’s special diet. Flame, a muscular red mare,
guzzled away at her feeding trough likewise. For a moment he
thought of Thunder and Rage, the two sorrel-red horses he and Dagon
had trained as colts and who had pulled their chariot into battle
for so many years. Poor Dagon had wept for days when they had died,
first Thunder and then, just hours later, Rage lay down next to his
old companion and never woke up again. Sadness stung his eyes and
he tried to think of something else.

‘What is that stuff?’
Wiyani cooed. Dagon’s young daughter circled the feeding troughs,
picking up the feed mixture, sniffing it and recoiling. Silver the
cat followed her, circling through her legs as she went.

Hattu smiled. ‘Your father
hasn’t bored you with the details yet?’

Just then, Dagon’s head shot up
from behind an upturned chariot he was mending. ‘I heard that. Be
careful or I’ll take you through the process of making wheels.
Every-single-detail. The steam-bending of the wood, the dowelling,
the fashioning of the leather tyres and the spokes and-’

‘Enough!’ Hattu wailed
theatrically, covering his ears. He turned back to Wiyani, lifting
a small handful of the grainy mixture and allowing it to trickle
back through his fingers. ‘Barley, wheat and salt,’ he smiled.
‘It’s far more nutritious than hay alone, and the salt encourages
them to eat more and more. Train them right and you can hone them
into massive steeds like this pair. Their foals too will be bigger
from the outset. One day their descendants might even carry
heavily-armoured men into battle. It was all down to Colta – he
designed the diet.’

‘Uncle Colta?’ Wiyani whispered
with a cheeky grin. ‘He is even more boring about horses than my
father.’

Hattu roared with laughter. Just
then, Asdu shuffled over to them, draped in a long brown robe,
bearing a tray of clay goblets and a krater of berry-stained water.
The meek fellow was ten years younger than Hattu, but walked with a
stoop like a man twice his age, and was always humming away to
himself like a happy old man. Like all royal attendants, his head
was shaved clean and his nails were clipped back to leave no room
for dirt or debris. ‘Prince Hattu,’ he said, offering one
goblet.

‘You have my share,’ Hattu
smiled.

Asdu dipped his head in
gratitude, then turned to offer the tray to Wiyani, ‘Princess of
Mischief?’

Wiyani gasped then grinned
pridefully at the title, stretching a little taller, nose pointing
in the air as she took a cup and sipped at it regally. Asdu twisted
to wink at Hattu, before shuffling away to offer drinks to the men
working nearby.

Hattu turned back to the horses
to see that Sky had swooped down and settled on the trough edge.
She began pecking at the feed mix, much to Silver’s interest. The
cat’s ears pricked up and he issued a hiss. Sky flared her
wings in protest, accidentally batting Flame in the eye. The mare
whinnied and began nipping in the bird’s direction.

‘Behave, you three,’ Hattu
sighed, patting Midnight’s neck as if he was a paragon of good
behaviour.

‘You sound like an old mother,’
Dagon chuckled, tossing down bronze tools and standing back from
the upturned chariot.

Just then, Nirni appeared from
the byre and grabbed her husband’s flanks from behind. Dagon
emitted a high-pitched yelp.

‘And you sound like a
panicked hen,’ his wife chuckled, her face broad and dark like
their daughter’s.

Wiyani giggled at her parents’
play then ran over to hug them both.

Hattu felt an invisible hand
squeeze his heart. He loved Dagon, Nirni and Wiyani dearly. Even
Silver, despite the cat’s penchant for urinating on the byre bed he
sometimes slept in.

This is how it was supposed
to be for us, he thought, talking to Atiya inwardly as he often
did.

In reply, one of her final
wishes rose from the black well of memory. Kurunta needs you,
Hattu.

Again, the guilt. Where was his
son, he wondered? Often, many days could pass without the two
meeting. So feeble and shy, the young man spent most of his time
alone, and when he did seek company it was often alongside
Urhi-Teshub – who was voice and pluck enough for two. He resolved
there and then to make a point of spending the afternoon with his
son. Perhaps they could eat together at the acropolis? He turned
the idea over in his head as he guided Flame and Midnight back
towards the byre with a click of his tongue. As he went, he gazed
out over the swollen sea of Hittite soldiers. Pangs of jealousy
struck through him as he saw the many proud and eager faces, their
lips moving as they talked around their camp fires about the
adventure to come, eating boar meat and polishing their armour. He
was just about to turn away when he saw one, gazing through the
masses, right at him, sharpening his sword with slow, deliberate
strokes of a whetstone. A gaunt soldier with waxy skin and sunken
eyes… and a mean look. The fellow looked away as soon as their eyes
met, but the man’s cold glare left an impression. Hattu was
well-used to soldiers of the Hittite Army staring at him nervously
or in veneration, but that had felt… different. More, he realised
he did not know this one. It must have been one of the men of the
outlying garrisons summoned here, he reckoned.

A crunching of boots sounded
behind him, and the thought evaporated.

Two of his Mesedi, flanking
Muwa, coming towards him. He and his brother had not spoken – not a
solitary word – since that moment in the blizzard.

At once, all thoughts of family,
of neglected things, fell away to one side.

‘You have come to your senses at
last?’ Hattu said.

Muwa’s lips quirked at one side
in a dry half-smile. ‘Polish your swords and ready your
horses.’

Hattu straightened, the fires
rising within. ‘You will not regret this. In Retenu I will-’

Muwa raised and swished a hand.
‘I have not changed my mind, Hattu. You will not be coming to
Retenu with the army. But I need you to aid the war effort in
another way.’

Anger prickled inside Hattu’s
chest. He saw his brother’s lips move as he continued to talk. For
a moment, he wished for the freedom of youth, when he could spring
upon his sibling and brawl with him. Open your eyes, Brother,
you need me there!

But then something Muwa said did
penetrate the fog of anger.

‘Something is wrong on the
western roads,’ said the Hittite King. ‘None of the vassals have
arrived nor have even been sighted by our westerly scouts.’

‘Still?’ Hattu said, his brow
knitting, looking west as if he could see through the red
fells.

‘Pick a force, your most trusted
men.’ Muwa flicked a finger towards the byre and the hulking,
brightly-painted shapes lurking in there. ‘Perhaps take some of the
Destroyers too, see how they fare. For they have yet to be tested
in anger.’

‘It will be so, My Sun,’ Hattu
quarter-bowed. ‘Perhaps during my absence you will see the folly of
your plans not to take me east.’

The two shared a tense glare,
then Hattu swung away and called upon Dagon.






***






Prince Aeneas crept through
brakes of fern on the pine forest floor, clutching his bow, the
warm spring rains hissing and crackling around him, coils of vapour
and a musty tang rising from the earth. He halted, breathless, as a
leash of deer sped across his path, then congratulated himself that
they hadn’t even noticed him. But he wasn’t here to hunt…

He saw the trees thinning ahead,
and edged forward just a little more before sinking to one knee at
the treeline and gazing across the land beyond: this rough woodland
track led on out into the open countryside of Pala. It was
supposed to lead all the way to Hattusa. Instead, it ended
about one hundred strides from the woods, cut off by the flood
river that thundered across it. The brown waters boiled and foamed,
deep and angry, and the banks were a slurry of mud and debris. The
route continued on the opposite side of the flood river, but how
far across was it? One hundred strides? More? The way to the
Hittite capital was well and truly blocked.

He twisted to look back at his
Dardanian archers – two hundred and forty three men in black kilts
and leather jerkins, eyes on their prince, suspicious of these
unfamiliar lands, afraid. Stay, he mouthed to his captain.
Turning back to the flood river, he felt the great weight of
responsibility on his young shoulders. It had been so easy to lead
the Dardanians on patrols of their home countryside, sweeping over
pleasant western dales and stopping at well-known farms and
villages to accept the acclaim, warm food and fresh drinks from the
people. Brigands came in groups of three or four and were easily
run down or shot. Whenever the big threats arrived – the ever-more
aggressive ships from Ahhiyawa – then the Dardanians simply fell in
with mighty Troy, serving as their archer regiment to see off those
raiders. It was a noble and pleasant life, but something about it
itched and burned within Aeneas. Never would he be legendary in
repute like Priam, the new King of Troy. Even Priam’s boy and
Aeneas’ cousin, Hektor, was being talked of as god-like in his
abilities – barely a man and yet already he was renowned for his
bravery, for seizing fate by the horns. So when the Hittite
messenger had handed Aeneas the summons – telling him a great war
was coming, urging him to rally every able soldier and travel east
towards the great mustering field near Hattusa – he had embraced
the chance of glory. We will be the finest amongst this great
army, he had proclaimed to his assembled soldiers, the
Hittite Labarna will honour us after this great war. They will
speak of us as legends. We will be eternity itself.

Such bravado was easy to summon
within Dardania’s small, low-walled village capital. Out here,
alone, with neither Troy’s regiments nor any other older, wiser
commanders to consult, he felt every bit the eighteen year old
whelp.

Why didn’t I listen to the
others? he moaned inwardly.

It had been hubris that had led
him and his men here. Most of the western armies of Troy, Lukka,
Arzawa and many others remained south of this place, camped at and
confounded by the huge wall of fallen rock that blocked the main
westerly road – the artery that led directly to Hattusa. It had
been his bright idea to follow this much more ancient spur track.
Indeed, it seemed so enticing. Rumour was the men of Tummanna still
used it to reach the Hittite heartlands. So while the Trojans and
Lukkans squabbled about whether to clear the huge rockfall from the
main track, or to follow this less-familiar route, Aeneas had
seized fate by the horns and led his men here at dawn.

And now this.

There was no way across this
flood river. Too wide, too deep. No boats and no bridge. He slung
his bow on his back and reached up to grip one of the pine
branches, then hoisted himself up, using successive branches like a
ladder. He emerged at the top, spitting needles and scratching at a
maddening itch on his neck, to stare across the countryside of
Pala. The sky was pure grey, promising more tepid drizzle for days
to come. The rolling hills and crags seemed bare. No sign of friend
or foe, the only movement from swallows looping in the sky, a
distant roaming sleuth of bears and… another river – a wide and
calm river, flowing along a high gully to the south. The Kocasu, he
realised, recalling the time he had travelled to Hattusa before and
stopped up on those ancient banks to catch and roast river carp. A
dirty gouge was missing from the side of the Kocasu gully, and it
was this that had unleashed the flood river down towards and across
the spur track.

Aeneas cast a sour look at the
heavens and inwardly muttered a disparaging remark about Poseidon.
He scoured the land to the north, following the dirty flood river’s
route. It bent and twisted through green hills before toppling into
a lake. His neck lengthened to see a little further: just north of
the lake was a large, flat expanse. A diversion, yes, but a way
round this flood and back onto the spur track to Hattusa. His
spirits soared as he dropped branch by branch back to the ground.
He ran through the woods, beaming, waving his men with him. ‘The
Gods tried to deter me, but I will not be deterred,’ he said –
aping words he had heard Hektor of Troy speak. He led them
northwards, following the course of the flood river.

They made good time, and reached
the lake before noon. ‘We will be the first to salute King
Muwatalli at the Hittite military fields,’ he said as they came
round the lake’s northern shore. The land was indeed pan-flat, just
a few dozen gorse thickets sprouting here and there. ‘We will be
the fastest, hardiest and…’ he fell silent as he looked across the
flat ground. Amidst the brush and tall grass, dead men lay.
Warriors, strewn, half-hidden. His captain stepped forward and
crouched by the nearest of them – a fellow with a death-scream
etched on his grey face, his mouth gaping like the terrible wound
across his throat.

‘It is the militia of Tummanna,’
the captain said.

Aeneas saw the pale hide
shoulder armour and grey cloaks they wore. ‘They were on their way
to Hattusa. They would have been first,’ he muttered absently.

‘My Prince,’ said the captain,
‘they have been stripped of their weapons, purses, almost
everything.’

Aeneas felt a terrible sense of
disquiet, and realised that it had not been Poseidon who had burst
the Kocasu’s banks. Whoever had done it had been clever, herding
these small contingents of Hittite vassals onto this good ground
north of the lake. ‘Good, flat ground,’ he muttered. ‘Chariot
ground.’

Aeneas’ eyes grew wide as moons
as the gorse ‘thickets’ around them fell, the screens dropped by
the ambushers holding them. Over three hundred chariots. At first
he saw the grotesque images painted on the front of their war-cars:
of fanged demons and burning crows. Then he gawped at the warriors
on board: shaved bald on top of their heads, the hair at the sides
left long and unkempt. They wore a mix of stolen armour and carried
weapons prised from the hands of their victims: bows axes, maces,
whips and slings.

‘Azzi,’ he stammered, the fear
of all the Gods streaking through him.

The one on the most central
chariot wore a bronze helm that enclosed most of his face. He
raised his axe, let his jaw fall and emitted a high-pitched,
inhuman scream. The others exploded with the same sound and then
the Azzi chariots jerked forwards, closing in on the small band of
Dardanians.

Aeneas and his men backed
together. On a plain against chariots, his archers would fall like
wheat. He felt his legs quiver and his bowels press downwards. But
then he thought of cousin Hektor, of greatness, of what it meant to
fight and die well.

‘Together!’ he cried, falling to
one knee, drawing his bow and taking aim at the Azzi leader.






***






Skurni twisted his axe to use
the flat like a shield, deflecting the Dardanian Prince’s
expertly-aimed arrow. The chariot sped right up to the panicked
Dardanian knot then skimmed around the edge. Skurni leaned from the
edge of his chariot and swept the axe out like a harvester, slicing
past the prince’s shoulder and beheading a Dardanian captain next
to him. His driver lashed the whip across the eyes of a third, and
the chariots behind Skurni’s followed his path, hacking and
spearing down the helpless archers on the outside.

‘Ya!’ Skurni yelled, revelling
in the blood mist as he circled, the redness quickly painting the
parts of his face not shielded by the bronze helm. ‘Be quick. I see
disturbed birds near the western horizon. The next of the vassals
will be here within hours. Perhaps Troy’s rich soldiers will be our
next prize? Kill these dogs and strip them.’ He hacked the arm from
one Dardanian archer who was about to loose on him as if setting an
example.

‘Master Skurni, this could be a
profitable day,’ his driver rasped. ‘Look, disturbed birds in the
east too.’

Skurni swung to the sight. Jays
and starlings, rising rapidly from the hills there. ‘But the
vassals travel west, towards Hattusa… who travels in the opposite
directi-’

He fell silent as forty shadowy
shapes burst over the eastern horizon like black suns. Chariots.
His eyes strained and struggled to believe what he was seeing.
Huge, hulking battle-cars, each nearly twice the size of his own.
They were pulled by paired horses the size of bears, draped in
thick bronze scale aprons and masks. Such speed! The wet copper
hobnails in the wooden tyres flashed dully through the mizzle
slipstream, the horses’ manes flowing like the long dark hair of
the crews.

Hittites.

On board each stood not two men
but three – a driver in the centre, a warrior at one side and a
third bearing a colossal shield at the other. They sped across the
plain like rolling rocks, the very earth shaking. He saw the
centremost chariot – a blood-coloured contraption pulled by a red
mare and a black stallion – pull a little ahead of the rest. He
locked eyes with the warrior aboard, crowned in a bronze helm and
draped in a green cloak and a coat and kilt of scale. The shadows
masked the man’s face, but he saw how a falcon sped along above
him, in time with the charge. ‘Prince Hattu?’ he gasped.

The falcon shrieked as if in
reply.

‘Has he truly lost his mind? He
brings forty chariots at my three hundred?’ He exploded with
laughter then swept his axe overhead, the driver reading the signal
and peeling away from the Dardanians. ‘Turn,’ he bawled, the other
chariots following in his wake like the body of a snake. ‘The
greatest prize of all comes rushing towards us: a bar of Trojan
silver for the one who slices off Prince Hattu’s head!’

With a high-pitched scream, the
Azzi chariot wing sped to meet the Hittite charge.






***






‘It’s him,’ Hattu growled,
seeing the bronze-helmed Skurni. He crouched low, feet spread on
the Harrower’s rawhide mesh floor for balance, rainwater
streaking down his face. The axle – shifted forward to ease the
burden of extra weight on the horses – groaned and bent underneath.
But the design had been tested well. The Destroyers would not
break. ‘This is it,’ he called across the forty other cars as the
two chariot forces sped closer and closer.

‘Remember all the long nights
and hard days we have been training for this,’ cried General Dagon,
steering the war-car.

‘Remember the past,’ bawled
General Tanku, holding the great shield – large enough to screen
all three on board – ready. The burly leader of the Storm
Division’s face hardened, the veins in the freshly-shaved sides of
his head pulsing, the long dark hair on top flowing like a banner.
He was the epitome of courage – a bear’s growl caught in a
man-shaped shell of bronze. ‘Once before we were caught like dogs
in the Valley of Bones, outmanoeuvred and outpaced by light and
nimble Egyptian chariots like these Azzi ones.’ He slapped his free
hand on the chariot’s bronze rail. ‘These Destroyers will set
things right.’

Hattu trained his spear on
Skurni. You once took Volca’s silver, you fell
upon the Hittite Army in the north, you will pay as he will…
dearly, painfully.

Skurni, wet with Dardanian
blood, roared with laughter when he saw the Hittite chariots were
not bluffing, hefting his axe, judging his strike, barking at his
driver to guide their car towards the gap between the
Harrower and the next Hittite Destroyer.

Hattu’s brow dipped and he felt
his lips rise in a smile every bit as wicked as Skurni’s. ‘Draw
together,’ he growled. With a snap of whips, the forty Hittite
Destroyers closed up, almost wheel to wheel – a solid arrowhead of
speeding bronze and hardened timbers, just ten strides from the
centre of the Azzi line.

Skurni’s face fell, seeing that
he and the best of his chariots were speeding right towards this
hulking mass, with no gap left to aim for. ‘Swerve,’ he cried,
grabbing at his driver’s reins. ‘Swe-’

The plains of Pala exploded with
a thunder of breaking wood and bones as the Hittite Destroyers
jerked and bucked, crunching up and over the Azzi vehicles: enemy
car, horse and man crumpling under them like dry leaves. Blood,
earth and rainwater jetted up in geysers, splinters of wood spat
through the air and the hooves of bowled-over horses flailed
uselessly. The Hittite forty hurtled on through the blown-apart
centre of the Azzi line. The Azzi cars on either side of the ruined
centre slowed, turning, gawping. More than nineteen of their
chariots were now but a pulp of flesh and wood.

The Dardanians cheered wildly as
the Hittite cars sped on towards them, but then the cheers turned
to howls of alarm. ‘They’re turning,’ Prince Aeneas cried, ‘They’re
coming for your backs. Turn around, face them.’

Hattu twisted, seeing the
remaining Azzi cars were indeed swinging round and speeding towards
them. Dagon and the other drivers lashed their whips in the air
above their horse teams, but the hulking three-man cars took an age
to slow and then could only turn gradually and clumsily. This was
the flaw of these lethal vehicles. The Destroyers were nigh-on
invincible on a straight-line charge, like a heavy spear… but a
spear that could only be thrown once. He saw the Azzi cars speeding
in on them, a misjudged volley of Dardanian arrows falling
harmlessly in their wake. The enemy cars were moments from scything
across Hittite backs, and the leading dozen already had bows
nocked, slings whirring, spears hefted.

‘Loose!’ an Azzi commander
howled.

‘Shieldmen!’ Hattu roared.

In perfect time, the
shield-bearers on each Destroyer threw up their great screens,
covering warrior, driver and themselves from thigh to head. The
rain of lead bullets, arrows, spears and axes thumped into the
giant shields. Only one driver was caught in the leg with a thrown
axe, the blow crushing the limb and sending him rolling from the
vehicle in paroxysms of pain. Now the Azzi cars swarmed amongst the
lumbering Hittite cars. Swords whacked on shields, spears jabbed
out and a mace swished past Hattu’s helm, grazing the bronze. The
Dardanians, afraid of shooting into this dense mass in case they
struck their Hittite allies, could only look on, waiting for the
rare opportunity to sight Azzi warriors clearly.

‘We’re being swamped,’ Tanku
cried, swinging one oak-trunk arm and elbowing an Azzi in the face,
crushing his nose.

‘Sound the horn,’ Hattu
grunted.

Dagon took an ivory horn from
his belt and emptied his lungs into it. The low moan rolled over
the Palan flats. For a moment nothing happened… and then a high,
skirling sound rose from the east, followed by a guttural roar.
Three hundred Hittite soldiers poured into view to the tune of war
pipes, speeding through the long grass in leather helms and
cuirasses of leather and linen, long dark hair flowing in their
wake, axes and spears held high. Leading one hundred was General
Sargis, the tall, flat-nosed leader of the Wrath Division, Heading
the second hundred was the small, hawk-faced Kisna, General of the
Fury Division and the Master Archer of the Hittite Army. Leading
the third hundred was Chief Iranzi, an Amurrite who was now utterly
loyal to the Hittite throne: sallow-skinned with a yellow tinge to
his eyes and a bushy black moustache. A dogged warrior who had
pledged his allegiance to the Hittite cause in order to free his
homeland of Amurru from the Egyptian yoke. Hattu’s best men.

Azzi heads swung to the sight.
Now they madly whipped their horses, seeing the Hittite infantry
rushing for them and knowing they would be pinned here unless they
could break away from the melee and pick up speed. Yet Sargis and
Kisna leapt at the first car to try to break away, their combined
weight toppling the vehicle and sending the whole thing onto its
side. Iranzi and the rest of the Hittite infantry leapt upon the
other Azzi vehicles before they could break away and so too did the
Dardanians – throwing down their bows and drawing daggers and short
swords. Soon it was chaos, blood and screaming, men rolling through
the grass, blades spinning in the air.

Hattu speared one Azzi through
the mouth, then drew his twin swords to leap from the now
stationary Harrower and onto an Azzi car similarly snared
beside it. The bald Azzi speared up at him but – quick as lightning
– Hattu sliced down, cleaving the foe’s arm off at the shoulder.
Another came at him from the side. He melted back from the man’s
mace strike then flicked his swords up to catch both blade-down,
then drove the points into the attacker’s shoulders, driving deep.
Through the forest of fighting men all around him, he saw
something: out on the flats where the pulped mass of the Azzi
chariot centre lay, one man rose from the ruins of his vehicle. A
bronze-helmed Azzi warrior. Skurni! Alive, unhurt. Their
gazes met for a trice, before Skurni broke into a sprint, darting
north on foot to save his own skin.

Hattu stared through the chaos
of flashing blades and spraying blood, seeing that this skirmish
was already won, but by the time it concluded, Skurni would be long
gone. He dipped his head and charged through the fray, bursting
clear. Where was he? Sky shrieked and circled in the north, and
Hattu saw shaking bushes there. He set off at a sprint in that
direction, throwing off his helm, bursting through those bushes but
staggering to a halt right on the edge of a bluff there, arms
milling to balance, staring into the drop of three storeys. Skurni
had climbed down there already and speeding on to the north.

Hattu backed over the edge,
catching a lip of stone and falling in small drops. Skurni could
not get away, he could not live. After all he had done. In his head
he saw the Azzi leader’s bloody face wide with laughter and, as if
illuminated by flickering lightning, it changed into Volca’s face,
Volca’s laugh. ‘You will die for what you did,’ he screamed as he
neared the bottom of the bluff.

But a voice halted him from
above. ‘Prince Hattu!’

He looked up, seeing a young
Hittite soldier up there, hanging by the fingers of one hand,
having descended a little and then lost his way. His name was
Taresh, Hattu remembered, having watched him training at the Fields
of Bronze.

‘I saw you running after Skurni,
I saw you were alone. I came to help you. but the rock is wet. I
can’t get down or climb back up,’ Taresh winced as his fingers
slipped a little more. ‘Help me.’

Sky shrieked over and over,
circling above the young man.

Hattu stared up at the soldier
for a moment, then saw the lightning-flicker images of Volca again,
heard the laughter, twisted back to see Skurni escaping. With a
thud, he dropped onto the low ground at the base of the bluff,
turned and sped north like a leopard in pursuit, the rain stinging
on his bloodied face.

Years of running and climbing
had given him legs of rope-like muscle. He saw the Azzi leader
tire, heard the man’s rasping breath, felt the sweet certainty of
victory and then pounced, knocking him to the ground and sitting on
his chest.

‘Wait,’ Skurni wailed as Hattu
ripped the bronze helm from his head and drew his war-axe, flicking
it round to position the three fang-like points on the back of the
blade over the Azzi leader’s face. ‘Wait!’

Hattu saw Volca there as he
plunged the axe down. The three fangs punched deep into Skurni’s
head, one piercing the bald crown, one the forehead and the third
his left eye. The right eye rolled and flickered. Skurni shuddered
then sighed.

Now Hattu saw what was really
there. A vile, murderous cur. But not Volca.

Another day rolls past, and
Volca roams free… Ishtar whispered.

‘I will find him,’ Hattu hissed,
‘and I will kill him.’

He rose and walked back towards
the bluff, the axe drooping from his right hand, Skurni’s helm in
his left, his shoulders rounded. It was only when he neared the
base of the cliff that he remembered, with a hot stab of panic.
Taresh!

He dropped the axe and set off
in a run. He found the young soldier at the base of the cliffs,
dead. His legs were broken and he had dashed his head on a
rock.

Hattu sank to one knee, staring
into the dead man’s eyes, knowing the soldier would still be alive
now if he had spared just a few moments to help him. But then
Skurni would have escaped…

Vengeance blinds… Dagon’s
words echoed in his head.

For a time, he remained there,
lost in thought, shivering.

The ground shook, as if to rouse
him from his trance. He twisted round to stare to the northeast.
Gradually, the distant, muffled sounds of wheels, whips and
high-pitched war cries rose into sharp and real things, coming this
way. He saw them coming in the distance, charging through the
mizzle: a fresh wing of Azzi chariots, and a block of running
swordsmen too. Spearing straight for the skirmish by the lake.

Like a leopard, he leapt up from
his haunches to scale back up the cliff face.
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The Will of the Sun

Spring 1274 BC
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Up on Hattusa’s acropolis walls,
Bani, King Muwa’s Birdkeeper, wiped a tear from his eye as he
beckoned the two black hawks down from the murky sky one final
time. The pair swooped in and landed on his leather bracer. ‘Gah,
you pair of feathery rodents. I cannot wait to see the back of
you,’ he said, sniffing and gulping. The two birds chirped and
pecked at one another. Then, as one, they looked up at Bani and
cried together. It was the cry of two hawks wanting food and no
more, but to Bani, it was a plaintive goodbye, and it nearly
brought him out in full floods of tears.

He turned from the acropolis
parapet and blinked to clear the wetness from his eyes, then saw
the two young men waiting for him at the northwestern corner tower.
‘Ah, your new keepers,’ he said shuffling along the parapet towards
the pair, his great weight something of a hindrance.

‘Tuhkanti,’ he bowed
towards the black-cloaked, majestic Urhi-Teshub. The Chosen Prince
smiled warmly, his teeth shining like his silver vest.

Bani then turned to Kurunta,
four years Urhi-Teshub’s junior, and bowed too. It was awkward, for
he knew not how to properly address the boy. What was he: Muwa’s
unwanted son, taken in by Prince Hattu? He was not truly a prince
in his own right. Master just sounded wrong, for one look at
the young man suggested he was the master of nothing: so thin he
looked as if a stiff breeze would bend and break him: with limbs
like poles, a large head, bulbous eyes and thin, wispy hair like
that of an old man. His tunic was grossly oversized, draped over
his puny body. In the end, Bani did not address him at all, letting
the bow suffice.

‘You have brought us our birds?’
Urhi-Teshub said, face widening in delight, extending an arm. One
of the hawks hopped onto his wrist.

Bani stifled a yelp of grief.
‘Look after him well,’ he said in a tremulous voice.

Kurunta copied the Chosen
Prince, presenting his stick-like wrist. But the second hawk
recoiled, screaming. Kurunta’s face crumpled in a mix of shame and
anger.

‘Come on, my girl,’ Bani coaxed
the bird, ‘I cannot keep you now.’ But the hawk shrieked and
shrieked. Eventually, when Bani tried to guide her onto Kurunta’s
arm, she pecked hard into the birdkeeper’s knuckle. ‘Argh!’ he
yelled. ‘How could you?’ What followed was graceless to say the
least, a mass of flapping wings and cast feathers as Bani grabbed
and roped the hawk’s leg, knotting the other end to Kurunta’s
wrist. The bird thrashed and screamed at its new owner. The paired
Mesedi and Golden Spearmen walking the acropolis battlements slowed
in their patrols, glancing over at the scene with awkward looks. Up
on the palace’s flat roof, another figure stood, pale and tall,
staring over at the two boys. At Urhi-Teshub in particular.
Great Queen Danuhepa, Bani realised. Such malice in that
stare, he thought. One final peck on the hand and it was all over,
the hawk exhausted and finally settling on Kurunta’s wrist.

Flustered, Bani stood back and
clasped his hands as if making claim of a seamless handover. ‘You
will tell your father I gave you my best birds, won’t you?’ he
asked Urhi-Teshub.

‘When he next decides to come
into the city,’ Urhi-Teshub laughed, nodding westwards. From here,
the Fields of Bronze was but a smudge on the horizon. ‘He spends
his days and nights at the army academy, watching the western
skyline.’

Bani’s face fell. ‘Aye, it has
been fifteen days since Prince Hattu set off to see what was wrong
out there. Gods forbid he has fal-’ he fell silent, seeing
Kurunta’s huge, bulbous eyes rolling up to pin him.

‘Thank you for the hawks,’
Kurunta said flatly. ‘You may go now.’






***






Another fifteen days slipped
past, and tensions around the Fields of Bronze began to simmer as
men questioned King Muwa’s plans, fretted over the whereabouts of
their prince and of the supposed arrivals of the western
vassals.

Muwa paced along the roof of the
infantry compound tower. The place had been a virtual home for him
in these last weeks, and his eyes were tired of that band of grey
sky in the western horizon. Empty, taunting.

‘It is one moon since Prince
Hattu left,’ said General Penti. ‘What if they wandered into some
kind of trap?’ he lowered his voice. ‘Prince Hattu took our Chariot
Master and three of our divisional generals with him. I am the last
of that rank. Aye, we need to set off soon, lest the Egyptians
reach and claim Kadesh before us. But how can we go to war without
our western allies and with just one gener…’

A horn moaned, somewhere behind
the red fells. Muwa and Penti shared a look, then stared at the
southwestern edge of the hills. Crunch, crunch, crunch, the
sound of boots rose, then shadows spilled around the base of the
range.

Muwa’s eyes widened. Finally, he
saw it: a young man with a mop of hazel hair and a vest of leather
armour, leading a band of archers. Dardanians. Prince Aeneas was
here.

‘Look, look!’ said a regimental
chief, pointing to the knot of soldiers escorting the Dardanians.
‘Hittites. Prince Hattu’s men!’ Then the force peeled apart, and a
hulking, blood-red chariot rumbled to the fore, the timbers
scratched and bashed, but unbroken. Hattu rode alongside General
Tanku and Dagon, with General Kisna and General Sargis marching
either side the vehicle.

‘Thank Tarhunda,’ said Penti
with a deep and long sigh.

The Harrower rumbled ahead, into
the Fields of Bronze. Hittite soldiers dropped their eating bowls
and stood, cheering. Men honing their spears raised the weapons
like extensions of their arms, chanting Prince Hattu’s name. Hattu,
eyes banded in shade from the brow of his helm tilted his head in a
way that left no doubt that he was gazing up at King Muwa. He
lifted something: a bronze helm with face armour, sprayed dark
brown with encrusted blood. Holding it by the short, sprouting
plume, he showed it to all of the divisions. They rose like waves
around the chariot.

‘Skurni and his Azzi dogs are
dead,’ Hattu said, tossing the helmet across the muddy ground
towards the base of the infantry compound walls. ‘The way from the
west is open. The rest of our allies are not far behind.’

Just then the ground shuddered.
Muwa and Penti shared a look. Another ruinous earth tremor? They
glanced at the red fell slopes, half expecting to see the stone and
earth crumbling and rolling away as had happened so often in recent
years. Instead, both gawped up to the ridge of those hills. A wall
of men rose into view up there wearing white linen tunics and
bronze cone helmets, gleaming with rainwater. Each man sported a
dark and curly pointed beard.

‘The army of Arzawa,’ Penti
whispered in awe.

One of them, draped in a
warlord’s cloak, raised a hand in salute then, like the contents of
a blacksmith’s crucible, they poured downhill. The many tense and
wide-eyed soldiers of the four Hittite Divisions down on the
academy grounds exploded in a cheer, pumping their left fists in
the air. The Arzawan war horns keened out in reply to the Hittite
trumpets, and the two forces called back and forth to each other,
faster and faster like great creatures, until the Arzawans reached
the base of the hills and spilled amongst their Hittite friends,
bumping chests and sharing playful slaps and warm embraces. Soon,
another two waves of men appeared on the same spot on the horizon:
The Masa, again one thousand strong, speedy northwestern tribesmen
wearing fox-skin caps and carrying wicker shields; and the Karkisa
– vassal warriors and expert bowmen from the southwest who went
bare chested in leather kilts and wide-brimmed straw hats. They
joined the ebullient masses of Hittite and Arzawan soldiers. Raxor,
the Karkisan Lord shouted across the academy grounds for all to
hear: ‘Many more armies approach: The regiments and chariots of
Troy are right now camped at the Great Salt Lake, and will be here
within days. May the Gods reward Prince Hattu for ridding the roads
of the cursed Azzi!’

Countless voices roared in
support of this.

The Lukkans came next: a large
army in comparison to some of the other vassals: a few hundred
driving simple twin-crew chariots, and two thousand footsoldiers
carrying spears and bows. They wore ostentatious crowns of bird
feathers, swishing and swaying with each step. One man had what
looked like the entire tail of a peacock rising from the back of
his circlet. But their leader, Sarpedon, stood on a wagon, hands on
hips, his yellow cloak flowing in his wake and his headdress
simpler than those of his charges – a leather circlet and a single
white feather rising from the brow. Muwa had only ever heard of the
new Lukkan leader, but instantly he liked the man.

A short time later, a boom like
thunder clashed three times in quick succession, somewhere in the
north, as if Tarhunda the Storm God was angry. All heads swung to
the mountainous horizon there. The grassland in the middle-distance
seemed to be writhing. Muwa felt a shiver scamper up his spine as
he saw the swell of men coming at a run – men clad in skins and
fleeces, with painted faces, shaggy, fiery hair and beards, all
carrying copper spears and axes, clubs and bows. Kaskans! In times
past this would have spelled disaster: the mountain men of the
north charging towards Hattusa and its countryside, bent on
plunder. This time, the one leading them had his musicians issue
another triple strike of their drums, then raised a horn to his
lips and blew one single note of salutation, a low, lasting moan.
Lord Babak, the red-haired colossus – as big as General Tanku and
with the same axe-handle wrists – led them. He wore his red-silver
hair gathered atop his head like a spout of fire, his chin-tied
beard hanging like a tongue of flame.

Muwa blew air from his lips in
relief. The Kaskans were still an unpredictable people, but ever
since Babak’s pledge of fealty to the Hittite throne – thanks to
Hattu – more and more of these hardy and rugged warriors had chosen
to serve with the Hittites instead of fighting against them. Now
there were more than six companies of them serving within the Storm
Division. These additional twelve hundred or so freshly-raised
Kaskans with Babak would serve as a fine allied wing too.

Babak entered the academy
grounds and as his Kaskan warriors greeted their Hittite comrades,
he approached the infantry compound. ‘My Sun,’ he bowed towards
Muwa on the compound roof.

Muwa half-nodded in
response.

He watched on as Babak then
spotted Hattu on the Harrower, and lifted his left fist in
the Hittite way, offering a solemn, heartfelt salute. A soldier’s
greeting. ‘Prince Hattu,’ Babak cried, his eyes wet with emotion
for all they had shared in the past. Next, Tanku stepped down from
the chariot to embrace the giant. Two men who had once hated one
another for their origins but had learned to love one another and
to live for an allied future.

As the multitudes began raucous
celebrations, slaves and whores brought buckets of wine from the
sprawling academy’s arzana house, then boar and hare were
soon turning on a spit. Ribald chatter rose in the common Luwian
dialect that most of these peoples shared as the men drank, ate and
sang together of the victory that was surely to come.

‘Everything is set, My Sun,’
Penti said, his voice brimming with emotion.

‘Can you imagine?’ said a young
captain, gazing down at the Harrower. ‘Prince Hattu, Chariot
Master Dagon and General Tanku in that monster of a chariot when we
face Pharaoh in the east. They will be like the Gods themselves. Me
and my hundred will vie with every other company just to fight near
them.’

Muwa ground his teeth together.
He knew the young officer was only thinking aloud, but he had been
clear in his proclamations over the last month. All mustered so far
had heard it. Perhaps these ones needed to hear it again. ‘Prince
Hattu will not be marching east with us,’ he said quietly, but with
a sour burr.

General Dagon had stepped down
from the Harrower too now, leaving just Hattu aboard,
staring up at his brother as if in expectation.

The captain gulped and
quarter-bowed. ‘I meant no offence, My Sun. It is just that… every
time I have been to war, Prince Hattu has been there. Once, Hayasi
bandits fell upon our patrol in the meadows near Zalpa. They
outnumbered us terribly, and they pushed closer and closer, raining
slingshot upon us. I backed away with my comrades, barely daring to
look over the rim of my shield. But Prince Hattu walked out into
their hail as if it was rain and not lead. He went with a fire in
his eyes, as if he knew he would not die, as if he had been shown
his future and knew it was not to end there. The sling bullets
whacked from his helm and scaled vest and kilt, but none punctured
the bronze, and none struck his bare limbs or face. He cut down
their leader and scattered them, broke up their bullet storm.’ His
eyes were misty now. ‘He cajoled us into a charge. He fought like a
God. Such power, such anger. All the time, crying out one name.
Volca.’

The name was like a struck gong,
silencing all on the rooftop.

Penti dared to speak next. ‘I
have heard the men of the divisions talking, My Sun. At night,
around their camp fires, they think that marching east
without Hattu would be an ill-omen. One even spoke of
feigning injury so as not to have to set out without the prince in
the ranks.’ He laughed mirthlessly. ‘I had the dog whipped until
the flesh came away from his buttocks then I packed salt on the
wounds, so he need not pretend he is injured anymore.’

Another chief shrugged.
‘Ill-omen or not, there is a practicality to it: Prince Hattu has
been to Retenu, has ventured around those hot wastes and battled
there. He knows how the Egyptians fight – that’s why we have the
Destroyers now. His knowledge would give us a clear advantage.
Leaving him behind would be… wasteful. Urhi-Teshub, the
Tuhkanti, your son, would be a better choice as warden in
your absence.’

Muwa stared at Penti, at the
chiefs and the young captain and the others with him. ‘You expect
me to weaken and change my mind? You will be waiting a long time. I
am your Labarna, and I have decreed it.’ Then he raised his
voice so Hattu, still standing in the Harrower, would hear.
‘We will win this war, but Prince Hattu will play no part in
it.’

With a swish of his black cloak,
he descended into the barrack building, leaving the other officers
on the rooftop sharing awkward looks.






***






Hattu’s left cheek rose and fell
in a bitter half-smile as he heard Muwa’s proclamation. He took up
Dagon’s discarded reins and whip, then gently coaxed Flame and
Midnight into a walking turn, driving the blood-red war car back to
the byre.

His teeth ground as he went, his
knuckles white on the Harrower’s reins, the rain drizzling
down around him. Damn you, Brother. He barely heard the
grind and rumble of another set of wheels, speeding towards the
Harrower’s flank. It was only pure instinct that caused him to
react at the last instant, grabbing and throwing Tanku’s shield up.
The tipless spear of the attacking chariot drove hard against it,
sending Hattu staggering to the far side of the cabin and pitching
out. He fell gracelessly, landing on one shoulder and rolling over
in the muddy earth.

Stinging with rage and a
throbbing shoulder, he leapt to his feet. ‘Who the-’

‘The hunter’s eye, Uncle Hattu,’
boomed the young, rain-soaked warrior on the offending chariot – a
silver-chased vehicle – tapping on his cheekbone just under his
left eye. ‘You told me never to let it close… yet I see you
trundling across the chariot fields, head down… blind! What was I
supposed to do?’

‘Urhi-Teshub,’ Hattu said a
little more tersely than he had intended. ‘Kurunta?’ he added,
seeing his adopted boy holding the attacking vehicle’s reins.

‘Father,’ Kurunta nodded meekly,
failing to hold eye-contact.

They were such a mismatched
pair. Urhi-Teshub was a young clone of Muwa: tall, lithe and
strong, his mane of dark hair plastered to his cheeks, framing his
intense, inky eyes, all uplit by his vest of shining white silver.
Kurunta was seagull-legged, his head misshapen and his eyes bulbous
and bloodshot. His thin hair was so wet from the rain he looked
thoroughly bald. Hattu hated himself for noticing these things. He
loved the boy, despite having neglected his duties of fatherhood.
The lad was the last bond he had with Atiya. He had never forgotten
that last precious night the three had spent together, he hugging
Atiya and she baby Kurunta… before he set off for Retenu, and
everything fell apart.

Hattu swiped the mud from his
armour and eyed the pair – a chariot team since their boyhoods just
like he and Dagon – askance.

‘I came to tell you I saw you
coming from the west before anyone else did,’ Urhi-Teshub pointed
to the red fells behind the academy.

‘You climbed up there?’ Hattu
said.

‘To the highest point. I run up
the low slopes then climb to the peak every morning, just as you
once did,’ Urhi-Teshub beamed. ‘My leg muscles are like ropes!’

Kurunta, head bowed, shuffled a
little to draw his cloak over his pathetic body.

Hattu climbed back aboard the
Harrower. ‘Impressive. I admire your chariot skills – both of you,’
he quickly added, hoping Kurunta would look up and accept the
praise. He did not. ‘However, a simple tap on the shield would have
been enough.’

Kurunta continued to look at his
feet meekly.

Urhi-Teshub grinned. ‘Enough to
make you remember this lesson?’ With that, he urged Kurunta to snap
the whip and drive on.

Hattu laughed at the young man’s
impetuousness, then felt a pang of sadness that Kurunta did not
share it. He had named him so after the long-dead legend who had
once led the Storm Division, hoping it might lend the weak babe
strength and fortune. Not so, it seemed. Perhaps Muwa was right.
Were he to stay behind while the army set off for Retenu, he could
train with his son, show him how to believe in himself. But then
one thought of Volca dashed that momentary sanity like a pot on a
stone floor. Muwa was wrong. Urhi-Teshub could watch the realm and
encourage Kurunta.

Volca must die!

He drove the Harrower into the
byre, unhitched Flame and Midnight and watered them, then fed them
a fresh batch of Colta’s barley, wheat and salt mixture.

That night, he retired to the
hay-bed in the byre attic. He and Dagon sat up there around a
tallow candle, eating a warming meal of lamb boiled in yoghurt and
savouring every mouthful. Asdu shuffled up the ladder at one point,
bringing a skin of wine from the western merchant trains.

‘I could kiss you, Asdu,’ said
Dagon, rising and extending his arms towards Hattu’s
cup-bearer.

Asdu backed away in horror. ‘To
know you enjoy the wine is reward enough,’ he said hurriedly.

Hattu grinned, rising and taking
the skin. ‘You have an eye for good drinks: wine, barley beer and
sweet water. I know this will be good. But after what we’ve been
through in the west, you could bring us tepid brine and it would
taste like nectar.’ He poured two cups, giving one to Dagon and
offering the second to Asdu. Asdu backed away, shaking his head.
‘You know me, Prince Hattu. One sip of wine and I would be of no
use to you for days.’

Hattu tilted his head in
agreement, remembering the cup-bearer’s wild singing and then day
of snoring the time he had drunk a single cup of barley beer. ‘At
least have some food,’ he said, handing Asdu the tray which still
held a loaf of bread and a good shank of juicy lamb.

‘Very kind,’ Asdu quarter-bowed,
before leaving with the tasty meal.

As the rain battered upon the
byre roof, Dagon and Hattu sipped on their wine and talked of old
times – when they were the recruits and not the masters of this
academy – and of the great war that lay in wait. Silver waddled
over and hopped up onto Dagon’s lap, or at least tried to, his back
legs managing only to half-propel him the required height. As a
result, he sunk his front claws into Dagon’s leg. Biting his lip,
Dagon helped the old cat up and waited for him to settle in a warm
ball on his lap. He stroked the purring creature as they talked.
‘It makes me think,’ he said, covering Silver’s ears and gazing
down at the cat with a fond sadness, ‘whatever happens out there in
Retenu, we will be gone for the summer at least… I may never see
this ball of fur again.’ The cat yawned and stretched, pushing its
back legs out straight until they shuddered, before flopping back
into a doze with a yawn and a contented gurgle. ‘Nor smell his
fishy breath,’ he added with a smile.

‘Nirni and Wiyani will be
waiting for you,’ Hattu said, nodding through the open byre doors
down below to the small mud-brick home by the main stable where
Dagon and his wife lived. He could see Nirni there now, sitting in
the covered porch, darning a robe, their daughter spinning yarn
beside her.

Dagon looked up, his eyes
glinting in the candlelight. ‘You assume I will return?’

‘I know you will. You are one of
the brightest and best in this army. You could pilot one of the
Destroyers with a goose and a frog as your crew and you’d still
come out on top.’

‘That is kind,’ he said, then
grinned, ‘and correct. I am a terrific driver. But I am not a
leader. Yes, I can rouse the Lords of the Bridle and I can boom
some homily to a troop of veterans. But we gather not an army of
veterans. Many of them are young and inexperienced. Most have only
ever fought once and some never at all. Some know only your
leadership, Hattu. When they patrolled the north with you, when you
led them to quell the western disputes, and to rid the roads of
bandits-’

‘When I led the storming of
Jurunda…’

Dagon sighed and shook his head.
‘If I threw you in a barrel of silver rings, you would swim to the
bottom to pluck out the single copper one there. Jurunda is past,
and you said it yourself: you do not know for certain what happened
in that dark night of chaos. What you do in the times ahead will
define you. What I am trying to say is that the divisions equate
you with fortune and victory. Yet you will not be out there to lead
them.’ He stroked Silver’s ears with one hand and pointed through
the byre doors and off to the sea of white tents and bivouacs of
the nearly-mustered Hittite Army. ‘Already I hear of officers
whispering about the rumours that you are to be left back here.
Some have even called on Oracles and Wise Women to divine the paths
that lie ahead – with and without you in the army. The latter paths
do not sound bright.’

Hattu sighed bitterly and
swigged his wine, the mouthful warm and spicy. He swallowed it and
sighed: ‘Talk to my brother.’






***






The rains ended early – as they
had done for the last eight years. A worrying sign for the farmers
of Hattusa, but good marching weather for soldiers. On and on
allied armies big and small trooped into the academy grounds. On
the third day of clement weather, an incredible vision rolled
towards the Fields of Bronze from the western horizon. King Muwa
stood on a grassy bank, bathed in the bright spring sunshine and
pleasant heat, drinking in the sight: a chariot wing moving at a
walk in a broad, single front, five hundred fingers of dust
spiralling up in their wake. The crews – driver and warrior
bedecked in bronze cuirasses and helms crested with stiff lengths
of leather coiled like a whip – sang a song of triumph as they
rode. Three thousand leather-cuirassed spearmen marching behind the
vehicles joined in for every baritone, haunting chorus.

‘The famous army of Troy!’ Muwa
said.

By his left stood old Colta,
Chariot Master Dagon and General Tanku. On his right stood the
three other generals: Kisna, Sargis and Penti.

The central Trojan chariot broke
ahead of the rest, the sorrel-red horses easing into a trot. The
man on board, clad in a gold and silver banded cuirass and draped
in a purple cloak, raised his gold-hafted spear and waved it back
and forth, his dazzling smile visible even from half a danna
away.

‘King Priam will be vital in
this campaign,’ Colta said to Muwa and the generals like a father
warning his sons to behave in front of a visiting relative.

‘Of course he will,’ said Penti,
‘in one swoop he doubles our chariot numbers.’

‘It is not merely about numbers.
You have never fought alongside the Trojans, have you,’ Muwa said.
It was not a question.

Penti shrugged. ‘No, I was never
tasked with going west. I was always too busy kicking the arses of
southern rebels.’

Muwa chuckled. ‘The Trojan army
is small – what you see here is most of it. They have probably left
behind only a few hundred men to protect Troy’s walls and the
countryside of Wilusa. We should be thankful of their support, for
Colta is right: when they go to battle they swoop and dart like
swifts, five hundred war-cars driven as if by a single mind. They,
along with Sarpedon’s Lukkan cars, will be the key counterbalance
to our heavyweight Destroyers.’

The lead chariot crunched round
to halt at the bottom of the hill and Priam dismounted, pulling his
helm off to carry it underarm. He wore his nut-brown locks brushed
back from his brow without a parting, hanging to his collar, and
sported a short beard speckled with red and blonde that hugged his
square jawline. His green eyes glittered like emeralds. Thirty
summers old, and almost identical to his father at that age, Muwa
thought, remembering old King Alaksandu’s yearly visits to Hattusa
to renew his oath of loyalty to the Hittite throne. The only thing
that distinguished Priam was the slight kink in his nose where he
had broken it while defending Hittite trade routes in the
northwest.

‘Labarna,’ Priam said,
coming halfway up the banking then stooping to one knee, his cloak
gathering around him.

‘Rise, Brother King,’ Muwa
replied.

There was a moment of hesitation
– regal diffidence – and then the pair embraced.

‘It saddened me greatly to hear
the news of King Alaksandu’s death,’ Muwa said as they parted,
still clasping each other’s shoulders.

Priam’s ebullience wavered, a
pained look stealing across his face like a shadow. ‘My father
lived well in the years he had. He died an old man and one
remembered as a hero and a fine ruler. It is all I can do to
emulate him. And that starts here,’ he said, his voice rising, the
full smile returning as he switched his head along the line of
generals. ‘I spoke to an old tanner at the Great Salt Lake,’ he
continued now in a booming tone, gazing over the Fields of Bronze
and its sea of tents, clusters of soldiers, gathered wagons and
heaped supplies. ‘He told me to hasten to the uplands of Hattusa.
He told me the greatest army ever assembled waited there. By all
the Gods of Troy and The Land of Hatti, he was not wrong!’

The air shook with the cries of
the thousands.

As the noise faded, Muwa
beckoned Priam up to the crest of the banking. The two strolled
along here, enjoying a fine view of the sprawling forces.

‘I hear you have developed new
war-cars?’ Priam asked. ‘Colossal things that made kindling of the
Azzi who blocked our route here.’

‘The Destroyers,’ Muwa answered.
‘Forty of them ruined Skurni and his Azzi. Over in the byre, we
have five hundred.’

A look of wonder crossed Priam’s
face, then sagged away. ‘Yet Pharaoh boasts four huge armies,
each with a wing of five hundred cars.’

‘And we boast the Hittite
Destroyers, plus the chariots of Troy and Lukka,’ Muwa assured
him.

Priam grinned. But as they
strolled on, Muwa noticed the king’s occasional longing looks over
his shoulder, past his Trojan force and off to the western horizon
whence he had come. ‘You will be back in your famous city before
the autumn, my friend. The war will be won. Troy will be safe until
then.’

‘I pray it is so,’ said Priam.
‘I left three hundred veteran guardians behind. Fifty men can watch
and protect each wall, with one hundred in reserve. But the biggest
test will be for my boy. So young and such a weighty role he has
while I am away.’

‘Hektor was born to lead,’ Muwa
said without hesitation. ‘On my last visit to Troy I watched him
from the Scaean Gatehouse as he guided a knot of soldiers to outwit
and pin a band of reavers. His voice had barely broken then, yet he
had grizzled veterans spellbound with his every well-chosen
word.’

‘I have great hopes for Hektor.
We all do,’ Priam said with a melancholy sigh.

Muwa frowned. ‘You speak about
hope, so why the tune of sadness?’

Priam could not look at Muwa.
‘Did you know that Paris has returned to us?’

Muwa drew back a little in
shock. ‘The babe?’

‘He is a babe no longer. The
slopes of Ida did not claim him. A herdsman rescued him and raised
him as his own. He came to Troy, sun-burnished and confident. He is
not bitter about what happened. Indeed, he says he understands why
we did what we did.’

Muwa nodded slowly. The rumours
had been conflicting, but all of them dark: that on the night of
Paris’ birth, a wise man had foretold that the boy would cause
Troy’s destruction. Priam and Hekabe were given a horrible choice:
their child or their people.

‘We love him dearly, yet I can
already see he is not destined to be a leader like Hektor. He
spends his time regaling crowds with fanciful stories from his time
in the wilderness, making eyes at girls and women twice his age.
Five other boys I have sired with Queen Hekabe and for one reason
or another I see their futures leading them instead of them leading
their futures. So when you called on Troy, I knew it had to be
Hektor who watched the city in my absence.’ He glanced west again.
‘You see, My Sun, things might be well in my home over the duration
of this great campaign we are to set out on… yet it would be but
the break in a storm.’

Muwa sucked in a breath through
his nostrils. ‘The Ahhiyawans?’

Priam continued to gaze west.
‘We thought that once they took the coastal city of Milawata, they
might settle and consolidate – put their efforts into the sea trade
instead of pillage and conquest. But they see Milawata more as a
bridgehead than anything else – a foothold in Anatolia. Their
black-hulled ships cross the Western Sea and land on our
shorelines, then the warriors aboard spill out over the
countryside, burning and looting. Hundreds of them, sometimes
thousands. For so long it was we who called them ‘Ahhiyawans’,
grouping their many city states under that broad term. But now they
talk of themselves as one people: At first it was Pylos, Sparta,
Ithaca and Tiryns allying themselves to the military might of
Mycenae, but now many, many more cluster around the ambitions of
the new Mycenaean king, Agamemnon: Thebes, Argos, Methone, Arcadia,
Salamis, Ithaka, Lokris-’

Muwa stopped Priam with a gentle
hand to his chest, feeling the Trojan’s heart thudding underneath –
even through his metal vest. The handsome and assured shell was a
shell and nothing more. ‘My friend: you have shown the depth of
your loyalty in coming here today when I called upon you. My father
and yours always agreed that Troy was the western pillar of the
Hittite Empire and the Hittite lands was the great bulwark that
shielded Troy from the east. We are one, we live to protect each
other – as it has been for over four hundred years. When this war
is over, I swear to you, under the eyes of the Gods, that the full
might of the Hittite Empire will then turn and march upon the west.
We will drive the Ahhiyawans from the land or to their knees in
Milawata – force them to sign a treaty, a vow to expand no further.
You talk of hundreds or even thousands of Ahhiyawan reavers?’ he
gestured across the gathered army. At the base of the red fells,
the four Hittite divisions were gathered in parade formation –
serried in regimental blocks, a sea of helms and glinting bronze
speartips. ‘They will crumble when they see the armies of the Grey
Throne pour over the horizon.’ He felt Priam’s thundering heart
slow as he spoke. ‘This is my oath to you and to Troy – and as
deputy of the Storm God it is his also.’

Priam’s wide smile returned.
‘Those words are more golden than any war booty, My Sun, for they
guarantee the lives and wellbeing of my people… of my loved
ones.’

Muwa felt a great sense of
warmth. It was only spoiled by the memory of something he had
almost forgotten, something his brother had told him about the grim
dreams that plagued him. Two lines of Ishtar’s song…

The West will dim, with black
boats’ hulls,

Trojan heroes, mere carrion
for gulls…

‘Damn you, Hattu,’ he said under
his breath with a mirthless chuckle.

Priam’s ears pricked up. ‘I see
all your generals gathered on this banking. All but one – the
greatest of them all. Where is Prince Hattusili?’

Muwa sighed. ‘Sulking.’

‘On a day like this, surrounded
by so many soldiers who itch to march with him? My men too speak
eagerly of this campaign, of serving you and him.’ Priam’s neck
lengthened. ‘There he is, look.’

Muwa twisted to see what Priam
had seen: the Harrower ambled through the lanes between the
many tents, pulled by Flame and Midnight. Hattu drove the car with
a stony look, his eyes lost somewhere on the horizon. Like waves
rising at the side of a boat, the sea of men cooking, polishing
armour and honing weapons stood to acclaim him. Left-fisted salutes
from Hittites, gruff cries from the Kaskans, spears drumming on
shields from the Lukkans.

‘Hattu will not be coming on
this campaign,’ Muwa said. ‘Like Hektor, he will remain here to
watch Hattusa.’

Priam’s face fell. ‘Is this a
jest?’

Muwa sighed deeply. ‘I need a
strong leader here,’ he began, reciting the same arguments he had
used with dozens of commanders already.

‘Prince Hattu conquered the wild
north,’ Priam spoke before he could finish. ‘He led my chariots
against a Milawatan siege of a Trojan fort in southern Wilusa –
tore them apart. He was carried through Troy’s streets on the
shoulders of my guardians. They sang his name and they still do. I
mean no disrespect, Labarna, for you are a legendary king
with a fine military record… but it is Prince Hattu, Lord of the
North, Saviour of the West, that my men have talked eagerly about,
all the way here. And wasn’t it he who led the expedition, nineteen
years ago, into the very land we are all headed?’

‘Hattu is not what he once was,’
Muwa explained. ‘What happened to him all those years ago has
changed him, eaten away at his soul. I fear that if he were to come
with us to war, it would be for vengeance and vengeance alone
against the one who slew his wife. He has done many brave things in
recent years… but many less noble too.’

‘Then use that fire – like a
blazing arrow in Apollo’s golden bow. Use his anger. Where
men might grow nervous and doubt the campaign, Hattu will not. He
has to march with us.’

Muwa pinched the top of his nose
between thumb and forefinger. ‘I need to know the heartlands will
be safe while I am gone. Hattu is the only one I can entrust to do
this,’ he said, sickened by the oft-repeated argument.

Priam clasped a hand on his
shoulder, pointing down to a circle that had been cleared. Men of
all nations stood and sat around the edges, cheering and whistling
as they watched the two bare-chested sword fighters in the centre
weaving and dodging. One was a champion of the Fury Division, Muwa
realised, recognising the man by his sheer size. The other was
small in comparison but clearly faster, fitter and sharper of
thought, moving like an acrobat, almost toying with the champion.
It took him a few moments to realise it was Urhi-Teshub. The
trainers had long told him they had never seen a warrior with
skills like the young heir. Some said he was even stronger and
faster than Hattu – more skilful in the chariot too.

‘When last he came to Troy,’
said Priam, ‘he carried himself like a man twice his age, and used
his wits and his tongue to outfox a troublesome vassal in my
court.’

The crowds watching the
swordfight gasped as Urhi-Teshub let his guard down – a fatal
mistake. The Fury champion lunged… only for Urhi-Teshub to melt to
one side, spin on his heel and bring the flat of his sword cracking
into the back of the champion’s head. The giant fell, swearing
about the devious feint. A great cheer rose as Urhi-Teshub helped
the crestfallen man up then walked around the edge of the circle,
arms aloft, muscular chest rippling, rousing the cheers to even
greater levels.

‘You seek a good warden for your
heartlands while you are away? Let your son be that man.
Urhi-Teshub is Tuhkanti, Chosen Prince and set to be king
after you. Just as I have put my trust in Hektor, let Urhi-Teshub
have this chance, let him find the inner belief a leader
needs.’






***






Hattu fell asleep to the tune of
light rain drumming on the byre roof. He woke the next morning at
dawn, the day before the great Hittite Army was due to march east.
He realised he had enjoyed an unusually deep, dreamless and restful
sleep, and was surprised to find Silver curled up on his pillow and
purring away frantically. Concluding that the key to a good night’s
rest was a purring cat, he vowed to kidnap Silver while Dagon was
away. He kissed the cat’s head and rose, pulling on his linen kilt
and climbing down the ladder from the attic. With a quick splash of
cold water on his face from a trough, he stepped outside and began
picking his way across the now vast army camp – the sea of tents
was twice the size of the Fields of Bronze. Many of the men slept
in the open too, and all lay flat out, wrapped in cloaks, furs and
blankets, still asleep. Nearly thirty thousand warriors, all-told.
They would rendezvous with even more on the way to Retenu. Some
groups – like Prince Aeneas – had taken to camping up on the red
fells where the air was fresher and space wasn’t at a premium. He
passed the men of the Seha River Land – two hundred and fifty light
charioteers who inexplicably insisted on wearing nothing but cloth
headbands and hide cuirasses, not a stitch on their bottom halves.
Their leader, Masturi, lay there snoring happily, scratching at his
bare genitals as Hattu stepped over him. Another lay muttering
fondly in his sleep, his tackle erect and pointing skywards like a
spear. Hattu edged to one side to avoid this hazard. ‘By the Gods,’
he hissed to himself, the awkward manoeuvre reminding him of a past
foray into the north when bandits had rigged a field with spike
pits and snares.

Once free of the genital
hazards, he looked up, seeking somewhere to get a good view of this
great army before they left. The infantry compound stood like a low
but clear vantage point, and he cut over in that direction. As he
went, he noticed something odd from the corner of his eye. Despite
moving through a sea of prone, sleeping men, he was sure he was
being watched. His grey eye ached, and he saw it from the corner of
his vision: one fellow lying on his side. Resting, but with two
clear white, open eyes, staring, tracking his steps. Hattu swung
his head round to stare back... only to see a sleeping soldier,
eyes shut. Had his mind been playing tricks? He realised it was the
man who had been staring at him that day as he fed Flame and
Midnight at the byre – the gaunt, waxy-skinned fellow whose name he
couldn’t recall.

Moving on, he reached the
infantry compound, passed in through the gates and climbed up onto
the roof of the dilapidated old mud-brick building that had once
been General Kurunta’s billet. He stared across the sleeping army,
and wondered how it might feel: to have another man bring back news
of a Hittite victory, to hear the cold, unsatisfying words that
Volca had been killed by another.

‘I could not sleep either,’ a
voice spoke behind him.

In a flash, Hattu swung round,
hands shooting for his shoulders to draw his twin swords and bring
them round to the speaker’s neck.

Muwa, long used to his brother’s
lightning reactions, merely arched one eyebrow.

Hattu let his hands fall to his
sides. ‘Brother?’

‘What they say about you. About
Jurunda and what happened there. It… it isn’t true, is it?’

Hattu said nothing, sheathing
his swords.

‘I heard something else: the
young spearman, Taresh. How did he die?’

Hattu stared into Muwa’s eyes.
‘I am not the God some hail me as. I am a man. A man torn in two
within. I will never forgive myself for some of the things I have
done… but I will never relent until I know Volca lies dead. It
kills me to know you will march from here tomorrow without me,
Brother, but you are the Sun, and I accept your decision.’

A long silence passed, with the
two brothers staring into one another’s eyes.

‘You will be High General on the
campaign,’ Muwa said at last.

Hattu’s lips peeled open, trying
to find words of reply but failing.

‘I spoke with Penti, Tanku,
Sargis, Kisna, Dagon,’ Muwa explained. ‘Priam, Sarpedon, Babak.
Damn, I even invited Masturi the Seha Riverlander to dine
with me – and he turned up with his balls swinging around,’ he
paused to shake his head in disgust. ‘Anyway, they all said the
same thing: they would go with me to war as they were oathbound and
honoured to. But they would feel twice as brave and tall if they
saw both of us at the head of the march.’

Hattu leaned back on the roof’s
waist-high lip. Sweet relief pulsed through his veins. ‘I will not
let you down, Brother.’

Muwa slid a leather bag from his
shoulder, drew from it a loaf of bread, poured a little oil on the
loaf and tore it in two, handing Hattu a piece.

Hattu took a bite. The bread was
crunchy on the outside and soft and still warm inside. It was the
first meal he had actually enjoyed in months. Spiced with the
promise of vengeance? He wondered.

‘Urhi-Teshub will govern the
heartlands in our absence,’ said Muwa. ‘He will make a fine king
when the time comes.’ He flashed a mischievous glance at Hattu,
touching his neck where the blades had rested a moment ago. ‘Tanku
told me he is faster with the sword even than you. Dagon mentioned
that he bundled you from your chariot a few days ago.’

‘I was distracted,’ Hattu
growled, then flashed the same mischievous grin back. ‘I applaud
your choice – and not just because it benefits me. You have shown
faith in your son, something our father failed to do with me.
Something I should do for Kurunta. Perhaps he could serve as
Urhi-Teshub’s deputy in some respect? Maybe he could patrol the
north – watch Nerik and its surrounds for signs of any Hayasi or
Azzi bandits? It would do him good to be tested.’

The pained attempt at a smile by
Muwa was answer enough. ‘I love the boy as much as you, Hattu, and
I know you mean well… but he is weak of body and of mind.’

Hattu bit into his lip, the
words truthful but stinging as a lash.

‘And Jaru said…’ Muwa’s words
trailed off.

‘Go on,’ Hattu said, frowning.
Jaru the Royal Metalsmith was a genius, but he was also an expert
gossip too. ‘If people are whispering about my boy, my son…
your blood, then I want to know.’

‘People will always talk, Hattu,
because Kurunta was begotten between cousins.’

‘So was Urhi-Teshub!’ Hattu
laughed in exasperation.

‘Let us not talk like this,
Brother, on the eve of the march. Instead go, ride amongst the men,
tell them all the golden news: that you are going to war alongside
them.’

Hattu nodded once, clasped
Muwa’s offered forearm, then pushed away from the roof’s edge.
‘Until tomorrow, Brother.’
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Jaru’s workshop was a dark chaos
of soot-blackened tools and floating sparks, the air heavy with an
acrid stench and ringing with the rhythmic clink of hammers. The
Royal Metalsmith’s bald head, long scrawny neck and huge Adam’s
Apple gave him the look of an ostrich, and the two web-like wisps
of hair sprouting from above his ears wafted as he paced around,
hands behind his back, surveying the goings-on. Dozens of young men
were at work polishing, quenching and hammering the new weapons in
teams of two. A deep pit known as a bloomery dominated the centre
of the workshop, glowing like a dragon’s belly. Jaru watched as a
sweat-streaked lad worked hide bellows, squeezing them in a gentle
rhythm to feed air along two reed pipes and into the fire. Another
apprentice, studying the bowels of the fire, gently lifted a
finger. ‘Stop… it is time,’ this young man whispered, his white
eyes like moons against his soot-stained face.

Jaru smiled, watching as the
soot-faced one used a pair of tongs to reach into the belly of the
pit and lift a small clay crucible from the weltering heat. The
other lad helped him to ease off the lid with a hook. Within, it
seemed, they had trapped a piece of the sun – liquid, glowing and
golden. The apprentices took the urn over to a knee-high mound of
packed sand, from the tip of which poked the mouth of a clay sword
mould. With a gentle tilt of the urn, the glowing elixir of tin and
copper rolled into the mould like a serpent slipping into a pool,
gurgling and hissing as it filled up the mould. ‘Good, good,’ Jaru
encouraged the young pair. After a time, the soot-faced apprentice
broke and brushed away the sand around the mould, then with gloved
hands, lifted out the clay casing and laid it on a workbench. Jaru
took up a hammer and chisel and gently tapped the clay casing until
it broke away to reveal a glowing but solid blade, curved at the
tip. A Hittite short sword. He lifted this using tongs, took it
over to a stone water bath and submerged it. With a hiss like an
angered serpent and a whoosh of steam, the blade’s angry redness
vanished. He let one side of his mouth rise in contentment as he
added it to the pile of blades still to be refined, worked and
fitted with hilts and crossguards, before clapping his hands
together once and eyeing the pile of swords, spears and arrows
already finished.

‘Wonderful. We’ll be done before
dusk. The Labarna will be pleased, then tomorrow, he will be
gone… gone! Finally, I will be free to enact my great plan.’ His
workers all slowed in their efforts, twisting to look at him
askance. ‘It will be beautiful,’ he cackled, uplit in the crimson
light of the fire pit, drumming the fingertips of each hand against
one another, ‘beautifu-’

‘Care to tell me about it?’ a
voice said.

Jaru’s last ‘beautiful’ ended in
a pained squawk. He turned to see the shadowy figure who had
entered unseen and unheard. ‘P-Prince Hattu?’

Hattu stared hard at him, then
clasped a hand to his shoulder and laughed. ‘Relax, Jaru, I know
you are only talking about the grey metal. But you could be talking
about picking berries and you would make it sound sinister.’

Jaru shrugged. ‘Aye, the grey
metal. I have been starved of opportunity for years now. Day after
day, stuck in here, producing bronze when I could be experimenting
with iron… making weapons that would slice through bronze as if it
were tallow! Imagine,’ he purred, ‘whole regiments clad in iron
plates and carrying iron spears.’

‘Like the daggers and hand-axes
kept in the acropolis armoury?’ said Hattu, thinking of the seven
such hallowed artefacts in that stony keep, fashioned from precious
and extremely-rare meteorites – known as the “iron of heaven”. ‘I
lifted one of those when I was young. It slipped from my hand, hit
the granite-slabbed floor and shattered like clay. My father had me
switched until my buttocks were raw.’

Jaru tutted and swiped a hand
through the air. ‘It shattered because that iron was heated
inadequately – by a simpleton! – into a mush, then beaten clumsily
into the shapes of daggers and axes. Heated properly – to
incredible temperatures, hotter than fire, that would turn it truly
molten – it could have been shaped and worked to be harder
and more resilient than bronze.’

‘Fires hotter than fire itself?’
Hattu said with a hint of mockery.

Jaru scowled at him, tucking his
twin wisps behind his ears and folding his arms defensively. ‘Well
everything would sound ridiculous if you said it in that tone of
voice.’

Hattu smiled and waved his hands
downwards in acquiescence. ‘Say you unlocked this secret of fires
hotter than fire itself,’ he mused. ‘Where exactly would you find
enough iron of heaven to craft thousands of iron jackets and
lances? Meteors plummet to the ground once, twice a year, and they
are usually no bigger than a fist.’

Jaru propped his hands on his
hips and rocked back on his heels with a smug chuckle, nodding
towards a pile of rocks in the corner: grey stone, veined dirty
red. Stacked on a shelf beside it were clay pots brim-full of a
powder in the same mix of colours – the stone ground-down into
dust. ‘If I can harness the hottest flames, then I do not need iron
of heaven… I could draw the metal from ore. Look,’ he enthused,
showing Hattu towards a rack of clay tablets etched with his
rudimentary writing, detailing the location of the ore-rich hills
near Hattusa, ‘we would never have to look further than our own
countryside to find and extract iron. No more tin from far-flung
lands or treacherously-deep mines, no more trade standoffs, no
more-’

‘Iron is a dream, Metalsmith,’
Hattu cut in, ‘and one still locked in stone. Bronze is the
reality. On the battlefield I’d rather be armed with a sword than a
rock.’ He lifted a recently-crafted blade from the pile and swished
it twice through the air, then held it level and closed one eye to
look along its length. ‘Excellent work: the thickness has not been
compromised. The colour is good too. This batch should not bend or
shear.’

‘Excellent,’ Jaru beamed. ‘I
will sleep well while the armies are away. You too, I hear, are to
join them?’

‘Aye, at last my brother came to
his senses.’

A short silence passed and Jaru
sensed the atmosphere change.

‘Listen, Smith, I came to ask
you something,’ Hattu said. ‘You and I have always been on good
terms. I do not want that to change. I do not want there to be any
secrets between us.’

‘No, no,’ Jaru said with a long,
slow gulp, thinking of the many secret iron experiments he had
actually been conducting unbeknownst to the Hittite leaders.

‘My brother mentioned something…
about young Kurunta. Something the lad did… and something which you
know about. He told me I should ask you.’

Jaru flashed a toothy,
unconvincing grin, feeling his stomach twist. He loved to talk, and
sometimes a little too much. Now, he felt strangely short of
words.

‘Please, friend. I cannot set
out on the march tomorrow before I know what it was,’ Hattu
said.

Jaru sighed. ‘I mentioned it to
one of my workers, then an acropolis slave repeated the same rumour
back to me the next day – so my words clearly got around far and
fast.’

‘Tell me,’ Hattu said, pulling
up two stools to a table at the edge of the workshop and sitting on
one. He plonked a skin of watered wine on the table, beside two
cups. ‘Palan berry-wine, Asdu’s pick,’ he said, pouring. ‘Drink…
and talk.’

Jaru slumped onto the other
stool and took a gulp of the wine. ‘It is a question of
perception,’ he said, lifting a lump of raw copper and eyeing it
from various angles. ‘Men, like metals, develop their power only
through successive stages. Younger men can seem feeble and
feckless… wicked, even. But as the years pass-’

‘Spare me the epic,’ Hattu said
firmly. ‘Now, Kurunta?’

Jaru dipped his head and nodded
a few times, thinking how he might word it. ‘He and Urhi-Teshub
were given black hawks – trained messenger birds – as a gift by
Bani, the King’s Birdkeeper. They were Bani’s pride and joy, and he
wept when he handed them over to the boys. No shame in that. As
Hittites, we see the Gods in every crumb of the world around us:
earth, sky, wind, fire, every tree and river, every animal and
fish, every bird too.’

Sky screeched from the doorway.
Hattu smiled, but Jaru did not. ‘Not a day after that, we found one
of the birds on the acropolis parapet. Its head had been crushed by
a rock.’

Hattu felt a deep sadness arise
within him. It was a sin for any animal to die other than for food
or to honour the Gods.

‘Worse, before it had died, it
had been… tortured. Its wings had been broken and most of its
feathers plucked.’

Hattu leant back, folding his
arms. ‘You think it was my son who did this?’

Jaru’s brow began to bead with
sweat. ‘Well… later that day I saw Urhi-Teshub on the acropolis
walls, flying his hawk. I saw Kurunta too, birdless and… smiling.
Now why would one smile if they had lost their hunting bird in such
a terrible way?’

‘Is that it?’ Hattu said. ‘You
think my boy killed the hawk.’

‘It is hard not to suspect,’
Jaru said, then clicked his fingers. ‘But… there was one
other thing. It was Lady Danuhepa who found the bird. Now most
would be upset at such a discovery… but the Tawannana was
calm, apparently, when she reported the find. The Golden Spearmen
said she had the most distant look in her eyes. Strange, aye?’

Hattu nodded slowly, combing
over the matter. He and Danuhepa had been friends since the moment
she arrived in the Hittite capital during Hattu’s youth. She had
married his ailing father and cared for him during his final years.
Since, she had served as Great Queen with quiet efficiency, as an
aide and an ambassador. She was aloof and cold at times, but that
was a shield, Hattu had quickly realised. To him she was a Great
Queen and widow of a king in name, but a modest and good-hearted
woman in nature. They had spent many days reading the Epic of
Gilgamesh together, and talking of the better memories of Hattu’s
father. She had since married again to a husband of simple means,
bearing him two sons for whom she harboured no regal ambitions –
despite what some said. Yet for Muwa it was different: his
relationship with the Great Queen had always been strained.
Why, he had reasoned with Hattu, why should she be above
suspicion? She was by Father’s bedside during his steep decline to
Volca’s poisons. How do we know she was not aiding the bastard
Sherden? And that day Atiya’s poisoner found his way into the
locked palace, Danuhepa was in possession of the key…

The last part had always
sickened Hattu. He knew it simply could not be true…

…could it?

‘Anyway,’ Jaru said, scattering
Hattu’s darkening thoughts. ‘She knows more about the whole matter
than me.’ The Royal Metalsmith smiled weakly. ‘And that, I’m sure
you’ll agree, is quite a feat.’

Hattu arched an eyebrow in
agreement, chapped the table twice, rose and left.






***






Kurunta’s quarters were soft and
comfortable. All of the palace bedchambers were, but this one
especially so. Hattu sat quietly on the stool in the corner and
watched as his son entered, humming a song to himself and unaware
that he was being watched. He undressed, and again the sight of the
lad’s skeletal body annoyed Hattu. If you will not train to grow
bigger then at least eat, damn you. You have the pick of the king’s
cooks to call upon.

Still failing to notice Hattu,
Kurunta stepped over to the copper water basin and towels by the
open window and splashed his face. As he towelled himself dry, he
froze, staring at the windowsill. Flapping wings sounded. A bird,
settling there, and then a gentle squawk.

Hattu’s ears pricked up.
Sky?

He watched as Kurunta reached
out one bony arm towards the sill, saw the toothy, strange grin on
his son’s face grow and grow, saw Sky now hop forward innocently
towards Kurunta’s outstretched fingers.

Jaru’s words echoed in his mind:
Its head had been crushed by a rock. Its wings had been broken
and most of its feathers plucked.

Hattu whistled shrilly, and Sky
leapt into flight, swooping past Kurunta and across the room to
land on his shoulder.

Kurunta yelped and jumped back,
head switching round to stare at Hattu. ‘Father?’

Hattu stroked Sky tenderly. ‘All
through your youth, you were never fond of birds. I would take you
out to the hills and fly my falcons with you. I hoped you might see
their majesty and train one of your own, but you never did.’

Kurunta’s face fell like a flag
on a windless day and his eyes brimmed with moisture. ‘You have
heard the things they have been saying about me?’

‘I heard… but I did not
believe,’ he replied. Did not want to believe, he added more
honestly within. ‘It is right that I ask you though: what happened
to the hawk Bani the Birdkeeper gave you?’

‘The bird hated me at first.
Pecked the skin from my hands...’

Hattu’s heart began to sink,
sickened by the confession.

‘But I learned to calm him. I
even learned to fly him while you were away in the west. I fed him
and treated his feathers as you showed me to.’

‘So why did you do such a
terrible thing to him?’

Kurunta recoiled. ‘I did
nothing. He is in good health.’

Hattu’s face pinched. ‘Am I
dreaming? How can the bird be in good health? Jaru told me
the full story: that its head was crushed and that you were smiling
later the same day.’

Kurunta sagged and shook his
head. ‘You don’t understand. That was Urhi-Teshub’s hawk. It was a
terrible thing that happened to it. But I did as you always taught
me – sacrificed my own happiness for the sake of others. So I gave
my hawk to him so that he would not be sad. That is why I was happy
that day.’

It was like a black shroud
falling away around Hattu. Suddenly and with a cool wash of relief,
he understood. His son stepped closer and sat on the edge of the
bed opposite him, scratching at the childhood scar welt on his leg
– etched there the day a hot coal had tumbled from the palace
hearth and burned him. ‘I am sorry I had to ask you this, Kurunta,’
Hattu said. ‘I grew up to the song of a thousand false whispers. I
would not wish it upon anyone, least of all you.’

‘But you are disappointed
with me. I see it in your eyes every day.’

‘And that is my failing again.
It is a father’s job to encourage and inspire his child.’

Kurunta shook his big, misshapen
head. ‘But I am not what you need me to be. I tried to train as you
once did, to carry rocks up the red fells like Urhi-Teshub. I tried
to learn the skills of a chariot warrior but I could not balance
while holding spear or bow. Every time, I fell from the car. I will
never be a chariot warrior, I will only ever be an adequate driver
– the reins are more a safety cord than anything else.’

‘I remember. I watched you,’
said Hattu. ‘You were terrible!’

Kurunta’s face fell again.

‘Almost as terrible as me in my
early days of training,’ Hattu added quickly, smiling.

Kurunta jolted with a weak
laugh.

‘Confidence comes from
repetition, and mastery emerges from confidence. Your only failing
was that you gave up too early. Tenacity, doggedness, that is the
only trait you are lacking.’

Kurunta smiled weakly, but could
not maintain it. ‘You don’t understand what it is like. They mock
me when I try. So much so that even when I am alone, I hear their
voices and laughter.’

Hattu leaned forward, trying to
catch his son’s evasive eyes. ‘Self-doubt is like a wild steed,
Kurunta.’ He tapped his temple. ‘It runs amok in here, prancing,
rearing up and whinnying, on its back rides a demon who shouts and
sings about how you are going to fail, why you should not even
bother to try. When I was your age, before I had chased away the
demon and broken that wild stallion, I used to go scrambling up the
red fells. Once, I found a shallow gorge up there and decided to
see how fast I could run along it. I put everything I had into that
sprint: my heart was set to burst! Yet all I could hear over the
wind of the run was the maddening sound of footsteps behind me –
faster… faster than my very best.’

‘Another runner?’ Kurunta cooed.
‘Someone had followed you up there?’

‘I was alone,’ Hattu replied.
‘It was the echo of my own sprint, and I could not accept that the
great speed was my own.’ He leaned forward and took Kurunta’s hands
in his. ‘How you see yourself and how others see you are totally
different things. The former means everything, the latter nothing
at all.’

Sky hopped across Hattu’s arm
and onto Kurunta’s. The young man stroked the bird’s feathers,
smiling warmly. ‘I will try again, Father. I will strive to be
everything I can be. I will make you proud.’

‘Be proud of yourself, lad, and
then I will be proud of you,’ he said, rising.

As he made to leave, he turned
back, realising matters were still not settled. ‘So nobody saw who
killed that poor hawk then?’

Kurunta looked up. ‘Sadly, no.
But...’ he fell silent and shook his head.

‘Go on,’ Hattu prompted him.

‘It’s probably nothing. But
Great Queen Danuhepa found the bird. She was acting very strangely.
The Golden Spearmen said she was pale as snow… and she had the
bird’s blood on her hands.’






***






The arzana house shook in
the night to the frantic tune of pipes, clapping and wayward
singing, punctuated by shrieks and cheers and the smashing of clay.
The windows of the low stone soldier-tavern glowed with the
festivities within, and the orange bubbles of light which poured
from the windows and open doors illuminated the swell of drinking,
feasting people on the academy grounds all around it. Oiled
wrestlers tumbled and grappled and dancers leapt and spun. Beer and
feasting trays were ferried around the many outdoor tables by
arzana women. This was the last night before the great army would
move out to confront Egypt at last. The soldiers were joined by
their wives, children, parents, cousins. Even dogs, hawks and farm
animals milled amongst the swell.

At one open-air table, Tanku sat
with his fellow general, Kisna. The Mesedi Captain, Gorru and his
deputy, Orax, had joined them. For the dozenth time that night, the
four raised their cups of foaming barley beer and clacked them
together.

‘To war, to glory!’ Tanku
boomed.

‘A soldier’s life for us,’ Kisna
agreed.

The rest concurred with a series
of animal grunts before all sucked on the reed straws to drain
their cups in one go.

Kisna felt this fifth cup of
beer hit him like a hammer between the eyes. Suddenly everything
seemed golden, and the most wondrous floating sensation carried off
the aches and pains of his many war-wounds. ‘By the Gods,’ he
sighed, ‘it is like slipping into a hot bath.’

‘Nothing sweeter,’ Tanku
mused.

‘Apart from the feeling of
settling down at night with a woman…’ said Kisna.

‘Aye, the feel of a woman
against you in bed,’ Orax the Mesedi chuckled.

Gorru eyed his deputy askance.
‘A woman? What about that time I found you lying with a sheep?’

Orax shot him a sour look then
turned red, glancing around to see who else might have heard. ‘It
was winter, I was cold – unlike you I am not carpeted with hair.
Nothing happened.’

‘It was winter, you were drunk
and horny,’ Gorru shot back with a low, rumbling laugh. ‘You dirty
hurkeler.’

Orax straightened and sniffed,
as if the whole matter was to be forgotten. He chapped the table
and nodded. ‘Aye, anyway, as Kisna said, you can’t go wrong with a
nice whore,’ he said with a grin and a nod to a passing painted
arzana woman, his eyes tracing the outline of her neck and waist in
the torchlight.

‘I don’t mean a whore,’ Kisna
said. ‘They are kind and soft and… inventive,’ he paused a moment
to cock an eyebrow as memories of past dalliances bounded through
his mind. He shook his head to get back to the point. ‘I mean a
real companion… a wife.’ he let his gradually more blurred gaze
float over towards the byre house near the chariot fields. There,
picked out by torchlight, he saw Dagon sitting on the covered porch
with Nirni, their daughter and the cat Silver. No beer, no
feasting, no drunken blabbering, just sitting together. From the
corner of his eye he noticed big Tanku gazing at the Chariot Master
and his family with the same look of fond envy. For many years now,
the talk had been the same between Kisna and Tanku: on the cusp of
a campaign and while on the march it was all about ‘finding a woman
to settle down with’, only for them to return home and spend every
free moment whoring and drinking, thinking there would always be
another time, another chance.

‘This time,’ Tanku said quietly,
having read his thoughts.

‘Aye, this time,’ Kisna agreed.
He winked at one plump and kindly-faced arzana woman – the one he
always returned to. Zia was her name. They made love every time,
but it was the hours afterwards he truly treasured. She would braid
his hair and hear his tales of war, then he would stroke her
shoulders and listen to her stories about what had gone on in his
absence. ‘When we return from Retenu,’ he paused, hearing the same
word that hissed in all their heads – if. ‘I will wed her. I
will have you all at the joining.’

‘There will be beer?’ Gorru
asked, scratching at his carpet-like arms then waving over another
woman who carried a fresh tray of foaming beer cups.

‘There will be beer,’ Kisna
smiled, his eyes glazed with the drink and the fond vision. ‘I will
be wed to that wondrous creature.’

‘Who’s getting fed to a
ponderous preacher?’ General Sargis asked, walking over, thumping
down onto the bench and helping himself to one of the waiting beer
cups.

All around the table
groaned.

‘Wed,’ Tanku shouted into the
fleshy knot that remained of the Wrath General’s left ear, nodding
towards the plump woman. ‘Kisna is finally going to wed
Zia.’

‘Pssht,’ Kisna spluttered on his
beer, foam leaping up in geysers. ‘Bloody well get a drum and
announce it why don’t you?’

The others roared with laughter
and supped on their fresh drinks.

Just then, a groan sounded from
the roof of the arzana house. All looked up to see one soldier
alone up there, grinning inanely, one hand resting on the waist
high rooftop balcony. All stared, confused, as he whimpered and
shuddered, before letting out a great sigh then hitching himself
and wandering off. A moment later, an arzana woman rose from her
knees and into view, dabbing her lips with a rag. She spotted the
table of officers looking up at her and lowered her gown to reveal
full and weighty breasts, which she jiggled for them, calling out
like a sentry challenging a stranger. ‘Get up here,’ she yelled.
‘It will cost you, but it’ll be worth it to get a feel of
these.’

‘A wheel of cheese?’ said
Sargis, eyes brightening. ‘Sounds delightful. Cover up, my lovely.
Once we’re done with our business here, I’ll buy some bread and
come up there. We can enjoy the cheese together.’

Kisna and Tanku shared a look
of utter amazement. ‘Sargis, you deaf bastard, for the sake of your
marriage, you’re not going up there.’

Sargis seemed nonplussed. He
shrugged and tapped his mangled ear. ‘Deaf? I suppose. But you’ll
be wanting to get yourself one of these once you and Zia are wed. I
love Tarsha like the sun and the moon. But damn, she knows how to
talk.’

‘She’s right behind you,’ Tanku
whispered.

Sargis’ face paled and fell
aghast. He twisted round to see precisely nobody behind him, and
the table exploded with merry laughter once more.

Kisna sighed as the laughter
faded, wiping a tear from one eye. For a moment, he wondered where
Prince Hattu was. Dagon had an excuse for not being present at the
table of old comrades, but Hattu, sadly, did not have a wife to be
with. Almost instinctively, he gazed off into the darkness beyond
the swell of revellers, up the red fell slopes upon which he, Hattu
and the others had once trained as boys. He saw the faintest shape
high up there, silhouetted by the inky sky and starlight. One man,
alone, perched on his haunches like an eagle, looking down upon it
all, a falcon upon his shoulder.

We miss you, old friend,
Kisna thought. May the coming journey east bring you what you
need.
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The Great Army of the North

Spring 1274 BC
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The land shook with the thunder
of boots, clattering poles, braying animals and shushing bronze
scales. Horns droned and sputtered as the mighty Hittite Army left
the Fields of Bronze, marching along the ancient highway on the
start of their long trek towards Retenu. The four Hittite divisions
formed the front half and the core of the force. Each
leather-helmed man in these serried ranks stared eastwards with
their long hair wafting in the spring breeze as stripes of
cloud-shade and sunlight drifted over them. Their spear hafts
thumped on the ground and clacked against their dark hide shields
in time with the march. The vassal forces made up the rear half of
the column, shielding a colossal train of sumpter mules and chariot
herds – unburdened, for the Destroyers and lighter vassal
battle-cars themselves lay dismantled and stacked aboard the
thousands of ox-wagons. Some of the wagons were like porcupines,
bristling with stocks of spears and packed quivers, spare bows and
stacked shields. Others were heaped with provisions: tents, water
skins, wine urns and grain sacks, dried fruits and meats, honey and
bread – enough to feed some thirty thousand mouths. A few were
crammed with herbs, pastes, bandages and suture wires for the asu
healers.

General Tanku led the march,
bare chested, his white cloak billowing in his wake, his face
betraying little of the piercing beer headache running riot inside
his skull. His Storm Division followed in a thirty-wide front. A
perfect advance… until the trailing ranks – a few hundred of the
greenest recruits raised for this war near the rear of the Storm –
shambled into the back of the men in front, one giggling about a
joke another had aired.

Tanku swung round on his heel.
‘Keep moving,’ he snapped, before ploughing through the front ranks
and into the heart of his division towards the offending rank. ‘You
useless sacks of meat and water! In the few weeks I trained you did
I not stress the importance of order and discipline?’ He hissed,
backstepping in time, staring at them. One recruit let slip another
snigger. ‘Who said you could laugh? You haven’t earned the right to
laugh. You barely even have the right to breathe. See that ladder,’
he stabbed a finger across the way at a ladder leaning against a
sorry-looking farm shack, ‘you’re not even on the bottom rung. In
fact, see that mule turd on the ground?’ he jabbed a finger towards
a steaming pile of dung near the roadside. ‘It outranks you.
And the flies buzzing around it, even they-’ his diatribe
ended when one of the flies buzzed up from its hot meal and flew
into his open mouth. Tanku staggered backwards retching and
coughing, the veins in the shaved sides of his head wriggling like
worms. The sniggering one spluttered in an involuntary explosion of
full laughter, only for the choking Tanku to spit the fly out then
stand tall, his bulging, bloodshot eyes blazing at the recruits. He
opened his mouth to roar at them. But just as the sound was rising
in his throat, he spotted Dagon, some way back but standing tall on
one of the ox-wagons, signalling to him – something going on
ahead.

He twisted to look forward and
saw that they were coming past Hattusa. What a sight it was.
Priestesses glittering with copper headdresses and beaded bracelets
sang on the loam-coloured walls, the sound golden and lilting, like
a gossamer veil floating on a warm wind, their arms outstretched
towards the soldiers like heartbroken lovers. Shaven-headed priests
from the Storm Temple spilled from the Tawinian Gate to join with
the army – set to accompany them all the way to the troubled land –
while crowds of citizens gathered along the roadside merely to see
them off, chanting and calling out to the gods for good fortune,
tossing them necklaces of sacred beads and skins of wine. Then he
spotted Prince Hattu on top of the Tawinian Gatehouse, giving him a
simple command to halt.

‘The King is almost ready to
join the march,’ soldiers whispered in awe around him, reading the
signal too.

‘Halt!’ Tanku cried out to his
Storm men.

‘Halt!’ cried Penti, Kisna and
Sargis in unison, stopping their divisions too. Likewise the many
vassal kings called out to their charges. The huge train of men,
mules, oxen and wagons rumbled to a standstill just south of the
capital.






***






Hattu watched over the slowing
army, sweet incense smoke wafting across him from the Storm Temple
to his rear. He knotted his hair in a scraped, high tail and – as
had become habit in his military forays – left a long lock hanging
loose from each temple, each dangling to his white tunic’s breast.
Gazing over the incredible force sent streaks of awe and disquiet
through him, one after the other. Such might, so many warriors in
one place, such potential for greatness… or disaster. He sought out
the familiar faces for reassurance. Big Tanku, Dagon, Sargis,
Kisna, Babak the Kaskan, Iranzi the Amurrite… the sight of each one
chased away his doubts. Asdu the cup-bearer sat upon one of the
supply wagons, heaped with urns and skins of beer and wine. Men of
the ranks too, so many faces: proud, confident, eager. Yet there
was one, conspicuous for his sullen expression. That waxy-skinned,
gaunt soldier in the Wrath ranks. He wasn’t looking at Hattu, but
Hattu knew he had been, a trice before his gaze had landed
on the man.

Hattu turned to the wall sentry
standing nearest to him. ‘Who is that fellow?’ he asked, nodding
towards the Wrath stranger. ‘The one with the deep-set eyes, four
ranks in on the First Regiment of the Wrath.’

The sentry straightened, jolted
by the question from his prince. His brow furrowed and he peered in
the direction Hattu was looking. ‘Ah, that is Pariziti,’ he
replied. ‘When King Muwa summoned the outlying garrisons, Pariziti
came up from the southern watchtowers with the rest of the Wrath
company stationed there.’

As I thought, Hattu
mused, making note of the name and regiment. There was certainly
something out of place with that one. Just then, he noticed how the
wall sentry he had asked was clutching and unclutching his spear
shaft. He was one of the few hundred being left behind to guard the
capital and patrol the vast countryside. ‘Feeling restless?’

The man licked his dry lips,
clearly nervous around the prince. ‘Aye. They said it was a
blessing from the gods to be allowed to stay back here and watch
the city, to avoid the war with the Egyptians. I thought so too:
for I get to sleep every night beside my wife, and kiss my children
in the morning.’

‘But it’s calling you, isn’t
it…’ Hattu finished for him, staring at the vast army.

The soldier nodded. ‘Like those
crisp days before winter comes, when the wind soughs through the
grass on the high pastures and sounds like the song of the Gods. I
should be in there with my comrades,’ he stared with glassy eyes at
the Fury ranks.

‘You have your wife and young to
think of,’ said Hattu, ‘and you are blessed to have them.’
He twisted to look up towards the acropolis, seeing Kurunta up
there, sitting on one of the merlons for a better view. Nirni,
Wiyani and Uranda stood up there too. ‘Look after our city, see
that the loved ones of your comrades stay safe.’

‘Always, Prince Hattu,’ the
soldier saluted.

Hattu turned to flit down the
mud-brick steps inside the walls, his green cloak wafting behind
him. The crowds massing on the lower town streets and markets
parted around him like smoke, muttering in veneration. He came to
the gathered square of his hundred Mesedi. He would lead them in
the march, always close to the king, always vigilant. They bashed
their left fists against their chests with a clank of bronze, then
pumped them high aloft. ‘Gal Mesedi!’ they barked in unison. He
returned the salute and walked on, and they followed dutifully. He
halted at the gated entrance to the mighty Storm Temple: a complex
of halls, colonnades and altars, webbed with emerald vines.
Captured effigies of foreign gods stood in niches, well-cared for,
washed and oiled every day by the temple workers. From here he
could see a tin-coated griffin, a silver dog, a man with an eagle’s
head and lapis lazuli eyes and a rising bronze serpent with wings.
And there was a simple patch of grass. His heart slowed and cooled
as he remembered the day he and Atiya had played and eaten here.
They had been but children. It was the day he had first told her he
loved her. From the cold pit of his heart, a hawk of fire rose. He
began to tremble, hearing its shriek as it spread its wings,
feeling its flames shoot through him. Volca… I will tear your
ribs open for what you did…

The drone of the priests rose
from the temple’s innermost sanctuary, scattering the venomous
thoughts. He heard King Muwa’s voice chanting along with them: a
final offering to Tarhunda before setting out to war – begging the
Storm God for good fortune and for forgiveness, for delegating the
plethora of royal pilgrimage visits around the heartland cities to
young Urhi-Teshub. The sound of a lamb’s bleating threaded it all,
and when the bleating ended abruptly, the prayers began to
fade.

A moment later, Muwa emerged
from the sanctuary, bright-faced, handsome, striding like a king
should – ascetically majestic in his black robes and silver
circlet. Captain Gorru and Orax flanked him, and as he picked his
way along the temple’s garden path, waiting scribes, slaves and
priests gathered and followed in his wake like gulls tracking a
fishing skiff.

‘It is time, Brother,’ Muwa
boomed with a flinty grin.

‘The army is ready and awaits
you outside. They bristle with nervous energy, they sing, they long
to be on their way. The only hiccup so far has been Tanku’s run-in
with a fly,’ he said with an arched eyebrow. ‘The fly won.’

As Muwa chuckled, a clop of
ox-hooves sounded, and the royal carriage – a sturdy,
bronze-banded, cedarwood wagon – rocked into view. ‘I will ride in
the wagon for a time as tradition dictates,’ he said, guiding Hattu
towards the Tawinian Gates and the vehicle, ‘but I will march with
you and the men when we draw closer to the troubled lands. I will
not have you steal all the glory,’ he said with a smile in his
voice.

‘I’ll be thinking of you, when
the hundredth callus grows on my foot,’ Hattu replied playfully.
‘Perhaps-’

His words were chopped off by a
shrill scream and the sound of smashing clay above and behind
them.

Hattu and Muwa swung round to
stare up at the acropolis – silhouetted by the morning sun. The
guards up on those walls scuttled to and fro. Hattu saw Kurunta
peel away from the merlons, heard shouting rise from within. Muwa
needed to issue no orders: he and Hattu sped over the Spirit Bridge
and up the steep and winding main way, Gorru and Orax like pilot
fish by their sides. They heard the people of Hattusa, packing the
waysides in anticipation of seeing the army off, wail and whisper
at the sight of their king and prince running instead back up to
the city heights. This must be some dark omen – a curse on the
campaign ahead.

They panted as they ran through
the Ramp Gate. Inside the acropolis’ red-flagged grounds, Hattu
staggered to a halt, eyes swinging round in search of the trouble.
When he found it, it was not at all what he had expected.

Lady Danuhepa was on her knees,
her nose bloodied, her face white. She was shaking, and no wonder –
for two Golden Spearmen held her by a shoulder each, while a third
– their commander, Captain Rapanu – held his gilt lance at her, tip
trained on her breastbone. Her blue gown was torn, a strip hanging
and the flesh underneath scraped and bleeding. There was no bandit
or enemy in the grounds. No threat. Uranda, Nirni and little Wiyani
watched on from close by, wailing and crying.

‘Put your spear down you fool!’
Muwa raged.

Captain Rapanu rolled his eyes
towards Muwa, but kept his spear on Danuhepa. ‘You don’t
understand, My Sun, we found the Tawannana, deep in the
palace cellars…’

Hattu strode up and booted the
man’s spear from his hands. ‘When the king orders you to lower your
spear, you lower your fucking spear,’ he seethed in Rapanu’s
face, all the anger from the fiery hawk memory flaming from his
every pore. The captain shrank, his pupils dilating, mouth agape at
the prince’s mien. Hattu swung from him and towards Danuhepa. The
other two spearmen unhanded her and backed away without need of any
further encouragement. Hattu held out a hand, helping her to rise.
She was trembling like a reed in a gale.

Muwa strode around Captain
Rapanu, eyeing him like a canker. ‘Rapanu, have you taken leave of
your senses?’

The man nodded. ‘Labarna.
I am a loyal guardian of this sacred acropolis. Have been since I
was a boy. My father before me too and his father before him. My
son already follows in my footsteps.’

Hattu eyed the man: aged, with
an honest face and a short tail of greying hair threaded with
silver beads – traditionally worn by the captain of this acropolis
guard unit. A good man.

‘You have been a fine and loyal
guardian,’ Muwa replied. ‘But today of all days, when I turn my
back on my citadel for but a moment… I find you holding the Great
Queen on the tip of your spear? You had best be quick and
honest in your explanation, Captain.’

Rapanu’s face paled as he spoke,
the age-lines by his eyes deepening. ‘She was in the cellars,
Labarna… whispering in strange tongues. I thought not to
disturb her, but I heard her speak the names of you, of Prince
Hattu, of all the generals and of many of the army’s best men.
Priam of Troy, Sarpedon of Lukka, Lord Raxor of Karkisa, Aeneas of
Dard-’

‘I… was... praying,’ Danuhepa
cut in, her teeth chattering with shock.

‘To dark gods,’ corrected one of
the other spearmen.

Her head snapped around, eyes
pinning him with a ferocity that shocked Hattu. ‘To Enlil, Enki and
Marduk,’ she spat, the words rolling and then sharp, like a lashing
whip, betraying her native accent. ‘The great gods of Babylon.’

The scrutinizing glares only
intensified at this.

‘I was wishing good fortune upon
the men who march to war.’

Captain Rapanu flinched, as if
doubting himself for a moment, but then his confidence returned and
he shook his head slowly. ‘I have always admired you, Great Queen.
It has been an honour protecting you all these years. But you tell
me that water is dry and the air wet. I entered the cellar chamber
after you had left.’ He unroped a small haircloth sack from his
belt and held it upside-down. A handful of horned-viper heads
toppled onto the flagstones, the severed necks still wet with
blood.

King Muwa stepped back, aghast.
Hattu felt a spike of disgust shoot from the pit of his belly into
his throat. Palace cooks, grooms, stablehands and other guards who
had gathered around the scene all choked or yelped in fright. A
nearby Wise Woman fell to her crooked old knees, staring at the
heads, and began tearing at her web-like hair and shrieking
uncontrollably.

Muwa’s dark eyes swivelled away
from Rapanu and landed on Danuhepa. ‘You cut off the heads of
snakes as you whispered our names…’ he said, his voice shaking with
rage. Every soul watching knew what it meant. It was the darkest
witchcraft. One of the gravest crimes.

‘No!’ Danuhepa replied
immediately, lurching towards the king in a plea.

Hattu threw out an arm across
her shoulders to restrain her. ‘Be careful, friend,’ he whispered
to her, ‘the soldiers are agitated, and are trained to strike at
any sudden movements near their king.’

‘The bloodstains are still there
on the cellar floor, Labarna,’ Rapanu said reluctantly.

Muwa did not break his gaze with
Danuhepa. ‘Do you understand the wickedness of this action?’

‘The actions of a witch!’ a
bystander spat.

‘To place such a curse upon your
king,’ Muwa added quickly. ‘By all the Gods, you would have better
served yourself by leaping from the highest point on the acropolis
walls.’

Hattu felt the swirling disgust
at the snake heads ebb. He sensed in Muwa’s voice, in his fiery
eyes, a flaring of temper, a burning of mercy.

He again recalled his brother’s
suspicions: still we do not know who let Atiya’s poisoner into
the palace. The door was locked… and Danuhepa had a key.

Hattu looked sideways at her,
feeling her delicate body shiver in his grasp. For a moment, the
hooks of Muwa’s suspicions took hold within him too… but then he
remembered how it was Danuhepa who had encouraged Hattu to tell
Atiya he loved her. More, it was Danuhepa who had persuaded Muwa
and Queen Uranda to grant the barren couple their baby boy,
Kurunta. ‘You are no witch,’ he said, the thought slipping from his
lips.

She turned to him slowly, as if
barely believing he had spoken. ‘No, but somebody wants me to die
as one,’ she said.

Who? Hattu mouthed.

When she stared into his eyes he
saw a deep, forlorn sadness in there. ‘I… I cannot say. For the
consequences are too great.’

‘Tell me,’ Hattu insisted. ‘In
those early days when we read Gilgamesh together, we swore we would
be honest with one another.’

‘Don’t go,’ she said, her throat
dry.

He stared into her eyes. ‘You
know I must.’

‘Stay. Stay or terrible things
will happen here. Things darker than your dreams…’

‘Seize her,’ Muwa snapped.

The Golden spearmen once again
grabbed Danuhepa and snatched her from Hattu before she could say
any more, dragging her away towards the palace. Hattu stared after
her, confused.

‘Have the army stand down,’ Muwa
raged. ‘Assemble the Panku. We march nowhere until this matter is
settled.’

This scattered Hattu’s thoughts
in a thousand directions and sent spikes of ice and tongues of fire
through him. ‘Brother, no,’ he said, stepping before Muwa. ‘This is
madness. Days spent here are days lost in Retenu, danna upon danna
of ground conceded to the Egyptians. Do you think Pharaoh delays
now spring is here? Already he will be marching north along his
desert roads with his great armies to retake Kadesh as his own and
blockade our roads towards it.’

Muwa’s top lip curled in
disgust. ‘You think I can simply lead my army from here with this
witch’s words following us like a black cloud? She must be
tried.’

Hattu guided his brother in a
walk away from the clamour around Danuhepa. ‘The trial of a Great
Queen?’ he whispered. ‘Has there ever been such a spectacle? It
would take a moon at least. It would fulfil the curse she is
alleged to have placed upon us, doom us to lose this war.’ They
walked up onto the acropolis battlements. From there the noon sun
blazed down over the lower town and the army waiting outside – a
great golden stripe of serried men, the myriad eyes no doubt
staring back up at their king and prince. ‘Let the charge stand if
you must, but do not break this campaign by plunging into the trial
now.’

‘I’ve never trusted her, Hattu,’
he seethed, gripping the battlements’ edge, his shoulders rising
and falling with each rapid breath. ‘We took too long to out Volca,
and look what happened.’

‘She is not Volca,
Brother.’

‘She knows pastes and poisons,
strange languages.’

‘She is a healer and a scribe,’
Hattu said calmly.

‘But the snakes’ heads?’

‘That is the only question. That
will be the focus of the trial… when it happens. For now let
the people who saw this today know that she is under arrest. But
let her live here as she does now. In any case she spends most of
her time with her husband and boys on the wards of Tarhunda’s
Shoulder,’ he gestured to the tor adjacent to the acropolis mount –
on the far side of the narrow Ambar ravine – a height packed with
villas and temples. ‘What harm will she be there? She will not try
to run: it is not her way.’

Muwa’s shoulders now rose and
fell more gently. From down on the road outside the city, a song
rose from the waiting army.

‘The meadows shake and the skies
shiver,

The mountains quake and the
valleys quiver,

For the Gods have heard of a war
like no other,

Now they come to march with the
Sun and his brother…’

The words sent a shiver
scampering across both brothers’ backs. Muwa pushed back from the
parapet with a deep sigh. ‘Aye… it will be so.’

A Golden Spearman, who had
followed them up there unnoticed and heard everything, rushed off
to convey the decision to the others.

‘Let us hasten east and fight
this war,’ Muwa said as he walked back along the battlements. ‘What
are a few snakes’ heads… when an army of asps awaits us out in
Retenu?’

Hattu clasped and shook his
brother’s shoulder. Just as they began to descend the steps into
the acropolis grounds, Hattu sensed a presence behind him.

‘Fare well, Father, Uncle,’ said
Urhi-Teshub.

Hattu and Muwa twisted to him:
he filled the space they had just occupied, and looked just as
majestic as either of them – more so thanks to his youthful looks.
He was every bit a vision of Muwa when the king had been that age
of twenty four summers. Kurunta stood by his side, meek and silent
as always.

‘Go, vanquish the Egyptians,’
Urhi-Teshub continued. ‘Send Pharaoh Ramesses scampering like a
whipped dog back to his desert hovel. Old Colta, Kurunta and I will
stand firm here. Hattusa and all the heartlands will stand strong
against whatever might arise in your absence, on our borders or
within.’

Muwa punched a left fist salute
at his son and Chosen Prince. Hattu too.

Finally, the king shared a
parting look with Uranda, who gulped back tears. Hattu bade Kurunta
a misty-eyed nod of farewell.

With that, they turned away to
lead the Hittite Army to war.
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Boom! boom! boom! the
steady, ominous drumbeat rang out across the desert like the
heartbeat of a god as Egypt’s four armies funnelled north along the
Way of Horus. Up on a golden hill overlooking the procession,
Ramesses sat on a rush chair, wearing a pale blue kilt and a band
of rubies around his neck, staring moodily out from under the shade
of a palm frond canopy held by a pair of slaves. He stroked the
mane of the huge lion sitting on its haunches in front of the
chair. By his right side stood his loyal, coal-skinned chariot
driver, Menna, and two black-wigged, silver-robed viziers: Weni,
young and with the face of an eagle, and Paser, old and withered
like a tortoise. To his left stood Overseer Basa –second-in-command
of the Amun Army – draped in bronze and a golden cloak. No amount
of fine armour or garb could distract from Basa’s face: snub-nosed
with a terrible underbite, giving him the look of a boar. All made
efforts to be visible and prominent at the edge of their Pharaoh’s
eye without blocking his view… apart from the other, who lurked in
the shadows just behind the rush throne.

Volca the Sherden was neither a
true vizier or an overseer, though he had held both posts in his
time in the Egyptian court. Now he floated between an advisory
role, offering careful words in Pharaoh’s ear when needed, and a
martial one, heading up expeditions if required. In between, he was
master of Pharaoh’s bodyguard troop – fifty horn-helmed reavers
from the Island of the Sherden, far, far to the west. Volca watched
as Pharaoh did, observing the neverending procession of veterans
and champions of the Amun Army, Mighty of Bows – Ramesses’ own and
finest – leading the other three armies.

There were coal-skinned Nubian
archer regiments who marched with a baritone chant. There were
Libyans – naked but for giraffe skin capes and dangling
penis-sheathes, their eyepatch-wearing leader calling out some
shrill shout of encouragement, the monkey on his shoulder shrieking
in agreement. There were the bronze-clad Strongarms, and
bare-chested, veteran menfyt spearmen marching in blocks
that stretched as far as the eye could see: an ocean of bobbing
headdresses, black wigs, white kilts, bare and sweat-slicked
chests. They carried their spears like walking poles, their pale
shields strapped to their backs. Somewhere behind marched the
nefru – spearmen too, less experienced at war than the
menfyt but eager all the same. Somewhere to the rear came the
chariot wagons, herds and bounteous supplies. All along this parade
golden standards stood proud: bulls, lions and rising suns
fashioned from bright ostrich feathers. Trumpets keened every so
often, like great sand creatures calling out to distant mates. As
each rank of Amun filed past the hill, the men turned in Pharaoh’s
direction and genuflected in utter devotion.

‘Ten thousand men, Mighty
Pharaoh,’ Volca whispered quietly, then stretched a hand off
towards the sweltering southwestern horizon, where the tail end of
the Amun Army approached. Behind it, another huge force followed –
the Army of Ra. Winks and blinks of sunlight behind the Ra betrayed
signs of the Armies of Ptah and Sutekh. ‘And you have four such
armies. Forty thousand spears, bows and chariots!’ he shook his
clenched fist, crouching a little to be level with Pharaoh’s
ear.

Ramesses’ top lip twitched, then
he clapped his hands twice, briskly. A slave brought him a silver
cup from a stone chest filled with crushed ice. He swished the
drink, the ice shards coloured like clay thanks to crushed aniseed,
then sipped at the quickly thawing mixture, the cool vapour rising
like mist. ‘I dream of standing amongst their dead… of holding
Prince Hattu’s torn-off head in one hand, the fingers of my other
hand gouging deep into his eye sockets. It will come to be. I will
take his eyes to my father’s tomb, then feed them to my hawks.’ The
caged birds, stacked behind the chair, squawked and flapped in
agreement. ‘I will give the rest of his corpse to Foe-slayer,’ he
added, stroking the lion’s mane. The beast growled hedonistically.
‘Then I will have his skull ground down into dust, and the powder
sown in a latrine pit. His remains will curdle with soldier-shit.
My brother Chaset will be avenged. I will be there to see it in my
father’s stead.’

Volca’s face began to curl into
a smile. Egypt would crush the Hittites and Ramesses would be
undisputed master of the world. There had been talk of who would
one day succeed Ramesses. Pharaoh had sons, aye, but none he
trusted. The best of them, Khepe, was too young – just eleven
summers – too inexperienced, people said. The boy bore many grand
titles: Pharaoh’s Fan-bearer, Commander of the Troops, Royal
Scribe. Khepe even led the Army of Ra in this procession, but only
under the supervision of the gnarled old General Rudjek. So the lad
was not yet to be trusted as a military leader in his own right. He
spent most of his time on the march studying rare birds. Indeed,
Pharaoh’s chief wife, Nefertari, even accompanied the Ra, and some
said it was because Khepe could not yet bare to be parted from his
mother! Aye, Khepe was not ready and would not be for some time.
The Amun Priests and some elder statesmen had openly reasoned that
Ramesses should nominate a regent for the boy… just in case
anything happened to their Pharaoh before his heir matured.

Such talk felt like liquid gold
running through Volca’s veins, feeding his ambitions. The click and
snap of melting ice from Pharaoh’s cup ended the reverie. Ramesses
was glaring up at him, the veins in his shaved head pulsing and his
kohl-lined eyes menacing. Had he somehow heard Volca’s
thoughts?

‘Yes, my four armies are the
envy of every foreign king, Volca. But I won’t be toasting any
triumph until it has happened. I remember the knots the wretched
Prince Hattu tied us in when I was a boy, when Father and I chased
him. And he eluded you skilfully, more than once.’

Volca’s teeth ground. ‘Then, he
and his band were like rats, seeking only to flee and hide. And we
crushed him in the Valley of Bones in the end. In any case, this
time the Hittites cannot take the coward’s path. They must face us.
Think. This is primarily a race across Retenu to reach Kadesh
first. For them to defend it and for us to take it. We have a good
head start on them, for while they were mustering, we were
marching. We will reach and storm the holy river city before they
even appear on the horizon.’

‘You have marched on many
campaigns, Sherden,’ Pharaoh cautioned. ‘A head start can be ruined
by the simplest twist of fate. Plague, a blocked pass, a shortage
of supplies, a bandit raid – all could delay us critically.’

‘Just as the treacherous White
Mountain tracks or the withering heat of Retenu will surely slow
the Hittites.

Just then, the tail end of the
Amun Army rumbled past, and the wagon train assigned to feed and
supply them. Weapons, provender, clothing, armour, tents… and then
the natron wagons. Ramesses and his retinue all stared at the white
powder on board – mined in Upper Egypt and used to preserve the
bodies of the fallen. Volca saw fear in all their eyes. A
deep-rooted terror of death, an uncertainty that challenged their
beliefs, their Gods, everything.

Pharaoh’s gaze grew distant.
‘Something troubles me, Sherden,’ he said in an
uncharacteristically muted voice. ‘Prince Hattu, the murderer… some
say he has never lost a battle since that day at the Valley of
Bones. Nineteen years ago. Every single foe he has faced
since, he has routed utterly.’

‘Perhaps,’ Volca replied
quickly. ‘But think of it another way: the last time he faced an
Egyptian army, he lost.’

Ramesses said nothing for a
time. ‘In the years since that clash, I have often enjoyed reliving
the memory – of crushing the Hittites and nearly, so nearly,
slaying Prince Hattu. But as my youth slipped away, so did the
golden veil of idealism and the certainty that things were as I had
chosen to remember them. Aye, Father trapped him in that valley.
Yes, we pulverised them. Yet he had but a tenth of our forces. This
time he comes with King Muwa and every other general of the north,
leading a mass the likes of which had never before been assembled
in those parts. I heard wool traders speaking at my palace river
wharf. They had been to Hattusa in the early days of spring and
they saw the Hittite mustering: four divisions and a colossal
rabble of allies. They said soldiers there talk of Prince Hattu as
they talk of the Gods – fire in his veins and with the spirit of a
lion. Muwa is their king, but Hattu is their leader in war.’

Volca leaned back, stroking his
jaw. ‘I took a chariot out into the desert wastes last year.’

Pharaoh looked up at him with a
scowl, confused by the non-sequitur.

‘We rode after a gazelle herd.
Like lightning, we were, across the sand. I trained my eyes on a
lagging male, hoisted a spear and – by Wepawet, God of the
Hunt – I could already taste the roasted meat of its haunches. I
threw the spear and it flew true, struck the beast in the withers
and… bounced! The damned spear was blunt. I had the slave who had
put it on my chariot whipped and thrown to the crocodiles.’

Ramesses’ brow began to crease.
‘Get to the point, Sherden.’

‘Prince Hattu is the razor-edge
of the Hittite Army,’ he replied quietly. He waited a moment,
making sure Pharaoh understood just how important this was… how
important he was. ‘Within that great northern army lurk men
with whom I have an arrangement. Give me your permission, and I
shall blunt the spear that hurtles from the north.’

Pharaoh’s gaze grew distant. His
lips moved slightly as if in conversation with ancient ghosts. ‘You
can see to it that I receive his head, his eyes?’

‘Most certainly,’ Volca
purred.

‘Then do what you must.’
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Hattu felt his body slip free
from the chains of reality and glide into a deep, dark slumber. For
a time, he was weightless, surrounded by dark silence. The pains of
the march along the highway were absent. But he knew, in his core,
that this was merely a corridor between the world of waking and the
true realm of sleep, that he would emerge soon in that pale finger
of light to be circled and taunted by the Goddess.

Yet this time it was different.
This time he heard a gentle, pleasant breeze sighing through grass,
and the calls and whistles of birds. The blackness faded like thin
mist, and he found himself soaring in a summer sky, looking down
over a green and sunswept land. For a moment he thought he was
flying, until he heard the whoosh of giant wings, felt the squeeze
of the gargantuan arms wrapped around his shoulders and the talons
gripping his waist. He was being carried through the sky… in
Ishtar’s arms like a catch!

‘Watch, Prince Hattu,’ she
whispered like a lover.

He found his eyes drawn to the
most fecund meadow down below. A pride of lions basked in the
bright sunlight: a male, two lionesses and three cubs. They lay
together, grumbling contentedly, tails lazily swishing at
butterflies or gnats who came too close. One lioness licked the ear
of the other and a young one pawed at its own face happily, rolling
on its back. The scene was entrancing and seductive. A scene of
pure peace. Curlews trilled in the branches of a nearby sycamore
wood, and swallows darted through the sky.

Hattu felt himself melt into
the vision, become part of it, part of the great, sighing comfort
of it all. And then he heard it…

It was a most inhuman sound.
Laughter, but dripping with menace.

He saw the thing atop a mound
of grass, sitting on its haunches – a spotted, laughing hyena, its
yellow teeth serried in a predator’s smile.

At once, the lion pride leader
rolled up and onto his feet, ears jutting proud of his thick mane,
eyes suddenly sharp and keen. Hattu felt the serenity drain away.
It was as if someone had twisted the dream ether tight, like a knot
in the stomach. He wanted to tell the pride leader to sit again.
The Hyena was no threat to a pride. Even if there were more, they
were no match. But then he saw the three cubs beside the adult
females. Their bellies were hollow. They had not eaten in a long
time. Close to starving. The pride leader looked to the young cats,
then to the hyena with a desperate eye. Prey, food for the young,
perhaps?

Hattu suddenly felt a great
need to tell the mighty cat to stay. It then turned its great head
upwards, seeing him where before he was invisible.

‘Don’t go,’ Hattu
whispered.

But the lion turned away and
strode from its pack, edging towards the grassy mound and the
hyena…






Hattu awoke with a start, a warm
wind blowing in through his bivouac tent. He peered through the
open side of the shelter, seeing the buttery light of dawn spilling
across the marching camp and its sea of sleeping men. Blinking in
the early morning brightness, he sat up, noticing that Asdu had
left him an urn of freshly-drawn river water. He gratefully tilted
it to his lips, drinking deeply as he watched the rest of the great
marching camp slowly coming to life, soldiers rising, stretching,
belching and farting. The camp was colossal, dominating the
northern highway for several danna, all encircled by staked torches
and a vast ring of sentries. They had picked this spot to stop not
for its merits as a campsite, but for its significance; for already
they had reached the ancient and sacred boundary of the heartlands.
The Red River glided gently past the camp’s southern side, and the
highway ahead bent southwards and met a wide and easy ford that
today they would cross. Upriver on that far side, a low line of
cream-coloured bluffs rose, worn smooth by the series of waterfalls
which toppled into the river like sheets of fine fabric, the tops
glittering where they caught the dawn light. On that far side, they
would leave the heartlands and enter the first of the southeastern
vassal lands – Kizzuwadna. Thus, as Hittite military tradition
dictated, they would from here on be compelled to wear full armour
on the march, not just helms and shields. He eyed the far side of
the river, wondering what lay ahead…

Nearby a mighty roar erupted.
A lion’s roar? he immediately thought, recalling the strange
dream. He dropped the water urn and scrambled to his feet, banging
his head on the timber crossbar of the tent. Then he saw the true
source of the roar: big Gorru. In his sleep, the hairy Mesedi
captain had rolled over onto a smouldering coal from last night’s
cooking fire and singed one hairy buttock. Now he was hastily
lowering his posterior into a trough of water. Bursts of steam shot
up and he howled while the rest of the Mesedi exploded with
laughter. Enraged, the captain then hobbled over to the
freshly-drawn drinking barrels and, with a wicked grin, gleefully
lowered his unwashed buttocks in there, drawing a great groan of
dismay from his thirsty charges.

Hattu skilfully masked his
amusement, threw his green cloak over his bare shoulders and
wandered over. ‘Mesedi,’ he said in a gruff morning voice. The
hundred bronze bodyguards jolted to attention and Gorru leapt from
the drinking barrel to pull his scale kilt down over his nether
regions.

‘Gal Mesedi!’ they barked in
unison.

He eyed the royal pavilion these
hundred had been guarding overnight. ‘All is well?’

‘The countryside is quiet here,’
Orax nodded, then flicked his head towards the Red River. ‘Tonight
and thereafter, who knows?’ he added wryly.

‘The Labarna is awake,’
Gorru added.

Hattu strode past them and into
Muwa’s tent. His brother was dressing, pulling on a black kilt. The
king looked up, his broad face widening even further in a handsome
smile as he saw Hattu enter.

‘Brother,’ he said with an
energetic burr, clearly having slept well. He gestured to a
low-legged table upon which sat a few loaves and a bowl of honey.
‘Sit, eat.’

Hattu pulled at one loaf,
absently chewing on the fresh, pillowy pieces. His mind insisted on
drifting back to that odd dream – the sense of serenity so quickly
ruined by the hyena.

‘The Hurrians will join us
today,’ Muwa said as he pulled on his boots. ‘King Sattuara and his
Mitannians too.’

Hattu thought of those two
long-ago fallen empires who now bent their knee to the Grey Throne.
Yesterday, another vassal force had met them on the march and
joined the column: Pitassans – evil-looking slingers who wore
ankle-length kilts and leather shoulder guards. In the days to come
the Kizzuwadnans would rendezvous with them too. For all these
years he had been told by Hittite generals and heroes that the
Empire was the greatest power in the world. Yet here, now, it was
playing out before his eyes. Almost every northern power seemed to
be folding in to march alongside the Hittite divisions. When they
reached Retenu, many more armies of that patchwork vassal land
would come to the Hittite call. Not to mention the stout armies of
the two Hittite bulwarks there – the Viceroyalties of Halpa and
Gargamis.

A yawning Asdu appeared and
discreetly poured two cups of herbal brew. Then his nose wrinkled
and he groaned. ‘The stench of Gorru’s singed buttock hair is
haunting me,’ he muttered. ‘I may have to smear scented paste
inside my nostrils to be rid of it.’

Hattu chuckled as the cup-bearer
shuffled off outside. He tried a sip of the brew – hot and earthy –
as he scanned the waking masses outside, trying and failing to
guess what the sum of the army might become before they finally
faced Pharaoh.

‘We will have some thirty seven
thousand by the end of tomorrow,’ Muwa said as if reading his
thoughts. ‘Perhaps as many as fifty thousand by the time we reach
Kadesh.’ He threw on his black tunic and cloak then placed the
silver circlet on his brow before sitting opposite Hattu. ‘By
Tarhunda, we need every one of them,’ he said quietly with a
suddenly grey look. ‘The rumours of Pharaoh’s numbers are true. A
Ugaritic scout who sails with their southern trade fleet confirmed
that Ramesses already marches north as we do south, and that he has
raised a fourth army, not to mention what vassals he can
rouse.’

Now the brothers gazed over the
camp, seeing that most were up and ready. King Priam rallied his
Trojans with a morning homily. Sarpedon of Lukka rode to and fro on
a chariot, drumming his spear upon his shield. The Pitassans howled
some song of war. Tanku led his Storm Division in a rhythmic chant
of Hoo! Hoo! Hoo! The entire basin of land on this side of
the river was awash with bronze and raised voices.

Hattu felt the brew turn cold
and sour. ‘Fifty thousand men on either side?’ he said. The lion
dream suddenly vanished from his thoughts, barged away by memories
of the battle dream, which scudded across his mind: countless
nations, heaps of dead… Volca there in the midst of it all. A
strangely chill breeze circled quietly through the tent. ‘Brother…
does it not trouble you? I have longed for war all this time and –
damn him – I will have my vengeance on Volca. But the world has
never seen armies of this size gathered together before.’

‘They will talk about us for all
time, Brother,’ Muwa said calmly. ‘We will be remembered as
heroes…’ his eyes rolled up, inky and intense, ‘or as the last of
the Hittites.’

Hattu felt a stark shiver dance
across his skin. Then, when he saw a company of the Wrath Division
being led past on a drill by General Sargis, and caught sight of
the waxy-skinned Pariziti with them, the chill grew colder. The man
wore a pointed leather helm, and his eyes were banded in shade… but
Hattu knew he was being watched.






***






He felt the weight of the small,
coded tablet in his bag. He could only read a little, but that was
enough. He glanced into the royal pavilion again and beheld the
prince. It would take time if it was to be done without being
caught. But he had time enough. For, as Volca had instructed him,
all that mattered was that Prince Hattu died before the army
reached the lands of Retenu… and that his eyes were delivered south
to Pharaoh.
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Guardian of Hattusa

Spring 1274 BC

[image: ]

 


The villa was silent and still.
Danuhepa sat on a low stool in the kitchen, her hands trembling as
she lifted the reed stylus towards the soft, damp slab of clay. It
was as if, by setting down in words the secrets she knew, it would
make them real. But they were real, in all their horrible
glory. When the shutters trembled, her head shot up… then she
sagged with a tired sigh, seeing that it was merely the warm spring
winds combing across the heights of Tarhunda’s Shoulder. But
through the cracks in the old cedar door, she could see the Golden
Spearmen posted outside. Once, she had stationed guards there to
protect this place, her home – in the year when a spate of thefts
had occurred up on this usually well-to-do high ward of Hattusa.
Now, they had been posted here to watch her every movement. To
protect others from her.

A shuffle of fabric sounded from
the far end of the low-ceilinged villa. Her husband, Manni, went
about his business quietly, stitching strips of soft leather
together for what was to be a new hunting coat. Let your mind
rest, he had comforted her. This humiliation will last only
until King Muwa returns from war to bring you to trial. You know
you did nothing wrong. The Labarna, once his head is rid of the red
fog of war, will see that too. No man of the Panku, nor the king
himself, could possibly find you guilty.

Playful laughter spliced her
thoughts as Luti, the youngest of her two boys, sped through the
home pursued by his older brother, Topi, who made hungry wolf
noises as he went. The two fell in a heap by the kiln, Topi
munching into Luti’s midriff with exaggerated sound effects.
Comforted by the sight of her boys at play, she turned back to the
tablet, and set to work. Manni was right, but she knew – just knew
– this had to be written. Babylonian script was known to almost
nobody in these parts, and that would be for the best, for these
words were not for just any eyes. It took her until noon to finish
writing, after which she popped the palm-sized tablet into the kiln
under a low heat to bake it dry. She set out bread, eggs, cheese
and yoghurt for a midday meal. She ate little, enjoying watching
her husband and boys munching away contentedly. For a moment, all
seemed well with the world. But as soon as they finished eating,
the boys erupted in an argument. Apparently Luti had kicked Topi
under the table. Manni sat with his head in his hands, fingers in
his ears. ‘Not again,’ he moaned. She stroked his shoulders as she
rose from the table. ‘I will take Luti out for a while,’ she said,
kissing her husband’s bald crown.

‘No, my love,’ Manni said,
sitting upright. ‘I… I feel it is best we stay inside. You were put
under house arrest – it would look bad if you were to be seen
flouting the judgement.’

‘I’ve been outside often enough
since this farcical house arrest began. The two guards have never
stopped me. Captain Rapanu is a good man – yes he believes I am
guilty, but he also believes in justice and a fair trial. He would
not let his charges treat me with disrespect while I await my
chance to plead my case.’

Manni looked away, and she knew
that look well. He was never good with words. ‘What?’ she pressed.
He shook his head and tried to gather up the plates and knives.
‘Husband, tell me,’ she said, squeezing his shoulder.

He whispered to her so the boys
wouldn’t hear. ‘Word arrived recently – of bandits lurking
somewhere near the north road to Arinna. Urhi-Teshub has been
training a new militia in recent days, as you know, and he was
minded to send them out to track the criminals. Rapanu was tasked
with leading the militia into the country to find and suppress the
bandits,’ he shook his head sadly. ‘He did not come back.’

Despite it being Rapanu who had
caught her on the day of her alleged crime, she felt no malice, and
certainly harboured no wish for news like this. ‘Do they know for
certain what happened to hi-’

‘The militia who came back said
he was shot through the eye,’ Manni interrupted. ‘They killed the
bandits in his name and now some of them have been promoted to the
Golden Spearmen. The Tuhkanti was even so impressed with one
of them – Bilanza – that he has been appointed as captain, Rapanu’s
replacement.’

‘Bilanza? I do not know of him,’
Danuhepa muttered.

‘I heard the one with the
crooked nose yesterday,’ Manni said, gesturing to the door and the
partial view through the cracks of one of the sentries standing
there. ‘He was talking to Bilanza. He’s passing on every detail of
your movements. Remember what we talked about? Your past record is
as clean as winter snow. Don’t blemish it with petty infringements
of the Labarna’s will.’

Defiantly, she stepped away from
Manni and towards the door.

Manni sighed, waving a hand in
submission. ‘Do what you will.’

‘I will not stray far,’ she
promised, holding out a hand. Luti ran over to take it. It was
almost as an afterthought that she touched the tablet in the kiln
as she passed it. It was rock hard and cool enough to lift now. The
words had been written, and now she had to store them somewhere –
somewhere safe. She took it and slid it into the small leather
pouch in her robe. She opened the door and the two Golden Spearmen
jolted. At first, they made to cross their gilt spears and bar her
way, but she glided between them effortlessly, as if the lances
were made of air. With a grumble, they followed as she led Luti on
a short route around the back of the villa, through a small strip
of grass freckled with bluebells then up towards the highest parts
of Tarhunda’s Shoulder, along wide streets lined with other rich
men’s villas. The fresh air, warm wind and sunlight on her skin was
blissful. As they walked, Luti play-talked with his toy, Fang – a
blue wolf, made of linen and stuffed with thistle down. The
‘fierce’ creature had a somewhat goofy expression, and the most
unfierce cloth fangs, but Luti growled and howled to make the toy
talk.

‘We will eat the Golden
Spearmen,’ he said in a wolfish growl.

The two escorting them scowled
at the boy.

Danuhepa squeezed his hand,
amused but remembering her husband’s advice.

‘Then we will eat the wagon
drivers,’ he persisted, moving Fang as if it was the wolf
replying.

Danuhepa dismissed the comment
as childish nonsense.

But Luti continued. ‘So many of
them,’ he said in his wolf-voice. ‘We will be stuffed full if we
eat them all!’

Danuhepa frowned, then turned to
see what he had seen: beyond the city walls, a vast train of
ox-carts swayed across the countryside from the southeast. Hundreds
upon hundreds of them, coming into the city. The front of the train
snaked through the Tawinian Gate, the lower town, and the leading
vehicles were rumbling all the way up here. She watched, bemused,
as each vehicle slowed when it reached the six vast grain pits on
the highest part of the hill. The pit trap doors were open, and
workers there were lowering leather buckets into the pit depths,
hoisting them out again brimful of barley, wheat and sesame and
decanting the contents into cloth sacks which the wagon crews then
hoisted onto the backs of their vehicles. Golden dust puffed up as
load after load was drawn out. Each vehicle, once laden with
precious grain, rolled back downhill and out of the city, back
along the southeastern track in contraflow to the incoming empty
wagons.

‘What is this?’ she asked one of
the following Golden Spearmen.

The acropolis guardsmen were
under strict orders not to let her out of her villa, let alone to
speak with her. The one with the crooked nose ignored her question,
but he had heard alright: the wind blew his long hair across his
face, but his cold eyes stayed pinned on her, unblinking. The other
replied grudgingly: ‘They come to take more grain for the army, at
King Muwa’s behest.’

‘Grain?’ she mused. ‘King Muwa
knows better than any other there is little grain in the city pits.
That was why he sent so many families south, to Tarhuntassa.’

The Golden Spearman shrugged.
‘Things change. The army must be working through the supplies they
took and those they are collecting from the supply depots along the
road more quickly than anticipated.’

‘But… but there are hundreds of
wagons here. There is not enough grain left here to fill them
without leaving us on the edge of…’ she fell silent, not wanting to
use the cursed word famine. She edged close to one of the
drivers. ‘You must not fill all these wagons. Can you not see how
short we already are?’

‘Great Queen, these are my
orders,’ the driver said.

‘There must be some kind of
mistake.’

The driver held up his hands. ‘I
will be whipped if I do not fill my wagon.’

‘There must be a seal in clay
for this,’ she persisted. ‘Show me it.’

‘It will be with the lead
wagon,’ the driver said, flicking a finger towards the vehicle that
was already rumbling away towards the southeastern horizon.

‘I am your Great Queen, I order
you to show me the king’s command for this,’ she said, her voice
terse like a cracking whip. It felt good after so long to let her
emotions loose. As the driver evaded her demands with muttered
excuses, she barely noticed the Golden Spearman with the crooked
nose slipping away, towards the Dawn Bridge that crossed the Ambar
Ravine and joined onto the acropolis. Nor did she realise she had
let go of Luti’s hand. Just then, she heard a playful squeal behind
her.

Luti?

She swung back to the grain pits
to see her youngest tip-toeing around the edge of one pit’s trap
door, arms swinging for balance as he teetered along. Her heart
leapt into her mouth: she had heard tales of workers falling into
the pits, doomed from the moment they landed in the suffocating
golden grain, which could pull men under like a swamp. She lurched
for him, snatching him back from the precipice. In fright, he
dropped Fang. The ‘fierce’ blue wolf spun in mid-air then plunged
into the pit. He stared, aghast at the black maw of the pit
trapdoor, then turned to her and pressed himself into her midriff,
wailing for his lost toy.

‘Fang. I dropped Fang!’

‘I will make you a new wolf,
Luti, but you must never play near those pits. You could
have fallen in there.’

As she comforted him, she saw
Old Colta hobble across the pit area with his walking stick, head
switching to and fro, his wispy tail of hair and thin forked beard
beating in the breeze. ‘By the Gods, tell me it is not true?’ he
said to nobody in particular.

‘It is true! Fang fell
into the pits,’ Luti wailed.

Colta’s head switched round,
seeing Danuhepa and her boy and surmising what had happened. ‘Your
blue wolf?’ he gasped, affording the ‘disaster’ the response it
deserved. ‘This is terrible news. Perhaps we can find it?’

Danuhepa smoothed the top of her
son’s head and answered the question Colta had really asked. ‘The
Labarna has sent back these wagons for more grain.’

Colta’s face sagged. ‘I thought
it was some joke being played on me because I cannot see much at
all these days, but I heard the rumble of wheels and smelt the
barley dust rising.’

But Luti’s cries rose higher and
higher, drowning the old man out. ‘Fang! Faaang!’

‘Look, lad. Leave it with me. I
will find your wolf for you, eh? Nothing to be sad about. He’s just
gone off for a while to prowl alone.’ He winked and pulled at the
boy’s cheek.

Luti’s wailing eased a fraction
at this.

Danuhepa mouthed a thank
you at him. But she noticed Colta peering beyond her, his weak
eyes spotting something there. She twisted to see, coming back
across the Dawn Bridge, that Golden Spearman with the bent nose,
and four more of them. She sensed trouble, and knew her brief
venture outdoors was over.

‘I will speak with you again
soon, I hope?’ she said to Colta.

‘Yes, yes,’ he nodded, smiling
fondly at her.

Just before she turned to leave,
she felt the weight in her robe pouch. She took it and pressed it
into Colta’s palms. ‘Will you keep this for me? You must keep it
safe.’

Colta’s old face bent in
confusion, his eyebrows wriggling as he scanned the strange script.
‘My lady, my eyes are weak but I can still read… yet this script
makes no sense to me.’

‘It is an ancient form of
Babylonian script. There are few in Hittite lands that could read
it. Indeed, I know of only two: a Wise Woman in Tapikka, and Prince
Hattu.’

‘What is it?’ he said, tracing a
finger over the notches and swirls.

‘Secrets,’ she said quietly.

‘Why would I need them?’

‘I hope you never do,’ she said,
turning away and hurrying down towards her villa before the Golden
Spearmen caught up.

She and Luti slipped back inside
and closed the door.

‘I heard shouting?’ Manni said,
his eyes wide with worry.

‘Something strange is going on,
I-’

Boom! Boom! Boom!
knuckles rapped on the door.

The family fell silent.

With a groan of wood, the door
opened, the four new Golden Spearman entered and filed around her
like the walls of a cage. The one with the bent nose stepped before
her, feet spread apart, his lips curling in an arrogant smirk. ‘You
have been causing trouble, Tawannana. That will not do. Not
at all,’ he said, patting the haft of his gilt lance against his
free palm.






***






Colta slid the small tablet into
his robe, confused. As the last of the wagons rocked away,
brim-full of grain, he crouched by the trapdoor through which young
Luti had nearly fallen. He willed his treacherous eyesight to
sharpen on the dull blotch of gold somewhere far below – nearly at
the bottom of the stone pit. He recalled days of plenty, when these
stores had been filled up to ground level.

‘Hungry, old horse?’ a voice
spoke.

Colta did not need to turn
around to identify the speaker, the voice alone casting up a sharp
image in his mind. ‘I could eat the leg of a rabid dog,
Metalsmith,’ he chuckled, bracing then groaning as he swung the
trapdoor shut, rose from his haunches and took his weight on his
walking stick.

‘Then come,’ Jaru said, taking
his arm, ‘I have no rabid dogs. But I do have bread and mutton at
the smithy.’

‘You heard, you saw?’ asked
Colta as they edged along the tor towards the small, soot-stained
workhouse.

‘Watched it all and could not
believe my eyes. How much is left?’

‘It might feed us for the
coming summer,’ Colta replied with little confidence in his voice.
‘But what is our Labarna thinking? All along, King Muwa’s
strategy has been to move much of the populace to Tarhuntassa where
crop is more abundant, so that the reserves left here would be
ample to feed those who remained. Those wagons sequestered enough
grain to feed the army for two years. Yet they already took with
them enough to see them through this campaign.’

‘King Muwa knows what he is
doing,’ Jaru tried to reassure him. ‘Why are you fretting about
grain supplies anyway? I’ve known you since we were boys, and
you’ve only ever cared about one thing: horses.’

‘Horses need grain to mix in
with their hay,’ Colta replied. ‘In any case just about all of my
herds are gone. Since the army left I have spent days doddering
around the chariot fields. There are old nags there – favourites of
mine, some of them… but the prize herds left with Dagon and the
army and it feels like wandering around a deserted manor. Even
Nirni is bored without Dagon’s company and no sick or injured
animals to treat: I caught her and Wiyani one day, play-hunting
with Silver.’

‘The cat? That bag of fur must
be twenty years old – it has no interest in hunting.’

‘Quite. But it didn’t stop the
two from trying. Down on all fours Nirni was, shuffling her hips
while Wiyani made noises: grrr… hsss! Silver responded by
poking one rear leg in the air and licking his arse.’

Jaru roared with laughter,
guiding Colta to one side of a benched table outside the smithy.
They broke bread, eating it with slabs of salty, tallow-rich
mutton, washing each mouthful down with a sharp nettle brew. Every
few moments, both men turned their gazes southeast, both thinking
the same thing.

‘They crossed the Red River a
few days ago,’ Jaru said, broaching the subject first. ‘The
messenger said more vassals rendezvoused with them along the way.
Nearly forty thousand strong now, and more to join them.’

Colta set down his bread, his
appetite fading. ‘So many boys in those ranks, old bastards as
well. Does it not trouble you to think… how many will die in this
war? How many will never return here.’

Jaru slowed in his chewing and
tossed a bread crust to a watching quarrel of sparrows. ‘Your niche
is in breeding bigger, stronger horses and training young men to
ride war cars. My trade is in metals – in finding the sharpest,
hardest metal of all, so it can cleave the heads and chests of men.
Sometimes, it is best not to dwell too long on what we do. I see
this war as a boil – a sore that is swollen and red and should have
ruptured long ago. A necessary evil. Once it is done, the world
might once again return to stability – trade and prosperity.’ He
flicked his head back towards the grain pits. ‘Times of
plenty.’

‘Will it?’ Colta said, his face
slackening. ‘Not every forest that burns down sprouts green
again.’

‘Eat, old friend. Save the
morbid chat for tonight when we pickle our brains with beer,’ Jaru
said, cutting another slab of mutton for Colta.

But Colta was not listening.
‘Before I came to Hittite lands, when I was a boy in Hurrian
country, I was something of a rogue.’

‘Never,’ Jaru smiled. But when
he saw Colta’s distant, troubled look, his smile faded. He leaned
closer to hear the old Chariot Master’s tale.

‘One summer I rode a chariot
north – far beyond my people’s lands. Beyond the edge of the world,
as my friend put it, before he declined to go any further with me.
He went back to his village on foot, while I rode on. I drove
through a vast steppe. It grew arid and then cold as I went on –
and I rode for many moons. I hunted a bear and took its meat and
wore its fur. Thank the Gods for the meat, because it was the last
living creature I saw for some time – the land became barren and
rocky, you see, not at all the place where deer might graze or
rabbits nest. And the cold – it chewed through my furs, my skin and
flesh. I began to think this strange land was utterly dead. But at
last, I saw something in the distance. A forest. Respite from the
bitter cold, and maybe game or berries to eat. But as I drew closer
I realised I would have no shelter or forage there, and the sight
of those woods sent the chill through my bones and into my marrow.
It was a place of death, utterly still and quiet. The trees were
without leaves, the wood long dead and black as night. The soil and
the rocks too were stained pure black. I picketed my horses and
chariot, knowing they would not be stolen – I had not seen a soul
for nearly two moons by that point, you see. I crept through the
dead woods, the cold air like the breath of spirits on the back of
my neck. After a time, I found trees not standing tall but lying
flat. Hundreds of them, all toppled in the same direction, the tips
facing me like spears. I stumbled on over this strangeness, seeing
burnt skeletons of goats, lions and deer lying tangled amongst the
fallen trunks. After a time, I came to a terrible sight: a cavity
in the earth, many times bigger than a grain pit. The dead trees
all lay flat around it, radiating away from it like the black light
of a dead sun.’

The spring wind blowing across
Tarhunda’s Shoulder seemed to lose its heat. Jaru shivered, then
slowly realised what it was. ‘You found a meteorite pit,’ he said.
‘The iron of heaven. A gift from the Gods.’

‘You think so, Metalsmith?
Whatever fell from the sky and struck those woods had done so long,
long ago. There was not a single green shoot in that black ruin.
Some things are so vast, so powerful, so destructive, that they can
extinguish everything… eternally. This war…’

Jaru poured himself more nettle
brew and shook his head. ‘Thunder will roll across this city
eternally. The Gods will always protect us. Besides, I have faith
in the Labarna and Prince Hattu – in all of the commanders
and regiments marching towards Retenu right now. But even if
something terrible was to strike them all,’ he flicked a finger
across the Dawn Bridge towards the acropolis, ‘the future of the
Hittite realm is here, and he will guide us.’

Colta twisted round. From here
he could see just a small dark shape on the citadel battlements,
watching as a knot of noblemen hiked up the corbelled slope towards
the Ramp Gate to meet with the Chosen Prince.

‘Urhi-Teshub holds Panku
sessions in his father’s stead. He already organises a militia to
keep the heartlands well-watched in the absence of the army. He is
strong and shrewd.’

‘He will need to be,’ Colta
replied. ‘Should disaster strike and the war be lost… he will be
our last hope.’






***






The noblemen entered the Hall of
the Sun, the padding echoes of soft leather boots rising into the
high ceilings like apologetic whispers. The towering Captain
Bilanza and three Golden Spearmen stood before the royal throne
platform, striped with shafts of pale afternoon sunlight pouring
through the hall’s high windows. Urhi-Teshub sat upon the Grey
Throne in the way he had seen his father do so many times before,
resting his weight on his left elbow, carefully regarding each man
who entered: most wore ankle-length, brightly-coloured robes, thick
leather charioteer’s belts and fabric skull caps studded with
jewels. Some even wore animal teeth and faux-warrior trinkets in
their long grey hair. These were mainly the older nobles of the
Panku – the ones who were past fighting age and so had funded their
sons or younger delegates to march to war and drive chariots in
their stead. There were a few young ones too – black of hair and
fresh-faced.

They bustled and shuffled into
place in a small arc around the dais. The noise of these few dozen
local rich men was a pale echo of the great Gathering – the yearly
ceremony of homage where vassals came to pay tribute to King Muwa,
and the hall’s edges would be packed out with thousands of rich and
powerful guests from far-flung lands – but these smaller and more
regular Panku meetings were of importance too.

Captain Bilanza’s top lip
flickered as he thumped his gilt spear haft on the ground three
times to quieten the nobles. Urhi-Teshub smoothed the black linen
of his robe – choosing to dress like his father had helped
establish a degree of gravitas – then flicked a finger towards the
young scribe by the lion statues. The scribe lifted his soft clay
tablet and began jabbing at it skilfully with his reed stylus,
recording the season, the moon and the day.

He was just about to speak, when
an awkward shuffling sounded beside him. He turned to see Kurunta
standing there by the throne. It was what his chariot partner had
asked for: a chance to make my father proud! But now he had
his chance to be seen by the Grey Throne and accepted as part of
court affairs, and all he could do was fidget, shy and awkward, too
afraid to even look any of the nobles in the eye. With a sigh,
Urhi-Teshub turned back to the crowds.

‘We have much to work through
today,’ he said, his voice deep and full. ‘Let us begin with the
militia effort. In the absence of the army, large tracts of our
countryside go unwatched. I asked each of you to raise one hundred
men from your estates so they could be trained and armed to patrol
the land, the roads and the heartland cities.’

‘Tuhkanti, there are too
few men on our estates,’ said one nobleman with a mouthful of
age-long, bad teeth. ‘We have not enough hands even to tend the
weeds and slim cattle.’

‘I have only twenty nine men on
my fields by the city, Tuhkanti,’ said a jug-eared noble.
‘How can I raise one hundred to give to you?’

‘Look beyond your fields,’ said
Urhi-Teshub. ‘There are outlying villages, trading posts and
farmsteads where young men work. Call upon them, raise the numbers
I ask for that way. We must use our wits to make the best of our
short resources.’

The jug-eared noble began to
tremble with anger. He looked at those either side of him, annoyed
that they would not speak up first, then stamped a foot. ‘By the
grace of Halki, God of the Grain: how can you talk calmly of
managing our meagre resources, when our Labarna has this
morning drained Hattusa’s grain pits?’

A few nobles murmured in
agreement, but those nearest Jug-ears took a discreet step
away.

‘You criticise my father?’
Urhi-Teshub said flatly, leaning forward, one shaft of sunlight
creeping across half of his face, that eye sparkling menacingly.
‘He treks to the far side of the world to save our people, our
cities, our way of life… and you stand here, fat, angry and brave
in his absence?’

The noble’s head dipped. ‘I mean
no disrespect, Tuhkanti.’

Urhi-Teshub rose and walked
slowly along the edge of the dais, back and forth. ‘But I
understand the concerns. Our fields shrink, our herds are skeletal…
and our pits are now near-empty. The absent king is not here to
address this, but I am, and I will be going nowhere. I was
tasked with seeing Hattusa, my home, through these difficult
times.’

He paused momentarily, noticing
two more shuffling in through the hall’s tall doors: old Colta and
the only slightly less old Jaru. Two of the stalwarts of the
Hittite Empire. He offered them a firm nod of greeting and they
replied in kind, but stayed near the rear of the hall to observe
the discussions.

‘I will bring grain to this
city, and fill our pits once more. I promise you this.’

The nobles gawked for an
instant, then rumbled in support.

‘How?’ one said.

‘Because the Gods showed me it
would be so in my dreams last night. Before midsummer, the pits
will flow with grain once more.’

The rumbles of support split
into throaty cries of joy. ‘Thank you Halki!’ they cried to the
high vaults as if the grain god was listening.

‘But I ask of you as I did at
the beginning,’ Urhi-Teshub silenced them with a raised finger.
‘Send me men. My new militia is every bit as important as the
replenishment of our empty silos.’

The supportive babble grew
louder. ‘If you bring us grain, Tuhkanti, then we do not
need our men to work the fields,’ said one. ‘I will gladly send
them to serve in your new ranks.’

‘Those who bring me the most men
will receive the greatest grain portions,’ Urhi-Teshub added.

The hall filled with the
promises of the others. They smiled and nodded to each other,
encouraged and hopeful.

‘Now,’ said Urhi-Teshub, waving
his palms downwards to quell the noise, ‘to the matter of
justice…’.

A dozen more Golden Spearmen
took their cue, driving a gaggle of sorry-looking wretches in from
a side door.

‘The first dispute,’ said the
scribe as two men shuffled forwards to gaze in awe up at the throne
and the Chosen Prince, ‘is between Meki and Zaga. Both hold lots on
the barley estates by the alder woods. Two moons ago, Meki’s ducks
were savaged by Zaga’s sheepdog.’

‘I propose a fine of one silver
shekel or grain of equivalent worth,’ Urhi-Teshub said quickly,
snapping his fingers impatiently.

‘Aye!’ the nobles rumbled in
agreement.

The scribe jotted down the
outcome and Meki and Zaga trooped on out of the hall. As
Urhi-Teshub rolled his seal-cylinder over the clay next to the
inscription, the next two men came forward. ‘Case number two: Salu
owns a flock of sheep, one of which is a notorious troublemaker.
One morning Pappi the orchard-keeper woke to hear the sound of
munching. He looked outside to see the tyrannical sheep on its hind
legs, gobbling the last of the figs from his trees.’

‘Ten shekels,’ Urhi-Teshub
snapped, rolling the seal against the decision. Such petty matters
had to be endured. A further three cases were dealt with, the last
of them involving a chained man. It turned out he had been caught
in sexual congress with a cow – a crime known as hurkeling – and
sentenced during the winter to be thrown from the acropolis walls,
but now the witness had lodged an appeal in support of the man. ‘It
was dark that night,’ explained the witness, ‘and I realise that it
was not a cow but a horse…’

‘Ah,’ the gathered nobles sighed
and laughed, swatting dismissively, for sexual congress with a
horse was clearly no crime at all. Thus, the accused was set free
without punishment.

‘We are done, Tuhkanti?’ asked
Snapili, scanning the empty spot where the queue of defendants and
accusers had been.

‘Not quite,’ he replied,
clapping his hands.

Another figure was led in, head
draped in a black veil.

‘I thought it would be fitting
to announce that our next Panku session, two moons from now, will
not involve hearings for petty disputes. Instead the time will be
used to examine the greatest, darkest accusation ever heard in this
city.’ He gestured with one finger and the spearman escorting the
figure whipped the black veil away to reveal Danuhepa.

The nobles rumbled in surprise
and excitement. ‘But, Tuhkanti… King Muwa expressly stated
that the Great Queen was not to be tried until his return.’

Urhi-Teshub met the eyes of each
noble. At the back of the hall, he noticed old Colta and Jaru now
looking on aghast.

‘King Muwa is not here. I am his
representative, and have I not shown already that I serve the best
interests of Hattusa and of the heartlands entire? Have I not
promised you grain and protection? I need your full cooperation on
every matter. Well?’

Silence.

Then: ‘Let the Tawannana
be tried. If she is innocent then she will be judged as such.’

A few mumbles of agreement,
followed by: ‘Aye, it is no crime to try an accused person.’

Urhi-Teshub extended his arms to
the sides. ‘So it shall be. She will be tried when next we gather,
and until then, she will live in the cells by this hall.’






***






‘What is he doing?’ Jaru
whispered as he and Colta wandered outside.

‘I don’t know,’ replied Colta,
‘but I fear he goes too far. As the city’s warden he should do as
his father decreed.’

‘It was naïve to promise them
grain,’ Jaru said. ‘But why, why would he bring Lady
Danuhepa’s trial forward? That makes no sense.’

‘Aye,’ agreed Colta. ‘She is no
threat – she has lived quietly within the city since her arrest.
Throwing her in the cells is an affront: those cages are bleak and
lonely. She will have not a soul to speak to. Why?’

‘Perhaps he knows something
about her that we do not,’ said Jaru quietly.

Colta touched a hand to his
robe, feeling the small tablet in there and its unreadable script.
‘Or,’ he whispered, ‘maybe she knows something about him?’
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On the fourth day after crossing
the Red River, Hattu led three bare-chested archer-scouts on a dawn
patrol. Sky sat on his shoulder, watching the way ahead as they
crunched through dry grass in a pale half-light. They had been
tasked with scouting the way to the city of Zantiya, the next major
stopping-point on the road to Retenu. Hattu was grateful for the
mission, having spent the night shivering and fighting off surges
of nausea. What a cursed time to be stricken by fever! He had hoped
this trek in the fresh dawn air would remedy things, but even now
his head was throbbing, and the shivers still rose through him,
uninvited, every so often. The sweating was the most uncomfortable
part of it – streaks of it dampening his cloak and kilt, his palms
oily. He tried to distract himself by scouring every detail of the
countryside.

These parts were bare and
thinly-populated. Bright-yellow, honey-scented broom and dry grass
sprouted here and there, and off to the east the land was strewn
with great red boulders – huge hunks of rock that looked as if they
had been dropped there eons ago by careless giants. Somewhere in
the distance, wild dogs barked. But no signs of trouble.

Just as pink fingers of light
began to stretch across the land, they came to a valley – a
colossal axe-wound in the earth through which the road to Zantiya
ran. The granite sides were smooth, chalky and almost sheer. The
Defile of Gurun, as it was known, was one of many such valleys in
these parts, yet he could not help but see it as the scene of the
Egyptian trap, all those years ago. He unconsciously slowed to a
halt as his mind’s eye conjured terrible illusions: on the floor of
the defile, ghosts from the Valley of Bones fought madly, hacking,
slicing. A thunder of hooves raced across his thoughts, pierced by
the screams of dying men and the rattling rain of Egyptian
arrows.

‘Prince Hattu?’ one of the
riders said. Suddenly, the noises were gone, replaced by the
present, and the rising chatter of awakening cicadas.

He turned to the three bowmen.
Each regarded him as a healer might look upon a patient.

‘You are well enough to
continue?’ said one scout. They had seen him throwing up shortly
after rising.

Hattu felt icy fingers of sweat
speed down his back, and a horrible discomfort in the pit of his
stomach. ‘Did you not hear my answer when the king asked me before
we left?’ he snapped. ‘I was fine then and I’m fine now.’

The scout shuffled
uncomfortably.

Hattu peered into the distance
behind the three, back along the track. By now the Hittite column
would be finished eating their morning meal and had probably
already set off to follow along this path. He felt a sudden renewed
urgency. ‘Comb every patch of this valley,’ he said. ‘I want to
know if there is anything ahead: movement, tracks, smoke,
dust-trails. Anything.’

He flicked a finger on down the
defile towards its distant and barely-visible end. ‘You two, speed
ahead and make sure the flatland beyond is clear.’ Two of the
archers sprinted off. He then guided the third scout’s eye towards
the eastern valley wall, chiselled away at one part by eons of wind
and rain to form a step-like run to the top. ‘Go up there and cast
your eye around. I’ll scout the western heights.’

The scout made to step away,
then halted, twisting back with a glance at the western valley wall
– sheer and without the natural stone steps like the eastern side.
His mouth opened to speak.

Hattu pre-empted the question.
‘I once climbed a tor in the snow with an open sword wound on my
back, Ahhiyawan pirates at my heel. I scrambled to the top of a
high ridge with a twisted ankle to catch a Kaskan bandit. I scaled
a peak in the Seha River Land when I had a ferocious fever that
turned my guts to liquid. I was fine then – even if poor General
Dagon who was climbing below me wasn’t – and I’ll be fine now.’ The
scout chuckled at this. ‘Go, and be watchful.’

The scout padded over to the
eastern valley wall and hopped up the natural stone steps. Hattu
swung away towards the western wall, and as soon as he did so, a
wave of dizziness passed over him. He stopped, pinched the top of
his nose between thumb and forefinger and blinked, clearing his
mind.

He approached the valley side,
unhitching his swordbands and green cloak and kicking off his
boots, wiping the palms of his hands on his white linen kilt to rid
them of the infernal sweat that had built up there again. His bare
torso sparkled with a patina of sweat too – and all before there
was even heat in the air.

He noticed Sky’s head dip and
rise a few times, looking up and down the valley, eyes sharp.
‘Nothing here, girl. Now let’s get up there and see that those
heights hold no threat either.’

She shrieked and took flight
with a flurry of wings.

He reached out to feel the
granite valley side, cold and smooth on his palms. Tilting his head
hack, his tail of hair swishing to the small of his back, he looked
up to read the climb: the bluff was high as a mountain, the bottom
half grey and bathed in shade and the top half milk-white, splashed
by the dawn light. Tussocks of grass sprouted from thin ledges on
the way up – places to rest, he thought.

He sank to his haunches,
scooping up a handful of dusty earth and patting it on each palm
until any trace of moisture on his skin was gone. Spotting his
first handhold – a shallow dimple of softer, weather-worn rock – he
launched himself up with a thrust of his right leg and caught the
hold, the toe-tips of his left foot finding purchase on a thin
ledge. It was like the satisfying feel and sound of a well-crafted
key clicking into place inside a lock. Up he went, footholds and
handholds revealing themselves like a well-told story. He was
speedy as always, but the weakness of his limbs irked him. He
paused for a moment, panting, as the shivers rose through him
again. When he pulled one palm away from the rock, he saw sweat
budding through the layer of dust. ‘By the Gods,’ he grumbled,
wiping it on his kilt.

He planted one foot on a crimp
and extended the leg to push his body upwards until he could reach
the next dimple. He clutched at this good deep handhold and pulled
his free leg up to rest that foot on the barest of slopes – the
friction of his bare sole upon the rock enough to lock it there. On
he went, rising higher and higher. Despite the shaky start it was a
strong climb, and he made it to the grass tussocks and the first
resting point safely.

He clambered on up into the
sun-washed, milky-white upper stretch of the defile side. The rock
here was noticeably warmer on his skin. So high, he thought
with a thrill, glancing down to see his cloak on the valley floor –
just a green spot. But as his head began to turn to the way up once
more, he felt waves of nausea stir in his belly and a strong slap
of dizziness. He clutched the rock with shaking hands. He heard his
own breaths, laboured and rasping, as he edged up the few remaining
stages of the climb and finally threw his arms over onto the flat
bluff top. Scrambling rather gracelessly up there, he rolled onto
his back, gasping for air, the shivers stronger now, the blood
crashing in his ears. He thought he might never have the energy to
rise again, until a spike of fiery queasiness rose through him. The
contents of his stomach shot up like a loosed arrow. He rolled onto
his side and vomited it out onto the grass with an exhausted
croak.

‘Prince Hattu?’ the archer on
the opposite valleyside called over.

‘I’m fine,’ Hattu slurred
back.

Even Sky knew this was not true.
She flew in low circles around him, screeching.

Overcome with a sudden desire
for something sweet – honey or berries – he cursed the absence of
anything edible in his small belt pouch. ‘We’ll eat when we get
back down,’ he muttered to himself, rising to his feet shakily. He
took his drinking skin from his belt and glugged hungrily on the
cool water inside. This quelled the acrid aftertaste and heat of
the vomit. But his legs felt like twigs and sweat now dripped from
him like a light rain. He looked around as his breathing returned
to normal: at least these heights were bare and clear. He saw the
two archers – like dots at the valley’s far end – waving to him.
They had not spotted anything either. The way ahead was good.

He eyed the heights again for
any sign of an easier way down, but there was none. Sucking in a
few breaths, and digging his nails into his palms to sharpen his
senses, he gazed over the edge, down onto the valley floor. So
high, he thought again, this time without the thrill. He
noticed the three bowmen had gathered down there, their scouting
complete.

He folded his legs down over the
precipice until his toe-tips found purchase on a wrinkle of rock.
His legs shook madly with fatigue as he picked his way down, and
his fingers began tingling and then turned numb. Nearly halfway
down, he reassured himself. On past the tussocks of grass he
went. Another few stages and he would be able to safely jump the
rest of…

It was like a black veil being
drawn up over him from below. His eyes rolled in his head and he
felt nothing. Just a sighing rush of air and weightlessness…

He woke, lying on his back, to
the sight of dozens of worried faces looking down at him framed by
the blue sky overhead. The bowmen and the vanguard of the main army
column. Sky was perched on his chest, keening over and over.

Gorru and Orax barged into the
circle of onlookers. ‘Sir?’ the Mesedi pair gasped in unison,
kneeling by his side. Soon Dagon and Sargis were there, then Kisna
and Babak. Tanku and King Muwa too. Myriad hands helped lift him.
Amongst the many faces, he saw that strange one again: Pariziti of
the Wrath. While every other face was bent in concern, Pariziti
merely stared at him without expression, his deep-set eyes like a
snake’s. He was there one moment, then gone the next. Hattu tried
to shove the many supporting hands away in protest to locate the
strange Wrath soldier again, but his limbs were weak as a babe’s,
and he could only slur some half-words at them.

‘Brother?’ Muwa said. ‘What
happened?’

‘He was climbing down and he
just… fell,’ one of the scout bowmen answered for him, ‘like a rag
doll.’

‘Nothing is broken,’ said one
asu healer fussing around him. ‘He must have lost consciousness.
Had he not, he would have braced and surely would have snapped a
leg or a shoulder.’

Muwa passed a hand across his
face as if trying to wipe the worry away. ‘This is an omen. I
should never have brought you along, Brother. I will have the royal
wagon turn around and take you back-’

From the bleak wastes of
fatigue, Hattu felt a spark of energy. ‘No,’ he growled, grabbing
Muwa’s shoulder. ‘I will consult the asu healers at Zantiya,’ he
snapped, stalking along the valley as if to lead the march
onwards.

‘You are not well,’ Dagon
protested. ‘Perhaps you should do as the Labarna
suggests.’

‘No. There can be no going
back,’ he seethed. ‘Not while Volca still walks.’

He seized the tall pole bearing
a golden sun headpiece – the staff of the Mesedi – and held it
high, sweeping it like a giant finger towards the south. ‘Every
moment of delay allows the Egyptians to steal closer to Kadesh
ahead of us,’ he cried to the army. ‘Onwards!’
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BOOM! Boom! BOOM! Boom!
The four armies of Egypt rumbled north to the end of the Way of
Horus then on across the natural desert tracks. Great natural
arches of red-gold stone yawned by the route’s left-hand side, and
a cutting, dry desert wind swept in on their right, cladding the
marching masses in sweat and dust. Pharaoh Ramesses stood atop an
open, swaying wagon, Volca and his two viziers and slaves standing
around him with Foe-slayer the lion slumped and asleep in a wooden
cage at the vehicle’s rear.

Volca’s horned Sherden warriors
moved in two small groups either side of the wagon, prowling along
like hunting wolves. A young nefru recruit shambled along with
them, dozens of water skins roped around his shoulders. Every time
a Sherden snapped at him, he hurried over to give them a drink. The
lad was attentive, despite the blistering sun and his heavy burden.
But when he tried to dart across the vehicle’s path to answer the
thirsty call of one Sherden, he lost his footing and fell before
the wagon. He rolled clear of the hooves, but lost hold of the rope
on his shoulder. The drinking skins and rope became tangled in one
ox’s legs and the great beast lowed and moaned in panic as its
limbs became trussed together. The wagon stuttered to a halt, and
the entire Amun Army dutifully stopped likewise.

Ramesses shook with rage. The
water boy, on his knees, began some plea for forgiveness, but
Ramesses drew out his fanged flail and lashed it with full might
across the boy’s face. One minute, the young soldier’s eyes were
there, the next they were gone – just a deep red wound left behind.
The boy fell to his side shrieking, then sobbing, blind and
stricken with shock.

‘Forward!’ Ramesses roared.

Quickly, a pair of Sherden
sliced the ropes trussing the ox and within moments, the great Army
of Amun bowled northwards once more, the sea of soldiers casting
pitiless looks at the young recruit who had angered Pharaoh.

‘Every day, every hour, every
heartbeat matters,’ Ramesses roared, turning on the wagon to
face the army. ‘We are not yet in Retenu. We are still a moon away
from the city of Kadesh. We cannot let the Hittites reach that
place before us.’

‘Death to the Wretched Fallen
Ones!’ one voice cried. A moment later, thousands echoed the
cry.

Then another spoke in a gentle
voice, just behind Pharaoh. ‘The water boy did not deserve that,’
said old Vizier Paser.

‘Perhaps,’ Ramesses muttered. ‘I
will compensate him with silver.’

‘You can give him
silver,’ Paser said quietly, ‘but you cannot give him back his
eyes.’

‘What is done is done,’ Ramesses
burred.

He faced forwards again, staring
north, seeing an illusion of Prince Hattu in the heat mirage there,
feeling his chest burn with hatred, imagining harrowing the
Hittite’s eyes from his face. Indeed it was that burning need that
had provoked him to whip the slave boy across the face.

He twisted his head to one side
to address the horn-helmed Volca. ‘The message you sent north. What
if it didn’t find its way to the right man?’

‘All is in hand, Majesty,’ Volca
replied softly. ‘My messengers are skilled and my killer will have
received his orders by now. In any case, I am starting to think it
matters little whether Prince Hattu survives long enough to reach
Retenu. If we keep up this pace, we will beat them to Kadesh. Then
we will hold both the coastal road and the inland river route also
– the two highways through Retenu. The Hittites will have nothing
but their weak northern towns. They will fall one by one. Famed
warlord or not, Hattu will die in that devastation.’

‘But first, Kadesh must pay,’
Ramesses said. ‘We will scourge that place ‘throw its treacherous
king from the walls, hang its men alive from the towers with their
bellies opened for the crows.’

Just then, a cry rang out from
ahead. ‘Halt!’

To Ramesses, the word sounded
like the blackest oath. He peered into the melting heat ahead,
seeing one of his scout runners bawling the word again, waving his
hands. Ramesses’ hand moved down to the leather handle of his
fanged whip once again.

‘Majesty,’ old Vizier Paser said
urgently, ‘he means not to anger you. Look, we have reached the
supply point.’ Ramesses followed the old man’s outstretched finger,
seeing the tall fin of golden rock to the left of the route
ahead.

Paser brought a small tablet
from his bag and excitedly listed the things they were to collect
here: ‘A herd of forty fighting horses, ten thousand bushels of
grain, ninety thousand skins of water, seven thousand urns of oil,
fodder for our horses and oxen, dates and wine. The supply wagons
run low already, but this will be provender and equipment enough to
see us all the way to Kade-’ the sentence went unfinished, cut off
by the scout’s continued cries.

‘Halt! Something is wrong!’

Ramesses’ vision sharpened on
the rock fin ahead. Golden… apart from the red stains near the top.
It was as if it had rained blood up there. He saw the broken
remnant of the Egyptian watch on the summit. The dozen or so
cadavers were riddled with arrows and the vultures had picked away
most of the flesh.

Ramesses heard the anathematic
sound of the wagon wheels crunching to a gradual halt and the drum
of boots slowing as they came near the base of the golden rock fin.
All eyes stared at the scores of Egyptian soldiers strewn there,
slaughtered by a storm of arrows. The pale dust all around them was
pocked with the footprints of their many killers… and the long
tracks of the wheels of the stolen supply wagons.

‘Majesty, we cannot proceed
without fresh provisions,’ young Vizier Weni ventured.

Ramesses leapt down from the
wagon and strode over to one dead man. He wrenched a spear from the
cadaver’s rib cage and stared at the craftsmanship of its bronze
head. ‘Rapians,’ he growled, staring at the golden hills as if he
could see through them and all the way to the oft-rebellious
coastal city of Rapia. The people of Rapia were proud. Small
insurgent groups of them were even prone to exacting an unlawful
‘toll’ on passing traders and keeping the silver for themselves
instead of bringing it to Pharaoh. Those caught doing this had been
hanged and burned. But this? This was no mere band… this was a
planned assault by many. By Rapia’s army?

Just then, a whip snapped and
young Khepe sped along the column in his silver chariot, reining
the horses in expertly by Pharaoh’s wagon. Nefertari was aboard
with him, painted to look like a goddess, her coal-black hair
draped with a golden headdress, dripping with gems. She stepped
down from the carriage, the kohl around her eyes failing to
disguise the great sadness of her gaze.

‘Father, what happened here?’
Khepe said, aghast at the carpet of slain Egyptians. ‘Mother?’ he
called after Nefertari when she staggered over to the dead.

‘Mistress of the South and
North, Queen of the Two Lands,’ old Vizier Paser fretted, hurrying
down from the wagon to her side. ‘Be careful. We do not know if the
bandits are still at large.’

Nefertari turned to him, her
face dripping with disdain. ‘I was born in Rapia, I am beloved of
Rapia. No Rapian would shoot at me.’ She knelt by the dead, quietly
realising what had happened.

Ramesses knew what she would say
even before she stood and turned to face him, and he knew how he
would reply.

‘Let me go to them, my love,’
she begged. ‘They will listen to me. I can bring back your stolen
provisions. I can-’

‘Turn the armies towards the
coast,’ he growled, cutting her off, ‘and sharpen your blades.’
Every breath of delay was an insult, stinging in his chest. The
Rapians had not just stolen his supplies, but they had ripped away
the head-start towards Kadesh.

‘Husband, no!’ Nefertari cried.
‘My grandparents, my cousins, my friends… they are all inside
Rapia’s walls.’

‘Come nightfall, they will be
dust,’ Ramesses drawled in reply. ‘Come nightfall, Rapia will be no
more.’
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Under an inky Kizzuwadnan sky,
Hattu strolled around the thousands of cooking fires and the myriad
groups of men eating their evening rations. The fever had lifted,
it seemed. Enjoying this spell of feeling hale and well for the
first time in days, he tore chunks from a warm flatbread as he
walked, feeding crumbs to Sky – perched on his shoulder – every so
often. Morale was high, with the army making good time in the race
towards Kadesh.

‘Prince Hattu,’ a young Storm
soldier whispered, rising from his circle of tentmates and raising
his beer cup, his eyes wide with awe.

‘Kallu,’ Hattu said with a warm
nod, waving the lad down and strolling on.

Another stocky warrior, enjoying
a shoulder rub from a comrade, saw him and rose too. ‘Prince
Hattu,’ he said, grinning, ‘my boy wanted to march with us on this
campaign just to say he had walked alongside you.’

‘Your boy doesn’t need to march
alongside me, Nuhati. If he is half as brave as his bear of a
father, then he will do the Hittite Army proud – when his time
comes.’

Nuhati’s tentmates rumbled in
laughter, one adding: ‘Let’s hope he doesn’t fart as much as his
father.’

‘Kapili, Zarni,’ he nodded and
acknowledged by name each and every one of the men who hailed him.
He had been sure to do this ever since he became a Captain. Back
then he needed only remember the one hundred names of his company,
the Mountain Wolves, and amongst them were names he could never
forget: Tanku, Sargis, Dagon and Kisna. Now he found some twenty
thousand Hittite men and almost as many vassal soldiers gazing at
him as he passed. It was no easy task to memorise so many names but
– as generals past had taught him and taught him well – an
essential one. How could you expect soldiers to trust you with
their lives, to love you, if you could not even hail them by name
as a loved one should?

He stopped by the Trojan camp,
where Sarpedon, King Priam and Prince Aeneas were singing a song of
the western lands, about the turquoise waters of the great Western
Sea and the fair winds that swept along their rich coastlands. ‘Ah,
Dolon. How is Elpis and young Eumedes?’ he said, sitting by one of
Priam’s soldiers. The bearded warrior wore a wolf skin as a cloak,
and his arms were laced with cuts, the marks of a veteran.

‘My wife is fearsome, as
always,’ he grinned.

Hattu smiled. He had met Elpis
once at the River Skamander. She had been berating Dolon, holding
up a stained loincloth of his and demanding to know what exactly he
had been doing for it to be in such a sorry state.

‘Young Eumedes has been training
as a runner,’ Dolon explained, stopping to blow a breath from his
cheeks, cutting a flattened hand through the air. ‘He is fast as
the wind. He runs alongside Prince Hektor, and can keep pace with
him most days.’

Hattu felt a twinge of envy,
knowing that his days of speedy running were past. Next, he felt a
twist of angst, wondering how Kurunta was getting on back in
Hattusa. I will strive to be everything I can be. I will make
you proud. The memory was reassuring.

‘Hattu!’ Sarpedon cried with a
merry smile, spotting him from across the fire. ‘The prince is well
again, give him some food.’ He gestured to one of his Lukkans who
sent round a small plate of hare stew. Asdu, trailing behind Hattu,
heard the cry and quickly poured Hattu a cup of watered wine. The
stew was rich and thick and the wine spicy and warming. As he ate
and drank, the Trojan song rose into a soulful lament – of their
distant home and past glories. The men of the Hittite Divisions
nearby joined in, most knowing the words of their ancient allies’
favourite ballad. Sky leapt into flight and circled above them in
the uplight of the fires, calling out into the night. The very
earth under Hattu’s feet seemed to shiver with awe at the refrain.
When the song faded, laughter and chatter rose in its place. Hattu
patted Dolon’s shoulder. ‘Until tomorrow,’ he said.

‘You have important business to
take care of before turning in, I expect?’ Dolon asked.

‘This is it,’ Hattu grinned.
‘Stopping by at a thousand fires for a cup of wine and a plate of
stew is hard work, but on I must plough.’

Dolon rumbled with laughter.

Hattu rose, turning to leave.
But it was as if someone had cut the ropes holding him up. A wave
of blackness shot up from the pit of his belly to his head, sending
his thoughts into a buzzing swirl. He heard men shout out, felt the
world shift oddly, then saw nothing but blackness.

He woke on the ground to the
sight of Priam, Sarpedon and Aeneas standing over him, Dolon
shouting out for help. Dardanian archers scooped arms under his
arms to lift him. Hattu thrashed weakly. ‘Leave me, I can stand by
myself.’ He staggered to one knee then rose, shaking, feeling icy
sweat speeding down every part of his body. The many eyes that had
been staring at him in veneration moments ago now looked on in
horror, seeing their heroic prince once again swaying like an old
man.

‘It has been a long march,’ he
slurred. ‘I am tired, that is all. Sleep is all I need. Keep your
snoring to a dull thunder,’ he joked. The many watchers laughed
quietly, glad of the light words.

Hattu walked back towards the
heart of camp. The edges of his vision – his hunter’s eyes, as
Urhi-Teshub had reminded him – were blotchy and black. But was
that… someone moving along through the tents, parallel to him?
Stalking him.

He lifted his head groggily in
that direction. The blurred shape of a man was there, but before he
could focus on it, the figure ducked. Pariziti… he growled
inwardly. This was too much. The man had some kind of issue with
him and as soon as he was well, he decided, he would confront
him.

‘Sir?’ a voice called out. He
swung to see Gorru and Orax hurrying over from Muwa’s pavilion
tent. ‘Sir, you look…’ Gorru started.

‘Like a corpse,’ Orax finished
for him.

Hattu blinked, seeing his
warped, dull reflection in Orax’s high bronze helm. True enough,
his face was pale as milk, the lower eyelids almost black. ‘It
comes and goes. I was fine for most of today, wasn’t I?’ he
snapped.

‘Aye, but-’

‘Then I will be fine tomorrow,’
he snapped again. He licked at his gummy lips and waved them away,
before staggering over to his bivouac and slumping down on the
bedding. It was like dropping a burden of giant rocks. Panting, he
now felt his tongue sticking to the floor of his mouth. He saw that
Asdu had set out a jug of water for him, and drank hungrily from
it. Lying down, the sickness only seemed to intensify, yet he had
no energy with which to rise or shuffle and find a better position.
He heard Sky swoop down and croak weakly, concerned, then felt the
warm, feathery bundle settle against his chest. He scooped one arm
around her, the gentle thump-thump of her heartbeat a welcome
distraction from this vile illness. In moments, he was in a fitful
sleep.






But sleep was no escape. Just
as with every night on the march since crossing the Red River, he
found himself once again in Ishtar’s arms, soaring above that
sun-swept meadow, watching as the pride leader left his pride
behind. The lone hyena atop the hill shrieked and keened with that
hideous laughter. The pride leader padded carefully not straight
uphill, but round and round the height, edging a little higher each
time. Every circuit of the hill meant he was cut off from his pride
for a short time, and every time they came into view again he
slowed to look back at them, to be sure they were safe.

As the lion edged uphill, Hattu
knew the hyena – as vicious as it might be – could not win. Why had
it drawn a lion into such a fight? With a creeping realisation, he
turned back to the meadow and the pride, the lionesses and the
three starving cubs… seeing the bushes and sycamore stands around
the meadow’s edge in a different light. His smoke-grey eye ached
and he was sure he saw something in there. Just the faintest shiver
of a branch, a leaf shaking as if blown by a hot, heavy breath.

The hyena is a diversion, he
realised. ‘The hyena is a diversion,’ he called aloud to the pride
leader. But the great beast was gone from view on another circuit
of the hill. ‘Something else is in there… something much, much
worse.’

But his words were drowned out
when the most terrible low moan poured across the dreamscape.






Hattu woke with a start as the
Dawn Call sailed across the camp. Sky exploded from a nightmare of
her own and shot into flight. He sat up, eyes like slits against
the golden dawn light, then felt the most dreadful rising sickness
shoot up through him again. Sleep had done nothing to chase the
malady away.






***






All through the day, the immense
column trekked southeastwards under the hot sun, eyes squinting at
the great pale sierra ahead. The White Mountains, the stony border
between them and the northern edge of Retenu. The marching men
shared hushed stories of the high tracks through those heights, of
past-expeditions where soldiers had plummeted into the inky depths
of the abysses which scarred the range, or had been unable to find
their way off the highest points before nightfall and had died in
the icy, scourging winds up there.

Come late afternoon, General
Tanku still scowled at the highest peaks – pale and ethereal in the
haze of distance, and still capped in snow. Sargis and Kisna,
having left their divisions to their regimental chiefs, came to
walk with the big Storm General. Babak the Kaskan walked with them
too, gazing up at the snowy peaks as if outstaring an old
enemy.

Dagon, driving a wagon by their
side, had been with them and Prince Hattu when the mountain snows
had thundered down upon them in a sudden avalanche. Babak, Tanku
and Hattu had almost died – buried alive – in the collapse. ‘We
know the signs,’ he said. ‘It won’t happen again.’

‘Besides, we have tonight to
enjoy before we venture up there,’ Sargis agreed. ‘Look,
Zantiya!’

All finally peeled their eyes
away from the White Mountains and to the smudge of colour near the
foot of the range. Vineyards clung to the foot of the White
Mountains, and rising near it was a crescent ridge, the slopes
lined with pale, mud-brick houses, temples, taverns and markets. A
sprawling, unwalled city, and instead of a high acropolis or palace
the city centred upon the low ground within the ridge and the
glorious temple there, cupped in the crescent like an eye and its
brow.

‘The Vault of Ishtar,’ Tanku
said, recognising the wonder.

The temple was much larger than
the Ishtar Shrine in Hattusa. A square of pillared walkways
enclosed a garden and a cupola-domed inner sanctuary, painted dark
cherry-red and gold and topped with an eight-pointed silver
star.

‘The city of Ishtar,’
Kisna muttered.

‘They say it is a city of
healers – asus from Babylon and beyond live and teach here,’ said
Dagon.

All read Dagon’s meaning and
glanced back over the sea of soldier-heads, seeing Hattu sitting
alongside the driver on the royal carriage, head lolling, swaying.
The prince had never once in all the years the generals had served
alongside him opted for a wagon when other men were marching.
Something was gravely wrong.

‘I jibed that he was getting
old. Normally he would tell me to ram my spear up my arse,’ Tanku
said. ‘But this time he just sighed.’

‘King Muwa has already decided,’
Dagon whispered so nobody near would hear. ‘If he is not showing
signs of recovery come tomorrow, then he will not be coming onwards
with us. He will remain here and return to Hattusa once well
again.’

‘The asu healers in this place
better be good,’ Kisna said.

Sargis frowned, cupping a hand
to his ear stump. ‘Why would they be in the nude?’

Kisna’s face scrunched up in
exasperation. ‘In the nu… what’s the point? Anyway, every healer
with the army has looked at him and none have been able to help. Is
there really a healer in this city so much better than our army
physicians?’

Dagon’s eyes tapered to slits,
eyeing the great temple at the heart of the city. ‘There is one…
but let us hope he does not need to go there.’






***






As the city of Zantiya exploded
with celebrations, twilight came and then night proper. A thousand
pinpricks of torchlight blinked into life around the crescent
hillside, casting an eerie orange uplight on the great pale slopes
of the White Mountains, as if hailing the bright and full moon.
Soldiers staggered from tavern to brothel and back again, or
feasted and drank with Zantiyans on the streets. Bells clanged and
lutes and lyres twanged in peculiar melodies. Pipes skirled and
drums rumbled as men sang in Luwian, Hurrian and Akkadian – a babel
that epitomised this crossroads of cultures, where Hittite
tradition swirled and mixed with even more ancient, eastern ways.
The Vault of Ishtar, meanwhile, remained quiet, shadowy and unlit
in the heart of it all, like the inky pupil of a bright eye.
Pilgrims circled the ancient temple at a safe distance, as if
afraid of what lay within that dark region. Hundreds of them moved
in a slow walk or a frantic, spinning dance, carrying bobbing
torches, gala priests and pilgrims chanting in a mix of
tongues as if calling on some great beast that lived in there.

As the Hittite royal wagon
passed through the outer wards, heading into the city’s heart,
Hattu felt consciousness come and go. His eyes, like slits, took in
bursts of the revelry. He saw many soldiers’ happy faces drain of
merriment when they saw him pass. ‘I… I am well,’ he whispered so
weakly none of them had a chance of hearing. Locals gasped and
gossiped as the wagon passed them by. Zantiyan militia peered down
from the flat rooftops, frowning, sure this was not the mighty
Prince Hattu they had expected. Hattu glowered up at them.

It was then that he saw another
on one rooftop. A figure clad in dark robes instead of guard
armour, watching, silhouetted by the starry sky and the mountains.
A shape and nothing more. A cold shiver ran across him as the
shadowy, hooded head turned to watch him pass, then the strange
being turned and walked away from the roof’s edge, the hips swaying
in a way that reminded him of his dreams… of the Goddess.

Hours passed and Hattu found
himself sitting on a crate outside the city healer’s guild, the
night air muggy. He rested his elbows on his knees, head lolling,
ice and fire coursing through him. It was no longer a case of
infrequent dizzy turns but a constant sense of intense thirst and
nausea. The hooting laughter of the drunk revellers and even the
dull vibration of wagons and men moving nearby was enough to bring
him to the edge of vomiting. The smells of roasting meat, malting
barley and strong wine – all pleasant in their own right – were
like foul hands gripping and squeezing his belly. An arm wrapped
across his shoulders and another pair of hands held up a bowl with
a lumpy mixture the colour of sewage, raising a spoon of it towards
his lips.

‘Big bites now,’ the asu healer
cooed as if speaking to a baby.

‘No more damned paste!’ Hattu
moaned, throwing the healer’s hand from his shoulder and shooing
away the cluster of white-skirted helpers before him. The healers
flinched in affront, the one holding the disgusting-smelling paste
pulling a ‘suit yourself then’ face. He pulled the cork from his
drinking skin, taking a deep draught of cold water. The moments
when it was washing over his tongue and down his throat were
blessed, but as soon as he stopped drinking the aching thirst
returned. As he lowered the skin, he saw all eyes on him still.
‘I’m not ill,’ he insisted.

Gorru, Orax and the ten Mesedi
standing nearby shared looks that said otherwise. Babak approached
with a pot of foaming barley beer and some proverb about beer being
the best medicine, only for Gorru to turn him back.

‘All day you’ve been as pale as
milk, shaking,’ Muwa argued. ‘Even now you look like you’ve been
lying in snow.’

Another healer came out. Hattu
shot the man a sour look. But this one carried no paste or
tincture. He held his empty hands out in submission. ‘We have tried
everything, but no potion or mixture has worked,’ the man said,
addressing King Muwa. ‘Prince Hattu must rest. It may take many
days – moons, even – of lying in a warm bed, before this malady
passes.’

Hattu, too weak to lift his
head, rolled his eyes round at Muwa. ‘He’s wrong.’

Muwa stared back. ‘Brother, you
cannot go on and we cannot afford to tarry, not even for a
day.’

‘Quite,’ Hattu croaked. ‘So we
leave at dawn and I will be coming with you.’

‘You will stay here,’ Muwa
insisted. ‘Asdu can remain behind to tend to your needs. ‘The
healers have spoken.’

Hattu raised his head, shakily,
to peer through the forest of revellers, to the ring of dancing
pilgrims and the dark temple beyond. ‘Not all of them.’

The healer’s face paled. ‘Prince
Hattu, men should not venture beyond the pilgrim’s line.’

‘What is in there?’ Muwa
asked.

‘The will of Ishtar,’ the healer
said.

Muwa gazed upon the dark
temple.

‘It is true,’ said another
healer. ‘The Goddess sings at night. Her voice rises even within
our homes, as if she were there – in the darkness by our beds.’

‘We honour her, but we ask of
her nothing. For her cures, like her gifts, come at a price,’ said
a third. ‘The sandal that trips the wearer, the castle that crushes
the garrison, the-’

Hattu rose to his feet, a
thousand cold knives stabbing at him. ‘The honey that binds the
lips. I know the Goddess better than most. She will heal me. She
owes me.’

He stepped forward, hands
stretched out like a blind man anticipating that he might fall, but
he did not. Clumsily, foggily, he barged past them all.






***






Pariziti edged through the
crowds. He paid a Zantiyan stallholder a copper ring in exchange
for a slice of muskmelon. He chewed at the fruit – soft, cold and
deliciously sweet – as he strolled through the crowds, trying as
best as he could to make it look like he had no particular
destination.

Prince Hattu walked wearily
through the masses – although it was more a stumble than a walk. He
was headed through the warren of alleys towards the heart of
Zantiya and edging ever closer to the dark temple. He had heard the
locals talk: the Vault of Ishtar was to be worshipped from afar,
only desperate men would go inside. Prince Hattu was desperate. And
more importantly…alone. Pariziti dipped his head and watched as
Hattu ambled around a corner, then cut across the street in
pursuit.






***






Hattu sucked on his water skin
as he staggered from the bustle and babble of the streets and came
to the dancing, singing wheel of pilgrims encircling the great
temple. They carried armfuls of wheat and bowls of honey as
offerings, some dragging terrified goats and sheep by leashes. The
gala priests leading the procession were so unlike the sombre,
silent holy men of the Hittite heartlands: these priests danced
feverishly to the rattle of drums, their copper bands and necklaces
jangling, tongues lolling as they chanted. Some went naked and some
with painted skin – and deep, cherry red seemed to be their
preferred colour. So clumsy was he in his stride, he bumped into
one gala. He looked up, seeing first the painted beauty and fine
robes of a woman, then the truth underneath – the strong jaw of a
man. Male and female at once, a testament to the Goddess’ changing
sexes and forms.

‘Welcome, Pilgrim,’ the man
purred, revealing stained teeth that had been filed to points like
Ishtar’s. He carried in one hand a cake of some sort, black as if
it had been baked in ash, and shaped like the goddess herself in
the winged guise – wide of hips and holding her breasts. ‘You are
the first in many moons to venture inside. May you find what you
seek.’ He gave Hattu his torch and with his free hand gestured to
let Hattu through the circling masses. Hattu nodded and staggered
onwards.

He stumbled across the soft
grass outside the temple, slipping into the blackness of the
moonlight shadow near the colonnaded entrance. The hustle and
fervour behind him fell away to a distant drone. He looked up
through bleary eyes at the temple’s cupola roof, framed by the
silver dust of stars above. It had seemed large from the approach
to the city, but up close it looked gargantuan, inhuman. Sky swept
down to land up there and shrieked at him again and again in
warning. ‘I have to go inside,’ he called up to her, then he made
inward demands to Ishtar herself. I’ll sleep on the floors in
here tonight and you’ll take away my illness, Goddess. You goaded
me with this war and you will see that I am fit to fight it, to win
it, to skewer the bastard Sherden on my swords.

Hattu stepped inside. Now every
last droplet of noise outside fell away. The guttering torch did
little to illuminate the vast, dark vaults. He stared into the
shadows, thinking of the dreams, suddenly certain that Ishtar was
near, her twin lions right now prowling around him.

He walked on into the darkness.
As he went, he saw something up ahead. A massive shape… with
wings…moving. Fright struck through him, until he saw that it was a
statue of the Goddess, and the movement merely cockroaches flooding
from Ishtar’s open mouth and speeding round to the back of the
effigy to escape the light of the torch. The Goddess’ face was
placid, welcoming. Hattu’s mouth rose at one corner and fell again
instantly. Heal me, deliver me my vengeance. I have honoured you
since I was a boy, and you have given me nothing in return. Well
now it is time… now-

His thoughts ground to a halt
when a scuff sounded somewhere in the blackness.

‘Who’s there?’ he snapped,
spinning on one heel and swaying as the dizziness nearly took him.
In every direction, he saw only the stone walls, decorated with
faded, painted scenes of worship and studded with symbols of
Ishtar: the eight-pointed star, a twisted knot of reeds, symbolic
doorposts painted with false scenes of rooms in between, lions
stalking, golden eyes and dripping fangs glowing and given life by
the fading light of his torch. But apart from the scenes on the
walls there was little here. This was a strange temple, he thought,
almost featureless. ‘Where is your great altar?’ he growled.

A scuff sounded again and he
swung to his left: there the floor became a block of shadow.
Stairs, sinking down into some lower chamber. He walked over to
peer down there: a cellar lair, a different world – rough walls
hewn from bedrock, glowing weakly in the wan light of tallow
candles. He descended to see a honeycomb of caverns and rocky
hollows stretching out in every direction, supported by rocky
columns – some natural, others man made. The place must stretch
under most of Zantiya, he thought. His footsteps reverberated
strangely off into the distance and then back again. Of all the
dimly-lit caverns, one snagged his eye: it glowed a warm sepia, and
from it floated the faintest sound. A humming song. The sound was
sweet: rolling and poetic, the humming voice rising and falling
like a gentle tide. His flesh began to creep as he recognised the
tune. Worse, Ishtar whispered the words in his head, in time with
the tune.

A burning east, a desert of
graves,

A black harvest, a heartland of
wraiths…

Were his ears playing tricks?
Nobody but Muwa and his closest comrades knew anything of this
song. He had certainly never sung it to anyone, so who was this who
knew the melody?

The Son of Ishtar, will seize
the Grey Throne,

A heart so pure, will turn to
stone…

‘It cannot be,’ he whispered to
himself and to Ishtar as he crept towards the sound, his head
growing foggier as he went thanks to the stale air down here. The
humming grew louder and purer, like mountain water toppling gently
into a pool.

The west will dim, with black
boats’ hulls,

Trojan heroes, mere carrion for
gulls…

He heard the humming rise and
fall as he passed through low and high spaces in succession.
Looking up, he noticed the myriad gratings and vents in the cavern
roofs. Now he understood the asu’s claim: The Goddess sings at
night. Her voice rises even within our homes, as if she is there in
the darkness by our beds.

He took another step and saw
beyond one of the natural pillars, into the spacious nook with the
sepia glow. There was an altar of polished black stone, laid out
with pots and chests, stained with pastes and powders of bright
colours. It was like an asu’s table but spiced with the strangest
ingredients. There was another Ishtar effigy too, uplit by a
crackling copper brazier. In the centre of the floor was a sunken
pool of opaque, teal water, steam curling from the surface.

And the time will come, as all
times must,

When the world will shake, and
fall to dust…

He saw her bare back first,
glistening wet, shoulder-deep in the water. A braided, dark tail of
hair hung down her spine, the tip submerged in the pool. She used a
sea sponge to gently wash her arms as she hummed the song.

‘Where did you learn that tune?’
he said.

She carried on washing as if she
had known he was there. ‘So the great army has arrived,’ she said
quietly with a Hurrian twang.

‘The song,’ Hattu repeated.

She rose in the water, bare back
turned. ‘It is a most ancient melody, chanted in this temple for
innumerable generations. My father taught it to me as his father
taught him.’

‘But the words, how can you
possibly know the wo-’

‘Words?’ The woman tilted her
head to one side as she spoke, meeting his eye. She was striking:
dusky-skinned with ruby lips and piercing blue eyes. She wore a
gold-thread circlet, from which a small eight-pointed Ishtar charm
hung on her brow, sporting a lapis lazuli stone painted to look
like a third eye. ‘There are no words. It is a melody and no
more.’

She began to turn to face him,
naked. His eyes widened for a moment before he twisted away. ‘I did
not mean to intrude.’

He glanced over his shoulder to
see her stepping up and out of the pool, slipping on a cherry-red
robe. ‘You are a priestess?’

She sat on the edge of the
altar, using it like a bench. ‘And you are… a soldier,’ she said
with one quick regard of his cloak, kilt and boots. ‘I think you
must be of high rank. A Hittite prince, perhaps?’

‘How do you kno-’

‘The Goddess sees all, Prince
Hattu,’ she said calmly, tracing a finger over the ‘third eye’
charm on her forehead. ‘And… I watched you entering the city.’

Hattu thought of the dark figure
on the rooftops, the swaying hips.

‘More, there are not many in
Hittite lands with strange eyes like yours,’ she added with a tune
of humour. She walked around him in that way Ishtar did in his
dreams, gauging every part of him. The honeyed scent of her skin
caught Hattu off-guard. There was something about the way she held
herself that was simply captivating. She was more than ten years
his junior, but she had the poise of a great queen. ‘A climber,’
she noted, judging his lean but muscular build and the scuffs and
scars on his lower legs and wrists. ‘A writer too,’ her eyes
narrowed on his right hand, the middle finger of which sported a
bump at the topmost knuckle thanks to old Ruba’s scribal lessons
and Hattu’s practising of the art ever since. ‘To whom do you write
– your children, your wife?’

Hattu felt his head swimming
again, the steam from the pool making him even giddier. ‘I am the
Gal Mesedi, my job is to protect the Hittite King and guide the
generals. A good commander has no time for writing tablets to his
loved ones.’ He stared into the pool’s waters, recalling the
endless nights when he had done nothing but write to the dead
Atiya. ‘His time should be spent planning the route of the march,
reconnoitring for forage, talking with his men to gauge
morale…’

‘A fine commander and a poor
husband,’ she said.

His head shot up, his eyes
staring through her and into eternity. ‘Poor indeed… for I could
not save her.’

The priestess’ face crumpled.
‘She is dead? Forgive me, I didn’t know.’

‘You were not to know,’ Hattu
said quietly.

‘Your name echoes in these
parts, and your deeds. But I did not know you had lost your
wife.’

‘My deeds?’ Hattu said, latching
onto that part alone.

‘I have heard of Prince Hattu
the hero… and Prince Hattu the Scourge of Jurunda.’

Hattu’s face fell. ‘One is a
creature of gold who lives to protect, the other is made of fire
and thirsts for revenge. I am both.’

‘What are you now?’ she asked,
biting her lower lip as she eyed him judiciously.

‘Ill, tired,’ he said, the words
like stones dropping into the pool. ‘That is why I am here, to be
cured of this sickness.’

She arched one eyebrow. ‘I
watched you come through the city streets, I saw the city healers
try and fail to remedy you. What makes you think I can do what they
could not?’

‘Because you are the will of
Ishtar. You can do things nobody else can,’ he glanced at her
third-eye headpiece, ‘see things mere men cannot.’

‘I am Puduhepa, daughter of
Bentepsharri, keeper of this ancient place. I am no different from
the mere mortals who have treated you already.’

‘But you must try to heal me.
Then I can be on my way, you see.’

‘To the great clash that is to
take place in the Land of Retenu?’ She slid her hands around his
shoulders from behind to unclip his cloak, then gestured for him to
step from his boots. Next, she pulled the leather knot holding his
kilt in place and yanked it off to leave him without a stitch. For
a moment, she let her dark red robe slip open at the front, one
nipple pert and poking from the gap. Hattu’s eyes widened. Despite
his sickness, he felt his loins stirring. Then she pushed him in
the chest, hard. With a weak moan, he toppled back into the
steaming pool. He flailed under the hot water, righting himself
then rising and sweeping strands of sopping-wet hair from his face.
‘By the Gods, woman!’

‘Woman? With such manners it is
no wonder you are at war. And I hope you move faster than that when
the Hittite Army faces Pharaoh’s multitudes on the battlefield,’
she said with a roguish chuckle.

‘So you can cure me?’
Hattu said with a child-like desperation.

‘Come, sit,’ she gestured to the
smooth, underwater ledge of stone at the pool’s edge.

Warily, Hattu waded over and
backed onto it, sitting and resting the back of his head on the
poolside. The water lapped at his chest, unexpectedly warm and
soothing to the many dull aches and bruises from the march. She sat
cross-legged on the poolside behind him, tugged away the leather
band holding his hair in a tail so it spilled loose. She then
poured an urn of scented water on his head and began to work her
fingers across his scalp. The sensation was glorious, tendrils of
shivering tickles shooting down his body. Quickly, he began to feel
weightless and warm, and the chatter in his head melting into a
distant, meaningless hum.

‘I do not mean to be ungrateful,
but this is not the job of a priestess,’ he said, his eyelids
half-shut from the ecstasy of it all, his gaze wandering around the
natural, rugged rock ceiling above the pool, inlaid with sea
shells.

‘But as you said, it is my job
to heal that which the asus cannot.’

‘But a head massage will not
heal me.’

‘By the time I am finished, your
ailments will be gone,’ she said in a honeyed bedroom tone. ‘You
forget, I have been watching you all night. I think I understand
what this sickness is.’

‘You do? Tell me.’ Hattu said,
trying to twist round.

‘Relax,’ she said, placing a
firm hand on his scalp to turn his head back. ‘Talk to me. Tell me
about the Hittite capital. I have never been to that mountainside
fortress-city. Tell me about your life. Tell me about you.’

They talked for a time, he
telling her about Atiya, about his hopes for Kurunta, about his
duties in Hattusa. She in turn told him about her temple life,
describing how she would sometimes sing songs with soothing words
underneath the houses of bereaved families, or ballads of warning
below the villas of Zantiyans about to set out on foolish ventures.
Apart from her father, she rarely spoke to anyone, choosing to
leave the temple only at night to steal around the city in dark
robes and observe – to see who would need guiding verses while they
slept.

‘You truly are the will of
Ishtar,’ he said, his voice thick and croaky as he felt himself
being lulled into a slumber. All was silent, apart from the
crackling and fizzing of the candles, Puduhepa’s soft breathing and
the gentle trickle of a font on the wall at one end of the pool. It
was in the form of a lion’s head, the mouth endlessly spouting
seven threads of spring water. Soon, the silvery threads of font
water turned into the sparkling ribbons of sleep.






Thick, black, blissful rest. It
was like falling through eternity, silent and sweet. But soon
enough he felt his weight returning, heard the great whoosh of
wings, felt the grip of Ishtar’s talons, the kiss of the meadow
breeze, saw the grasses and the pride. The mother lions licked at
their gaunt cubs, letting low, pained grunts escape their black
lips. The young were dying, he realised. The pride leader had had
no choice but to hunt the taunting hyena. He turned his eyes to
that hill, seeing the laughing scavenger up there. The lion pride
leader prowled low towards it. The hyena fell into a fighting
poise, snarling. The two circled, waiting to strike.

Yet through it all, Hattu felt
the presence in the sycamore stand, heard the slow, steady, hot
breaths of the unseen thing within. It was watching the unprotected
cubs. Waiting to strike…

The trees shuddered and
branches snapped. The two lioness’ ears shot up, the hair on their
backs standing proud. Fearsome creatures, but Hattu knew to his
core they could not hope to face the dark thing in the woods and
live. ‘Run,’ he called to the pride. ‘Take up your young and
Run!’






‘Run!’ Hattu awoke with a jolt
and a splash of warm water. He blinked once, twice… then he
realised where he was, sinking down a fraction with a sigh.

‘Run?’ said Puduhepa, still
seated behind him. ‘Tell me about your dreams.’

He took some time to be sure
that he should speak at all. Only a trusted few knew of his dreams.
He had known this priestess for only a speck of time.

‘If you want to be healed, I
must know what is broken,’ she said softly.

He sighed again, returning to
sit by the pool’s edge. ‘Where do I begin?’ he mused. ‘That melody
you were singing: Ishtar sings it to me on the darkest nights. But
with words that make it a truly bleak song. She did the same to my
father too… telling of famine, war, disaster… and how I would stain
the Hittite throne with blood and steal it for myself.’

She pinched at his shoulders as
he spoke.

‘Then ever since my wife died,
she has plagued me with dreams of vengeance over her killer – a man
who now marches with Pharaoh.’

‘Vengeance is a wretched thing,’
she said, massaging knots from the top of his back. ‘An
illness.’

‘But it has to be,’ Hattu
insisted.

‘At any cost?’ she said, slowing
as she worked his muscles.

‘I will face him in battle,’ he
said flatly.

‘A wicked illness,’ she
said.

They said nothing for a short
time, then Hattu spoke again: ‘Now that war is a certainty, Ishtar
shows me something else, something strange.’ He described the dream
of the meadow to her, the thought of the dark, unseen thing
in the sycamores chilling him now, even in this hot pool.

‘Every night the dream lasts a
fraction longer,’ Hattu rose in the pool, wading in circles as he
described it to her. ‘It reminds me of that moment when you feel
the earth trembling, when you know the ground is about to crack and
mountains will fall… like things are going to change forever.’

Puduhepa nodded as he spoke,
rising and turning her back on him to step over to the altar. She
knelt there, selecting a few pots from her collection before
tipping some into a bowl. Soon, the sound of a grinding pestle
echoed quietly around the pool area. Hattu felt a strange hope that
of all the pastes and gums the healers at the guild had fed him,
this one might actually work.

‘You may not like to hear this,
Priestess, but I have long battled against the futures Ishtar has
shown me in dreams. I know I cannot let the pride of lions fall to
the thing in the woods, but every night I have not enough time to
shout and warn them. To tell them to ru-’

He fell quiet when she turned
back to face him. His eyes darted from one of her empty hands to
the other. No cure? ‘Priestess, I had hoped you would know what
mixture might heal me?’

‘Oh, I do,’ she smiled. Her face
changed then: the soft beauty creasing into a vixen-like scowl,
teeth bared, blue eyes ablaze.

He saw her attack only when it
was too late to move. She threw her left hand out towards him as if
casting coins to beggars. The small blade in the shape of a hound’s
tooth – concealed in a band on her wrist – shot out in a golden
flash.

Hattu fell back a step in the
water, knowing he was doomed. The blade spun through the air,
swishing past his left ear, slicing through a dark lock of
hair.

A thick, wet punch, sounded
right behind him.

Hattu swung round to see a man
crouching there at the pool’s opposite edge, holding a curved dirk
overhand, the tip trained on Hattu for a strike that would now
never be – for Puduhepa’s thrown blade now jutted from his chest.
The man swayed, his face splashed with a look of disbelief as gouts
of blood pulsed from the wound.

It took a moment for Hattu to
realise that this was no stranger. ‘Asdu?’ he gasped. ‘Why…
why?’

With a dying hiss, Asdu
whispered words that wrapped like a strangler’s cord around Hattu’s
heart: ‘For Jurunda… my mother was there that night…’

With an almighty splash, he fell
into the pool, arms splayed, floating face down. Hattu edged away
from the spreading redness, clambering backwards from the
water.

Puduhepa threw his green cloak
around his wet shoulders. ‘He followed you in here. I saw him creep
after you when you descended the stairs. ‘He was skilful, I will
give him that: he quietly slew the other soldier tracking you.’

Hattu followed her gaze along
the walkway of natural pillars. There he saw another body lying in
a growing pool of blood. He recognised the features – the waxy skin
and sunken eyes. ‘Pariziti?’

‘He knew something wasn’t right
with your cup-bearer. He was trying to protect you,’ Puduhepa
explained, ‘but he was unfortunately not so skilful.’

Hattu turned back to the pool
and stared at Asdu’s sinking bronze blade. ‘I have known him for
years, year-’ Hattu halted as he thought of the first time he had
met Asdu – the cup-bearer had entered Muwa’s court as a boy of
thirteen. Seventeen years ago. One summer after the storming of
Jurunda. He slumped to his knees, wringing his hands through his
hair.

Vengeance blinds! Dagon’s
words cut like a storm through his head.

‘I’d say he has been the one
poisoning you too,’ she added. ‘To weaken you for a moment like
this.’

‘Poisoned?’

‘Your listless gaze, loose steps
and weakness of limb. You are not ill with any natural fever. You
have been fed some deadly concoction.’ She stepped over to the
pool’s edge and used a hooked wooden cane to draw Asdu’s body
closer to the side. She pulled his leather bag from his belt and
emptied the contents onto the ground. She lifted a small vial and
popped the stopper from its mouth, sniffing gently then replacing
the stopper with a sigh. ‘Aye, poison. I have come across the like
before. Five years ago I was summoned to Egypt in truce, to tend to
the old Pharaoh, Seti. The best of Egypt’s fine healers had failed
to cure him. In desperation, they thought I could save him. Yet I
could not.’

Hattu staggered backwards and
fell to sitting on the altar, wiping at his face, pulling at his
hair. ‘Seti died of poisoning?’

‘Continuous, slow poisoning by
some unknown foe. You are lucky that your poisoner has been stopped
in his tracks or it would have happened to you eventually also, for
this mixture is the very same as the one I found hidden in Seti’s
bedchamber. Its odour of decay is unforgettable. The masses of
Egypt believe Seti passed on his throne, bedecked in gold and
bronze. Few know he in fact perished as a sweat-soaked cadaver,
whimpering in his bed. Whoever did it used this same poison.’

‘Volca,’ Hattu croaked.

Puduhepa frowned. ‘I don’t
understand.’

Hattu shot to his feet. ‘Volca,’
he said in a strained hiss, shooting out a hand towards Asdu’s
floating corpse then the vial. ‘Volca!’
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‘Eight days you made me tarry,’
Ramesses raged at the naked man hanging by the wrists between two
vertical poles. ‘Eight days!’

But the Rapian King heard
nothing of Pharaoh’s words. Instead, his white, sweat-soaked face
was fixed in horror upon Pharaoh’s lion, Foe-slayer, pacing around
nearby. The lion circled another Rapian – his garrison commander –
who lay on the ground, ordered there by Pharaoh and too afraid to
move. The lion placed a paw on the garrison commander’s chest. The
man wheezed and the crack of ribs rang out into the night. The lion
licked at the man’s face as if to taste him, then bit down. With a
muffled crack, the great cat’s jaws shattered his head and
Foe-slayer pulled away a ragged strip of skin and skull fragments.
The Rapian garrison commander’s body jerked and shuddered in shock,
what was left of his face unrecognisable.

Ramesses watched until the
garrison commander’s corpse stopped twitching, then turned back to
the dangling Rapian King. ‘Every wretch in your city lies dead,’ he
raged. ‘And every morsel of supplies you stole from me is now mine
again,’ he jabbed a finger across the night-cloaked Egyptian camp
towards the serried sea of wagons, ‘apart from the water skins and
drums. Now I will give you one last chance. Tell me where the water
is,’ he snarled, angry at the dryness of his lips, ‘and I will stab
you in the heart. Deny me, and…’ he stepped back from the dangling
man. Volca stepped into view, patting against his palm a long staff
topped with a set of bronze claws – like a beast’s paw.

The Rapian King kicked his
hanging legs uselessly like a drowning man trying to thrash for the
surface. Finally, he fell still, exhausted. ‘Mighty Pharaoh, I am
hiding nothing from you. I told you, the water wagons fell down the
cliffs at the coast in our haste to speed them away from you. I
would fill them all myself and bring them to you if they were not
in tatters at the shoreside.’

Ramesses’ lips twitched, then he
nodded and stepped back.

Volca, savouring the Rapian
King’s terror, grinned and stepped around behind him. The king
twisted and contorted to see what was happening. Volca hoisted the
staff and planted the sharp fang tips between the man’s
shoulderblades. The Rapian King wailed as the claw tips pierced
deep into his flesh. The many Egyptian generals and soldiers rose
from their fires to watch.

‘Time to undress,’ Volca
whispered, then wrenched the bronze paw down. With a terrible sound
like tearing fabric, the skin, flesh and tendons in the man’s back
came away in a great fatty, bloody strip. The claw hooked on a rib
too, snapping it like a twig. The Rapian King’s screams were
terrible and blood pattered below him like heavy rain. Volca
stepped away and looked to Ramesses for guidance.

‘Strip him bare,’ Pharaoh said
in a low growl, before turning away from the scene, stomping back
towards the royal tent – a huge white marquee banded with bright
embroidery. Foe-slayer settled like a guard hound by the entrance,
the two Sherden already on watch there each taking a step aside,
eyeing the cat warily.

Inside waited the trappings of
the great palaces of Egypt: his rush chair, a plush bed, cedar
furnishings and soft carpets underfoot. Nefertari sat in one corner
by an incense burner, staring into space. He felt the fire of
moments ago turn cold. She had not spoken a word to him since his
armies had torn down Rapia’s walls. But damn, it had been
glorious! The four armies of Egypt in full pomp, pulling down the
bastions with bronze hooks, battering the gates to kindling with
rams, then soaking the streets with the blood of the traitors.

‘I do not regret killing any of
them,’ he tried again, then flicked his head towards the tent
entrance, beyond which the Rapian King’s cries rose once more. ‘Or
making those we captured die so terribly.’

‘They were all traitors, were
they?’ she said quietly. Words, at last.

‘Aye, all of them!’

‘The families? My
relatives?’

‘They were Rapian, and Rapia
almost ruined this campaign before it had even left Egypt. Still,
our efforts teeter – delayed and without the quantities of water we
need to continue. But we will not falter. We will reach the holy
city of Kadesh before the Wretched Fallen Ones! I will have the war
my father was denied!’

She turned to him, her painted
face streaked with dried tears. ‘You still plan to take Khepe into
the fray?’

Ramesses’ jaw worked. He had
left Khepe at the rear camp while Rapia was razed. The boy had seen
none of the gory events. ‘It is his destiny,’ he snapped, ‘as it
was mine.’

She blew out the smoking incense
with a puff of breath then rose, sweeping past him with a winter
glower. ‘Then I hope your Hittite enemies are less cruel than you,’
she hissed as she left the tent.

Sleeping alone, Ramesses stared
at the ceiling of the tent. The Rapian King’s cries had long since
faded and the man’s corpse was now but a dangling, fleshless
skeleton outside, topped with a full head locked in a death
scream.

A hard-fought victory. Now
rest… he told himself, closing his eyes.

Yet the sounds, sights and
smells of the taking of Rapia would not leave him be. Having ridden
his chariot in through Rapia’s shattered gates, he had shot down a
dozen or more city guards, Foe-slayer bounding alongside him. Next,
he had stormed the garrison house, leading ten Strongarms inside
and butchering the knot of soldiers in there. Soaked red, he had
booted through the door they had been protecting and found a sea of
dirty, frightened faces in there. Slaves, most of them children. He
had slain them all, maddened, cursing each of them and their
parents as he chopped off their heads, sliced open their bellies
and ran them through.

His eyes peeled open.

Outside, he heard voices. Young
Khepe was approaching, talking with a slave, chatting about a rare
ibis he had spotted at a watering hole near the rear camp. ‘It had
a russet neck and the most magnificent wings of cobalt and green.
Gods, I have never seen so majestic a creature,’ he explained
enthusiastically. ‘I one day plan to chart the habitats of the
birds across our world, to understand how and when they migrate,
where they nest. Father and I once walked the banks of the Iteru,
watching the waterfowl swim up and down. Larks, wrens, flamingos
and spoonbills.’

Ramesses’ mind drifted,
mercifully, to the day in question: the hot sun on their skin, the
river shallows cooling them to their ankles. They had taken a royal
skiff across the river to a nesting site on one island, and spent
the day there as father and son. They caught and baked a perch,
salting the flesh and enjoying it with flatbread and pomegranate
juice. All thoughts of war, of the great powers and the glorious
destiny he was duty-bound to carve for Egypt felt like far-off and
wispy clouds.

‘He used to fly falcons once…
when he was younger,’ Khepe added.

‘What happened?’ asked the
slave. ‘Why did he stop?’

‘He never told me. All I know is
that the tales of his falcons ended shortly after his brother,
Chaset, died. Mother knew him back then, even though he and she
were but children. She says that when Chaset perished, something
inside my father turned black and thorny. I have heard what they
say about him – that he is ruthless with men’s lives, that on the
battlefield he grows inhuman. But I know there is good in him too.
I have seen the kind things he does, the way he tends to my
mother’s needs without waiting to be asked or seeking her
gratitude. It is only when the veil of war comes down over him that
things change and-’

The padding of their feet slowed
to a halt. Khepe fell silent and the slave said nothing either.
Ramesses realised they had set eyes on the ruined bodies of the
Rapian pair.

You will have to learn, my
son, he mouthed, touching the inside of the tent as if joining
hands with his son, and soon you will. The boy was his
greatest hope. Should he come to harm in the war, it would destroy
him and Nefertari. But how could the boy achieve greatness without
playing his part in the coming victory against the Hittites? His
thoughts swung back and forth between protectiveness and pride,
until finally he realised it could only end one way: he and Khepe
standing together, holding Prince Hattu’s head aloft.

After a restless night of
shallow sleep threaded with the remembered screams of the young
Rapian slaves, singing wagtails woke him. Rising with a throbbing
head, he stepped out into the glaring morning heat. The Amun Army
was ready to march, knowing haste was the order of the day. The
slaves would deal with dismantling the tents and bringing them up
behind for tonight’s camp. He waved away the offer of a plate of
dates and a cup of goat milk. He was not hungry and the goat milk
would do little to soothe his thirst.

‘The men are observing the water
rationing?’ he asked as he stepped up onto the lead wagon.

‘One cup per day,’ Volca
nodded.

Ramesses too endured the strict
decree. ‘Spear anyone you catch drinking extra. We will march today
like never before – and we will reach the next river before
sunset.’ He had studied the charts well, and knew that the next
river was actually several days’ journey away. But what other
option was there, to turn around and go back to the nearest
southern river… and guarantee the Hittites victory in the race
towards Kadesh? ‘There, we will replenish our water supplies. We
will not be delayed again.’ With that, he raised his sceptre
and swished it to lead the Amun ranks forth, the other three armies
following closely behind.

The day seemed to be the hottest
he had ever known. By noon, his tongue stuck to the roof of his
mouth and his head pounded. The land ahead was a golden haze of
nothing. In this weary state, he realised, recalling his father’s
military mantras, they were vulnerable, despite their immense
numbers. Bandits in these parts could swoop past a colossal force
like this and raid whichever part suited them most. If raiders
targeted their supply wagons again…

Just as the thought began to
ferment in his mind, the mirage ahead stirred. A running scout sped
back towards the column.

‘The vanguard,’ the viziers
whispered.

‘Bandits? Hittites?’ some
bleated in dismay.

Ramesses broadened and stood to
his full height, his shaved temples pulsing with veins. The
bronze-clad Strongarms clicked and clattered as they stood to
attention. One thousand nimble archers and spearmen – the eyes of
this gilded serpent of war – rushed to the fore, nocking arrows to
their bows to cover the ground behind the scout as the messenger
skidded to his knees, his lips cracked and blistered.

‘Golden news, Mighty Pharaoh,’
the scout wailed. ‘The furthest of the advance scouts passed word
back to me. In the land north of here a new river has risen, and it
flows high despite the coming of the hot season. Plentiful water to
drink and to refill our barrels and skins with.’

A huge sigh of relief and weak
laughter spilled from the lips of all who had feared the worst. The
four armies trooped on and, within the hour, the land changed into
a country of bluffs and rocky ranges, broad stripes of cool shadow
and fecund copses of cherry and pine. Ramesses’ mind rolled back to
his childhood – the last time he had ever been this far north.
Then, it had been by father’s side, his brother Chaset riding
abreast. At last, the failed conquest of that campaign could now be
completed. Father would be held aloft on the shoulders of the Gods,
Chaset’s shameful murder would be avenged.

The sound of roaring water rose
as they followed the route through those stony hills. He saw the
white spume and wet rocks ahead. A mighty and full river indeed –
much tighter and more ferocious than the Iteru. The men of the
vanguard were already drinking handfuls of water and stepping into
the shallows. The Amun ranks broke out in a baritone roar of glee
when Ramesses gave a slight flick of one hand, permitting them to
go forth and water themselves too. Noon came and went, the Army of
Ra caught up on the halted Amun force and joined them in the river
waters, splashing and playing, guzzling water. Ramesses sat by
Foe-slayer, stroking the beast. ‘Soon, girl, the battlefield will
be yours and mine. When it is all over, you can have Prince Hattu’s
heart… I will have his eyes.’

Something stoked his memory then
– like a soft hand smoothing a garment, but leaving one wrinkle.
The River Iteru is a gift from the Gods, boy, Father’s voice
echoed from the halls of memory. It was here, he realised, right
here, that Seti had once talked to him about the rivers of home and
of these strange lands. The Iteru is warm and sweet, coloured
with the black silt that plumps our wheat and slakes our
thirsts. He shuffled a little, uncomfortable with the memory
now – for it was a scolding. He even recalled the stinging of his
thighs where father had lashed him… and the taste of bile in his
throat from his vomit.

‘Someone has poisoned the
river!’ a cry rang out.

Ramesses’ head shot up. The
Amun, the Ra and the Ptah men – thousands of them, were now on the
banks of the river, dripping wet, some were kneeling, retching.
Others were curled into balls, shaking violently. A handful were
blue and lay utterly still and he saw a few floating downriver,
face-down. Many more were being waved from the river by anxious
commanders.

You fool! Father’s spirit
screamed at him. The waters of these parts are not for an
Egyptian. They run cold like ice! They must be drunk with
care.

Ramesses rose, shaking with
anger at his own folly. Just then the foremost companies of the
Sutekh Army appeared around the gully road behind him, and the men
rose in a cheerful song when they saw the waters, oblivious to what
had happened to those staggering around on the banks.

‘Stay back,’ Ramesses snarled
pointing his sceptre at them like a god’s finger. The Sutekh men
halted, agog. ‘Bring the serqet healers forward!’ he roared.
Volca’s Sherden clattered over to the Sutekh to hurry the
healers.

A clamour of thudding feet and
shouts ensued, as the four armies of Egypt dissolved into a
shambling rabble around the river. Men shuddered and died in
cold-shock, others wept and vomited. An age passed before the
serqet healers reported their findings. ‘We cannot march on, Mighty
Pharaoh, not for some time. Thousands upon thousands are sick, and
they will be unable to move for days.’

For a moment, Ramesses was
inclined to strike the man’s head off. ‘Days? No! We will leave the
stricken behind. We will march on to the north as soon as we have
enough water in our barrels.’

But that was when he saw
Nefertari, skirts gathered, running to one stricken figure by the
river. ‘Khepe!’ she wailed. Their boy lay curled in a ball, blue in
the face and shaking violently. She fell to her knees by his side,
weeping. Dozens of healers huddled around the fallen boy. The Amun
Priests gathered in a knot nearby, chanting prayers of woe.

Ramesses felt his world spin.
‘Boy?’ he croaked, stepping closer. ‘He cannot die… he cannot…’

One serqet healer looked up.
‘Majesty, he will live. But he too needs to remain here for a time,
to rest and recover.’

Ramesses saw in his mind’s eye
once more that vision of him and the boy standing over Prince
Hattu’s decapitated corpse, holding the head high to the acclaim of
his armies. Khepe had to be there. ‘We wait,’ he decreed with a dry
rasp. ‘Set up camp here,’ he said to his two viziers. ‘Place archer
companies atop the overlooking bluffs, send a troop of Libyan
scouts ahead, along the river to mark out our way when we are ready
to move again.’

As a plethora of commanders
scattered to do his bidding, Ramesses sat on a rock, every scrap of
this morning’s bullishness now lying like ashes around his feet.
Days here meant yet more days in which the Hittites could steal a
march on Kadesh, upon which they could be the ones to seize the
river island city and control the key inland route through Retenu.
All while the armies of Egypt were groaning and shivering here.

A scrape of a spear haft nearby
scattered his grim thoughts. He looked up to see Volca, resting his
weight on his trident haft. ‘Your face grows dark like a storm
cloud, Lord of the Two Lands,’ said the Sherden.

‘You know why,’ Ramesses
grunted, gesturing to the disaster at the riverbanks.

‘I do, yet look at me,’ he said,
sinking to one knee before the King of Egypt. ‘Do you see a grain
of woe on my face?’

‘No, Sherden, though I am sorely
tempted to rake my knuckles across that smug grin of yours.’ Then
his face fell in realisation. ‘You have news from the north, don’t
you? It is done. Prince Hattu is dead?’

Volca’s grin tightened in
irritation at one side. ‘Alas, no, My Lord. He foiled my
agent.’

Ramesses stared through Volca
and into eternity, feeling the cold cloak of shame settle on his
shoulders once more.

‘But,’ Volca continued, ‘I know
this only because another of my men sped south to come to me and
tell me of the Hittite plans. Their route, everything.’

‘What use is knowledge of their
route when we know now they will reach Kadesh before us
anyway?’

‘Because I prepared for delays
like this, Pharaoh. Give me a knot of fast scouts, and a seal with
which to sequester the things I will need.’

‘What have you done?’

Volca took the haft of his
trident and began drawing in the dust. He marked a spot. ‘Kadesh,’
he declared, then made four rough rectangles a distance south of
the spot. ‘Your four mighty armies.’ An equal distance north, he
marked one large circle. ‘The Wretched Fallen Ones. Yes, they might
have edged into the lead in the race for Kadesh. But look,’ he
tapped on the dust between the Hittite Army and the desert city,
‘just look at what they have to pass by to get there.’ He grinned
broadly now. ‘I have friends in many places, My Lord, and not just
in the Hittite world. Give me your fastest steeds and I will make
everything right for you.’
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A Dream of Death

Early Summer 1274 BC
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The cavernous stony hall echoed
with the laughter and chatter of two men. They sat at a low dining
table in the centre of the floor, set out with a pot of sweet lamb
boiled in yoghurt, a bowl of olives and a platter of date-syrup and
fresh bread. Copper sconces flickered and crackled around the bare
walls. Four tall Hittite spearmen stood watch at the hall’s
doorway.

Viceroy Shahuru, Lord of
Gargamis, rocked with laughter as Durki, his general, finished a
ribald tale of two soldiers and a donkey. ‘They duelled over the
beast, each proclaiming her as their own,’ he said, his braided
hair jostling as he acted out the duel, swishing an imaginary
sword. ‘When the big fellow won, he staggered over to her, arms
outstretched lovingly… and she back-kicked him square in the
groin!’

Shahuru exploded with laughter
again as Durki slapped the table, tears streaming down both men’s
faces. Panting for breath, Shahuru leaned back on his stool,
swirling his wine cup and pushing a hand through his thick swirls
of hair. He glanced over at the four guards by the hall doors and
pitied them having to stand mute and bored while he drank and
jested. ‘Guards, take your leave. Go and enjoy some time in the
barrack mess with your comrades.’

The most senior of the four
jolted to attention. ‘Never, Viceroy.’

Shahuru smiled, the age-lines at
the corners of his eyes deepening. ‘Why?’

‘Because it is our duty to
protect you,’ the guard said.

‘And obey me?’

The guard’s lips moved, then his
face bent into a confused look. ‘Er…’

‘Retire for the night,’ Shahuru
laughed. ‘That is an order. You will need to be fresh for the
morning. We have much to do: stack the grain and weapon-carts,
drill the skeleton watch we will be leaving behind. My cousins,
King Muwa and Prince Hattu will soon arrive through the mountains.
Our army and every vassal around us will be gathering to greet and
join them there on the northern edge of Retenu.’ He pounded the
table with a fist and beamed joyously. ‘But we men of Gargamis will
be the first there, an example to the rest.’

General Durki smoothed the folds
of his bright violet gown, striped with chevrons, and repeated
Shahuru’s advice to the guards. ‘You four will do us proud in the
days to come. For now – fall out, relax.’ He tossed an unopened
wine skin across the room at them. ‘Go, enjoy yourselves. I paid
for a wagonload of the stuff today – all your comrades will already
be roaring drunk – singing songs about King Muwa, the Sun
himself!’

The guards trooped out of the
hall, spear hafts bumping on the floor, muttering excitedly about
the skin of neat wine. Shahuru and Durki gazed in a comfortable
silence out through the shutters in the hall’s western side, down
upon Gargamis’ inner ward. A golden temple dominated a mound in the
centre, a brass altar at its doorway and two giant ceremonial
thrones either side – the divine seats of Tarhunda and Arinniti.
From within the temple the sounds of lowing and birdsong rose from
the sacred animals kept in stalls and cages in there. ‘The Gods
will be with us in this coming struggle,’ Durki stroked his oiled
braids with the fingers of one hand, then jabbed a thumb over his
shoulder towards the fading sounds of the departing sentries. ‘And
I thank the Gods that we will have the company of each and every
man of our garrison throughout it all,’ he said, his eyes glinting
with respect.

‘Baked in the cruel sun of these
parts,’ Viceroy Shahuru agreed. ‘Callused by the blades and stones
of the many bandits in these parts… and the bastards over there.’
He turned his gaze to the other side of the hall where a broad
arched window gave a glorious panorama of Gargamis’ eastern
surrounds. Two storeys below the hall, the River Mala glided past
the fortress’ foundations like a giant, endless serpent travelling
north to south. The waters sparkled in the last light of the
setting sun. The great river served as a natural border between
Hittite lands here on the western banks and Assyrian territory on
the far side – an archer’s shot from bank to bank.

‘Forget the Assyrians,’ Durki
said with a derisive snort and a sideways glance at those far
banks. ‘The river is a greater barrier than any wall, and the ford
down there is our drawbridge.’

Shahuru’s eyes darted back and
forth across the network of timber walkways and stepping-stone
mud-islets that allowed controlled access across the river and
between the two great empires, and the nest of dams upriver that
made this crossing possible. ‘Still, perhaps we should leave an
extra few hundred men behind when we set to the west to meet King
Muwa and Prince Hattu?’

Durki leaned forward a fraction,
exasperated. ‘For ten years under your stewardship, Gargamis has
been secure. Once again, My Lord, you have planned everything well.
The skeleton garrison will be adequate. We will be gone for a short
time, and you will soon enough return here, a war hero.’

‘War hero?’ Shahuru chuckled. ‘I
govern, you fight. You are my sword, Durki. I will do what I can
against Pharaoh, but you will be the true war hero.’

Durki tipped his head forward
coyly. ‘Kind words, My Lord. But I cannot lie: I sense it too.
Greatness – true greatness – lies in the days ahead.’






***






One afternoon on the cusp of
summer, a strange noise rose from the White Mountains – like a
rolling thunder. A lone man burst from the range’s southern passes,
speeding like a deer, a falcon gliding alongside him.

Hattu felt strong, fresh and
charged with confidence. Even that night at the Vault of Ishtar in
Zantiya, freed of Asdu’s treacherous potion, he had begun to
recover. Every day since too, fed healing tinctures by the
Priestess of Ishtar who had saved him, his strength had come back
to him in great waves. Now he felt almost as strong and spry as he
had in his fifteenth summer. He raced along the ridge of one
finger-like mountain spur all the way to its tip. He crouched
there, Sky landing on one wrist, the cool mountain breeze furrowing
his loose hair as he eyed the low, golden flatlands below.

Retenu! he mouthed.

A thousand memories of his
journey to this land, all those years ago, sparred in his mind.
Sky’s head twitched back and forth, captivated by the sight of the
place – for her a new and infinite hunting ground. It was a
patchwork of kingdoms and petty states, and the land seemed to
reflect that: the blazing golden Nuhashi desert to the east; due
south was semi-desert, veined with dust and tracts of parched grass
or stands of hardy tamarisk trees… and Kadesh lay in that
direction, far beyond the horizon; the west was dominated by the
stocky, low Bargylus range, a green-gold rampart shielding the
coastal kingdom of Ugarit. Varied terrain where strange mixes of
people dwelled, but all of it writhed and weltered in a common
blanket of heat.

The rolling mountain thunder
boomed once more behind him. It pealed on and on, louder and
louder, then it burst into a sharp clatter of bronze and drumming
boots as the Hittite Army emerged from the range’s southern passes
in his wake. They rolled like myriad meltwater brooks along the
tapering mountain spurs and descending the hill tracks around him,
towards Retenu.

Familiar, hectoring cries
sounded just below his vantage point: Chariot Master Dagon and King
Priam marshalled the chariot wagons towards the gentlest downhill
path, while Sarpedon of Lukka stood halfway down the winding track
to oversee the tricky descent, staging his archers to screen the
wagons in case of a surprise attack. The Hittite generals Tanku,
Sargis, Penti and Kisna stood on rocks, bawling their infantry
divisions downhill with an edge of competition. The soldiers of the
myriad vassal forces spilled along in their wake, Lord Raxor and
his Karkisans chanting and singing as they went. On and on,
countless men washed down from the rocky mountain heights and onto
the dusty flats.

Hattu watched them come. One
man, Masturi, chieftain of the Seha River Landers – rather
shrivelled and blue around his bare nether regions – peeled away
from his men and approached Hattu. ‘For you, as promised,’ the
swarthy man grinned, planting something in Hattu’s palm. Hattu
quarter-bowed in gratitude, eyeing the trinket: a sparkling silver
necklace, holding a blue opal gemstone in a cage of filigree. Hattu
fished in his purse for the silver bars he had promised in payment,
but Masturi waved a hand in refusal as he stepped away. ‘She saved
you, and my men and I would happily reward her for that.’

Her.

All the way through the
mountains they had talked. Most days it was over a morning meal and
of their dreams: Puduhepa would interpret Hattu’s and he hers.
Sometimes they told each other stories of childhood adventure. Some
mornings they simply sat together quietly.

He now noticed the last of the
vassal infantry parties – the Arzawans – filing from the passes to
descend into Retenu. His eyes combed their ranks. This morning,
Puduhepa had been called to this section of the column to tend to
men stricken with cold-fever in the higher parts of the mountain
range. But then the final rank of Arzawans crunched past.

‘Where is she?’ he shouted to
the Arzawan leader.

The man saluted, then parted his
hands, palms upturned. ‘She is not back with you? She left us at
midday.’

Hattu’s heart began to race. He
thought of the chasms and aretes they had passed since noon. What
if she had perished in one of those hazards? With a mighty rumble,
the great mule and ox-wagon train came by, following the Arzawans,
screened by archers. Perhaps she had fallen back to take passage on
one of these vehicles? He strode against the flow, back into the
mountains, seeing many wide and awe-struck faces of the baggage
handlers and mule-herds turning to watch him go. Hopping up onto an
outcrop, he shielded his eyes from the sun and searched the
neverending caravan. He spotted priests, gathered on a wagon and
singing as they always did, a tall wooden effigy of Tarhunda
standing proud on the centre of the wagon floor. Behind them came
the temple slaves, and behind them the priestess wagons. But no
Puduhepa. He jogged back until he reached the tail end of the
train. To the north lay nothing – just the hoof-rutted, dry earth,
settling dust and mountains of dung, winding all the way back into
the high passes. A terrible sense of disaster descended upon him.
He had pleaded with her to leave the great temple of Zantiya and
come with them, so too had great swathes of soldiers once they
learned she had foiled the attempt on their prince’s life. He had
even gone to her father, assured him that she would come to no harm
and be kept distant from battle.

And then he saw her.

The relief was akin to dropping
a sackload of spiky rocks. She was crouching on the grassy lower
slope of one mountain, by a wild patch of butter-yellow roses.
‘Puduhepa,’ he called on her with a somewhat demented whine.

She did not stir or turn to
him.

‘Puduhepa!’ he called again. ‘It
is not safe to stray from the column.’

‘No, especially not for the
army’s high general,’ she said with infuriating poise. ‘These
mountains have treacherous chasms and aretes and-

‘Yes I know. I told you
that,’ he spluttered.

‘Then we’d best be getting back
to catch up with the others,’ she said, rising and striding past
him.

He caught her by one arm. ‘Wait.
Before we do, I have something for you.’

She swung to him, those piercing
blue eyes cutting through his mood like a cold drink on a hot day.
He noticed that she had not been picking the yellow roses as he had
thought, but the thorns. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Waiting on my gift,’ she said,
standing and peering down her nose at his clenched hand.

Hattu jolted, remembering, then
spread his fingers to reveal the silver necklace. ‘I bought it for
you from Masturi of the Seha River Land. It is to thank you for
saving my life at the temple. They refused to take payment for it –
they adore you for what you did.’

She eyed it without giving much
away. ‘Well, do put it on,’ she said, turning her back on him and
tilting her head forward a little. A fresh breeze floated around
them, furring the grass and the roses, ruffling her cherry-red robe
and casting a loose lock of her braided hair across the unblemished
skin of her neck. Hattu felt an odd pulse of emotion. A softness
between them. Something he had not felt with a woman for nineteen
years. Here, right now and for all the world he wanted to kiss the
nape of her neck. But it would not be right, he reasoned. Gently,
he looped the silver cord around her and clasped it in place. She
turned back to him, and only now he saw that the stone was exactly
the same colour as her eyes and the lapis lazuli forehead charm.
‘So this is a talisman of some sort?’ she asked. ‘To protect me in
the lands ahead?’

He turned, guiding her on in the
wake of the column. ‘I will protect you, as I promised your
father I would,’ he replied. ‘Though I suspect you do not need any
such help.’

‘You are getting to know me
well,’ she said with that vixen-smile.

They walked downhill, slipping
from the cool mountain climes and into successively more intense
upwards breaths of dry, hot desert air. Below, the men of the army
moved to and fro like a swirling lake of bronze, tents rising and a
perimeter taking shape. At the heart of the massive camp, Muwa’s
pavilion tent was already set up and the small figures of generals
and kings were gathering nearby.

As they reached the bottom of
the hill path, the day drew to a close. The last vestiges of
daylight scattered over the ragged tips of the Bargylus range,
casting broad golden streaks across the sky and fighting against
the dusk which seemed to be leeching all colour from the land.
Torches and fires began to blink to life across the colossal
camp.

‘Look,’ she hissed, grabbing his
arm and pointing to the south. Out there, several columns of shadow
moved, scudding towards the camp perimeter. ‘Enemy soldiers?’

Hattu smoothed her hand.
‘Vassals, friends, each of them,’ he assured her. ‘They will have
been expecting our arrival here for some time. They will have been
camped nearby, waiting and watching for us to emerge from the
mountains.’ Orange torchlight near the camp illuminated the shadowy
columns, revealing their identities. ‘See?’ he pointed to those
approaching from the southeast. ‘The desert warriors of Nuhashi –
loosely-affiliated bands from the burning lands.’ He picked out one
train. They wore long, trailing white headdresses and
one-shouldered robes. ‘The men of Kedy.’ Then he motioned towards a
burly militia: ‘The Mushanet too – well-used to the challenging
climes of Retenu. Others too – from Inesa and Arvad.’ He then
noticed a large force approaching from due south – not desert bands
but ordered regiments… Hittites! ‘The garrison of Halpa too,’ he
added with a tune of hubris. ‘Two thousand Hittite spearmen and
five hundred light chariots – each man fired with the injustice of
what had happened to their Viceroy, Talmi.’ He scanned the horizon
and then spotted the chain of bare-chested, fork-bearded men
approaching form the Bargylus region in the southwest. A few
thousand soldiers and a knot of light chariots. They wore hardened
leather helms with the peaks pointed forwards to resemble
scorpions’ tails, just like the messenger who had brought poor
Talmi’s head to Hattusa. They carried their king – a sack of skin
and bone – on a sedan chair. ‘Old King Niqmepa of Ugarit. Once,
many years ago, he saved me… just as you did.’

At one point, just before the
twilight faded to blackness, the Hittite camp seemed to fill the
huge, dusty plain south of the White Mountains. Hattu felt a thrill
of confidence pass through him from his toes to his scalp, chasing
away the misgivings he had felt back at Hattusa. Never before had
there been gathered one such army of this size, and now there were
two. Yes, they would clash somewhere in these lands in the
months ahead in what would be a savage battle. But this time, he
felt only the growing closeness of Volca, out there somewhere to
the south with Pharaoh… getting closer.

They entered the camp to scores
of salutes from soldiers whose skin sparkled with a glaze of sweat.
‘Take extra water rations tonight when your shift is over,’ he
advised them. ‘If you feel the heat creeping up on you, take a
small drink of hot brew. It will cool you.’

‘Yes sir,’ they barked.

‘And what are my orders?’
Puduhepa mused.

‘Go,’ he gestured towards the
priest-tents, ‘rest and eat. I should join my brother. We will
speak again in the morning, aye? We will talk of our dreams.’

She half-smiled. ‘I didn’t get
the chance to tell you about last night’s dreams… though perhaps
later?’ With that, she walked away.

Confused, Hattu turned and
headed towards Muwa’s command tent. The ring of Mesedi standing
guard there parted to let him through with a silent salute. Inside
that protective circle, he passed by Gorru and Orax, the latter
pouring a skin of water down the collar of Gorru’s bronze coat,
soaking his hair-coated back. ‘Ahhh,’ the hirsute Mesedi captain
sighed in relief. ‘This place is hotter than the sun.’

Orax glanced up with a grave
look. ‘It’s serious, sir. We may have to shear him.’

Hattu tried his best to maintain
a sincere expression as he nodded. ‘Do what must be done.’

When he reached the command
tent, the sides were open to allow the many kings and generals to
gather there, all crowding to get a good view of a dust chart on
the ground, the markings lit by a crackling tallow lamp. Muwa paced
around the map, pointing out the route of the march with a cane.
Hattu edged into place in the circle, skilfully avoiding brushing
past the dirty, bare buttocks of Masturi the Seha River Land
General.

‘Seven days,’ Muwa said in a low
voice, charged with energy like the first rumbles of a storm.
‘Seven days and we will be at Kadesh.’ He tapped at a spot on the
map and a cross, some way south. ‘King Niqmepa’s Ugaritic sailors
saw Pharaoh’s armies from their boats. They were halted some way
south of their Migdol fortress,’ he tapped a region well south of
the cross. ‘They were spread out in healers’ tents, stricken by
some illness. That was five days ago.’ Muwa looked up and met the
eyes of every man. ‘Even allowing for the unlikely possibility that
they upped and forged north immediately after this sighting, it
would take them some thirteen days to reach Kadesh.’

A rumble of realisation rolled
around the watching men, apart from Masturi, who was busy using his
toes, fingers and dangling genitals to count out what this
meant.

‘We have stolen ahead in the
race for the holy city,’ Muwa confirmed. ‘We have at least a day’s
march upon them.’

Gruff, guttural cheers filled
the tent.

‘We must march fast for these
next seven days,’ King Priam said. ‘To reach Kadesh and secure our
foothold in central Retenu.’

‘A choke point – control over
who or what moves north,’ agreed Dagon.

Tanku gazed around the circle of
generals, his eyes widening. ‘Seven days to gain the upper
hand.’

Muwa nodded, the uplight of the
tallow lamp giving him an animal look. ‘We will reach Kadesh
first, and reward King Ekmaddu and his small garrison for their
loyalty in ousting the Egyptian occupiers and returning to the
Hittite fold.’

The tent exploded with cheers
again. Fists pumped in the air, men bumped chests and embraced.
Lord Raxor of Karkisa drummed his spear haft in the ground in
support.

King Niqmepa of Ugarit stepped
forward using his walking crook, lifted and swished it like a
sword. ‘I will die a happy man just to know the long-broiling
conflict is brought to an end.’

Babak reached around his leather
belt, going for the hilt of his serrated sword. ‘By the Gods of the
North, my sword will cut us a path to victo-’ he halted, face
falling, realising he had grabbed not his sword hilt but Masturi
the Seha River Land General’s warm, fleshy penis. It took a few
horrified squeezes to realise his mistake. Laughter exploded as he
pulled his hand away in disgust, then drew his sword and held it
aloft. ‘To victory!’ His cry turned the laughter to cheers.

Prince Aeneas of Dardania fell
to one knee, holding up his bow. ‘Children of our children will
remember us! We will speed towards Kadesh like an arrow.’ More
thunderous roars.

Iranzi the Amurrite’s eyes
sparkled. ‘How long until dawn? We should set off, due south,
before first light.’

King Muwa brought them all back
to silence, raising and wagging one finger. ‘Not quite. One
substantial and vital force is yet to join with us.’

The men looked around. None were
sure who was absent.

‘Viceroy Shahuru of Gargamis,
Lord of the River Mala Ford,’ Muwa explained, drawing another dot a
short way east of the current Hittite camp. ‘His regiments and
chariots will swell our armies beyond fifty thousand men. A spear
to answer every single one of Pharaoh’s.’

Hattu frowned, glancing over the
faces in the tent. ‘Shahuru is not here?’

Muwa shook his head slowly. ‘Our
cousin was given as much notice as any other man here, and so you
are right to expect him to be with us now.’

Sarpedon of Lukka sank to one
knee, eyeing the dirt-map. ‘My Sun, we spoke of an advantage over
Egypt – possibly only of a day or two. If we tarry here or divert
towards Gargamis, we could be tossing that advantage into the
fire.’

‘My cousin is sworn to stand
with me when we face Pharaoh,’ Muwa countered. ‘I have told the
Gods it will be so.’

‘Then why is he late?’ Masturi
shot back, before adding a sheepish: ‘My Sun.’

‘He will come. Gargamis is a
vital stronghold, watching the weak spot on our eastern borders.
Often he is troubled by banditry there – and the bastard
Assyrians.’

‘How long dare we wait for him?’
Aeneas asked.

‘We cannot, we must speed south
towards Kadesh,’ another answered before Muwa could.

Hattu stared at the map, his
mind whirring, his grey eye aching as he tried to put shape to the
distances involved. ‘The army should leave for Kadesh.
Before first light.’

All fell silent, shocked to hear
the prince contradicting his brother and king. Hattu stepped into
the centre of the circle, the hem of his green cloak swishing
around his ankles as he regarded the map. ‘The army should leave,
but I will not,’ he explained. ‘Allow me a knot of picked men – a
small group unencumbered by ox wagons or heavy burdens. We will
move speedily to Gargamis and make contact with Viceroy Shahuru. We
will bring him and his forces to the main column – we will march
through the darkness for extra hours to catch up.’

The tallow lamp crackled and
Hattu looked around for signs of a challenge. There was none. He
met the eyes of Dagon and Tanku, already piecing together the small
task force that would be best suited to the job. Finally, he turned
to Muwa: ‘My Sun?’

Muwa tilted his head
fractionally forward, the silver winged sun on his brow winking in
the firelight. ‘Bring the Gargamites to war, Prince Hattu.’






***






Hattu retired to his tent,
slumping on a low stool at the entrance. He ate a simple meal of
fat smeared on bread, gazing out over the sea of men and fires. Sky
swooped down and settled upon his knee. He fed her a crumb of
bread, enjoying the low, soulful hum of the Hittite soldiers
reciting the holy prayer to the Sun Goddess as the last specks of
daylight slipped away behind the Bargylus Mountains.

Hands slipped around his
shoulders from behind. He stopped chewing, frozen – not with fright
but with astonishment that he had not even noticed this other in
his tent. ‘Impressive. I did not hear a thing,’ he whispered to
Puduhepa, recognising her soft hands and petal-scent. ‘Nor did
Sky.’

‘Sky noticed me well enough. She
did not make a noise because she trusts me.’

Hattu cast his falcon a slightly
sour look. Sky pecked at his lips, stealing away a morsel of fat
clinging there.

‘Do you trust me?’ she added,
rubbing his tense muscles.

‘Well with your grubby hands
around my neck I ought to,’ he snorted, then flashed a mischievous
look up at her.

‘You are the one who smells like
a hog, Prince Hattu. When did you last wash? Worse, your shoulders
are as hard as bronze – do you not stretch before and after your
morning climbs?’

Hattu shrugged, feeling yet
again a twinge that had started when he had climbed up to a snowy
summit on the way through the mountains. He had taken all his
weight on one arm – a beginner’s mistake. ‘I trust you,’ he said,
mercifully cutting short her list of complaints. ‘That is why you
are here with us.’ He chewed carefully on another piece of bread,
offering Puduhepa some. ‘What was he like?’

Puduhepa frowned.

‘Don’t make me say his name
again,’ Hattu added quietly.

Her eyes narrowed in
understanding. ‘The Sherden? He was… adaptable. Servile or strident
depending on the situation. I never suspected him as old Pharaoh
Seti’s poisoner, you know.’

‘Because he is like a shadow,
moving, changing, always there but never present,’ Hattu said in a
low murmur. ‘But I will pin him. I will ruin him…’

‘Vengeance, Hattu?’ she said,
sitting beside him, using one buttock to bump him over to the side
of the stool. ‘Did you not learn anything at the sight of your
cup-bearer’s floating corpse?’

‘Vengeance blinds?’ he said with
a mirthless single laugh. ‘Then I am blind.’

‘You will do anything to make
sure this war happens, won’t you?’ she said. ‘I hear that tomorrow,
you are to take a small band of men away from the column, to bring
the Viceroy of Gargamis into the fold?’

He chewed slowly on his last
piece of bread. ‘Ask questions like that, about the army’s
movements, and my trust in you might wane.’

‘I know the answer. I heard you
and King Muwa talk with your generals.’

‘You did not go back to the
priest tents?’

She shrugged. ‘It grows dark.
When night approaches, I wander, observe and listen.’

Hattu chuckled and shook his
head. ‘You heard right. I am to lead a small group to Gargamis,’ he
said, stabbing a finger eastwards. ‘The mighty fortress city on the
River Mala. It is our bulwark against the Assyrian Empire, watching
over the river’s main ford. The Hittite garrison there is almost as
big as the one from Halpa. Viceroy Shahuru, my cousin, and his
forces will be the final piece to this bronze machine.’

‘Is it wise to peel away from
the campaign column in such strange lands? You told me it was not,
just hours ago up on the mountain spurs.’

Hattu swatted a hand through the
air. ‘It is but a handful of danna to the east. Viceroy Shahuru
will understand the need for haste as soon as I explain it to him.
We might even be back with the main column by dusk tomorrow.’

She sagged with a quiet
sigh.

‘Something is wrong?’ he asked
her.

‘I never did tell you about my
dreams last night,’ she said quietly. ‘I dreamt of a river
crossing…’

A shiver crept up Hattu’s
back.

‘…the waters thick with bloated
corpses. Thousands of them.’

Hattu stroked her hand. ‘Your
dreams trick you for once,’ he said. ‘I go to Gargamis with but a
small knot of men.’

She leaned down to put her lips
to his ear. ‘Hittites should always heed their dreams.’


Chapter
14



Gargamis

Summer 1274 BC
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The sun rose like a golden eye,
streaking the baked-dry brushland of northern Retenu, silhouetting
the few tamarisk trees to give them the look of skeletal men
cowering from the dawn. The cicada song rose as the light began to
spread, revealing an ambitious sand cat prowling around the
vicinity of a watering hole where a small herd of gazelles
drank.

Suddenly, the feline’s ears
pricked up. The gazelles’ heads rose from the water and peered
westwards. A falcon sped over the western horizon, cutting across
the azure sky with an arrogant shriek. This sent the cat speeding
for cover. A breath later and a new sound arose:
Crunch-crunch-crunch…

A small party of warriors rolled
over the horizon at a speedy march, their long, dark hair swooshing
in their wake, their bodies clad in bronze, leather and white
linen. Hattu used a spear like a walking staff, enjoying the feel
of the golden grass on his shins and the last of the fresh night
air cooling his body. The heat would soon grow and his white linen
tunic, bronze scale vest and scale battle kilt would begin to feel
like an oven. Dagon went without armour apart from his padded linen
vest. Gorru and Orax, just behind him, were already feeling it by
the sound of things. They grumbled and groused every so often about
their bronze burdens, the complaints threaded with the inimitable
skrit-skrit noises from Gorru as he dug his meaty hands down
the collar and up the hem of his armour, scratching at his
recently-sheared back. One hundred of the fastest Storm soldiers
moved in a pack behind them. General Tanku and a few scouts moved
wide of their left, sweeping the thicker areas of brush and
checking hidden gullies for any sign of brigands, and a few more
scouts screened the right. Dagon shielded his eyes from the sun and
squinted into the eastern horizon every so often. No sign of
Gargamis yet.

Hattu thought of the last
moments before Puduhepa had left him last night. She insisted he
stay vigilant on this mission. He had smoothed her hair, assuring
her he would, but he allowed his hand to linger on her soft,
delicate neck for a little longer than he had meant to. Her
response had been a tiny twist of her lips, a smile that made her
look sweet, wicked and wanton all at once.

‘You’re thinking about her, even
now, aren’t you?’ Dagon whispered with a playful grin.

‘Eh? Well, yes. Puduhepa will be
very important for us,’ Hattu said, emphasising the us. ‘She
has seen the Egyptian court, knows their ways, their routines. She
has even overheard their generals booming and bragging about their
favoured battle tactics.’

‘And it’s vital to the campaign
that she rubs your shoulders in the evenings to, I presume?’ Dagon
teased.

‘She probably feels that the
opal necklace I bought her was too much, like she owes me something
in return. But she saved my life! Anyway, I feel I chose unwisely
with that gift, for how do I improve upon that wondrous piece? That
necklace was unique and crafted by an expert hand. So if I was to
bring her something else it would look clumsy and cheap in
comparison.’

‘You don’t have to buy
her something else,’ Dagon said with a smirk. ‘The necklace was a
token of thanks for saving your life, remember. You are all even
now, I’d say. The two of you can go your separate ways, eh?’

Hattu’s neck began to burn and
prickle. ‘Yes, but… but.’

‘You like her,’ Dagon finished
for him. ‘It’s hardly a secret. I’ve never heard you stammer in
your life until I watched you that night in the mountains, trying
to recite Gilgamesh to her. She likes you too.’

‘Aye, I hope so. Before she went
back to her tent at dusk last night, she reached over and touched
my chin, tilting my head up. You know what she said? She said that
I had a face that wouldn’t curdle milk.’

‘Must be love,’ Dagon chuckled,
then sighed, playing with the small silver horse trinket on a
leather thong around his neck. Nirni’s gift to him.

‘She reminds me of what it was
like,’ Hattu said, ‘to feel anything other than anger. It’s been so
long. Too long. She has been visiting my tent most nights, and
we’ve talked about everything, yet there always seems to be
something else we can discuss. I was thinking of asking her tonight
– if we get back to the column by then – instead of going back to
her tent, if she’d perhaps like to stay in mine and-’

‘-lance the massive boil on my
arse,’ Gorru’s voice cut across the conversation. ‘when we’re next
stopped, aye?’

Silence, then: ‘Very well,’ Orax
agreed. ‘I suppose it was my fault for shearing too far below your
waistline and uncovering it.’

Hattu and Dagon twisted to look
at the pair aghast, then at each other with a shake of the
head.

‘Anyway, if I was to get her
another gift, it would have to be incredible. I tried asking Sargis
for advice this morning, when we rose before dawn. He said I should
get her a skin of wine and a leg of boar.’

Dagon’s face fell. ‘By the Gods,
I pity his poor wife.’

‘Sir!’ Tanku’s voice sailed
across the brush. The heads of the four switched at once to the big
general and his scouts. The spearmen seemed agitated, pointing and
jabbering. Tanku stood in that way he only ever did when something
wasn’t right – braced, his bare chest bulging with muscle, his
white cape fluttering in the faint, hot wind.

‘Trouble?’ Dagon muttered,
automatically sliding his spear level as they stalked over
carefully to the scene.

Hattu eyed the brush around
them: deserted. Then he saw that they all peered to the southeast –
where the land appeared to glitter – as if a giant, curved ribbon
had been laid out by some unseen deity.

‘The River Mala,’ Hattu
realised, quite astonished by the sheer width of the waterway – as
wide as a lake! ‘Where the land of the Hittites meets the Assyrian
Empire.’ The banks were fringed with green. He noticed how the
watery ribbon bent into view in the south then vanished again a
little way north. ‘It is a meander. The Gargamis meander… we are
almost there!’

‘It’s not the river that
troubles me,’ said Tanku, ‘but the hawks up there.’

Hattu followed Tanku’s bull-like
glower to a point in the sky just north of the hazy river loop, at
a point where the land was just a blur – the direction they were
headed in. Birds circled there.

‘A fisherman’s spoiled catch?’
mused Dagon.

‘Perhaps,’ he said, unconvinced,
noticing that Sky was circling nearby the hawks. She had developed
the same sense as her predecessors – swooping in repetitive loops
only when she spotted danger of some sort. ‘We cannot afford to
waste time. Let us continue, but with caution.’

Tanku and the outlying scouts
pulled in so they all moved together as a solid block of men with
Dagon and Hattu at the head.

As the dawn glare eased and the
haze peeled away, they found the source of the carrion birds:
nothing but a felled caracal. The crows on the ground scattered in
fright to join those in the sky, revealing the remains of the
majestic cat. The poor creature had been stripped of its pale hide
by the crows, and was now but a red, glistening remnant of flesh
and bone.

‘Ah, the Gods are with us,’
Tanku sighed in relief, swiping sweat from his brow.

‘That cat was in its prime,’
Dagon said, his tone at odds with Tanku’s. ‘It did not perish of
age. The crows could not have killed it. Caracal’s are strong
predators – few animals could hurt let alone kill one. It doesn’t
look like it was gored or bitten before the hawks started stripping
its flesh.’

‘It wasn’t,’ Hattu agreed,
crouching beside the corpse. Tentatively, he lifted one strip of
torn-away meat – pinkish-red on one side and coated with
sandy-coloured fur on the other. An arrow-head was lodged in the
hide, the shaft snapped off and lost. ‘A hunter’s catch.’

They carried on towards
Gargamis, the heat growing intense and the men sucking on their
water skins, tunics damp with sweat. On the way, Hattu noticed two
things: firstly, the bruising in the eastern sky. Rain at this time
of year would be unusual but welcome, should the clouds move this
way. Secondly, blood spots – the path of the limping Caracal. A
while later, he found the snapped arrow shaft. He picked it up and
examined it absently as they went. The fletchings were strange. Not
plain or of a single bird, but striped and gaudy – dipped in some
bright red and gold dye by the looks of it. The style niggled at
him for a while, but he couldn’t be sure why. Eventually, the
matter was pushed from his thoughts when Dagon nudged him with an
elbow and called to the rest. ‘At last!’

All peered ahead at the
undulating heat haze. At first, Hattu could see only the glittery
stripe of the River Mala. Above it, bands of silvery heat tangled
with the blue of the sky. Hattu’s smoke-grey eye ached and he saw
just a little further than before: pale pink vertical stripes
emerged from the heat haze, wriggling and strange. But with just a
few more steps forward the stripes merged together into a vision of
might: a bulky, high citadel of bastions and turrets crafted from
red river clay, perched on the near banks of the Mala.

The men saw it too now, rising
in a rumble of awe.

Gargamis sat proud atop a
silt-mound that dominated a kink in the river, overlooking the
vital ford. Most of the ford was obscured behind the city, but they
could see part of it: a wide section of the river striped north to
south with mud-bank islands and deeper, bridged streams – it was as
if a giant had dragged a harrow downstream for that short section
of the Mala. A network of dams just upstream controlled the river’s
course and guided the waters in such a way as to maintain this
clever crossing point. While the river hugged the city’s eastern
and southern walls, a canal had been cut to protect the north and
west – their approach – too. A monumental staircase led up to the
main western gates facing Hattu’s approaching party, and a
temple-acropolis bulged from the interior like a crown, strapped
with bronze and gold. Sentries dotted the battlements, their top
halves visible behind the heartland-style triangular merlons.

‘Look at that,’ said Tanku, a
contented smile on his face, ‘nothing more reassuring than the
sight of a Hittite watch.’

The place was a vision of
security and serenity. Fishing skiffs drifted up and down the river
peacefully. A delicious scent of spiced, baked carp wafted from the
direction of the citadel. As they drew closer, the soothing,
reassuring sound of tinkling goat bells, groaning mast timbers and
the rush of the river water rose.

Hattu gazed up at the high
battlements, seeing a pair of figures there. One had braids of hair
that hung to the waist of his violet robe, striped with golden
chevrons.

‘General Durki,’ Dagon
guessed.

The other wore a long white robe
and a thick charioteer’s belt. Hattu saw the man’s wild, wavy mop
of hair and his heart lifted. ‘Cousin Shahuru,’ he said, knowing
his voice could not possibly carry over the distance. He waved a
clenched left fist instead.

The guards on the battlements
all slowly returned the salute. Strangely, Hattu realised that none
of them carried spears. Slowly, Shahuru’s left hand rose too. A
solemn, tired salute.

‘Well he’s obviously not quite
as excited about things as we hoped he might be,’ said Tanku.

‘They will have been busy, no
doubt,’ Hattu mused. But why are they still on the walls and not
out here readying to march? He began to comb over this matter,
glancing down at the broken arrow shaft, turning it over and over
in his hands. Suddenly – as often happens when one sets a riddle
aside only for the answer to arise from the back of the mind – he
realised why the fletchings were so strange. They were bright and
lurid. He had seen them before. Years ago when he was General of
the Storm and had led his men to the northeast to chase off a pack
of raiding…

‘Assyrians,’ he said.

All turned to him. ‘Sir?’

He twisted to look back over his
shoulder in the direction of the slain caracal. ‘Assyrians hunting…
on this side of the river?’

‘Hattu?’ Dagon asked.

Hattu turned back to look up at
Shahuru and Durki again. ‘Perhaps I am going insane, old friend,
but-’

His words were drowned out by
Sky’s shriek.

He blinked, hard. Time slowed
and he stared at the flashing streak plunging towards him from the
city walls. It expanded before him, seeming to hang in mid-air, and
he saw those same gaudy fletchings… before the arrow smashed into
his chest. Hattu staggered back a step, shaking fingertips rising
to touch the dented scales in his vest that had saved him. Behind
him, Orax roared and went down with an arrow in the eye and a gout
of black blood and milky liquid. Gorru roared in horror for his
deputy and closest comrade.

Whizz, whack! the arrow
shower battered down all around them.

Hattu, Dagon, Gorru and Tanku
clustered together, the Storm men joining them to make a rapid
shell of hide shields. Hattu, numb, stared through the
almond-shaped gap between two shields, up at the high battlements.
‘Cousin, what is this?’ he roared as the arrow hail faded.

He saw now the mournful look on
his older cousin’s face – like a drinking skin hanging near-empty,
the eyes listless and gazing into infinity. His forlorn words just
carried over the distance between them. ‘I’m sorry, Hattu. I will
not be part of the coming war.’ His empty gaze flickered for just a
trice, and Hattu was sure he was staring directly at him.
‘Farewell, Cousin,’ Shahuru said. ‘Look to the path of the
Gods.’

‘What? I don’t underst-’

Suddenly, General Durki swung
his spear shaft round like a bat, whacking Shahuru on the small of
the back. Shahuru jerked forwards, propelled from the high walls.
He flailed and clawed uselessly at the air, plummeting. Hattu
watched in horror, unable to look away, as his cousin suddenly
jerked to a halt, halfway down the death-plunge, caught by the rope
around his neck. A thick snap of breaking vertebrae echoed
across the brushland as Shahuru died instantly, his body hanging
limp, a white blade of bone jutting from the back of his neck and
his head hanging at a sickening angle.

At the same time, foreign
warriors rose behind the handful of unarmed Hittite guards up on
the battlements, slitting their throats. They were pushed over the
parapet, falling in bloody streaks to crunch onto the silt mound at
the moated foot of the walls.

‘Assyrians,’ Tanku gasped,
staring at the risen assailants up there: bearded, sporting long,
curled and oiled manes, lurid gowns and bronze cuirasses.

‘Gargamis has fallen?’ Dagon
croaked.

‘Welcome,’ Durki boomed,
stepping up onto one crenel proudly, hands on hips. ‘Welcome to
Gargamis – on a day I have planned for so, so long. The day I
finally rise to greatness! True greatness’

Hattu’s lungs filled with a
breath of fire. ‘You treacherous dog!’ he roared. ‘You will pay for
this.’

But then another figure rose
beside Durki.

A deafening bell pealed inside
Hattu. Nineteen years since last he had seen that wicked face.

‘Ah, Prince Hattu,’ Volca
crowed, climbing onto a Merlon top and perching there on his
haunches like a crow. ‘We meet again: me towering over you, you
once again cowering, outnumbered… and trapped.’

Hattu’s skin crept as he heard,
from the brush behind them, the rustle of rising men. Two hundred
bearded Assyrian warriors: clad in bronze greaves, vests and helms,
draped in coloured cloaks and clutching spears, swords and bows.
Meanwhile, the enemy archers on the walls nocked their bows, the
wood and sinew creaking as they drew for another volley, just
waiting on the command to be given.

‘We watched your approach, you
see,’ Volca said with a chuckle. ‘You look a little shaken, Prince.
Perhaps you are still groggy and weak from my poison?’

Hattu jolted with rage. At that
moment it felt like he could rise from the barrier of shields,
stride across the open ground and climb the walls to rip the
Sherden’s head from his shoulders, even if he took one hundred
arrows in his flesh in doing so – just like the dream of the great
battle and the corpse-mound.

‘Once before I was tasked with
capturing you and delivering you to Pharaoh Seti, alive. Now, his
son, Mighty Ramesses, wants only your eyes. That is the instruction
I have given my Assyrian friends: to butcher you into chunks, but
to leave your eyes undamaged. But your brother, King Muwa...’

‘What have you done, you Sherden
pig?’ Hattu rasped, his voice echoing across the river
hinterland.

Volca replied with a single
swish of the hand.

The scrape of a boot sounded.
Hattu glanced behind him. The two hundred Assyrians there had read
the command and were edging towards them, white-toothed grins
ringed by glistening, oiled beards, wicked eyes planning the
slaughter, spears levelled for the kill. The Hittites backstepped
away from them, caught in indecision.

‘They’re going to drive us right
under the archers’ noses. We’re dead!’ a Storm man croaked as, from
up on the walls, the Assyrian archers loosed fresh volleys of
arrows, pummelling the ragged shield shell.

‘We can rush these bastards,’
Gorru snarled, eyes fixed on the two hundred foes who were herding
them towards the fallen city like sheep.

‘There are too many of them,’
one Storm soldier cried.

‘But we have to get back west,’
Tanku growled, ‘to tell the Labarna that the Assyrians have
taken the ford.’

Hattu glanced to the walls of
Gargamis and Volca and back again to the enemy infantry band
closing in. His head switched once again to Volca. ‘Run? No! He is
here. Volca is here! And he has just a handful of enemy archers up
on those walls.’

Volca must die!

‘So we’re going to storm
Gargamis? All one hundred of us?’ Gorru gasped. ‘Mighty
Gargamis. Unbreakable. The gates are closed and we have no ladders,
no time!’

Hattu’s mind spun. ‘The path of
the Gods,’ he said, eyes darting around the faces of his panicked
soldiers. ‘We can get inside the city. Did you hear
Shahuru’s dying words: Look to the path of the Gods.’

Dagon’s eyes narrowed, the first
and only one to catch on. ‘The postern.’

Tanku and the others frowned in
confusion.

‘When my grandfather captured
this place,’ Hattu panted as they continued to backstep from the
oncoming Assyrians, ‘the main gate was in ruins and so a postern
was created on the northern wall, just beside the corner turret, in
order to carry inside the Hittite effigies during the victory
procession. He named it the Path of the Gods.’

Still Gorru, Tanku and the
others seemed bewildered.

‘That’s what Shahuru was trying
to tell me: he has left it unlocked. Before whatever treachery
happened here, he arranged for the postern to be unlocked.’

Just then, the pack of
approaching Assyrians broke into a run towards them, shrieking,
spears raised. ‘Go!’ Hattu boomed.

The word was like a crash of a
war drum, and sent the small huddle of Hittite soldiers spraying
apart like the shards of a dropped urn. They hared towards
Gargamis. Hattu felt the wind of the run in his ears, his heart
working like a drum to propel him forward in full bronze attire. He
glanced up as he went, seeing Volca the crow on the battlements.
The Sherden’s face dropped in surprise, then rose again in a
bemused grin. ‘He runs into our killing zone. He wants a quick
death,’ he cried as the Hittites approached the moat. ‘Archers,
grant them their wish.’

Durki screamed a jagged order.
The bowmen on the parapets loosed a volley of shafts. Assyrian
bowmen were expert archers, famed for their skills – but even the
best archers struggled to hit moving targets. Thrum! Smack!
Shafts spat down into the dust. Four Storm men plunged to their
knees with wet rasps, grabbing at the arrows quivering in their
shoulders. A fifth lost his leather helm in the run, and took a
shaft directly in the crown. The arrow pierced his skull and lodged
deep in his brain, and his run became a confused stagger, before he
fell, face-first into the moat shallows. Two more men fell to
spears thrown from the pursuing squadrons of Assyrian infantry.

But Hattu, Dagon and Tanku led
the sprint across the timber drawbridge spanning the narrow
channel. ‘I’m coming for you, you overconfident cowson!’ Hattu
roared up at the battlements as the Hittite party sped onto the
silt mound on the far side of the drawbridge, then into the shadows
cast by the city’s western wall and out of sight of the enemy
archers. They rounded the corner turret and scurried along the base
of the sun-washed northern curtain wall.

‘Where is it?’ Dagon stammered,
looking to and fro along the base of the bastion – which bore not a
gate, door, postern or even a crack. All there was was a
half-rotted, forgotten cart left there an age ago by someone who
had been carrying out repairs on the foundations.

From somewhere behind the corner
tower, they heard the heavy, padding feet of the pursuing Assyrian
infantry. ‘I’m going to peel your dirty Hittite face off you dog!’
the unseen lead man’s threat echoed like an outrider.

‘Up there,’ Gorru wailed.

All looked up: about the height
of two men above the wall’s base was a postern gate – which at one
time had been flush with the level of the silt mound. The bronze
grid-gate of the small, triangular opening was – bless Shahuru –
open.

Tanku threw his shoulder against
a half-rotten cart. The vehicle groaned and cracked, the ancient
wheels turning around twice, one half crumpling and the wall-facing
side of the cart shredding into flakes of desiccated timber. The
thing half-collapsed into a wheel-less heap a few strides on, but
right under the postern.

‘Move!’ the big general
demanded. The first of his Storm men hopped up onto the wagon
remains and then leapt to grab the lower lip of the postern gate.
Those men then turned to help others up. Scores of them made it
inside. Within a few breaths, the clatter of bronze swords and
shouting arose from inside Gargamis. Hattu saw the swishing blades
and flailing long hair up on the battlements – the first of his men
inside now locked in combat with the few dozen archers up
there.

But within another heartbeat,
the pursuing Assyrian soldiers down here burst around the corner
turret, blades high.

Hattu threw up his shield and
levelled his spear. Tanku and Dagon were immediately by his side as
if all three were attached to a string drawn tight by the ghosts of
their military tutors. The few Storm men still on the ground
outside the postern joined them.

The Assyrians spilled around the
shrinking Hittite contingent in an arc, pinning them by the ruined
cart. ‘Make it hurt,’ bragged their captain. ‘Destroy the-’

A crunch sounded from above and
a huge shadow grew over the screaming captain, whose eyes rolled up
just as the falling merlon crashed down on top of him. He was there
one moment and gone the next. A shower of mud-brick fragments and
dust sent the other Assyrians staggering back, blinded. Hattu
peered up through the dust, seeing two Storm men in the gap where
the merlon had been broken and pushed over, bloodied and sweating,
saluting their Gal Mesedi.

‘Come on,’ Tanku grabbed him by
the shoulder, twisting him towards the collapsed wagon and high
postern while the Assyrian soldiers around them were still blinded
and retching. Every other Hittite was inside now. Tanku went next,
then Hattu. He clambered onto the stone floor of the postern
tunnel, hearing the scrambling of climbing Assyrians behind him.
Just as a pursuing Assyrian had half-clambered into the tunnel he
swung to strike his spear across the rope holding up the metal
grating. The spiked grating plunged down, the bronze spikes
slamming through the man’s head, and another two smashing through a
shoulder each. Hattu pulled the lever that locked the grating in
place, then sped on through the tunnel. A triangle of light bobbed
and weaved at the far end until he burst through it and into the
citadel’s sun-washed interior.

He was on a mid-level walkway, a
mezzanine that ran around the inside of the city walls. He looked
one way then the other, only to see an enemy spearman speeding for
him. Hattu hurled his own spear with everything he had, the lance
piercing the man’s bronze chestplate and sending his legs shooting
out and his upper body pitching backwards. The corpse flailed and
tumbled down a set of stone stairs into the open courtyard below.
Bronze sang and timber clacked as men wrestled and fought on the
walkways and balconies all around the citadel. A Storm man screamed
from the upper parapets, plunging past Hattu to explode like an egg
on the flagged square. A trio of enemy archers were holed up in a
corner tower, and Dagon led an assault on them, advancing in a
crouch behind his shield. Tanku led an ordered march upon a knot of
Assyrians down by a kiln house at the edge of the courtyard,
driving at them with a wall of shields and spears. Despite the
screaming and the dying all around him, Hattu’s heart swelled with
confidence, for the Assyrian contingent in here was small as he had
hoped. More, they were nearly beaten. The two hundred outside would
stay outside now the postern was locked. But where was the
garrison? Poor Viceroy Shahuru’s two thousand men must surely be in
the city’s underground prison pens. A falcon’s shriek sounded from
the sky above the city. Hattu’s entire body jolted instinctively.
He threw himself to one side as a spear whacked down on the
mezzanine floor where he had been moments ago. Rolling up onto one
knee and bringing his shield up, he saw Volca sneering down at him
from the upper parapets.

‘Very good, Prince Hattu, you
have taken your citadel back,’ he spat, then pointed at the eastern
sky. ‘But it will not be yours for long.’

Hattu felt a wintry chill spread
through him. Springing up from kneeling, he lunged up the stone
stairs leading to the high battlements. He sped onto the upper
walkway, the hot, dry wind up there slapping his hair out across
his right shoulder like a war banner. Volca backed away, using his
trident as if taming a lion.

‘Where is the rest of Shahuru’s
garrison?’ Hattu growled, slowing into a purposeful stride, tossing
down his shield, hands going for his swords. He glanced down into
the citadel’s interior, and the low doorway that led down into the
cellar vaults.

‘You think they are in the
gaol?’ Volca said flatly. ‘Oh no, right now their corpses will be
bobbing, far downstream, or lodged on the riverbed.’

Hattu stumbled as if struck.

I dreamt of a river crossing,
the waters thick with bloated corpses. Thousands of them…

‘Durki fed them all drugged
wine,’ Volca explained. ‘He let me and these few hundred Assyrians
in that night and we fell upon them in their beds, cut their
throats one by one, like chickens, then rolled their corpses into
the river.’ As he backed away towards the eastern wall, he shot
looks over his shoulder. ‘But what is a few thousand deaths,
compared to the numbers that will die before this day is out?’ He
flicked his head towards the east.

A cold hand twisted Hattu’s
guts. ‘What have you done, you bastard?’

‘This small knot of Assyrians
here is merely a vanguard. You must’ve seen it on your way here,
Prince Hattu: a storm rolls from the east.’

Hattu stared past Volca and
beyond Gargamis’ eastern parapets. He blinked once, twice, again.
Were his eyes playing tricks? Was the smudge of clouds on the
horizon now sparkling? Only now he realised, they were no
rainclouds.

‘A storm of bronze. The Hounds
of Ashur! They will fly true, like an arrow, across the river ford
here, on into Hittite lands and into the flank of your brother’s
rag-tag and unsuspecting army.’

Now Hattu could see it clearly:
a broiling tide of bronze, keening horns and shouts: Assyrian
bowmen and spearmen and the mighty Chariots of Assyria. Six, seven,
nine… twelve thousand at least.

‘You should have listened to
your men, should have charged through the footsoldiers outside and
run back to warn your brother, you fool. But you could not. One
sight of me and you were blind with rage. Now the Hounds of Ashur
will crash into the rear of King Muwa’s force like a blade across
the hamstrings of a runner. Fifty thousand dogs march with your
brother, I hear. He had to scrape them from every corner of the
north, they say – just so he might have enough spears to face
Pharaoh’s great armies. Well, by sunset tonight, the Hittite Army
will be torn and ragged. What is left of it will be compelled to
flee back to their hovels in the north. My deal with the Assyrian
King will be the thing that wins Pharaoh this war without him even
having to bloody his sceptre.’

‘Then there is nothing left for
me, Sherden,’ Hattu thundered, levelling his twin blades, ‘but to
take your heart, here and now.’ At the same time, Sky swept in and
swished her talons at Volca, who swatted his trident at her with a
growl. He backstepped all the way along the northern battlements
then swayed as his heel struck the eastern parapet. He glanced
along the eastern walltop: Durki was there, running towards him in
fright, Tanku and his men in pursuit. ‘You’re cornered. There is no
way out.’

Volca glanced over his shoulder,
down towards the river below, then back at Hattu, with a vile grin.
‘Not for you, there isn’t,’ he said, then calmly stepped up onto
the eastern parapet and hopped off.

‘No!’ Hattu ran to the spot he
had been, grabbing the merlon and leaning over. He saw the
Sherden’s red cloak billowing as he plummeted down, down and then
heard the splash! as Volca plunged into the River Mala –
landing expertly in one of the ford’s deep channels of water, just
downstream from the timber walkway bridging that section. A few
heartbeats passed, before he surfaced, and took hold of a wooden
cane held out by a crewman aboard the square-sailed Egyptian
warship moored just downriver from the ford. A dozen or more
Sherden warriors – horn-hatted like Volca – on the deck helped pull
their commander aboard, then the Egyptian sailors cut the moorings
and the lion-prowed ship speared south and downriver, like a skiff
sensibly speeding clear of an approaching storm. The Assyrian tide
was but a danna away now.

Hattu heard a panicked gibbering
close by. He turned, ever so slowly, to see Durki, wide-eyed, face
streaked with sweat, braided hair quivering with fright as he
beheld the odd-eyed Hittite prince with a falcon settling on his
shoulder and, behind him, the burly General Tanku and growling
Chariot Master Dagon along with Gorru and a knot of spearmen. He
glanced over the parapet then, as Volca had done, stepped up and
closed his eyes, then leapt off with all the grace of a pig.
Tanku’s spear swiped through the space his neck had been a trice
ago. Hattu and Dagon bent over the wall-top to glare at the bastard
who had betrayed Gargamis, Viceroy Shahuru and the entire garrison
– as he plummeted to safety. Or at least that is what Durki had
intended to happen. In fact, he had misjudged his jump, and landed
not in the deep channels, but on the first semi-dried mud bank
islet of the ford. He stabbed like a human dart, foot-first into
the mud. A stark crack of two snapping femurs rang out as his thigh
bones punched upwards, bursting through the soft flesh under his
ribcage on either side like white spears, and the most horrifying,
rolling, wet scream rose over Gargamis. Durki, crippled and in
agony, did not die. Instead he tore at his hair, gouged at his eyes
and thrashed with the still-mobile upper parts of his body in
paroxysms of pain.

Hattu and Tanku showed not a
chink of emotion as they turned their eyes from the sight and to
the approaching Assyrian war machine.

‘Send a runner west, to warn
King Muwa,’ he cried over his shoulder to two of his men on the
western walls.

‘The infantry who chased us in
here are positioned outside the gates,’ the soldier called back.
‘If we open them to let a man out they will slaughter him and rush
this place.’

‘And if we all sally through the
western gates to break through then the Hounds of Ashur will cross
the ford unopposed,’ said Tanku.

Hattu’s eyes darted. They were
impaled on the horns of disaster.

‘By all the Gods, Prince Hattu,’
Gorru croaked as he beheld the Assyrian mass tumbling from the east
towards the ford. ‘What do we do?’

‘I will walk through fire with
you, sir,’ said Tanku. ‘Give the order, and I will stand with you
against these Assyrian whoresons and look death in the eye.’

Hattu peeled away from the
parapet, staring down into the citadel grounds, lost in thought as
crucial moments peeled away. His eyes swept across the seventy or
so remaining Storm men, then he turned back to the river, and the
complex ford works: the islands, timber walkways and the dam system
upriver. ‘On his visits to Hattusa, Shahuru told us stories about
this place.’

Dagon’s eyes brightened. ‘I
remember. The path of the Gods,’

Hattu wagged one finger, face
fixed in concentration as he sought the next words, ‘in… in the
hands of the Gods,’ he finally recalled the next line.

‘…and the Gods are capricious,’
Dagon finished, his eyes widening with each of the remembered
words.

Hattu nodded once, twice as if
trying to convince himself of an impossible truth. ‘Find it Dagon…
it is our only hope,’ he said, his voice tight with
desperation.

‘I will find it. I promise I
will. I will not let you down,’ Dagon said then sprinted away and
flitted down the steps to disappear into Gargamis’ interior.

Confused, Tanku’s head switched
back and forth from Hattu to the spot where Dagon had been. ‘What’s
this all about?’

Hattu clasped the big general’s
shoulders and looked him in the eye with a fond, firm look. ‘Forget
about Dagon for now. Gather the surviving Storm men. We will lead
them down through the eastern gate and onto the mud bank island
midriver, the narrowest point of the ford.’

‘To defend the ford?’ Tanku
gasped in disbelief.

‘To look death in the eye.’






***






Seventy-three men burst from
Gargamis’ Ford Gate, flitting down a wide, stone-lined section of
the river’s western banks. As they ran, Hattu felt a jolt of
reality: the hot breeze, the glare of the sun, the roar of the
river… the madness of running, head-first, towards the wall of
bronze coming towards the river from the opposite direction. They
raced on across a broad timber walkway that bridged the first of
the ford’s deep channels then hopped down onto the mud of the first
ford island, past the still embedded and screaming wreck of bone
and flesh that was Durki. In a small mercy, the oncoming Assyrians
fell from sight as the small Hittite band edged out across the
ford, the raised eastern banks obscuring the enemy charge and
dulling their noise to a muffled, strange sound.

The Hittites splashed into the
reedy shallows at the far end of the first mud island and waded,
knee-deep, onto the next. This isle, midriver, was narrow but solid
– like the back of a salmon. Anyone who wanted to cross the famous
ford of Gargamis, to reach Hittite lands, had to do so by ship or
cross over this island, and there was no sign of ships bar Volca’s
departing Egyptian vessel and the few tiny fishing skiffs moored
downriver. ‘Here,’ Hattu boomed. ‘Here we meet their charge.’

The small Hittite band formed a
line, the edges of their shields touching. Big Gorru took a place
on Hattu’s left, with Tanku on his right while the Storm spearmen
folded out like wings either side of them.

‘Men of the Storm…’ Tanku
barked, ‘Raise your weapons!’

With a rattle and clack, every
soldier levelled his spear through the small, eye-shaped gap
between his shield and that of the man on his right, the lances
like the pointing talons of a vengeful demon. Hattu spread his feet
and glanced left and right: the tiny coterie just – just –
blocked the breadth of the island.

His mind flashed with thoughts
of Muwa and the proud and loyal allied kings, just a short way to
the west of here, marching towards Kadesh, completely unaware. If
the ford fell then they would be smashed in the flank by these
Assyrian wolves. Puduhepa with them. Disaster, slaughter… victory
for Volca.

‘For our Gods, for our
Labarna, we must hold this island,’ Hattu asked of them.

‘We surely cannot hold it for
long,’ Gorru croaked.

‘No, but if we can hold it long
enough…’ he glanced back over his shoulder at Gargamis’ high walls.
Dagon, old friend, search swiftly!

When he looked forwards again,
the muffled cries and muted thunder beyond the eastern riverside
swelled up like a plague boil and then…

‘For the Gods of Ashur, death to
the Hittites!’ cried a golden-helmed Assyrian general as he vaulted
over the grassy brow, spear and round shield held aloft. Hundreds
upon hundreds of spearmen raced down the eastern riverbank in his
wake as if they were attached to the hem of his long, silver cape.
They were clad in gaudily-coloured baggy trousers tucked into
leather boots, bronze vests and pointed, silvered helms bought with
the ill-gotten funds of the greedy Assyrian king. More and more
enemy soldiers bulged over the banks. The noise – the sky-ripping
din of their battle cries – trampled over everything, even the
river’s roar. As the Assyrian charge spilled down towards the far
shallows, Bactrian archer bands – subjugated warriors from the
distant east, their dark skin contrasting sharply with their white
cotton corselets – emerged on the banks in support, falling to one
knee, nocking their bows and loosing.

‘Shields up!’ Hattu bawled as
the volley sped horizontally across the short distance. The men
were swift to react, catching the hail on their shields – the
already tattered hide absorbing the latest sting. Just one soldier
took a powerful shot in the throat before he could raise his
shield. As the man fell, the line bunched up a little.

Hattu lowered his shield just
enough to peer over the rim: the Assyrians now swarmed across the
mud island opposite the Hittites and then exploded in a
high-pitched war shriek, the whites of their bulging eyes shot red,
mouths agape. With myriad puffs of silvery water they splashed
through the last stretch of shallows between that island and
this.

Fifty paces… forty… thirty…

He heard teeth chattering
somewhere along the line. These Storm men – hardy and brave as they
were, were being asked to face an army like a kindling dam awaiting
a flood. Even if just one man succumbed to panic and chose to run,
it would be disastrous – for the man next to him, feeling a gap
there by his side, would surely be compelled to run also. Then it
would be a collapse.

‘Stand your ground!’ he bawled.
‘Tarhunda, God of the Storm, stands with us.’ He gnashed his teeth
together as if fighting against the next words: ‘Ishtar, Goddess of
War, rages by our side!’

The chattering of teeth stopped
and the small line roared in defiance at the wall of hounds coming
for them.

‘Tarhunda…’ Tanku howled, the
noise incredible, stirring Hattu and every man in the line to
scream the rest of the age-old cry of the Storm Division, ‘coat
my heart in bronze!’

Ten paces, eight – panting,
gasping, shushing metal – five, four.

Hattu trained his speartip on
the golden-helmed general.

Three-two-one…

Boom!

It was like the kick of a
stallion. The Assyrian masses, rank after rank of them, battered
against the seventy. Hattu felt the breath leap from his lungs. The
mud behind his braced rear foot scraped and slid, building up as he
and his comrades were pushed back three or more strides. A few
Hittites fell to one knee, but to a man, they did not break. The
golden-helmed enemy general was like a bull, shouldering at Hattu’s
shield and slashing his ornately-hilted sword at the upper edge of
the tattered screen, the sunlight reflecting from the dazzling
blade. Chunks of shield flew away with every strike, and Hattu
realised he was slipping back too far. He would be the one
to let the line down, to invite the disaster. With a desperate cry,
he pushed forward, opening his half-ruined shield like a door and
scooping that arm around the golden-helmed one’s back, hugging him
in a crushing embrace. The man’s rabid expression faltered in
confusion as Hattu drove his spear into the foe’s flank, up and
under the soft flesh just below the rib cage and the bronze
cuirass, then pushed hard. The general shuddered and screamed as
Hattu roared in his face, seeing Volca’s visage there instead,
before the spear tip burst through the Assyrian’s opposite
shoulder, near the collar of his armoured vest, dripping wet with
blood and tatters of organs. He kicked the spasming body away,
tossed his broken shield down too, then drew Kurunta One-eye’s
famous old blades before dipping his head like a bull towards the
swell of Assyrians rushing at him to avenge their fallen leader. In
every one of them, he saw Volca. He lunged to meet their charge,
lashing both blades out to shear at the nearest, spinning to strike
the arm from another and ducking to score the thigh of a third. In
the corner of his eye, Storm men fell to the butchering flurries of
Assyrian spears and swords, blood leapt up in gouts, threaded with
frenzied screams. The thin and ragged Hittite line was bent all out
of shape and they had been driven down towards the back of their
pinch-point island. The blockade was crumbling already. The
disaster was almost upon them.






***






Dagon loped through the empty
corridors of Gargamis, the chaotic sounds of the battle outside
floating in through the arched windows in strangled echoes and
muffled cries. His friends were dying out there, while he scrambled
like a madman in search of… what, exactly? It was like running a
race, full-pelt, without knowing where it ended. He skidded into
Viceroy Shahuru’s grand dining hall. It had to be here. But no, the
cavernous hall was simply appointed with a table in the centre that
would have looked at home in a barrack house. Sharp screams and
smashes of bronze rose every few moments from the ford and sailed
through the windows, each like a whip, driving him on. He took
great strides around the table, pulling at his hair, eyes combing
every inch of the bare stonework of the hall. Apart from a few
small buckler shields and crossed spears mounted as ornaments, the
walls were featureless. ‘It has to be here, it has to be,’ he
stammered over and over.

Sky, perched on the dining hall
windowsill, shrieked at him over and over.

‘In the name of the Gods, Sky,
let me think,’ he roared at her. Distracted, he stubbed his toe on
the table leg. ‘Ah!’ he gasped, staring at the heavy oak table,
wide-eyed. With a single motion that belied his slender frame, he
scooped both hands under the table and flipped it over on its side,
then grabbed the faded eastern rug underneath and whipped it back
to reveal… nothing but stone flags. He tapped his foot on each.
None moved, all were solidly-pointed with mortar around the edges.
No secret doorway here.

He heard a defiant shout float
in from the battle outside: a Hittite oath that twisted into the
shriek of a dying man. Then he heard General Tanku bawl over and
over. ‘Stand firm, with me,’ and Hattu’s ragged and desperate cry:
‘For the Gods, for your sacred lands, hold on, just a little
longer!’

Fiery panic shot through Dagon.
Their lives were in his hands. The lives of the countless men in
the great Hittite column a short way west were in his hands too.
The fate of the world rested upon his shoulders. He staggered
backwards from the hall, then stumbled along the corridor, hurdling
the tangled bodies of a slain Assyrian archer and a
semi-decapitated Storm man from the earlier skirmish. He passed
many storerooms, larders, slave quarters and then… Shahuru’s
sleeping chambers. He had nearly passed it by, for the bedroom too
was that of a soldier – despite the viceroy’s high status – apart
from the timber frame in one corner bearing his bronze battle
armour. Dagon searched the walls and the cupboards, under the
box-bed – even looked around the balcony that hung over the inner
courtyard.

Nothing.

‘Sir,’ a hoarse cry rose from
outside, over the din of battle, ‘I can’t hold, I can’t hold, I
can’t ho-’ it ended in a wet scream.

Sky shrieked again, somewhere in
the courtyard. Dagon raised a shaking fist and uttered some
nonsense curse at the bird, then let his head fall into his hands.
He remembered his promise to Hattu just before the soldiers trooped
out bravely to defend the ford. I will find it. I promise I
will. I will not let you down. The confident words felt like
broken shards of clay on his tongue now. Streaks of hot panic shot
up his back and over his scalp. ‘Think, Dagon, think!’ he hissed at
himself as he sat on the edge of the dead viceroy’s bed. What
exactly had Shahuru once said? That Gargamis was like the hand of a
God, holding the river ford in its palm. The viceroy had gone on to
explain the city’s wondrous engineering, so why then was there
nothing here but stone walls and rooms – fine walls, yes, strong
and sturdy, but nothing of what Shahuru had spoken. If any such
thing truly existed, then it had to be here in the viceroy’s
quarters, or the grand hall.

Sky’s shriek pierced through his
thoughts like a needle. His head shot up, shaking, hair wild, ideas
of plucking the falcon rising to the fore… and then he saw that she
was perched atop the golden temple at the heart of the
courtyard.

‘In the hands of the Gods,’ he
whispered, the breath catching in his throat.

From outside the citadel, the
sounds of slaughter rose to new heights. Dagon shot up to his feet
and hurtled from the bedchamber, speeding for the stairway leading
down to the citadel interior and the temple mound.






***






Shields battered and spears
ripped across skin. Water and mud spat and sprayed, mixed with
blood and spit. Dull, serrated snapping sounds of swords being
driven through ribs clashed with the clean whipping sounds of limbs
being hewn and the dull splash of butchered men falling into the
waters. Thirty Hittite men remained, and each of them was now being
kicked back, driven by spearpoint or barged by Assyrian
shields.

Hattu threw up his swords in an
X to block, only for a colossal Assyrian bronze mace to hammer
against the blades. The strength of the blow threw his swords apart
and cast him onto his back, his head and shoulders landing in the
shallows at the rear of the choke-point mud island. He rolled over
once and sprang to his feet, lashed with sweat, water, mud and
gore. He sliced out at the Assyrian maceman, chopping his fingers
off, the great mace falling to the ground and the warrior roaring
in pain, then waded backwards with a clutch of ten or so men,
ceding the vital island.

Nearby, Tanku likewise waded
backwards through the shallows, towards the last defensible island
and the timber walkway there – the first foothold on the western
banks. A dozen or so Hittites clustered around him as he fought
like a bear, his great arms tensing and swinging, his shield
sweeping Assyrians aside like hyena cubs, his curved sword chopping
at the necks and chests of the next enemy wave. Hattu and the rest
of the Hittites joined with them, holding together the ford
blockade in a scant and disordered rearguard action. But then
something happened: Tanku swayed, then began shaking one leg as if
he was being attacked by a dog. Hattu’s eyes bulged in horror:
Durki – planted waist-deep in the mud, eyes rolling white in agony
thanks to the stake-like spikes of leg bone punched through his
upper body – had seized Tanku’s shin and held onto it as if it
might grant him mercy.

‘Kill me…’ Durki begged.

Worse, bounding through the
Assyrian masses, Hattu saw an Assyrian champion, holding a spear
like a javelin, his sights trained on the distracted Tanku’s bare
chest. If Tanku fell, the men with him would lose heart and the
blockade was done. Hattu streaked his twin swords across the neck
of the nearest enemy, then tossed both blades, point down, into the
mud and tore his war axe from his belt then hurled it with
everything he had towards the javelin champion. The bronze axe spun
through the air, the sharp edge gleaming, but it was the three
prongs jutting from the rear that did the damage, hammering into
the Assyrian champion’s face. The man pitched forward through a
thick puff of his own blood, dying with the most animal of screams.
The javelin fell harmlessly to the ground.

Tanku shook his leg free of the
maddened Durki, then caught Hattu’s eye across the fray, a
soldier’s look and a swift nod that said all that needed to be said
– no time for words of gratitude. Three more Hittites around the
big man went down in a flurry of Assyrian spears. At the same time,
Hattu grabbed his swords from the mud to block the Assyrian
fighters who came for him. So many. Too many. Driving them back
onto the timber walkway then over to the stone-lined slope at the
foot of the river’s western bank.

But suddenly, like a dropping
wind, the pressure eased. The countless Assyrian infantry stepped
back, blood-spattered, grinning. They peeled to the edges of the
ford to leave a corridor from the east bank to this western one. A
lash of whips sounded from the river’s eastern edge. A wall of
chariots rolled into view up there, scores of them. An Assyrian
High General – unmissable thanks to the suit of silvered armour and
towering war helm he wore – stood on an equally ostentatious
chariot, his gemmed spear raised, his eyes wide with glee as he saw
the paltry Hittite defence that remained on the wide and
indefensible western banks. ‘I will finish this,’ he shrieked like
a vulture, his oiled beard shuddering. ‘Chariots of Ashur…
forward!’

The wall of chariots poured down
the far banks like runnels of silver, then hurtled across the spine
of the ford, the packed infantry lining the sides cheering and
whooping. One vehicle broke well ahead in excitement, speeding over
towards the few Hittite defenders like an arrow, flouting his high
general’s wishes. In their eagerness for glory, the crew did not
even notice the broken, thrashing form of Durki jutting from the
mud in front of Hattu’s tattered defensive line. One of the
chariot’s wheels sliced into him, front-on, the narrow wooden tyres
and copper hobnails bluntly cleaving his head and torso. The
chariot sped on, leaving a swaying, inhuman remnant of Durki the
traitor.

One of the men with Tanku loosed
an arrow that sped into the driver’s eye, and sent this forerunner
of the chariot charge into a crazy swerve just paces before it
reached the paltry Hittite line. The war car tipped over, wheels
shredding and the warrior pitching out into the mud and cracking
his head on a wart of rock.

A breath of fortune, Hattu
realised, but soon it would mean nothing. He looked over the few
dozen surviving Hittites – dripping with their own blood and that
of others, armour in tatters, weapons broken or absent – and
realised they were as good as dead. The rest of the Assyrian
chariots were halfway across the ford and closing fast. His thin
line of infantry would be ruined by a chariot charge and then the
thick masses of Assyrian footsoldiers fringing the ford’s edges
would pour into Hittite lands too.

Hattu met the eye of the
Assyrian High General, who gave a shrill cry and pointed his spear
at the Hittite defenders like an executioner’s finger. ‘Destroy
them!’






***






Dagon sprinted up the slope of
the temple mound, Sky coming to settle on his left shoulder. The
golden doors lay open. Inside, his footsteps clattered around
eerily. It was a maze of darkness and light: covered walkways and
stalls and areas open to the sky. An inhuman roar sounded, right by
his side, and it almost sent him leaping from his skin. He swung
round, hand on his sword hilt, seeing the leopard hissing only a
stride away… but behind a wicker grating. A cage. In there, the
beast had a large ward of grass and tunnels and trees in which to
roam. Other cages too. There were bears, deer, oxen, eagles and
horses. There was even a small pond glittering with all different
types of fish, golden, pearlescent and some transparent. All sacred
animals, brought to live here and honour the gods. But in the
centre of the open area, an ornate turret rose, topped with the
golden cupola. The inner sanctum – Gargamis’ holiest of holies. He
stepped towards the entrance, draped with a veil rather than a
door. The sheer aura of the place slowed him, despite the growing
din of battle outside. He stepped over the grey corpses of priests,
slain by Durki and his conspirators, then drew the veil aside. The
interior smelt musty and ancient. It took a moment for his eyes to
adjust to the gloom, and when they did… two huge golden creatures
stared down at him. Dagon fell to his knees. Tarhunda, God of the
Storm and Arinniti, Goddess of the Sun – the highest of the gods.
Tarhunda wore a high, thorned hat and stood on the backs of bulls
while Arinniti was carried by panthers.

Other than these mighty statues,
there was nothing in here.

He let his head loll forward and
began to weep. ‘I am sorry, my old friends,’ he whispered, thinking
of Hattu and Tanku. ‘I have failed you.’

When Sky pecked at his ear, he
looked up through tear-blurred eyes at the Gods, returning
Tarhunda’s austere glower. The Thunder-god’s arm was outstretched,
as if deigning to reach down to the level of mere men. The hands
of the Gods, Dagon thought sadly. He reached up, placing his
hand on the tip of the index finger and resting his head on the
back of his wrist. ‘I will wait here for the Assyrians to storm
into and retake this place, and I will die here.’

That was when Tarhunda’s finger
seemed to shift, ever so slightly. Something clicked gently, then a
gentle groan of ropes sounded from the rear of the temple. Dagon
blinked and stared at the tiny wooden hatch that had swung open
there. His heart hammered as he stepped towards it, took an unused
torch from a rack and struck his flint hook to light it, then
climbed in to find himself in a low, stone-walled corridor. As he
set off along it, he realised it was sloping downwards – gently at
first, then sharply.

He guessed it was leading down
and under the city’s river walls. It was dry and quiet at first,
then it grew damp, and the rumble of the river and the battle could
be heard. Above? he mouthed, realising he was under the Mala
itself. Dust puffed down around him as he heard the unmistakable
thunder of chariots, crossing the ford, and the dull sound of one
man’s cry: Destroy them!

A great sickness arose within
him. He was too late. He felt a great urge to fall to his knees and
weep, when at last the dim light of his torch illuminated the dead
end of the corridor. Two tall, silent statues of spear warriors
stood there; men but with the ears, horns, legs and hooves of
bulls, given an illusion of life by the torchlight. Between them
stood the thing… the thing which Shahuru had spoken of. At first it
looked like a giant’s chariot upturned and snared in a web of
leather cords. Then he saw the mighty lever to one side.

Now he understood.

The path of the Gods, in the
palm of the Gods, he mouthed as he approached it, shaking,
and the Gods are capricious…






***






The Egyptian warship cut
downriver under sail at great speed. Volca clung to the aft rail as
if it was a prize, his eyes fixed on the gradually shrinking north
and the battle at the Gargamis ford. The Assyrian army was like a
bronze fist, smashing into the tiny band of Hittites. It had
stunned him at first when Prince Hattu and his men had chosen to
vacate Gargamis and take to the mud-islands. He knew Hattu was
prone to daring, but this was foolish beyond belief. He saw the
white tunic’d Hittite soldiers turn red and fall, one by one, black
hair swinging as they pitched over. He saw the green-cloaked prince
fighting amongst them, as they were whittled down steadily. He then
watched like an eagle as the Assyrian spearmen parted and the
Chariots of Ashur thundered across the river. Closer to Hattu they
sped, closer…

‘No!’ he groaned as the ship
slid around a bend in the river, the banks rising to cut off sight
of the ford. ‘In the name of the Fire Mountain – I have waited
years to see that cur die, and now…’ he fell silent with a rattling
sigh.

‘Do not fret, Master,’ said one
of his Sherden troop, a bow-legged, pigeon chested fellow, the brow
of his horned helm shading his sly eyes. ‘For we have done it – the
ford has fallen and the prince too. Before dusk tonight the
Assyrian horde will lay waste to the Hittite campaign army. Pharaoh
will reward you well, aye?’ The man hesitated, then added. ‘You
said he would reward us all well, didn’t you?’

Volca stared at the soldier.
This man and the other fifty from his home island who now served as
Ramesses’ guard would all want their share. Some he could distract
with false promises, but this one was the persistent type. Then
another thought scampered across his mind like a scarab.

Bring me his eyes!

Dread seized him. Ramesses had
demanded this of Volca when Volca had explained his plan and his
arrangement with the Assyrians. Yet right now Prince Hattu’s corpse
would be no more than ribbons and mush.

The sly-looking Sherden before
him tilted his helm back a little, the shade lifting from his face.
He had pale grey eyes. One edge of Volca’s mouth twitched a little
in the beginnings of a smile. He swept his gaze around the deck and
spotted another Sherden – an honest and loyal young man who had
sailed to Egypt to make his fortune for his family back on the
Island of the Sherden. This one had hazel eyes.

‘You should come to my tent
tonight, dine with me, and we can talk of your reward,’ he told the
grey-eyed one. ‘You too,’ he said to the young one.

 



Chapter
15



Fallen Sons

Summer 1274 BC
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Hattusa basked in a hot summer’s
day, the landworkers toiling in what remained of the croplands to
tend to the sparse wheat and barley as best they could. Herdsmen
led gaunt cattle and goats far and wide to the best pasture spots
and hunters brought in precious few hare and deer. When a wagon
train emerged from the heat haze in the south, all heads rose,
forgetting their duties for a time. Maids set down quarter-filled
milk urns and beekeepers neglected their empty comb-baskets. It was
a vast train. Hundreds of ox-wagons, every one of them heaped with
sacks. Atop one grassy hill near the city, a lone figure stood,
hands on hips, watching the wagon train as it passed.

‘You there,’ Jaru shouted down
to the gleeful drivers. ‘You bring word from the war?’

The lead driver looked up,
shielding his eyes from the sun. His smile faltered. ‘Alas, no. We
have heard nothing still.’

Jaru’s heart sank. A regular
relay of messengers was expected – at least once per changing moon.
But the moon had changed nineteen days ago… and there had been
nothing. ‘Then what have you there?’

The man’s smile returned.
‘Barley. Wheat. Sesame. Enough to bake ten thousand loaves a day
for an entire year! Enough to replace that which King Muwa
sequestered for the army.’

Jaru’s jaw slid open. ‘By all
the Gods,’ he laughed to himself, gazing past the wagon train and
on to Hattusa and its acropolis, thinking of Urhi-Teshub. ‘He did
it. The young Tuhkanti actually did it.’

‘I say,’ called the driver,
‘what in the name of the Fire Goddess are you doing up there? The
air warps and rolls with heat. It looks like the hill is ablaze
behind you?’

‘Oh but it is, friend,’ Jaru
cackled feverishly, ‘oh but it is!’

The driver, somewhat unnerved,
cracked his whip above his oxen, leading the wagon train on past
the hills towards the city.

Jaru swung away and stalked back
across the hilltop, towards an alder thicket and the plume of
heat-warped air. The glowing bloomery pit was as large and deep as
a plunge pool. It was as if a giant had scooped a hand into the
hilltop and lifted a chunk away. It was the largest he had ever
built. The stone-lined sides of the pit were blackened with ash.
His young workers were crouched around the edges, prodding and
poking at the piled charcoal in there. Most of the chunks were
glowing and many were white-hot, but others were still cool and
black around the edges. ‘No,’ he snapped as one boy brought a wagon
of fresh coals to add to the crackling pit, ‘there is enough fuel.
Stoke what is in there already,’ he urged the lad, a breath of
sweltering heat blowing his wispy remnants of hair around like
streamers.

‘Master Jaru, when will we be
done?’

Jaru stared at the lad. ‘Done?
You’ll be done when you make the fire twice as hot again.’

The boy sighed. Jaru stepped
back, tossing up and catching the vial of powdered iron ore – his
victim for today.

‘I will draw the metal from you
if it kills me,’ he whispered to it. He held it up to his ear and
grinned. ‘What’s that? You will confound me again? Oh no, you will
not. I will smelt you and all your kin into pure, liquid iron!’

On hearing this mad diatribe, a
few of his helpers twisted round to stare up at him, worried looks
on their faces.

Jaru scowled at them and swept a
hand as if to bat their gazes away. ‘Eyes front, back to work, all
of you.’

‘Talking to rocks again,
Metalsmith?’ a familiar voice called out.

Jaru turned, hearing the sound
of wheels and jangling bronze bits. Old Colta stood on a small
one-man chariot, a stout horse pulling the vehicle. He drew to a
halt and shuffled off, immediately bending double and walking with
a cane as soon as he was without the support of the chariot’s
rail.

‘Better than talking to horses,’
Jaru replied with a salty grin. ‘Anyway, I’m not used to people
sneaking up on me. I usually have four walls around my smelting
pits,’ he said bitterly. It didn’t seem right, he thought, gazing
across the hills and to nearby Hattusa. All these years he had
spent in this trade, working metal and unlocking its secrets, and
never once had he been reduced to this! Forced to labour
outwith the city, up here on the edge of the alder woods. He had
strolled from his villa one morning down to his smithy – a network
of stone sheds, huts and cellars with racks perfectly laid out, so
well-organised that he could walk around it with his eyes closed,
plucking ingots from one shelf and tools from another. ‘Do you know
what it felt like to arrive at my workshop – my second home – and
find it locked up with a chain?’

Colta’s hoary eyebrows rose like
an owl spotting prey. ‘Well, the gates were locked with a chain.
But the smithy buildings inside were no more than a sea of ash!’ he
roared, doubling over just a little more with mirth.

‘Aye, aye, laugh, Old Horse. I
might have burnt the place down, but I would have rebuilt it.’

Colta wiped a tear from the
corner of one eye, still shaking with laughter. ‘Nobody doubts
that, Metalsmith. They just fear that you would burn it down yet
again, and this time take half of Tarhunda’s Shoulder up in flames
with it.’

Jaru made a nondescript
grumbling noise that might have been an oath or two oaths glued
together. ‘We’ll see. When I unlock the secrets of this,’ he tossed
the vial of powdered ore up and down again, ‘they’ll build me a
smithy on the acropolis itself!’

‘Well go on, show me how it is
done,’ said Colta, gesturing towards the bloomery pit.

Jaru smiled and sighed like a
parent about to explain a simple truth to a child. ‘Your
dung-addled brain wouldn’t understand, Old Horse, but the fire is
not ready.’ He led Colta over to the edge of the pit and used a
water-soaked rag to lift a spade by its handle from the edge of the
flames. On the end of the spade rested a pale-green bottle – the
type that traders brought from Babylon. A translucent reed straw
rose from the mouth of the bottle. The straw held a strange,
crimson liquid.

‘The blood of a seven-headed
serpent,’ Jaru hissed theatrically.

Colta arched one eyebrow,
alarmed.

‘Water with red pigment in it,’
Jaru confessed. ‘It is the heat that holds the water at that level
– halfway up the straw. Cold, it would be at the base of the straw,
the hotter it gets, the higher it rises. Every time the fires drive
the watermark a quarter way up, tin ingots wobble and then melt
into a glowing soup. A third of the way up and copper sloughs into
a soft, bubbling liquid. Every time. What is iron? Is it not a
metal like copper and tin? It must, must have a threshold
too. Halfway is not enough. I know for I have tried before.’ He
carefully replaced the spade in the flames and guided Colta across
to a row of workbenches where young men were at work under the hot
sun, hammering at spongy, ugly-looking grey masses – ore that had
changed shape but still remained a tangle of stone and metal. One
lad jerked back when the piece he was hammering exploded like clay
under the strike of his hammer. ‘Brittle and useless,’ Jaru
muttered, then grinned evilly behind the lad’s back, ‘and so is the
ore.’ The boy’s head lolled in dismay. Jaru let a moment pass, then
squeezed his shoulder and slipped him a copper ring. ‘Good work,
lad, keep trying.’

They returned to the pit, seeing
that the red dye had risen just a fraction. ‘The fires must rage
and drive the scale all the way to the top, for surely there can be
no hotter fire than that?’

Colta flicked his head to one
side briefly in a gesture of respect. ‘I see there will be no
tearing you from your flames today.’

‘You need me for something? Ah,
you mean to see in the new grain? Yes, there will surely be
celebrations tonight. Urhi-Teshub has achieved what neither of us
believed could be done.’

‘The wagons, aye,’ Colta
replied, ‘I did not believe them when they told me, but it is true:
countless sacks of crop. But no, that is not what I meant.’ His
face sagged. ‘Lady Danuhepa’s trial begins.’

Jaru’s heart fell once more. ‘By
all the Gods, I had forgotten. I hoped it would be delayed, that
the Tuhkanti would have had a change of mind. King Muwa will
be angry enough when he finds out she has spent the last moons in
the acropolis cells, but he will be furious when he learns
that her trial has taken place in his absence.’ He frowned for a
moment then looked to Hattusa and beyond, off to the southeast.

‘If right now we could even hear
that he was furious, Jaru, it would be a golden thing.’ Colta said,
he too gazing off to the southeast wistfully. ‘The last we heard
they were almost through the White Mountains. Since then… not even
a single messenger. Something is wrong out there,’ he said,
‘terribly wrong.’

Jaru sighed. A hot breeze picked
up and the fire in the pit roared. He planted a hand on Colta’s
shoulder as the old charioteer climbed back aboard his vehicle. ‘We
cannot leap to dark conclusions, Old Horse. We can do nothing about
the fates of the great army so far from here. But here we can make
a difference. See that Danuhepa is dealt with fairly. Who leads the
trial?’

‘Chief Interrogator Zardu,’
Colta mused, ‘so fairness is guaranteed.’ Zardu, elected by the
members of the Panku, was intolerable – an absolute bore who could
drone on for a year without taking a breath – but he was honest to
a fault. ‘Even still, I will do what I can. If the young
Tuhkanti’s mood allows it, I will speak with him – even see
if we can arrange for the trial to be postponed so Zardu is not
needed.’

With a snap of the whip Colta
drove off towards Hattusa with a plume of dust, casting up a
left-fist salute to his old friend. Jaru grinned as he went. ‘Bend
the Tuhkanti’s ear well, you sly old mule,’ he called after
him, ‘then come back here tonight – we can drink beer and admire
the smelted iron that this rock will become.’

Colta shouted back with a
matching grin. ‘Oh yes, of course, smelted iron. After that we can
take flight on my winged horses!’






***






Colta rode through the Tawinian
Gate. The sentries atop the gatehouse offered the old man no
salute, assuming he was merely a farmer. ‘Whelps,’ Colta chuckled
under the clop of hooves, part of him simultaneously yearning for
his youth – days of spry body and sharp mind.

He strained to see clearly and
keep his lone horse on the well-rutted lanes in the road, squeezing
the leather rein in his left hand a fraction, guiding his mount
expertly along the left-hand side.

Although he couldn’t see much
more than a patchwork of blurry colours, the procession of the new
grain wagons was not hard to spot. The vehicle train snaked up the
path in the city’s northern wards, scaling the slope of Tarhunda’s
Shoulder and heading for the grain pits up there. The cheers and
songs of the hungry people lining that route rose and carried on
the hot summer breeze. He saw small shapes of men on the backs of
the wagons, tossing clouds of golden grain up like petals, others
on rooftops popping and guzzling at wine skins in celebration. But
there was something else, off at one end of Tarhunda’s Shoulder: an
evil wink of flames and dirty smoke rising in a plume then smudging
into a horizontal streak where the hot zephyrs caught it. A villa
was on fire up there. Distant, martial shouts from those heights
convinced him the city guard was already on top of the blaze
though. Gods pray that they are, he mused, thinking of
previous ruinous fires that had broken out and ruined entire wards
– one started by Jaru!

As he crossed the Spirit Bridge,
he glanced down into the River Ambar’s worryingly low waters. A
skeletal Wise Woman stood midriver, grey robes wet to her waist,
arms extended like the branches of a yew towards the heavens as she
droned the words of a prayer to the sky in search of rain, the
breeze coming down the Ambar ravine blowing her hair in every
direction like the arms of an octopus. As he rolled past her, she
fell abruptly silent, her gaze falling from the sky to stare
instead at him. Was it his failing eyesight, or did she wear the
most terrible look on her puckered, gaunt face?

‘Where are you headed?’ she
asked him with a voice like crackling straw.

‘To the trial of Lady Danuhepa,’
he replied. ‘To see that justice is done.’

Her lips peeled back a little to
reveal worn, yellow teeth in what was probably supposed to be a
smile. ‘What is done… is done,’ she said.

‘What do you mean?’

Before she could answer, a
clank-clank of spear hafts bumping along the ground sounded
behind him. A party of ten Golden Spearmen hiked up the main way,
their long hair thrashing in the wind. Their eyes were narrow,
sweeping the streets as if intruders were on the loose. When he
looked back at the river, the Wise Woman had gathered up her soaked
skirts and a basket of oracular trinkets and bottles, and was
hobbling away along the muddy banks.

Confused, he guided his chariot
up the slope of the main way. Just then, he heard a sharp burst of
noise to his right. He looked down one of the slum ward’s myriad
alleys, seeing men slouched in inebriate stupor – one-legged
veterans and wayward types. Voices rose and fell as he passed each
lane. Until he saw the one from which the outburst had come: Two
more Golden Spearmen in there were kicking and punching a grounded
man. The fellow thrashed and wailed. Colta once again slowed. He
leaned from the right edge of his chariot, his eyes straining to
see. The man on the ground wore a pair of fawn-hide boots and a
yellow kilt. Colta was sure he could see the whorl of a battle-scar
on the man’s lower back too. ‘Pikku?’ he croaked. It had to be him.
Pikku had been his chariot warrior when he had driven at the head
of the Lords of the Bridle in the Mitannian Wars – the scar,
wrought by the mace of a Mitannian eagle guard during the throes of
battle – was unmistakable. Pikku had fallen on bad times not long
after, shunning everything but strong wine. ‘Guards, leave him be,’
Colta croaked, stumbling from his chariot.

The two Golden Spearmen swung to
Colta, their boots and fists speckled with Pikku’s blood. One held
his spear level, single-handed, like a sword, the tip pointing
towards Colta. ‘Stay back, old man.’

Colta strained to see, but he
was sure the Golden Spearman threatening him was young. He was old
and nearly blind, yes, but he knew most of the fifty-strong
acropolis guard unit by name, or by voice or even by their outline
or some quirk of dress or arms. This one, he did not know, nor the
other. Nor, he realised then, had he recognised any of the ten
marching up the main way.

The other Golden Spearman hooked
his hands under Pikku’s armpits and dragged him backwards along the
alley. Colta’s heart tore in two as he saw his old comrade’s face,
battered out of shape, eyelids swollen, teeth shattered.

‘Where are you taking him?’
Colta asked.

‘Keep your nose out of affairs
that don’t concern you,’ the first spearman hissed, then followed
his comrade down the alley.

Colta stumbled back to his
chariot, shaking and hating himself for it. He knew battle-fear
well, and he had mastered it too. But this was a different kind of
fear from battle, this was fear of the unknown, that shapeless
smoke. Hattusa’s ancient and sacred acropolis guards were born and
trained to protect the city, to police the streets fairly and
firmly. This was not right.

The clash of a bronze gong
sounded from up on the acropolis. The trial was about to begin.
Colta shook his head clear of all the goings-on down here and urged
his mount on up the main way, turning on the Noon Spur to climb the
great ramp and enter the high citadel through the Ramp Gate. Within
the acropolis’ walls, he slowed his chariot and handed the reins to
a nearby stable boy. He saw that an audience had gathered.

Trials were always sombre
affairs, usually carried out in the Hall of the Sun. This one was
to take place outside – and it made sense, given the weather and
the huge interest. Almost every noble and even many of the regular
citizens were in here, gathered in an arc before an unoccupied
royal plinth of cherry wood that had been set up near the hall. The
stage bore a single chair. Colta edged along behind the crowds,
hearing the people’s whispers. They spoke excitedly of the new
grain and the greatness of the Tuhkanti for bringing it to
them as he had promised. The whispers rose into murmurs, then
footsteps drummed over it all. A wing of Golden Spearmen jogged
from the Royal Palace and pierced through the rear of the spectator
arc like a needle, their new leader, the towering Captain Bilanza,
elbowing and shoving people out of the way to form a corridor and
open the way to the plinth. Colta frowned. He could only count a
vague estimate of this complement of the acropolis guards, but
there were certainly more than fifty. More like one hundred. And
the others in the lower town too? Since the days of the earliest
Labarnas, there had only ever been fifty of these sacred
guards.

The murmurs rose into an excited
jabbering when Urhi-Teshub emerged from the palace, bedecked in his
silver vest and long black cloak. Kurunta scuttled behind him like
a shy dog. He strode through the corridor of Golden Spearmen to a
crescendo of adoration – weeping women, jubilant noblemen and
jumping children.

The corridor of Golden Spearmen
dissolved, following their Tuhkanti, they facing the crowd
arc as he ascended the steps and sat on the chair, Kurunta sitting
on the dais timbers beside him. Colta, still at the back edge of
the crowd, tried to edge between two men who reeked of sweat, only
for one to elbow him away. ‘Get back, old goat,’ the brute snarled
over his shoulder. Colta suppressed a reply, instead shaking a fist
and recalling the time in Arzawa when he had staved in the nose of
a notorious and equally stinking brigand with one swipe of his
fist. He stood on his toes to see as best as he could: Urhi-Teshub
extended his right arm, flicking his fingers in a beckoning motion
to catch the attention of someone further back. The crowds parted
as yet another cadre of Golden Spearmen barged through from the
small cellhouse on one edge of the acropolis, escorting Lady
Danuhepa. The crowd rose in a swell of concern, some wailing to the
gods to forgive them for putting their Great Queen on trial like
this. They brought her to the semicircle of free space between the
crowd and the foot of the plinth and then stepped away to join the
guards watching the crowds.

Tall, proud Lady Danuhepa, Great
Queen of the Hittites, stood alone before the royal plinth.
Urhi-Teshub stared down at her. A troop of scribes shuffled along
the dais to sit like a row of gulls a step below the Chosen Prince,
styluses poised over their damp clay tablets.

Colta fidgeted and fussed as he
sought out a path through the crowds, and ideally a way up the
steps and to take a seat by the young prince. Despite Kurunta’s
presence by his side, he looked so alone up there. King Muwa had
been rightfully worried that this would all be too much for him. So
far, he had made one great move in securing the huge grain supply
for the city, but bringing the Great Queen’s trial forward was a
terrible decision.

‘May the Storm God and the Sun
Goddess hear this testimony,’ a voice rose from the plinth. Zardu
the Chief Interrogator, he guessed. ‘Our Tawananna, Great
Queen and widow of King Mursili, who is now a god, stands accused
of a heinous crime…’

Behind a wall of bodies, Colta
couldn’t see Zardu. More than that, the voice didn’t sound right.
He tried again to shove through the masses, only to bounce off the
back of a woman built like a pregnant ox. Defeated, he shakily
stepped up on a pile of hay bales to see over all the heads.
Instead of Zardu, he saw Snapili, the carbuncle-ridden, florid
nobleman who wore a look of supreme smugness. Colta frowned. The
man was a greedy wretch who had apparently sold his mother-in-law’s
home without her knowledge so he could buy up farming land and rent
it out at extortionate rates. Promoted, by the looks of things, and
doing well, he mused, noticing that Snapili’s knuckles were
encrusted with rings. This man strode to and fro along the bottom
wooden step of the plinth, the gold threads on his ankle-length
cream robe sparkling like his eyes and the bronze-rimmed cap hiding
most of his unsightly lumps.

‘Where is Zardu the
interrogator?’ Colta asked the giant woman, tugging on the sleeve
of her robe.

‘Eh?’ She glowered over her
shoulder at him. ‘Zardu hasn’t been seen since last moon.’

A man with a broken nose heard
this and added. ‘Some say he must have robbed the palace treasury
and fled, for the Tuhkanti doesn’t seem too displeased that
he is gone.’

Colta half-nodded in gratitude.
But as the pair turned away, he felt as if a wasp was buzzing
around inside his head. What was going on?

‘You were seen in the palace
cellars,’ Snapili boomed. ‘You were overheard, whispering the names
of King Muwa, Prince Hattu, of the generals, of our most loyal
allied generals: Priam of Troy, Sarpedon of Lukka, Babak of the
North,’ Snapili explained, going on to list another handful of
names. ‘Afterwards we found in that cellar the severed heads of
snakes. Thus, it must be true that you were placing a curse on our
leaders and allies, chopping the head from a snake as you hissed
each name.’

The crowd burst into wails of
dismay. Few had heard more than rumours about why the Great Queen
had been arrested. Until now. ‘Witchcraft?’ they wailed.
Tap-tap-tap, went the scribes, setting the cursed word in
clay as if making it irrefutable.

‘Darkest of all, she did all of
this…’ Snapili the interrogator shook in disgust as he raised one
finger, ‘naked.’

Danuhepa replied with equal
disdain. ‘On the night in question, I bathed and I groomed myself
in the palace cellars, applied sweet wax to my scalp and petal oil
to my skin. Does one not normally bathe naked? And I ask you: is it
normal for one to spy on another bathing?’

‘You are not being tried for
bathing,’ Snapili retorted. ‘Now answer to the charges of
witchcraft!’

‘I offered prayer to the Gods of
my birth-home, Babylon, seeking protection and good fortune for the
lords of my real home here in Hattusa.’

A large section of the crowd
rose up in support, arms aloft and waving.

‘As for the snakes,’ Danuhepa
continued. She turned to the crowd. ‘Has anyone here encountered a
horned viper in the wild?’

‘Aye,’ a number of voices
rumbled. Colta himself stroked an old white scar on his wrist from
a viper bite. Chill memories of the searing pain and the days of
vomiting and fever that followed scudded across his mind.

‘I am accused of calmly chanting
while chopping the heads from twelve such snakes, lifting each one
out of a bag carefully and calmly.’ She shrugged her shoulders. Her
black furs slipped quietly to the ground revealing elegant, bare
shoulders. Her body was lithe – overly-so – the pale dress she wore
cinched at the waist by a belt of silver hoops. ‘Does anyone see
the muscles I would need to control such an animal – or the bite
scars I should be covered in had I tried to behead them as I am
accused of doing?

‘Yet the evidence says it was
so,’ Snapili squealed, his shoulders hunching as he stalked around
her. ‘The snakes’ bodies were found in the pool chamber after you
were there.’ A helper strode out behind him to tip the sack of now
long-dried snake heads down the cherry-wood steps. They bounced
down onto the flagstones and rolled around Danuhepa’s feet.

‘And now their heads lie by my
feet,’ she retorted. ‘But just like that day, I did not put them
there. This is a sham of a trial.’ She swung to meet the eyes of
the crowds. ‘A carefully-placed litany of evidence and a colourful
story to go with it. That is all it takes. I am the Great Queen of
Hattusa, of all the Hittite Empire,’ Danuhepa railed, seeming to
grow taller as she spoke. ‘Yet here I stand to be judged on a stack
of lies. Open your eyes, good people of Hattusa. See what is
happening here. Yes, there is a dark force within these
walls.’

Colta’s skin crept, his ears
pricking up.

‘It has been here for many
years. For the stability of the empire, I held my tongue. But now I
cannot. The darkness lies not in me, but in-’ she fell silent.

Colta watched her drain of
colour, her face ageing on the spot as she stared through the
crowd, past him. A jabber of voices and muted curses sounded there.
Colta turned to see a score of Golden Spearmen – another
twenty of them – pushing through. This time, they held aloft
garments. The kilt of a man, the tunic of a boy and the boots of a
toddler.

‘The charges stand,’ Snapili
said. The trio of Golden Spearmen threw down the garments by
Danuhepa’s feet. Colta watched, confused, as she part-crouched
towards the items of clothing, mouth jittering open and closed as
if trying to speak, one hand reaching towards the boots but afraid
of touching them. ‘And the punishment has already been meted.’

The score of guards stomped a
few steps up the plinth then three of them brought sacks from their
shoulders and tipped out the contents. Three human heads, gawping
and grey, bounced down the wooden stairs, rolling to a halt amongst
the viper heads. Strings of sinew trailed from the sawn necks,
heavy with clotted blood. Danuhepa buckled to her knees as if
struck across her belly, her hands shooting up to cup her mouth, a
visceral yelp escaping, one hand reaching out towards the nearest
head – that of a toddler. It looked like a nightmarish illusion –
childlike features locked in a spasm of pain and confusion. Colta
felt his blood run cold as a winter stream as he began to
understand: Danuhepa’s boys, Topi and Luti. Slain before they were
even fully men. Born to her second husband Manni – the third head.
Danuhepa’s wracking sobs carried across the acropolis as the crowd
fell silent. Mothers held their children tight, turning them in
towards their chests to shield their eyes from the sight. A hot
wind moaned around the acropolis’ towers.

Snapili strode triumphantly
behind the shaking Great Queen. ‘The shamed Tawananna’s
estate had been razed to ashes, and her closest eradicated,’ the
chief interrogator enthused.

Colta’s flesh crept, thinking of
the villa blaze up on Tarhunda’s Shoulder. This and the executions
had been done in advance of the trial? This was a sham!

‘And now…’ Snapili turned to
Urhi-Teshub, gleefully. ‘There is just one more head that needs to
be cut off.’ Captain Bilanza stepped over to the kneeling Danuhepa,
took an axe from his belt and rested it on the back of her neck.
‘The order is yours to give, My Sun. Give it and tonight we
can rejoice, while the treacherous heads of the queen and her
family hang from the acropolis walls.’

The response was like a wall of
fire. The crowd roared in dismay, calling for pity. Some surged
forward, a few breaking through the arc of Golden Spearmen. The
disquiet ended abruptly when one guard ripped the belly of an
onrusher. The man fell back, clutching his wound, weeping.

‘Wait,’ Urhi-Teshub rose from
his throne at last. With the gait of a warrior, he stepped down the
wooden stairs, his black cloak trailing.

‘Tuhkanti,’ Colta
whispered, wishing his words could travel all the way over there
and be heard by the Chosen Prince, ‘end this disgraceful trial here
and now.’

Urhi-Teshub stepped down beside
the kneeling Great Queen, eyeing the scatter of heads with disgust.
He took the axe from the hands of Captain Bilanza, but kept the
blade resting on her neck as if judging the strike for himself.

Gods, no! Colta mouthed,
eyes widening, sickness rising within.

Urhi-Teshub flexed his fingers
on the olivewood axe haft, looking up and down the weapon’s cruel
edge. Not a soul spoke, the only noises were the playful whisper of
the growing summer breeze and the cawing of crows drawn by the
scent of carrion. Without looking at Danuhepa, he drew the axe back
over his head, his arm shaking as it halted for a moment at full
extent. He swung it down and round savagely… and the blade sliced
cleanly through the neck of Snapili. With a clean pop, the
Chief Interrogator’s ulcerous head leapt up, spun once – the skull
cap flying off, and came smacking down upon the pile of heads
already resting on the flagstones. The haughty look on the man’s
fat face bent into one of shock and his lips contorted and his
tongue stuck out in a last attempt to speak, before the last
threads of life slipped from the misshapen head. The body stumbled
crazily, gouts of blood pumping from the neck stump, hands swiping
around like a man in a dark room fumbling to find a candle, before
it slammed down near the head, kicking and spasming.

The crowds watched, shocked, as
Urhi-Teshub held up the dripping axe like an accusing finger,
swinging it around the onlookers. ‘Let no man forget what happened
here today. The Tawananna was brought here on trial. Her
guilt has been proven by the new Chief Interrogator. But he went
too far. I gave him no permission for,’ he halted, his face
twisting in disgust as he swept his hands across the many severed
heads, ‘this.’

Colta felt the most welcome
sensation of rising warmth, like a finger of sunlight beaming
through a stormy sky. No, lad, you are of the noblest line. You
would never agree to this.

The crowds slowly rose in an
adoring cheer once more. ‘The Tuhkanti, Bringer of Grain,
Upholder of Justice!’ they yelled.

Danuhepa, shuddering with grief,
suddenly fell still. She rose, like a winter dawn, eye to eye with
the Chosen Prince. ‘I taught you. I raised you. I loved you. I
protected you with my silence… and now I have nothing to lose.’ She
screamed like a witch and leapt for him, heedless of the axe in his
hand. She threw him back onto the plinth steps, the axe falling
away. In a blur of motion, Bilanza rushed over and thumped his
spear haft into the back of her head. She fell still and slid from
Urhi-Teshub’s body.

The Chosen Prince rose, shaking
off the offered helping hands of his guards. He stared at the
unconscious Danuhepa. ‘You are not innocent, Lady Danuhepa. Nor are
you fit to serve as Great Queen,’ he hissed down at her. ‘The trial
is over,’ he boomed. ‘Return to your wards and homes… and prepare
for tonight’s grain feast!’

The audience erupted in a
strange mix of worried shouts and joyous cries. Swiftly, they
scattered, some vanishing back into the acropolis buildings and
most out through the Ramp Gate and back down to the lower town. The
swollen troop of Golden Spearmen set about gathering up the many
severed heads and Snapili’s body.

Colta hobbled to catch up on
Urhi-Teshub, who was striding powerfully towards the palace.
‘Tuhkanti, what will become of the Great Queen?’

‘She will be sent to a safe
place,’ Urhi-Teshub muttered, his frown dark, his gaze fixed on the
way ahead as if Colta wasn’t there.

‘Exile? Aye. But where? We
should not send her back to her home in Babylon. It would be an
affront to the Babylonian King, and would sour relations
critically.’ He glanced back towards the plinth, seeing two guards
dragging Danuhepa onto the back of a wagon. ‘Ah, you have already
decided where she is to go? Tell me?’

Urhi-Teshub twisted round to pin
Colta with a dark gaze, then spoke ever so calmly. ‘As I said. To a
safe place.’ He swung away to enter the palace.

‘But, Tuhkanti, there is
more we must discuss.’

Urhi-Teshub halted in the palace
doorway, back turned. His head sank a little, then he clicked a
finger, ordering his two guards to stay by the entrance. He swung
round, smiling. ‘I apologise, Old Horse, my mood has been foul all
day, and everything I just witnessed has only made it worse. What
do you wish to talk about?’

The Chosen Prince guided Colta
up onto the acropolis battlements, then they strolled across the
adjoining Dawn Bridge. The strengthening summer winds hit them like
a slap. Colta gazed down into the Ambar ravine’s depths as they
walked over the bridge fortifications. ‘The Labarna and the
army still have not sent back word of their position, have
they?’

‘Nothing. But you know as well
as I do the perils of the road,’ Urhi-Teshub cried over the winds,
scooping a hand around Colta’s old shoulders. ‘Landslides,
flooding, broken bridges, bandits.’

‘How long do we wait before we
act?’

‘Act? With what?’ Urhi-Teshub
said, gesturing over the city. I have no force to send in search of
them. Indeed, my Golden Spearmen are stretched as it is.’

‘Hmm, yes, they do seem to be
having trouble in the streets. I saw an old friend of mine being
treated like a common thug.’

‘Had he breached the law?’

Colta wanted to say no, but
Pikku – when drunk – was unpredictable. ‘I don’t know,’ he
sighed.

‘I have told the Golden Spearmen
to be strict. It must be that way.’

‘The extra men you have
recruited should help,’ Colta added.

‘I detect disapproval in your
voice, Old Horse,’ Urhi-Teshub mused.

‘I am a traditionalist. Since
the beginning there have only ever been fifty Golden Spearmen and
one hundred Mesedi. An ancient balance.’

‘Well I am a pragmatist. There
are two hundred Golden Spearmen now. More, I have seven hundred
young men training in the hills right now under one of Captain
Bilanza’s best soldiers. I hope to raise another four companies
soon.’

Colta raised his eyebrows. ‘That
would be quite a force, Tuhkanti. The ancient balance would
be well and truly… disrupted.’

‘Ha! There is no balance, Old
Horse. The Mesedi are absent. It is only prudent to swell what
small garrison we have here. At least until the Mesedi, the king
and the rest of the army return, of course.’

‘Of course,’ Colta agreed.

They stepped off the Dawn Bridge
and onto Tarhunda’s Shoulder. The area was largely deserted – most
down in the lower town going about their daily business or indoors
to shelter from what was becoming a rather buffeting wind. The
gusts carried the stink of smoke from the black ruin of Danuhepa’s
villa, an arrowshot away.

‘What happened today,’ said
Urhi-Teshub, ‘it was unfortunate.’

‘Unfortunate? It was
unforgivable,’ Colta said. ‘Justice usually comes after
judgement.’

‘Well my interrogator was
clearly… confused as to his responsibilities and remit.’

Colta spluttered. ‘With respect,
Tuhkanti, you appointed him. As the city’s warden you must
understand that every incident reflects upon you.’

‘I chose poorly.’

‘Well the choice was forced upon
you. Zardu abandoned you, all of us, by the sounds of it.’

‘Quite, and I had little time to
appoint a new interrogator in time for today’s trial.’

Colta slid out of Urhi-Teshub’s
arm. ‘Use your head, Tuhkanti. You did not have to try the
Great Queen at all. The Labarna made it clear she was to be
tried only after he had returned here.’

Urhi-Teshub flinched a little at
the thinly-veiled rebuke. ‘You were there in the Hall of the Sun
the day I announced the trial. You saw how it was. The nobles
needed a firm hand, direction, confidence. I had to show them that
the king’s absence – although sorely felt – did not mean they had
been left with a weak warden.’

‘The nobles were pacified by
your speech that day,’ Colta conceded as they came to the tor’s
grain pits. The serried supply wagons that had come into the city
earlier rested here, unmanned. A sound of hissing filled the air,
and signs of life at last: two Golden Spearmen working to unload
sack after sack, tilting each over the open trapdoor to let the
golden barley shush down into the void and, little by
little, fill the deep and empty pits. The pair coughed and blinked
at the thin dust which arose from every emptied sack. ‘More, the
grain wagons you paraded today have won you the support of every
soul in Hattusa.’ He stopped by the nearest wagon and untied one
sack, running his fingers through the yellow grains. ‘The people
will sleep well tonight, knowing that they will not go hungry this
coming winter.’ He stopped by the grain pit trap door and sighed,
watching as sack after sack was unloaded. Through the clouds of
rising dust, he saw the golden surface of the barley pile way down
inside, gradually rising. ‘Where in all the heartlands did you find
such a bounty?’

‘I used my head,’ said
Urhi-Teshub with a wry laugh.

Colta noticed that the pair
emptying sacks were the duo who had been beating Pikku earlier. He
disguised his recognition and crouched by the trapdoor, holding out
a hand, letting the sackfuls of grain pour through his fingers.
‘When this war is over, let us pray that the pits of every city are
full to the brim.’

‘Aye,’ Urhi-Teshub sighed.

Just then, something flashed
past in the waterfall of grain toppling from the latest sack.
Something blue. Colta’s eyesight was terrible, but he knew what it
was, without doubt: a small, blue wolf toy. Things clicked into
place like the bones of a walking skeleton, and he felt a chill the
likes of which he had not known since his days of war. The
shapeless smoke of the unknown suddenly took form. King Muwa had
never ordered the taking of the grain from this city. Zardu had not
‘disappeared’. Nor had Captain Rapanu of the Golden Spearmen.
Snapili the interrogator had been acting as he had been instructed
to, until the mood of the crowd had changed. It was the people’s
protests alone that had saved Danuhepa.

For a moment, he was reminded of
an old commander of his, who had been trapped in a dry ravine.
Holed up in a cave with no water and with enemy Mitannian archers
lining the ravine-sides, he had been faced with two options: death
by thirst, or death by shooting. Some said he had walked out of
that cave laughing, arms outstretched.

He let a long silence roll past
before looking up, past the pit hatch and to Danuhepa’s wrecked
home. ‘I trust you will send Lady Danuhepa somewhere comfortable
and befitting her station?’

‘It will be befitting,
absolutely.’

Colta smiled, reassured. ‘She
was like a dragon when she attacked you. It is no wonder, given her
family had been slain. But what did she mean?’

‘Hmm?’ said Urhi-Teshub.

‘When she raged at you before
leaping upon you. She said something: I protected you with my
silence.’

‘I don’t understand, Old
Horse?’

He twisted round to Urhi-Teshub,
extending a hand.

Urhi-Teshub took his hand to
help him rise from his crouch.

‘Her silence – what was it?’
asked Colta, his heels at the edge of the open trap door. ‘What was
her secret?’

Urhi-Teshub’s face crumpled at
one side. ‘I’m sorry, Old Horse, I really am. I can’t think what it
might have been.’

Colta nodded slowly. ‘The thing
is, Danuhepa gave me something in the spring, moments before she
was arrested and confined to the acropolis cells.’

‘Oh?’ said Urhi-Teshub, still
gripping Colta’s hand.

‘A tablet. Now I can read, but
not this script – no, it was scratched out in some foreign manner.
The tongue of Babylon, I assumed. She told me to put it somewhere
safe, and that I would understand why.’

Urhi-Teshub nodded a few times
as if working through some inner dialogue. ‘Where is it?’

‘Hidden,’ Colta replied. ‘Hidden
well. Tell me her secret and I’ll tell you where.’

Urhi-Teshub’s lips moved as if
to give one answer, then changed shape into a faint smile. ‘Yes.
Perhaps we should exchange secrets. But it sounds like… like you’re
the only one who knows where this tablet is?’

Colta watched the young prince’s
smile widen, and realised – in the name of honour and friendship –
there was only one answer he could give. ‘Aye.’






***






When night came, Hattusa lit up
with torches, and the sounds of pipers, singing and laughter rose
from the streets as the people feasted on wine, barley beer and
fresh bread. Sheltered from the summer gale now blowing outside,
they sang the name of their Tuhkanti and had not a care in
the world. Outside, there was no shelter or feasting, just the
squall chopping and sparring across the black countryside. Every
hilltop was like a dark, lifeless mound… apart from one, which
glowed orange, the alder thicket up there almost bent double in the
gale, and the forms of men silhouetted against the starry sky.

Jaru crouched at the edge of the
pit, uplit by the fire, on all fours like a cat waiting to pounce,
staring at the red line in the bottle. ‘Yes!’ he cried over the
wind’s howl as the line rose to within a finger’s-width of the top.
The heat was incredible – so much so that his workers had strayed
back to a safe distance, but he was too rapt to even notice. The
wind screamed, and now the workers yelped and stepped back another
few paces, some stumbling downhill. Jaru felt his twin tufts of
hair curl and burn with an acrid stink. ‘Melt the flesh from my
face,’ he cackled. ‘I will not move from here, not now!’ He looked
up and around, thanking the Weather God. The wind… the wind was the
key.

He returned his gaze to the pit.
His eyes were dry and stinging, but he refused to blink, his gaze
flicking to the small pile of ground-up iron ore in the heart of
the flames. He saw the fragments of the powder glow orange, almost
white. ‘Pour forth,’ he hissed, ‘Like the milk of a great metal
cow!’

The wind picked up in a
ferocious crescendo and the fire rose with it. The red level crept
ever closer to the top… ‘Yes, yes!’ Jaru shrieked.

‘Master Jaru, the wind becomes a
storm,’ one worker called to him. ‘The flames rise like demons’
tails. Get back!’

But Jaru saw just the moment –
the golden moment – when the solids began to shudder, almost
liquid. Turning, turning…

Whoosh!

The wind roared, the fire licked
up and out like a tongue. The woods caught light and the wind threw
fire from tree to tree. In an instant, the world around him became
a cage of blazing alders. He was trapped.

‘Master Jaru!’ a worker cried,
bursting through the wall of flames to grab him and drag him
back.

Jaru felt his collar being
wrenched, but he dug his heels in and stretched a hand out towards
the pit. The red liquid squirted from the top of the bottle and an
instant later the bottle exploded, then an alder came crashing down
on top of the whole thing, sending a shower of sparks and tongues
of flame whooshing outwards. Jaru tumbled downhill, grabbing a tuft
of grass to halt his fall. Panting, black with soot, coils of smoke
rising from him, he rolled onto one knee and stared up, seeing the
entire hilltop was ablaze. The pit and everything in it would be
lost under a mound of ash and debris. The tiny sample of ground-up
ore would be buried. ‘It ran like water. Just before the trees
fell. I saw it. I saw it!’ he cried.

‘Master, you have burns on your
hands, your shoulders, your-’

‘The wind,’ he spoke over the
well-meaning lad. ‘It was the wind and the extra heat of the larger
pit. The two factors together sent the flames to new reaches. Not
just simple bellows – real wind!’ He looked all around him
as if there was a means of trapping the gale. His mind fired in a
million directions as he tried to imagine a new pit that would
harness the wind, on the high mountains, perhaps? He began to think
of what materials he would need, how many men, how soon…

His thoughts faded as he spotted
something strange: movement in the night, through the otherwise
deserted countryside. A boy leading a horse and a one-man chariot
westwards – from Hattusa and towards the Fields of Bronze.
Recognising the chariot, he loped downhill, the residual excitement
about it all charging his limbs with youthful energy. He came to a
halt on the track before the boy. ‘Where is Master Colta?’ he said,
grinning rather terrifyingly through a mask of soot. ‘He owes me a
flight on his winged horses!’

The boy looked at him, bemused
and frightened. ‘I don’t understand? Who is Colta?’

Jaru scoffed. ‘You should be
ashamed, lad. He is… ah, I will tell you another time. This is his
chariot, but where is he?’

The boy shrugged. ‘I do not
know. I was instructed to take this horse and vehicle to the Fields
of Bronze. They told me it was old and useless. I did not realise
it belonged to somebody.’

Jaru’s enthusiasm trickled away
to nothing. He stared over the boy’s head at the huge silhouette of
Hattusa. ‘What happened at the trial?’

The boy shook his head slowly.
‘It was awful. Lady Danuhepa was convicted. The royal steps were
stained red.’

‘She was executed?’ Jaru
whispered in disbelief.

‘No, but her family were. She
was knocked unconscious. They loaded her onto a wagon and took her
out through the Sun Gate and to the east. Guards were saying aloud
that she was to be taken into comfortable exile somewhere, but the
wagon rumbled off on the shale track. That route leads only
to-’

‘The Well of Silence,’ Jaru
finished for him. He gave the boy a copper bar and waved him on his
way, insisting that the vehicle should be stored for Colta and the
horse well-tended. As the lad went on his way, Jaru’s thoughts
turned over and over like a sleepless man. He glanced over at his
bulky, covered smithy wagon at the foot of the blazing hilltop. The
vehicle was now effectively his mobile toolstore. Thanks be to the
Gods, he thought, that it had not gone up in flames. His tools and
ingots he could replace, but the tablet Colta had entrusted to him
– with Danuhepa’s strange writings – not so.
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Fear crawled across the
sweltering, golden countryside of Kadesh like a wind-carried
plague. Trains of people, wagons and animals lumbered as fast as
they could away from the city at the heart of the land, dust
spinning up in plumes in their wake, staining the noonday sky.
Wagons swayed such was their haste, packed with belongings and
topped with fearful women, toddlers and babies all coughing at the
thick dust. Just five men trekked south, against the flow.

‘Where are you headed?’ one
fleeing wagon driver shouted to the leader of the five, slowing his
vehicle reluctantly.

‘To speak with King Ekmaddu,’
replied General Kisna, drawing his facescarf down.

The driver paled as he mopped
sweat from his neck with a rag. ‘You’re going to Kadesh?
Haven’t you heard? The rumours spreading from the north are dire –
the Hittite Army met disaster near Gargamis. The Assyrians took the
River Mala ford then ploughed onto Hittite lands and smashed the
Hittite column in the flank. The Hittite supply wagons were
wrecked. They didn’t have time to assemble their chariots and so
their vast fleet of war cars was broken up and set to flame. During
the fighting, nearly a third of their great army was butchered,
injured or put to flight.’

The driver’s boy, clinging to
the side of the wagon and wearing a one-shouldered tunic like his
father, added: ‘The mighty Hittite Emperor, Labarna
Muwatalli, the sun himself, was gravely wounded amidst the chaos.
And Prince Hattusili died – hacked to pieces while trying to defend
the Mala ford in vain.’

‘Turn around,’ the driver urged.
‘Pharaoh Ramesses and the four great armies are but days south of
the city. King Ekmaddu was a fool for switching his allegiance to
the Hittite throne, and he and the city will pay a heavy price for
it. Ramesses will crush Kadesh’s walls and any man left inside like
the boot of a god! Did you not hear what Pharaoh did to the city of
Rapia and its inhabitants?’

General Kisna stared through
space, his gaze distant and heavy. He understood every hurried word
the man and his boy had said. Prince Hattu had once taught him the
Kadeshi tongue. ‘My guards and I have trekked for days to get
here,’ he gestured to the four soldiers with him, swaddled in hoods
and facescarves to block out the blinding dust of the exodus. ‘We
will not be turning back now.’

Just then, a dusty breeze tugged
a lock of Kisna’s long dark hair, knotted with a wolf’s tooth,
loose from his headscarf. The driver’s eyes darted over Kisna’s
features. ‘You, you are a Hittite?’

Kisna said nothing.

‘Five soldiers,’ said the
driver, recoiling in disgust. ‘In spring we were told countless
thousands of Hittites would march here to fend off Pharaoh… and now
that our home is doomed, five men appear.’ With an angry lash of
the whip, the wagon jolted off again.

Kisna watched it go, then
beckoned his four guards with a slight flick of the hand and
continued on to the south. Soon, their destination emerged from the
roiling, silvery heat. The green vein of the River Orauntis sliced
through the arid earth, fringed with palms and birch, forking
around a huge bank of earth that towered the height of fifteen men.
Up there sat Kadesh. White walled, well-patrolled and studded with
bronze-strapped towers.

They approached along the
Orauntis’ eastern banks, crossing at a natural ford just north of
the point where the waters forked around the city mound. An
ancient-looking timber bridge as wide as ten wagons spanned the
western tine of the fork, crossing the waters of this tributary to
meet with the city’s Fork Gate. The fortified gatehouse sat at the
level of the Orauntis banks, linked to the rest of the city and the
top of the mound-island by a walled, covered stairway. Kadeshi
guards were dotted everywhere: two flanking the pale stone pillars
of the gate, two strolling the gatehouse walkway, two perched on
timber platforms halfway up. Each wore a crocodile-skin cuirass.
They were dark-skinned, with narrow features, much like the fleeing
families.

Kisna and his four guards
crossed, in contraflow to the continuous exodus of people wearing
the dusty one-shouldered robes that seemed to be the Kadeshi
fashion. The small archer-general glanced down at the crocodiles
swimming in the waters below, and the creatures gazed back up with
cold eyes and long, humourless smiles.

The two Kadeshi Crocodile Guards
standing at the island-end bridgehead jolted to attention when they
saw Kisna approaching, and threw up their spears in an X.

Kisna calmly showed the two
guards a small clay roundel, marked with the royal Hittite seal. ‘I
bear bleak news for your king,’ he said quietly. The Crocodile
Guards’ faces dropped and they lowered their spears, one beckoning
them to follow him inside.

Kisna and his guards followed
through the gate arch and up the wide stone stairs that scaled the
steep slope of the river island. Covered by a trellis of cane,
overgrown with vines, the stairs were shady but humid, and filled
with the whistling and squawking calls of exotic bright birds
nesting on the trellis. Dozens more Crocodile Guards stood like
statues on those steps, all the way up. As he approached the top, a
low hubbub of voices rose, and then when he stepped out onto the
mound-top, the noise washed over him like a desert wind: yelling
market-traders holding up gaudy trinkets, strange priests clashing
bells and chanting. Clouds of yellow and pungent smoke rose from a
hunk of meat turning on a roasting spit, cooked by a toothless old
man who was roaring with laughter at some joke he had told himself.
Sweating, gleaming heads bobbed in every direction, around the limp
palms that sprouted in the tight market space, and in and out of
the many narrow alleys that spidered off in every direction.
Ancient buildings two and three stories high jostled for space,
some built at aggressive angles, some listing, others propped
upright by rudimentary timber supports. The people all seemed to be
in a terrible hurry, buying up grain, bartering for places aboard
the wagons of richer men set to flee the city. Some, however, were
resigned to staying and awaiting Pharaoh’s wrath: men sitting in
silent contemplation, sucking date-sweetened barley beer through
straws. Old women calmly working spindles and hand looms. From the
shade of one pergola-topped building, terrifyingly painted whores
spotted Kisna and his band, instantly recognising them as
foreigners and erupting in a series of whistles and
suggestions.

The Crocodile Guard led them
through a warren of narrow mud-brick lanes, ducking under garments
hung out to dry, edging round the deliberately obstructing legs of
beggars and past taverns that smelled more of vomit than beer.
These lanes were stifling hot but every so often high, slender
towers sprouted, hollow inside but with no stairs and no platform
on top. A low moan of moving air sounded from within, and they
seemed to suck the stifling heat up and away from the streets.

The lane opened out into another
tight square. Steps led down to a sunken, paved area, crammed with
people. At the far side of the square rose a squat hall, the
portico along the front crowded with folk seeking a way inside. The
hall was topped with a gilded cupola dome, the apex sporting a
magnificent effigy of a bronze hawk, wings spread and gleaming in
the pale blue sky – reminiscent of the winged sun on Hattusa’s
throne hall roof. The thick presence of Crocodile Guards around the
portico and red-robed archers pacing around the rooftops suggested
this was the heart of the city. Inside, voices rose and fell.
Voices of authority and judgement.

The Crocodile Guard led Kisna
and his men inside, the crowds parting at the mere sight of the
garrison soldier and his fierce armour. They picked their way
across a floor of chequered black onyx and white marble tiles –
into a storm of echoing shouts. A small-scale version of the city,
the hall was packed with people and felt as hot as Jaru’s smithy.
Citizens crowded the ground floor and the tiered wooden benches
lining the chamber. A tall statue of the Goddess Kadesh gazed over
the crowds with an austere glower, the red-flecked stone of her
naked body polished to a sheen. A timber mezzanine propped on
brightly-tiled columns creaked and groaned under the weight of
hundreds more citizens up there. Black, gold-tasselled decorative
drapes hung down from the balustrade, limp and still in the
stifling air. The arched windows just below and above the mezzanine
gave tantalising glimpses of the palm fronds outside, swaying ever
so slightly in the merest suggestive of breezes. In contrast, the
people’s arms shook and swayed like trees in a storm, a thousand or
more mouths bawling and demanding, all complaints directed towards
the far end of the hall.

There, upon a black
throne-plinth inlaid with polished onyx, sat a young man with a
chin-length mop of dark curls and a friendly face. He wore a
one-shouldered white robe, hemmed with gold threading, and a modest
bronze crown bearing a snake emblem on the brow.

‘King Ekmaddu,’ Kisna whispered
to his guards.

The young king raised both hands
and gestured downwards, begging for silence. He began to address
his people’s concerns. ‘I will ease Pharaoh’s anger. Do not fear.
Please, stay. Do not abandon our ancient home.’

‘Your word has failed us in the
past. We need more!’

Ekmaddu slumped lower and lower
with a weak groan… then sat bolt upright as if struck by
initiative, gesturing towards the scribes and advisors down by the
throne-plinth’s right side. ‘Ukin, make gifts to each man who tries
to leave,’ he beamed. ‘Gifts of gold and silver to stay!’

A tall advisor with a thin peak
of hair and a long, tapering beard rolled his eyes. ‘We… perhaps
should not do that, Majesty,’ he said with a note of
exasperation. His black-rimmed eyes suggested he had been up for
many nights explaining things to his king, to little avail.

‘What, why not?’

‘Because… we used the last of
our precious metal to pay the army,’ explained Ukin. ‘And to
fashion a silver-rimmed bed.’

‘What?’ Ekmaddu spluttered. ‘Who
ordered a silver bed?’

‘You did, Majesty,’ replied
Ukin. ‘After your third skin of wine on the night of the waxing
moon.’

Ekmaddu slumped again and the
crowds exploded in anger. A number of them drained away – their
minds already made up to abandon their homes and the city. The
slight relief in congestion allowed Kisna and his men to edge
forward across the floor, towards the throne. The king heard a
handful more petitions and concerns, before Ukin the advisor turned
to the Hittite general.

Kisna stepped across the black
and white tiles and drew down his headscarf in full. His long,
black locks tumbled to his shoulders, the gemstones and animal
teeth bright in the shaft of sunlight streaking across him.

A thousand shocked whispers rose
like a sudden wind.

Ekmaddu sat upright, staring at
Kisna. ‘By the Goddess Kadesh herself… you are a Hittite.’

Kisna nodded once.

‘Then the talk of disaster in
the north was mistaken?’ Ekmaddu’s face widened like the petals of
a flower at dawn. ‘The great army is coming to shield us from
Pharaoh?’

A hubbub of excitement swelled
and a few cheers burst free, before Kisna killed it all with his
next words. ‘Majesty, I am Kisna, loyal servant of the Sun himself,
King Muwatalli... and the last of the Hittite Generals.’

The words landed in the hall
like a dropped stone.

‘The Hittite Army was destroyed
near Gargamis,’ Kisna finished in little more than a whisper.

The words echoed for an age,
still reverberating even when the crowd had fallen utterly
silent.

‘We can offer Kadesh no
protection. The war with Egypt has been lost before it even
began.’

The voices around the hall rose
into panicked exchanges, more Kadeshis scrambling towards the
doors, set on fleeing.

‘No…
no.’
Ekmaddu croaked.

‘Everything you have heard is
true, Majesty,’ Kisna confirmed with a heavy drawl. ‘Right now King
Muwa and the limping remnant of the army convalesce at Halpa,
faraway to the north.’ He paused for just a trice, noticing that
two of the Kadeshi archer guards up on the mezzanine were
whispering to one another. ‘There are many wounded, many more than
our healers can contend with.’

Ekmaddu stared blankly at Kisna,
until Ukin whispered in his ear, feeding his king the next
question. ‘So why do you approach the Kadeshi throne?’

‘Because we are allies,’ Kisna
reminded him calmly. ‘You pledged to serve and stand with the
Hittites against Egypt. The war will not happen now. But you can –
and must – provide every healer you have. Every healer, and wagons
heaped with suture-wire, cloth, pastes – anything and everything
you have to help spare the thousands who lie in agony at
Halpa.’

Ukin stepped up to whisper
urgently into Ekmaddu’s ear again. But this time, Ekmaddu waved him
away, angrily. The young king fixed Kisna with a solemn look. ‘I
have no gold or silver to pay my people to stay here. I have only a
small army that will fight like lions once Pharaoh arrives,’ he
fell silent for a moment, eyes widening as if contemplating what
lay in store at the mercy of Ramesses. ‘I have little of material
value to give, General Kisna, but my fealty to the Labarna
of the Grey Throne, the Sun himself, is limitless. I will-’ the
tall advisor hastily hissed something at him behind a cupped hand.
Ekmaddu shot him a sour look then continued: ‘I will arrange
for what healers we have to be gathered with a fleet of wagons.
They will be prepared tonight and tomorrow and will be ready to
travel to Halpa come the following dawn.’

Kisna felt a massive burden lift
from his shoulders. ‘The Labarna will be most grateful,’ he
said with a slight bow, noting from the corner of his eye how the
two whispering Kadeshi archer guards up on the mezzanine had
slipped away, almost unnoticed.
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The four armies of Egypt rolled
northwards through coastal Retenu, along narrow cliff-paths with
the choppy summer sea spraying at their ankles. The Army of Amun,
Mighty of Bows, Pharaoh’s best, led the way. When they reached the
Dog River, they halted briefly to replenish their water supplies
again. This time, none were allowed to bathe in the icy waters and
they were careful to draw water in their helms and allow it to warm
a little before drinking.

Ramesses sat on the wagon as the
men ferried the water containers to and from the riverside,
rotating a dagger in his hands, frustrated by this delay. But his
men had to drink. At least this time it would not lead to
near-disaster. Memories of the cold river flashed through his mind,
of the sick and the dead, of the great stretch of tents and the
moaning, feverish cries of many thousands stricken by the cold
fever. Just then, he saw his son, standing in the line of men
ferrying full drinking skins and barrels from the riverside to the
wagons. But Khepe did not die, Ramesses growled inwardly.
He was strong! he thought, shooting sour looks at the shaded
wagon in which Nefertari rode. Still, she had barely spoken to him
since Rapia. I was right to bring him.

Hundreds had died back at the
cold river. A mere scratch on the surface of his huge forces. The
numbers meant nothing. The delay, possibly everything. He glanced
southwards along the coastal path. The Ra were many hours behind,
the Ptah were just a blotch on the horizon and the Sutekh were
beyond sight. Each army was self-sufficient and easily capable of
marching on its own, but had they become too staggered and
drawn-out on this relentless rush northwards? He chewed over the
thought for a moment, but only until he saw the last of the water
wagons being heaped with wet, plump and shiny skins – replete.

‘Onwards!’ he boomed.

The Amun Army peeled away from
the coast, the lowlands melting into the haze behind them. They
trooped gradually uphill through sweet-smelling birch groves,
following the ancient track into the mountains. The route led into
the Valley of Cedars – an elevated rift, wide, long and edged with
steep, rampart-like mountains of black basalt, the lower slopes
thick with trees. The soldiers filled the valley, and the air above
grew smudged with golden dust. The Sherden fifty around the royal
wagon raised their spears and shrieked in their customary way every
so often, the Strongarms rapped their fists on their shields and
roared, and the enormous tail of bowmen, veterans and recruits
alike cried out to the heavens, pumping their golden standards
aloft. BOOM! Boom! BOOM! Boom! The war drums thundered, the
sistra flutes whistled, the trumpets blared and the valley
shook with Pharaoh’s wrath.

By late afternoon, the march
came to a natural halt when they reached a great gorge running
across their path. Pharaoh hopped down from his wagon and walked to
the precipice, staring north towards the low, golden flatlands on
the far side, fingers flexing, chest pulsing with every heartbeat.
‘The Land of Kadesh…’ he whispered. The city itself lay just beyond
view in the north. A treasure, within arm’s reach.

‘Not today, Majesty,’ old Vizier
Paser said. ‘The sun begins to drop, and the closeness of Kadesh is
an illusion.’

Ramesses glanced down into the
gorge, seeing the River Orauntis thrashing and foaming along its
floor, far below. No way across.

‘The nearest crossing point is
two hours downriver,’ Paser continued, ‘near the Forest of Robawi,
where the gorge-sides drop to the same level as the surrounding
lands.’

Ramesses lips parted but his
teeth did not. ‘I cannot argue with the coming of night. Prepare
camp.’

‘If I could offer another piece
of advice, Majesty?’ Paser continued. ‘The armies have grown more
and more stretched and spread out, such has been our haste. The Ra
are at the southern end of this valley, the Ptah are still trekking
in from the coast and the Sutekh still march on the coastal
roa-’

‘I have eyes, Paser, I know
this,’ Ramesses snapped. ‘What of it?’

Paser shuffled, reluctant. ‘We
must face facts: our delays have been significant. The Hittites
have surely won the race to reach Kadesh. We cannot advance on the
city now until all four armies are together again.’

‘Your advice is noted, Vizier,’
Ramesses growled.

‘Then you agree?’ Paser
said.

‘I did not say that. Now make
camp.’

Paser, Weni and Pharaoh’s Amun
overseers barked orders for camp to be made. The ten thousand men
of the Amun Army set about planting their curve-topped shields into
the earth in a great square at the Valley of Cedars’ northern end,
setting up tents, stacking weapons and cataloguing supplies.
Ramesses demanded his pavilion be set up on a wart of black basalt
at the gorge precipice; a high-point that offered a commanding view
of the country of Kadesh. As the sun began to set, he stood up
there, regarding the land that would be his tomorrow. His retinue
of viziers and overseers stood and sat around him, eating and
making plans. Overseer Basa had a slave shave his scalp, he and
Vizier Weni bickering with old Paser about every matter that
arose.

A scrape of boots echoed across
the basalt wart.

‘Mighty Pharaoh,’ a pair of
Strongarms called, crunching up towards Ramesses. They brought with
them two men in one-shouldered, red robes. The pair were a sight:
one bearing a white scar from forehead to chin, the other with a
face like a hungry rat.

‘Kadeshi bowmen?’ cooed Vizier
Weni, seeing the distinctive red clothing and the bows and quivers
the Strongarms had taken from them.

The Strongarms bashed both in
the backs of the knees with their spears, sending them sprawling
onto all fours in front of Ramesses. ‘Our forward scouts caught
this pair prowling through the Forest of Robawi,’ said one of the
Strongarms. ‘They claim they were coming to seek audience with
you.’

Overseer Basa shoved away the
slave shaving his scalp and rose, stalking around the two
newcomers, his brutish face wrinkling in disdain. ‘Shoshu desert
men by birth,’ he grunted, lifting their chins and examining them
like nags. ‘Not to be trusted! Slit their throats.’

Two Strongarms stomped up and
positioned their swords over the men’s necks and looked to Ramesses
to give the final word.

‘Please, Horus of Gold,’
Rat-face begged Pharaoh. ‘We were not spying.’

‘Kill them,’ Ramesses said with
an absent swish of one hand, turning away from the two.

‘Visitors arrived at the halls
of Kadesh yesterday,’ the scarred man blurted as the Strongarm
holding him tensed to slice his neck. ‘Hittites.’

Ramesses’ blood ran cold. He
swung on the spot. ‘What did you say?’

‘Hittites came before King
Ekmaddu yesterday,’ Rat-face agreed with a hurried nod.

Hundreds of men nearby halted,
hearing the dreaded news.

‘Then it is as we feared: their
armies have reached the city before us,’ Basa croaked.

‘Armies?’ Rat-face said. ‘No.
Just one man, a forlorn general named Kisna, and a handful of
guards. It was merely a sorry-looking embassy.’

The eyes of the many nearby
widened, sensing golden shafts of light breaking through the dark
news.

Ramesses pinned Rat-face with a
copper-rod stare. ‘Tell me everything.’

‘They came into King Ekmaddu’s
hall,’ Rat-face stammered, ‘and told of a great disaster in the
north. The Hittite Army is a broken thing. They were torn asunder
by the Hounds of Ashur, and now they languish at distant Halpa –
many days north of Kadesh – bleeding and desperate.’

Basa and Vizier Weni looked at
one another then at Pharaoh. ‘Volca,’ they proclaimed in
unison.

‘He did it. He did it!’
The news began to spread across the Amun men in the valley camp.
Jabbering voices rose in excitement.

Pharaoh’s eyes darted, his heart
thundered and he turned back to stare into the sunset-red north,
his plain headdress fluttering in the hot evening breeze. The
Sherden’s plan had seemed hopeful at best – a breakneck dash north
to the river ford at Gargamis to rendezvous with an Assyrian army
and guide them like an arrow into the Hittite flanks. He had only
agreed out of desperation. Yet the arrow had flown true. Volca
had done it.

‘Caution, Majesty,’ Vizier Paser
said. ‘All you have is the word of two men – enemy soldiers, no
less. Was Overseer Basa not moments ago proclaiming that they were
not to be trusted? If Volca has orchestrated this disaster in the
north then why is he not here now, telling you himself?’

Vizier Weni heard this and
scoffed: ‘You still think we should wait here tomorrow for the
three other armies? We need only one army to claim Kadesh before
the Hittites arrive. Damn, a few good Sa companies would be
enough!’

‘The Amun Army should speed
towards Kadesh’s walls at dawn tomorrow,’ Overseer Basa agreed.

Ramesses stroked his clubbed
beard and fell silent, eyes lost in thought, running the fingers of
his other hand through Foe-slayer’s mane. The beast purred and
licked his hand, emitting a low and eager growl as if backing the
young vizier and the overseer. His officers and advisors jabbered
on around him as the sun began to slip behind the western horizon,
and he let their arguments tangle and mix in his thoughts.

‘We need wait here tomorrow only
for a short time, Majesty,’ old Paser continued to protest. ‘The
Ra, Ptah and Sutekh will catch up by late afternoon and we can
advance as one the following day. What is one more day?’

‘Nonsense,’ Weni scoffed.

‘You were always a coward!’ Basa
agreed.

But Ramesses knew Paser was
right. It would be folly to advance, staggered, on the word of two
enemy captives. But then something flickered in the corner of his
eye. He glanced down at the eastern flatlands. An apparition moved
through the blood-red sunset, approaching the camp. A man, riding
on the back of a horse, a rag-tag of runners coming with him. The
twin horns on his helm and the trident strapped across his back
flashed in the red light.

Volca sat proud as he entered
the camp, waving his hands up as if fanning flames, great cheers
rising as he passed by clusters of soldiers. He rode up the basalt
rock and dismounted, panting, sweating.

‘Is it true, is it done?’
Ramesses asked with a sibilant whisper.

Volca eyed the kneeling Kadeshi
pair, while Basa hurriedly told him what news the two had
brought.

‘Tell me it is true…’ Ramesses
repeated.

Volca fell to one knee. ‘As you
commanded, My Lord. The Hittites are broken. Kadesh is as good as
yours. And…’ he held out one palm to present a grey rag with two
shrivelled eyes upon it, one smoke-grey and the other hazel.

Ramesses’ heart fell still for a
few breaths. Numbly, he took the rag and stepped past Volca and
over to the gorge side. As he stared at the eyes, his top lip
juddered in a spasm of ecstasy. ‘Do you see, Father? Glory! Can you
feel it, Brother Chaset? Revenge!’ he whispered into the ether,
hoping his long-dead relatives might hear. He pointed at Volca
without looking at him. ‘The Hittites were fools to chase you from
their lands, Sherden, for you are a golden thing,’ he said.

‘Serving you… is a golden thing,
Lord of the Two Lands,’ Volca purred.

Ramesses barely heard. ‘We stand
here, on the edge of eternity. Come dawn, there will be no
tarrying: the Amun Army will march upriver to the Ribleh ford and
cross into the countryside of Kadesh, then pound the city into
dust.’






***






Night fell. The Egyptian camp
shook with the sound of drums and lutes, singing men and crackling
feasting-fires. Volca lay on his side near Pharaoh’s tent, propped
on one elbow, sipping on berry-sweetened water, enjoying a
shoulder-massage from a bare-breasted royal slave as he watched the
goings-on.

Nearby, Pharaoh interrogated the
two Kadeshi traitors further, then concluded some hushed
discussions with his advisors. Messengers took a clay tablet and
sped down through the camp and on through the valley to the south.
Ramesses then sat at the edge of the gorge, gazing north into the
night. Oddly, he was cradling something in his lap like a cat. But
it was no cat – it was a white animal horn of some sort. How
odd, Volca thought.

But his musings were snatched
away by the drunken, brazen roars of a voice down below this basalt
high point. Overseer Basa bawled from the back of a natron wagon
down there. ‘Tomorrow, the Amun Army will seize Kadesh and crush
the foolish King Ekmaddu,’ Whole regiments of veterans exploded in
triumph at this, sucking upon wine and beer cups. ‘Then on to the
north, where we will cull the wounded Hittites who cower at Halpa,
and on again, to pierce their heartlands and sweep them from
history.’

Vizier Weni too boasted and
bragged as if he had made this all possible. ‘The Hittites. The
Hittites! The wretched mutts who clamber across the rugged
highlands of the far north. They grow their hair long like women
and scrape the beards from their chins. They tear the flesh from
living rabbits and drink the blood. They live like wolves… while we
are like lions!’

Volca chuckled. None of these
jealous underlings could outshine him now. In Pharaoh’s eyes he was
golden. His past failures meant nothing. He felt a tingling thrill
as the slave girl massaged a knot of tension from his shoulders –
earned during the endless and speedy voyage and trek back from
Gargamis. He relived the moment once more behind closed eyes: the
Hounds of Ashur surging across the Gargamis ford, and Prince
Hattu’s pathetic defence. Then, on the way back, his quiet murder
of the two Sherden troopers… and the sucking sound as he prised an
eye from each dead man’s skull.

The shush of a tentflap
scattered the golden reverie. Prince Khepe emerged from Pharaoh’s
tent, wearing a silver battle pectoral, his hand flexing on the
pommel of a jewelled khopesh. The guards and officers nearby
straightened and offered words of veneration as the lad passed
them, striding over to the edge of the gorge to his father’s
side.

‘You will learn how to conquer
in these coming moons, my boy, as the north falls before me like
stacked boards,’ said Ramesses. ‘I will show you as my father
showed me. Perhaps I will install you as king of the conquered
lands – once the Hittites are gone?’

The berry-juice suddenly tasted
bitter on Volca’s jealous tongue. He continued to watch the pair
from the corner of his eye. Khepe held himself well, showing
neither too much emotion nor too little, though his eyes glinted in
the night, betraying a little prideful wetness. ‘It is time I
proved myself, Father,’ said Khepe, his words rolling beautifully.
‘I will help you win this war and crush what remains of the
Wretched Fallen Ones. I will honour you as a worthy heir.’

When Khepe rose and left the
basalt height to join the camp celebrations below, Volca bowed
respectfully as he passed. Yet inside, spears of anger and envy
ripped through him as he realised he could never outshine the boy
in Pharaoh’s eyes. It is time, he realised, to act…
before Khepe grows too strong, before he proves himself.

He rose and stepped towards
Ramesses. When the slumbering Foe-slayer rose onto her front paws
and growled, he flinched and shot the creature a sour look giving
it a wide berth as he approached Pharaoh. The horn by Ramesses’
side seemed pearlescent in the moonlight. An ibex horn, Volca
realised, sure he had seen it before. Where? He could not recall,
and in any case, there were far greater matters at hand.

‘Shall I tell you how Prince
Hattu died, Majesty?’

Ramesses’ lips twitched. ‘Once
we are sitting in the halls of Kadesh, you will tell me in detail,
and my scribes will record it. All of it. Since Prince Khepe was a
boy, I have told him this moment would come. Soon he will see what
it is to be Pharaoh of Egypt, Chosen of the Gods. Nothing…
nothing is impossible.’

Volca sighed, a long, lasting
sigh exaggerated to draw a response.

Ramesses twisted to him. ‘You
have something to say, Sherden?’

‘I do not wish to spoil this
greatest of days, Majesty.’

‘If you do not speak, you
will.’

Volca shrugged. ‘The Priests of
Amun, the things they say – even tonight during the celebrations of
this eve of greatness.’

‘About Khepe?’ Ramesses said,
his tone clipped.

‘Aye,’ Volca nodded with feigned
reluctance. ‘They still prattle that he does not yet show the signs
of maturity and leadership they expect for a lad of his age.’

‘What concern is it of theirs?
He has many years to develop.’ He toyed with the edge of a dagger
in his belt, staring into the blackness of the north. ‘His time to
rule will not come until I enter the Field of Reeds.’

‘I am sure that day will be… far
from now,’ Volca said, tilting his head a little to one side like a
man trying not to say what he really thinks about his wife’s new
robe. ‘Yes, far, far away,’ he added for effect.

Ramesses eyed him askance. ‘You
think I might come to harm in the taking of Kadesh and the conquest
of the north that will follow?’

‘Not at all,’ purred Volca,
aping the respectful tones of Ramesses’ courtiers. ‘I pray that the
conquest will be swift and smooth, that there will be many, many
years of your golden rule ahead.’

‘You pray, but do you
believe?’

Volca shuffled awkwardly,
letting the silence hang just long enough to nurture the
doubts.

Pharaoh pulled a one-sided smile
and sighed through his nostrils. ‘At times, my belief falters too,
Sherden. There will be many battles ahead – stout city defences to
be pulled down, northern rebels who prefer to die fighting rather
than submit.’ He paused, wetting his lips a few times – a rare show
of faltering confidence. ‘The Amun Priests are perhaps right about
one thing: I should have chosen a regent for him by now.’

Yes…yes! Volca screamed
inwardly.

‘For too long I have ignored the
matter. Here, on the cusp of a great campaign, I can ignore it no
longer. I must choose.’

Volca’s ears pricked up. He had
guided Pharaoh’s thoughts to the cusp of this moment.

‘After all you have done for me,
after the golden news you brought me today,’ Ramesses said, ‘the
choice is an easy one. Should anything happen to me, in what is to
come… you, Volca, will be the man to guide Khepe through the
remainder of his tender years. You will be his regent until he is
ready to rule for himself.’

Volca’s heart soared. ‘Majesty…
it would be an honour to serve the prince.’

‘So it shall be,’ Ramesses
concluded. ‘I have informed my scribes and advisors.’

Volca stroked the poison vial
once more, adding inwardly: and your fate is sealed. Once this
conquest is complete and the remaining Hittites are dead or
enslaved, I will introduce you to a new and delicious drink.
Golden images sparkled in his mind: of the whelp, Khepe, on the
throne. Of himself, standing behind the boy, holding throne and
kingdom in his palm.

‘But I have no wish to walk in
the Field of Reeds just yet,’ Pharaoh continued. ‘We should take
precautions, just as old Paser was urging.’

‘But you said we were to speed
for Kadesh at dawn. You have changed your mind?’

Pharaoh smiled coldly, patting
the polished ibex horn. ‘Not a bit. Caution comes in many forms…
’

Volca stared blankly, then
realised where he had seen the horn before… and recalled the two
messengers who had sped off southwards earlier. Now memories of
preparations from moons ago surfaced – tablets exchanged,
agreements made. ‘Very shrewd, Majesty,’ he said with a bow.
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Under a clear sky bright with
stars, Kisna and his men ate a meal of well-roasted mutton around a
fire in the grounds just inside Kadesh’s Desert Gates. They quietly
watched the steady procession of families and businessmen leaving:
wagons and clusters of walkers, their feet tramping and belongings
clanking to the time of the cricket song and the constant jabber of
the river washing around both sides of the city.

‘This place will soon be drained
of people,’ Kisna mused.

‘Probably for the best,’ burred
one of his four escort soldiers – a tall man sulking inside a
hooded cloak.

‘At least we know that Kadesh is
still on our side,’ said Kisna.

‘Is it?’ said the tall soldier
dourly.

Kisna lifted his wineskin,
taking a slow draught. ‘I trust King Ekmaddu,’ he replied after a
time.

‘Did you not see the two archers
up on the mezzanine when you were speaking?’ the soldier
countered.

Kisna halted, the wine skin near
his lips again. ‘The two who slunk away… aye.’

‘As soon as you had explained
what had happened at Gargamis, and the state of the Hittite Army,’
the tall one added.

Just then a padding of feet
sounded. A Crocodile Guard walked over from the guardhouse. ‘The
two archers you asked about. I checked with my comrade who was on
duty today. It seems they left through the Desert Gate and headed
south, citing orders to scout in that direction.’

Kisna lowered his drinking skin,
untouched, as the Crocodile Guard wandered away again. ‘Seems
plausible,’ he mused, then asked the tall one of his escort party.
‘But… you think they were spies for Pharaoh?’

‘I know they were,’ replied the
tall one.

‘Then Pharaoh will soon know
everything,’ said another of Kisna’s soldiers, moping inside a
hooded cloak too.

‘Aye, he will,’ said Kisna
quietly. His eyes rolled up towards the centre of Kadesh and the
bronze hawk emblem above the King’s Hall.

‘I was watching that pair who
left closely,’ said the tall soldier. ‘They did not leave of their
own accord. They read a tacit signal… from the throne plinth.’

Kisna recoiled. ‘You think
Ekmaddu gave them a signal to leave? But Ekmaddu ousted his father,
banished the Egyptians who once garrisoned this city,’ he argued.
‘Why would he help them now?’

‘Things are not always as they
seem,’ the tall soldier replied. He leaned close to whisper to
Kisna.

Kisna nodded for a time,
understanding. ‘Then we know what we must do….’

Quietly, Kisna and his men rose,
and headed towards the heart of the city.
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King Ekmaddu sat on his throne,
puffy-eyed, scratching his mop of curls. ‘It is not often I am kept
awake into these parts of the night,’ he said, irritation hovering
just behind his lips.

‘Forgive me, Majesty,’ Ukin
grovelled. ‘It is just these last few tablets that require your
seal.’

‘What tablets?’ Ekmaddu scoffed
at his tall advisor and swigged a deep draught of wine. It was
expensive Amurrite wine, but in truth his mouth was already stale
from the stuff and all he could taste was the alcohol. He glowered
down at the softened clay slab Ukin offered him. The chaos of
wedge-marks and dots meant nothing to him, and so he sprinkled a
little water from a bowl on the blank strip at the foot of the
tablet to soften it further, and rolled his ring-seal across it.
‘Next,’ he snapped.

But a new voice pealed through
the hall. ‘That’ll be the last tablet you mark, Majesty.’

Ekmaddu jolted, staring at the
three dark shapes creeping towards him across the black and white
floor of the hall. He recognised their robes. The Hittites!

The hawk-faced General Kisna led
them, and the hooded ones flanking him each held a Crocodile Guard
by the neck, a blade hovering at the jugular. Ekmaddu felt his guts
turn over.

‘Guards!’ Ekmaddu shrieked over
his shoulder, squirming around in his throne to glance behind
him.

Footsteps, then… Kisna’s two
other hooded Hittites emerged from behind his throne dais on either
side, each holding one of the other pair of Crocodile Guards at
sword-point.

Advisor Ukin’s face paled and he
edged backwards, away from the throne.

‘I thought we were allies?’
Ekmaddu wailed. ‘To the last!’

‘So did I,’ Kisna replied,
glowering up at Ekmaddu.

Ukin continued his discreet
backsteps down the plinth stairs, and was just about to edge away
from the scene, when Kisna stepped over and slammed a hand on his
shoulder.

‘Until I realised your closest
aide was working against us… against you.’

‘Lies!’ Ukin spluttered, aghast,
then scurried back up the throne steps to grab a small bronze bell
resting there. ‘Majesty, allow me to call the night watch.’

Ekmaddu nodded hurriedly.

‘Forty Crocodile Guards will be
upon you in a heartbeat,’ Ukin rasped at the five Hittites, raising
his hand to swish the bell, when – quick as lightning – Kisna drew
and tossed his axe. The flat whacked upon Ukin’s knuckles and he
yelped in pain, the bell falling with a mute thunk and the
tablets he held falling to the plinth also, some cracking.

Kisna flicked his head to the
tall Hittite soldier on his right, taking the Crocodile Guard from
this one. The tall Hittite soldier strode up onto the plinth,
kicking the bell away from Ukin and lifting one of the whole
tablets before approaching the throne. King Ekmaddu’s eyes grew
wide as moons, pupils dilating with fear as the Hittite soldier
towered over him, his face a well of shadows inside the hood. ‘As I
thought,’ the tall one growled as he examined the tablet.

‘What? What!’ Ekmaddu warbled,
frozen to the throne in fright.

‘I do not expect you to take my
word for this alone. Can any of the four guards here read Akkadian
script?’ the tall one asked.

Ekmaddu seemed stunned by the
question for a moment, before he beckoned the Crocodile Guard held
by Kisna. Kisna released the man, who stepped cagily up to the tall
Hittite soldier on the dais and accepted the tablet from him. The
swarthy guard’s eyes sped across the text, growing wider as they
went.

‘What does it say?’ Ekmaddu
demanded.

‘Majesty,’ the guard croaked,
then seemed to lose the power of speech.

‘What does it say?’
Ekmaddu boomed.

‘It is an order for the Desert
and Fork Gates to be opened tomorrow at dawn, and left open.’

‘Ukin?’ Ekmaddu spluttered.
‘Why?’

‘I think we know why,’ the tall
Hittite soldier said, then handed the Crocodile Guard another
tablet.

‘This one… it… it is an
alteration to your will,’ the Crocodile Guard whispered.

‘Don’t listen to him, Majesty,’
Ukin demanded.

‘It details how, once Pharaoh
has reclaimed Kadesh, your estate will be granted to Ukin, and he
will gladly serve Egypt as long as he is allowed to keep the
inheritance.’

‘He has been sending messengers
south to pass on news,’ the tall Hittite explained, ‘working to
help Ramesses take this city.’

Ekmaddu turned to Ukin, his eyes
blazing. ‘I trusted you like a brother, Ukin. We grew up together,
we cut our arms and let our blood mix. I have no sons and so I
would have left you my estate anyway. But to betray me… to betray
all of us…’

Ukin, on his knees, wept and
sobbed. All in the hall sagged in relief and dismay. Then, all of a
sudden, the weeping advisor leapt up like a sprinter, sprang from
the plinth and made a break for the hall’s doorway. One of the
Crocodile Guards being held by a Hittite squirmed free, seized
Kisna’s axe from the floor and swung it round like a woodcutter.
The bronze edge cleaved cleanly through Ukin’s neck. The body
lurched on a few steps before collapsing and thrashing, while the
head spun in the air, before bouncing and rolling back towards the
throne plinth, leaving a wet red trail in its wake on the black and
white floor tiles. Ekmaddu stared down at the advisor’s grimacing
death-expression, pulling his feet up like a nervous bather at the
edge of an icy pool.

The Crocodile Guard spat on
Ukin’s spasming face. ‘Traitor!’

Cagily, Kisna and his other two
Hittite soldiers released the Crocodile Guards they were
holding.

‘Forgive me for this affair,
Majesty,’ the tall Hittite on the dais said to King Ekmaddu. ‘I
never doubted you, but I knew there were traitors lurking in the
shadows within your court.’

‘But Pharaoh knows everything,’
Ekmaddu said, his voice trembling, eyes swinging left to right and
back again. ‘That there is no Hittite force here, that he needs
only to defeat my garrison.’

The tall Hittite nodded
solemnly. ‘Aye. These things, Pharaoh surely knows by now.’

Ekmaddu clung to the arms of his
throne like a drowning man clutching a piece of flotsam. ‘By all
the Gods, I have appealed to those flooding from my city to stay,
to stay and face whatever might come. But now… now… I fear only a
madman would await Ramesses’ arrival.’ He turned to his four
Crocodile Guards. ‘Give word to the garrison – we will evacuate the
city at dawn and flee north. Soldiers, citizens, pets and cattle
shall leave this sweet river island behind. Pharaoh will find only
an empty shell.’

The tall Hittite shared a look
with Kisna and the other three. All gave him nods of agreement.
‘Come with me, Majesty,’ the tall one burred.

Ekmaddu, bewildered and
muttering, rose from the throne and let the hooded Hittite link an
arm with him. The foreigner led him up onto the hall mezzanine then
out through a doorway onto the flat rooftop around the hawk-topped
golden cupola. The balmy night air was laced with a pleasant breeze
and the noise of the rushing river rose up around them. The view
from up here was haunting: Kadesh’s torch-pricked streets and walls
formed a bright halo around them, then the Orauntis and its
tributary glinted dully in the starlight like an outer aura.
Beyond, the countryside and an infinity of night blackness in every
direction. He stopped near the north-facing balustrade, the other
Hittites and the Crocodile Guard quartet following.

‘You confuse me, General Kisna,’
Ekmaddu said, turning to look past the tall, hooded Hittite and at
the leader of this embassy.

Kisna silently drew an arrow,
nocking it to his bow.

‘You mean to shoot me?’ Ekmaddu
panicked, pulling one of his Crocodile Guards before him like a
shield. The other three disarmed Crocodile Guards braced too. But
Kisna calmly wrapped a little cloth around his arrow tip, then
touched it to a sconce crackling away near the balcony edge. He
sank to one knee. With a wink, an expert draw and a thrum,
the blazing arrow sped into the sky.

Ekmaddu watched it climb and
climb. So confused was he that he barely noticed the tall Hittite,
standing right next to him, drawing down his hood.

‘Send your citizens to safety
before dawn, Majesty,’ the tall one said. ‘But not your garrison.
They will be needed for what is to come.’

Ekmaddu turned slowly towards
the tall one to ask why, only to be struck with a cold hammer of
recognition: those odd-coloured eyes, the vulpine face, dark as a
thundercloud, and the sleek black hair shining in the torchlight.
‘Pr… Prince Hattusili?’ he croaked, backing away as if from a
spirit. ‘How… how is it possible?’

‘Tanku, Dagon, Sargis, lower
your hoods,’ Hattu said over his shoulder. The other three did so,
each wearing hard, proud half-smiles.

‘But you… you died in the
north,’ Ekmaddu stammered.

‘It is true that a great army
was destroyed in the north,’ said Hattu, watching the fire arrow
begin to tilt downwards. ‘The Hounds of Ashur died in the River
Mala when the ford dams of Gargamis were brought down and the
torrents swamped over them.’

Ekmaddu turned to stare at the
arrow once again, feeling his pulse race as the blazing arrow now
glided down into the darkness and vanished.

Nothing.

Nothing.

Then…

The black countryside a short
way north of Kadesh blinked into life with a single, tiny orange
flame. A heartbeat passed and the single flame became a thousand
pricks of light. A heartbeat more and there were too many to count.
A sea of torches innumerable.

‘However,’ said Hattu, ‘the
Great Army of the Hittites… is here.’
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Dawn rose like a fiery eagle. At
the Ribleh ford, the Orauntis’ waters glided over the rocky
riverbed, shallow and smooth like a sheet of ice. Either side of
the ford, ominous warty lumps drifted slowly through the depths,
the crocodiles eyeing with suspicion the great force that gradually
arrived at the southern banks. The Army of Amun gathered in a broad
and long column, waiting on the order to cross.

Pharaoh Ramesses stood by the
banks, eyeing the flat golden lands on the far side: the plains of
Kadesh, brushed with curls of dawn mist. The city itself lay
somewhere just beyond the northern horizon. He crouched to scoop a
handful of water, whispered to it and scattered it into the air in
a shower of droplets. He rose, turning to Khepe who stood on a
royal chariot, the cabin’s hide walls dyed bright white and the
rails edged with silver. The lad had ridden forward from the Ra
camp last night to enjoy the celebrations with the Amun men, but
now? Now was a time for caution. The boy could still learn much
about the taking of a city without being on the front line. Perhaps
during the next city assault, Khepe could play a more active part,
he mused.

‘Ride, boy,’ Ramesses said,
flicking his head back towards the Valley of Cedars. ‘Back to the
Ra Army.’

‘But Father, the glory is at the
tip of the spear, not in the tang. Let me ride with you and the
Amun men, let me be part of the taking of Kadesh.’

Ramesses’ lips quirked at one
edge. ‘You are the General of the Ra, my boy. Those men need you to
lead them,’ he said, masking the lie well. The gnarled old General
Rudjek would lead the Ra today as he always did, and Khepe would be
no more than a figurehead. There would be a time when he would have
to let his son face battle – nay, lead battle – but now was
too soon. The thought of the boy facing the famous Kadeshi
Crocodile Guards, even if the city gates lay open, sent pangs of
dread through him. ‘Hasten the Ra,’ he called, ‘but do not tire
them overly,’ he corrected himself, trying to judge how quickly he
could seize this city to spare the prospect of his son arriving in
the thick of the fighting.

Khepe’s face darkened in dismay,
but dutifully, he lashed the whip over the traces and his chariot
jolted around to face south. ‘March well, Mighty of Bows!’ he cried
out to the Amun ranks as he passed them, beating a fist against his
silver pectoral.

‘Send word back to the Ptah
also,’ Ramesses called after him.

‘And the Sutekh too?’ Vizier
Paser added quickly. ‘Should we not hasten them along also?’

Ramesses merely gave him a look
and the faintest glimmer of a dark smile. A look that suggested
that all was not as it seemed.

As Khepe’s chariot sped off, the
coal-skinned Menna drove Pharaoh’s dark green and gold chariot over
to Ramesses’ side, the twin steeds – Victory in Thebes and
Mut-hotep – draped in thin bronze scales, snorting and pawing.
Ramesses gently kissed their soft muzzles and whispered to them
just as he had done ever since they were colts and he a boy.
Foe-slayer padded over just then, nudging him with his great,
armoured head. Ramesses ran his fingers through loose locks of the
creature’s mane. He held his arms out wide as a slave helped him
into his battle armour: a cuirass of crossed bronze-wings, gleaming
in the dawn light. Another placed upon a bulbous sapphire-blue
war-helm upon his bare scalp – the brow adorned with a rising
silver serpent decorated with red-gems for eyes – then belted a
metal-plated kilt around his waist. Two more handed him his
sceptre, bow and fanged flail, and another tied a lion’s tail to
his belt. He hopped nimbly onto the chariot, then lifted his
sceptre like a beacon and turned to face the vast ranks of the Amun
Army. ‘What do you see across the river?’

Silence.

‘A hot land, a sweltering march,
danger?’

Silence, a few gulps.

‘Me? I see glory!’ The
looks on the men’s faces changed, eyes widening, mouths opening in
awe. ‘I see our names etched on great stelae that will stand ten
thousand years from now,’ Ramesses cried. ‘We will be
immortal!’

The men exploded in veneration.
In support, Foe-slayer rose onto his hind legs, rampant and
roaring.

‘Will you take this glory with
me?’

‘For Egypt, for the Gods!’ they
cried.

‘Advance!’ Ramesses boomed,
swinging round in the chariot cabin to face the north and swiping
the sceptre down to point in that direction.

First, the eyepatch-wearing
Libyan archer commander screamed to his vanguard, the monkey on his
shoulder echoing the shout in a piercing shriek. They moved first
and the entire column followed. The land came alive with the
ferocious splashing of over ten thousand pairs of boots and many
thousands of wheels and hooves as they waded across, the waters
coming to the men’s chests and the horses’ bellies. The soldiers
wading near the edges of the ford trained their spears on the
crocodiles wallowing nearby – well used to these mighty and
unpredictable creatures from the great river of their
homelands.

The vast train marched on out of
the waters and onto the pan-flat golden lands of Kadesh, the Amun
chariotry roving on their right. As they proceeded north, all eyes
combed the baked-dry country for signs of movement. The plain was
featureless and deserted apart from the long band of birch lining
the Orauntis on their right. The trees were bathed in shade, and a
bank of dawn mist rolled around the trunks, as if taking shelter
from the sun. He heard a curlew’s rising whistle and trilling
crescendo in there, and for a moment it reminded him of Khepe and
his love of birds. As he gazed into the shade of those trees, he
wondered what today might bring for his boy, and thanked Osiris
that he had insisted on him falling back to march with the Ra
Army.

Just then, voices rose from the
small Libyan vanguard. Ramesses’ head snapped forward. He gripped
the golden lip of his chariot, seeing the silvery heat ahead bend
and twist. At last, the river-mound of Kadesh slipped into view on
the northeastern horizon. With the sun still low behind the city,
the white walls on this side remained in shade, while the
bronze-strapped wind-towers within and the soaring hawk above the
King’s Hall glimmered in the dawn light. Instantly, all thoughts of
familial bliss and of lazy days spent birdwatching on the Iteru
with Khepe suddenly vanished.

The Army of Amun rose in a low,
expectant growl of triumph behind him as he scoured the place to
assess its defences. The Orauntis disappeared behind the city’s
hidden eastern side, enveloping and protecting. A tributary rose
just ahead of them, bending around the city’s western walls in a
similar way, to meet with the Orauntis on the city’s hidden
northern side. The small gap of approach to the city’s southern
side, inside this fork of waterways, had been furnished with a
moat, joining the Orauntis and the tributary and protecting the
Desert Gate there, effectively making the city an island. It was
this south-facing gate that snagged his eye.

‘It is open,’ Menna the driver
whispered. ‘Just as the two spies said it would be.’

Ramesses felt a rising sense of
triumph, of everything clicking together perfectly. The two Kadeshi
traitors had last night told him Advisor Ukin would arrange
this.

‘But… I see no movement,’ said
Volca, running alongside the chariot with his Sherden troop on
Ramesses’ right.

‘Aye, no men on the
battlements,’ Basa the boar-faced overseer grunted at the head of
the Strongarm contingent on Pharaoh’s left.

‘The place appears to be
deserted, Majesty,’ said Vizier Weni.

Ramesses regarded the place with
a harder eye. ‘Something isn’t right.’

‘Send in a Sa,’ Volca reasoned.
‘Not too costly a risk.’

Pharaoh chewed over the idea
then slapped his palms together. ‘The Prowling Lions, come
forward.’ A company of two hundred and fifty burly, bare-chested
menfyt edged out from the thick column and jogged to the column
head, headdresses fluttering in the dawn wind, pale shields, spears
and khopesh swords clutched and ready. The Sa commander carried a
tall staff topped with a golden lion and a brightly painted papyrus
fan. With a shuffle of his protruding bottom jaw and a grunt, Basa
directed them towards the Desert Gate. ‘Hail us from the walls once
you are inside and are sure the city is safe.’

As the Prowling Lions set off
like an arrow towards the tantalisingly open gate. Pharaoh swished
a hand, guiding the column wide of the city. They crossed a shallow
section of the tributary and edged northwards along its western
banks, a route that took them past Kadesh’s shaded western walls.
Every one of the myriad eyes scoured the high island city as they
passed it by on their right flank, its dawn shadow stretching out
as if to touch them. The waters of the tributary foamed and spat,
in stark contrast to the silent, deserted walls and towers of
Kadesh.

The column came to the city’s
northern side, where the tributary met the Orauntis. Just before
this fork, a bridge spanned the tributary, leading to the Fork
Gate. Here, the column slowed, for just like the Desert Gate, it
too was open... Just as Ukin had arranged.

Much closer this time, Ramesses
now saw the tell-tale markings of a panicked mass departure:
dropped belongings, rags of clothing snagged on the bridge posts,
broken and spilled urns on the dust nearby. The arid earth this
side of the bridge was churned and well-scarred with recent tracks
that all arrowed north. In that direction lay a litter of
trodden-on animal droppings and two abandoned wagons, wheels
buckled in ruts during the hasty evacuation. A short way north of
the river fork lay a crossing known as the Silver Ford, and on the
far side of the river it was the same, strewn with debris.

‘They’re all gone, the craven
dogs,’ Basa laughed.

‘You should lead the parade
inside, Majesty,’ said Volca, eyeing the open gate hungrily.

Pharaoh eyed the scene. Silent,
still. ‘No. We make camp here, and wait until the Prowling Lions
report back,’ he decided. ‘We are in no rush. The city is ours now.
The race is won. Before they left, the Kadeshis will have rigged
their treasure rooms and halls with traps, and I would rather wait
until they are sprung before I set foot inside.’

To the tune of trumpets, the
huge Amun column fell out. Companies buzzed around, identifying the
areas in which they would set up their tents, marking out the camp
perimeter and gathering together the shields that would be planted
there like a picket wall. The camp works extended over a vast area.
The Priests of Amun set up Pharaoh’s pavilion near the northern end
near another, grander marquee that would serve as a shrine to
Amun.

Ramesses stepped over to his
tent and opened an ancient chest. He drew from it a great ibex
horn, eyeing it for a time then looking west, to the hazy blue
outline of the Bargylus Mountains.

‘Majesty?’ Vizier Paser asked,
seeing that dark smile playing with Pharaoh’s lips once more.

‘All is in hand,’ Volca said,
watching as Pharaoh lifted the ibex horn tip to his lips, filled
his chest and blew with all the air in his lungs, three times. A
terrible moaning sound rose and echoed off across the deserted
lands, low and threatening. All around him, viziers and officers
halted. Only a select few knew the meaning of this strange
action.

Pharaoh replaced the piece in
the chest, then walked to the edge of the river, just beside the
Silver Ford, and crouched to swish his hand in the water. He felt a
great sense of contentment at first, knowing that Kadesh was his
and not a single soldier had been spent in winning it. But he felt
an itch inside, knowing that the dried-up eyes in a box by his tent
were no substitute for seeing the owner’s last moments. He stared
hard at his reflection, seeing his father there instead. ‘But at
least I lived to hear of Prince Hattu’s death. You must have died
in torment,’ he whispered, recalling Seti’s last moments. ‘Not
because of the burning fever… but because you never caught Prince
Hattu as you swore you would.’

‘A spy!’ a Strongarm snarled,
tearing him from his introspection.

Ramesses shot to standing,
whirling round to the sound. The Strongarm was bustling a man over
from a patch of gorse. A tall, kilted man with sallow skin, a
sloping nose, long, dark hair and an unsightly bald chin. And the
boots: soldier boots, upturned at the toe. Realisation stung across
Ramesses’ back like a whip of snake’s teeth. A Hittite?

The Libyan archer commander
marshalled another of them into view, walking behind with his
nocked bow trained on the stranger’s back, the monkey on his
shoulder screaming simian accusations. ‘We found them hiding in the
bushes.’

Hundreds of voices nearby rose
in hisses and gasps of disgust. Egyptian troops hurled half-eaten
rations and gobbets of spit at the pair. ‘The Wretched Fallen
Ones!’ a soldier screamed, hurling a pebble against one Hittite’s
forehead. Another drew his khopesh and swished it, arms shaking
with hatred. Ramesses raised a hand to still his men as the pair
were forced to their knees before him.

‘Two of the small envoy party
who brought word of the Hittite disaster to King Ekmaddu?’ Overseer
Basa suggested.

‘Every other soul in Kadesh has
upped and left. Why are you still here?’ Vizier Weni demanded.

The pair said nothing.

Volca strode over to the pair
and grabbed one by the chin, twisting his head, forcing him to look
up. ‘Tell Pharaoh where you came from, and I will kill you
swiftly.’

The Hittite soldier’s jaw was
set in defiance, his eyes boring into Volca like hot bronze. The
rivulet of blood from the thrown pebble had forked across his nose,
giving him a look of animal madness. ‘I know what you did,’ the
Hittite hissed in the Hittite tongue.

Ramesses’ ears pricked up,
hearing the words but not understanding the dialect. ‘What did he
say?’

‘He said he is a spy,’ Volca
translated quickly.

‘I know what you did to the old
Labarna, Mursili,’ the Hittite continued, ‘to Prince Hattu’s
wife, Atiya… to Pharaoh Ramesses’ father.’

‘He spits upon your father’s
name and… and wishes death upon you, Majesty,’ Volca sighed, then
brought his hand back and struck the man across the face with his
knuckles. The Hittite spun away and fell prone, dazed.

‘Tie them down,’ Ramesses
burred. ‘They will tell me what I want to hear soon enough.’

The pair were dragged to a patch
of free space and pinned there, roped to wooden stakes,
spread-eagled, face-down.

‘This will hurt,’ Volca
whispered to the one he had struck. ‘By all the Gods, you will soon
be begging me to cut your throat.’






***






Lupakki stared at Volca
hatefully, straining and stretching his arms and legs with all the
strength he had, but there was absolutely no give in the taut
ropes. Hundreds then thousands of Egyptian soldiers had gathered to
watch, leaving the Amun campworks only half-complete. He saw the
boar-faced officer named Basa emerge from Pharaoh’s tent carrying a
leather wrap, sewn with pouches holding three forearm-length wooden
stakes and a heavy mallet. Volca stepped back from him with a look
of anticipation. Lupakki twisted his head feverishly to see where
Basa had gone.

Head shaking from the effort of
straining to see back over his shoulder, he saw Basa had drawn out
one of the stakes. It was viciously sharpened at one end, but rough
and riddled with splinters below the tip. Basa crouched behind
Lupakki – between his spread legs. Lupakki looked forward again,
his eyes wide and darting, knowing but disbelieving what was about
to happen to him. His mouth twitched as he tried to find the words
to shout for Volca, to beg for a quick death instead. But before he
could utter a sound, he felt the sharp tip of the stake rest gently
against his perineum.

‘You spit upon my father’s
name?’ Ramesses said gently, watching, then giving a nod to
Basa.

Whack! the mallet struck
the blunt end of the stake.

Lupakki’s body contorted and an
animal cry spilled from his mouth along with a surge of hot vomit
as the wooden tip pierced his skin, ploughed up through sinew,
skating and scraping against his pelvic bone. He had endured deep
sword-cuts and even a broken thigh before. This was incomparable.
This was burning, white-hot agony, constant and growing.

Whack! Deeper it went,
ripping through his intestines and ruining his organs. A hot
spatter of fluid sounded from behind him along with a stink of
faeces, blood and gut fluids.

‘You wish death upon me?
Death?’ Pharaoh screamed.

Whack!

Lupakki roared out one last time
as the stake plunged upwards, tore open a lung and burst his
heart.
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Behind Hattu’s closed eyes,
memories clashed like warring eagles: memories of the cheering
Hittite masses hailing him as a hero for thwarting the Assyrians’
attempted crossing of the Gargamis ford; and of the screaming
thousands of enemy charioteers and infantry who had been swept away
when the ford dams had been scuttled. Dagon had found the lever in
the tunnels deep under the city – just at the moment the Assyrian
chariotry had been about to rip through Hattu, Tanku and their tiny
and bloodied band of defenders. The unleashed wall of water had hit
the Hounds of Ashur like a God’s disdainful slap, sending man,
horse and chariot tumbling over and over in a fury of foam, mud and
splinters. Hattu and Tanku had staggered clear, onto the western
banks, just as the furious torrents smashed away the timber
walkways and gobbled up the mud-bank islands upon which they had
staged their desperate defence. His mind flashed with memories now
as if being pricked with white-hot pins: the sight of thousands
gasping their last in the raging torrents, the screams, the
whinnies. The bobbing corpses, the ones who fought in vain to reach
the surface but were anchored to the riverbed by their ostentatious
armour. Those who could swim, mouths wide, eyes filled with terror,
hands reaching out begging for him to pull them to safety.

He had watched them die. All of
them.

When the storm of foam and water
had subsided, the Gargamis ford was unrecognisable: instead of the
network of islands and bridges, there was a smooth, high river, a
quarter-danna wide, dotted with debris and drifting corpses.
Puduhepa’s dream had well and truly come to be.

I dreamt of a river crossing,
the waters thick with bloated corpses. Thousands of them.

Some two-thirds of the Assyrian
force had still been on the eastern banks when the dams came down.
After it all, they remained on that far side, staring and aghast.
With no navy, they could only wail and lament, before melting back
across their homelands, swearing revenge on Hattu as they departed
with pale, wide-eyed faces. They were terrified of him, he had
realised.

Rightly, Ishtar whispered
in his head. You slew countless fathers, brothers and sons. Such
an appetite for death. Prince Hattu, Son of Ishtar… The Drowner.
Now, what horrors do you have in store for today?

‘It is time, friend,’ a familiar
voice said as a hand rested lightly on his shoulder.

Reality crept over him like a
spirit’s breath. He peeled open his eyes, seeing the dawn light
dance like golden threads on the River Orauntis’ surface. He saw
his reflection in the waters: kneeling, head bowed as if in prayer,
green cloak hanging around him like a drape, Sky perched on his
shoulder. Midriver, the reflection of Kadesh’s sun-washed eastern
walls rippled.

Dagon, crowned with a high
bronze helm and wearing in a light leather jerkin cinched at the
waist by a charioteer’s belt, stared at the city with him. ‘I see
the drowning men too. Every time I hear running water, every time I
close my eyes,’ Dagon said quietly. ‘So today I must not let my
thoughts stray, and nor must you. Think only of the victory we must
secure. You are here with the greatest army that has ever been
assembled. They look to you and your brother to lead them.’

Hattu rose, the scales on his
vest and battle-kilt clinking as he turned his back on Kadesh and
squinted to take in the sight of the colossal army hidden here on
the city’s eastern side. Nearly forty thousand men, strong and
hale, clad in bronze and leather, clutching shields, spears,
swords, slings, bows, axes, maces and clubs. Gorru and the Mesedi
stood at the front, tasked by Hattu to guard King Muwa in what was
to come. Behind waited four vast blocks of spearmen and archers,
the mighty divisions. Hundreds of vassal bands clustered around the
sides, doubling the numbers. Even before first light they had been
ready, preparing with hushed orders and carefully quiet
preparations.

On the journey here from
Hattusa, they had lost only one hundred and thirteen men: a handful
to fever, some plummeting from the heights in the White Mountains,
one trampled by a runaway steed and one rather brutally mauled by
some pleasure-contraption at a brothel in Zantiya. Ninety-two had
fallen at Gargamis. The rumours of tens of thousands dead at the
hands of the Assyrians were false.

‘You took Volca’s ruse and
turned it upon its head,’ Dagon reassured him again. ‘We fed
Pharaoh false reports of disaster, and so he comes here in haste,
his four armies staggered.’ He gestured to the long, high mound of
Kadesh, hiding them from the western plains. We can win this war
swiftly, Hattu. We can assault and pin the Amun division and force
Ramesses’ surrender. What will they call you then? Hattu the Just?
Hattu the Great?’

‘We fought off the Gargamis
assault, but the false reports we spread in these parts were not my
idea,’ Hattu said, gazing across at Puduhepa. She led a group of
priestesses around the four Hittite divisions, singing low and
pithy verses of past battles and great kings. The ranks rippled as
she passed, stirred by the songs. It had been she who had sat with
King Muwa, Hattu and the generals on the evening after the frantic
Gargamis defence and the breaking of the dams. It had been she who
advised them to spread the deceptive news that the Assyrian ambush
had worked. As she moved around the regiments of the Hittite Army,
she did not look directly over at him, but he knew she was watching
him from the corner of her eye. It was the playful smirk on her
lips that gave it away.

‘She is terrifyingly
intelligent,’ Dagon remarked. ‘We played a game of riddles a few
nights ago. She tied me in knots.’

‘You? The man who once convinced
a scribe that mules laid eggs?’ Hattu said.

King Muwa padded over, his black
cloak flowing and his bronze armour clanking, his broad face hugged
by the cheekguards of a tall bronze helm. ‘Everything is in place.
The Amun Army is setting up camp adjacent to the Fork Gate. They
caught two of our scouts, but the pair will not betray our presence
here.’

‘What of the three strange moans
we heard earlier?’ Hattu asked.

‘I do not know. Perhaps it was a
beacon call back to the trailing armies – it was loud enough. But
the scouts confirmed before dawn that the Ra are still far behind.
They will march on at a slow pace and it will be noon before that
second army reaches these parts.’

But the memory of that abnormal
Egyptian horn keened again and again in Hattu’s mind. Tendrils of
caution crept through his thoughts. Until Muwa grabbed him by the
shoulders, reading his expression. ‘Brother, it is time…’

Hattu looked up, meeting Muwa’s
eye.

‘Time to end this war,’ the King
of the Hittites said.

Hattu peered across the ocean of
soldiers.

‘I will oversee the infantry
with General Sargis and General Penti,’ Muwa said. ‘General Kisna
and the archers are in place as planned. General Tanku waits for
you by the chariots,’ he gestured upriver, along Kadesh’s eastern
walls and past her southern reaches, where birch trees – the
tapering northern end of the Forest of Robawi – fringed the river’s
edge. ‘But it must begin with you, Brother.’

Hattu stepped back from Muwa and
lifted his left fist slowly overhead, to salute his brother and the
watching masses. Muwa and almost forty thousand soldiers replied in
kind – silently as it had to be, but each and every one of them
staring at him with moist eyes and looks of awe.

When he turned away from the
army and strode towards the birch woods, he bounded rather than
walked, Dagon by his side. Spears of fire could not have halted
him. But when Puduhepa stepped in front of him, placing a soft palm
on his scaled chest, it rooted him to the spot like a God’s hand.
‘Fight well, Prince Hattu.’

He took her in his arms. ‘When
this is done. When it is over. When Volca lies dead at my feet,
I-’

She lifted a finger to his lips.
‘Speak not of revenge Hattu. You are here to win and end this war.
Many thousands of foes lie on the other side of the city, not just
one. Do not let vengeance guide you, blind you, any longer.
Promise me.’

Hattu could not bring himself to
make the promise, for he knew it would be a lie. ‘I will win this
war. There will be peace. You and I…’ He kissed her passionately,
cupping the nape of her neck and the small of her back. ‘We will be
wed, and we will have a future. The dark things of the past will be
no more. The Goddess will learn that men can guide their own
destiny. Aye?’

She smiled, but there was a
certain sadness in her eyes. ‘Think of today, Prince Hattu. Let
destiny wait.’






***






Hattu and Dagon hurried south
towards the birch grove. Sky swept along overhead. Within the shade
of the trees, they came to the little-known Forest Ford, a crossing
point shrouded in the woods and carpeted in churning mist. King
Ekmaddu had shown them this in the darkness last night. He, Muwa
and Dagon had drawn out the plan again and again in the wet clay of
the riverbanks. Then, in the final hours of darkness, they had
moved the final part of the army into position. Hattu splashed
across the ford and up into the trees hugging the other side. The
chariots were poised in the waist-deep mist there, arrayed in a
wide front: twenty squadrons of twenty five Hittite Destroyer
chariots were each formed in the shape of an inverted V like skeins
of geese, pointing westwards, ready to speed from the trees and
onto the golden flats of Kadesh. Apart from the occasional swish of
a horse’s mane and jangle of its bronze apron, or the gentle
creaking of timber, the mighty force was still and silent.

Hattu whispered to the three-man
crews of these heavy battle-cars and patted the horses’ muzzles as
he crept along in front of them, wishing them the speed and will of
the Gods, clasping hands, accepting salutes. On the left of this
force King Priam commanded a wing of the lighter two-man chariots
of Troy, Halpa and Ugarit, and on the right were Sarpedon and the
war-cars of Lukka, the Seha River Land and Kizzuwadna. Some fifteen
hundred battle cars all told, arranged like a great eagle, wings
outspread. The Harrower, at the centre of this great, hidden
front, would be the eagle’s eyes and razor beak.

Tanku waited alone aboard the
blood-red car. The big man was draped neck to ankle in
black-painted bronze scale, his tail of hair trailing to his waist,
and he held a thick shield broad enough to cover his own back,
Hattu’s and Dagon’s. Like Tanku’s armour, the chariot parts of the
Harrower had been carefully smeared with black earth or
sheathed with dark cloth. It was the same with every other vehicle
and crew. ‘When Pharaoh and his Amun Army rolled past earlier,’
Tanku said with a soldier’s grin, ‘he looked directly at these
birch trees… and saw not a thing.’

Dagon hopped aboard. Hattu
followed, pulling on his bronze helm and tying the leather straps
hanging from the cheekguards under his chin. Spears, a bow and a
stock of arrows waited inside the cabin. Wax-sealed urns too, with
a single strip of fabric hanging from each seal. He leaned forward
to stroke the withers of Flame and Midnight – yoked, armoured and
ready.

‘It has been a long and tiring
night,’ he spoke as loud as he dared lest it carry far enough to be
heard by Egyptian ears. His voice spread only so far, but the
charioteers furthest away passed the message along. ‘We have had
little rest, but every scrap of toil will be worth it. For now we
are poised to swing around the city’s southern walls, speed past
its western edges and fall upon Pharaoh’s half-finished camp in the
north. He has only one of his four armies there. He knows nothing
of our presence. We will push him against the river. King Muwa and
the infantry masses will make their move to the north of the city
at the same time.’

The charioteers now rumbled with
anticipation, straightening up, sensing the moment was here.

‘But our charge must be swift
and direct. The Destroyers will fly true like a spear of pure
bronze, and cleave through the Amun camp.’ The many Destroyer crews
rumbled in prideful agreement. ‘The chariots of our brave allies
will buzz and swarm at the sides, like hornets.’ From the distant
ends of the chariot line, Priam had this passed on to him and threw
a left-handed salute into the air along with a dazzling smile. On
the right, Sarpedon did likewise. ‘Ramesses will be compelled to
surrender. Before the sun reaches its high point, this war will be
won. Men will speak of us still, one thousand lifetimes from today.
We will be known forever as the heroes of Kadesh. Egypt will be
humbled, and the Gods of the north will roar our names across the
sky.’

He saw the crews nearest
shivering with awe, some men’s cheeks streaked with tears, teeth
clenched in bestial rictuses as they bashed their fists against
their chests. ‘But,’ he continued through a cage of teeth, raising
and shaking one stern finger, ‘when you come across the bastard
Sherden…’ his breath grew fiery and fast.

A thousand mouths spat and
cursed.

‘Volca is yours,’ one man nearby
drawled.

‘Aye, he is,’ Hattu growled.

He faced forwards again, and
sucked in a breath to bid the chariotry forward. But the breath
stayed in his lungs as he felt the ground rumble… before they had
even moved. He and every other charioteer shared confused glances.
Slowly, all heads bent southwards, seeing the golden column pouring
into view across the Ribleh ford.

‘The Army of Ra,’ Dagon
whispered, spotting the blazing sun fan held aloft by this huge
force.

Menfyt veterans marched
speedily, swaying like stalks of wheat in a field. Egyptian archers
as many again. A contingent of Strongarms too. Whips cracked and a
screen of Egyptian chariots cantered along the right hand of the
Army of Ra. Five hundred of them, each crewed by a driver and an
archer. Bands of slingers roved as an outer screen too – even
closer to the treeline.

‘The scouts said they were far
behind,’ Tanku croaked, ‘back at the far end of the Valley of
Cedars. They said we would have until noon before the next of
Pharaoh’s armies reached these parts.’

Hattu’s mind shot in a hundred
different directions. Suddenly, the plans drawn last night were
raked over. This changed everything. The Amun Army was beyond the
line of sight in the north, but the Ra men were right here and less
than an hour’s trek from joining up with them. If the Ra were this
unexpectedly close, how near were the Ptah and Sutekh? Worse,
despite the blackened armour and chariotry, the dawn mist was thin
now – all it would take was one sharp-eyed Ra man to look over here
carefully.

The chariot crews rose in a fury
of whispers. One voice snagged his attention. ‘Sir, should we
wait?’

This snapped Hattu from his
thoughts. ‘Yes,’ he hissed along the line to the man. ‘We don’t
know the positions of their other two armies. Nobody moves until I
give the order.’

He scoured the Ra column’s head,
now passing his position in the trees, about an arrowshot away.
Leading the Ra was a white chariot ridden by a gnarled, helmetless
Egyptian General resting his weight on his spear, his head bald and
shining, his torso hugged by a blue cuirass inlaid with a golden
ankh symbol. But this scarred veteran was not driving the car. No,
it was a boy holding the reins. Hattu blinked, sure his eyes were
deceiving him, sure Ishtar was bringing images of the past before
him. It looked like the young Ramesses, from the Valley of Bones
all those years ago, piloting the chariot, draped in a silver
pectoral and crowned with a bronze scale headdress that trailed
down his back. It was this boy who was urging the Ra men on at such
haste, yelling and rousing them with brave cries and splendid tales
of ancient battles.

‘Khepe,’ he realised. His eyes
darted and his thoughts began to swirl again. He had only ever
heard of Ramesses’ eldest issue until now.

‘Prince Hattu, should we send a
report back to King Muwa?’

Hattu turned to the sound of the
voice. The man who had spoken and a crewmate were quarrelling.

‘He said nobody is to move until
he gives the order,’ hissed the crewmate, straining to prevent the
man from stepping off the chariot.

‘Let me go, you oaf, I’m just
going to approach the prince.’

But a simple shove sent the
crewmate stumbling, his whip lashing out as he tried to balance.
The scourge snapped in the air, one horse bit the other on the
flank and the bitten beast whinnied in fright.

Suddenly, like a field of grass
blown in one direction by a stiff wind, every head in the Ra column
swung towards the trees. Hattu met Khepe’s eyes, then the gnarled
general’s, then the faces of myriad veterans and bowmen and the
screen of Egyptian slingers and chariots.

Hattu heard Sky shriek high
above and saw it all as she surely did: caught here in the trees,
stationary, the huge chariot line would be butchered. Worse, the Ra
Army would inform Pharaoh of the Hittite presence… and the day
would be turned upon them. The war would be lost on one, stupid
mistake of quarrelling men. There was only one chance… the great
bronze spear had to be thrown, right now and with every ounce of
strength.

‘Attack!’ he cried with every
ounce of breath in his lungs.

‘Forward!’ Tanku bawled as Dagon
lashed the whips above Flame and Midnight. Some fifteen hundred
more whips cracked in unison, and from the thin band of dawn mist
and trees, a wall of bronze spat forth to a thunderous explosion of
war cries, the Harrower speeding front and centre.






***






Overseer Basa stepped back,
wiping blood from his face, eyes wide and maddened.

‘Now, Hittite scum,’ Ramesses
said to the second soldier who was spasming in fright at what had
just happened to his comrade. ‘You will tell me why you were
lurking around here. You will tell me or I will instruct my man to
hammer the stake in and leave it there after the first strike, so
you cling to life and death at once, for days. It will be-’ he
stopped.

A dull rumbling sounded.

‘Pharaoh?’ Volca said, confused
by the sound.

Ramesses did not reply. He stood
tall and stared southwards, from where the noise was coming.
Nothing. The thunder faded.

‘The Army of Ra will not be with
us for some time yet,’ said young Vizier Weni. ‘You asked him to be
cautious and take his time.’

Ramesses nodded, but a strange
chill crept across him. Suddenly he wanted to have his boy close.
‘Take one of my chariots, Weni. Ride south. Tell them to
hasten.’






***






The Hittite Destroyers built up
to their incredible straight-line speeds, and were soon raking like
talons across the land, sending up spiralling, crazy columns of
dust as they sped towards the flanks of the Ra column.

Upon the Harrower, at the head
of the central squadron, Hattu, Dagon and Tanku screamed in unison
– a wordless, visceral cry. The wind of the ride whistled in
Hattu’s ears, casting his tail of hair and long black plume back
like streaming banners.

The outlying clouds of slingers
on the Egyptian column’s right flank gaped momentarily at the
hulking, thundering vehicles streaking towards them. Some managed
to loose balls of lead shot and seven of the precious war-cars
crashed onto their sides, horse or crew shot through and screaming.
But the enemy slingers had no time for a second volley, as swathes
of them vanished under the charging cars in puffs of blood.

Now the long line of Egyptian
chariots – the most famous war-cars in the world – lay between the
Ra column and the Hittite talons. Just a hundred strides apart,
ninety, eighty, seventy. The drivers yelped and lashed their whips,
desperately trying to turn their chariots round to face the threat,
the warriors fumbled and snatched up their bows. The Egyptian
chariot commander – conspicuous thanks to his bright fan headdress
– was quick to pick Hattu as a target, crouching expertly and
nocking his bow.

Hattu braced both feet as the
Harrower jounced and bucked like a ball rolling downhill, its
weight adding to its speed. He held the lip of the heavy chariot
with his left hand and trained his spear on the chest of the
Egyptian chariot squadron commander. But the distance – still forty
strides ahead – was too far. The Egyptian commander grinned
wickedly and loosed. Hattu’s heart thundered. An arrow speeding
towards him as he sped towards it would split his armour scales and
his chest. He knew it. The Egyptian chariot commander knew it.

Thud!

The arrow quivered in big
Tanku’s shield – thrown over Hattu’s front with perfect timing.
Tanku pulled the shield back, Hattu saw they were now only ten
strides from the disordered Egyptian chariot line and hurled his
spear with everything he had. The lance sailed through the air and
hammered into the commander’s neck, throwing him backwards from his
chariot like a toy and pinning him to the ground. Hattu snatched up
a second spear and used it like a club to whack the startled driver
over the head just before the Destroyer crunched over the top of
the Egyptian car. At the same time, the land exploded with a
thunder-like clap as the rest of the Hittite cars hammered through
the Egyptian chariot line. Wheels shot in the air with showers of
shredded timber and puffs of blood. Enemy drivers and warriors fell
in rapid succession, their nimble cars caught immobile.

Hattu shot a glance northward,
seeing the discolouration in the heat haze. Pharaoh’s camp? If the
Amun men even edged a little further forward, Pharaoh would see
what was happening. ‘Cut them down or drive them back to the
south,’ he screamed as he burst on through the chariot screen and
towards the flank of the infantry column. The veteran Egyptian
menfyt, carrying their shields on their backs, were still fumbling,
panicked, some halting, some barging into those ahead as they tried
to bring their spears to bear. Hattu saw the hundreds of faces and
imagined Volca as every single one. ‘Kill them all!’ he screamed,
blinded by the red veil of battle.

‘For the God of the Storm!’
Tanku bellowed as the Harrower plunged into the confused Egyptian
spear ranks. Hattu thrust his spear down like a serpent’s tongue,
running a man through, neck to groin, then spearing another through
the belly – blood mist whipping across his face. The speartip
snapped off and so he tossed away the broken lance and took up a
new one. The chariot bucked over a trio of fallen, panicked
Egyptians with a crunch of bone and a wet splatter of blood leapt
up to soak them like trodden-on puddle water. Seeing this, the next
ranks of Egyptian troops jumped clear of their path, but one duo
pounced at the car-side, hacking at Dagon with their axes. One
sliced his tunic and back, before Tanku swung his mace round,
bursting the man’s head. Hattu threw a left hook at the other,
sending him falling away with a spray of teeth and blood.

Dagon, growling through the
pain, expertly guided the Harrower on through the heart of the
column, the other Hittite Destroyer chariots raking through the
enemy ranks in their wake while arrows hammered down from the
Trojan and Lukkan support cars buzzing around the tail and head of
the Ra column. After what felt like an age, they burst through the
other side of the beset column. Dagon slowed the Harrower in the
painstakingly gradual turn these heavy vehicles demanded, bringing
it around to face the column again from the opposite flank, the
following Destroyers banking round in formation.

Hattu gazed over the swaying Ra
masses: a ragged throng of bodies wet with blood and sweat.
Egyptian men stood with their heads cleaved open, eyes rolled up
and staring at the sky – dead but unable to fall such was the crush
of men trying to organise a defence. One of the trailing Destroyers
had become clogged in the tangled bodies and the nearest able enemy
troops clambered aboard to seize the Hittite crew and began hacking
off their heads and tossing them into the air. Dozens more lagging
cars met this grizzly end. The screams were horrendous. Hattu heard
them mix with the remembered watery cries of the Assyrians at
Gargamis, with the screams from Jurunda.

Yes, yes! Ishtar roared.
The Scourge, the Drowner, the Butcher!

‘Give the word,’ Dagon panted,
whip held high, ready to lash and lead a fresh charge.

But Hattu saw the rearmost
sections of the Ra column now breaking into a sprint for the south
– thousands upon thousands fleeing back towards the Ribleh ford. He
snapped his gaze round on the column head, where a small group
refused to run. Almost unnoticed, the white chariot with the
general and the boy, Prince Khepe, had broken ahead and was haring
north with the Strongarms, the fittest veterans, a wagonload of
Nubian archers and a few support chariots speeding alongside. ‘Stop
that chariot! The Ra Army is finished, but it will mean nothing if
Pharaoh is forewarned about our positions.’

Dagon lashed the whip. Flame and
Midnight edged round to face the north, then jolted forwards.

‘None can live,’ Priam cried,
speeding along in support with two more Trojan cars.

Hattu stared at the craggy
general on the Egyptian chariot with Khepe. The man barked some
jagged order, provoking the Nubians on the Egyptian wagon to shoot
a rearward volley of arrows, one of which took a Trojan chariot
driver in the eye. The reins fell slack and tangled in the horses’
legs. With a bang! the car bucked and flipped, throwing the
Trojan warrior through the air and crunching on to the ground in a
frantic tumble threaded with the thick crack of breaking bones.

The gnarled Egyptian general
peered back at Hattu and the pursuers. ‘You,’ he roared with a
voice like bubbling resin. ‘You!’

Hattu stared.

‘You don’t remember me, do you?
I am Rudjek of Memphis. I was there that day at the Valley of
Bones. Do you know what I did after you escaped? I personally
branded the Hittite captives. And the wounded? I punctured their
eyes and brains with my knife.’

Hattu grabbed the chariot lip
with both hands – a strangler’s grip. ‘Closer,’ he demanded of
Dagon.

‘Ya!’ Dagon cried.

Hattu drew his final spear,
heard the Nubians nocking and training on him, heard them loose,
heard the craggy commander explode with a triumphant laugh… then
felt Dagon gently squeeze the reins to guide the horses a fraction
to the left. The three arrows speeding down for Hattu now fell
harmlessly into the dust. Hattu closed one eye to take aim, and
threw. The spear flew true, the craggy commander’s face fell like a
flag on a sudden cessation of wind, and the lance tip plunged into
his eye socket. His head burst like a watermelon. No sooner than
his body swayed and fell did the three Nubians on the screening
wagon pitch over, riddled with Trojan arrows. Two more Hittite
Destroyers, ahead of the Harrower, caught up with the white
Egyptian chariot and speared down the small contingent of
Strongarms running alongside and defending it. Now just Khepe
remained on the lone enemy war car, shooting backwards glances, his
face white and gawping as he sped on to the north.

Hattu looked up, saw that they
were coming around the Kadesh mound’s southern side and would soon
be in full view of the Camp of Amun. He glared at Khepe’s back,
lifted and nocked his bow, and took aim. At that last moment, Khepe
looked back, aghast.

Hattu glowered at the boy.
None must reach Pharaoh. All must die!






***






The strange southern thunder
cracked and rolled again. Ramesses stepped away from the gleeful,
blood-soaked Basa and the second Hittite prisoner who was now
twitching in a pool of his own fluids, pinioned on the stake. He
gazed south, over the unfinished camp and off in the direction of
the noise. No signs of summer storm clouds? His eyes narrowed with
a sharp edge of distrust and he saw the heat haze tremble.
Something was moving there. A chariot… Weni! His vizier. The
man he had sent south to make contact with the Army of Ra not long
ago. ‘What is he doing?’ he snapped at old Vizier Paser. ‘I told
him to make haste.’

‘Lord, you did.’

‘So why can I still see him? He
should be out of sight by now.’

Paser stared for a time, then
turned back to Pharaoh, paling. ‘He… he is riding back.’

‘Back, already? Why…’ Ramesses
began.

All saw it at the same time: the
vizier’s chariot came at a lope, one wheel listing. Weni’s driver
whipped frantically at his horses. They heard his distant yells
over the rolling thunder.

The pinioned Hittite captive
behind Ramesses hissed something in a weak, dying croak.

‘What did he say?’ Ramesses
snapped over his shoulder, not daring to tear his eyes from the
sight of Weni’s chariot.

Vizier Paser was closest this
time, and he translated. ‘He… he says the armies of the north are
not at Halpa.

A thousand pins of ice pierced
Ramesses’ back and neck.

‘He says they are here,
right here,’ Paser continued, his voice tremulous with
shock. ‘More numerous than the grains of sand on a bay.’

‘Here? It cannot be…’ Ramesses
stammered, glancing over at Volca.

‘He lies!’ Volca spat.

The Hittite captive’s gaze slid
round towards Volca as he died with a weak, rasping laugh.

At that very same moment, from
the horizon of silvery heat behind the fleeing Weni, a nightmarish
vision exploded into view: a huge front of horses, men and
war-wagons – huge, hulking chariots – coming at great speed. Wider
and wider, more and more. Pharaoh blinked, unsure of his eyes. So
many. Now he saw the raised spears, the flowing dark hair of the
crews, heard their trilling battle cries.

Egyptian overseers and
commanders screamed and shouted, men rose from the camp works to
stare at the onrushing wall of enemy war-cars. With a distant
crunch, Weni’s chariot vanished under the wheels of a blood-red
vehicle at the centre of the enemy charge. Ramesses spotted the one
on board with the sparkling bronze helm and green cloak. A fireball
of rage welled in his chest. ‘What is this?’ he thundered, swinging
to pin Volca with a deathly stare. ‘You said you saw the Assyrians
spill onto Hittite lands. You said their army was ruined up there.’
He stabbed a finger across the land at the blood-red car. ‘You said
you saw him die at Gargamis… you gave me his
eyes!’

Volca turned pale as milk. ‘I… I
was sure… I…’

Ramesses stalked towards the box
by his tent, lifting out the desiccated eyes and tossing them
across the dirt towards Volca’s feet. ‘I should strike your head
from your body here and now.’ He strode up to Volca, shoulders and
chest puffed up like an angered bull. The prelude to a painful
execution, normally. But this time, his officers clustered around
him, jabbering, pointing. ‘The camp. The camp defences on the
southern side are not complete.’

He stared at the shield-picket –
riddled with gaps as wide as houses. His troops rushed to and fro,
stumbling over half-erected tents, many unprepared to defend the
gaps. The blood drained from his heart: caught undefended on a
plain like this by such a chariot charge, the Amun would be like a
wheat field to a harvester. ‘Abandon the camp. Get us across the
bridge and inside the city!’ he boomed, stabbing a finger at the
timber bridge leading to Kadesh’s open Fork Gate. There was still
time. The Hittite chariots were still some way away. ‘The
Strongarms and veterans, get them in first, then the archers, to
line the walls.’

He took one step towards the
bridge before a weary groan of timber split the air. The Fork Gate
swung shut. A heavy clunk rang out from behind it – the inimitable
sound of a colossal locking bar sliding into place. At the same
time, the deserted walls came alive. A thousand Hittite archers
rose from behind the parapets, along with hundreds of red-robed
Kadeshi bowmen too, lining the riverside gatehouse parapets and the
higher western walls, bows nocked and stretched. King Ekmaddu led
the home garrison, while a small warrior in Hittite general’s
armour barked orders to the Hittite archers. General Kisna!
He realised, recalling the hawk-faced man from the Valley of
Bones.

Kisna threw the fan-topped
standard of the Prowling Lions – stained red – like a spear, down
into the tributary waters, then roared to his men: ‘Fury Archers,
Loose!’

‘Bows of Kadesh, Loose!’ echoed
King Ekmaddu.

Pharaoh backed away as thousands
of shafts sailed across the Orauntis tributary and whumped down all
along the western edge of the Amun camp. Hundreds of Egyptian
sentries there fell, riddled with arrows.

‘To the ford!’ Volca yelled,
swinging his arms towards the Silver Ford, just north of the river
fork. ‘Cross the river! Their chariots cannot charge across the
waters and over there we can pull north, out of the range of the
city walls and their bowmen.’

Pharaoh began waving his
Strongarms and veterans, his bowmen and chariotry towards the
Orauntis banks at the fording point. A hundred paces wide, his men
could cross this ford in great masses and command the far banks
safely. He felt the golden promise of triumph rise once more.

Until… like a scudding cloud
stealing across the land, a great mass poured into view from behind
the hidden eastern side of Kadesh, mirroring their movements. A
jostling ocean of soldiers, exploding in a pent-up storm of war
cries and a fearsome skirl of pipes. King Muwa, draped in black and
bronze and ringed by Mesedi, led the way. The Hittite Divisions and
vassals swarmed behind him. ‘Tarhunda, clad my heart in bronze!’
‘Unleash the wrath of the Mountain God!’ ‘Arinniti’s fire rages in
our blood!’ ‘Let Aplu’s fury rise!’

With them came Dardanians,
bearded Arzawans, painted and fiery-haired Kaskans, the Masa,
Karkisans, Hurrians… swarms of uniquely armoured and armed warriors
from the world of the north, here, shaking copper and bronze
weapons aloft like a choppy molten sea.

‘They come like locusts,’
Overseer Basa squealed like the boar he so resembled.

They spilled along the far banks
of the Orauntis, splashing into the shallows at the opposite side
of the Silver Ford before the Egyptians could attempt to cross. At
their centre, King Muwa glared across the river, teeth bared in a
fearsome grimace. Ramesses returned a molten stare.

‘Take the crossing,’ both boomed
in unison to their respective armies.

‘Bowmen, take aim!’ the Libyan
archer commander roared as the Hittite masses surged into the
shallows. The Nubian and Libyan archers on the Egyptian side of the
ford nocked their bows.

‘Brace!’ Muwa howled. In a
trice, the Hittite surge halted and held up their shields.

The Libyan commander’s face
split in a devious grin. ‘Loose, aim low, for the shins.’

Two thousand shafts sped low…
and thumped into the padded cloth tied around the Hittite shins.
Only a few fell.

One of the two Hittite Generals
commanding the northern horde lowered his shield. ‘I am Sargis of
Hattusa and I remember you,’ he shouted to the Libyan, ‘from the
Valley of Bones. You and your archers shot at our heads when our
shields were low and at our legs when they were high.’ He crouched
a little to snap a shaft protruding from his shin cloth-greaves and
toss it away.’ It was a hard lesson, well-learned. As this will be
for you.’ He raised one arm and chopped it down.

Thousands more bows groaned
behind Sargis, from the archers in the Hittite divisions and from
the wealth of bowmen in the northern vassal bands. A hiss like that
of a divine serpent filled the air. The morning sun vanished for a
breath as the sky turned black, the deluge of feathered shafts
blotting out the light. The Libyan archer commander gawped upwards.
The screeching monkey on his shoulder leapt away and sped for
safety, a trice before several dozen arrows whacked down into him,
peppering his face, torso and limbs. He fell like a pushed-over
broom, nearly three hundred archers falling with him.

‘Up, up,’ King Muwa screamed as
the archer exchange ended. ‘Forward!’

General Sargis bellowed: ‘Men of
the Wrath, Advance. Take this ford and then Pharaoh’s camp.’

With a guttural ‘Ha!’ the
Hittite soldiers splashed forward, one step at a time, spears
level, feral snarls showing just above the shield tops, earrings
and hair trinkets swishing in time with the push.

In response, three Egyptian Sa
companies edged towards the crossing point behind a shell of their
hide shields and planted themselves there like a stopper. Seven
more hurried over to add their weight along with two Nubian archer
bands. With a tumultuous clatter, the two fronts met and furious
shouting and screaming rose as they each pushed and shoved for
supremacy. The narrowness of the crossing meant the Hittite numbers
could not enfold the smaller Egyptian numbers, and so the ford
waters quickly turned red as spears licked out and swords swished
in an effort to break through with brute force. The Hittite bowmen
on the far banks and up on Kadesh’s walls rained showers of arrows
on the Egyptian ford defence, and every time there was a lull, the
Egyptian shields would part for the expert Nubians to shoot
back.

Ramesses’ head twitched in every
direction: north – the river, lined on the far side with a Hittite
horde greater than he believed the north could ever muster – some
forty thousand men; east – Kadesh, its walls packed with Hittites
and Kadeshi bowmen; and hurtling in from the south and west… Prince
Hattu and the Hittite chariotry, speeding closer and closer. This,
he realised, was the smith’s hammer, the war-cars would dash his
Amun Army against the anvil of the river and the Hittite mass
pressing to take the ford.

He leapt upon a cedar chest to
see more clearly the southern end of the half-complete camp. It was
still in chaos. Men sped to and fro, tossing shields to one another
in a brave but futile attempt to finish the shield-palisade and
deter the incoming chariot charge. At just that moment, the Hittite
Prince and his strange wings of heavy cars burst into even greater
speeds and ploughed into the incomplete defences. The segments of
the perimeter that were protected by shields were shredded – scraps
of hide, dirt and timber spraying up in clouds. The Egyptian
infantry blocks who had managed to plug some of the gaps were blown
apart like clay urns tossed down upon stone. Men were cast about
like toys, limbs flailing, weapons spinning free, blood spray
pulsing through the air as these monstrous chariots thundered
through them. Three such units of menfyt veterans were carved apart
and a fourth, stationed behind these three and well-set to meet
such a charge head on, were suddenly wiped out from a side-on
charge led by another Hittite chariot squadron. The handful who
staggered clear of the carnage were then mown down by a blazing
storm of arrows from the King of Troy and his eagle-eyed
archers.

‘Amun, save us,’ old Vizier
Paser stammered, ‘that was the Jackals of Thebes – our oldest and
strongest Sa.’

Prince Hattu and the
purple-cloaked Trojan King called out to one another like falcons
in flight, coordinating their battle-cars expertly as they
criss-crossed a trail of chaos through the vast Amun camp’s
southern quarter, appearing and vanishing from view behind tents.
Coming closer and closer.

‘Hittites do not fear death!’
one enemy driver roared. ‘Death fears the Hittites!’

A Trojan arrow hummed down and
zinged from Ramesses’ metal pectoral. He barely flinched, but Paser
squealed as if he himself had been struck. ‘Mighty Pharaoh, we are
outnumbered. We have but a quarter of the number of our enemy. The
ford might hold, but the chariots draw closer and closer. We are in
the jaws of death. Our men might delay them but they will reach you
soon.’

‘Leap in your wagon and break
due west,’ said Overseer Basa. ‘The soldiers will make a gap for
you. The Amun brigades are still plentiful and will do great damage
to the Hittites. Leave them to fight here while you flee to
safety.’

Ramesses swung out a hand,
raking his knuckles over the officer’s face, breaking his already
unsightly nose. ‘Flee?’ he growled. ‘For nineteen years, I have
tasted nothing but ashes, dreamt of naught but revenge. Now that I
am in sight of my quarry… you advise me to flee?’ He clicked
his fingers. ‘Bring me my chariot,’ he snarled, stepping over the
writhing, bloodied overseer. ‘Gather the royal war-cars, and the
Chariots of Amun.’ He stretched on his toes, seeing most of his
battle cars were now readied. ‘Bring me the best squadrons at
haste: The Phoenix, The Justice.’ Shouts echoed after Pharaoh’s
every word. At once, horses whinnied and wheels ground as the
Egyptian cars gathered behind their Pharaoh. All the while the
Hittite chariots zig-zagged through the camp towards Pharaoh’s
position like marauding sharks, Egyptian men and tents collapsing
from view like swimmers pulled under the surface.

‘But, Majesty, they will not be
enough to defeat this multitude of Hittite cars.’

‘No, but we can contain them,’
said Ramesses.

‘But the Ptah will not arrive in
time to help,’ bleated Paser.

‘Who said anything about the
Ptah?’ Ramesses said with smirk, then swung away towards his dark
green and gold chariot, rumbling over. His driver, Menna jolted the
reins to halt the steeds. He climbed aboard, eyes tracking Prince
Hattu’s vehicle.

As a wide arrowhead of his elite
royal chariots and five hundred Chariots of Amun gathered behind
him, he boomed to the fifty horned infantry of his personal guard.
‘Sherden, you will be the runners alongside my royal chariots. Cut
down any we wound, and chop off their hands. A silver bar for every
kill.’ They jabbered in excitement at this and eagerly took their
spots, one beside each royal chariot.

A slave brought Foe-slayer over
to the assembled Egyptian chariot line. The huge lion was draped in
a golden apron of scales and a spike collar, its great head
sheathed in leather and metal plates. It roared and the charioteers
and Sherden shrieked with it.

The Strongarms and core infantry
of Amun – the six thousand men not engaged at the ford – fanned out
in a broad and deep line behind them. ‘We are the finest, fastest
and most feared warriors in the world. Spearmen, pin these dogs on
your lances and my charioteers will tear them apart with our bows
and blades. For Amun, King of Gods, Lord of Egypt, let us grind the
Wretched Fallen Ones of the north into history. Ride with me… for
the glory of Egypt!’

As they erupted in a defiant
cheer, Ramesses noticed that Volca had stepped into place as his
chariot runner. He leaned down over the side of his war-car,
grabbed Volca by the throat and drew him onto his toes. ‘I should
have your spine torn from your back, worm,’ he seethed. ‘But I do
not have the luxury of time to do it now. You have one chance to
redeem yourself. Speed from the camp’s western gate and wide of the
chariot storm that approaches. Bend south and find the Ra… find
Khepe.’

Volca nodded hurriedly. ‘I will
find him, Majesty.’

‘Have him stay back from this
place, but hurry Rudjek and the Ra, and send word back for the
Ptah. Bring them at full haste to this plain. Go!’

Volca backed away as Pharaoh set
him down.

Ramesses rose to his full height
and Menna cracked the whip. The Amun core braced and the royal
chariots jerked forward to meet the Hittite advance with an
explosion of war cries.
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‘Ya!’ Dagon screamed, guiding
the Harrower over a pavilion tent. The tent structure collapsed
with a snapping of timber and the screams of men inside it. Hattu
stared ahead, one hand on the chariot rail: no more tents, just a
yawning oval of bare ground near the camp’s centre and at the far
side of this space, a band of bronze – Ramesses himself, towering
on his battle-chariot at the head of many hundreds more, backed by
a thick band of Egypt’s finest footsoldiers. Beside each Egyptian
battle-car… Sherden warriors in their gleaming horned helms.
Hattu’s heart thumped, eyes glued to the Sherden next to Ramesses’
chariot. Volca… he mouthed, feeling everything about this
colossal campaign sharpening and closing on this very moment. The
vengeance Ishtar had promised him was here.

‘Death to the Wretched Fallen
Ones,’ Ramesses screamed, and the Egyptian cars jolted forward like
loosed arrows, the Sherden runners breaking into sprints alongside
them.

‘Faster, give it everything,’
Hattu cried.

‘Onwards!’ Ramesses screamed,
‘bring me the prince’s head!’

Thousands of cries rose in time
with the moan of horns and the snapping of whips, and the thunder
of hooves shook the land of Kadesh as the two forces sped for one
another, the space between rapidly diminishing.

‘Take me in towards him,’ Hattu
demanded, eyes stuck on Volca… until the two speeding forces drew
to within fifty strides: it was not Volca. Nor was any other horned
Sherden running alongside Pharaoh’s war-cars. ‘No…’ he rasped. ‘He
is not here.’

‘Forget about him,’ Dagon
shouted over the thunder of their charge. ‘We are committed. We
must break Pharaoh’s Amun core or everything unravels.’

Ramesses swung his sceptre
around his head, a signal that the archers on every car read, each
bowman nocking, drawing and loosing three volleys in as many
heartbeats.

More than a score of Hittite
Destroyers fell back from view, with a chorus of tangled death
cries and whinnies. Tanku caught the many shafts aimed for Hattu on
his shield, though one streaked across the big man’s cheek, tearing
a deep gouge that send three rivulets of blood shooting down his
face. Hattu stared at Ramesses, who grinned rapaciously, coming to
within forty strides.

‘This is your time, Prince
Hattu.’ Ramesses roared. ‘You will die at my feet, here,
today.’

‘Hold steady, do not slow,’
Hattu growled to his crews, ‘they cannot charge through us, and he
knows it.’

With only thirty strides to
spare, the Egyptians unleashed another dense storm of arrows. Hattu
ducked behind Tanku’s shield as a dozen shafts rattled against it
and the Harrower’s cabin, hearing the shrill screams of the
stricken in other vehicles. He emerged from behind the shield to
see the Egyptian chariot mass splitting, half peeling left and half
right like parting drapes, out towards the Hittite flanks,
revealing the waiting wall of six thousand Egyptian infantry
stationed at the far side of the oval. Glinting bronze speartips
and shields and myriad hateful kohl-lined eyes.

‘Your hulking chariots might be
fearsome, Prince Hattu,’ Ramesses called out from a safe distance,
‘but no horse will charge a braced line of spears… and this
you know. It is over for you now. Your horses will rear up
and slow… then you will be butchered.’

With another whirl of his
sceptre, the Egyptian chariot archers sent a volley of throwing
sticks across the Hittite cars. The flanking Trojan and Lukkan
chariots bore the brunt of it as these bent, hardened wooden
missiles arced low through the air and hammered home with a
terrible sound of smashing bone and punctured flesh. Hundreds fell,
drivers crumpling with staved-in heads, horses plunging to their
knees in whinnies of pain, chariots behind crashing into the
stricken vehicles in calamitous storms of shredded wood and thrown
bodies. One stick thwacked against Flame’s muzzle, one cracked
Tanku on the left shoulder – but to the credit of man and beast
both kept going. A man in the neighbouring Destroyer fell away,
face staved-in by a stick.

Twenty strides… ten…

‘Full gallop!’ Hattu roared. He
eyed the Amun core spear line, knowing Ramesses was right, knowing
they could not charge into this expert defence, knowing Flame and
Midnight would stumble or fall rather than race headlong onto
gleaming sharp bronze. But then he had known this over all the
years of preparation, when he and Dagon had traced out battle
possibilities in the dust at the Fields of Bronze. They will not
charge a spear wall… but they will run through a field of fire for
you, Old Colta had told them.

He planted one foot on the low
ledge within the chariot car. ‘Ignite!’ he roared, lifting a small,
round clay pot, breaking the wax seal covering its mouth and
striking a flint hook under the strip of resin-soaked linen
dangling from it. Like the eyes of an army of beasts awakening,
thousands of flames blinked to life, all along the charging Hittite
chariot front. ‘Throw!’

With a whoosh, they hurled their
resin pots into the densely packed Egyptian lines. Clay shattered
and plumes of fire rose from the enemy ranks. Egyptian men screamed
and ran, staggered and fell, backs and headdresses ablaze and the
viscous blazing resin clinging to their skin. The dense bank of
spears dissolved like piled leaves hit by a stiff gale. Thick
stripes of bare, burning ground now ran through the ruined Egyptian
infantry mass. The Hittite Destroyers plunged into these wounds
like claws into the flesh of a tattered corpse.

Smoke scudded across their path
as Dagon guided the Harrower at full speed right through the Amun
core, bucking and swaying over men wounded or too slow to get out
of the way. Hattu heard Pharaoh thunder and scream for his royal
chariots to react. The blinding black smoke cast the plain of
Kadesh in a horrible half-light, and in it he saw one Egyptian
spearman fall to his knees, ablaze, hands outstretched for mercy,
the stink of burning hair and skin hitting him like a hard
slap.

Hattu the Scourge, the
Drowner, the Butcher… the Burner, Ishtar shrieked in his
head.

‘You sent me here. You told me
it had to be so,’ Hattu seethed.

‘Hattu!’ Dagon roared, lashing
his whip and pointing to the left.

Hattu saw the Egyptian royal
chariots locked in battle with Sarpedon’s Lukkans. More, he saw the
tall, golden warrior in the bulbous high war crown, fighting like a
God. Ramesses! Thus, Volca had to be nearby.

Like knives, the Hittite
Destroyers sliced towards Egypt’s Pharaoh.

In the dense chaos of smoke,
rallying Egyptian spearmen and whizzing battle-cars, Hattu sensed
the Harrower slow as Dagon guided it into a leftward bend. A troop
of Strongarms realised this too, and rushed for the rear of the
vehicle but Tanku swept his great shield across them, throwing them
off, then Hattu speared down into the shoulder of one. All across
the fray, the battered Egyptian core began to reform and leap upon
the Hittite cars which lumbered likewise, rallying to keep the cars
away from their Pharaoh.

‘Keep moving,’ Hattu cried out
as Tanku took a mace blow on the shield, sending him bashing into
Dagon and Dagon into Hattu. ‘Break through this nest of men and
surround their royal chariots. The day is almost ours!’

He saw Ramesses staring at him
through the fray. His face was set in a hateful rictus as he sliced
the head from one Lukkan charioteer, then raised a strange ibex
horn to his lips and blew. Three long, dreadful moans sailed out
across the land.

Sky shrieked, somewhere above
the smoke pall. A shrill, terse cry that meant only one thing.

Danger.
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Volca, perched on the croup of a
muscular mare, sped south as the chaos at his back near the Silver
Ford rose to greater heights. He shot a look back, peering through
the noon light to see the stirring cauldron of fire, black smoke,
spitting arrows, licking spears and swiping axes. The heavy Hittite
war-wagons plunged through the Amun core as he watched. They could
not break that mighty spear elite, could they? He asked the
question again and again until he saw with a second glance back
that they were indeed broken. Now the remnant were desperately
trying to regroup and shield Ramesses’ royal chariots. A last
stand?

A spike of wonder ran through
him: what if Pharaoh died in the fighting? His head swung back
south in the direction he was headed. ‘Then the boy becomes
Pharaoh, and me his regent,’ he whispered with a tune of
delirium.

He sped on southwards for a
short time before the most horrific stink of ripped-open bowels hit
him. He soon came to a bleak stain on the land: amidst a buzzing
black carpet of flies, countless broken bodies lay draped across
tipped-over chariots or strewn on the dust. The remnant of the Army
of Ra. Men whimpered, pinned to the sides of wagons by thrown
spears or lay writhing, pricked by Hittite arrows. Thousands of
them. The crows flew low, many already feasting on the dead and
dying, revelling in the hot stink. He slowed, sliding from his
horse near one groaning man, swiping his trident to scare off the
vultures waiting for him to die.

‘Master Volca?’ he croaked.
‘Help me. My hamstring is torn and I cannot walk.’

Volca crouched beside the
suffering soldier, uncorked his waterskin and tilted it to the
man’s lips. The soldier drank in between gasps and whispered his
gratitude. ‘Tell me, brave soldier: where is young Khepe?’ Volca
asked.

‘The Hittites came in great
hulking chariots, hammered into our flank, ruined us, then Prince
Hattu set off after Khepe…’ The man closed his eyes and gulped,
then shook his head.

Volca’s gaze rolled across
churned ruts made by chariot wheels, following them off to the
north. His gaze halted abruptly at the site of a collapsed white
chariot. Khepe’s chariot. Red and torn remnants of bodies lay
around it, some draped over and some curled inside the broken
vehicle, the vultures tearing and snapping at the bloody morsels.
‘But I was to be his regent,’ he said, his voice tremulous with
injustice.

‘Master Volca?’ the wounded man
croaked.

Volca rose from his haunches,
spinning his trident, sharp end down, and stamped the centre-most
of the three prongs through the soldier’s windpipe. The man gawped
in shock, a cloud of pink foam bulging from the wound, followed by
dark jets of blood. He thrashed and kicked for a few moments before
falling still.

Volca stared northwards, seeing
the distant smudge of battle, feeling his golden dreams fall around
him like a rain of ashes. The only hope that remained now was that
he might become Ramesses’ heir instead of the dead Khepe’s regent.
But Pharaoh was enraged with him already for the shock presence of
the Hittites here when they were supposed to have been massacred at
faraway Gargamis. But there had to be a way to reingratiate himself
with Ramesses, else he would be safer running from this place and
never returning. His mind churned as he paced back and forth. It
came to him like a dawn ray. The words of the soldier now dead by
his feet: Prince Hattu set off after Khepe…

‘Pharaoh will be blind to my
hand in matters,’ he muttered as if talking to an aide. ‘Once he
finds out that Prince Hattu killed his boy, once I truly bring him
that dog’s eyes… I might be golden again.’

Piercing death cries sailed up
from the camp battle, snapping him from his thoughts. For a
fleeting moment he realised once more Pharaoh too could soon be
carrion like Khepe. Who would be his patron and his stepping stone
to power if that happened?

A rumble sounded at his back and
he swung to the southern horizon. Movement there. The silver and
gold flicker of marching ranks. Ten thousand spears and a fresh
chariot wing of five hundred. The Ptah Army, here at last.
Reinforcements. ‘Enough to turn the day?’ he cooed, head switching
back to the Amun camp battle, the stoutly-held Silver Ford and then
once more back to the Ptah. So long as the ford defence continued
to hold back the Hittite infantry masses, this third great army
should be enough to crush the Hittite chariot wing – entangled with
the Amun core and robbed of their speed.

‘I can be Pharaoh’s saviour,’ he
realised, his heart soaring like a skeleton hawk taking flight.

He stepped up onto an upturned
wagon and drew his war horn from his belt, emptying his lungs into
the trumpet. The low moan keened across the land, and at once the
shimmering train of fresh soldiers jolted into a speedy
advance.

‘Come, Ptah, Blessed of Memphis.
Pharaoh is in danger and needs every spear and bow,’ he bawled as
the Ptah chariots sped towards him. One chariot had just a driver
aboard and the man extended an arm as he passed and Volca took it,
swinging aboard expertly. ‘It is time to be heroes,’ he called
across the front-running Ptah elite and its upstaged and rather
furious general, ‘to carve our names into history!’

As he sped towards the camp
fray, he heard three low, terrible moans rise from within the
belching black smoke there. A signal. For a moment, Volca was
confused. Then he realised it was Pharaoh’s ibex horn. He saw
something from the corner of his eye: the sweltering band of heat
in the west – the stripe of pure silver that tricked the eye and
made it look as if the Bargylus Mountains there were floating above
the ground – bulged and shivered in a way that could only mean one
thing. From somewhere within that heat mirage, the three moans from
the camp battle were returned, like a great dragon replying to its
mate, each call successively louder, clearer… closer.

‘Ah,’ Volca said, his lips
peeling apart in an ugly smile, ‘I had forgotten about you. Enough
to turn the day? Enough to turn the world upon its head!’
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The waters of the Silver Ford
ran red as the Hittite infantry pushed to try to break through the
Egyptian defence there. Bodies pitched out of the great struggle to
splash into the waters, floating downriver only to be snatched
underwater by the many snapping crocodiles in the deeper sections.
The Egyptian drummers thundered on and Hittite pipers blared
relentless, frantic war-tunes. In the heart of the struggle,
mid-ford, Muwa felt hot blood lash across his face as he speared an
Egyptian giant through the chest, then drove at the brute. But
after two splashing steps through the shin-high waters, the
stubborn Egyptian defenders pushed back. A khopesh licked towards
his neck, and it was only Captain Gorru’s Mesedi spear that blocked
the blow. Gorru then grabbed Muwa by the shoulder and hauled him
back from the front line and onto the eastern banks.

‘Forgive me, My Sun, but you
have been fighting for over an hour. You need to rest.’

Muwa bore his teeth at the
Mesedi captain and growled ferally, before he felt the pulsing heat
of battle ebb and realised how numb his limbs were, how foggy his
mind was. Already, a trio of Mesedi had taken his place in the
Hittite lines and the struggle for the Silver Ford raged on.

‘More, General Kisna signals for
you,’ Gorru added.

Muwa glanced up at Kadesh’s
defences. The white walls were stained with smoke and smeared red
where expert Egyptian archers had shot King Ekmaddu’s Kadeshi
bowmen and Kisna’s best Hittite archers, catching them when they
stepped out from behind the merlons. Some bodies lay at the foot of
the walls on the steep river island slope and some hung like wet
washing over the crenels. But there, up on the western defences,
Kisna was waving frantically. He saw the taut look on the Master
Archer’s face and knew at once it was urgent.

Muwa sped down the Orauntis’
banks, past the fork, the city slipping between him and the battle.
A raft waited in the reedy shallows, manned by Mesedi. He stepped
aboard and the royal bodyguards paddled speedily, taking him across
the river to a low, wooden wharf hanging from Kadesh’s eastern
walls, a private harbour, shaded with embroidered awnings. The
craft shook as it docked here. Kadeshi Crocodile Guards saluted
him, then led him through the small gate hidden in the shadows at
the back of the wharf – the King’s Gate. They led him up a tight,
upwards-sloping tunnel and out into Ekmaddu’s King’s Hall. He sped
on ahead of them, across the city and up the staircase leading to
the western walls.

Up there shouts rang out and
missiles flew. King Ekmaddu continued to cry out in a deadly
rhythm, directing the Kadeshi archers and the Hittite bowmen as
they unleashed rapid volleys.

Muwa halted right beside him,
both ducking to one side as a stray Egyptian sling bullet whizzed
past and cracked into the mud-brick next to them, leaving a stark
black hole and a shuddering star of cracks around it. From here he
could see the Silver Ford struggle as a god might: the sheer might
of forty thousand Hittite spears negated by the narrowness of the
crossing, the few thousand Egyptians holding the far banks firmly.
‘Concentrate your arrows on the Egyptian right, for each man
carries his shield on the left. We can break this ford.’ Next, his
eyes flicked over to the heart of the Amun camp where, in the large
oval in the centre, dark smoke scudded as the Hittite Destroyers
tangled with the remnant of Ramesses’ Amun core. He peered into
that black-clouded chaos: flashes of bronze, swirling trails of
chariots and ghostly sights of friend and foe. They were winning,
just. ‘But we may not even need to take the ford. Have faith in
Prince Hattu, he is a beast of battle. This day goes well for us
and-’

‘No, My Sun,’ Kisna interrupted,
barging over between Ekmaddu and Muwa. ‘Look!’

Muwa felt like a vole being
snatched up into the sky by an eagle: all of a sudden, he saw the
rest of the countryside, and the terrible disaster rushing in. From
the south, the Ptah approached, just two danna away, racing towards
Hattu and his mired chariotry. His mind had no sooner seen this and
tried to grapple with the consequences, then he saw that this was
not what Kisna was pointing at. His gaze swept towards the Bargylus
Mountains and the western heat mirage and locked there, as a mighty
front of soldiery stepped through that silvery veil like spirits
returning from the Field of Reeds.

‘The Sutekh,’ Muwa stammered,
seeing the golden jackal-head standard held proud at the centre of
this wall of men. They were merely one danna away. ‘They were never
trailing behind as we were led to believe,’ he said in a whisper,
eyes darting. ‘They must have marched up the coast road overnight,
behind the Bargylus Mountains.’

‘The Sutekh do not march alone,
My Sun,’ Kisna stabbed a finger at the seething mass of strange
forces pouring into view alongside them – chariots, archers,
clubmen, spearmen, axe-warriors, numbering even more than the
Sutekh. They came not in an ordered front like the Sutekh, but as a
sprawling collection of bands, each with unique armour, garb and
weaponry. The lead chariot riding at the front of this horde
carried a tall staff topped with a ram’s skull, the horns draped
with bright banners. ‘Who in the name of Tarhunda are they?’

Muwa tried to speak but at first
he could not, his mouth and lips dry as bone. ‘The Ne’arin,’ he
croaked at last. ‘Canaanites, Gublans, Amurrites loyal to Egypt,
desert bands – Pharaoh’s thrall army.’ He had only ever heard tales
of this ancient league of forces. The Ne’arin were but a legend – a
great federation of vassals from the southern half of Retenu who
would unite to fight alongside Pharaoh upon his call to war. They
had not been assembled for generations, yet here they were,
assembled in secret and coming to war.

The Ptah, the Sutekh, the
Ne’arin. More than thirty thousand enemy reinforcements.

All spearing right towards
Hattu.

Muwa stared, lost for a trice.
‘Sound the horns,’ he stammered at last. ‘The chariots must retreat
– back south and inside the city. They can come in through the open
Desert Gate.’

‘They cannot,’ Kisna, ‘they are
mired within the Amun core, held there like men caught in barbed
vines. And there is no time.’

Muwa saw that indeed, the Ptah
Army were now flooding past Kadesh’s southern approaches in a broad
front, cutting off the route to the Desert Gate as they hurtled
towards the camp battle. His heart clashed like a gong. This might
be the defining moment of his rule. Muwa the great, or Muwa the
fool, who lost the war and his brother in one day. ‘We must open
the Fork Gate.’

‘Open the Fork Gate?’
Ekmaddu stammered, glancing down at the barred gate and the bridge
outside linking it to the western banks and the Amun camp. ‘But the
plan! The plan was to slam the Fork Gate shut in Pharaoh’s face and
keep it shut no matter what.’

But Muwa ignored the challenge.
He looked to Kisna. ‘With me – bring your archers.’

‘But, My Sun,’ Ekmaddu called
after him, ‘if we open that gate then what is to stop Pharaoh’s men
from flooding across the bridge and inside?’

‘You, King Ekmaddu, for you and
your garrison archers must stay and guard your sacred walls and the
Fork Gate… and me, for I intend to sally across that bridge.’ He
heard Ekmaddu splutter some further note of surprise but did not
stay to debate the matter. In a frantic dash, he, Kisna and the
Hittite bowmen peeled away from the battlements and sped down the
stone steps into the city. Near the Fork Gate waited fifty Mesedi,
two hundred Kadeshi Crocodile Guards and five hundred Hittite
reserve chariots – all of the two-man older style. Muwa leapt
aboard one, barking orders to his charioteer and the other waiting
teams. ‘Ready the horses. Throw open the gates.’

‘My Sun,’ the charioteer gasped,
throwing down his drinking skin. ‘We are going out there?’

‘We don’t have enough men to
support Prince Hattu,’ Kisna agreed.

‘No,’ Muwa burred as dozens of
men gathered beside and grappled with the huge locking bar, ‘but we
have enough to tilt the balance at the Silver Ford in our favour…
and the ford must fall to us. If our infantry does not get
across this river, my brother is dead… and the war is lost.’

 



Chapter
22



A Desert of Graves

Summer 1274 BC

[image: ]

 


The Harrower barrelled through
the cloud of black resin-smoke as wave after wave of Amun
Strongarms threw themselves at the three onboard to stop them
getting to Pharaoh. Hattu swung like a dancer, expertly streaking
his spear across one swell of attackers, gasping for sweet breath
before spinning to prod away another pair. Tanku let loose an
animal roar and swept his shield around the next wave, knocking
them back. Both worked tirelessly to protect Dagon as he guided
them through the press of the Amun core, but with every attack, the
chariot slowed. All across the heart of the wrecked Egyptian camp,
the Hittite Destroyers slowed like this, like wounded elephants
beset by packs of hunting cats.

‘Where is Pharaoh?’ Dagon cried
out, finishing with a retch from the acrid smoke.

‘There, there,’ Tanku
cried, pointing, blinking to clear his stinging eyes.

Hattu stared through the black
pall, his grey eye aching as he saw Ramesses. Pharaoh’s war-car
jolted and arced round… sweeping away from battle, towards the
west.

‘He retreats!’ Sarpedon yelled
joyously from somewhere amidst the fray. A hundred other cries like
this rose – the beginnings of a victory song.

But Hattu heard the three
horrible moans that rose from the heat haze out by the Bargylus
range. He wanted with every fibre of his being to believe that it
was merely an echo of Ramesses’ horn call moments ago… and then his
heart fell like a stone when he saw the truth: the writhing flood
of men pouring in from the west.

‘The Sutekh,’ he stammered,
recognising Egypt’s fourth great army, charging behind a wall of
shields. Then he beheld the force with them, lips moving silently
in disbelief at the sight of the ram’s skull standard they carried.
Was this the ancient league of thrall nations – the myth he had
only ever heard spoken of by craggy old men when he was a boy? ‘The
Ne’arin?’

Ramesses’ chariot scythed round
to ride level with the Sutekh and Ne’arin front. He had not been
fleeing, merely drawing away to meet with and lead this massive
surge of reinforcements back towards the Amun camp and its carpet
of ripped bodies and flattened tents.

Something else arose in Hattu’s
peripheral vision, further away but swooping like a crow from the
south. ‘The Ptah,’ he whispered. It was like great jaws swinging
closer to snap shut on the ruined camp and the stranded Hittite
chariotry.

‘By the Gods,’ Tanku croaked,
face paling, head switching in every direction, across the swarm of
Amun soldiers pinning them here in the camp’s heart like an
executioner’s apprentice restraining a condemned man. ‘Get us out
of this mire, Dagon.’

‘I can’t,’ Dagon cried,
squeezing and tugging the reins as best he could. But amidst so
many enemy footsoldiers, Flame and Midnight had slowed to a
stamping walk, biting and swishing their armoured heads in an
effort to clear a path.

The Sutekh and Ne’arin reached
the camp region first. They came like a charging pack of wolves,
wrapping around the ruined camp’s western perimeter then vaulting
and bounding on across the destruction towards the pinned Hittite
chariots. Peering over the rim of Tanku’s shield, Hattu saw at the
Ne’arin’s head a chariot driven by a bald bull of a general who
screamed and cajoled the mighty league. Next to him on board stood
King Benteshina of Amurru. He was decked out like a warrior and
carried the ram’s skull banner. Since his kingdom had been occupied
by the Egyptians twenty years ago, Benteshina had been kept in a
bird cage, whipped, sliced and peeled, yet here he was, leading his
conqueror’s vassal league. For the briefest of moments, his and
Benteshina’s eyes met. Why? Hattu mouthed.

Adjacent to the Ne’arin,
Ramesses led the Sutekh chariots, Sherden warriors speeding
alongside them on foot. Pharaoh’s war lion bounded alongside the
royal car, and Ramesses wore the same look as that great armoured
cat – hateful and vicious. The Sutekh chariots fanned out in a
broad front, the two ends streaking ahead so the line wrapped
around the Hittites like a noose, before turning inwards, coming at
a canter.

‘Break… break,’ Ramesses
screamed to his Amun soldiers around the Hittite chariots, waving
his hands as if pulling apart invisible curtains. ‘This moment is
mine!’

Like insects suddenly scattering
from a bright light, the Amun soldiers pulled away from the remnant
Hittite cars, leaving a clear path for Pharaoh’s chariots
fangs.

‘Crush them!’ Ramesses cried,
whirling his sceptre and pointing it at the lumbering, trapped
Hittite chariots. His thunderous demand was drowned out by the
sudden burst of roars from his crews, and from the wall of
reinforcement infantry rushing just behind. All at once, the Sutekh
cars jolted forwards, the noose rapidly drawing tight.

The ground shook madly as
Ramesses’ chariot came at the speed of a dart for the trundling
Harrower. ‘Ya!’ Dagon yelled, cracking the reins
desperately, the horses’ muscles straining, bronze jingling, timber
and leather groaning as they got moving again… into a trot, then a
canter.

Yet before they could even pick
up to battle pace, Foe-slayer bounded ahead of its master and
across the rapidly-vanishing gap, a few Trojan arrows zinging from
its metal apron. It leapt for the Harrower’s side, sailing through
the air for an incredible distance. Tanku threw up his shield to
protect his two crewmates. The lion’s paws thumped against the
shield and its jaws clamped down on the rim, its momentum sending
the Harrower up onto one wheel. The next moments were a
chaos of shredding timber and whinnying as the chariot crashed down
onto its side, crumpling, wheels shredding. Hattu, Tanku and Dagon
were catapulted from the cabin; Flame and Midnight fell in a
tangle, screaming in fright.

Hattu rolled over and over
through the dusty earth, hearing Flame and Midnight’s screams end
suddenly. When he rolled to a halt, he sprang to his feet in a
warrior’s crouch… then stared at the broken Harrower. Flame
and Midnight lay silent and twitching, throats crushed and pierced
with great fang wounds. Foe-slayer stood over the two horses, his
face and paws red with their blood.

‘No,’ Dagon croaked, shaking,
taking one step towards the dying steeds.

‘Dagon!’ Tanku cried as
Foe-slayer lunged for the Chariot Master. The big general leapt
between the two. This time, his shredded shield could not save him.
Foe-slayer whacked against Tanku, the pair rolling away in a tumble
of man and beast. Foe-slayer bit down through armour, skin and
flesh. Tanku’s arm came away with a pop of bone and a gout of dark
blood. The big general sagged and within a heartbeat fell still,
limp like a rag.

‘No!’ Hattu croaked.

The crackling thunder of chariot
wheels snapped him from his stupor.

‘Your eyes will lie in my palm
tonight!’ Ramesses howled from his war car, holding his khopesh
sword over the side of his chariot like a harvester.

Hattu pulled his twin swords
from his crossbands, his green cloak billowing in the battle-wind,
Dagon drawing his own blade and pressing up to his shoulder.
Ramesses lined up to strike for Hattu’s neck, but Hattu softened
one knee to throw himself and Dagon clear, only to be hit with the
thrown-up plume of dust from the passing vehicle’s wheels.
Blinking, coughing, he heard arrows whizzing around him, whacking
into bodies as the Sutekh chariots plunged deep into the stranded
Hittite fleet, moving in tight loops and twists, loosing arrows
like hail at close range. Hittite crews fell, horses screamed.
Through the dust, he heard the growing roar of the Sutekh and
Ne’arin infantry masses, almost here too, and the rising rumble of
Ptah drums from the south.

A handful of charioteers
staggered over to Hattu and Dagon on foot, limping or having lost
their drivers to Egyptian arrows. A few dozen of them clustered
together as the enemy cars rained arrows on what shields they had.
Five chariots whizzed past, hacking and shooting. He saw a few
other knots of crewmen on foot like this, desperate, stranded.

‘Stay together, shields high,’
Hattu rasped. ‘We are few but we are strong.’

Then, like a smith’s hammer, the
wall of Ne’arin and Sutekh infantry reached the fray and whacked
into his small band like a back-handed slap from a giant. The tiny
defensive group staggered backwards, three falling under a flurry
of axes and spears as the enemy infantry wrapped around them,
confident of a swift victory. Swords rained down on the sixteen
left with Hattu, ripping away armour, fragments of battered shields
and even men. A spear sliced his chinstrap and his helm toppled
away. The Ptah were but a few hundred paces from adding their
immense strength to the day. This was surely the end. He heard
fellow knots of charioteers cry out in death here and there around
him.

‘Stand with me!’ Hattu cried,
blocking a flurry of strikes with his swords, then looking
skywards. ‘Ishtar, it cannot end here!’

The answer came in the form of a
mighty groan of ancient timbers. As Hattu lifted his twin swords to
block again, he caught sight of the reflection of Kadesh behind
him... and the city’s Fork Gates swinging open. Despite the storm
of dust, smoke and bloody blades, he saw a force of chariots and a
patchwork of elite soldiers speed from the gate and across the
wooden bridge, onto the Amun camp’s eastern edge and straight into
the backs of the Egyptians defending the Silver Ford. Muwa!
he realised. These reserve chariots ploughed through the ford
defenders’ undefended back ranks like the expert flick of a
skinner’s knife – critically compromising the blockade. The
Egyptians at the middle and front of the ford blockade, relying on
the weight of those rear ranks, now toppled back. Like waters
unleashed from a suddenly-broken dam, and with the most tremendous
roar, the massed Hittite infantry on the far side now surged over
and through the ford defences at last, spilling onto the enemy
banks and into the northeastern quarter of the ruined Amun camp,
just a bowshot away.

King Muwa took his place at the
head of the first wave of Hittites to cross the river, his spear
held out like a giant finger as his chariot driver readied to lash
the whip.

‘Forward!’ Muwa roared like a
lion.






***






The Hittite divisions and the
vassals charged across the black stain at the heart of the ruined
Amun camp to the speedy song of battle pipes and a chorus of roars.
The rear ranks of the Sutekh and Ne’arin men encircling the trapped
chariot crews turned to face this unexpected Hittite charge with a
wall of spears and shields, swinging axes and whirring slings.

Kisna’s Fury Division and
Sargis’ Wrath Division, flanked by the Karkisans, the Seha
Riverlanders and old King Niqmepa and his Ugaritic Army, formed the
Hittite left and took on the Egyptian Sutekh Division, while Muwa
and General Penti led the Storm, the Blaze and the other vassals
against the Ne’arin.

‘Break them apart. Save Prince
Hattu!’ Kisna roared at the head of his division, driving forward
with shield and spear. In the trice that followed he shot Sargis a
tearful glance and saw his friend’s eyes wet with tears too. Never
in all his life had he known affinity like that shared with a
brother in arms in the heartbeat before battle, before the edge of
death.

The two huge forces slammed
together like giant bronze fists. Kisna’s shoulder jolted in its
socket and blood spat over his head in both directions. Men,
propelled up from the crush, skated over heads. Spears snapped,
shields crumpled. Swords swished and maces and axes chopped down.
Wet shrieks and sighs of death rose like a horrible song. Lord
Raxor led the Karkisans deep into the Sutekh left, sending eight
whole ranks staggering, wheezing. Scores of his soldiers followed
suit, blowing apart the Sutekh’s tightly-knit formation and opening
a gap in their centre. Kisna and his leading Fury men surged into
this weak spot. He jabbed out with his spear, scoring and running
men through, ducking and weaving past the weapons swung at him. He
saw the Sutekh General just ahead, swishing a giant sword around
his head, cleaving Karkisan heads with a gleeful expression. ‘Paint
me red!’ he cried as he split the skull of one young Fury soldier.
‘Red with the blood of the Wretched Fallen Ones and their vassal
mutts! Gemstones for the men who kill the most!’

An instant later, blood puffed
into the air as Lord Raxor rose from the battle on the end of a
half-dozen Egyptian spears, thrashing like a caught eel. ‘Rip him
apart!’ the Sutekh General howled. Kisna stared in horror as the
spears parted and the allied king’s body hurtled away in chunks,
each in a different direction.

‘Take that cur down,’ Kisna and
Sargis bawled in unison.

The Fury and the Wrath roared in
defiance, pushing with all they had at the Sutekh front. But it was
Masturi and his Seha Riverlanders who made the greatest headway:
Masturi sprung like a panther, up and over the enemy shields of the
Sutekh right, cloak and bare tackle flapping, to plunge into their
depths, then forged towards the Sutekh General. Kisna, Sargis and
their strongest men drove in towards him too. Masturi swivelled
like an acrobat, scoring his spear across six of the Sutekh
General’s bodyguards and raising his lance to strike at the
boasting enemy commander, only to judder and halt, before the
Sutekh leader’s blade tip wormed its way through Masturi’s shoulder
in a sputtering eruption of gore. Masturi fell back, screaming,
clutching the terrible wound, and the Sutekh general slew two more
Seha Riverlanders.

Blood pounding in his ears,
Kisna drew his bow, nocked, took aim and loosed. The shot flew
true, piercing the Sutekh General’s hand. The blood-soaked general
roared and dropped his sword, before Sargis raced in and sliced the
general’s hand clean off.

‘Paint me red, you said?’ Sargis
snarled as the general gawped at his stump-wrist and the blood
pumping from the wound.

Sargis held his stare as a crowd
of Fury and Wrath men stormed in around the enemy general and
butchered him in a flurry of axes. As the Fury and Wrath men carved
on deeper into the Sutekh ranks. Sargis stepped back and clasped
Kisna’s gore-soaked shoulder. ‘We’re winning this push,’ he said
through a cage of teeth. ‘But if we lose Hattu…’

Kisna slung his bow over his
shoulder and took up his spear again, swishing it overhead to
cajole the mid and rear ranks of his division forwards.
‘Onwar-’

The cry went unfinished as a
mighty blow struck them all from the left. Kisna and Sargis went
tumbling, whole ranks of their men likewise. The Ptah were here,
and their boxer’s blow sent a wave of disruption through the whole
battle, breaking apart all order, smudging the lines and turning it
into a chaotic cauldron of war.

Kisna tried to rise from beneath
the weight of a heavier comrade pinning him, his hands slipping on
the bloody corpse of another fallen soldier underneath him. Then he
saw the Ptah front, slicing through his Fury men like a knife…
Volca at their head. The bastard Sherden saw him and his
blood-spotted face curled into a wicked smile. Kisna frantically
tried to rise now, but Volca’s trident rose trained for a killing
jab…

Clang!

Sargis’ spear struck down like
lightning, catching the trident strike.

Volca snarled, pulling back.

‘Up. up, turn on the
Ptah,’ Kisna cried, finally rising again with the aid of Sargis’
offered hand.

Scores then hundreds of
barged-over Wrath and Fury men now found their feet again, swinging
to face Volca and the Ptah.

‘Take that dog for Prince
Hattu,’ Sargis snarled.

‘At them!’ Kisna bawled, he and
his fellow general leading the retaliation.

Just a few paces opposite Kisna
and Sargis, Volca stood in the Ptah front. His face drained of
confidence, seeing the momentum of their flanking charge had been
spent. With a deft swish of his trident, he vanished behind the
Ptah front to let them do the fighting for him.

‘Thank you, old friend,’ Kisna
said to Sargis just as they and the Ptah poised and set their feet,
ready to rush one another. ‘For saving me, yet again.’

No reply.

Kisna turned to his friend and
saw the red line across Sargis’ neck, blooming with blood – from
the parting swish of Volca’s trident. Sargis’ eyes opened wide – a
sleepy man desperate to stay awake – and then his legs gave way
beneath him.

Kisna caught Sargis as he fell.
‘No!’ he cried, kneeling.

A deafening roar rose around
them as the Ptah, Wrath and Fury sprung and slammed against one
another, fighting all around the pair.

‘Don’t die, you big, ugly,
stupid whoreson. You big deaf bastard.’

But blood sheeted from Sargis’
neck and spilled in snaking lines from his lips.

‘Remember when we sat at the
arzana house drinking beer,’ Kisna sobbed, ‘envying Dagon for his
family? Well you, Hattu, Tanku and Dagon are my brothers.
You are my family.’

Sargis body began to slacken in
his arms and his face turned grey, the battle for life almost
over.

‘I know you won’t hear me
properly,’ Kisna wept, clutching Sargis hand in a soldier’s grip
‘but I love you.’

Sargis’ eyes rolled round to the
small Master Archer. He managed a weak grin, blood spilling from
his lips. ‘Heard every single word, you little hurkeler, he said
with a wet, weak whisper. ‘Now go, win this battle, march home and
marry Zia. And tell sweet Tarsha… that I died well.’ He squeezed
Kisna’s hand once with a last pulse of strength, then slipped away
forever.






***






Battle, Hattu’s mentors had
always taught him, was a thing of patterns, of order and direction.
Lines, manoeuvres, clarity. Yet all around him was chaos – first
broken into an archipelago of fighting groups by the arrival of the
Hittite infantry. Next, the Ptah had hammered into the fray,
exploding it all into a glitter of individuals, slicing out with
their weapons, downing foes then swinging on their heels to see if
friend or foe prowled behind or beside them. In every direction,
countless men fought, torn, bloodied, screaming. All of it veiled
in smoke and dust.

Just Dagon and a Lukkan
charioteer remained of his small band, pressed up in a defensive
triangle. No sooner had he glanced over his shoulder to check both
were still well than an arrow took the Lukkan in the eye. Dagon and
Hattu now stalked together, back-to-back as if they were one
creature. A visceral cry rose from the dust and a spear ripped
through the air, speeding right for them. Instinctively, they
parted. Hattu turned only to see a Gublan arm wrap around Dagon’s
neck from behind.

‘No!’ Hattu screamed.

The dust cut across them and his
friend was gone. Hattu lunged after him. He cracked the hilt of one
sword into the temple of an Egyptian who tried to intercept, then
saw – a leap away – the Gublan lift the edge of his short sword to
Dagon’s throat, but Dagon lashed his own sword up, over his
shoulder and into the foe’s eye, then fell into a crouch,
surrounded by scores of the enemy.

Hattu surged towards his friend,
only for a Canaanite staff to whack him across the face. He found
himself on his back, the staff-bearer now swinging the bladed end
down for his neck. He hooked one leg around the attacker’s calves
and tugged, sweeping the Canaanite from his feet, then pouncing on
him and swiftly driving one sword down into the man’s
breastbone.

‘Dagon?’ he cried as he rose,
lurching one way then another, all sense of direction gone.
‘Dagon!’

You are alone, Prince
Hattu… Ishtar whispered in his mind. Alone, where your
nightmares lurk…

He saw now not golden earth
underfoot, nor blood-soaked dirt… but bodies, everywhere. The
countless fallen lay in piles in places – and countless more fought
on, standing on these heaps of dead. The dream had stepped into the
land of the living.

Find him…kill him!

He was right in the heart of the
battle, he realised. Hittite men staggered past: soldiers of the
Storm and the Fury, wet with blood, clutching broken limbs or
haemorrhaging stumps. Sattuara, King of Mitanni, being dragged
behind a speeding Sutekh chariot, his body bouncing like a broken
toy. In a brief lull of the scudding dust, he saw Sarpedon’s
younger brother expertly fend off a pair of Ne’arin swordsmen, and
loped over to join his comrade… only for an Egyptian throwing stick
to whirl through the air and catch the Lukkan clean on the side of
the head, knocking his brains from the opposite temple. Everywhere,
blades clashed, the edges dull and notched. Egyptians crawled,
ripped open, Hittites staggered and fell, bodies broken.

He crept through the swaying,
endless fray, blocking and ducking wild and frenzied attacks that
came his way. A boar-faced Egyptian overseer sat up in the dust
laughing, both of his arms gone, his white robes black with blood,
his face pale as snow. Old King Niqmepa of Ugarit shambled across
his path – deaf to Hattu’s salutations – dripping with bronze
scale, growling like a hound, swinging a spiked mace two-handed and
screaming ancient oaths as he knocked away Egyptians in their
prime. Every so often he saw dead Hittites lying with one hand
cleanly cut off. He dropped to one knee, ducking a whirling axe
which spun on to take a Canaanite maceman of the Ne’arin army in
the back of the neck, before ramming one of his swords into the
neck of the axe thrower. The man fell in a series of spasms. Hattu
then caught a glimpse of King Benteshina of Amurru, the ‘leader’ of
the Ne’arin. The man was on his knees, rocking back and forth,
weeping.

‘When will I wake?’ he chanted
over and over. Soldiers scudded past him from all directions,
barely noticing his humble presence. ‘For twenty years I have been
asleep, trapped in a terrible dream where conquerors dwell in my
home and subject me to dreadful things. Tell me,’ he said, glancing
up at Hattu with a crazed look, ‘when will I wake?’

A Lukkan chariot spat across
between them, and when Hattu found his bearings again Benteshina
was gone. The cries of the fighting were ragged and dry now, and he
realised that the song of war pipes and rumbling drums had faded
away to just a few hardy souls who played on… before the last
skirling pipe song ended with a high-pitched wheeze and a scream as
the piper – somewhere within the dustcloud – fell.

Then, from nowhere, Babak burst
into view, his face black with blood and his eyes and mouth
wide.

‘Baba-’ Hattu started,
before a pair of Sutekh chariots sped into view behind the mountain
man and the warriors aboard each hurled spears into his back. The
fiery Kaskan giant fell, vomiting blood. Hattu ducked and rolled
through the gap between the two war cars, allowing them to speed on
their way. One of them glanced back, seeing Hattu and crying out:
‘Did you see? It was him. Pharaoh’s prize is here,
here!’

But Hattu did not hear or care.
‘Babak?’ he said, his voice almost childlike.

Babak wheezed gently, his pupils
dilating. ‘They say big Tanku fell,’ he croaked.

Hattu could not bring himself to
confirm, and Babak took that as an answer.

‘Then I will have good company
in the Dark Earth,’ he whispered, then sagged into death. The
fingers of one meaty hand uncurled and a wolf’s tooth – a
battle-charm given to him by big Tanku years ago – rolled free.

Hattu picked up the tooth and
rose, staggering on through the fray, barely hearing, reacting with
lightning reflexes but little care. A Hittite head bounced past
him, the features locked in shock. Penti. General of the Blaze. The
oldest and most respected of the divisional generals. Beheaded like
a criminal. Hattu had witnessed many soldiers die. Yet here, now,
it felt as if the world was killing itself before his eyes.

This is what you wanted,
Ishtar hissed. Vengeance!

Hattu absently stumbled towards
the triumphant Canaanite who had killed Penti and rammed his swords
up through the man’s back. He staggered round, his temple locks
stuck to his face with blood, aimless, like a man wandering on a
starless night.

A Hittite Destroyer – one of the
handful still moving – sped past nearby, only for a thrown Egyptian
spear to land in the spokes, the shaft wedging in to lock axle and
wheel. Crunch! the chariot leapt in the air as it tore
itself apart, throwing driver and warrior into the air. A
horn-helmed Sherden sped over to the groaning warrior.

Hattu stared in shock, the stars
suddenly shining. Volca?

But he saw it was not. The young
Sherden hacked the Hittite warrior’s hand off and shrieked like a
gull in some sort of celebration as he roped the hand to his belt,
where six more hung. Now Hattu understood the handless bodies. The
crouching Sherden cocked his head when he saw Hattu, like a bird of
prey spotting movement. But then he was gone, springing away into
the pall of dust and smoke. From within the veil of gold and black,
Hattu heard the Sherden cry out. ‘Here, he is here!’

There was a strange lull in the
battle din, and Hattu heard his heart thudding inside his cage of
battered armour. Then… a crunch and grind of more wheels, speeding
towards him from behind.

From nowhere, Ramesses burst
into view. Bow nocked, he loosed, the shaft ripping across Hattu’s
vest, sending a handful of bronze scales flying, and then Pharaoh’s
chariot vanished back into the dust. Hattu swung in that direction,
only for Ramesses to spit through the dust again, coming for his
side. Whack! another arrow scored across his neck and hot,
wet blood shot down underneath the collar of his scale vest. This
sent him staggering in the opposite direction. In a desperate
reflex action, he dropped onto his haunches beside a dead Hittite,
ripped an Egyptian axe from the back of the man’s skull and hurled
it. Just as Ramesses was about to vanish into the dust again, the
axe struck his driver between the shoulders. The man threw up his
arms and cried out, before falling from the war-car.

‘Menna!’ Ramesses howled,
grabbing the reins and lashing them around his waist to expertly
drive the car in circles around Hattu, nocking his bow with his
free hands. ‘My driver. He was my friend since youth. You will die
all the more horribly for that, you slayer of souls.’

Hattu dared not move or flinch
as Pharaoh circled, the nocked arrow trained on his throat.

A ring of Strongarms emerged
from the fray and encircled Hattu.

‘And now… revenge,’ Ramesses
rasped.

Was this Ishtar’s wicked twist?
Luring him here with a promise of vengeance only to find that it
was vengeance for another. Like the sandal that trips the
wearer, he thought, numbly.

But the next thing he heard was
a sound that chilled him to his marrow: the heavy padding of
inhuman feet… and a deep, throaty growl.

Pharaoh’s war-lion slunk through
the swirling dust, its fangs and paws stained black with encrusted
blood and fresh crimson rivulets. The Strongarms parted to let the
beast enter the circle.

Hattu turned ever so slowly,
watching as the great war-lion stalked towards him, shoulder blades
rising and falling, heavy jaw hanging open, black rubbery lips
shining wet with gore. Hattu had faced creatures like this in the
wild of the heartlands. He had warded such beasts off with fire
arrows, and had even helped heal a wounded lioness, but never had
he seen one with such malice in its eyes.

‘My father gave me Foe-slayer as
a cub,’ Pharaoh explained in a baleful hiss, ‘to raise so he would
protect me as if I was one of his pride. So none would bring me to
harm like that which befell Father’s first-born. Chaset, Prince of
Egypt. Murdered at the hand of the strange-eyed Hattu.’

Hattu kept his eyes on
Foe-slayer, but spoke to Ramesses. ‘As I told you all those years
ago when you and your father ambushed me in the Valley of Bones: I
had no wish to kill Chaset, I only wanted to stave off this war.
Remember when I met you at dawn on the day of that valley ambush? I
did not know who you were nor you me. We shared wise and warm
words. I saved you when you were in trouble climbing.’

‘I remember. You should have
peeled me from that cliff face and dropped me, Prince Hattu, for
you will never get another chance. Now set down your sword and lie
on your back. I have trained Foe-slayer to slice men open with the
calm precision of a surgeon, leaving the major organs intact. Let
her break you open like this and then I will pluck out your eyes.
The crows will peck at your heart and your empty eye sockets and
you might be dead come dusk. Resist, and I will see that you live
for moons in that terrible state.’

In a silent reply, Hattu held up
his swords, spreading his feet for balance, facing the war
lion.

‘Foe-slayer,’ Ramesses hissed.
‘Destroy him. Destroy him as he murdered my brother… a loss that
destroyed my father.’

Hattu’s mouth opened to protest:
‘It was not Chaset’s death that destroyed your father, it was
V-’

The great lion lunged. Hattu
threw up his forearms to shield himself from the creature’s mighty
paws, taking a deep gash on both hands but managing to leap clear.
The lion came padding round for him again, angered. This time when
it leapt, he sprang backwards, only to feel a looped rope catch his
heel. A Strongarm yanked the other end of the rope and the loop
drew tight, tugging Hattu from his feet. He fell with a thump onto
his back, both swords spinning from his hands. One Strongarm
bearing a signalling torch laughed as he claimed the blades as a
prize.

Foe-slayer padded to stand over
Hattu, its breath hot and stinking – decaying meat hanging in
ribbons between its huge teeth. Hattu stared into the creature’s
eyes, feeling not a droplet of fear. Just a deep, heavy sense of
failure.

The lion raised one paw, the
claws creeping out. It rested the paw on his collarbone then
dragged its mighty limb towards his belly. Hattu felt a crushing
pain in his chest. Scales from his bronze vest flew up as if he was
a fish being stripped of its skin, and the central claw gouged
through his tunic and into his skin, grating, cracking against his
sternum. Then…

‘For the Gods of the North!’
King Muwa roared from the ether nearby. The chariots were like a
spearhead, bursting through the backs of the Strongarm circle,
sending many scattering. The one who had claimed Hattu’s blades
took an arrow in the cheek and fell like a stone. The torch the man
had been holding rolled along the ground towards Hattu. Hattu
snatched it and drove it hard into an exposed section of
Foe-slayer’s undercarriage. The lion peeled back with an agonised
howl then loped away into the dust storm. Hattu leapt up and
reclaimed his two swords, turning on the first Strongarm who came
for him. But the man was flattened by Captain Gorru and the swell
of Mesedi who came with Muwa. A moment later came Kisna too.
Pharaoh, panicked, jerked his chariot into a sharp turn and a
retreat.

‘Brother, you live – thanks the
Gods,’ Muwa panted. ‘Now come. The day stretches, we must draw back
across the river. This battle cannot be won today and we dare not
be stranded over on these banks come darkness.’

Hattu glanced up at the sky,
seeing through the scudding smoke and dust clouds the deep navy
blue in the east and the reddening of the sun. ‘But Pharaoh is
near,’ he replied with a croak. ‘We can finish this. Bring him to
surrender. Find Volc-’

‘There is nothing to be won
today but our deaths,’ Muwa raged. ‘Fall back across the ford to
the far banks. Dagon is already there. He is injured but he
lives!’

Hattu felt a cool sense of
relief and an urge to weep, but he knew he could not go back yet.
He caught Muwa’s eye. ‘Thank you for saving me, Brother. It is wise
to draw the men back. But you know I cannot come with you.’

‘Hattu?’ Muwa replied. ‘No,
don-’

But Hattu was off and running,
speeding into the dust in the direction Pharaoh’s chariot had
gone.

‘Hattu!’ Muwa roared after
him.

Hattu sprinted with what energy
he had left, the raw ache in his chest from Foe-slayer’s claws
turning fiery. Strength and hope began to seep from him… until he
saw Ramesses riding nearby, unwittingly cutting closer to him. He
measured his stride then lunged, flying through the air, landing
inside the cabin and shouldering Ramesses. Ramesses spat a mouthful
of dark Egyptian curses as the two grappled on the chaotically
swerving chariot. Then he struck out with a right hook, smashing
Hattu’s jaw. Two teeth and a mouthful of blood sprayed into the
air. Pharaoh then pulled out his fanged whip and drew it back.
Hattu grabbed his wrist, catching the strike. The pair stared into
each other’s eyes, shaking… and then the chariot jounced over a
rock and spun in the air, throwing both from the car. The chariot
crunched into the dust first, then both men fell in a tangle
nearby, rolling through smouldering tents and strewn dead,
Ramesses’ blue war crown falling off and skating away. Pharaoh was
first to his feet, lashing out with the whip. Hattu flicked one of
his swords to slice the evil barbed ends from the scourge. Ramesses
threw down the ruined whip then twirled his sceptre and stalked
sideways around Hattu.

‘I will stave in your head as I
had done to your cousin Talmi. Do you know that my Priests of Amun
sang while they bludgeoned him?’

‘Talmi should never have died,’
Hattu snarled. ‘This war should never have happened. No man here
should have died. With the exception of one. Where is he?’

Ramesses scowled darkly. ‘What
are you talking about?’

‘Your Sherden hound. Where is
he?’

‘Volca? Why should I tell you?
You hold a grudge against him after all these years because he
defected to my court?’ Ramesses shook with mocking laughter, then
pounced, bringing his heavy sceptre down as if it was a light
blade. Hattu threw up his swords in an X, catching the blow then
swiping out for Pharaoh’s belly, sending him leaping backwards
nimbly.

The pair circled one
another.

‘A father and a great king dies
horribly, in his bed…’ Hattu began.

Ramesses’ face turned darker
than a demon’s pit. ‘What did you say?’

‘He is weak as a child,
pathetic, whimpering,’ Hattu spat the words as if each was rotting
meat. ‘Barely able to speak. His hair comes away in great clumps
and his skin is sallow and sagging.’

Ramesses seemed to grow an extra
foot’s-width tall, his muscular shoulders stretching out, his
chin-beard jutting, blood dripping from the tip. ‘And so, at the
end, you dispense with your claims of nobility and show what you
really are: a wretched Prince. Mocking my father’s death.’

‘I speak not of Seti, but of my
father, Mursili, Labarna of the Hittites before Muwa. He
died in exactly the way your father did. My wife too. Their blood
was blackened by the same poison... and the same poisoner.’

Ramesses’ head shrank back at
that – as if he had seen a spirit walking. ‘What?’

‘Think, Lord of Egypt. A common
shadow has stalked my palace and yours. Think-’

A sudden blast of trumpets and a
thunder of drums rose. Pharaoh and Hattu twisted to see the Army of
Ptah and the Hittite Storm Division locked in combat like two great
serpents, spilling towards them, chariots whizzing around the edges
in the dying light of day. The Hittite forces were backstepping
towards the Silver Ford and the Fork Gate bridge – the two paths to
safety.

Hattu took a step back and so
did Pharaoh as the warring men came between them. Hattu held
Ramesses’ fiery glare until Pharaoh vanished behind the wall of
war. A moment later and the tangled serpent of men parted, both
sides exhausted. Hattu slid into place with the backstepping Storm
men, who barked hoarse and relieved salutes to their prince. As the
sun began to set, the two huge armies peeled fully apart, bruised,
thinned and dazed. Bitter oaths and mouthfuls of spit were
exchanged in final exchanges as the Hittite Army skilfully splashed
across the Silver Ford and the Fork Gate bridge, marshalled by
officers on the far banks, while the Egyptian forces drew back a
safe distance from the river and the archer range of Kadesh’s
walls.

Soon, the two mighty nations
found themselves gazing at one another across the bloody, unctuous
waters of the Orauntis: at the smashed war wagons of both sides,
wheels rotating slowly in the hot evening breeze, at the black and
red carpet of broken men and steeds on the ground, at the buzzing
swarms of flies and the screeching carrion hawks.

Hattu panted for breath, seeing
men around him dripping with gore, steam rising from them in coils.
General Dagon staggered over to him and the pair embraced without
words. Kisna and Iranzi were on their knees nearby, dripping with
blood and sweat. The Egyptians across the river were like
reflections in a grim mirror. Swords hung groundwards in heavy,
shaking arms. Sky settled on his shoulder gently and cawed once,
sadly. All around him, corpses of one hundred countries lay in
great heaps. Ishtar’s dream… and it was not over.

Muwa approached. ‘I feared you
were lost,’ he said – his voice that of a weary old man.

They embraced. ‘It is not my
time,’ Hattu panted in the king’s ear.

‘But it is not over,’ said Muwa.
‘The battle will resume tomorrow.’

‘No, there is a chance. I spoke
to Ramesses. I almost told him about Volca. I don’t know if he
understood, but if he did…’

His words trailed off, him and
Muwa both seeing it at the same time: Over on the far banks,
Ramesses – as filthy and weary as everyone else – was with his
officers, Foe-slayer padding over to nuzzle his hand. Volca was
there too, with seemingly urgent news for Pharaoh.






***






Volca strode from the ranks of
the bloodied Ptah Army and approached Ramesses, edging through the
swarm of officers and slaves around Pharaoh, while keeping his
distance from Foe-slayer.

‘We have more than twenty
thousand men fit to fight tomorrow,’ a Sutekh overseer advised
Ramesses while a slave wiped at his blood-caked biceps with a damp,
scented towel.

Ramesses nodded. Volca noticed a
strange look on his face. Deep in thought. From the royal tent, set
up safely upwind and west of the carpet of dead and dying, weeping
arose. Pharaoh’s wife, Nefertari.

‘Find him!’ she wailed to
officers in there.

So news about the rout of the
Ra Army has spread.

‘My son is out there in the
darkness, alone,’ Nefertari wept. ‘Get out there and bring him in
to our healers.’

No need for healers,
Volca thought with an inward smirk. For he is but vulture
scraps. Now I just need to tell Pharaoh who the killer was…

‘Nearly half of our chariots can
be repaired overnight,’ old Vizier Paser said, trying to draw
Ramesses’ attentions.

‘The Hittites have lost as many
as we have, and they will not dare cross the river again until
dawn,’ said another.

Pharaoh waved a hand as if
swatting the news away, prizing his pectoral off and letting it
crash to the ground.

Volca stepped in to take his
chance. ‘Bleak news, Mighty Pharaoh…’

Ramesses swung round to pin him
with a flinty gaze.

For an instant, Volca was
certain Pharaoh’s wrath from earlier in the day, when he had tossed
the false eyes of Prince Hattu across the dust, seized and hoisted
Volca by the neck, was still lethally sharp. Then, when Pharaoh
spoke, he realised it was much, much worse…

‘I spoke with Prince Hattu,’
said Ramesses.

Volca’s belly fell into his
boots.

‘He told me something, something
troubling. He knows more about my father’s death than he
should.’

Volca’s mind sped in a million
directions. All of them showed his own demise in one of Pharaoh’s
horrible executions. But then one thought flashed in his mind. It
was brilliant. It was the answer. ‘Of course he does, Mighty
Pharaoh.’

Ramesses’ tired face creased.
‘What?’

‘He told you your father was
poisoned.’

Ramesses straightened up. ‘How
did you know?’

‘Because it has become only too
clear: Prince Hattu was behind it. Remember the Hittite priestess
who tended to your father – who came to your halls under an oath of
healing and truce?’

Ramesses nodded absently.

‘Well she now travels with the
prince, as his lover.’

Ramesses’ eyes widened as he
followed Volca’s extended finger, seeing the cherry-robed woman
over on the eastern side of the river, tending to the Hittite
wounded.

‘Whispers have always followed
Prince Hattu: that he would one day seize the Hittite throne. How
convenient then that his father died early. One less step to climb.
And his wife, she was barren – what use was she for creating a
dynasty? So he used the same killer to remove her from the scene.
Just as he sent her to poison your sire.’

Ramesses’ nostrils flared and a
madness crossed his face as he stared at the priestess.

Hattu’s words echoed through his
thoughts: A common shadow has stalked my palace and yours.
This Hittite priestess? It made no sense and perfect sense at
once.

‘But the worst of it, Mighty
Pharaoh, is the news I bring you now. You sent me to find Khepe and
make sure he was safe.’

Ramesses almost turned to stone,
so still did he fall. Nefertari heard the mention of her boy’s name
and came stumbling from her tent to hear, face streaked with kohl
and tears, eyes widening with hope.

‘As you now know, the Ra Army
was obliterated in the south,’ Volca said. ‘Khepe was with them
when it happened. He walks with them in the Field of Reeds.’

Ramesses closed his eyes.

Nefertari fell to her knees and
let loose a harrowing scream, tearing at her face with her
nails.

Ramesses’ eyes peeled open.
‘This disaster befell us after you assured me the Hittites had been
shattered near Garga-’

‘But do you know who sent him
there for that eternal walk?’ Volca cut in.

Pharaoh stared at Volca, eyes
smouldering.

‘It was Prince Hattu himself –
he butchered your boy!’

Pharaoh’s face warped and bulged
as if scarabs scuttled under his skin. He jerked one pace away from
Volca then another in a different direction, making blunt, animal
noises, his mighty shoulders heaving up and down with each manic
breath. All thoughts of the Hittite presence here and the false
reports of their disaster in the north were secondary now, Volca
was sure. Only one thing mattered to Pharaoh.

‘Give me a spear,’ Ramesses said
with a voice like boiling oil. ‘Give me a spear!’






***






Hattu and Muwa watched,
dumbfounded, as Pharaoh Ramesses bounded across the ruins of the
Amun camp in great jagged steps, picked up a spear embedded in one
corpse and came at a run for the riverbank. He hurled the spear
with all his might, the lance sailing across the wide waters,
thwacking into the dirt and quivering there, a stride shy of
Hattu.

‘Tomorrow, Prince Hattu, my
armies will win the ford, cross the river and throw down the walls
of Kadesh, slit the necks of every one of you across there and then
drag you from whichever hole you might be hiding. You will die the
cruellest death a man has ever endured.’


Chapter
23



Blood Moon

Summer 1274 BC
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Night descended over Kadesh.
With the darkness came a rolling bank of clouds that grumbled and
crackled over the remains of the hot and brutal day. The air was
thick with the stink of smoke and death, and suffocatingly balmy,
almost begging the sky to explode with thunder, to wash the land
with cool, sweet rain and cleanse the earth of blood.

Hattu climbed to Kadesh’s
highest tower, his knees groaning with every step, his back aching
and his wounded hands and torn chest wrapped in thick bandages. He
had shed all of his battle garb – helm, scale vest and war kilt –
and now wore just his linen kilt, swords and green cloak. He had
yet to wash his body – still caked in sweat, dirt and filth –
although he had lashed water over his face and battle-knot of hair
to be rid of the worst of the blood and crusted gore stuck there.
He rose onto the torch-lined tower roof just as the sky murmured
with the first rumour of a storm, then paced wearily across to the
edge and planted his palms on the parapet. His whole body sagged
with a sigh of hot breath as he stared across the terrible sights
below. The Orauntis glittered darkly in the thin shaft of coppery
moonlight that pierced the storm clouds, the river separating the
battered Hittite multitude on the eastern side from the bruised
Egyptian military mass on the western banks.

Bruised, maybe, but they were
still seemingly innumerable. Torchlight normally gave a good
impression of an army’s size. Here, Hattu tried to count the number
of torches and cooking fires a dozen times before giving up.
Pharaoh’s armies had cleared their dead and established a new camp
on clean ground just north of the old one. It was now three times
the size of the original Amun camp. An endless sea of tents, hemmed
tightly with a shield palisade, sentries posted thickly around the
edges and in triple-measure at the eastern side – facing the Silver
Ford and Kadesh. Priests of Amun stood in the clean shallows
upriver from the camp. They were in range of Kisna’s archers, but
the last threads of the fabric of ancient and noble warfare meant
they would not be shot at, nor would the Hittite men in range of
the Egyptian marksmen be harmed. Hattu felt a cold bile rise within
him as he realised that these priests might be the very men who had
beaten Viceroy Talmi to death in their stone temples in faraway
Egypt when he had travelled there to seek peace. The priests droned
and chanted as they shaved their bodies, then dressed in fresh
robes by the riverbanks before solemnly trooping back inside the
Egyptian shield palisade to gather near the heart of the camp where
they set about anointing a majestic totem of Amun himself with oil
and scents. They laid fruits and wine and holy garments at the
god’s feet, while the many hale Egyptian soldiers gathered in their
regiments to pray towards the deity before it was sheltered in a
richly-embroidered tent overnight. The ruins of the old Amun camp,
meanwhile, was slowly being transformed into a huge grave, slaves
lowering countless bodies into deep, dark pits. The high-ranking
dead – generals, overseers and Pharaoh’s favoured commanders – were
laid out on the backs of the natron wagons where technicians sliced
carefully into the soft flesh of the corpses, shoving packs of the
substance into the slits to draw out the cadaver’s internal
moisture, then covering each dead man in a thin layer of the salty
powder.

Here on the eastern banks of the
Orauntis, Hittite soldiers stood like eagles: Kisna and his best
archers patrolled Kadesh’s Fork Gate and the walls facing the
Egyptian camp, while an entire regiment of the Blaze Division
remained in place at the Silver Ford, one thousand men watching the
Egyptian guard at the far side in an uneasy truce that would be
blown apart at the first light of dawn.

Behind them on the flatlands
just northeast of Kadesh, Hittite priests had erected the statue of
Tarhunda the Storm God and sang ancient hymns as the dead men of
the north were set to rest. The Hittite Divisions held torches as
they stood around the great pyres and sang songs of home in a deep
rumble that shook the ground. Yet those mighty units of men who had
marched from Hattusa were now ragged shapes: entire ranks were
absent, some regiments having lost half their number. Some had
taken to setting up an ancient ritual usually reserved for after a
defeat: they had sacrificed a goat, halving the beast’s body and
placing each half on a side of the small brook feeding the
Orauntis, and building an arch of hawthorn branches near each half.
One soldier on each side lit the twin hawthorn ‘gates’, and the men
sombrely trudged through blood, fire, water then fire and blood
again. It was supposed to purify a soldier’s mind, body and spirit
of the evil of battle. Time would tell.

The vassal armies had suffered
badly too. Sarpedon of Lukka sat at the edge of the camp, weeping
gently for his two brothers who had perished as the bodies were
laid on a pyre and their armour stacked beside them. Young Aeneas
of Dardania, hair tucked back behind his ears, dressed in a thin
black robe and bare feet, threw his bow on a neighbouring pyre
alongside the terrible heap of his soldiers. Of the two hundred and
forty three men he had brought from the small western kingdom, just
thirty one remained, and most of them were injured. They had put up
a heroic fight, but this had been the price. Hattu heard him speak
as he watched the bow burn. ‘I will have no need of my bow again,’
Aeneas proclaimed in a voice thick with emotion, ‘for never again
will there be a war like this.’

The sky growled gently as if it
knew better, a promise of a storm to come.

The Arzawan King walked amongst
the laid-out dead of his military, pulling at his curly hair and
beard, calling out his son’s name over and over. ‘Melikis? Melikis?
Where are you? There is a boy just like you lying over there cold
and still, but I know it is not you. Where are you, my lad?’

The Kaskans chanted a low, bleak
song around the pyre of Babak, their legendary chieftain, as his
body turned black and faded to ash.

Priam of Troy sat with his
surviving soldiers, watching their fallen comrades burn. The
charioteers were burnt in the remnants of their broken war-cars and
in full armour while the infantry who had died at the ford were
stacked upon a high, elaborate pyre. ‘We came to fight alongside
our ancient allies,’ Priam said, his voice weary like that of an
old storyteller, ‘to stave off catastrophe in this far corner of
the world. These fallen Trojans and the meaning of their sacrifice
will never be forgotten, by us or by our Hittite brothers.’

‘Never forgotten,’ the Trojan
soldiers drawled as one.

Hattu closed his eyes and choked
a sob, seeing in the blackness the many faces he would never see
again. Tanku, Sargis, Babak – as close to him as brothers. Old
General Penti too. Seven vassal kings had fallen in the events of
the day, and nearly one in three warriors. Even the losses at the
Kaskan War in his youth had been nothing compared to this.

A burning east, a desert of
graves… Ishtar whispered from somewhere within.

Your visions have come to be,
Goddess, he mouthed, so give me what I came here for. Give
me the bastard Sherden. Then let this be done. No more death. No
more…

‘A blood moon,’ a voice spoke.
‘Sometimes I wonder if the Gods play with us. Tonight I know for
sure that they do.’

Hattu turned to see Dagon,
sitting up there already between two merlons, gazing up at the pale
red moon as it appeared and disappeared behind the gathering
stormclouds. His slender torso was wrapped from shoulder to hip in
a thick white bandage sporting a blossom of blood. He sliced
absently at an apple with a knife, feeding Sky a piece then eating
one himself.

‘Sargis and Tanku…’ Hattu
started. ‘Babak, Penti. Too many. Too many…’

‘We will find them and bury
them. All of them,’ Dagon finished for him. ‘Flame and Midnight
too,’ he added with a welling sadness.

Sky hopped up onto Hattu’s
wrist, chirruping softly as the sky flickered with light and
rumbled again.

Dagon left the battlements and
Hattu was alone. He stared along the walls and down at the
riverbanks. Kisna and his archers, Iranzi and his Amurrites. How
many more of his old friends would survive tomorrow? Those who did
would surely only go on to fight a third day. Until all lay
dead.

He slumped down, back against
the parapet, and felt all the weight and tension in his body slip
away. The crackling of a nearby wall torch and the low grumble from
the skies above grew hypnotic, confusing his efforts to think
tomorrow through. He closed his eyes to think clearly, and within a
blink, he was asleep.






He fell through the black halls
of slumber and into Ishtar’s arms. Round and round the skies above
the meadow she swept. Down there on the hillside, the huge male
lion growled, circling in time with the hyena, while on the low
ground by the mother lions and starving cubs, the nearby trees
shook madly. Tonight, he realised, the beast within was coming for
its kill.

‘Run!’ he cried down to the
lions, but yet again they did not hear.

‘Run!’ he begged them. ‘No
more death, no more blood. No more…’

He heard himself weep. ‘Take me
away from this,’ he begged Ishtar.

But she did not. ‘You will
watch until it is done,’ she said.

Hattu stared, hollow inside,
waiting on the horror to emerge from the trees and attack the
lionesses and cubs. The trees shook violently, and then the beast
sprang forth… a hare. It stopped and lifted its nose in the air to
sniff and look around, before darting away. Hattu felt the most
wondrous sensation of relief. The threat in the woods had been
imagined. More, the pride leader would surely defeat the hyena.

‘The mother lions and the
cubs are safe,’ he said. ‘Take me from this dream. All is well
here.’

‘Is it?’ Ishtar whispered.
‘Open your eyes, Prince Hattu.’






He jolted awake to the sound of
a nearby clap of thunder, gentle but portentous. Rising, every part
of his body aching, he let out a weary yawn. It was still dark but
he had been sleeping for hours, he realised – seeing the nearby
torch had almost burnt out. His eyes snagged on something then.
Amongst the many groaning wounded, laid out on the riverbanks by
the Fork Gate, healers worked like ants. Some had their wounds
carefully sutured with wire, or their broken limbs set in wooden
splints. Yet the best they could do for most of the injured was to
offer them numbing paste and strong wine until the Dark Earth took
them. But who was that drifting amongst the suffering like a red
shadow?

‘Puduhepa?’ he whispered to
himself.

He glanced over at the Egyptian
watch on the far banks, and thought of Volca’s nearness. The
bastard Sherden had reached across the world to kill Atiya. Here,
he was but the whirl of a sling away from Puduhepa.

He left the roof and flitted
down the steps. The tight market square was lined with groaning
soldiers too. Some lay still, others were in feverish fits. One
screamed and had to be held down as a healer sawed his legs off at
the thigh. From every street the same sound arose: of mothers
wailing and children crying out, asking where their fathers were.
He hurried down the sloping tunnel that descended to the Fork
Gatehouse. Kadeshi Crocodile Guards saluted him as he went.
Outside, the air was thick with the stink of burning cedarwood and
sweet smoke lit by the priests and healers to cover up the stench
of death. He stared along the row of the wounded near the
bridgehead. Nothing. No Puduhepa. His eyes swept to and fro until
he spotted the Seha Riverland chieftain, Masturi, slumped by a
rock, his shoulder bandaged heavily in white, blood-stained
cloth.

‘The Priestess of Ishtar,’ he
panted, ‘where is she?’

Masturi looked up, face pale
from blood loss. ‘She was here but she went inside, just moments
ago.’

Hattu sighed with relief,
looking up at the mound city. Inside Kadesh’s walls she would be
safe. ‘I must have just missed her.’

‘She was called to the King’s
Hall,’ a nearby healer added. ‘The brother of Sarpedon of Lukka is
gravely wounded and lies there. He called for her explicitly.’

Hattu twisted to glance at the
healer, then his gaze drifted back round across the funeral fires
out here by the river. Sarpedon sat there, shuddering in quiet
grief. The sky rumbled once more, and Hattu’s mind swung like a
corpse on a rope: Sarpedon only had two brothers, and both lay dead
on those blazing pyres.






***






Puduhepa entered the shadowy
King’s hall, the cool onyx and marble tiles pleasant on the soles
of her hot feet. Head down as she entered, rummaging through her
basket of pastes and linen, she called out: ‘bring me fresh water
and sutures.’ Her voice echoed around the place to no reply. She
looked up. There were no other healers in here. The King’s Hall had
been given over to the ill. Ekmaddu had insisted upon it, even
helping to lift his throne down from the black plinth and store it
in a cellar to make more room for the stricken. Indeed, there were
scores of torn, broken men here. The sickest of them all had been
sent to this place. But few moved now. She stepped around the
nearest row of men. Some were dead, their faces grey and lips blue.
Others appeared to be dead but the faint rising and falling of
their chests told Puduhepa that they were in a state of deep
oblivion from which they would likely never awake. One man lay on
his side, cradling his spilled intestines and shivering. He was
moments from death, she realised sadly. ‘Take him soon, Mighty
Ishtar. He is a victim of war, your province,’ she whispered, then
moved on. The stink of sweat, faeces and guts was terrible – the
hot night triggering the decomposition process. She saw the shadowy
shapes of two Kadeshi sentries at the distant end of the hall and
found a new level of respect for them being able to endure the
stench as they stood watch at the king’s postern tunnel – a small
corridor that led down to the King’s Gate and the private wharf at
the foot of the city’s eastern walls, where King Ekmaddu’s royal
ship lay docked. Flies buzzed in one corner where the first of the
fallen had been brought in near dawn, and vultures lined the high
arched windows around the mezzanine like hungry spectators at a
chariot contest. But apart from the two sentries, there didn’t
appear to be another soul in here.

‘Brother of Sarpedon?’ she
called, creeping around the plinth.

Nothing.

A black drape hanging from the
mezzanine billowed as a hot wind entered the hall and the sky
protested in the first peal of proper thunder. The sound struck her
with a sudden fright, but she laughed and waved it away. Only to
hear a thump somewhere behind her. ‘Brother of Sarpedon?’

She crept over in the direction
of the sound. Suddenly, she felt a striking coolness around her
toes and the balls of her feet, and looked down to see that the
floor was wet. River water, she guessed. Perhaps one soldier had
been pulled from the shallows. She reached a dark corner of the
hall and passed a row of grey, still corpses. There was one lying
on his side, facing away from her, his red cloak damp and
green-painted metal corselet gleaming with water droplets. He had
suffered the most horrendous wound to his head. Not cleaved or
staved in, but the crown had been peeled of skin.

She twisted away, knowing that
there was no life to be saved here, and then she froze, staring at
the thing on the plinth. A thing that was not there before. She was
certain. She could not have missed it. A fork of lightning
shuddered across the sky, illuminating the hall and the thing. She
crept towards it and reached out, hands shaking. She lifted the
horned helm, staring at its gleaming surface. Her eyes darted in
confusion, until she realised what it meant.

Now the river water on the floor
made sense. In the fading lightning, she saw the pair of sentries
at the rear of the hall, guarding the postern, and their aghast
death-stares: both were pinned to the wall – as if standing – by
short swords through the neck.

In the blackness that followed,
she felt around in her basket, knowing she had only moments to act,
and silently begged Ishtar to guide her.

Boom! the thunder pealed
again, right over the city and in time with the next streak of
lightning. Now she saw a nightmarish vision reflected in the helm’s
polished surface… of the corpse with the peeled head rising behind
her, its mouth sliding open in a grin.






***






As Hattu stalked towards the
King’s Hall, the thunder and lightning raged together, throwing the
palace into sharp relief. The fork of lightning streaked down and
lashed against the golden rooftop dome, exploding with a furious
burst of sparks that rose around the bronze hawk. He slowed a
little, hearing not just the burst of energy, but something else. A
scream? But no sooner had the thought entered his mind than he
heard once more the screams and moans of the many wounded men lying
in the streets. He shook his head and strode on towards the
hall.

Thunder roared again as he
entered. The smell of death hit him like the kick of a mule.
‘Puduhepa?’ he called out, walking past the serried cadavers. He
scanned the throne plinth – bare apart from the few bodies lying
there. ‘Your work is done here. Sarpedon grieves for his brothers
outside. Come from this wretched-smelling place.’

‘She will never leave,’ said a
voice that sent a breath of ice across Hattu’s soul.

The sky outside flickered and
flashed with patches of purple and green, building up for the next
explosion of light and noise. On the sill of one of the hall’s high
windows, silhouetted in the gloom, crouched a man with a trident,
like a sibling of the vultures up there. Hattu stared, sure it had
to be another flash of battle-memory.

But then Volca leapt down like a
crow, his red cloak flaring up behind him, to land on the
mezzanine. He paced around the balustrade, peering down at Hattu,
his helm missing, his ring of blonde hair hanging from the point
where the peeled crown of skull and scab started. He thudded his
trident haft on the mezzanine timbers as he went. ‘One, two, three,
four…’ he tallied softly. ‘I counted to two hundred and seventy
between the last lightning strike and the one before it.’

‘What have you done?’ Hattu said
in a shaking, low voice, noticing the two pinned, dead sentries by
the postern, then spotting the dropped bandages and pots and
Puduhepa’s basket.

‘Wouldn’t it be just beautiful,
Son of Ishtar, if she, a Priestess of Ishtar… was to
die up there?’

Hattu stared at the mezzanine
window from which Volca had leapt down. A faint cry sailed through
the air. ‘Hattu!’ His heart turned to ice. ‘Puduhepa?’ he croaked,
hearing but not seeing.

‘Oh, you won’t see her from
here,’ Volca said with a tune of playfulness in his voice, jabbing
a finger upwards. ‘She’s up there, high as a hawk.’

Hattu thought of the bronze hawk
up there on the cupola… of the swelling storm above.

‘You and her are both Hittites
and blind worshippers of the Storm God Tarhunda. How fitting it
will be for her body to be singed to ash by the next strike of
lightning. All that stands between you and her is… me.’

Hattu’s heart boomed like a
drum. ‘This is the end for you, Sherden,’ he burred, whipping both
swords from his shoulder sheathes.

‘No, Prince Hattu. You are
weary. I watched you plod along the streets. I fought only in parts
of the battle and so I am fresh, I have the high ground, and I have
the greatest prize to fight for: to bring Pharaoh the head of his
son’s murderer and secure my place as his new heir.’ He lifted his
trident a little once more and continued bumping the haft on the
floor. ‘Thirty two, thirty three, thirty four…’

Hattu lunged towards the wooden
staircase leading up to the mezzanine, only to be faced with two
horned Sherden creeping down, cooing and grinning, each with banded
vests, round copper shields and long, straight swords. They rattled
their swords against their shields like predators communicating,
spreading out either side of him.

‘Fifty nine, sixty, sixty
one…’

Hattu’s heart hammered. No time.
One flew for him and he kicked out, sending the Sherden flailing
away. He shouldered at the hall’s tall statue of the Goddess
Kadesh. The giant polished stone figure wobbled and swayed, and
crashed forward just as the downed Sherden tried to rise. His
scream was cut brutally short as the statue ruined him in a sudden
pulse of redness that splattered far across the black and white
floor. The second Sherden now settled into a crouch, wiggling his
hips like a wolf preparing to pounce. Two more descended from the
staircase opposite.

‘One hundred and seven, one
hundred and eight…’

The sky groaned and growled, the
clouds roiling in growing discontent.

‘Kill him,’ Volca said
softly.

The three Sherden streaked for
Hattu, fresh, sharp and no doubt charged with the promise of
silver. Hattu knew he could not defeat them then hope to face Volca
too before the sky exploded. He looked up, seeing the long black,
gold-tasselled drape hanging from the mezzanine balustrade. One of
the approaching Sherden was passing under the drape. Hattu lunged
in that direction, leaping up to stab one of his swords into the
chest of the Sherden, leaving the blade embedded, then planting a
foot on the shuddering man’s shoulder and jumping up to catch the
bottom of the drape. He felt nothing of his weariness as he pulled
himself up the drape. Volca, on the far side of the mezzanine,
hurried round to the point of Hattu’s ascension, trident rising
like a fisherman readying to strike at a shark near the side of his
boat. Hattu dodged the first strike and swung an arm to his left to
clamber up and over the balustrade and land on his back, then
rolled clear of the timber-splintering next attack. Volca’s eyes
and mouth were wide in battle-lust.

‘One hundred and ninety eight…
her time is close,’ he triumphed. Tiny slivers of light shuddered
across the sky like veins, the prelude to an almighty strike.

Hattu rose, grabbing a stool and
hurling it at Volca, who smashed the seat away with a deft swipe of
his trident. He held his remaining sword out and stepped towards
the Sherden. Volca backed away slowly, controlling things. ‘Two
hundred and thirty-three, two hundred and thirty-four…’ he growled
as he backed out of the mezzanine doorway and onto the rooftop, at
the foot of the cupola. The hot, stormy wind caught his ring of
hair, casting it up like a crown of serpents. His cloak billowed
and he let out the most Sherden of shrieking laughs. Hattu edged
out and slammed the heavy timber doors closed behind him to lock
the two other Sherden inside, delaying them at least.

Volca gestured up to the tip of
the cupola. Puduhepa was draped there, chained at the wrists to the
foot of the bronze hawk pinnacle, her robes thrashing in the hot
wind. She kicked and bucked like a crazed thing, but the shackles
were too strong. The sky now swirled and began to flicker
madly.

‘Hattu!’ Puduhepa cried.

‘I’d say it was about time,’
Volca purred. ‘I planned to have you here to see it happen. Have
you ever seen a man burned by lightning? It happened to a fellow
who got in my way back on the Isle of the Sherden. I had him staked
out like this on a hill. We watched for hours, eating, drinking
wine, laughing at his pleas for mercy. When the lightning came
down, it made a fair mess of him. His body was a steaming husk of
melted skin. His eyes were like the burst yolks of eggs, rolling
down his ruined face. The best part? He was still alive! We laughed
on for another hour before he faded in a disgraceful fit of
grunting and choking.’

‘Hattu!’ Puduhepa cried
again.

Her tone had changed, and he
realised why too late. While he had been listening to Volca’s
insufferable monologue, the two other Sherden had crept out of one
of the windows and onto the rooftop behind him. One foe’s blade
whacked across the back of his head. He fell to his knees, dazed,
felt one attacker seize his arms, saw the other kicking his dropped
sword away. Volca stepped over to the roof parapet where his horned
helm rested. He lifted it and brought it over, crouching beside
Hattu. One of the Sherden grabbed his jaw and bent his head back to
stare up at the chained priestess.

‘I want you to watch her die,’
Volca said, tilting the helm so the twin horns rested right before
Hattu’s pupils, the sharp tips winking in the scudding sparkles of
light above, ‘and then I will scoop out your eyes, sealing that
vision in there for the short remainder of your life.’

‘Listen…’ Volca cooed, gazing up
at the thunderous sky in glee, ‘Here comes your wretched Tarhunda
to dash the life from your woman.’

Hattu felt the most chilling
sickness creep through him. Gods, no. Ishtar, she is one of your
own.

Across the flashes of light and
colour, a small shape sped. Hattu realised what it was before the
others did. Sky sped down and raked her talons over the face of the
Sherden holding his right arm. The man flailed backwards. Hattu
swung his free elbow at the other, catching him clean on the nose
with a sharp crack of breaking bone. He rose, wrapping his other
arm around the man’s neck and wrenching hard to snap it. The second
Sherden – face lined with blood – swatted Sky away and leapt at
Hattu. Hattu dropped the limp dead one, then softened one knee,
sliding from the rushing assailant’s path. The man pitched through
the space where Hattu had just been then whacked against the
rooftop parapet, doubled over and plummeted with a shriek that
ended with the sharp bang of his skull bursting on stone far
below.

Hattu snatched up his sword once
more and stalked towards Volca, lining up to throw it like an axe.
‘For my father, for my wife, for Viceroy Shahuru and Talmi, for
Sargis, for Babak, for Penti, for Tanku… for every poor soul who
has died because of you.’

Volca stalked around, keeping
his distance, edging towards the rooftop doorway. ‘Throw your
blade. It is your one and only chance to strike me. But then you
will have no means of cutting her chains!’

The sky boiled and crackled.

‘Hattu!’ Puduhepa screamed.

Hattu felt his body shake, sure
he could throw fast and true and slice off the Sherden’s head. His
mind flashed with images of Atiya dying in his arms, of Father’s
slow and terrible demise, of the burning dead around this city. All
because of Volca. It was all because of him.

He has to die! Ishtar
screamed like a blazing dragon. Vengeance is nigh… do
it!

The sky vented its pent-up anger
at last. Hattu hurled his blade with all his strength. The throw
was good and true as he hoped. Volca gawped… as the sword spun up
to the cupola tip and sheared Puduhepa’s chains. She slid down the
dome as the lightning smashed the bronze hawk once more with a
frenzy of sparks and a great hum of the dome structure tolling like
a bell. The thunder roared as Hattu caught her, set her down
gently, then rose, catching his sword as it slid down too, and
stalked towards Volca. ‘Now, Sherden, it is over for you.’

Volca’s face slid into a look of
horror. He snatched his horned helm and slung it over his shoulder
by its leather chinstrap, then turned to boot the roof doors open
and bolt inside again. Hattu launched after him like a leopard, the
wind of the storm in his ears. Inside, Volca’s speeding footsteps
rattled along the mezzanine, then he leapt over the balustrade,
sliding down the drape and yanking it hard to tear it away so Hattu
could not follow that way. Hattu vaulted down the stairs instead.
Behind him, Puduhepa ran, calling out after him. ‘Let him go,
Hattu!’ she yelled.

He twisted to glare back at her
for just a trice, confused and angry, then sped on through the
hall. Shouts and footsteps rattled from the main doors. King Muwa,
Dagon, Kisna and a clutch of soldiers burst in. ‘The wall sentries
in the northern ward saw fighting on the roof,’ Muwa called, eyes
darting from Hattu to the ripped drape, the pulped Sherden under
the statue of Kadesh. ‘Brother? Hattu?’

‘It’s Volca, he’s here!’
Hattu roared, then saw the Sherden’s red cloak swish around behind
the throne plinth as he vanished into the postern tunnel. Hattu
barrelled after him, racing into and down the sloping, narrow
corridor, eyes trained on Volca’s silhouette as the Sherden sped
down towards the tunnel’s small triangular exit, his laughter
echoing like a colony of bats. Then, he was gone, out onto King
Ekmaddu’s private river wharf. Hattu reached the end of the tunnel
too and lunged out with a swish of his sword, cutting through
nothing but space. He slowed to a halt on the small but opulent
timber platform overhanging the river. Gossamer drapes bulged
softly in the easing storm winds, and the first talons of dawn’s
pink light scored the sky, reflected in the River Orauntis. Three
more Kadeshi Crocodile Guards lay cold and dead there. Hattu stared
at the boat on the river: a light Egyptian craft, painted black as
night so it could steal up to the city unseen, now arrowing upriver
under oar. Volca stood at the aft, one foot on the ship’s rail, his
trident held like a staff in his other hand. A knot of Pharaoh’s
veterans clustered near Volca, shields prepared to encase him in a
protective shell should Kadesh’s nearest wall archers finally
realise what was happening and shoot.

Hattu stumbled to the edge of
the wharf, toes on the brink, chest heaving, mind screaming at him
to leap in and swim after the boat. He didn’t even notice the
gnarled bumpy backs of the crocodiles lurking around the wharf and
following the ship. Puduhepa emerged from the postern tunnel next.
She ran to Hattu, grabbing him by the arm. ‘You saved me. You had
his life in your hands and you forsook your revenge. You chose my
life over his death.’

Hattu barely understood, his
eyes fixed on the smiling and departing Volca.

‘Once more, Son of Ishtar, I bid
you farewell. But I will be back, and I will be the ruination of
you, reaping the souls of everyone you love.’

‘Give me a bow!’ Hattu roared as
King Muwa and the others reached him and saw what was
happening.

Kisna offered him his bow, only
for Puduhepa to push it away. The moment of delay was enough for
Volca to slip from close range. Any shot now would miss or be
caught by the Egyptian shield men.

Hattu stared at Puduhepa.

‘Hattu,’ Puduhepa squeezed his
arm again, ‘let… him… go. Let it all go!’

‘Dawn is here,’ Volca marvelled,
lifting the leather strap hooking his horned helm on his shoulder.
‘Perhaps I will cut down your remaining friends once battle
recommences?’ He let his grin stretch right across his face then
threw his head back and roared with deep, rich laughter, before
lifting his helm as if in salute and finally placing it back on
that hideous, scabrous scalp.

‘Why Puduhepa, why?’ Hattu
whispered weakly.

‘Because I am a Priestess of
Ishtar. Is the Goddess not the most devious of them all? Does she
not offer the traveller water that will parch his throat; the
woodsman an axe that will break no bark; the conqueror a crown of
thorns…’

Hattu stared at the departing
boat. From this distance, he saw the red, thread-like line that
trickled from the brow of Volca’s helm and down his nose. Volca was
still laughing when he noticed it. The laughter faded, and the
Sherden touched a finger to the bridge of his nose, gazing at the
blood on the fingertip in confusion. He frowned as if trying to
remember an important name.

Puduhepa stepped to the edge of
the wharf and called out with a deep and throaty voice: ‘In the
moments before you seized me, I fixed a thorn inside your helm. It
was dipped in the poison you used upon Hattu… but concentrated and
thick like sap.’

Volca stared at her, his arms
falling slack in disbelief.

Hattu understood now: the thorns
she collected at the White Mountains, her insistence on holding
onto the vial used by Asdu.

‘You lived by poison… and by
poison you shall die. The Goddess Ishtar has made it so.’ Puduhepa
sank to one knee, placing both palms on the wharf deck and humming
gently.

Hattu heard words pouring from
his own throat, hoarse and crackly. ‘You know what happens next,
Sherden. You know there is no cure for a dose so strong – as strong
as the vial you told me was an antidote for my wife’s malady. I
have relived her final throes of pain behind every blink, in every
moment of contemplation. Are you ready for what is about to happen
to you, Sherden?’

Volca’s lips quirked in an
attempted smile, only for fresh rivulets of blood to trickle down
from each nostril. He tasted them on his lips, then began to
tremble, first with fear, then violently, shaken from within as the
poison began to take effect. He vomited a great gout of blood, the
crocodiles by the boat’s edge snapping and swirling at this
unexpected treat.

For a moment, Volca seemed to
recover his poise, lifting his head to stare at Hattu. ‘Farewell,
Prince Hattu. But do not think you are rid of me. My shadow... will
live on.’

Hattu stared back, emotionless,
as Volca stepped from the edge of the boat and plunged
underwater.

He rose once, gasping, before a
crocodile’s jaws closed over the top of his head from behind and
snapped down. His head exploded like a ripe cherry. The river
turned into a boiling mess and thick blooms of red stained the
surface. Crocodile tails swung and swiped, jaws gnashed, strips of
flesh and sinew along with ribbons of Volca’s red cloak – stolen
long ago from the Hittite realm – tangled in their fangs. Finally
the river fell calm and the crocodiles were content. The trident
spear floated away gracefully.

Hattu felt Muwa’s hand on his
shoulder. ‘It is done. Father is avenged. Atiya too.’

‘I should never have come here
for revenge,’ Hattu said. ‘I know that now.’

‘But here we are,’ Muwa replied.
‘And it is dawn…’

From the far side of the city,
shouts rose – barking commands of Hittite officers, of Egyptians.
The rattle of bronze and drumming feet, of men taking their place
to resume this bloody, horrible struggle.

A burning east, a desert of
graves… Ishtar hissed. I have done my part, now you do
yours. Go, ride the storm of battle, Prince Hattu, soak the earth
in blood once more!

Hattu beheld King Muwa, Dagon
and Kisna. ‘Go to the Silver Ford. Take command of the army,’ he
said, then turned towards the postern opening and strode
inside.

‘Brother? Where are you going?’
Muwa called after him.

‘To end this,’ he burred as he
vanished inside Kadesh.
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Dawn crept over the river city
of Kadesh, thick fingers of olive-gold light raking over thousands
of cold, black pyres, smoke-stained tents and the two colossal
forces once again serried on the opposing riverbanks, the Silver
Ford between them. All stood statue-still, clad in bronze,
clutching spears, swords, maces, shields, slings, bows and axes.
Nearly thirty thousand men on either side. Ready to resume the
slaughter. Some were bandaged, most bruised, a few shaking. All
wore dark rings under their eyes – exhausted and hungry – and a
film of sweat on their faces. The chariots of both sides – ragged
patchworks compared to the replete wings and squadrons that had
surged into battle yesterday – waited on the flanks of the giant
armies, the horses nickering and pawing at the arid ground. Cawing
hawks lined Kadesh’s battlements like a garrison and the waking
cicadas, sensing the rising heat of another cauldron day, began to
sing their shrill song. Every single man’s eyes darted every so
often to their commanders, waiting for their respective kings to
arrive and sound the call to charge.

Captain Gorru, commanding the
ring of Mesedi near the Hittite front and awaiting King Muwa’s
arrival, stared into the distance, a strange smile on his face. He
tilted his head a little towards the Mesedi next to him – Alanta,
the man now his deputy in big Orax’s place. ‘Have you ever taken
your son to see the high temple at Tapikka?’ he asked.

Alanta shuffled slightly,
confused. ‘No, Captain.’

Gorru smiled sadly. ‘That is a
shame. It is a wondrous sight – a jewel in the northern hills. I
wish I had taken my son there. So many things I should have
done…’

Over on the far banks, behind
the Egyptian front, Ramesses knelt in the tent of Amun, before the
golden statue of the great god. Priests stood either side of him,
faces hidden behind painted masks of Thoth and Horus, tossing
droplets of blessed water on his shoulders and head. A third priest
walked in circles around him carrying a copper plate of smouldering
incense, the white curls of smoke leaving a ribbon of scented
vapour in his wake. A fourth holy man stooped to present a natron
pellet which Pharaoh took between his teeth and chewed. The pellet
dissolved into a gritty and clean-tasting powder, sending a
freshness through his airways and cleaning the scum of sleep from
his teeth.

‘You are purified, Mighty
Pharaoh,’ said one masked priest. ‘Your strength has been restored.
You are ready for battle.’

He stood and stepped outside of
the Amun tent and into the dawn rays, then lifted both arms like an
eagle. Attendants buckled on his cleaned and polished battle armour
once more. One handed him a replacement fanged whip and another
slid his bulbous sapphire war helm onto his freshly-shaved scalp.
As they buckled everything into place, he stared across the heads
of his men. The Hittite forces on the far side were as numerous as
his, and he saw something in the way they stood: such defiance,
such belief. Perhaps they were in fact, as many claimed, the
hardiest soldiers alive? No, I cannot lose, he cursed
to himself. The Gods have shown me the way here, to take
father’s elusive victory… to avenge my brother Chaset’s death, to
avenge Khe-

He could not even say his dead
boy’s name inwardly. A sharp spike of grief hammered up through his
chest and into the centre of his head. Tears stung like hot pins
behind his eyes and his throat thickened. It took everything he had
to gulp the emotion back down.

From the tents behind him, he
heard his wife’s low, elegiac wail. I am sorry, Nefertari,
he inwardly spoke the words he knew would never be enough. I
would do anything to make things right. To bring him back. Today, I
will do all that can be done… I will fight on to the last to bring
our son’s killer to justice.

He stepped forward and onto the
repaired dark-green and gold chariot, his new driver – Menna’s
cousin – dipping to one knee in salutation as he boarded. ‘Take me
to the head of my royal chariot wing,’ he drawled.

With a snap of whips, the
vehicle lurched forward, Foe-slayer padding along in the vehicle’s
wake. The Egyptian forces parted as they rolled through the sea of
soldiers, coming to a halt near the massed chariotry on the right.
The Sherden guards waited there on foot. They would be chariot
runners again today. They stood part-crouched, horned-heads
sweeping around like scavengers looking for a kill. But no Volca.
And, Ramesses realised as he scanned the Hittite ranks... no
Hattu.

He raised his sceptre and swept
it across the river. Thousands of Egyptian eyes gazed at him and
then at the forces arrayed against them. ‘Every man on those far
banks has spat in the eye of Amun, the greatest of Gods. Yesterday,
the Hittites and their strange allies pounced upon us like jackals,
but did we not fend them off?’

‘Aye!’ boomed several thousand
voices at once.

‘Did we not peg them over there
on the far banks?’

‘Aye!’

‘The only thing that robbed us
of victory was the failing of the light.’ The soldiers boomed
again, but this time without so much of an edge. They knew, as he
did, that the Hittites had the upper hand when they had chosen to
withdraw near dusk. ‘Today, Osiris rises,’ he gestured to the sun,
‘Amun wakes us with his dawn, and sends us back to this ford.
Victory must be his. These northern wolves you see cannot hope to
beat us,’ he continued, hearing a slight crackle of uncertainty in
his own voice. ‘For we are the Armies of the Two Lands. We are…’ he
faltered as he saw movement in the Hittite ranks. The Hittite
Chariot Master Dagon emerged from somewhere in their depths and
took his place at the head of the enemy chariot wing. The Master
Archer Kisna pushed his way through to take a place on the enemy
front along with the Mesedi… and King Muwa himself – draped in a
long black cloak and his bronze battle helm and looking like he
could fight on for eternity. King Ekmaddu, Priam of Troy, Sarpedon
of Lukka, Old Niqmepa of Ugarit… all bearing the same granite-hard
looks of men ready to fight to the death. He realised his men were
looking at him, waiting on his unfinished sentence. ‘We are the
Armies of the Two Lands. We are invincible, and have slain many
noble foes in the past.’ He stabbed a finger across the ford,
confidence returning. ‘But these foes are not noble,
yesterday they,’ a surge of grief almost choked him, ‘murdered your
prince.’

A great lament rose from the
Egyptian forces. ‘They slaughtered my son… he of the divine
blood.’

The dismay roiled and rose into
a clamour of angry shouts. The Egyptian Armies began rattling their
spears on their shields, eager for battle. King Muwa regaled the
enemy ranks with a deep-voiced story of Hittite lore, citing
thunder as the voice of their Storm God, the soil and the river the
work of their Sun Goddess. The northern warriors raised and shook
their spears and curved swords, chanting out every line after their
king. The dawn air shivered with the prospect of battle. Horns were
raised to mouths, officers glanced nervously at the two opposing
kings.

‘The time is upon us,’ Ramesses
boomed over the racket. Foe-slayer rose, rampant, roaring in
support.

In time, the Egyptian drummers
raised and whacked their hands against the war drums.

Boom!

‘Pipers!’ King Muwa cried.

Men in the Hittite ranks,
elevated on wooden platforms, raised twin pipes to their mouth and
blew. A speedy, skirling song rose into the air, cutting and
swooshing like warring eagles.

‘Archers of Egypt…!’ an Egyptian
commander roared. ‘Slingers!’ boomed another.

‘Bowmen…’ General Kisna howled
in reply from the far banks.

Nearly twenty thousand Hittites
and Egyptians raised stretched, shaking and groaning bows. The many
spearmen on either side readied their shields to block out the
imminent barrage. Ramesses stared across the river, meeting Muwa’s
bloodshot glare, each King with one arm raised, each daring the
other to give the order first.

That was when the Hittite ranks
shuffled and parted.

A lone, tall man stepped
forward, splashing into the Silver Ford waters. Hattu strode like a
panther, confident, shoulders square, head dipped as he waded to
the shin-deep mid-section, his green cloak trailing in the waters.
He wore no armour nor helm, and his body was still stained from
yesterday’s battle and bandaged from Foe-slayer’s claws. On his
shoulder sat a falcon. The many archers on the Egyptian side
levelled their bows, preparing for a direct shot at the Hittite
Prince.

‘Hattu, what are you doing?’
King Muwa called out after him.

Ramesses stared in disbelief.
The prince’s odd eyes were fixed on Ramesses likewise, striding
confidently towards him. Pharaoh’s lips twitched in a strange
mixture of mirth and sadness, then shaped to give the call, tensed
his arm, ready to bring it chopping down and to bring ten thousand
arrows into the cur’s chest. His unarmoured body would be ripped to
pieces. Foe-slayer jerked forward with a guttural growl, the three
bronze chains holding him at bay clanking taut.

Then, from behind Hattu’s
floating green cloak, a boy stepped out.

Ramesses’ jaw fell slack, his
arm remaining in the air.

‘Khepe?’ he whispered.

Hattu strode on up onto the near
shallows, guiding the boy towards Pharaoh’s chariot.

Ramesses stumbled down from his
war car, his knees as weak as a fawn’s, the order to the archers
never given. ‘My boy? How can it be?’

From somewhere deep in the
crowd, Nefertari burst through, falling to her knees, weeping,
pulling the boy close. Across both mighty forces, the pipes, drums
and shouts fell away. Just the moan of hot wind, the gurgle of the
Orauntis and the creaking of the still-trained bows could be
heard.

Ramesses felt his sceptre and
fanged whip fall to the ground. He stared through watery eyes at
his son for an eternity, before turning his gaze back upon the
vulpine-faced Hittite Prince who had brought his boy back from the
Field of Reeds.

‘Yesterday we ran his chariot
down,’ Hattu said. ‘I will admit that in the fire of that moment,
anything could have happened. But before it was too late, I
realised that… that I did not come here to murder your son.’

‘So why did you come? For
me?’

Hattu shook his head slowly.
‘For another, for vengeance. For the one who slew my wife, many
years ago. I begged my patron Goddess to bring her back to me.
Ishtar told me it could not be done… that avenging her death was
all I had to live for.’

Ramesses’ eyes combed the ground
between them. ‘All through the night just past, I begged the Gods
to return my boy from the dead. When they did not answer, I could
think of only one thing… of revenge.’

Both men shared a silent
affinity.

Ramesses spoke first, his brow
bending into a frown as he glanced over his massed forces. ‘But
who… who amongst my armies killed your wife?’

‘I told you yesterday yet you
did not believe me. Volca the Sherden.’

‘My chief of guards… my closest
advisor?’

Hattu’s lips bent at one edge.
‘That is how he works – like a maggot, burrowing deep into the
flesh and feeding on the lifeblood of the host. He was once my
father’s Gal Mesedi, and used his position of trust to poison him.
He poisoned my wife too. He killed your father, Seti, also.’

Ramesses took a step backwards
as if he had been slapped. ‘What is this wicked lie?’

Hattu neither blinked nor moved.
‘I stand before you and bring you your son as a token of my
sincerity.’

The sound of splashing chased
away the images.

Behind Hattu, a priestess had
broken through the Hittite front and was wading across the river,
her cherry-red robes wet to the waist. The Egyptian archers’ bows
tightened.

‘You?’ Ramesses croaked. He had
last spoken to her by his father’s deathbed.

The priestess stepped over
beside Hattu and tossed a trident down before Ramesses. ‘It is
true, Mighty Pharaoh,’ Puduhepa said.

‘I was there during your
father’s final days. He died when he should have lived. He was in
good health until the Sherden began treating him.’

‘And it was Volca’s dealings
that led to the death of your brother, Chaset,’ Hattu added. ‘Aye,
it was a Hittite blade that slew your sibling, but the
confrontation only happened because of Volca, who engineered the
conflict – plotted everything that led up to and including that
bloody clash in the Valley of Bones.’

Silence reigned.

‘Where is he?’ Ramesses said
quietly.

‘He lies in the bellies of a
dozen crocodiles now,’ the priestess said, pointing at the
trident.

Silence again, bar a caw and a
shriek from the carrion hawks on Kadesh’s walls.

‘I have my peace,’ Hattu said,
‘and the death of the Sherden should bring you yours.’

Ramesses stared into the Hittite
Prince’s odd-coloured eyes. He saw that they too were glassy.

The creak and groan of the
stretched bows and the shuffle and shush of armour all around them
seemed to rise as the men grew impatient, the hot sun rising and
the cicada song growing shrill.

‘What now, Prince Hattu?’ asked
Ramesses. ‘Volca may be dead, but the fires of vengeance surely are
not truly quenched within you. I have done many bleak things in
this war.’

‘As have I,’ Hattu said
quietly.

‘Your cousin, Talmi,’ Pharaoh
said, ‘died on my orders.’

Hattu’s jaw worked as he dipped
his head for a time. When he looked up, he eyed the Egyptian lines.
‘You chose poorly that day,’ he said flatly. ‘Now, it is time to
choose again. We can return to our lines and give battle. We will
fight all day and tomorrow too. Every day it takes. We will not
yield Kadesh or any of the northern holdings. You must understand
that now. The Hittite way is to stand against even the mightiest
foes… to the last.’

‘You speak of days?’ Ramesses
replied with a bombastic snort. ‘My armies could fight here for
moons.’

‘You could fight on, but you
could never win,’ Hattu replied swiftly. ‘You have seen your match
on those far banks. Are you so proud as to blind yourself to the
truth?’

‘You ask me to surrender?’

‘I ask us both to take what
victory we have – that your boy lives, that our common enemy is
dead, and that no man has yet fallen in battle today. I watched ten
thousand pyres glow last night and heard ten thousand more graves
being dug. I pray I will never see or hear such things again. So
leave this land, withdraw your men from Amurru also. Let the old
borders take effect once more. Let it never, never, come to
this again. What say you?’

Ramesses felt the past rise
around him. The ghost of his father, old Pharaoh Seti, stood like a
great statue by his side, crowing about glory. The spirit of Chaset
was there too, bullishly demanding he strike off the Hittite
Prince’s head. The hot wind cast up a swirl of dust around
Ramesses, the very land seemingly hungry to be irrigated with blood
once more.






***






Hattu watched as Ramesses turned
slowly away from him, sending Khepe to safety behind the Egyptian
forces. He stared at Pharaoh’s back, reading the rebuttal and
closing his eyes as the Egyptian army and the Hittite force
bristled once more in expectation of action. The archers would
loose their strained and shaking bows, he would fall in a hail of
arrows and the battle would resume and rip this land apart once
again. ‘Run,’ he whispered to Puduhepa. ‘You should not have
followed me across here.’

‘I followed you all the way from
my home,’ she said, working her hand into his and holding it tight,
‘and I’m not leaving you now.’

He heard Ramesses bark some
order in the Egyptian tongue, then drew Puduhepa close, awaiting
the end. But no arrows were loosed. Instead, the myriad Egyptian
bows slackened.

Hattu blinked, confused.

A slow, uneven plod of footsteps
sounded. The Egyptian ranks parted to reveal the sweating, hulking
figure of Tanku. His left arm was gone – the stump heavily
bandaged. He met Hattu’s eyes and flashed a grin, his face wan and
his eyes black-ringed. ‘They let me go. It seems the war is over,’
he croaked as he hobbled closer.

Behind him, Pharaoh Ramesses
raised his left hand in a clenched fist, Hittite-style salute, then
offered Hattu a single, solemn nod, before melting away towards the
heart of the Egyptian camp. The trumpets blew a soft note – not of
war, but to order the many regiments back from the riverside. They
peeled away like a breaker retreating from a shore. It was a
careful withdrawal, the rearguard watching for any signs of Hittite
duplicity, while the rest began dismantling their vast camp and
loading their wagons.

Splashing sounded behind Hattu
as Dagon and Kisna lurched across the river and embraced Tanku. ‘By
the God of the Mountains, they took your arm, Brother. But they
could not fell you,’ the pair said tearfully. Tanku wept into the
napes of their necks.

Muwa waded over next. ‘What did
you say?’

‘What needed to be said,’ Hattu
replied, hugging Puduhepa close. ‘What should have been said before
yesterday happened.’

Iranzi the Amurrite came over
with Sarpedon and Priam. He eyed the first of the Egyptian wagons
to rumble away to the south. ‘What about-’

‘Amurru is free again,’ Hattu
finished for Iranzi. ‘Twenty years ago you swore to serve the
Hittite throne to help oust the Egyptian occupiers. You have given
everything in that time, friend. Now you have your reward.’

Iranzi’s face hung agape. He
swung back towards the Amurrite men amongst his regiment and
stammered the news in their native tongue. They exploded with joy,
tearing off their headscarves and tossing them in the air, jumping,
singing. The emotion was infectious, it seemed, as the songs and
cheering spread like fire across the entire body of the Hittite
Army.

King Muwa planted hands on
Hattu’s shoulders, turning him round so they faced one another.
Hattu returned the gesture. Both leaned forward until their
foreheads met. ‘It is over, Brother,’ Muwa said quietly, his face
awash with relief. ‘The war is over.’


Chapter 25



Dusk of War

Summer 1274 BC
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Days slid past in a blur. Days
of healing wounded men, nights of thick, deep sleep. The Egyptian
armies drained from Kadeshi lands, and the occupying garrison of
Amurru – a day’s march to the west – filed out to join them. Thus,
only one army remained at Kadesh. The desert winds were kind,
blowing dust and sand across the scars of battle. Soon, the river
city was thriving again. As news spread, the people who had fled
north returned with their wagons and belongings. A second throne
chair was mounted on the black plinth of the King’s Hall, and Muwa
sat in court with King Ekmaddu as the matters of land and
governorship were discussed, with thick throngs of spectators
hugging the edges of the chequered floor and packing out the
mezzanine.

Hattu stood with the crowds to
watch affairs unfold. Bathed, groomed and dressed in a turquoise
Kadeshi gown, he stood behind Puduhepa, his hands clasped around
her stomach, periodically stooping a little to sniff her scented
hair.

Iranzi and his soldiers
championed the election of an Amurrite officer – of noble blood and
heart – as their new king. Muwa granted him and his soldiers
permanent release from the Hittite ranks so they could return to
Amurru with the new lord and form a royal corps to protect the
land.

Benteshina, the disgraced and
deposed Amurrite king who had reigned before and during the years
of occupation, was brought into the hall by a pair of Mesedi and
forced to his knees. He trembled between the two sharp spear tips
at his neck.

‘Once-loyal king,’ Muwa boomed.
‘Your throne fell into Egyptian hands under your rule. For twenty
years, you remained on that throne, serving Pharaoh. Then in battle
here, you led Pharaoh’s supporting Ne’arin force against mine. You
know the punishment for treason.’

‘Death,’ said King Ekmaddu,
imitating Muwa’s majestic and sombre manner. ‘You will walk into
the section of the river where the crocodiles nest.’

The scribe beside the thrones
moved his stylus towards his soft clay slab to begin recording the
sentence.

‘This is wrong,’ Hattu said as
the stylus tapped and scratched out the first few words of the
sentence. All heads turned towards Hattu as he strode out onto the
floor before the thrones. ‘He has no crime to answer for.’

‘How so?’ Muwa muttered,
annoyed.

‘I was in Amur city during the
Egyptian occupation. I saw what they did to him.’ He looked at the
shaking king, who struggled to hold his eye. ‘They forced him to
swallow a sharp hook on a string so it lodged in his guts and they
could lead him around like a dog. They kept him in a bird cage and
starved him. That the Egyptians kept him alive was no reward.’

‘He led the Ne’arin against us!’
Muwa thumped a fist against the arm of the second throne.

‘I saw him during battle, My
Sun. He was as he is now: frightened, broken. A roughneck warrior
commanded the Ne’arin, and he prodded and shoved Benteshina around
like a hound.’

Muwa glowered down at
Benteshina. The disgraced king was now talking quietly to himself –
like a man comforting a dying pet.

‘Allow him to live,
Labarna,’ Hattu reasoned. ‘I will be his patron. He can live
in Hittite lands – under my protection.’

Muwa’s lips rippled a few times
as if chewing a tough root, then he swiped a hand to one side,
dismissing the matter in Hattu’s favour.

Benteshina was led away,
whispering words of thanks as he passed Hattu. The scribe raised an
eyebrow, dabbed a wetted finger on the clay tablet and slid the
straight edge of his stylus over the half-written words to flatten
the surface and erase the death sentence.

‘Now, to the main matter,’ Muwa
moved on. ‘You have all seen the preparations and I am sure you
have heard rumours. I and the Hittite Armies will be leaving Kadesh
tomorrow. We have been gone from the heartlands of the north for
too long.’

The Kadeshi people erupted in
protest. Hands were thrown in the air, faces wide, many
gesticulating southwards. ‘But the enemy have only just vanished
from sight,’ one cried. ‘What if they merely lurk beyond the
horizon, waiting for this very moment when you leave?’ argued
another. ‘They will return and have us all skinned,’ cried a
third.

King Ekmaddu shuffled
uncomfortably in his throne. ‘Labarna,’ he whispered to
Muwa, ‘this is how it all began before, and they started leaving in
their droves.’

‘Pharaoh will stand by his
promise to respect the old borders,’ Muwa boomed, slamming a hand
down on the chair arm again.

‘Respectfully, My Sun,’ asked a
Kadeshi advisor, ‘why would he? We have no tablet or written
version of the accord.’

‘Ramesses has so far done as he
said he would, retreating south and withdrawing from Amurru,’ Muwa
reasoned. ‘But I have taken measures to ensure it stays that way. A
strong garrison will remain here. A Hittite officer core will stay
to train the young Kadeshi men who are needed to take the place of
the fallen. Two thousand Storm soldiers will be posted along the
southern boundaries of Kadeshi lands. There they will build forts
and turrets to watch the Valley of Cedars and the River Eleutheros
– the inland and coastal routes linking north and south – for any
signs of Egyptian encroachment.’ The Kadeshi populace rumbled in
agreement, their concerns eased by this added security. ‘But to be
certain that Pharaoh returns to his homeland far to the south,
Prince Hattu will take a regiment of archers and a squadron of
chariots and rove in that direction to track his retreat. We will
give you certainty that he is gone, that the bleak times for your
homeland are over.’

The many voices rose now in a
relieved buzz.

‘We are entering an age of
peace,’ Muwa proclaimed. ‘Peace and prosperity!’

The hall shook with the cries of
everyone present.

Right on cue, Hittite pipers,
Kadeshi drummers and Amurrite acrobats filed in and began a show of
rich music and gymnastic displays. Slaves carried in spitted goats
and pitchers of wine, fruits, charred flatbreads and spiced fish.
The hall filled with the sounds of clacking cups and laughter as
the people celebrated at last.

Darkness fell, and Hattu and
Puduhepa moved around the hall, talking with almost every person
there. Gorru saluted. The hirsute Mesedi Captain had been tasked
with leading the sixty two surviving Mesedi in the journey back to
Hattusa and remaining in charge of that elite unit until Hattu
eventually returned there. ‘I will recruit new men to replace the
fallen. The best of the divisions. The Mesedi will be whole again,
one hundred strong.’

‘Men like Orax can never truly
be replaced though,’ Hattu said quietly.

‘No,’ Gorru said, his eyes
misty. ‘And he will never be forgotten either.’

Priam hugged Hattu as if he was
a brother, his hair still thick with the scent of pyre smoke and
armour oil. ‘We did this together,’ the Trojan King said, his face
etched with pride and his eyes wet with joyful tears. ‘The thrones
of Troy and Hattusa – pillars of the world. Bonded in blood,
unbreakable.’

‘You could have rejected the
call to arms,’ replied Hattu, ‘or sent a token force. Yet you did
not. You brought Troy’s finest to this faraway and strange land.
That will never be forgotten, my friend.’

Sarpedon of Lukka, standing
nearby, raised his cup to this. Hattu and Priam raised theirs, the
three clacking together. The Kings of every land swore such oaths
and shared their affections, as fresh urns of wine were wheeled in
and the songs grew bawdier and speedier. As Hattu and Puduhepa
moved around, they squeezed each other’s hands. Hattu felt a new
sensation inside. Or maybe a long-forgotten one. A warm flame.
Contentment, happiness. A growing seed of love. For a moment, he
thought of Atiya. A pang of guilt and pity flared in his heart. But
no, he thought, Atiya would not be bitter that he and Puduhepa had
found one another. The sense of warmth and gladness returned. There
was just one thing, hovering unseen, just beyond the grasp of
conscious thought. Something that had happened at the end of the
struggle. Something that lay unresolved. His thoughts began to spin
towards it, when…

Crash!

A cup fell from a drunken hand
and smashed. Laughter rose like loosed arrows as groups danced
together, hailing the end of the war and the salvation of their
world. Amidst the revelry, Puduhepa pressed her lips to Hattu’s and
held them there, her tongue exploring deep inside his mouth, her
hands raking his torso. He held her tight, feeling his loins swell
and his mind pulse with images of her rising naked from the Ishtar
pool in Zantiya.

‘Let us release the past, and
create a new future,’ she whispered hotly into his ear.

They slipped away, scuttling
through the sconce-lit corridors at the side of the hall and
finding a bedchamber in a deserted wing. The shutters lay open and
a full moon hung outside. They fell together onto the cool linen
sheets, a gentle breeze stroking their bodies as they untied their
clothes and let them slip to the tiled floor. Hattu guided Puduhepa
onto the bed, sensing the talons of the past – the grief, the
guilt, the hatred – retract. He entered her with a lustful shudder,
Puduhepa gasping, and they made love under the argent moon. They
cried out in unison, before falling apart, sparkling with a patina
of sweat, panting. They lay together, he holding her, in the soft
post-coital glow. Hattu was certain that he had at last
rediscovered true happiness. The desert breeze outside sighed
soporifically, and he felt his eyelids grow heavier and heavier as
he toppled into a thick, deep sleep.






Blissful oblivion. Blackness.
Rest. Until…

Ishtar wrapped her great arms
around him, a lover’s embrace, a demon’s grip. The air sang around
them and her great wings whooshed as they circled over the meadow,
green and bright. Down there, the mother lions and the starving
cubs huddled together while the pride leader was still off at the
hillside, fighting the menacing hyena.

The hyena snapped and growled,
and it had taken bites from the lion’s flesh as the red stains on
its shoulders and back attested. But it could not hope to win
against this mighty creature, surely? And this is how it was: when
it lunged, the pride leader, with one great swipe of its paw,
battered the hyena from mid-air and to one side, sending it
tumbling over and over, neck broken. Wounded and exhausted but
victorious, the male lion padded over quietly to the dead hyena and
bit on the neck fur, to lift and drag the precious kill downhill.
Hattu knew he was watching the way of the wild, the way the Gods
intended things to be. The hyena had provoked the lion and the lion
had slain it, but only to help feed its starving young. He watched
the mighty beast return to the foot of the hill and troop across
the meadow, towards his pride.

Hattu and the lion saw the
scene of devastation there at the same time.

The lion let out the greatest,
most terrible roar. The cubs lay torn open, the mothers too, and
the poor hare. The grass was soaked in blood., steam rising from
the slaughter. The lion’s plaintive roars went on and on as he
paced back and forth, bereft.

Hattu stared, sickened. What
was this? Who did this?

Then he saw something… a small
chink of hope. One of the cubs had avoided the attentions of the
unseen killer. It sat, back turned, licking its paws. The great
pride leader’s roars fell away as it padded over to its sole
surviving issue, calling out in throaty, sorrowful grunts. The cub
turned around slowly, and the pride leader halted. Hattu felt the
breath stick in his lungs as he stared at the cub as its father
did. For the young lion wore a mask of redness, blood and meat
tendrils dripping from its fangs and matted in its claws. The great
lion stepped back and uttered a harrowing sound as the young one
paced towards it, growling.

Just then, a whisper escaped
from memory and whistled across the dream.

‘Farewell, Prince Hattu. But
do not think you are rid of me. My shadow... will live on.’

The words changed
into a terrible, shrieking laughter that shook the dream ether, as
the cub lurched at its sire.






Hattu shot bolt upright,
gasping. The sounds of weary laughter – the dying embers of the
celebrations, echoed through the darkened halls of Kadesh. He
stared around the bedchamber, seeing the shutters tremble gently in
the desert breeze, seeing the moon had moved across the sky. Hours
had passed, he realised.

He kissed Puduhepa’s bare
shoulder and slipped from the bed, pulling on robe and boots then
making his way back to the main hall. He emerged on the mezzanine
and looked down on the remaining few groups of revellers. There was
Gorru, ‘charming’ a Kadeshi woman with a monosyllabic tale of how
he had once managed to propel his urine all the way across a
ravine. Kisna was regaling Masturi and his Seha Riverlanders with a
story about his incredible adventures: Hattu could not hear the
details but he could follow the mime of Kisna employing superhuman
strength to defeat a group of fifty bandits single-handedly.
Nonsense. Still, the Seha Riverlanders were rapt, or drunk… or
both.

He smiled, his lips still
carrying the taste of Puduhepa’s skin, her petal scent in his
nostrils. He felt that sense of utter contentment again. But then…
there it was once more – that odd, cold feeling following the happy
moment. Something not yet finished. It was like playing in a sunny
meadow but knowing there was a stranger watching you from the
trees. Like the early incarnations of that strange dream.

Muwa sidled up, hale and
handsome, his cheeks ruddy with wine and his silver sun circlet
askew. It was rare to see his brother so merry and rather
surprising that he had lasted this long without passing out.
Usually when he drank he would descend into a foul mood then slump
into a snoring oblivion before long.

Muwa wrapped an arm around his
shoulder. ‘It was the cruellest war ever waged. The Gods gathered
to watch,’ he sighed, echoing Father’s words. ‘And now it is
over.’

‘Is it?’ Hattu said, realising
he had finally pinned that strange, icy and peripheral thought.

‘Brother, you have all you came
for: Volca is dead. Egypt has been cowed.’

Hattu laughed to disguise his
unease. ‘It’s just…’

‘Tell me, Brother,’ Muwa said,
tilting Hattu’s chin up with his free hand so his brother could not
escape his stare.

‘What Volca said, before he
stepped into the jaws of death.’ Hattu said, gazing absently down
over the sea of revellers on the hall floor. ‘Do not think you are
rid of me. My shadow... will live on.’

Muwa stared at him for a time, a
concerned look on his face, then his lips bent into a broad smile.
‘Well they were poor last words, and I’m rather certain I saw a
crocodile crush his head like a grape and swallow him – shadow and
all.’

Hattu laughed out of a sense of
duty.

Muwa patted his shoulder twice.
‘Scout Pharaoh’s withdrawal to the south well. Harry him if you
need to, anything to be sure he sticks by his word until we can
formalise matters in clay. When you return to the heartlands, we
will celebrate like this all over again. A great cloud has lifted,
Hattu,’ He shook his brother as if to force a smile.

Just then, a line of Gorru’s
seduction-chat sailed up, his voice raspy after so much beer and
the words slurred. ‘Huge, it is. I tell you, one time a maiden
caught me bathing in a river and she swore I had three legs…’

Hattu and Muwa laughed together,
then Muwa cricked his neck either way and stretched his arms wide.
‘Now, I must sleep before dawn comes. In any case, on our march
home tomorrow I fear the army will suffer one of my worst-ever
moods.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘Fare well in the south, Brother,
and I will count the days until you are done there and back home on
the sacred soil of Hattusa.’

Hattu clasped Muwa’s forearm.
‘Until we meet again, Brother.’

‘Until we meet again,’ Muwa said
as he backed away.


Chapter
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A Name of Ancient Kings

Winter 1273 BC
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Eight moons passed. A fresh
mid-morning wind whistled around the four Hittite officers standing
in the hills of southern Gubla. Tanku scratched at his arm stump
and spat into the dust, casting a dark glower around the Gublan
coastal route, littered with fallen golden leaves and skeletal
woods. ‘I don’t like it,’ he grumbled, glaring at every darting
sandgrouse and soaring osprey in the southern skies as if it was an
enemy spy.

‘You didn’t like crossing the
River Eleutheros,’ Kisna laughed, sitting on the branch of a nearby
oak, shaving the bark from a stick to make a new arrow shaft, his
legs dangling.

‘Did you see the fish in there?
Foul-looking creatures,’ Tanku snapped.

‘You moaned about the Valley of
Cedars too – said the flies there were too itchy,’ Dagon chuckled,
stoking at the small cooking fire in the centre of the copse. ‘And
you’ve been complaining all through this morning that your
loincloth was riding up your buttocks.’

Tanku shuffled on the spot and
plunged a hand up his kilt to adjust himself. ‘Well it has been.’
He glanced up the rocky bluff side impatiently. ‘Another hour and
then someone should go up there after him. I would volunteer, but…’
he glanced sourly at his arm stump. ‘Anyway, one of us should stay
behind,’ he added nodding over to the lone tent nearby.

‘He’s fine,’ Dagon assured
him.

‘Aye, maybe,’ said big Tanku. ‘I
can’t help but think the worst. With the army gone and us here in
enemy lands… with winter coming. I can’t help but sense danger in
everything.’

‘We’re here to see that
Pharaoh’s army returns to the far south. If it does not,’ Dagon
reassured him, gesturing over the oaks behind him and to the north
in the direction of the hill camp they had set out from this
morning, ‘then the charioteers and Kisna’s thousand archers back
there will remind him he should, while we speed back north and
spread the word.’

Kisna’s eyes narrowed. ‘We
haven’t seen the Egyptian dust trail for many days,’ he said, now
siding with Tanku.

Tanku smiled triumphantly at the
others. ‘Exactly. We followed the cast-up dust of Ramesses’ march
like a snake’s tail. Where is it now, eh?’ he gestured to the
southern skies – an expanse of pillowy white cloud and patches of
blue. Not a smudge of smoke or dust to be seen.

Now Dagon and Kisna’s confidence
faded as they too gazed south. All three heads then looked up the
bluff side and wondered if they should go up after their
prince.






***






Hattu planted a hand on a
sloping section of rock, his dust-coated palm finding purchase
there. He pressed onto his right foot and rose, looping his left
hand over the precipice and prizing himself up onto the grassy
bluff top. Was it something about a man’s forty-first year, he
mused, that made every bout of exercise feel like a fight with a
ten-fisted giant? He rose to one knee, panting, staring south,
sucking water from his drinking skin. From this terrific viewpoint,
he could see for five danna or more. Sky swooped in and landed on
his shoulder, mimicking his hawkish, sweeping looks.

His smoke-grey eye ached, the
blurry distance sharpening a little. Golden hills and gradually
more arid lands filled the east. No rising plumes. Cedar forests
dominated the south. No sign of disturbed birds. To the west, the
Lower Sea stretched in bands of green and cobalt all the way to the
horizon, and the white-flecked ribbon of the breakers on the loam
shore wound all the way south. No boats and no sign of shore
movement.

Nothing.

Where was Pharaoh Ramesses?

Terrible thoughts pecked at his
mind like a hawk’s beak. Was this the ultimate deception? Had
Ramesses fooled them all – convinced the Hittite Army to disband
and return home, before himself setting off for the south on a slow
and circuitous route for eight whole moons… only to loop back and
swallow Kadesh uncontested? A breeze hit him, chilling his bare
chest and legs.

No, do not let it be… he
mouthed. Ishtar, hear me. You have had your wretched war. The
desert has been sown with graves.

Silence. Then…

At last he saw it: southeast,
where the woods thinned and became brushland – a puff of gold, then
another. Now his grey eye sharpened and he saw it all. The plume
lay low in the air where the colder coastal breeze mixed with the
still-hot desert wind. But it was many danna long. The kind of
plume that could rise only from a vast army… and it was moving
slowly south. Ramesses’ army had merely taken winter camp for these
last few days. A brief stop and no more. He sighed in great relief.
Thank you, he mouthed.

From within the caverns of his
mind, the Goddess replied: I would not spend my gratitude so
soon, Prince Hattu…

He felt a strange, crawling
chill rise up his spine. Then came a cry that exploded like ice in
his ears…

‘Hattu! Come quickly!’

‘Dagon?’ He shot to his feet,
staring down towards the copse where he had left his men. He keenly
felt the absence of his twin swords, stowed in his tent down there.
What was this? Egyptian ambushers?

‘Hurry!’ Dagon cried again.

He dropped over the edge of the
bluff expertly, catching the precipice then picking his way down at
speed, all the time shooting looks over his shoulder to see the
source of the trouble. The men were gathered by the single tent
there, kneeling, backs turned. He leapt the last stretch, landing
heavily and flailing towards the scene. ‘My swords!’ he cried, eyes
combing the treeline of the copse. ‘Give me my-’

The shriek of a newborn baby
sliced through his last few words.

Hattu slowed and stared. Dagon
turned around, his hands bloody and his face etched with a gaping
smile. A child writhed in his arms. In the mouth of the tent,
Puduhepa sat on a birthing stool, groaning, legs wide, dripping
with birthing fluids.

Tanku and Kisna stared at the
scene. Tanku uttered a half word before turning white as snow and
fainting. Kisna managed a little better. ‘Can anyone hear singing?’
he croaked, before fainting too.

Hattu strode over and fell to
his knees, taking the babe from Dagon and shuffling over to
Puduhepa. ‘A boy? You said you had another moon to go.’

‘The Goddess decided
differently,’ she snapped, then shot him a sly smile and beckoned
him closer. For Hattu, it was incredible. Kurunta had been granted
to him at six moons old. This was new, strange, exhilarating. The
babe, bloody and restless, reached up and grabbed one of his
fingers – like an axe-handle in its tiny hands. Hattu stared at the
mite, feeling an urgent need to weep with joy. So many times he had
held dying comrades, streaked red like this. He had come to
consider the sight of blood a thing of war, a terrible marker.
Here, now, he felt his body shaking, his face wet with tears. The
three remained like that, lost in wonder, for the rest of the day.
Dagon revived Tanku and Kisna, then subjected both to unending
insults as they cooked up a root broth and baked loaves of
bread.

When darkness fell, Hattu and
Puduhepa sat inside their tent, foreheads together, the boy-child
on both of their laps as they stroked and cleaned him.

‘Name him,’ Puduhepa said
quietly, mopping the boy’s brow with a damp cloth.

‘I will call him a name of
ancient kings, a proud name,’ he decided. ‘Tudhaliya.’

Puduhepa smiled. ‘Tudha.’ She
looked around the Gublan hills and the three mountains that stabbed
into the sky nearby. ‘He was born under the shadow of the
mountains, and so Sarruma the Mountain God shall be his
patron.’

Hattu stared at the boy’s
yet-to-open eyes. ‘What do you see in store for our brave boy,
Priestess?’

Puduhepa smiled, raising a hand
to her forehead to stroke the lapis lazuli third-eye charm hanging
on her brow. ‘I see…’ she stopped. Her face lost its humour, her
eyes staring through space.

Hattu frowned. ‘Pudu?’

The smile returned. ‘Let us not
think of the future on this wondrous night,’ she said, lifting
Tudha to her chest and hooking her free arm around Hattu to draw
him into the embrace also.
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Content that the accord with
Egypt was true, they turned back north soon after Tudha’s birth,
seeing out the winter at Halpa then spending the following summer
governing the leaderless Viceroyalty. Kisna trained the city
archers, Tanku drilled the spearmen and Dagon instructed the small
contingent of charioteers on old Colta’s methods of diet and
exercise for their horses. Hattu and Puduhepa spent many days in
Halpa’s green gardens, encouraging young Tudha to crawl and then
walk, and then to swim in the small pond.

Hattu selected a good man from
the garrison to guide the city in the medium term, assuring the
soldiers and the people that a new viceroy of royal blood would be
appointed and sent to rule soon enough. Perhaps Kurunta might find
his confidence in such a role, he wondered, feeling a pang of
sorrow that yet more entire seasons had passed with he and his
adopted son parted. After a second winter in Halpa, spring came and
they set off through the White Mountains on the ancient track that
led back to the Hittite heartlands.

Kisna and Tanku took turns at
leading a vanguard for their small party through the heights which
were still bracingly cold and lined with shallow snow. Hattu
trekked with Pudu’s hand in his, his year-old son held to his chest
in a sling made from the pelt of a bear. The extra weight was no
burden. Indeed, the journey felt so different to the times before
when he had followed this route under the cloud of impending war.
They descended from the mountains in late spring, and arrived at
Zantiya. There, Hattu and Puduhepa were wed. Her father,
Bentepsharri, led the ceremony. They lifted veils from one
another’s faces and sipped wine from opposite edges of an old
silver cup, gala priests singing and prancing in circles around
them, while Bentepsharri chanted the ancient rites:

‘A man and his wife who love
each other and carry their love to fulfilment. That has been
decreed by you, Ishtar!’

Tanku and Kisna looked on, their
scarred and ageing faces boyish once more as they watched their
oldest friend find happiness again after so many years of sorrow.
The only blemish on the magical day was that his brother and close
friends back in Hattusa were not there. Obviously his forward
messages advising them of the wedding had arrived at the capital
too late for them to attend.

After days of celebrations, they
set off again, following the ancient highway route past golden
meadows, waterfalls and craggy hills. They trekked from dawn until
dusk, only stopping when the setting sun made giants of their
shadows. Twice on their way the ground shook underfoot. Young Tudha
roared and wailed when this happened, but his parents soothed and
stroked him until the violent quakes passed. As spring turned to
summer, they reached the Red River – the ancient boundary of the
heartlands – and followed the southern banks downriver until they
reached a ford, watched over by a loam-coloured turret on the far
banks. After giving offering to the water spirits here, they
crossed, taking proud salutes from the Hittite border watchmen
stationed in the turret. That evening, they made camp near an
ancient hot spring that bubbled and cascaded from a high cone of
rock, the sides of which were studded with white outcrops and
ledges. Hattu’s officers and the band of archers and charioteers
splashed in the steaming lake around the cone, while Hattu and Pudu
climbed up the chalky array of rocks to an opal-blue pool at the
top.

The pair slid into the water,
naked, passing little Tudha to one another gently. The warm waters
were fragrant and invigorating, penetrating deep through Hattu’s
skin and muscle, heating his bones and marrow. The thick white scar
on his chest – from Foe-slayer’s claw – ached, but it served as a
poignant memory of how much worse things could have been. The soak
seemed to wring long-standing knots of tension from his body and
soothed his well-callused feet and throbbing joints.

‘Fath-er,’
Tudha uttered. ‘Ma-ma.’ His fingers touched Hattu’s lips
then pressed Puduhepa’s nose.

‘You and Tudha will want for
nothing,’ Hattu said.

‘I will not be a pampered
woman,’ Puduhepa replied quickly, her tone clipped. ‘I’m used to
doing things, not languishing in comfort. They say the Temple of
Ishtar in Hattusa is small.’

‘It is – more of a shrine
compared to the mighty Storm Temple in the lower town.’

‘Hmm. I will see to it that it
is expanded. You said Hattusa had been suffering? Poor crops and
thin trade? I will spread the word and bring pilgrims to the city.
They will stimulate trade and bring silver into the royal treasury.
I will choose a section of the palace to use for my planning and
meetings.’

‘Perhaps we could relax for a
few days first, before we revolutionise the world?’ Hattu said with
an arch look.

‘Maybe,’ she said with a
nonchalant shrug, then a devilish smile.

Hattu leant his head back
against the edge of the pool, staring up at the pure blue sky.
‘Last night I dreamt of nothing yet again. Pure, black, deep and
rich sleep. I swear I have not felt this rested since I was a boy.’
He reached through the waters to squeeze her bare leg. ‘You
too?’

She said nothing.

‘Pudu?’

She bounced Tudha gently. ‘I
have dreams, still.’

‘Of what?’

‘Of my Goddess. She speaks to
me.’

Hattu sat up a little. ‘Oh?’

‘She shows me things. Things
past, present and yet to be.’

Hattu felt the hot spring waters
turn cool. ‘Tell me.’

‘She… she showed me a future
where you are King of the Hittites.’

Hattu’s heart skipped a beat.
‘Do not speak of such things.’

‘Why? If something is divined by
the Gods, then no ill can come of it, surely?’

‘When we first met I told you
how Ishtar’s song plagued my dreams… telling how I would stain the
throne with blood and steal it for myself. She has been silent
since our boy was born. I have no wish to hear such words
again.’

‘Steal the throne? The notion is
absurd,’ she laughed. ‘I have seen how you and King Muwa are:
flames rising from the same fire. Bound like tin and copper in a
blade. You are inseparable. You would never harm him, nor he
you.’

‘I would die for him, and
he me.’ He hugged Puduhepa and Tudha close. ‘Just as I would die
for you.’

They journeyed westwards for the
rest of the moon across windswept paths and rugged tracks, hearing
familiar sounds of home: elephant herds trumpeting, bears growling
and by night, wolf packs howling at the sky. One morning, they
emerged from the sacred oak woods and saw before them at last the
mighty mountain capital of Hattusa. Sky shrieked and soared
overhead, celebrating the return to her old hunting ground with a
few tight circles.

‘By all the Gods,’ Tanku
croaked, eyes tracing over the loam-coloured battlements as if they
were the contours of a woman’s body. ‘That day when I fell in
battle, black blood pumping from my arm stump, I thought my chances
of seeing this rugged old place were gone forever.’

‘Sargis, big Babak, old Penti
too… they should be here with us,’ Dagon whispered, punching a fist
against his chest, ‘But they travel with us, in here, always.’

Tanku, Kisna and Hattu repeated
the gesture, each with moist eyes.

As they neared the city, Hattu
shielded his eyes from the sun. Perhaps it was the length of time
they had been away, but things looked… different. No, it was
definitely different. Headless Mountain now lay riven as if struck
by a great axe from the clouds. A ravine, as narrow as a doorway
and straight as an arrow. The wind moaned and whistled through the
fissure.

‘The tremors grow worse?’ Dagon
whispered so only he would hear.

‘Aye, but it seems that old Jaru
has made the most of them – look,’ Hattu chuckled. Up on the cloven
mountaintop, a bridge of carefully-sculpted stone straddled the two
sides, and rising from it was a tower of bricks, high as a
turret.

‘By the Gods, what is
that?’ Tanku said.

Hattu eyed the blackened top of
the turret, and the holes in its sides – like windows but smaller.
Wagons and workers were up there, scurrying from the mountaintop
and across the bridge to feed something into the base of the tower.
The tink-tink of hammers on metal echoed gently, and the
gale up there seemed to glide into the holes on the sides of the
turret and flow on out of its open top with a ghostly moan. ‘A new
smithy of some sort,’ he realised, thinking of the cooling wind
towers in the streets of Kadesh.

‘That man is insane,’ Kisna
said. ‘Still obsessed with bringing iron from rock? Perhaps he
should put his efforts into bringing rain from the skies. Look, the
ground grows thirstier,’ he said, pointing to the earth ahead.

The pair followed the eagle-eyed
archer’s gaze and slowed. The croplands – in their youth a
neverending sea of wheat and barley stalks, heavy with milky, plump
ears of grain – now resembled a tuft of hair at the front of a
balding man’s head. The vast fields around it were furrowed and
fallow. Hattu scanned the land until he spotted the Sacred Spring
and the Seventh Spring – now dry and forgotten ruts in the earth
like the Spring of the Meadow.

‘Blight,’ said Dagon, cupping
the ear of a patch of wild wheat. The heads were bleached and
desiccated. ‘And look at the ground, cracked and pitted. The spring
rains must have been meagre.’

The soldiers with Hattu all
heard this and broke out into a concerned murmur.

‘A black harvest, a heartland of
wraiths…’ Hattu whispered.

Pudu stared up at him, then held
his hand a little tighter.

But he noticed something odd:
boys trudging behind oxen, driving the poor beasts in an effort to
comb life back into the soil. A futile effort, perhaps. But both
boys and beasts were plump and hale. It was the same with every
other soul at work in the countryside. No gauntness, no jutting
bones. They were well fed by the looks of it.

‘Well King Muwa’s grain strategy
worked, I’d say,’ Kisna mused.

From the city walls and the
lower town’s Tawinian Gatehouse, shouts arose. Sentries called out
to one another, waving clenched fists in greeting, speeding to and
fro to spread the word. ‘Prince Hattu has returned!’

‘Wait there,’ one shouted out to
them. ‘The king has insisted upon a triumphal chariot ride for you,
all the way up to the acropolis where he awaits your return.’






***






After waiting out on the
grasslands for over an hour, the guard captain popped back up at
the gatehouse. ‘Come, come!’ he called.

‘Go!’ Puduhepa whispered to him.
‘I will follow.’

Hattu, Dagon and Tanku boarded a
Destroyer chariot and sighed in relief that the wait was over.
Ceremony had to be obeyed. Shouts and clattering feet sounded from
within. Finally, the pipers atop the walls gave rise to a heroic
tune, and the gates groaned open. The chariot jerked to life under
Dagon’s direction, the rest of their band following like a snake’s
body. Inside, the main way was hemmed with people, wide-eyed and
open-mouthed, cheering, praying, singing. Golden Spearmen stood
every twenty or so paces to deter them from straying onto the road.
As soon as the chariot rolled into this corridor of well-wishers, a
dozen priestesses atop the Storm Temple roof broke into an aria of
song, hurling a storm of bright petals into the air. The chariot
jostled and shook. Tanku laughed then choked on stray petals. Dagon
took a skin of wine offered by one brave onlooker who broke through
the Golden Spearmen. He thumbed out the cork and took a deep
draught before handing it to Hattu.

Hattu refused with the merest
shake of his head.

‘When we were boys, you told me
how your father would ride in triumph like this, with his other
sons alongside him, but never you. Well now this is your
moment, Hattu. The people love you more than they ever loved old
king Mursili. More even then King Muwa.’

‘Never,’ Hattu said, gladly.
‘Muwa is the Sun. The greatest Hittite alive.’

As they crossed the Spirit
Bridge, he glanced down at the River Ambar: it was now but a narrow
vein of water picking through a bank of mud. A few forlorn workers
– caked in clay as they gathered materials for new mud-bricks –
stopped to stare up at him, throwing their arms up in clenched-fist
salutes. Hattu saluted them silently in reply.

At the Noon Spur, Kisna guided
the trailing archer regiment and war-cars into the Great Barracks,
while the lead chariot rolled on up to the acropolis’ Ramp
Gatehouse, Puduhepa and a few others following aboard an ox wagon.
Hattu saw the two guards atop the gatehouse saluting. With the sun
behind them he could not see much apart from silhouettes. Yet
something about those outlines seemed unusual.

‘Too many days in the hot
eastern sun,’ he muttered to himself with a laugh.

The Ramp Gates peeled open, and
Dagon brought the chariot round to a halt. Hattu stepped down onto
the carmine-red flagstones, his shoulders and hair spotted with
petals. The citadel was quiet, with slaves and attendants shuffling
discreetly around carrying linen, tools, sacks and clay messages.
Sky hopped down from Hattu’s shoulder and began pecking around near
a stone-lined pool. A scribe taught a group of boys in the shade by
the royal stables, the tap-tap of their styluses and the
familiar scent of hay, dung and sweet candles in the air unlocking
a chest of youthful memories in Hattu’s mind. Along the parapets,
pairs of Golden Spearmen stood, watching out over the lower town
for trouble. No sign of the Mesedi, he realised. That was what had
looked odd about the two silhouettes atop the gatehouse. Usually
the wall guard was formed of pairs – one Golden Spearman and one
tall-helmed Mesedi. Perhaps the king’s elite bodyguards were
attending to some other matter.

‘Unhitch and water the horses,’
he said to Tanku and Dagon, ‘and take rest. By the Gods you’ve
earned it.’

He turned to the ox wagon and
helped Puduhepa, cradling young Tudha, down. Together, they entered
the Hall of the Sun.

Hazy shafts of golden sunlight
pierced the tall chamber like spears. The familiar scent of
woodsmoke from the sconces and the rapping echo of his and Pudu’s
light footsteps on the well-worn flagstoned floor were like warm
blankets around his shoulders. Yes, he had never liked this hall –
the home of the Grey Throne that Ishtar had long taunted him he
would one day stain with blood – but today it meant he was home. At
last.

The sides of the hall – where
normally the people of Hattusa would cram in to hear the king’s
proclamations – were empty, but he could see the cluster of bodies
at the far end. The nobles. The ones – supposedly – of highest mind
and station, standing around the semi-circular throne plinth. Atop
the two stone lions passant and the Grey Throne, Muwa sat,
listening to their council, his black robes swallowing up the light
and his silver winged sun circlet winking as he nodded
thoughtfully. Hattu felt a flourishing warmth rising up inside him.
Despite all the losses, all the pain. Here he was, his new wife in
hand, their boy in her arms, united with his beloved brother.

‘It is just like in my dream,’
Pudu whispered as the approached.

‘Hmm?’

‘The throne room. It looks
something like this in the dream Ishtar shows me. But not exactly
like this: in the dream it is night, and the throne plinth drips
red.’

Hattu squeezed her hand. ‘Pudu,
I told you: you must never speak of such things. The Grey Throne is
sacred. My father brought up Muwa and I to respect this. You said
it yourself: never would we harm one another and never –
never – would we allow any other to threaten the stability
of the realm. Muwa is king and I am his shield. That is how things
are.’

Young Tudha laughed then, the
inappropriateness of the mirth completely lost on the tot.

He heard the echoing words of
those around the plinth as they approached. ‘The Ahhiyawans bit
hard into western lands in the absence of the Trojan and Dardanian
armies, My Sun,’ said one noble, ‘but you were like a hot hammer,
blasting them back across the Western Sea.’

Hattu’s ears pricked up. So the
Ahhiyawans had taken the opportunity to scale up their raids while
the Hittite Divisions and the allied armies had been absent in
Kadesh? It was not a surprise. If anything, it was a relief that
this had been the only uprising.

Tudha shrieked with laughter
again, swinging his tiny arms as Pudu wiggled her fingers at him
like an attacking octopus. Hattu melted at the sight.

With a shuffle of feet, the
group of twenty or so nobles turned to the sound of the boy’s
laughter. Hattu cast his smile across them all. The nobles of
Hattusa were an infuriating bunch, but today, he could endure them.
As they parted, his gaze swung up to the throne. ‘I have returned,
Brothe-’

The word died on his tongue.

It was not Muwa upon the throne,
but Urhi-Teshub. The younger man looked so much like his father,
but for those intensely dark eyes.

‘Nephew?’ he said at last.

Urhi-Teshub stared at him for an
age.

‘Why do you wear the king’s
circlet?’ said Hattu.

Urhi-Teshub’s eyes narrowed, and
he looked to the men either side of the throne, then back at Hattu.
‘My messengers did not find you?’ he said with a pained sigh.

Hattu felt his mind turn cloudy
and his thoughts tangled. He now noticed Kurunta, by the throne’s
left-hand side, sitting on a scribe’s stool, staring at Hattu as if
he carried the plague.

‘What is this?’ Hattu said.

Urhi-Teshub took a long time to
compose himself, and all those watching allowed him the silence. ‘A
great sin has befallen Hattusa. My father, your brother, our king…
has become a god.’

The words struck Hattu between
the eyes like a hammer.

‘He returned from Kadesh on the
wind of victory. But only to find his wife, my mother ill…
dying.’

‘Uranda is…’

But Urhi-Teshub cut in before he
could say it. ‘My father’s body began to weaken soon after her
passing. He was stricken by the same lasting and terrible malady.
We burnt an ox on the roof of this hall, in full view of Arma the
Moon God – in hope that the god might believe it was the king who
had perished in the flames and so leave him be. We installed a
slave to act as king for seven days while the Labarna was
taken to the Rock Shrine and nursed there. We dug a pit and filled
it with the bodies of sacrificed sheep and goats, and had the
Labarna sleep upon it, to no avail. The Gods could not be
fooled.’

Hattu felt the hall swivel under
his feet, seeing Muwa as he had been in the King’s Hall of Kadesh.
Majestic, hale, smiling. Until we meet again, Brother…

‘He died during the winter.’

‘No.’

‘We honoured him for fourteen
days, smashed urns of wine at the foot of his pyre, sang at the
burning until there was but cold, black ash and bones. His bones
were washed in beer by the priestesses and laid out in the
hekur house where your father and Atiya lie. We held feasts,
sang dirges, built effigies of him.’

‘He… he was hale. He was
strong.’

The room remained silent.

Hattu now noticed something else
odd. There were many elites here, clinging jealously around the
throne. But other people of high station were absent from this
group. Where was old Colta? Lady Danuhepa? And where were
the Mesedi? So many Golden Spearmen, he realised now – at least one
hundred in here alone and all those on the walls. He swept his eyes
over the many faces again, seeing none whom he counted as close
companions until, at last, he saw Jaru.

The craggy smith stared back at
him with wide, fearful eyes and a milky complexion. His eyes
widened a fraction more, as if begging him to say nothing further.
‘If I may,’ Jaru said, half-bowing towards Urhi-Teshub. Urhi-Teshub
agreed with a faint tip of the head.

Jaru walked over to Hattu,
lowering the leather bag on his shoulder to pull out a pair of clay
tablets.

‘This is a copy of the message
our new Labarna sent out to you. It confirms…
everything.’

Hattu began reading the clay
piece. It was etched in the Hittite tongue, and reiterated almost
verbatim what Urhi-Teshub had just said. Hattu felt his heart
plunging towards his boots as he realised this was no mistake, no
misunderstanding. Muwa was dead. A cold, horrible pang ran through
him, and he felt the first brutal swell of grief rising up from the
pit of his stomach… until he reached the bottom of the leftmost
tablet.

This portion had been softened
with water and smoothed with a knife then written upon again. He
recognised the writing as Jaru’s – clumsy and different from the
original scribe’s.

A messenger was never sent. He
wanted this moment to happen. Colta was murdered – tossed into the
grain pits. Lady Danuhepa has been thrown into the Well of Silence.
The ranks of the Golden Spearmen have been swollen into thousands
under the command of the odious Captain Bilanza. They are loyal –
utterly – to him. Gorru and the Mesedi are in hiding out in the
countryside.

Hattu stared at the lines.
Before he could look up at Jaru, the smith gestured to the
rightmost tablet. It was written in a different script. For a
moment, it made no sense whatsoever. But old Ruba’s teachings in
the Scribal School came rushing back to him. Babylonian script.
Written by Danuhepa.

I helped King Muwa and Lady
Uranda to raise the boy. I loved Urhi-Teshub as they did. I wanted
only golden things for him and for the people of the Hittite realm.
When he murdered one of his father’s hunting pups, I chose to say
nothing, telling myself it was only a hound. But is there a better
measure of a man than his treatment of animals? I should have known
then, I should have acted. I did not. Instead, I witnessed him
torment his younger brother, Kurunta, pushing him out into the path
of running horses at the chariot school and burning him with hot
coals.

Hattu felt an absurd urge to
laugh in disbelief, but when he glanced up towards Kurunta, he saw
the childhood burn welt on his leg, just below the knee where his
white kilt hung to. It never had been explained. Kurunta notice him
looking and pulled his hem down a little to cover it, his top lip
flickering a little like an angry dog. Hattu’s eyes fell back to
the tablet.

Silence is easy. It is a cheap
foundation for a sham harmony. I told myself I was being wise and
careful when in fact I was being a coward. For if I had spoken out,
perhaps it would never have happened? Poor Atiya might still be
with us, and Prince Hattu would not be the burnt-out husk he has
become.

Hattu’s hands began to shake,
rereading that line three more times, sure his eyes were playing
tricks.

Despite all of Urhi-Teshub’s
grim deeds as a child, nothing compared to the moment I realised it
was he who let Atiya’s poisoner into the palace.

Hattu felt his knees weakening,
his skin run with sweat. Silence roared all around him.

He set his feet upon a fiery
road that day, and I was a fool for ever hoping things might
change. I lied to myself, told myself I was maintaining accord
within the palace by keeping my secret, even when I saw Urhi-Teshub
gleefully stave in the head of his hunting hawk… even when I found
in his wooden chest two unopened vials of that ancient and terrible
poison sent to him by the Sherden, Volca.

Volca’s laughter rose through
his mind like a striking shark, splitting apart his half-formed
thoughts. ‘My shadow... will live on,’ Hattu mumbled. His eyes fell
onto the next line of text.

Now I am to be tried by him.
What hope is there for me at the mercy of the young man about whom
I hold such a dark secret?

My trial begins tomorrow, and I
know I will not be spared, no matter what I say. So let this
testimony live on in clay, and find its way into the hands of one
who can right this wrong, one who can put a stop to Urhi-Teshub
before he does something even worse. Atiya’s tomb has been a
terrible price to pay so far. Let there be no more tombs.

Hattu hauled his head up as if
it were a block of granite, his gaze fixed on Jaru. ‘Tell me it is
not true?’ he whispered.

Jaru, eyes wet, nodded. ‘It is
true, Prince Hattu. All of it. And… there are two more tombs.’

Hattu stared for a time,
uncomprehending. Then he understood.

Muwa and Uranda.

Two vials of poison.

Two tombs.

White noise whistled in his head
then grew into a piercing ring, and Hattu returned his gaze so
slowly towards the throne plinth. The dream of the meadow flashed
before him as if it were real. And it was real, he realised
now. The cub had turned upon its father. Muwa, the Lion of Hattusa,
had been slain by his son. Hattu had trekked through the mountain
snows, swam in winter rivers and fought through driving blizzards.
Never had he felt a coldness like this.

Urhi-Teshub gazed down on him
with a beatific, sorrowful look.

‘It is a dreadful thing to have
to welcome you back with news of such a terrible tragedy. But know
this, Uncle Hattu: the realm is safe. As you must have heard, since
my coronation I have led a fast and fierce repulsion of an
Ahhiyawan band from the lands of Troy. The Golden Spearmen now
number many thousands. I have reorganised the divisions too: In the
absence of the generals who were with you in Retenu, I appointed
men of my own to lead them. I will be a strong king. But I do
insist upon obedience from my subjects. You understand?’ he said
with a smile and a nod.

Hattu said nothing, his jaw
slack and his heart pounding, his mind fighting off the revelations
like a blind man swiping away menacing vultures.

‘You understand?’ Urhi-Teshub
repeated, leaning forward on the throne. ‘Bend your knee. Show me
you understand.’

Footsteps pounded up behind
Hattu. ‘Kneel before your Labarna!’ a towering Golden
Spearman hissed, his face corpse-like and baleful. He wore in his
hair the silver beads that had once belonged to Rapanu and every
previous Golden Spearmen Captain. ‘Recognise me?’ the captain added
with a terse whisper.

Hattu blinked, recognising the
man’s features, but unsure why.

‘I am Captain Bilanza. Taresh
was my brother. You let him fall to his death in the land of Pala,’
he hissed.

Hattu could only stare at the
man, knowing there was no apology that would suffice. Yet he also
realised this man had been part of it all, supporting Urhi-Teshub’s
murderous coup.

‘Now, kneel!’ Bilanza
rasped, prodding Hattu between the shoulders with his spear
point.

Not a soul moved to complain or
intervene about this treatment of their prince and high general.
Not even Kurunta.

Hattu felt the lightning of the
Storm God shudder through his veins. His mind flashed with how he
would do it: draw his twin swords, behead Bilanza and the four
nearest Golden Spearmen standing guard, then race up the plinth
steps and run through the whoreson who had murdered his own parents
and stolen the throne.

From the depths of his soul,
Ishtar exploded with a dragon-like roar of laughter. The Son of
Ishtar, will seize the Grey Throne, she sang. Now you
understand? You cannot let the usurper reign in place of his
murdered father.

He realised the Goddess was
right. She had always been right. His shaking hands rose just a
little – as if he was balancing on a tightrope – poised to shoot up
to his shoulders and grab the sword hilts jutting there, ready to
tear out the blades… until a noise, right behind him, changed
everything.

Little Tudha burst out in a
wail, as if a God had whispered a curse in his tiny ears.

Hattu’s skin crept. He turned
his head to see Puduhepa, cosseting Tudha, face pinched with
distress at what she was witnessing. His soul turned to ice when he
saw two Golden Spearmen positioning themselves right behind her and
their crying child, eyes baleful, fingers flexing on their lances.
Like a banner falling limp when the wind drops, his hands fell to
his sides. Slowly, he turned back to face the plinth, gazing up at
the new King of the Hittites.

It was all so clear now: the
wars on the edge of the world had been fought and won, but the next
war was already coming, and it would be waged right here in the
heartlands. Hittite would slay Hittite. Blood would stain
the Grey Throne… when the time was right.

Silently, he sank to one knee
and bowed his head, but kept his odd-coloured eyes rolled up in
their sockets, trained on Urhi-Teshub.

‘I pledge to serve you loyally
and without question, My Sun.’
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The Empires of Bronze series continues with ‘THE CRIMSON
THRONE’:
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The King of the Hittites has
been slain, and a reign of terror begins…

 


1272 BC: Prince Hattu returns
home from the battlefield of Kadesh to find his nephew on the
throne, the old king’s blood dripping from his hands. Under
Urhi-Teshub’s reign, the Hittite realm has become a land of fear
and violent reprisals. Ancient family lines and old ways are being
wiped out as the young tyrant strengthens his bronze-fisted grip on
power.

 


Hattu’s loved ones are spared
only in return for his absolute obedience. Yet he knows he must
choose between his family and his burning need for restitution. The
Goddess Ishtar, ever-present in his dreams, assures him that there
is only one future.

 


A war for the throne is coming…
and blood will be let.

 


You can grab a full copy of
‘Empires of Bronze: The Crimson Throne’ at: http://books2read.com/EoB4

 



 


Author’s Note

 


The
Battle of Kadesh has echoed through history, and
rightly so. It is considered to be the greatest pitched conflict of
the Bronze Age – involving nearly fifty thousand men on each side –
and the first such major showdown between great powers ever to be
recorded in any detail. The story you have just read pivots around
the battle, but hopefully sheds light on the build-up to and
aftermath of the clash. It is my duty now, as always, to look back
over the tale and discuss the weave of fact and fiction.

A series of
ancient texts known as ‘The Amarna
Letters’ – tablets exchanged between Egypt's Pharaoh and his
vassals – detail the build-up of Hittite-Egyptian political
tensions towards the point of open warfare, and the tit-for-tat
land-grabs that tilted things irrevocably. Kadesh and it’s coastal
neighbour, Amurru, had switched hands a number of times in the
years leading up to the battle. Ramesses’ father Seti captured both
for Egypt some twenty years before our tale, then the coup of
Ekmaddu (historically known as Niqmaddu) ousted Kadesh’s Egyptian
garrison and returned the city to the Hittite fold… and brought the
long-simmering tensions between the two Bronze Age superpowers to
the point of no return. There is no evidence of Viceroy Talmi of
Halpa’s ambassadorial visit to Ramesses’ capital to make a last
plea for truce – this was my invention to help set the mood, the
caustic mix of a desperate longing to avoid war and a burning need
to make it happen. Likewise, the real Talmi did not die at this
juncture (he may actually have fought in the Battle of Kadesh), but
the nature of his death is frighteningly plausible: it was Egyptian
tradition to drag enemy captives into their temples where the
priesthood would bludgeon them to death before the statues of their
deities.

Both sides
began their final preparations for war. In the Hittite realm, two
men would have been crucial to these
efforts: King Muwatalli II (Muwa) and his younger brother, Prince
Hattusili (Hattu). Soon after Muwa became King of the Hittites, he
appointed Hattu as ‘Gal Mesedi’ – chief of the royal bodyguard and
head of state security – effectively making him second-in-command
of the empire. For Hattu, this was the proudest of titles to add to
an already-bulging collection, gathered throughout years of heroics
with the Hittite Army. So with all the talk of and build-up to this
huge campaign into the distant east to meet the mightiest foe in
the world, it would have been imperative for the Hittite armies to
know that their legendary prince would be leading them once more.
However, it is thought that King Muwa initially planned to go to
war without his brother, before eventually coming round to the
conclusion that he needed Hattu – and his loyal followers – with
him. Muwa’s hesitancy to take Hattu might have been down to an
initial underestimation of Egypt’s manpower, or possibly as I have
played it because he wanted a dependable man to watch the
heartlands in his absence. I’ve also added into the mix the
speculative element of Hattu’s somewhat wayward temperament, and
his fixation on personal vengeance. Anyway, to war they
went…

It is
generally accepted that the Hittite and Egyptian Empires nominated
Kadesh as the place that they would fight
out their differences. Why Kadesh? It makes sense geographically,
given the city’s position on the border between their two realms.
Strategically too: the eastern desert and western mountains make
the country of Kadesh something of a narrow bottleneck – an inland
invasion and commerce route from south to north, controlled by
Kadesh city itself. He who possessed the city would enjoy a free
flow of his armies, people and trade goods – particularly tin, the
scarce and vital ingredient for crafting bronze weapons and armour
– while the other party could only look on enviously, starved of
these things.

The
two powers’ journeys to Kadesh is not recorded
in great detail. Of the Egyptian march, we know most. In spring
1274 BC, Ramesses’ four great armies set off from Pi-Ramesses, his
capital on the Iteru (Nile) Delta. Ramesses himself led his elite
Amun Army, and was followed by the Ra, the Ptah and the Sutekh as
they marched along the ‘Way of Horus’ – the Egyptian military road
of conquest. They came to the great fortress of Tjaru, stopping to
take supplies from the armoury there, before moving past the city
of Rapia. The sack of Rapia was my invention, designed to show
Ramesses' ruthless streak and also, with his subsequent guilt and
shame, his humanity – something readers might see as a reflection
of his father, Seti. Their next delay at the ‘Cold River’ is again
my invention, but the premise is sound: the rivers in that region
(roughly modern Lebanon) would have been shockingly cold to
Egyptians used to the more southerly and thus warmer currents of
the Iteru. There are attestations of Pharaoh’s soldiers falling ill
with fever after drinking directly from the streams, or perishing
of cold-shock after wading in. On they went, past Migdol fortress
and up the Gublan (Lebanese) coast, before bending inland at the
Dog River (the modern Nahr el Kalb, where inscriptions in the rock
made by Ramesses’ soldiers still exist!). This took them into a
highland region, and along the high Valley of Cedars. The River
Orauntis cuts across the northern end of this valley in a deep
gorge, and the Egyptians halted here to make camp for the night.
From the gorge-side, Ramesses would have been able to see the low,
pan-flat country of Kadesh on the far side.

We know very
little about the Hittite journey to
Kadesh, but we can surmise that they would have first mustered
their core divisions and their western and northern vassals
(Trojans, Kaskans et al.) at Hattusa, before setting off along the
upper of their two heartland highways. This would have led them
down past one speculative location of the city of Zantiya
(historically known as Lawazantiya) of whom Ishtar was the patron
deity, then on through the White Mountains (the modern Anti-Taurus
range in southeastern Turkey), gathering up more vassal armies
along the way. They would have emerged from the mountains to meet
yet more allies from the baking-hot lands of Retenu (roughly modern
Syria), including the Hittite armies of their two Viceroyalties of
Halpa (modern Aleppo) and Gargamis (Carchemish on the Euphrates).
The ford-city’s importance in controlling the river crossing
between Hittite and Assyrian lands is accurate, but Prince Hattu’s
defence against the Hounds of Ashur was conjured purely from my
imagination. It does, however, lay some foundations for the
‘deception’ at Kadesh…

I
wrapped the word deception in quotes because it
is still a matter of debate: when the Egyptians arrived at Kadesh,
were they ambushed by the hidden Hittite forces in a clever ruse as
I have portrayed it? Or was it more of a strategic surprise, i.e.
did Ramesses reach Kadesh and see from a safe distance that the
Hittites were already there, having arrived unexpectedly early? As
a writer of historical fiction, it would take a strong and
compelling case for me to go with the latter theory, and in truth,
the stronger and more compelling cases I have read support the
former anyway. Some argue that if it was truly an ambush, it would
have been a notable, almost anachronistic twist in the art of war;
for it is thought that such trickery was not the norm for major
conflicts of that era. On the other hand we are without detail of
any other battles of the time, so one must challenge that
assumption. Also, we know that the Hittites celebrated and studied
deceptive tactics, such as the myth of Sargon’s surprise attack and
capture of the city of Purushanda, so there are certainly plausible
grounds for this being a true and well-laid ‘ambush’. As I
confessed above, I did weave in the whole 'disaster at Gargamis’
element, but even if we remove that from the equation, two
brilliant strokes of military duplicity were employed by the
Hittites.

Firstly, at
dawn on the day of the battle, when Pharaoh led his Amun Army down
from the Valley of Cedars, through the
Forest of Robawi and to the Ribleh Ford, it is recorded that two
Bedouin men came scuttling through the woods seeking audience with
him, claiming to be defectors from the enemy forces. They told
Pharaoh that the Hittite column was still faraway in the north at
the city of Halpa. Some speculate that these two were in fact
Hittite spies, feeding Pharaoh this false information in an effort
to lure him towards Kadesh unawares of the great army hiding behind
its mound. I have taken an alternative tack here, portraying the
pair as Egyptian
spies returning to their master to tell him the
deliberately leaked and false news of the Hittite position at
Halpa.

Next, Pharaoh
proceeded to confidently lead his Amun Army over the Ribleh Ford and across the golden flats towards
Kadesh, having neglected to wait for his three other armies,
somewhat spread-out in the Amun’s wake. Soon, he would have spotted
his target. The city of Kadesh would have been conspicuous for
miles around, situated atop a long, dominant mound. The Egyptians
marched up past Kadesh’s western walls and made camp near the fork
in the River Orauntis at the city’s northmost point.

Meanwhile, the second Egyptian
army – the Ra, led by one of Ramesses’ sons (going with my
speculation, Khepe, or Amun-her-khepeshef as was his full
name) – was crossing the Ribleh Ford. Here, the
veils of deception fell dramatically. From the woods lining the
Orauntis on the Ra’s right flank, a horde of Hittite chariots,
possibly as many as two or three thousand of them, exploded into
view in a blaze of light, slicing through the last curls of dawn
mist. The Hittites in their carefully-crafted three-man vehicles –
designed for an advantage of strength and armour over the Egyptian
two-man cars – led the charge, with swarms of allied chariots
alongside. Given Prince Hattu’s status as a celebrated
warrior-prince, it is entirely plausible that he would have led
this devastating chariot strike, hammering into the Ra flanks and
obliterating that force, sending many fleeing back to the south. It
was a fine and thorough triumph. More importantly, they had
effectively cut Ramesses and his Amun Army off from three-quarters
of his entire campaign force.

A few miles
north, just out of sight of this ambush, Ramesses’ armies would still have been in the process of
setting up camp near the Orauntis fork, wedging their shields in
the ground as a basic perimeter fence. Egyptian reliefs describe
how Pharaoh’s sentries now caught a pair of Hittite men spying on
their camp. Ramesses interrogated the pair – still thinking the
Hittite Army was faraway at Halpa and confused by the presence of
these two here – until one finally confessed:

Lo, the king of Hatti has already arrived, together with
the many countries who are supporting him . . . They are armed with
their infantry and their
chariots. They have their weapons of war at the ready. They are
more numerous than the grains of sand on the beach...
(according to Pentaur, an Egyptian poet laureate
of sorts).

Very soon
after this, Ramesses would no doubt have heard a strange
rumble in the south, then noticed the
heat-warped horizon there shaking and sparkling… before the Hittite
chariot stampede exploded into view, swinging around from Kadesh's
southern approaches and coming straight for them. By all accounts,
the Hittites ripped the Amun camp to shreds.

Pinned against the Orauntis’
banks, Pharaoh Ramesses might have been tempted to stage a fighting
retreat across the river’s shallower sections (the Silver Ford is
speculative, but plausible), but all such ideas would have been
cast into the air when the Hittite infantry surged into view from
behind Kadesh’s eastern side – possibly as many as forty thousand
men, commanded by King Muwa – where they had been waiting in
hiding. There is no detail on what – if any – part this huge host
of infantry played in the battle, but J.H. Breasted suggests they
would have at the very least ‘plugged’ the fording points of the
Orauntis and denied Pharaoh any route of escape that way. Indeed,
accounts tell of heavy fighting in the river shallows.

So,
trapped between this infantry anvil and chariot
hammer, Ramesses found himself on the cusp of a complete rout.
Egyptian accounts claim the Hittites were stopped from claiming
this full victory only because of their greed – with some chariot
crews stopping so they could grab and load up with Egyptian
treasures. Looting was a common part of ancient warfare so it is
not unlikely, but one would think that if the Hittite chariotry
were on the cusp of a complete victory then they might – having
marched across the world to get here – complete that rout first
before stopping to pick up jewels and trinkets.

Whatever the
Hittite chariots were doing, the
Egyptians apparently rallied. Pentaur describes Pharaoh in the
midst of it all, riding his chariot alone, reins lashed around his
waist, bow in hand:

The serpent that
glowed on the front of his diadem ‘spat fire’ in the face of his
enemies.

This spirited
counterattack soon became a full swing of momentum when,
from the western mountains, a huge
Egyptian reinforcement army known as ‘the Ne’arin’ appeared and
sped into the battle. The origins of the Ne’arin are foggy to say
the least. Some speculate that they were the soldiers of Amurru.
Others suggest they might have been Pharaoh’s rearmost army – the
Sutekh – having secretly stolen up the coastal road ahead of the Ra
and the Ptah to be nearer to Kadesh than the Hittites expected. I
have opted for a combination of these two theories – that the
Ne’arin were a vassal horde of Amurrites, Gublans and Canaanites
and that they arrived with the expedited Sutekh alongside them for
good measure. These forces joined the Amun soldiers and began to
pulverise the Hittite chariotry stranded on the western side of the
Orauntis (the Hittite infantry were still on the eastern banks at
this point, possibly blocked from crossing by Pharaoh’s men). To
make things worse for the beset Hittite chariotry, the Ptah Army
too was now across the Ribleh Ford and speeding towards battle from
the south.

King Muwa,
seeing the death-trap his brother and the
Hittite chariotry were ensnared in, led a reserve of chariots and
elite soldiers into the fray, maybe across the ‘Forest Ford’ or
perhaps from the ‘Fork Gate’ bridge. I have added the speculative
element of Muwa breaking the Egyptian defence of the Silver Ford to
allow the huge mass of Hittite infantry lining the eastern banks to
spill across and redress the balance of numbers on the western
side. These vast forces collided on the already ruined Amun camp,
and the battle raged on throughout the day. Egyptian records
describe their Sherden mercenaries hacking the hands from Hittite
casualties as some kind of ‘kill-tally’. Pharaoh’s war-lion,
Foe-slayer, was there on campaign with him and no doubt played a
part in the fray too. The action ceased only when the light began
to fade and both armies began to peel apart. After a full day of
battle, nothing had been decided. The Hittites still held Kadesh
and the eastern banks of the Orauntis, while the Egyptians
dominated the western banks.

So,
another day of battle seemed certain. But
then, most unexpectedly, some kind of talks took place either that
night or early the next day. Egyptian reliefs – carved into the
walls of the temples at Karnak, Luxor and Abydos – describe the
Hittite King falling to his knees and begging Pharaoh for mercy.
Apparently, Pharaoh mercifully agreed to this, and the two armies
went their separate ways. Following this account, it sounds like we
have an Egyptian victory, doesn’t it?

Well, until
fairly recently, historians thought so
(while also acknowledging the bombastic and partisan nature of
Egyptian accounts). That seems only fair, given there were no other
source materials to contend with this view. But in modern times,
more than thirty thousand tablets have been discovered under the
ruins of Hattusa, and some of these shed a rather different light
on things. It seems that the Hittites clearly considered
themselves to be the victors of Kadesh. And an objective analysis does
support this, for we now know that immediately after the battle,
Pharaoh withdrew his armies from Kadesh, leaving it in Hittite
hands, and also – tellingly – pulled his garrison out of Amurru,
ceding that vital neighbouring region to the Hittites after twenty
years of occupation. Ramesses and his armies headed back south to
Egypt having won not a patch of land and having lost a great deal
of it. In any case, if the Hittites did truly ‘win’ the Battle of
Kadesh it was in many ways Pyrrhic, with great losses incurred:
some seven allied kings along with huge swathes of Hittite and
allied men died over the course of that full day of
combat.

For
Hattu (my Hattu, at least), Kadesh was just as
much about personal victories as it was about defeating Egypt.
Firstly, he finally got the better of his fictional nemesis, Volca,
but he also found love again, and that part is not fictitious. The
sources claim he met Puduhepa on the way home from war when he
stopped in at the Ishtar Temple in Zantiya. I’ve speculated that he
would have passed Zantiya on the way to war as well, so might well
have met her first at that juncture. The sources indicate that she
was highly intelligent and persuasive, and with her connections to
Ishtar (it seems the Goddess did indeed come to her in a dream and
tell her Hattu would one day be king), it seemed destined that she
and Hattu would wed. In the years following Kadesh she would have a
vital part to play in the fate of the Hittite Empire.

Of course,
you now know that the return from war was anything but a
celebratory affair for Hattu and Puduhepa. The
sources say that King Muwa died not long after the war, and
possibly before Hattu returned from his mission to track the
Egyptian retreat. It is not known when in King Muwa’s reign Lady
Danuhepa was tried, but I have tied this in with Urhi-Teshub’s
spell as warden of the heartlands. We do not know for sure who
passed the final judgement on her, but we know that her estate was
‘wiped out’ in punishment. There is no suggestion that Urhi-Teshub
had any part to play in Muwa’s death, but what is certain is that
he took his father’s place as Labarna, King of the Hittites, the
Sun incarnate… and that he and Hattu were at loggerheads from the
off!

A few
other minor matters: Colta (Kikkuli) the Hittite
Chariot Guru wrote a manual on the art of training horses. In it he
did, as described, outline a diet for breeding larger steeds. Jaru
the Royal Metalsmith is a fictional character, but someone all-too
real in the Hittite court clearly saw the value of iron ore – for
many of the discovered Hattusa tablets endlessly list the location
of the ore-rich hills near the city (you can read much more about
the whole theory of Hittites and iron on my blog). Finally, while
Hattu’s habit of sleeping alone on the floor of a temple might seem
odd and perhaps unhealthy, this was a common practice amongst
Bronze Age kings and princes seeking guidance from the
Gods.

I’ll leave it there, but do look
out for my blog articles which will expand on the above matters and
more, and please get in touch (via my website) to let me know your
thoughts and ideas.

Thank you for
reading. I do hope you’ll join me for the
next volume in the series.

One
war is over…

… the next
has only just begun!











Yours faithfully,

Gordon Doherty

www.gordondoherty.co.uk






P.S. If you enjoyed the story,
please spread the word. My books live or die by word of mouth, so
tell your friends or – even better – leave a short review online.
Anything you can do in this vein would be very much
appreciated.
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The famous Wind of Wilusa
squalled ever-southwards like a god’s breath. It raked the green
waters of the Hellespont Strait, conjuring a haze of iridescent
spray that dazzled in the noonday light. The linen sails of
northbound trade ships thrashed with a noise like faraway thunder
as they battled against the furious headwind. Most were sure they
could outsmart the gale and reach the bounty of coastal amber
markets beyond the strait. All were wrong. One by one, each vessel
turned from the squall and into a bay nearby. The sheltered and
shallow waters glinted, at peace, the surface like polished
turquoise. Hundreds of boats lay moored near the sandy shores,
awaiting the rare moments when the winds would change, opening the
way to the north.

Watching over all of this like a
hunkering lion stood the city of Troy. People trickled from the
lower town – the lion’s body – taking water and bread down to the
crews of the moored ships and collecting a toll of silver for their
berth. Every so often the heads of Trojans and sailors alike would
twist to glance up towards the citadel – the lion’s head, Troy’s
fortified heart. Up on the Scaean Tower – the grandest and highest
turret of the citadel defences – stood Troy’s king, draped in
purple, staring out from the parapet. The glances were nervous and
frequent, for all knew what was taking place up there might change
their world.

The warm wind furrowed King
Priam’s hair, swept-back, shot grey at the temples and held in
place by the royal circlet. A lyre song rose in soft notes behind
him, the music a welcome interlude to the discussions. He smoothed
his palms across the sun-warmed limestone parapet and gazed across
his city once more. His eyes drifted to the bay… then he realised
he was staring at that damned ship.

It was like a thorn, lodged
between two Trojan warships. A boat from another land, the hull
painted black, and the sail emblazoned with the head of a golden
bull, the symbol of Sparta. They had been here for seven days.
Seven of the longest days of Priam’s life.

He turned from the parapet. On
the tower’s flat rooftop, a purple awning shaded a long oak
feasting table festooned with the best fare: venison flecked with
chopped herbs, pots of honey and yellow cream, urns of
date-sweetened beer and silver kraters of wine, trays piled with
baked loaves and heaps of berries. The food might as well have been
ashes and the drink vinegar, he mused, given the company.

At one edge of the table sat
Menelaus, King of Sparta, eating like a boar, his bearded chin
munching speedily, his shaved upper lip beaded with sweat. His
pouchy eyes were brimming with tears of humour as he told jokes
through a mouth full of half-masticated food: ‘… if it weren’t for
the horse and that randy sailor, the fleet of Ithaca might still be
afloat today!’ He rocked with hilarity, his long braids of red hair
swinging.

Priam gritted his teeth and
tried to let the boorish tales float past him. He had only met the
Spartan King once before. Then, he had been such a quiet man – shy,
even – mumbling just a few words, respectful and concise.
Then, Priam thought, eyeing the cluster of empty wine jugs
and watching as Menelaus poured himself a fresh cup from a full
one, he was sober. Take the wine away, however, and the
Spartan had a thread of nobility about him.

So too did his wife, Helen, the
young Queen of Sparta – pale-skinned and amber-haired, her duckling
earrings glinting gold in the sunlight. She skillfully watered
Menelaus’ wine when he wasn’t looking, and wore a look of apology
whenever she caught Priam’s eye.

It was the ‘advisor’ of the
Spartan royal couple who truly raised Priam’s hackles. Yamaradu,
the roving, stateless warlord who had for so many years caused
turmoil across these lands of Wilusa and her neighbouring kingdoms.
Raiding, burning, stealing whole cattle herds, carrying off the
entire populations of towns and selling them into slavery –
Yamaradu lived for these things. His every gesture and word were
like insults, his presence in Troy the biggest slur of all. Even
the way he sat – not at the feasting table like the others, but on
the parapet, perched like a hawk, gnawing at a hunk of venison and
staining his thin beard with meat juices – caused offence. He wore
a conical helm of interlinked, bright white boar tusks and a kilt
of leather strips, not a stitch to cover his scarred chest. His
presence here was intolerable – in his time within the city, he had
brazenly stared at the bare breasts of the Trojan wives on the
streets, then greedily studied the tiles of gold on the temple
roofs.

The first words of Menelaus’
latest tale scattered Priam’s thoughts.

‘There was a shepherd who tended
the flocks near my palace in Sparta. Now he was blessed,’ The
Spartan King held up his hands as if measuring something, his eyes
widening. ‘And when I say blessed, I mean…’ his voice faded, his
lips slackening and face creasing in confusion. A sound of sobbing
rose from somewhere behind him. He looked around and across the
citadel of Troy. ‘What… what’s that?’

For a moment, Priam could not
answer, his throat thickening with grief. He gazed across the
citadel grounds towards a temple distinguished by the golden statue
of the archer god on its roof. Some called the god Apollo, others
Lyarri. Trojan Guardians stood watch outside, their bronze
cuirasses glittering, the coiled-whip crests of their helms
juddering and their patterned cloaks fluttering in the breeze. To
the passer-by, it might appear that they were present to deny entry
to unwanted visitors. But Priam knew all too well why they were
really there.

Yamaradu noticed, and a keen
look crossed his face. ‘Apollo weeps?’ he said, cupping a hand
behind one ear theatrically.

Priam tried not to react or even
look at Yamaradu. Yet he could sense the man’s eyes, dark like
polished stones, gleefully trained upon him.

‘Ah, no, it is Princess
Cassandra, is it not?’ Yamaradu corrected himself triumphantly.
‘She is imprisoned in there. I hear that at night she lies asleep
by the altar, that snakes whisper in her ear… that she is
mad!’

Priam felt the fires of the
mountain rise within him. His top lip twitched as, for a glorious
instant, he imagined how satisfying it would be to bound the few
steps over to Yamaradu’s perch on the parapet, stoop, grab his
ankles and casually flip him out over the edge. He closed his eyes,
struggling to control his emotions. Think of the
preparations, he told himself, of the many months it took to
arrange these talks.

The talks. The talks! It was all
he had thought of since last winter. Discussions to arrange a pact
of truce between Troy and Ahhiyawa – a land that lay across the
Western Sea, composed of many city-states dotted across rocky
peninsulas and archipelagoes. Working alone or in petty leagues,
those city states had been merely bothersome in generations past.
But Sparta and dozens more had now pledged allegiance to Agamemnon,
the King of Mycenae. Federated like this, the Ahhiyawans were now a
grave threat. King Menelaus was Agamemnon’s brother and his chosen
delegate to attend the feast. Yamaradu was Menelaus’ chosen aide.
Thus, both had to be tolerated.

‘My daughter spends her time in
the temple by choice,’ Priam lied, skilfully controlling his anger.
‘Yes, she weeps today, but there are other days when she laughs and
sings,’ he lied again. Nobody spoke. The lyre song faded. The
others on the rooftop shuffled in the uncomfortable silence as
Cassandra’s wailing grew louder and more pained. Priam felt
embarrassment creeping up and over his shoulders like the hands of
an unwanted lover. He looked around the lower town for some source
of distraction, and found it. Dolon, the wolfskin-cloaked commander
of his Guardians, down on a lower parapet, frantically waving up at
him and gesturing towards the lower town’s eastern gates. His
confidence returned.

‘Ah! It seems that today’s
spectacle is about to commence,’ he boomed, forcing a handsome
smile, arms spreading towards the plains to the east of Troy. From
the lower town, a groan of gates sounded, and a team of nearly one
hundred silver-chased chariots rumbled out across the flatlands,
moving parallel to the mulberry tree and wheat-lined banks of the
River Scamander. They sped and swept like starlings, deftly cutting
away from the river in perfect formation, switching from a broad
line to a column then an arrowhead. Leading them was his scion,
Prince Hektor. He drove the lead chariot like a man of many more
than his eighteen summers, his mop of dark curls and purple cloak
swishing in his wake. So strong, so fast, so confident, yet wise
and untainted by the arrogance that plagued most self-assured young
men.

Ostensibly, Priam watched the
display, but from the corner of his eye he observed his guests,
seeing their confidence waver as they witnessed this young Trojan
lion at play. He allowed his attentions now to stray to some of the
others around the feasting table. Chryses, the High Priest of
Apollo, Laocoon the Priest of Poseidon, Antenor the elder, his
armoured Guardians, and the most senior of his many sons:
Deiphobus, Scamandrios… and Paris. Perched on the edge of his
stool, Paris – two years Hektor’s junior – caressed the
tortoiseshell lyre to his body as if it were a newborn. His fingers
became a blur as he played a new speedier song on the instrument,
the rhythm of which matched the beating hooves of the horses
pulling his brother’s chariot. Priam felt so confident now, with
his seven princes, his mighty city, and the chariots of Troy on
display. Perhaps, in the name of accord, the visitors needed a
gentle reminder that Troy and her neighbouring coastal kingdoms
were a force to be reckoned with.

‘What does it take to produce a
chariot worthy of riding in the Trojan wing?’ Priam boomed with a
merry warmth as the battle-cars jostled around the flatland. To
Hektor’s stirring cries, they launched spears at painted posts,
every one hitting those targets. ‘Wilusan horses and crews, Lukkan
tanners, Assuwan carpenters and Masan blacksmiths.’ He turned his
back on the display and held King Menelaus’ gaze. ‘Unity. That is
the key. A united seaboard. All along this trade-rich coast, dozens
of kingdoms work together with Troy for our mutual protection-’

Suddenly, a dull crunch of wood
and an agonised whinny from the Scamander plain split the air. In a
blur, he swung back to the chariot display. The parade manoeuvre
was in tatters. One of the leading vehicles had hit a divot,
casting it into the air. Priam watched in horror as vehicle, man
and horse flew like a thrown rock, then were dashed down upon their
heads, spraying timber and dirt across the nearest vehicles,
causing three cars to overturn and two more to swerve violently
into others. Priam staggered over to clutch the eastern parapet,
staring out at the smudge of dust partly concealing the accident.
He saw in that cloud the thrashing legs of upturned horses, heard
the groans and cries of men. But which men, which war-cars?
Hektor? My boy?

‘Brother?’ Paris croaked, his
lyre song ending in a discordant twang as he scrambled to the
tower’s-edge beside Priam. In a blink his other sons were there
too, and the priests and commanders, all afraid to speak as they
watched.

From the dust, Hektor emerged,
unharmed and still aboard his intact vehicle. A cool wave of relief
swept over Priam. He watched his son guide his chariot round in a
tight circle and to a halt, then leap out and crouch by the
stricken crew. Hektor, knowing the parade was being watched, looked
up towards the Scaean tower and waved his hand twice, slowly,
indicating that the men were not seriously hurt. Priam felt a
second wave of relief.

Until Menelaus’ laughter
crackled through the air behind him. On and on it went. ‘This is
Hektor the Crown Prince of Troy? The young and famous breaker of
horses?’ he roared with hilarity.

‘Maybe he needs to pass on his
skills to his fellow charioteers,’ Yamaradu simpered. ‘They are as
clumsy as oxen.’

Young Paris’ tanned, handsome
face bent into a sneer, his short brown hair quivering as he shook
with anger. He made to swing round and confront the laughing pair.
‘How dare you, you filthy-’

But Priam caught him by the
bicep – slender and long – before he could finish his sentence.
‘No, my child,’ he whispered. ‘Take up your lyre and sit. Play for
us once more. Observe how men like this must be dealt with.’ He
held Paris’ gaze until the fire in the young man’s eyes died.

Paris, still shaking, nodded
reluctantly, before sloping away and dropping with a deep sigh onto
a pile of cushions. The other five of his sons sagged too, melting
away back to their seats.

As Priam finally took his chair
at the table he noticed that, much to his annoyance, King Menelaus
and Yamaradu were still rumbling with mirth about the crash. ‘All
fear Troy and the neighbouring petty coastal states,’ he heard
Yamaradu whisper to Menelaus, ‘for they build chariots capable of
great self-destruction.’

Priam felt anger surge inside
him, but caught it as before. That was not the way. Perhaps they
needed the sternest warning of all, he mused. Watching them both
keenly, he lifted and swirled a cup of wine. ‘Perhaps you are
right. Maybe Troy and her close neighbours are small and
insignificant.’ His face darkened. ‘Certainly, we are small… in
comparison to the giant that lies inland to the east. The greatest
power in the world.’ He leaned forward to add, with a hint of
menace: ‘The Hittite Empire.’

King Menelaus’ laughter stumbled
and stopped. Yamaradu shuffled a little and slowed in his chewing
as if the latest mouthful of venison had lost its flavour. Both men
glanced furtively towards the back end of the feasting table, and
at the silent figure seated there in the depth of the awning
shade.

‘Isn’t that right, Prince
Hattu?’ Priam asked the silent one. He knew the mere presence of
this man – tall, austere, brooding – was enough to strike even the
boldest types into silence. Hattu was spoken of in hushed tones:
the greatest general of the Hittite Empire, the Lord of the Upper
Lands, commander of twenty thousand of the world’s best warriors.
Some even said he was the Son of the Goddess Ishtar. But here,
today, he seemed different, detached, lost in thought. His green
cloak sagged around him like a shroud, his long hair – once jet
black, now threaded with silver – hung loose to his waist. Oddly,
he had arrived here wearing just that cloak and loose robes
underneath. No coat of bronze, nor his distinctive twin swords. He
had not even noticed the chariot accident on the north plains.
Instead, his odd-coloured eyes – one hazel and the other smoke-grey
– were trained on the eastern horizon, staring into the haze, back
towards his empire.

‘Prince Hattu?’ whispered
Priam.

It was like the breaking of a
spell. Hattu blinked, his vulpine face turning slowly towards the
others. ‘Majesty?’ he replied to Priam.

Relieved to hear his great
ally’s voice, Priam continued: ‘In union, Prince Hattu and I
marched together onto the baked plains of Kadesh,’ he paused to
raise his wine cup. ‘There, we fought side-by-side: the mighty
Hittite Divisions together with the armies of every kingdom in this
land. We drove Pharaoh Ramesses back to his desert home,
cowed.’

Menelaus folded his arms
bitterly at the mention of the victory, news of which had spread
across the known world like a forest fire. The triumph had secured
the reputation of the Hittite Empire as the greatest military force
in existence. Prince Hattu had been the strategist behind it
all.

Priam rose from his seat and
strolled over to the eastern edge of the Scaean Tower. He stopped
by one corner of the rooftop. A bulky cedar-wood frame stood here,
from which was suspended a huge bronze bell, inscribed with a scene
showing a band of marching men. He stroked the smooth surface of
the ancient piece, hot from the sun. ‘It is an age-old agreement
that binds Troy to the service of the Hittite Empire,’ he said
quietly over his shoulder, ‘and guarantees us the empire’s
protection.’

He heard King Menelaus’ belly
grumble in distress, and felt Yamaradu’s glare on his back. They
were afraid of his confidence, and of the superpower upon which he
could call. He remembered then the words of The Hittite King and
Hattu’s brother, Muwa, before the Battle of Kadesh:

My friend: you have shown the
depth of your loyalty in coming to battle when I called upon you.
My father and yours always agreed that Troy was the western pillar
of the Hittite Empire and the Hittite land was the great bulwark
that would shield Troy. We are one, we live to protect each other –
as it has been for over four hundred years. When this war is over,
I swear to you, under the eyes of the Gods, that the four mighty
divisions of the Hittite Empire will, at your request, turn to and
march upon the west. We will drive the Ahhiyawans from the land or
to their knees at Milawata – force them to sign a treaty, a vow to
expand no further. You talk of hundreds or even thousands of
Ahhiyawan reavers? They will crumble when they see the armies of
the Grey Throne pouring over the horizon. This is my oath to you
and to Troy – and as deputy of the Storm God it is his oath
also.’

He felt a warm shiver of hubris.
‘On the fields of Kadesh, that agreement became a vow. Many sons of
Troy died in that faraway place in the winning of that day. The
Hittites will never forget what we gave, and they will stand by our
oath forevermore – to protect Troy against any and all who might
seek to do her harm.’ He looked beyond the bronze bell, out into
the countryside, towards the first of the beacon towers. This
signal station and the many others beyond, dotted all the way from
here to Hattusa, joined Troy and the empire umbilically. Men were
stationed in each to relay the signal, should the bell ever
toll.

‘Oaths,’ Priam said, swinging
back to face the feasting table, refilling and raising his cup once
more. ‘Stability, trust… peace,’ he stressed this last word
like a heavy boulder being dropped into a pond – something that was
not to be debated but obeyed. The Trojan priests echoed the word.
‘Peace,’ Prince Paris and his brothers agreed. A Trojan scribe
waited eagerly for the Ahhiyawan delegation to repeat the golden
word.

Priam let the notion hang in the
air, ignored Yamaradu completely and stared only at King
Menelaus.

Menelaus shuffled and sat up,
laughing quietly, raising his cup. ‘Aye, peace,’ he smiled. ‘Peace
between Troy and Ahhiyawa.’ He rumbled with laughter. ‘I am too old
for war anyway!’

Priam’s face split in a genuine
smile now, relief flooding over him. Many said King Agamemnon
yearned to claim the riches of Troy for himself. They also said he
listened to nobody… apart from his brother. If Menelaus carried
this call for peace back across the Western Sea, might it dampen
Agamemnon’s hunger for war? Let Apollo see to it, he thought
to himself, then sat down at last and began to eat and drink
properly for the first time in seven days.

The sun began to drop as he
finished his meal. It was then that a thought struck him. Prince
Hattu had not echoed his call for peace. He looked to the far end
of the long table. Hattu was gone, his seat empty, his cup and
plate unused. He must have slipped away, Priam realised. He tried
not to show his concern, but every so often he cast looks down
across the citadel grounds. Eventually he spotted the Hittite
prince, trudging back to his sleeping quarters and slipping inside.
As dusk settled, Priam stared at the closed doors and shutters of
the place. Something was wrong with the Hittite… terribly
wrong.

He was so distracted by the
matter that he did not even notice the fleeting and amorous looks
between Paris and King Menelaus’ young bride…











--Hope you enjoyed the
sample!

You can grab a full copy of
‘Empires of Bronze: The Crimson Throne’ at: http://books2read.com/EoB4

 



Glossary

 


Arinniti; Hittite Goddess
of the Sun and protector of the Earth. The Hittites believed she
spent each night in the underworld beneath the earth and the seas,
then rose as the sun to cross the sky each day. She was the spouse
of the Storm God, Tarhunda, and the protective deity of the Hittite
city of Arinna.

Aplu; Hittite God of the
Underworld (known as the Dark Earth).

Arma; Hittite God of the
Moon.

Arzana House; A tavern,
usually outside the city walls. Men would go here for food, music,
prostitutes and wrestling. Soldiers particularly favoured these
places. There is evidence that Hittite princes would be taken there
for cultic festivals and for puberty rites/inductions.

Asu; Medical
expert/healer.

Danna; A measure of
distance, somewhere between a kilometre and a mile.

Gal Mesedi; Chief of
security and commander of the Hittite King’s bodyguards. Usually a
highly trusted man – often a close relative of the king.

Gala; Priests and
priestesses of Inanna, a more easterly version of Ishtar.

Hekur house; A stone
tomb.

Hurkeler; A sexual
deviant – one who performs an act of hurkel with an animal. The
Hittites believed bestiality was a sin punishable by death… unless
it was committed with a horse, in which case it was perfectly
alright.

Ishtar; The Goddess of
Love and War. Also known as Shauska, Inanna and many other names.
She was infamous for her deceitful promises.

Khopesh; Egyptian sword,
named after and shaped like the back leg of a running leopard.

Labarna; The Great King
and High Priest of the Hittite Empire. Steward of the Gods. Also
known as ‘My Sun’.

Menfyt; Veteran Egyptian
soldiers.

Mesedi; The bodyguards of
the Hittite King. A select group who were armed ornately and would
travel with the king everywhere.

Namra; Prisoners of war
who formed a big part of Bronze Age war booty. They would often be
put to work in their captor’s crop fields so that native men could
be freed up to serve as soldiers. Sometimes the namra themselves
were integrated en-masse into the Hittite army.

Nefru; Inexperienced
Egyptian soldiers/recruits.

Peruwa; Hittite horse
god.

Purulli; Hittite New Year
festival (in spring).

Sarruma; Hittite God of
the Mountains.

Serqet; Egyptian healer –
equivalent to a Hittite asu.

Sistra; Egyptian
flute.

Tarhunda; Hittite God of
the Storm, spouse of the Sun Goddess Arinniti and principal male
deity of the Hittite pantheon.

Tawananna; The Great
Queen of the Hittite realm. When a king died, his widow would
remain in this role as long as she lived.

Tuhkanti; The Tuhkanti
was ‘the second commander’ and intended heir to the Hittite throne.
Usually a son of the king.

Wepawet; Egyptian God of
the Hunt.

 


 


 


Name Alterations
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If you enjoyed Empires of
Bronze: Thunder at Kadesh, why not try:

 


Legionary, by Gordon
Doherty
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The Roman Empire is crumbling, and a
shadow looms in the east…

376 AD: the Eastern Roman Empire is
alone against the tide of barbarians swelling on her borders.
Emperor Valens juggles the paltry border defences to stave off
invasion from the Goths north of the Danube. Meanwhile, in
Constantinople, a pact between faith and politics spawns a lethal
plot that will bring the dark and massive hordes from the east
crashing down on these struggling borders.

The fates conspire to see Numerius
Vitellius Pavo, enslaved as a boy after the death of his legionary
father, thrust into the limitanei, the border legions, just before
they are sent to recapture the long-lost eastern Kingdom of
Bosporus. He is cast into the jaws of this plot, so twisted that
the survival of the entire Roman world hangs in the balance…






Strategos: Born in the
Borderlands, by Gordon Doherty
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When the falcon has flown, the mountain
lion will charge from the east, and all Byzantium will quake. Only
one man can save the empire . . . the Haga!

1046 AD. The Byzantine Empire teeters
on the brink of all-out war with the Seljuk Sultanate. In the
borderlands of Eastern Anatolia, a land riven with bloodshed and
doubt, young Apion's life is shattered in one swift and brutal
Seljuk night raid. Only the benevolence of Mansur, a Seljuk farmer,
offers him a second chance of happiness.

Yet a hunger for revenge burns in
Apion's soul, and he is drawn down a dark path that leads him right
into the heart of a conflict that will echo through the ages.






Rise of Emperors:
Sons of Rome, by Gordon Doherty & Simon Turney

[image: ]

Four Emperors. Two Friends. One
Destiny.

As twilight descends on the 3rd
century AD, the Roman Empire is but a shadow of its former self.
Decades of usurping emperors, splinter kingdoms and savage wars
have left the people beleaguered, the armies weary and the future
uncertain. And into this chaos Emperor Diocletian steps, reforming
the succession to allow for not one emperor to rule the world, but
four.

Meanwhile, two boys share a
chance meeting in the great city of Treverorum as Diocletian's
dream is announced to the imperial court. Throughout the years that
follow, they share heartbreak and glory as that dream sours and the
empire endures an era of tyranny and dread. Their lives are
inextricably linked, their destinies ever-converging as they rise
through Rome's savage stations, to the zenith of empire. For
Constantine and Maxentius, the purple robes beckon...
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King Muwatalli

Labarna (King of the Hittites, the Sun incarnate)

Prince Hattusili

Gal Mesedi (High General and protector of the King)

The Mesedi
(The king’s bodyguard)
Leader: Captain Bovu
Strength: 100 men

The Storm
Leader: General Tanku
Patron God: Tarhunda
Strength: 5000 men (5 regiments of 1000)

RAKAK

Prince Urhi-Teshub

Tuhkanti (Chosen Prince and heir)

The Golden Spearmen
(The palace guard)
Leader: Captain Rapanu
Strength: 50 men

The Blaze
Leader: General Penti
Patron God: Arinniti
Strength: 5000 men (5 regiments of 1000)

RARRR

The Wrath
Leader: General Sargis
Patron God: Sarmuma
Strength: 5000 men (5 regiments of 1000)

RARAR

The Fury
Leader: General Kisna
Patron God: Aplu
Strength: 5000 men (5 regiments of 1000)

RARAR

The Lords of the Bridle
Leader: Chariot Master Dagon
Strength: 500 War Chariots
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Person Name in Story

Person Name in History

Hattu Hattusili IIT

Muwa Muwatalli T

Colta Kikuli (Means “Colt” in Hlurrian)

Khepe “Amun-her khepeshef

Chaset Nebchasetncbet

Ekmaddu Niqmaddu

Place Name in Story | Place Name in History

Nuhashi Nuhashshi

Gargamis Carchemish

Amur City of Amurru (according to Jatest theory)

Zantiya

Lawazantiya
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