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The Great Pillar of the West

Late Summer 1272 BC

 


 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 skilfully 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. Piya-maradu,
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 –
Piya-maradu 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.

Piya-maradu 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 Piya-maradu. 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?’ Piya-maradu 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 Piya-maradu’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. Piya-maradu 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,’ Piya-maradu 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 Piya-maradu were still rumbling with mirth about the crash.
‘All fear Troy and the neighbouring petty coastal states,’ he heard
Piya-maradu 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. Piya-maradu 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 Piya-maradu’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 Piya-maradu 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.

 


***

 


Hattu found himself kneeling on
a floor of black stone, a finger of pale grey light shining down on
from somewhere above. Impenetrable blackness lay in every
direction. He heard her descend, somewhere in the darkness, with a
shuddering susurrus of feathers. Her talons clack-clacked as she
landed and took to stalking around him, and now he caught sight of
her in the gloom. Ishtar, the winged Goddess of Love and War. This,
the realm of dreams, was where she preyed. Taller than any mortal,
she was bare apart from a diaphanous scarf around her smooth waist.
The half-light occasionally glinted on the eight points of her
silver necklace. Her two lions soon appeared, growling menacingly
as they prowled in her wake, black lips and yellow teeth wet with
saliva.

As she and her lions circled
slowly, he kept his head dipped like a prisoner on the axeman’s
block, waiting for the blade to fall, daring only shoot her
sidelong looks. Words and visions were the Goddess’ axes. He
noticed her smirking, part-revealing her fangs, then she waved a
hand towards the spot in the darkness ahead of him.

A second finger of light
appeared there, illuminating a set of stairs leading up to a chair.
A timber chair studded with rivets of cold-hammered iron, resting
on two stone lions passant. The Grey Throne of the Hittite Empire.
Upon it sat King Mursili.

‘Father?’ Hattu whispered,
rising, approaching the steps. It had been many summers since his
sire had passed. So many years to ponder and reflect on their
broken relationship, on what might have been. But he was here, now.
Even just to reach out and take his hand…

Mursili’s eyes bulged, trained
on Hattu’s extended fingers. ‘Get back, boy,’ he hissed, sitting
bolt upright, reaching for his sword. ‘Stay away from the
throne!’

The words were like nails
driving into Hattu’s heart. ‘I vowed to you when I was a child that
I would never covet the king’s seat. Not once have I even touched
the damned chair.’

‘Yet you gaze upon it almost
every night in your dreams,’ Mursili drawled. ‘Vow or no vow… I
know what you are!’

Hattu felt his heart pound like
a hammer. ‘Know me? You never knew me,’ he raged, pacing up the
last few steps. ‘You never gave me a chance until you reached your
dying breaths!’

‘Get back!’ Mursili screamed,
rising as if to defend his throne. ‘Get ba-’ the words faded into a
tired hiss, as Mursili turned to ashes and fell to nothing around
the royal seat.

Hattu stared at the figure now
sitting there in his father’s place and wearing the king’s silver
circlet on his brow. ‘Muwa?’ he almost wept.

His brother stared back, face
pale and eyes staring into eternity. ‘Why were you not here,
Brother? In my darkest moment, you, my great protector, were
absent.’

‘Brother, I would give anything
to go back to that time and to be by you side,’ Hattu croaked.

‘But you cannot go back. Now I
walk the Dark Earth forever, tormented.’

Dejected, Muwa rose from the
throne, taking the circlet off and dropping it on the chair before
stepping past Hattu and on down the stairs, slipping from the light
and vanishing into the blackness.

Hattu watched him go, eyes
stinging with tears. When he turned back to the throne, a younger
figure was sitting there, hands on the chair’s arms, head bowed a
little to cast his face in shade.

‘I was wondering when you might
come, Uncle Hattu,’ said the figure with a tune of ill-fitting
playfulness.

Hattu shook where he stood,
anger, hatred and deep-seated grief tangling and twisting inside
him, building, growing…

‘Why?’ he cried hoarsely at the
new king. ‘Why!’

‘Watch your tongue and tone,
Uncle Hattu. And step back from the throne. Your father knew what
you were, and so too do I.’

Something inside Hattu snapped.
He lunged to grab the dark one by the collar, only for the figure
to vanish with a burst of blood. It soaked Hattu and the throne,
swamping the ground all around him. He staggered back, shaking,
horrified.

From the darkness behind him,
Ishtar began to sing the song with which she had haunted him since
boyhood.

 


‘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…

 


Hattu stared at his hands,
glistening red, and at the ancient throne, soaked in crimson. ‘No,’
he wept. But Ishtar sang all the louder to drown out his pleas.

 


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…’

 


He woke with a start, pressed
up against the wall by the side of his bed, panting, eyes wide like
the plump moon shining through the open shutters. Gradually, his
breathing returned to normal, but there would be no chance of any
more sleep tonight, he realised. Sliding from the sweat-soaked
sheets, he rose and pulled on his kilt and tossed his green cloak
around his shoulders. He left the pleasant villa Priam had afforded
him, passing by his escort of four snoring Hittite Golden Spearmen,
and headed out into the night.

Under the moon, Hattu wandered
alone. His slow footsteps echoed gently around Troy’s still and
balmy citadel ward, mixing with the gentle crackle of torches, the
muted chatter of Trojan Guardians on watch and the distant sounds
of the late feast taking place in Priam’s palace. He gazed up at
the golden statue of Apollo on the roof of the nearby temple. For a
moment, the silhouette of the archer god reminded Hattu of his dead
brother. It happened a lot: passing strangers, soldiers, civilians
or traders would catch his eye. Just the merest detail such as a
broad jaw or thick dark hair was enough to remind him of Muwa.

‘I was blind, ignorant. I let
it happen,’ he whispered, imagining Muwa walking by his side. ‘I
should have noticed the signs. I should have been by your side to
guard you. You were our rightful king – our Labarna… the Sun
itself. I was your Gal Mesedi, your protector.’

He halted, wringing his hands
through his hair. ‘As for the future,’ he spat, thinking of the
rest of Ishtar’s song.

Silence reigned for a time. The
strangest thing ended it: a young woman’s voice. It was barely a
whisper. So quiet, Hattu wondered if it was real or just a thought.
‘You have seen it too?’ she asked again. He glanced around; sure he
was hearing things. That was when he saw the pale face at a window
of the Temple of Apollo, looking at him. A young woman, fine-boned
with dark curls and eyes like the night. Princess Cassandra, he
realised. He had heard rumours of Priam’s daughter even before
Piya-maradu had begun bleating about it today. ‘The future – you
know what lies ahead?’ she continued. ‘Apollo has told me too.’

Hattu felt a shiver speed down
his back.

‘It will come to be,’ she said,
‘and I thought I was the only one who knew. That is my curse, you
see. The future dances in my mind like a dream, yet nobody believes
me when I tell them.’

‘Tell me, what does Apollo show
you?’ Hattu said quietly, approaching. But as he stepped towards
the window, her eyes grew wide in shock, staring at something
beyond one of his shoulders.

Hattu swung on his heel. From
nowhere, a moonlight shadow sped across the street behind him. He
jolted, braced to dodge the missile. But it was no spear or arrow.
Instead, it was a feathery mass that descended towards him. With a
shush of feathers, the saker falcon landed on his bracer. Sky was
old now. She rarely vanished for days on end as she used to, and
seemed to care more for comfort and rest than the hunt. She nuzzled
into the crook of his arm and so he kissed her head. ‘You scared
the Princess,’ he said fondly. ‘Sky offers her most sincere
apologies,’ he said, looking back towards the temple with a smile.
But Cassandra was gone from the window.

Intrigued, he waited for a time
but she did not reappear, so he sat by the edge of a stone-lined
pool, staring into the surface and the reflection of the moon,
trying to imagine what Cassandra had been about to tell him. As for
his own dreams? Everything in Ishtar’s song had come to be, no
matter how hard he had fought against it. Kadesh: the desert of
graves. Despite all his efforts to prevent that colossal war. And
yes, the harvests were grim indeed. Back home at the capital,
Hattusa, and all the other Hittite cities, the crop was thin and
the cattle bony. His mind rolled over the next line, like a body
being dragged over hot coals.

The Son of Ishtar will seize
the Grey Throne, a heart so pure will turn to stone.

He stared into space, a single
tear gathering in one eye. Just as it was about to escape, another
voice spoke behind him.

‘The feast is not to your
liking, friend?’

Hattu jolted, blinking to
capture the tear and donning a look of indifference as he turned to
the voice – Priam. ‘Majesty,’ he said sombrely. ‘I ate well today,
so I have no need to attend the feast.’

Priam snorted. ‘You picked at a
piece of bread today and gazed at it as if it were mud! What
troubles you? I heard your four escort spearmen talk about an
impending visit of the Assyrians to your capital. That must
dominate the thoughts, I imagine?’

Hattu shook his head absently
while his mind continued to churn with grief and anger. He had not
shared the truth with anyone here yet. He wasn’t ready to, he
realised. So, his thoughts skipped like a stone skimming across a
pond, on to the next part of Ishtar’s poem:

The west will dim, with black
boats’ hulls. Trojan heroes, mere carrion for gulls.

The grief and anger subsided,
overshadowed by concern for Priam and his people. His eyes rose to
the citadel defences, and his mind turned to the talks on the tower
earlier that day. ‘You are happy with Menelaus’ intentions?’ he
said, rising from the side of the stone pool.

‘Troy is eternal, old friend,’
Priam said with a look of warm confidence. He slid a hand around
Hattu’s back, guiding him towards the Palladium Temple, directly
ahead. It stood like a mountain, faced in all colours of marble,
torches crackling either side of the high doorway. The two
Guardians flanking the entrance barked words of salute and parted
to permit them entry.

Inside was dark and still as a
tomb. But the thin stripe of moonlight from the doorway was enough
to pick out the silver altar at the far end of the shrine. Upon it
sat the Palladium itself – a worn, hand-sized wooden statue of the
Trojan Goddess Athena, bearing helm and spear. Since the birth of
the city, the idol had been said to guarantee Troy’s longevity and
safety. Hattu stared at the piece and willed himself to believe in
the power of the idol. Ishtar’s words about Troy were wrong.

‘Your people and mine worship
totems and grand statues, treat them as the embodiments of our
Gods,’ said Priam. ‘But you are wise, Hattu, taught by the great
Ruba. You know that a silver statue is but a silver statue, that a
wooden idol is but timber shaped by a man.’

Hattu’s eyes met those of the
Trojan King. A primal unease arose within him. To be a Hittite
meant to be devout, to worship everything around you, to respect
the spirit of the air, the rivers, the rocks… and most of all, the
Gods. Yet old Ruba, his childhood tutor, had shown him so much.
Things that peeled away the mysteries of the world: the changing
patterns of the stars, the movement of seas and the shifting
courses of rivers, his theories about the strangeness of light in
water. But his dreams of Ishtar confounded it all. ‘The Gods are
real,’ he said flatly. ‘Perhaps they do not live in our statues as
we think… but they are real.’

Priam smiled with one edge of
his mouth. ‘I would not dare say otherwise. Many years ago when
Paris was born, when Queen Hekabe and I doted over his first few
moments, a priest confessed visions… of a blazing torch. It was a
sign that our city would burn, and that our new child would be the
cause. So we sent our babe into the wilds, to the slopes of Mount
Ida, so that,’ Priam said with a strained gulp, ‘so that the Gods
could do with him as they saw fit.’

Hattu felt a sadness in his
chest, rising into his throat. He understood all too well the power
of a birth curse. ‘But Paris survived and he came back to you, and
Troy stands as strong as ever,’ he said. ‘The curse was false.’

‘Aye, he came back, confident,
sunswept and brimming with tales about the herdsman who had raised
him. Troy is still standing. And the curse…’ Priam said softly with
a strange look around the temple’s dark interior. He left the
sentence unfinished and took to strolling around the altar,
admiring the idol and its worn features. ‘My point was merely that
the Palladium is no divine artefact. The magic lies in the hearts
of my people. As long as the families of Troy believe in
Palladium – to the pits of their hearts – then we will be secure.
For when a man wears a suit of divine protection, an aura of
confidence and unbending belief, what enemy can hope to stand
against him?’

Hattu was about to respond, but
took a moment. Perhaps it was time to reveal the truth to this
faithful ally. ‘Sometimes things happen. Things dark enough to
break a man’s belief.’

The torches crackled. Priam
regarded Hattu for a time, eyes searching. ‘I knew there was
something wrong. When you arrived here yesterday… at first I
thought they had sent an actor pretending to be you and…’ he fell
silent, rolled his eyes shut and placed both palms together over
his nose as it about to sneeze: ‘What a forgetful fool I am. King
Muwa’s untimely death plagues you still. Forgive me, for – bless
Athena – it has been a long time since I was saddled upon that
wretched steed, grief.’

Hattu pinned him with a flinty
look. ‘Muwa is not dead. He has become a God.’

Priam nodded affably, honouring
the ancient Hittite belief. ‘One of the greatest.’

Hattu took to stroking Sky’s
neck as he let his mind revisit the recent past. ‘I donated a
silver ox to the Storm Temple in his honour,’ he said quietly.

‘I remember his final visit
here,’ Priam said. ‘The men of his Mesedi escort used to say
that he had the teeth of a lion and the eyes of an eagle.’

Hattu smiled a little, before
his lips fell suddenly. ‘Yet he did not see the treachery that did
for him.’

Priam’s face crumpled in
confusion. ‘Treachery?’

‘Aye, old friend. Muwa did not
fade from this world naturally. He was slain.’

Priam’s face turned white,
anguish clear even in the temple gloom.

‘While I remained near Kadesh
to oversee the aftermath of the war, he returned home to Hattusa.’
Hattu took a moment to compose himself. These next words had been
caged behind his teeth for months, spoken in a whisper only to a
trusted few. ‘There, his own son poisoned him, and took the throne
for himself.’

‘King Urhi-Teshub?’

Hattu closed his eyes, trying
to fend off the fleeting images of the dream and the dark one on
the throne. ‘Aye, our glorious new Labarna, the Sun
incarnate… killed his own father.’

Priam folded double, resting
the heels of his hands on the silver altar as if he had been kicked
in the stomach. ‘Why, why?’

‘He slew his mother, and old
Colta the Chariot Master too. He was even behind the poisoning of
Atiya, my first love.’

Priam looked sick now – a shade
of grey. ‘So what are you doing here?’ he stammered. ‘You should be
in Hattusa. He should be facing trial.’

A low laugh slid from Hattu’s
lips, bleaker than a funereal wail. ‘Urhi-Teshub planned his
usurpation well. His best men run the capital and lead the four
divisions of the army. My comrades – Chariot Master Dagon, General
Tanku and General Kisna – are in hiding. So too are the last of
Muwa’s guardsmen, the Mesedi. I am a Prince in name only. The
cities of the north – Nerik, Zalpa and Hakmis – of which Muwa gave
me governorship, have been stripped of their garrisons and so I
have no soldiers. Even my armour and weapons have been taken from
me; Urhi-Teshub destroyed my twin swords. I am powerless.’

Priam’s handsome face sparkled
with sweat. ‘My friend… had Troy more than a few hundred warriors,
I would give every spare one to you. but the fray at Kadesh was
cruel and-’

Hattu pressed Priam’s shoulder.
‘You do not need to justify yourself to me, or to any Hittite.’

‘Then stay here,’ Priam said.
‘Stay here, take shelter within Troy.’

Hattu shook his head slowly.
‘No. The escort that brought me here will take me back to Hattusa.
I must return home.’

‘To suffer his false rule?’
Priam said. ‘No, if you are to return to Hattusa then it must be to
oust the murderer on the throne!’ His words echoed around the
Palladium Temple a little too loudly, and he looked suitably
embarrassed for a moment.

Hattu stared at him. ‘It would
be fitting: for Ishtar has long branded me a despicable usurper in
waiting.’

‘Is the usurpation of a usurper
not the righting of a wrong? Justice?’ Priam insisted.

Hattu pinched the top of his
nose between thumb and forefinger, pacing to and fro before Priam.
‘What price must one pay for justice? Puduhepa and our son Tudha
are kept in the palace of Hattusa as virtual prisoners. I cannot
lose them as I lost Atiya. I will not let it happen.’

‘Puduhepa,’ Priam said with a
fond sigh. ‘At Kadesh, she roused our united army like a
goddess.’

‘You talk of united armies,’
Hattu spluttered, throwing his hands in the air. ‘My supporters are
few and scattered. I am but one man – and an old one at that.’

Priam smiled the wryest of
smiles. ‘At Kadesh, we triumphed when we should have failed. We
were victorious not because of our mighty army, but because of one
man.’

Hattu halted, staring at
Priam.

‘We won because of you, old
friend,’ Priam said calmly. ‘If anyone is to right this terrible
wrong, it must begin with you, Prince Hattu.’

The silence grew deafening.
Hattu heard the imagined sound of death in his ears. It grew
thunderous, before he finally replied: ‘I know it must.’ With a
swish of his green cloak, he turned for the temple door. As he
stormed from the Palladium, into the night, he cast over his
shoulder: ‘Yet I fear it might be the biggest mistake of my
life.’

 


***

 


Piya-maradu, elbows resting on a
terrace wall of the citadel, licked his knife clean of meat juices,
then wiped the grease from his beard. He watched the Palladium
entrance, seeing first the Hittite Prince stride out, then a
dejected King Priam following shortly afterwards. His eyes darted
over the two Guardians at the doorway – mountains of muscle and
bronze. He allowed himself to fantasise about stealing the wooden
statue in there, imagining the wails of despair it would cause, the
panic, the certainty of doom for Troy. Yet a fantasy was all it
could be, for the watchmen were fastidious.

Still, he thought, what a treat
it had been, getting this chance to see inside mighty Troy at long
last. The sight of the wide avenues and wealthy districts. After
decades of raiding the countryside to steal from the city’s rich
trade caravans and bounteous farmlands, he realised that the real
treasure was truly in here. The marbled halls, the tall,
bronze-leafed gates, the golden and silver monuments. After
witnessing the wonders of Troy, it would be hard to return to his
life of roving, hiding out in caves and country shacks. Perhaps an
extended stay in Milawata was in order? A residence in one of the
best dockside brothels, maybe? The city, a few days’ sail down the
coast, was an Ahhiyawan bridgehead on this seaboard, a fortified
settlement that would broaden the options for Agamemnon’s
strengthening coalition.

Thoughts of the Mycenaean King
turned his mind to the frustrating conclusion to the assembly
today. Peace! Menelaus had burped like the fat ox he was.
Peace? That was not what Agamemnon wanted. Not at all. But the
bigger problem was what Priam had boasted of. No matter how strong
and numerous an army Agamemnon could muster, it could never rival
the legendary divisions of the Hittite Empire, especially if the
empire could round up the armies of Troy and her neighbours too.
How to break down such a massive problem, he wondered, irritated.
It seemed as if he was standing at the foot of a giant wall, armed
with a battering ram the size of a needle.

‘The handsome little shit,’ a
peeved, wine-soaked voice slurred close behind him.

Piya-maradu swung to see
Menelaus, swaying, wiping his wet lips with the back of one hand,
the other clutching a silver stag rhyton brimming with wine. Just
uphill, in Troy’s royal hall, torchlight danced with shadow to the
tune of endless chatter – the evening feast. The melody of a lyre
floated from amidst it all. ‘Let me guess: Paris is sitting beside
Helen?’

Menelaus almost drained the
rhyton in one draught, stopping only when he heard the mention of
the two names. ‘Eh, aye, I left to empty my bladder, then when I
came back, he had moved right over beside… hold on, how did you
know?’

Piya-maradu smirked at this
Spartan ‘King’ and his complete lack of awareness. ‘I noticed a
certain affinity between the two during today’s tower feast.’ I
could practically smell the wetness from both of them, he added
inwardly. ‘Hektor may be the breaker of horses… but Paris is the
breaker of hearts.’

‘If that boy embarrasses me,’
Menelaus grumbled, swiping a fist into the air and clutching an
imaginary throat, before suddenly stiffening and letting loose a
pungent belch.

Piya-maradu’s eyes narrowed.
Suddenly, the feeble hope of stealing the Palladium seemed so very
unimportant. He twisted round. ‘He is a boy and no more. He
swaggers only in this high ward because it is his home and he
thinks that in this city he is invincible.’

‘Pah! Let’s see him on a dusty
plain. Just him and me, sword and shield, eh?’ Menelaus joked. Then
he waved a hand through the air. ‘Ah, the wine is making me
hot-blooded. You are right, he is only a boy. I was an arsehole too
when I was his age.’

Piya-maradu waited for Menelaus
to stop rambling. ‘Here’s an idea,’ he said quietly, his eyes
twinkling. ‘Invite him to Sparta’s distant and stony halls. That’ll
be like a cold shower of rain for him. I don’t think he’s ever set
foot beyond these Wilusan lands in his short life.’

Menelaus swayed a little, his
eyes narrowing as if he was trying to solve the riddle of existence
instead of merely understanding Piya-maradu’s straightforward
suggestion. At last, he jolted with an amused grunt. ‘A visit to
Sparta? Perhaps. Now come, drink with me,’ he said, guiding
Piya-maradu back towards Troy’s royal hall.


Chapter
2
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An Unfamiliar Home

Autumn 1272 BC

 


Hattu’s ox-wagon swayed and
creaked on its long journey back towards the Hittite Empire,
escorted by the wolfskin-clad Commander Dolon and a troop of Trojan
Guardians. The seasons turned as they travelled. One balmy
late-summer’s night, they made camp in a green river valley at the
edge of Wilusa under a mackerel sky. The next morning, they
awakened to a light frost and a crisp chill in the air. Here, Dolon
and his men wished Hattu well before turning back for Troy, leaving
the Hittite prince to journey on with his quartet of Golden
Spearmen.

After nearly half a moon on the
road, Hattu sat aboard the rumbling vehicle, cradling Sky, lost in
his thoughts. A cool autumnal wind brought a susurrating rain of
dead leaves from the elm trees lining the road. Every so often,
other noises would pierce the air: the distant cry of a leopard
from a dense forest; the angry trumpeting of an elephant from the
hazy plains; the chirruping and hooting of birds nesting in a wall
of cream coloured bluffs. It made him think fondly of the days when
he and Sky used to go tracking in this wilderness, he running and
climbing, she swooping and banking overhead, calling out to him
whenever she spotted movement. The falcon pushed her head into his
armpit as if to remind him of something. Her days of adventure were
over. She was old now, and she had reared no hatchlings thanks to a
life well-lived in other pursuits. Thus, a proud line would come to
an end when her time came. He stroked the three feathers fastened
to his bronze cloakpin as he thought of the winged ancestors who
had been his past companions. Arrow, his boyhood falcon. Tempest
and Zephyr – what a duo! He gulped back the sadness of the
memories.

‘You ought to wring that
thing’s neck,’ said the one sitting nearest to him, glowering at
Sky.

Hattu looked the youthful
Golden Spearman in the eye and saw hatred there. Urhi-Teshub had
killed Muwa with a lethal poison, but he had used a far more
sophisticated venom on the young soldiers of the empire – a
concoction of emotive speeches, denouncing false pasts and
promising bright, fantastical futures… for those who obeyed. This
soldier like the other three of his escort was draped in a long
white robe and held a gilt-lance. Once these palace watchmen had
existed in harmony with the Mesedi royal guard. Since Urhi-Teshub’s
usurpation, the Golden Spearmen fulfilled both roles. These four,
like most of their elite brigade, had adopted a severe hairstyle –
shaving their scalps from the hairline to the midpoint of the head,
leaving the back half and sides to grow long to the waist.

‘If it comes near me I’ll crush
it with a stone,’ the handsome one grinned. The other three
laughed.

How does it feel? Hattu asked
them all silently. How does it feel to support the reign of a
monster? Every ingot of silver he pays you, the Gods will count.
The time will come when the balance will have to be settled.

In days past, he might have
answered them with an edge of sharpened bronze. But, weaponless,
the best he could do was eye one of their gilt spears. Still, the
more he thought about it, the more his confidence grew: yes, he had
seen forty three summers, but his reactions were still
lightning-fast and he knew – knew – that he could snatch
that spear and strike the quartet down. But what would that
achieve? He would win control of a simple wagon in the middle of
the open countryside. Urhi-Teshub would hear of it and simply kill
Puduhepa and little Tudha. This was not the moment. The fire in him
died.

They trundled onto the high
plateau-lands, and the air took on a strange tang. Hattu turned his
eyes to the south to see the Great Salt Lake, blazing like polished
silver on the horizon. The low white foothills around the lake were
barren, the air above permanently hazy with blown salt powder. Salt
was precious for preserving meats, and often teams of workers were
sent to the periphery of the lake to harvest wagonfuls of the
stuff, but few ventured any deeper towards the white foothills or
the briny waters themselves.

That was why his friends had
chosen it as their hideout.

His smoke-grey eye ached a
little and he saw it: nothing and everything. The merest of
movements on the brow of one of those hills, almost completely
veiled by the blown salt powder. Someone moving slowly like a
panther crawling on its belly, a tracker, a hunter. Kisna?
he mused. The Master Archer was once the General of the Fury
Division and a hero of Kadesh. Now? Now he was an outlaw, hiding
like a beggar. Big Tanku would be watching too, somewhere deeper in
those parched hills – for he was not small or discreet like Kisna.
If Kisna was a panther, then Tanku was a bear: huge, swollen of
heart and muscle. He too had been a hero of Kadesh, writing himself
into eternity – and losing an arm in the process. Dagon would be
with them also – Hattu’s dearest and oldest friend, once Chariot
Master before Urhi-Teshub’s rise. A man with a mind like a
freshly-whetted blade. Gorru too was in those low hills. The gruff,
loyal and incredibly-hirsute Captain of the Mesedi led the small
handful that remained of that outlawed corps.

Hattu’s heart ached for his
lost brothers. Urhi-Teshub’s cruel regime had blown them all apart,
but the bond they shared could not be broken by mere distance.
Stay hidden, bide your time, he thought as he regarded the
saline hills, we are not ready. His mind began to spiral as
he considered the armies, generals, chariots, cities, resources and
everything else Urhi-Teshub possessed. Will we ever be?

They left the Great Salt Lake
behind and soon after splashed across the Red River ford to enter
the Hittite heartlands. The ox-hooves and wagon wheels crunched and
clattered, echoing through the rocky valleys. On the twenty ninth
day of travel, they came to a range of pale-red fells. The
Fields of Bronze, Hattu mused with a sad ache in his chest. He
could not see anything of the Hittite military academy save for a
rising red dust somewhere within the range. He had gone there as a
boy to train under the watch of the great general, Kurunta One-eye.
He had left as a man, a soldier. Every so often, hectoring cries of
commanders drilling new recruits carried on the breeze.

‘Aye, do you hear that,
Prince Hattu?’ the handsome Golden Spearman scoffed. ‘That’s
the sound of real soldiers at work. No soft palace beds for
them.’

Hattu turned his head slowly to
pin the man with his odd-coloured eyes. ‘You are young. Twenty
summers, perhaps?’

‘I am a man, a man
tasked with watching you,’ the man spat back.

‘Have you ever fought in
battle?’ Hattu asked, his voice calm and even.

‘No,’ the man snapped back.
‘But I suppose you’re going to tell me your tales of war? The
Labarna said you were prone to repetitive and exaggerated
boasts.’

‘I know you haven’t fought in
battle,’ Hattu replied. ‘How do I know this? Because your eyes give
it away. Once a man has been to war, there’s a thing inside him
that changes, something that breaks – even if he meets no injury
from an enemy sword. A thing that never heals.’

‘Aye, it must have been tough
at Kadesh, watching the fray from the city walls, sitting on a
prince’s chair,’ the handsome one laughed, eliciting mocking hoots
from his three comrades, ‘while the real soldiers fought on
the plains below.’

Hattu smiled amiably, then
pulled the collar of his white tunic down to reveal a horrible,
gnarled welt of scar tissue. The laughter slowed and stopped.
‘During a desperate struggle against the Egyptian counterattack,
Pharaoh Ramesses’ war lion nearly ripped my heart out.’

The Golden Spearman’s brow
wrinkled and his face lost a little colour.

‘As I staggered through the
fray,’ Hattu continued, ‘I spotted in the distance a Storm soldier
– a man with whom I had served when I was part of that division. He
was a good friend of mine. He was lying in a heap. An Egyptian
Strongarm had slit his belly wide open.’

The handsome one gulped.

‘He was alive. The wound was
fatal, but he would take hours to bleed out and he knew it. I saw
him, saw the light in his eyes go, that thing inside
breaking. He reached into the wound, his hand disappearing as he
searched around and took a good grip of his intestines, before he
pulled them free of his belly… then wrenched and wrenched at them
like a rope, more and more coming free until they were coiled
around him in a steaming mess.’

The handsome one’s face was
white as his robe now. Same with the other three.

‘With one last yank, the
entrails ripped free of his chest tubes. A great wash of black
blood soaked the ground around him and – may the Storm God have
made it so – his pain ended as he died in that blink of a
moment.’

The handsome one swung to the
wagon’s edge and exploded in a foaming spray of vomit, flecking one
of his comrades with the filth.

‘And all the while, you and the
mighty Golden Spearmen were back here in Hattusa,’ Hattu nodded
sardonically, curling his bottom lip. ‘Brave men, brave
soldiers.’

Silence reigned for hours after
that. The tension only broke when one of the Golden Spearmen shot
to his feet.

‘We are home!’ he yelped.

Hattu stared at the bulky
massif slowly rising on the eastern horizon: a long, dominant
mountain ridge, split by the precipitous Ambar River ravine, all
wrapped in pale yellow defensive walls and fortress-like turrets.
Hattusa, the capital of the empire. The Great Storm Temple
dominated the lower parts, pillars of pale resin smoke rising from
the inner sanctuary. Every other patch of good ground or terracing
on the mountainside was crammed with flat-roofed homes atop which
potters and weavers worked in the autumn sun. The acropolis
overlooked all of this – fortified even more stoutly than the lower
town and perched like a hawk by the ravine’s edge. The Hall of the
Sun stood proud up there. Hattu eyed that lofty throne room,
recalling the dream of the royal seat, and the blood. He shivered,
drawing his cloak tighter, thinking instead of Puduhepa and little
Tudha up there too, surrounded by Urhi-Teshub’s closest men. This
only made him shiver all the more.

As they approached, Hattu cast
his eyes over the croplands between the wagon and the city. In his
youth, these fields had been green, plump and endless. These days,
they looked more like the tuft of hair at the front of a balding
man’s head. Shrunken with drought and spotted with diseased and
seedless husks. It was worse here than in Troy, he was sure. Even
Tarhuntassa, the great southern country of the Hittite Empire,
famously fertile and grain-rich, had gone from surplus to deficit.
The ever-more frequent earth tremors had swallowed up a rich
underground stream there, ripping that artery away from the surface
and denying the land it’s lifeblood.

A grim harvest, a heartland of
wraiths… Ishtar whispered in his head.

Hattu blinked hard to chase the
words away.

They rumbled up to the lower
town walls and the Tawinian Gate. Grubby-faced children and old
farmers stopped in their play and work to stare at the incoming
wagon. Before the rise of Urhi-Teshub, Hattu had been a hero of the
people, now they knew that he was not favoured by the
Labarna, and thus not by the Gods either.

Six Hittite spearmen of the
Fury Division stood watch atop the gatehouse, each crowned in a
pointed leather helm, long dark hair hanging to the chest, white
tunic cinched at the waist with a thick leather warrior belt. All
of them peered down at the wagon. Dutifully, but coldly, they set
down their leather shields and pumped their left fists in the air
in the traditional Hittite military greeting.

Inside, the wagon trundled
through the market ward, past harvested roots, berries and fruits
arrayed in bold blocks of colour; heaped grain sacks; honey, wine
and milk urns; meat, smoking on spits and mini-mountains of wool
and linen and pots of dye. The hubbub of it all washed over them:
polyglot voices – mostly Hittite, but mixed with some eastern and
western dialects as well as Assyrian and even Egyptian. The stink
of mules and oxen mingled with the delicious aroma of charred
flatbreads from the bakehouses and fermenting barley beer from the
taverns. It seemed normal for a moment, but Hattu soon sensed the
difference. The muted calls of the ebony and beryl traders. The
subdued merriness of the red-faced men lining the tavern benches.
Even the women drawing water from the trough cisterns spoke in
terse, frightened whispers instead of their usual cheerful
chatter.

A crack of knuckles hitting
jawbone rang out. Hattu’s head twitched round in the direction of
the noise. A round-shouldered wool-seller hung in the grip of two
Golden Spearmen, sagging, while a third swung again. Whack!
The trader’s head snapped back once more, blood spraying into the
air. Hattu’s stomach twisted. He realised he knew the man – he had
paid him for soft wool from which a tailor could fashion a warm
robe for little Tudha. The man had gone out of his way to make
contact with a shepherd in the lands of Isuwa, and had delivered
him the softest of fleeces. A good, honest man.

Whack!

The Golden Spearman doing the
punching stopped and strode around in a tight circle, casting black
looks at those nearby – all watching but pretending they weren’t.
‘Pay your dues to the Labarna… to the Gods – or each of you
will suffer like this dog.’

‘I have no silver to give,’ the
wool-trader wailed through swollen lips and broken teeth, blood
spotting then blossoming on the chest of his pale tunic. ‘The trade
caravans have slowed to the point where all I have is bags of rough
yarn. I said you could take that in lieu of silver or finer
materials.’

‘What use has our
Labarna for rough wool? You insult him with your offer.’
Whack!

As the trader lifted his
bloodied head, he caught Hattu’s eye. He said nothing, made no
plea… but his gaze cried out louder than any words could. Help
me.

Hattu felt his emotions
swaying, but he turned away, refusing to look. I cannot. Not
here, not now. Unfortunately, his gaze fell upon another even
more upsetting sight. With a tink-tink of chisels, three
workmen were quietly chipping away at the cyclopean foundations of
the Storm Temple’s outer walls. Hattu had to stare for a moment to
understand what he was seeing. There, an image of his dead brother,
King Muwa, was slowly disappearing, flake by stony flake. An old
mantra jigged through his mind like a dancing corpse: how do you
kill a dead man? Forget his name.

He felt the attentions of the
four guards in the wagon upon him, smiling, taunting. Shaking, he
tore his gaze from the sight. The wagon veered sharply right,
across the Spirit Bridge and up the main way, the wind picking up
as they rose from the lee of the mountainside. They passed across
the Noon Spur and the Great Barracks – the walls ominously lined
with teams of Golden Spearmen. Since the earliest days of the
Hittite Empire, there had been but fifty of these palace guardsmen.
Now, there were over five thousand, and all of them devoted to
their king. It had been Urhi-Teshub’s darkest piece of genius – to
play upon the people’s fears about the declining crops, to twist
that concern and convince them that what they wanted was not grain
with which to make bread, but an expanded corps of palace guards.
One of these soldiers came hurrying from the barracks and vaulted
aboard the wagon, muttering words of greeting to his four
colleagues.

Hattu turned away from the
five, choosing instead to gaze up the steep ramp as they climbed
towards the fortified acropolis. Up at the top the Ramp Gates were
open, but Hattu could only stare at the things hanging from the
battlements, either side of the gates. Sixteen shapes of men,
blackened, rotting, dangling by their ankles. The pale plaster of
the walls was stained dark brown behind each badly-decomposed body,
and a drone of flies rose as they came closer… along with the
horrific stink of death.

‘Mesedi?’ Hattu croaked,
instantly sickened, recognising the scraps of leather and soldier
trinkets tied within the blood-encrusted straggles of hair. These
were Gorru’s men.

‘Aye,’ purred the one who had
jumped on the wagon. ‘While you were gone, General Marok’s chariot
patrol spotted a party of the rebels near Arinna. He ran them down
– these sixteen apparently made a stand to let a handful of others
escape. So brave,’ he said glibly. ‘And this was their reward.
Before they were hung alive, Lord Sippa smeared their faces with
blood, to attract the worst of the carrion crows. They were blinded
within minutes, but they screamed on for more than a day until the
birds ripped their cheeks and tongues out. One was still alive
after six days! The Labarna is minded to leave them hanging
there to greet the Assyrian embassy when it arrives.’

Hattu, screaming inside, showed
not a flicker of emotion. As they entered the acropolis and the
wagon rolled across its carmine-red flagstones, he blocked out
every other voice in his head – the taunting words of the Golden
Spearmen, Ishtar’s insinuations – and thought only of Pudu and
Tudha. From the Hall of the Sun, a slow, solemn skirl of pipes rang
out – the herald of some state meeting. But Hattu ignored all this,
eyes locking onto the far corner of the grounds and the pale-walled
palace where his loved ones were kept.

He slid down from the wagon
before it had fully stopped and almost stumbled, then took three
great strides across the citadel ground towards the palace. But a
towering soldier stepped in front of him, barring his way. His face
was corpse-like and baleful, and silver beads dangled from his dark
hair – long at the back and cut to a severe fringe at the front. He
wore a white kilt, leather boots and just a white leather sash
around his bare upper body. At once, the spearmen escorting Hattu
saluted their leader.

‘The prince has returned,’ the
towering one muttered through his grim line of a mouth.

‘Captain Bilanza,’ Hattu said
flatly. ‘The mission to Troy was a success. I will furnish the
Labarna with the details. Just as soon as I have visited my
chambers and my family in the pala-’

‘You’ll come with me,’ Bilanza
said, flexing his hand on the hilt of his sheathed sword. ‘The
Labarna is in session with his Panku council. Scouts
informed him of your imminent return and he has called you to the
Hall of the Sun to observe the assembly.’

The air between them seemed to
crackle and spit. The workers and servants buzzing around nearby
fell silent, sensing trouble. But at last, Hattu turned a withering
look towards the great throne room. With a flick of the shoulder,
he sent Sky to flight. She headed straight for the palace and the
second-floor window of the bedroom that he, Pudu and Tudha shared.
At least they would know he was back, he thought as he turned
towards the hall and began walking.

Bilanza walked behind him.
Palace cooks saw the pair coming in their direction and scurried
clear as if avoiding a runaway horse. The hatred between them was
palpable. More, Hattu understood Bilanza’s malice. Before the
Kadesh campaign, Bilanza’s younger brother, Taresh, had been part
of Hattu’s company during a patrol. The warlike Azzi tribesmen had
ambushed him and his soldiers. Hattu had turned the day, driving
off the Azzi. But Taresh had got himself in a predicament – hanging
from a cliff edge, calling to Hattu for help. Blinded by
battle-rage, Hattu had given chase to the Azzi leader instead of
helping Taresh. The boy had fallen to his death and Bilanza –
previously a dutiful Hittite soldier with no strong feelings
towards Hattu – changed into this bitter, hateful thing. Hattu
understood his grief, all too well. Losing a brother was horrific.
He even understood what it was like to harbour a burning hatred of
the one to blame. With perfect timing, Urhi-Teshub’s shrill voice
echoed from the windows of the hall, blaring about some matter of
state.

‘I watched your wife bathe in
the palace cellar pool,’ said Bilanza quietly as they neared the
hall’s arched doors.

The words crept down the skin
on Hattu’s upper back like cold raindrops.

‘She has to be watched, you
see, at all times,’ Bilanza continued, triumphant.

‘Taresh was an honest young
man,’ Hattu replied evenly. ‘Would he be proud to hear you speak
like that?’

Bilanza half-choked. ‘That he
cannot hear me is down to you, wretched prince. Do you know how
easy it would be for me to draw my blade and slide it into the back
of your neck. Even here in the open – here in your home. I could
say there was a struggle – that you disagreed with my orders to
bring you to the hall. That you attacked me and I had no option.
None of these meek servants would dare to contest my story.’

‘If the Labarna wanted
me dead, he would have done it by now,’ Hattu replied dryly. ‘Don’t
you see? He takes pleasure in denying me things I previously had.
If I am dead then his pleasure ends. Kill me and you’ll be next to
hang by the ankles from the walls. The crows would grow fat on your
flesh.’

Before Bilanza could issue a
riposte, the two Golden Spearmen standing by the Hall of the Sun’s
entrance saluted Bilanza, and pushed the great doors open.

 


***

 


‘Let me tell you a tale of the
luckiest man I ever knew,’ announced Urhi-Teshub. ‘He was but a
lowly gardener in faraway Mitanni…’

A rapt audience listened, the
air overhead thick with myrrh smoke. Citizens from the lower town
stood in packed masses, lining the end of the hall near the great
doors. On the sides, the Hittite nobles stood in clusters –
afforded more space and being served good wine by passing servants
carrying vases with eagle-head spouts. The nobles took pride in
wearing huge copper hoop earrings and jewelled skull caps, false
warrior trinkets in their hair and brightly embroidered
ankle-length tunics strapped at the waist with equally false
charioteer’s belts. More Golden Spearmen stood like pickets,
hemming the crowds to these three sides of the hall. It seemed as
if nobody had noticed Hattu’s entrance, for all eyes were trained
on the far end, and the semi-circular, stone-carved dais there,
illuminated by pale pink fingers of late afternoon sunlight shining
in from the high arched windows. Atop the dais were two limestone
lions passant, each with one paw raised as if ready to stride
forth, and they bore the seat of Hittite power upon their backs:
the sacred Grey Throne, deliberately plain: fashioned from cedar
and cold-hammered rivets of iron. On the wall behind it glistened
another huge bronze winged sun. Upon the seat rested the usurper.
Hattu’s heart began to pound. The murderer…

Urhi-Teshub sank back into the
throne, tapping his thumbs together as he lazily regaled his
audience with his anecdote. Even now – like a cruel joke – Hattu
sometimes mistook the young Labarna for Muwa, so similar in
appearance were they. The build, the handsome, full features and
the thick dark mane of shoulder-length hair. But there was a vital
difference and strikingly contrasting parallel: Muwa had been a
good man and a fine king; Urhi-Teshub had been a dark boy, and
indeed, had become a thundercloud of a Labarna. The silver
circlet and the winged sun on Urhi-Teshub’s brow sparkled brightly
yet his eyes did not. They were dark, unreadable, like a hunter
watching his prey. He did not look directly at Hattu, but Hattu
knew his entrance had been keenly noticed.

Bilanza guided him to a spot in
amongst the cramped crowds from the lower town, then departed to
stand with his charges. A few near Hattu shuffled uncomfortably or
stepped away – some who had in years past venerated him like a God.
He knew many were merely fearful of being seen to favour him lest
they undermine the king. Still, he wondered if this was how it felt
to be a plague victim.

So it was a surprise when he
sensed the presence of someone arriving at his side. Hattu rolled
his eyes to his left to behold the plucked ostrich of a man there.
Jaru the Royal Metalsmith was old, with thin tufts of wild hair and
an Adam’s Apple that bulged above the collar of a long cloak –
black to skilfully disguise the many soot stains earned at the
smithy. But age could not win, it seemed, against the boyish,
playful look on his wrinkled face.

‘It is a fine thing to see you
back here,’ Jaru said in the barest of whispers that would never be
heard under Urhi-Teshub’s ongoing and blaring monologue. He cast a
sour look across to the corpse-like Captain Bilanza. When I heard
that four of Bilanza’s men were escorting you west, I feared-’

‘Urhi-Teshub is many things,’
Hattu cut him off with a faint whisper of his own, ‘but he is
certainly not stupid. The Trojan situation is vital to our world,
and he knows this.’ For a moment he hated himself for justifying
any of Urhi-Teshub’s actions. But sometimes it was necessary to
convince himself that it was not all just a terrible nightmare.
‘How go things here?’

Jaru’s bottom lip folded up
over the top one as if trying to cage in bad news. But the
Metalsmith was never the best at holding onto information – in
truth, he was worse than the market gossips. ‘He rules with a
bronze axe,’ Jaru replied, even more quietly than before, eyes
darting to check nobody was listening in.

‘I saw trouble in the markets,’
Hattu said. ‘Traders being beaten senseless for taxes they cannot
pay?’

‘That is just the start of it,’
Jaru rumbled. ‘You must have seen the corpses hanging from the
acropolis walls?’

‘Aye,’ Hattu said quietly.

‘He means to break any who do
not obey,’ Jaru said. He glanced towards the Hittite nobles,
laughing along with Urhi-Teshub’s story, enjoying the wine. ‘Most
of that lot are falling over themselves to flatter him. But there
was a coalition of eight, led by Ukkura – you know, the opinionated
bore who owns the house and gardens up by the grain pits?’

‘Ukkura… aye,’ Hattu said,
recalling a day long ago when he had endured the man’s unending
lecture about how to trim onions properly. He noticed, however,
that Ukkura was not amongst the nobles today.

‘During the last Panku session,
he petitioned the king on behalf of the eight,’ Jaru explained,
‘asked for the grazing lands of theirs that had been requisitioned
for the royal estate to be returned to them at least in part.’

‘Urhi-Teshub expelled them from
his Panku?’

Jaru half-cocked one eyebrow.
‘That would have been heavy-handed enough. Instead, he had Ukkura
and the eight taken to the fields, yoked to a plough and driven
like oxen up and down the fields.’

‘What?’

‘Two of them died that day –
their hearts burst under the physical exertion. The rest were taken
away that night. They’ve not been seen since.’

Hattu’s eyes darted. This was
not the Hittite way, never had been.

‘At least there was some
foundation to those actions,’ Jaru continued. ‘But when a few days
later he became annoyed with one of his messengers, there was no
basis at all. He sent him – on foot – to the north, to take a
message to the city of Samuha. No escort, no royal stamp with which
to secure shelter or fodder. Nothing. Nothing except a grand bronze
tablet, wrapped in clay. It was as big as a shield and heavy as a
door and he had to carry it on his back. After seven days he
arrived at Nerik and handed over the tablet, his back hunched,
aching and bruised, his feet blistered and bleeding. The governor
there had the baked clay envelope chipped off, then read the bronze
slab within… which contained nothing other than instructions to
despatch the messenger straight back to Hattusa, with the bronze
slab on his back. The messenger is still bedridden and may never
walk again without the aid of a crutch.’

Hattu felt a sudden and renewed
need to go to Pudu and Tudha. To see them and know for sure that
they had not been subjected to any of Urhi-Teshub’s measures. The
cage of Golden Spearmen in this hall and all those outside now
seemed suffocating. One wrong move, one poorly-chosen word…

Silently, he thanked the Gods
for Jaru – one of the very few whom he knew was absolutely on his
side in all matters, and who knew that until the time was right it
was best to play along with Urhi-Teshub’s reign.

There was another ally too:
Bani the Birdkeeper – fatter than a full moon, and one of the most
affable people Hattu had ever met. He too had held his silence
since Muwa’s murder. Bani sat on the throne steps, his shoulders
decorated with exotic birds – well-trained not to squawk while the
king rambled on.

Beside him was another, neither
ally nor foe: Kurunta, Muwa’s youngest son, named after the long
dead, one-eyed general who had trained Muwa and Hattu. Muwa and his
bride Uranda had granted the babe to the childless Hattu and Atiya
some twenty-two years earlier. While Urhi-Teshub was a near
mirror-image of Muwa, Kurunta was anything but. Emaciated, frail
and with bulbous eyes and thin hair, he was exactly what many
expected when Muwa and Uranda – cousins – had coupled. Strange how
few had cast such aspersions at Urhi-Teshub. In Kurunta’s early
years, Hattu had mostly been abroad on campaign, and so Atiya had
tried to be a mother and father to him. After Atiya had passed…
Hattu’s train of thought began to crumble. After she was
poisoned! he seethed inwardly, staring at Urhi-Teshub. His
heart thumped for a time. When it began to ebb, he looked at
Kurunta once more, sitting primly on the steps, perched on a stool
with three legs carved to look like lion’s paws. He wore long, grey
scribal robes, and clasped a damp clay tablet in one arm and a reed
stylus in the other, his eyes gazing up devotedly at the king.
Despite all that Urhi-Teshub had done, Kurunta seemed infatuated by
him. The brothers had always been close, but this was different.
Something in Kurunta had changed while Hattu had been away at
Kadesh. Kurunta had been distant and wary of Hattu ever since his
return from the war. Always glued to Urhi-Teshub’s side like this.
The question floated again in Hattu’s mind. Ally or foe?

Apart from those two, the dais
was studded with unequivocal threats, men fiercely loyal to
Urhi-Teshub – the legs of the stool upon which the Labarna’s
power rested. Behind the throne stood the awful Lord Sippa. Tall,
elegant, with a face like an eagle, his prurient disdain pouring
onto all he beheld. Sippa was Urhi-Teshub’s closest advisor, and
holder of the ancient title of Gal Gestin, Chief of the Wine
Stewards. As clever as Bilanza and twice as cruel, Sippa wore his
sharply receding hair combed back so that it hung like a waterfall
to his waist, and like the nobles, his long bright robes trailed to
the ground, strapped at the waist with one of those
artificially-aged charioteer’s belts. Muwa had once sent Sippa into
exile for his unjust cruelty. Urhi-Teshub had been quick to recall
him, perhaps because of his acumen, but also – as Hattu suspected –
because his father had years ago fallen foul of a trial instigated
by Hattu.

Then there were the generals:
Marok the Chariot Master, bald but with two false braids glued to
his temples, leader of the five-hundred strong Hittite chariot wing
known as the ‘Lords of the Bridle’; Zirra, General of the Wrath
Division, a champion and an animal, as merciless as he was rakish
with a high, tight tail of hair; and Taksa, General of the Blaze
Division, a stocky bear of a man. General Sanda too – leader of the
Storm Division – taciturn and moody.

‘The people of Mitanni
lamented, for one day their king fell gravely ill,’ Urhi-Teshub’s
monologue rolled on. ‘A gut disease that no physician from near or
far could heal. So they turned to tradition – an ancient practice
whereby the king goes into hiding and a substitute dons his robes
and pretends to be king in his place. This way, the Gods might
mistake the substitute on the throne as the ill king and smite him
with death instead. Who did they choose as the substitute but our
hero, the gardener.’

The crowds ooh’d and ah’d
dutifully. Urhi-Teshub wagged a finger. ‘The thing is, tradition
dictates that if the king recovers before the end of those seven
days, then the substitute must be sacrificed. And indeed, the king
– hidden away in a cave during his self-imposed exile – did
begin to grow healthy again after three days. Our gardener had an
appointment with the axeman the very next day. Not so lucky after
all, you might think? Well here’s the thing: the king decided to
have one last meal in his cave hideout. Hot soup thick with gourds
and legumes. A piece of undercooked vegetable became lodged in his
throat and he died in a fit of choking, on the floor of that sorry
cave. Tradition spoke once again… and the substitute was released
from the axeman’s block and became king. The luckiest gardener in
the world.’

The Hittite nobles laughed
heartily, the lower town crowds nervously.

Urhi-Teshub gratefully accepted
the applause that followed, then cut his hands through the air like
scissors, bringing the hall to silence again. ‘Now, to matters of
the state. Uncle Hattu, I heard rumours of your return. Where are
you? Come forth.’

A jabber of tense whispers
sounded around Hattu and the people stepped even further back from
him. The Golden Spearmen hemming the crowd also parted like doors,
beckoning him out into the middle of the hall floor. Hattu stepped
out, the echo of his every footstep rising to the high ceiling like
reluctant applause. As he approached the foot of the dais steps, he
realised that this was not about the matter of Troy and the warlike
Ahhiyawans who coveted their coastal lands. This was about here and
now, about power, about pride.

As if hearing his thoughts,
Urhi-Teshub’s lips twitched at either end in a badly-disguised
smirk, before he tilted his head a fraction when Hattu did not
immediately kneel.

Hattu swallowed his vanity and
stole the false king’s chance to make issue of it by dropping to
one knee. Old Ruba’s teachings flooded his mind. I laugh when I
see kings taking pleasure in watching their subjects kneel. Does it
make their own knee stronger? Does it swell anything but the false
pleasure that is self-importance?

‘My Sun,’ Hattu said, bowing
his head.

‘Rise, rise,’ Urhi-Teshub
chuckled with false magnanimity. ‘Tell me, Uncle Hattu, how it went
in the faraway west?’

‘King Priam sends his brightest
regards,’ Hattu lied as he stood again, recalling the sight of the
proud Trojan King’s pale and sweating face after discovering the
true nature of Muwa’s demise. ‘My part in the affair was small. I
merely oversaw the talks between him and the Spartan Lord,
Menelaus.’

Kurunta’s hand became a blur as
he tap-tapped the stylus on the wet clay, recording the matter.

‘The Ahhiyawans were amenable
to a cessation in hostilities?’ Sippa snapped from behind the
throne.

‘From what I could observe,
yes,’ Hattu replied. ‘But we must remember we are not dealing only
with the Ahhiyawans. The rogue, Piya-maradu, has attached himself
to their initiatives. While the word of an Ahhiyawan King is to be
trusted, the honour of that mercenary is not.’ The matter
mercifully diverted his mind from the whole issue of the stolen
throne, and his thoughts combed back over the aftermath of Kadesh,
and the huge cost of that war. ‘Priam gently reminded King Menelaus
of our empire’s closeness to Troy – in proximity and relations –
and our martial strength. However, My Sun, our divisions are not
yet replete following the great war. Some ranks are gravely thin.
We must make sure that news of our true numbers does not leak
westwards. For if-’

‘Your duty was to be present at
the talks,’ Urhi-Teshub interrupted sharply, ‘and I thank you for
your efforts. The strategy forthwith will be something for me to
discuss with Sippa, Bilanza and my generals.’

‘As you wish, My Sun,’ Hattu
said through a cage of teeth.

‘Now, take place here with my
closest,’ Urhi-Teshub said, gesturing to the throne steps as if
gifting Hattu a treasure.

Hattu silently stepped over and
chose his place carefully – beside Bani, who gave him a fat-cheeked
and anxious smile. Kurunta gazed over at him with a vacant look,
while Sippa and the generals glowered down on him from a few steps
above.

‘The next matter concerns the
west also,’ Sippa spoke. ‘Specifically the Seha River Land. In his
daily visits to the Storm Temple, the Gods have guided our
Labarna. They showed him a vision: of a rabid dog on the
throne of that wild land of woods and waterways. The dog was eating
its own pups!’

Gasps rang out across the
hall.

‘Thus,’ proclaimed Sippa, ‘we
must consider King Masturi a danger, to his own people and to us.
He is to be supplanted by his father Manapa-Tarhunda who was once
king of that land before being exiled by his elders.

Hattu could not contain his
disbelief. Masturi – one of the vassal leaders at Kadesh – was a
firm and vital ally, not only of the Hittite throne, but also
personally. ‘My Sun,’ he called to Urhi-Teshub, bypassing Sippa.
‘Masturi has ruled well and wisely. He is revered by his people.
Neither he nor his subjects want or need the return of the
troublesome old king.’

Urhi-Teshub gazed down at
Hattu, but said nothing, as if he had not spoken. As if to complete
the snub, Kurunta’s stylus pecked speedily to record Urhi-Teshub’s
decree.

‘You will not interrupt again,
Prince Hattu,’ Sippa said with a cold burr.

Hattu closed his eyes and
exhaled. What havoc would this wreak upon Masturi’s kingdom?

‘Now,’ Sippa said, moving
matters along. ‘Our Labarna wished to show his clemency
today. And so he has arranged for the pardon and release of a
once-great figure who fell into shame and disgrace. Aye, she
practiced witchcraft. Yes, she deserved to be thrown into the Well
of Silence. But today, she is free again.’

Hattu’s neck and spine tingled.
He heard the tired shushing of slippered feet from somewhere up
behind the throne. He twisted round to look, just as the entire
crowd gasped. There emerged a ghost. A woman ravaged by sudden
ageing, her rheumy and bloodshot eyes half-hidden behind a thin
cascade of wiry white hair, her shoulders bony and her body crooked
from a torturer’s rack. She stared around the hall as if she was in
a strange land filled with threatening creatures, her lips
trembling constantly like one on the verge of tears.

‘The Great Queen!’ many voices
around the hall gasped. ‘The Tawannana!’ others whispered
her revered title.

‘Danuhepa?’ Hattu mouthed her
true name. He did not believe this ancient thing could be the tall,
beautiful and proud Babylonian Princess who had married his father.
Why had Urhi-Teshub freed her? It was he who had falsified the
charges against her to consign her to the gaol in the first
place.

Urhi-Teshub raised his hands,
palms waving downwards for calm. ‘This I do because Lady Danuhepa,
my grandfather’s widow and our Great Queen, is clearly no longer a
threat, and because sometimes a king must show that as well as
powers of punishment, he also has at his fingertips the gift of
reprieve.’

The audience broke out in a
rapturous applause and cheering.

‘Power must sometimes be seen
to be believed, after all,’ Urhi-Teshub added.

Hattu felt the words hit him
like a boxer’s blows. They were aimed at him, no doubt about
it.

‘I wished this matter to be the
one which ended our council,’ he continued. ‘Alas, it is not to be.
I found out only earlier today that one within my retinue has
betrayed me.’

Hattu felt his heart freeze.
Golden Spearmen stamped up towards the stage from the wings of the
hall towards him. But they stomped past him. Bani was hoisted to
his feet, his exotic birds scattering with a flurry of feathers.
The two Golden Spearmen twisted him round to face the throne then
shoved him to his knees.

‘My Sun?’ Bani wailed.

Sippa drew out a small object
from the leather pouch on his belt. A tablet. ‘Chariot Master
Dagon, General Tanku, General Kisna,’ he read, ‘a wagon convoy is
due to set north in the coming days, headed for Arinna. It will be
heaped with quivers and bows, shields and salted meats.’

Urhi-Teshub’s eyebrows rose.
Bani’s face grew agape. ‘My Sun, you think I wrote
this?’

‘You are one of the few who can
write,’ Sippa said calmly, ‘and the document is marked with your
personal seal… you fool,’ he spat, holding the small tablet up.
Hattu glanced up and saw that it was indeed the markings from
Bani’s scarab seal. His heart plunged in despair. The birdkeeper
firmly supported the exiled generals and Hattu, but Hattu had
pleaded with him to say nothing incriminating, and commit no
inculpatory words to clay.

‘Shall I have this one strung
from the walls, My Sun?’ Sippa said quietly. ‘To rot with the
sixteen out there?’

Urhi-Teshub drummed his fingers
against his lower lip, then shrugged. ‘Allow me to think on the
matter for now.’

Sippa, disappointed, flicked
his head towards the hall doors. ‘Take him to the acropolis cells
for now.’

‘My Sun, please,’ Bani cried.
But Captain Bilanza wrenched him up by the collar and barked orders
to his guards, who marched the birdkeeper out of the hall. Bani’s
birds squawked and swooped. Two sped free of the hall doors but
one, a bee-eater, teal and gold, hovered incessantly near Bilanza’s
ear, pecking at him. With a sharp swipe of one guard’s sword, the
bird was halved. Bani’s wails only grew more pained, fading as he
exited the hall.

A rumble of distress sailed
around the hall, ending when Sippa boomed. ‘The Panku is over for
today. Move outside.’

As the hall began to clear,
Hattu tried to remain inconspicuous. All that mattered now was
getting to the palace and to Pudu and Tudha. As he filed outside
with the others, Jaru sidled up next to him.

‘I can’t believe he did
it.’

‘I told Bani to be careful,’
Hattu hissed, angry at and beset with worry for the birdkeeper.

‘No, that’s not what I mean,’
Jaru replied.

Hattu looked at him.

‘It was me who made that scarab
seal for Bani. I smashed the mould, told a smithy boy to clear up
the pieces. The youngster went missing that day. That was months
ago and I haven’t seen him since. Until this morning… playing on
Sippa’s estate, dressed in fine clothes. He must have kept the
mould pieces.’

Hattu’s heart sagged in his
chest. ‘The whole thing was a sham.’

‘Urhi-Teshub has long suspected
Bani of sending his coloured hawks out into the countryside to
speed messages to our rebel friends. He could never prove it – Bani
was too discreet. But our Labarna was not to be denied his
dark justice.’ Jaru gripped his forearm. ‘Prince Hattu,’ he said,
eyes wild, ‘you must act. For the love of all that our civilisation
once was… you must stand up to him.’

‘Tell me how. How can I fight
the king and army on my own?’

‘You are not alone,’ Jaru
assured him. ‘When you realise this, seek me out. I have something
that might help.’

 


***

 


The Hall of the Sun seemed very
different without the crowds, Urhi-Teshub thought. Without an
audience the throne was just a chair. He gazed past Kurunta,
sitting dutifully like a hound on a stool, down the steps to the
spot where Hattu had been standing: how dare he try to advise like
that, in front of so many?

‘All you have to do is give the
word,’ said Captain Bilanza, spotting Urhi-Teshub’s hot glare,
stepping forward from his position at the side of the throne to
stand before it. Sippa did likewise from the other side of the
chair. ‘I beg of you to give me that honour, My Sun.’

He smiled at the pair. They did
not understand. ‘Hattu must live, for now at least. As long as the
people see him – their erstwhile hero – obeying me, none will dare
challenge me.’

Kurunta lifted his stylus,
momentarily intending to record this statement, but quickly
realised it was not a proclamation that the Labarna wanted
to preserve.

‘Go ahead, write,’ Urhi-Teshub
said. ‘Not of what we speak, but of that which we discussed
before.’

Kurunta stared at him, lost for
a moment, before his moon eyes grew misty. Slowly, he turned back
to his tablet, and began tapping away with the stylus, his gentle
muttering barely audible. ‘When I was a boy, he hurt me every day.
He burned my skin, threw me before horses…’ Over and over he
repeated the same lines, marking them out in the clay.

The others turned to one
another to resume the discussion.

‘Perhaps you now wish to
discuss the… problems of state?’ Sippa said.

Urhi-Teshub flicked his eyes to
the tall advisor. ‘What is there to discuss? Unless you have news
about the discovery of a fresh silver seam, then the problem is
what it always has been. Captain Bilanza’s Golden Spearmen need to
be paid in this early phase of my reign.’

‘Five thousand spears do not
come cheap,’ Sippa replied.

Captain Bilanza shot him a sour
look. ‘True. Perhaps you’d like to contribute from your own
fortune?’ he grunted.

Sippa smirked at his colleague,
then replied to Urhi-Teshub. ‘Fresh silver mines would be a fine
thing, but the only silver in our lands is locked in the Soaring
Mountains, and that range remains plagued with Kaskans. However,
silver can be obtained in other ways.’

Urhi-Teshub cocked an eyebrow.
‘A march of conquest?’ He thought of the countries ringing the
Hittite heartlands. Vassals, mostly. Further out lay distant
kingdoms, ones such as faraway Colchis, where some said gold was so
commonplace that it was nearly worthless. The notion was appealing,
but he had studied the ways of war well enough to know it was
unfeasible. ‘Right now, I cannot send an army to war.
Unfortunately, Uncle Hattu was correct,’ he said, sighing, ‘about
our depleted forces.’

‘Keep your armies here in the
heartlands, My Sun,’ Sippa said, his thin lips parting in a smile
that grew more unsettling as it spread. ‘Not all wars need to be
fought directly.’

Urhi-Teshub rested his chin in
one palm, intrigued, nodding for him to continue.

‘The rogue, Piya-maradu. He has
been a thorn in our paw for many years,’ Sippa said.

‘He is a survivor,’ Bilanza
agreed, his corpse-face hardening, ‘a cockroach.’

‘He will cause trouble for the
rest of his days,’ agreed Sippa. ‘We could suffer his exploits like
everyone else… or we could bring him onto our side.’

‘He is hated by our people. He
despises us Hittites with equal venom,’ Urhi-Teshub reasoned.

‘His hatred for us is
outweighed by his love of silver. He could be extremely useful, My
Sun.’

‘In what sense?’ Urhi-Teshub
asked.

‘In the sense that, should the
opportunity arise for you to wage a proxy war,’ Sippa answered, ‘he
could be your general. Think of him as a chief miner, working for
you to discover a seam of silver.’

Urhi-Teshub cocked an eyebrow
and sank against the back of the throne. He drummed his fingers for
a time, before snapping them in Kurunta’s direction. ‘Kurunta, take
up a fresh slab of clay and prepare a message for me…’

Kurunta jolted, as if waking
from a slumber, his low mutterings stopping suddenly. He turned to
the throne, taking a blank slab of clay from his bag, eyes wide and
trained on Urhi-Teshub’s lips. ‘With pleasure, My Sun. With every
jab of my stylus, I lay down history into the clay for you. What do
you wish to create?’


Chapter
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Embers

Autumn 1272 BC

 


The palace bedchamber was empty.
No Pudu, no Tudha. The bed was neatly made, the clothing chests and
storage pots tidy and the copper wash bowl clean. But the room was
deserted. Eerily so. His fears began to grow.

Then… squaaaawk!

Hattu swung on his heel,
falling into a combative crouch, facing the bedchamber’s open
shutters. Sky, perched there on the sill, cocked her head to one
side as if he was mad. Hattu laughed, relaxing and standing tall
again.

‘They are at the Storm Temple,’
a voice spoke sharply from behind him.

Hattu’s heart surged into his
throat again and he spun round, this time raising both fists… only
to see the bald servant, apologetically standing in the shadows of
one of the room’s corners, left behind to impart this news. ‘The
Storm Temple… I see,’ he grumbled, relaxing. Pudu was a Priestess
of Ishtar, and the two places Urhi-Teshub permitted her to visit
were the small, domed Ishtar Shrine and the Great Storm Temple in
the lower town.

He planted one foot back
towards the door, set on going to the great temple, then froze.
Through the bedchamber’s open shutters he spotted Bilanza and three
of his charges standing outside, down near the palace doorway. He
knew they would not let him leave the acropolis and there was no
point in trying to reason with them. Frustrated, his attentions
turned to the clay water vase, fashioned in the shape of a fish
with a gaping mouth, resting on the bedside table. He imagined how
satisfying it would be to lift it and smash it against the wall. Or
perhaps to drop it from the window onto Bilanza’s head.

‘Princess Puduhepa said that
when she returns from the temple she intends to bathe. I have
already added hot water and scented salts to the cellar pool.
Perhaps you could wait for her down there?’

‘Hmm? Yes,’ Hattu replied
tersely.

He trudged down the stone
staircase, the events of the Panku pecking and screeching in his
mind like maddened crows. Too much to make sense of: rulings
blatantly designed to undermine his own position; others designed
to shine a golden light on Urhi-Teshub; others nonsensical,
chaotic. Threading it all was the bleak truth that even after six
moons of Urhi-Teshub’s wretched reign, he still had no plan, just a
weak ember of hope. He had been watching and waiting for
opportunities, for new allies emerging. Instead and with every
passing day, friends and supporters were being taken away, the
ember of hope dying.

He descended into the cellar –
a windowless chamber cut into the acropolis bedrock, the walls
rough-hewn and inlaid with shells, the floor polished smooth.
Dominating the room was a sunken pool, the waters illuminated by
sconces and braziers gently crackling around the sides, the surface
teal and opaque from the servant’s scented salts which exuded a
sharp, invigorating smell that reminded him of winter treks through
the pine woods. Silvery ribbons of water trickled from the mouth of
a lion head font, keeping the pool water fresh. A few copper
kettles of recently-boiled water, a pile of towels, an urn of
soapwort oil and a tiny bottle of scent rested near the pale stone
steps leading down into the waters. The scent… her scent, he
thought, crouching to unplug the stopper and inhale deeply the
fragrance of petals. The smell instantly triggered a welcome flurry
of pleasant memories. Their wedding, their first time lying
together, the first moment he saw her with baby Tudha in her
arms.

His mind blissfully clear, he
unclasped his green cloak, kilt and robe and kicked off his boots.
Like a stone, he plunged into the waters, shoulder deep. The heat
was shocking at first, then it grabbed him like a warmed glove,
gently pressing and smoothing at his lean, muscular frame.
Suddenly, he felt all the aches and pains he had been ignoring for
so long, the burning of the lion’s claw wound, the background throb
of the many other battle scars… and the dull ache in each of his
joints – wounds not of battle, but of time. Forty-three summers, he
mused once again, wryly, lifting one wet hand from the pool and
examining the slight wrinkles amongst the battle scars. In his
childhood he had often pitied men reaching their thirtieth summer.
So haggard and tired of life they often looked. He caught sight of
his own reflection in the surface of the settling pool. As well as
the grey hairs at war with the black ones, he had developed that
slight puffiness around the eyes that reminded him of his father.
‘So alike,’ he spoke aloud. ‘So different.’

With that, he slid down to
submerge himself under the surface, the warmth complete now, the
sound of rushing water a pleasant wall between him and reality.
Slowly, the thump… thump of his heartbeat rose amidst this.
He peeled open his eyes to look up through the water at the chamber
ceiling, polished smooth into a shallow dome, painted with scenes
of Tarhunda the Storm God, walking on the backs of Mountain Gods,
meeting Arinniti the Sun Goddess, walking on the backs of panthers.
The breath in his lungs seemed to last for an age, and he felt no
desire to resurface. It was a state of peace he had not known in
many months.

Like a vision, Puduhepa
appeared at the edge of the pool, night-dark hair caged in a
delicate golden headdress, her dusky, vixen-like mien mesmerising.
Blue eyes and full ruby lips uplit by the waters. So beautiful…
enchanting... In her arms she held little Tudha, chubby and crowned
with a mop of dark curls.

Hattu rose from the water like
a leaping dolphin to greet them. ‘Pudu, Tudha, my loves,’ he
exclaimed with a half-gargle.

But Puduhepa’s face did not
reflect his besotted gaze. Her nose wrinkled in ire as she spat a
reply. ‘You let him take Bani?’ The words were loud and clear as a
tolling bell. Tudha began wailing and she set him down to play with
wooden figures of sheep, goats and hens.

The blood drained from Hattu’s
face. He understood her rage – Bani had been like an uncle to young
Tudha, carving the wooden farm figures for him and, many a night,
telling him old stories.

‘And you let him wreck
Masturi’s kingdom?’ she said now in a strained hiss lest she upset
the child any further.

Hattu smoothed his hands over
his sopping wet hair, pushing it back and wringing the water from
the long tail, wading towards the edge of the pool like a
supplicant. ‘Not as big a mess as the one he would create had I
tried to overrule him.’

She noticed how he glanced at
Tudha then back at her as he said this.

With a lynx’s snarl, she spun
away, striding off towards the back of the chamber, throwing her
arms in the air and shaking her hands, her armless cherry red robe
swaying in her wake. With her every gesticulation, coils of dark
hair swished across the delicate nape of her neck, and the golden
spiral clinging to her slender bicep glittered in the sconce light.
Beautiful, Hattu thought again.

‘Don’t make this about me or
our boy, Hattu. This is about our world.’

Quietly, he waited until she
circled back towards the pool and met his eye, then replied: ‘You
are my world.’

She sank to one knee at the
pool’s edge, pointing a finger at him, the skin of her hand stained
with intricate spirals of henna. ‘And you are the only one who can
save it,’ she said confidently. ‘Ishtar walks with you. She comes
to you in your dreams. She has spoken to me at the temple. She has
foretold – since you were a boy – that this moment would
arrive.’

‘What can I do?’ Hattu stabbed
a finger towards the stone steps leading back up into the palace’s
ground floor, in the vague direction of the Hall of the Sun. ‘You
see how he twists the ropes of oppression. I have nothing with
which to resist him,’ he took her hand, stroking the wrist, ‘and I
have everything to lose.’

‘And that is your greatest
weakness,’ she said, withdrawing her hand. ‘You remain silent in
the face of great evil. When next you are absent, I could take
Tudha in my arms and leap from the acropolis walls, dash myself on
the floor of the Ambar Ravine. Then, what would there be to hold
you back?’

‘You would not,’ Hattu croaked,
ashen-faced.

‘Of course I would not,’ she
replied instantly. ‘But ask yourself: how long before Urhi-Teshub
orders Sippa to rope us by the neck and toss us from those very
same walls?’

The words conjured a vision
that nearly killed Hattu. Suddenly the waters of the pool felt like
ice.

‘You know he respects no
boundaries and nobody,’ Pudu said. ‘Those he does not kill he
crushes in different ways. I saw Danuhepa outside.’

Hattu closed his eyes and
gulped. ‘I fear that is no more than a shell in the shape of the
woman we used to know.’

‘She didn’t recognise me,’ Pudu
agreed. ‘She did not even recognise her own name.’

Hattu thought of the many times
when he was but an adolescent and he and Danuhepa had talked:
reciting Gilgamesh together, talking of her youth in distant
Babylon; and of the guidance she had given him when Father was
ill.

‘He has broken Kurunta too,’
Pudu said. ‘In a different way, but just as effectively.’

‘No, there is still hope for
Kurunta,’ Hattu insisted.

‘Wake up. Your adopted son is
under his spell,’ Pudu said. ‘Do you know that Urhi-Teshub teaches
him false histories and forces him to write and rewrite them? It is
a poison just as black as that of Volca the Sherden, one that turns
the mind to mud.’ She wagged a finger at him. ‘Already he has begun
to rob you of all you have. He means to break and humiliate
you.’

Hattu realised that everything
she had said was horribly true. ‘I ask you again. What can I
do?’

Pudu crouched and leaned
forward, scooping a hand around the back of Hattu’s neck and
pulling him towards her. Her hot, soft lips pressed against his. A
flicker of passion struck through him, but she pulled away before
it could ignite. She rose, lifting Tudha, and made for the pool
chamber doorway.

‘Where are you going?’

‘To distract Bilanza.’

‘Why?’

‘So you can go to the Dawn
Bridge.’

Hattu thought of the fortified
walkway straddling the Ambar Ravine, linking the acropolis to
Tarhunda’s Shoulder – the tor on the far side. ‘The Dawn Bridge…
why?’

But she was gone.

Bemused, Hattu rose from the
pool and towelled himself dry, throwing on his clothes once more.
Why should he go to the bridge? But then one of the brazier’s
sparked violently, startling him, like a final warning from his
wife.

 


***

 


Hattu stepped outside into a
sparring wind, dead leaves swirling and scudding past his feet.
Servants battened down hatches and barred shutters around the
acropolis ward. Bruised clouds roiled and scudded overhead, and Sky
clung to Hattu’s shoulders tightly. He padded towards the stables
and began feeding straw to a white mare. As he stroked the beast’s
muzzle, he shot furtive looks towards the northernmost corner of
the acropolis. The turret there was known as the Winter Tower.
There was a door leading inside the turret and he knew there was
another door on the far side, opening onto the adjoining lower town
battlements and leading on along towards the Dawn Bridge. Usually
that tower was well-guarded by at least three men. One to watch the
eastern countryside, one to gaze west, down into the city for any
internal trouble and one spare to allow them to rotate shifts of
standing watch and sleeping in the tower’s small bunk room. Today,
also, two Golden Spearmen were up there, their long dark hair
streaking like banners in the wind. That meant the third was
inside. Watchmen like these had kept him and Pudu penned up here
apart from the few times Urhi-Teshub allowed them to leave for
official duties like his mission to Troy. So whatever she had
planned, she hadn’t considered it thoroughly, he thought. He
stroked the horse for a while then, seeing that the guards were not
about to suddenly abandon their duties, turned to head back for the
palace, wondering what state of rage Pudu would be in when he
explained that he hadn’t gone to the bridge.

‘Gods!’ a voice cried from the
Sun Gates – at the opposite end of the citadel.

Hattu’s head snapped south in
the direction of the cry. A guard up there was pointing into the
sky. Hattu saw nothing at first, then a pale smudge in the clouds.
Smoke, blown almost flat by the wind. Trouble? No, surely not. It
had been years since the last Kaskan revolt, and any approach of
further-flung enemies would surely have been reported by the
outlying watchtower garrisons. But now he noticed something else.
The smoke was not just a grey pall anymore. It rose in thick,
curling plumes of colour. The colours were weak at first but grew
vibrant and striking. Red, orange and yellow, streaking across the
sky like… ‘Illuyanka, the Demon Serpent,’ he said, shivering with
awe and fright… then smiling, understanding.

A patter of footsteps sounded
all around the acropolis battlements, as the Golden Spearmen from
the other parts of the wall hurried from their posts to look. All
had seen the Purulli festival, held at the first spring
rains, and the traditional re-enactment fight between Illuyanka and
Tarhunda the Storm God, between evil and good. Men and women would
carry on their heads a great train of bright fabric these very
colours, with the leader holding up a serpent head made of painted
clay, carrying it towards an open plaza where a Hittite champion
would play the part of the Storm God and the two would dance and
fight. But none had seen this ethereal, unexpected version of the
evil serpent, arising suddenly and huge in form, right outside
their city and in a stormy sky.

Hattu turned to the Winter
Tower. Now the sleeping one inside had risen and was up on the
turret roof. Like his two watch companions, the third man too was
standing, mouth agog, staring south at the great show in the sky.
A chance, Hattu realised. He stole quickly over to the
tower, slipping through the door and inside the dark, quiet lower
floor. Catsoft on his feet, he crept up onto the mid floor of the
tower, then gently pressed the outer door open, slipping outside –
free from the acropolis in the blink of an eye. Out on the lower
town parapets he afforded just a fleeting glance to the south
himself. He saw now the huddle of priestesses out there in the
countryside, at the source of the smoke – in cherry red robes like
Puduhepa, casting powder of some sort on a fire to turn the smoke
those vivid colours. Puduhepa had used her time at the Storm Temple
well, Hattu realised, half-smiling and chiding himself for ever
doubting her. But what had she planned for him out here, he
wondered, turning back to look across the Dawn Bridge?

The sky grumbled as he flitted
down the steeply sloping battlement. No further guards here?
Odd, he thought. It was the same all the way along to the Dawn
Bridge, a good hundred paces ahead, and beyond. Normally there
would be three or four men posted on this vital part of the
defences. The Ambar Ravine had long been a weak spot in the city
walls, because just a danna or so east of the city, a broken path
led down into the ravine floor. Raiders could clamber down there
and splash westwards along the Ambar’s banks, right into the heart
of the lower town. For this reason the Dawn Bridge had been
constructed, overlooking the gully for signs of approaching
enemies. Indeed, every five merlons or so along the bridge’s
parapet-edge sat leather buckets, well-stocked with arrows and
bows. But no guards? he thought again.

Bemused, he walked on and
stepped out onto the stone-lined walkway of the bridge, the wind
here became ferocious, slapping and battering at him like a wall of
enemy shields. His cloak and hair streamed westwards horizontally.
Sky shrivelled into a ball near his neck. He glanced down over the
western, inner edge of the bridge – bare, with no rail or parapet.
The Ambar hissed and churned far below like a hungry tongue in a
stony mouth. Despite his years of climbing and his familiarity with
heights, there was something about this spot that had always given
him pangs of anxiety. He had fallen on various climbs before, and
was well-trained in how to break the fall by catching roots or
clutching ledges. But here there was nothing underneath him except
a few struts of timber supporting the walkway, then pure, unbroken
nothingness until those hard rocks way down there. As if to taunt
him, the wind screamed through the ravine, and the timbers of the
bridge groaned and settled. Why had Pudu sent him out here?

He glanced up at the southern
sky. The show of coloured smoke was beginning to thin. How long
would the Golden Spearmen on the acropolis walls remain transfixed
by it? For a moment, a thought flashed across his mind: if they
spotted him out here, and Urhi-Teshub heard about his disobedience,
what would happen to Pudu, to Tudha? It was like hot nails pricking
the skin at the back of his neck. ‘Enough of this nonsense,’ he
growled, swinging on his heel back towards the acropolis.

He froze. A figure now stood at
that far end, facing him, blocking his way back off the bridge. Not
giant, draped in a dark cloak, the black hood hiding the face.

‘Who are you?’ he called.

Silently, the figure strode
onto the bridge, moving fast, confidently. Menacing.

Hattu’s recent anguish about
the bridge and the empty plummet underneath swirled in his belly
again. He felt the absence of his double swords keenly, and raised
his hands, ready to grapple with this stranger. From nowhere, an
old maxim of the long-dead General Kurunta One-eye echoed in his
mind. Never engage your enemy until you are on good ground –
ground on which you know you will be strong and sure-footed. He
backed away from the oncoming figure, towards the other end of the
bridge – the good, solid ground. He dared to glance over his
shoulder… then froze again. Two more black shapes of men were
there, and striding fast towards him, their robes flailing,
trapping him on the middle of the bridge. For a terrible moment, he
wondered if this was it: his demise. Organised by Pudu? Had she
turned on him too? No! and he prayed that it could not be
true.

His head switched between the
pair and the one closing on him. Weaponless, outnumbered, he had no
chance… then he saw the flash of silver on the chest of the smaller
of the pair. A silver horse pendant. Instantly, his fears melted
away, his hands flopped to his sides and he groaned in relief.

‘It has been too long, old
friend,’ said Dagon, part drawing back his hood to reveal his
plague-scarred face – broad with a smile, his short hair hanging in
curls on his forehead. Hattu gasped, clutching Dagon my both
shoulders as if to test that he was really here, glancing past him,
off to the west and towards the Great Salt Lake where he was
supposed to be hiding out.

The one by Dagon’s side spoke
next: ‘I have forgotten the feel of paving stones under my feet,’
agreed Kisna, his handsome, hawk-like face framed by his jaw-length
hair and half in shadow. ‘Life in the salt hills is fantastic… if
you like salt. Damn, I miss the taverns here.’

‘We tried to make a brew of
salt water and wheat,’ added the giant one who had come from the
other end of the bridge. ‘But it tasted like sick mixed with
sweat.’ Hattu beheld this one, seeing now Tanku’s big, chiselled
face, scarred down one cheek. Veins pulsed on the shaved sides of
his head, and he maintained his rocky expression… until Sky hopped
onto his shoulder and pecked playfully at his face, which split
into a boyish smile.

It was a magical thing to see
them, to hear their voices, but then a terrible coldness crept over
all of that. ‘You… you cannot be here. If Urhi-Teshub’s men spot
you they will seize you instantly and…’ he glanced towards the
acropolis’ western walls and the stained remains of men hanging
there.

‘We heard what he did to the
captured Mesedi. Gorru wanted to come here with us,’ Kisna
explained. ‘But I could not let him. If he saw what they had done
to his charges then I don’t think he would have been able to
control himself. But we three had to come.’

‘How did you manage to get rid
of the bridge sentries?’ Hattu asked.

Dagon flashed a finger to the
southern sky. ‘How did you get past the sentries keeping you on the
acropolis?’ he said with a wry smile.

‘Pudu helped you,’ Hattu sighed
with a matching smile and shake of the head. ‘But she should not
have endangered you like this. You three have been by my side since
we were boys. I would trust each of you to walk through fire with
me. But here, now? You can do nothing. You are but three men when
Urhi-Teshub commands tens of thousands. ‘The Golden Spearmen, the
chariotry, the infantry divisions.’

He noticed his three closest
comrades share a look.

‘Out near the salt lands, we
crossed paths with General Sanda of the Storm Division,’ Tanku
said. ‘We were set to battle against him and his patrol, but he
declined to fight. He outwardly obeys Urhi-Teshub, but he does not
believe he is a worthy king.’

‘More,’ said Kisna, ‘he assures
us that there is a core within the Storm Division still loyal to
you.’

‘We have overcome great odds
before,’ Tanku said firmly. As he spoke, a lock fell loose from his
long stripe of hair tied-back along the top of his head. A wolf’s
tooth was knotted there – one of the many badges of honour the
giant had won. For a moment, Hattu’s heart pulsed with the notion
that it could be done… until his eyes fell on big Tanku’s left
shoulder. It was but a stump, the arm now but dust, buried
somewhere on the battlefield at Kadesh. These days his part in
battle was limited to bearing a great shield, protecting others and
swiping it at enemies like a crude cudgel. At the same time he
noticed Kisna’s face, the hood blown back a little more. Lines
clung to the sides of his eyes. He was not the young, spry archer
he had once been. As for Dagon? He was no longer Chariot Master,
and all those war-cars he had once commanded were now crewed by the
Hittite nobility, whose loyalties were plain.

‘Give the word,’ Kisna said
quietly.

The wind screamed, scattering
the wisps of the coloured smoke as Hattu’s three oldest comrades
waited for his reply.

Hattu shot a look back towards
the acropolis, thinking of his wife and boy. He saw once more the
images of that moment when he had held the dying Atiya in his arms;
blood pulsing from her lips, her eyes rolling in their sockets and
the screaming… the screaming rose from the well of memory and
deafened him here and now. A keening howl of wind seemed to change
the memory: suddenly it was Pudu convulsing in his arms and beside
her, a small, bloody shape. Tudha? His heart flooded with
horror.

‘Hattu,’ Dagon said, his voice
stern. ‘I know it is not the numbers or the hardships that deter
you. I have Nirni and young Wiyani to think of. They are cold,
tired and often hungry out at the Great Salt Lake. I will be
fighting for them just as you will be for Pudu and Tudha.’

Kisna clamped a hand on Hattu’s
right shoulder. ‘I returned from Kadesh intent on wedding Zia,’ he
nodded in the vague direction of the lower town where his beloved
lived. ‘It was not to be. Instead I find myself lying down every
night alone and on a barren bed of salt-crusted earth, hoping that
Zia has the good sense to deny all knowledge of ever having known
me. She is safe, and I go unharmed too. But is that truly
freedom?’

Tanku smoothed at Hattu’s hair.
‘It seems wrong to see you like this, in soft garb like an old
priest, with your hair long and loose like some palace worker.
Braid a lock at each temple and comb the rest into a high battle
tail. Don a coat and kilt of bronze and take up a sword. Lead us
again, Prince Hattu, and we will give our lives to right the
greatest wrong.’

Hattu’s head dipped as he
thought of his past. All those years of denying and fighting
against this moment. The Son of Ishtar will seize the Grey
Throne, A heart so pure will turn to stone. At Kadesh he had
learned it was futile to fight against Ishtar’s prophecy. More, on
the day he had returned from that faraway desert battle to find
Muwa slain and his nephew on the throne, he had resigned himself to
the truth: it was not a matter of if, but when. His head rose in
time with a dark chorus of thunder, and he nodded slowly. ‘Aye, the
time has come.’

Dagon, Tanku and Kisna rumbled
in agreement.

Hattu’s eyes flicked across
each man’s face. ‘But we must choose our moment carefully. It
cannot happen until the Assyrian embassy has been and gone.
Tensions are high between our empire and theirs, and we can
ill-afford a war with Assyria at this time of weakness and
disarray. It would be ruinous. Those talks must not be spoiled or
confused by our plans.’

All shared looks of agreement.
Like Egypt, the Assyrian Empire was also perched like a crow over
the arterial trade lands in the southeast. The Hittite tin supply
depended on those ancient roads, thus some form of harmony with
Assyria was essential.

‘Winter will come quickly after
their visit,’ Kisna said.

‘Dare we attempt this during
the deep snows?’ Tanku quizzed.

‘No,’ Dagon shook his head.
‘Urhi-Teshub will likely draw in his outlying garrisons to billet
them in and around the city over the winter. He would be too
well-guarded.’

Hattu’s eyes darted, then shot
up to the thinning smoke serpent. ‘Purulli,’ he said in a whisper.
‘The Festival of the Earth.’

Dagon understood first, a smile
rising on his face. ‘The first day of the New Year. The coming of
the spring rains. That is when we must strike.’ He tried to explain
to Tanku and Kisna. ‘The winter garrisons are traditionally
dispersed come the first of the spring rains. The festival begins
the very next day.’

‘It could be perfect,’ Hattu
added, ‘the procession of the demon serpent, Illuyanka, begins in
the countryside and wends its way through the lower town and up to
the acropolis. You three, Gorru and his men could join that train,
the bright sheets draped over your heads – is there a more perfect
disguise?’

Kisna grinned. ‘Urhi-Teshub,
Sippa and Bilanza will all be at the acropolis to see the serpent
arrive and the ceremony’s end.’

‘A three-legged stool,’ Tanku
said, making a swishing motion with his one hand as if holding a
sword, ‘chopped away in one strike. They’ll be out in the open too
– on a timber dais outside the Hall of the Sun.’ Yet the big man’s
face fell. ‘But we number so few. The acropolis will be teeming
with Golden Spearmen. Urhi-Teshub and his two lackeys will be
well-guarded.’ The big man reached over to stroke Sky with his lone
hand. ‘Worse, tradition dictates that the Labarna should
select a regiment from one of the divisions to perform a mock
battle against Illuyanka outside the Hall of the Sun. We would be
hugely outnumbered against the Golden Spearmen on the acropolis,
let alone a whole regiment of divisional infantry.’

Hattu began to sigh at the
truth of Tanku’s gloomy words, then he felt a sudden spark of
realisation – like a key turning in a well-oiled lock. He looked to
the big man. ‘General Sanda. What if one of his regiments are
chosen?’

Tanku’s head rose, his eyes
glinting with the possibilities.

‘You seem to know the patterns
of his patrols in the countryside?’ Hattu said.

The big man nodded.

‘There are still several moons
before the spring comes,’ Hattu continued. ‘You must meet with
Sanda again before then. Ask him to persuade Urhi-Teshub to use a
regiment of his Storm soldiers on the day of the procession. Think
of it: if we have one thousand of Sanda’s troops on the acropolis
on festival day, then we will outnumber the Golden Spearmen.’

‘I will speak to Sanda,’ Tanku
said confidently.

‘And I will try to make contact
with Zia,’ Kisna said, gulping as if swallowing a stone. ‘She often
helps prepare the serpent cloths, and she may be able to help us
three, Gorru and the best men from the salt lake to join the train.
There is one problem however – the ones who don the serpent cloth
traditionally do so in few clothes. The men wear loincloths and the
women light robes. We could not hide weapons.’

‘I will find a way,’ Hattu
said. ‘I need you there. I will arrange for weapons to be there for
you on the citadel grounds. Ready for the moment when the battle
between the serpent and the regiment commences.’ His heart pounded
at the thought of it. ‘The storm men and the serpent will approach
one another as if to mock-fight… then the serpent carriers will
turn upon the dais, while the Storm regiment rushes the Golden
Spearmen.’

‘It will be swift, it will be
glorious,’ Tanku said.

‘May it be as bloodless as the
Gods allow,’ Hattu added.

‘Aye,’ Dagon agreed. ‘Is there
anything else we must consider?’

Hattu gazed past Dagon’s
shoulder, out over the lower town and the hazy, windswept
countryside beyond. He remembered Jaru’s words now: You are not
alone. When you realise this, seek me out. I have something that
might help. ‘I must speak with the Metalsmith,’ he said
quietly. ‘But I haven’t seen him in some time.’

‘I hear he has been confined to
his mountain forge until he completes his iron experiments,’ Kisna
said.

‘I will find a way to get to
him,’ Hattu replied.

The four looked at one another
in the beating rain in silence.

This is it, Hattu
thought.

Tanku stuck out the meaty hand
of his lone arm, holding it flat. ‘Once we were young, and we
called ourselves the Mountain Wolves,’ he said quietly. ‘Remember
how we used to howl together – driving Kurunta One-eye mad?’

The memory sent a frisson of
confidence through them all. Hattu added his hand, then Dagon then
Kisna.

‘We dare not cry out here and
now,’ Tanku continued, ‘but – by the will of Tarhunda – the bastard
on the throne will hear us soon enough.’

Hattu felt his shoulders
broaden, his muscles grow taut, his mind sharpen. At that moment he
felt invincible. Then…

Braying laughter and a scuff of
boots sounded. All heads swung to the acropolis. The Golden
Spearmen on top of the Winter Tower were losing interest in the
thinning smoke show.

Hattu’s face paled and his
blood ran cold as ice-water. ‘Go, go!’ he rasped at
them.

The three bundled towards the
far end of the bridge. Just before they slipped from view, Dagon
halted, turning back to Hattu. ‘When I sleep, I dream of a better
future, where our families dine together, free from danger.’ He
batted a fist against his chest. ‘Today, old friend, you made this
dream seem real.’

With that, they were gone.


Chapter
4
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The Coldest Winter

Winter 1272 BC

 


The shutters of Hattu’s
bedchamber rattled rhythmically with the chilly pre-dawn wind. He
had been awake for hours, his arm around Pudu’s naked belly,
holding her in a protective embrace, feeling her warmth against
him, knowing Tudha was in his crib by his side of the bed, knowing
their bedchamber door was barred. Tense, exhausted, he kissed her
neck. ‘If I could make this room our world, I would,’ he whispered,
so as not to wake her. ‘No Urhi-Teshub, no Bilanza or Sippa. None
of his venal Golden guards.’

‘At winter’s end, come the
Purulli Festival – I live for that day,’ Pudu said tersely, clearly
not as asleep as it had seemed.

Irked, Hattu pulled back a
little. ‘The plans have been carefully laid. We need only see out
these next few months. Is there any harm in enjoying the moments of
respite?’

‘Respite?’ she said, twisting
to scowl at him. ‘How can one rest, knowing that at any moment, he
could march in here and have us dragged out to our deaths.’

He opened his mouth to protest,
when the soft padding of feet sounded from the corridor. Pudu
lifted her head, staring at the door. Hattu’s body clenched like a
fist.

Rap-rap-rap, the spear
haft clattered against the door. ‘The Labarna calls upon his
advisors, Prince Hattu,’ Bilanza snapped from outside.

Hattu and Pudu shared a look.
There was no Panku meeting due today, and in any case it was far
too early an hour for such a thing.

He rose, drew on a kilt and
boots, splashed cold water on his face at the copper washbowl and
pushed his hair back behind his shoulders. For a moment, Tanku’s
words rang in his thoughts. How long had it been since he had worn
his hair in battle knots, felt that towering confidence, hard-won
as a boy in the military academy?

Rap-rap-rap. ‘Shall I
return to the Hall of the Sun and tell the Labarna that you
decline his invite?’

Hattu grabbed his green cloak,
strode for the door and yanked it open. ‘I am ready.’

A flicker of amused contempt
became a thin smile, and Bilanza jerked his head as if beckoning a
dog.

As Hattu passed him and left
the bedchamber, he noticed a slight redness and swelling around the
captain’s left eye.

‘A token of the
Labarna’s affection?’ Hattu said dryly.

Bilanza’s top lip lifted like a
hound’s. ‘You’ll soon see.’ The captain used his spear haft like a
shepherd’s crook to guide Hattu along the corridor, downstairs and
out into the biting cold. They hurried over to the Hall of the Sun.
Hattu kept his head down against the driving wind, but something
moving on the periphery of his vision drew his gaze. He lifted his
head a little, seeing a wagon being loaded over near the open Sun
Gates. Two warriors in foreign but strangely familiar armour were
aboard. A trio of Golden spearmen helped a third onto the driver’s
berth – a man in a boar tusk helm with a thin beard and bare chest.
‘Piya-maradu?’ he stammered. As if his words had been heard –
despite the distance and the howl of the wind – the figure twisted
round and flashed a grin at Hattu. With a crack of whips the wagon
jolted to life, leaving through the Sun Gates. ‘Piya-maradu!’ Hattu
repeated, swivelling to confront Bilanza. ‘What was that cur doing
here?’

‘Nothing to do with you,’
Bilanza said calmly, waving his spearpoint in Hattu’s face. ‘If you
try to make it your business, you’ll be sorry.’

Perturbed, Hattu trudged on
towards the Hall of the Sun. The pair of guards waiting there swung
the doors open. Inside, Urhi-Teshub glittered like a sunrise up on
the throne dais, his silver circlet and golden robe dazzling in a
pale bar of early light. Golden Spearmen stood on either side of
the throne and on each step of the dais, like outspread wings, each
with their heads freshly shaved back to the midpoint of the skull,
the long locks at the backs and sides weighted with gold and silver
trinkets granted to them by their king. A modest congregation stood
arrayed before the throne – just the few hundred nobles. Once again
young Kurunta stood dutifully on the dais steps with a fresh slab
of soft clay and a stylus. But this time no Bani. The Birdkeeper
remained under lock and key in the acropolis cells. No Jaru either
– as his friends had feared, the old Metalsmith was confined to his
countryside mountain foundry.

Urhi-Teshub watched Hattu’s
every step as he took his place in the arc, then folded his palms
across the bronze sceptre to indicate that the discussions were to
begin.

As Captain Bilanza climbed the
dais to stand by the left of the throne, Lord Sippa – by
Urhi-Teshub’s right – called to the guards at the door. ‘Bring the
visitors in.’ They in turn called outside.

A buzzing song rose from out
there as the pipers on the Ramp Gatehouse puffed into their
instruments. A generations-old song of greeting. A groan of timber
sounded – the old gates opening, then a crunch-crunch-crunch
of marching boots grew sharper and closer, before a chain of Golden
Spearmen filed in, two abreast, the files peeling apart to line the
broad corridor of space down the centre of the hall.

The visitors swaggered into
view, moving along this corridor of space.

The Assyrians, Hattu
realised instantly, his stomach twisting in knots as the importance
of this meeting settled upon him. They needed no sunlight to
sparkle. Five of them, there were, each decorated like a king:
their long hair and beards were tightly and expertly tressed and
laced with glistening oil; huge glinting gems hung from their
stretched earlobes; they wore golden medallions, bright gowns and
jewelled belts, with long flowing capes that trailed on the ground
behind them with an eerie hiss, and the finest calfskin boots that
squeaked on the polished stone floor. As they passed along towards
the throne, a cloying air of sweet wax and perfume crawled over the
Hittite audience.

Hattu did not have to work hard
to pick out the senior diplomat amongst them. He walked proud of
the other four, like the lead goose in a skein. He was a little
older, and his sun-burnished face was fixed in something of a
rictus that was probably supposed to be a smile. He wore a beard
but unlike the others his was speckled with what looked like gold
dust. His robes were powder-blue and made of something that looked
softer than any Hittite garment, and embroidered across the chest
was the crest of a prowling griffin. Hattu could not help but think
of his last dealing with the Assyrians. The brutal assault of the
Assyrian army at the ford of Gargamis. Then Dagon’s scuttling of
the ford dam on his orders. Water rushing in a colossal wall,
drowning thousands of Assyrian warriors. Screaming, so much
screaming. Finally… silence. The horrible sound of victory.

Like talons, three emotions
squeezed his heart: shame, guilt… and hatred. The last one fuelled
the other two. He knew it was senseless to dislike a person because
of their origin. But he also knew there was an animal part within
every man that was capable of just that. It was unfortunate that
the few Assyrians he had met face to face had been the worst kind
of men he had ever known: torturers, traitors and cutthroats.

‘My Sun,’ the lead Assyrian
said, sinking to one knee, his voice like thick oil pouring from a
vase. Mutely, the other four genuflected.

A good start, Hattu
thought.

‘Great King Adad-Nirari, chosen
by the God Marduk, and the Goddess Sarpanit, favoured by Ashur
himself, sends you, his Brother King, his most golden wishes for
your health and the wellbeing of your family. And,’ he clicked his
bony, ring-encrusted fingers. One of the four kneeling with him
rose and ascended the dais steps, halting a respectful distance
from the throne itself, proffering two small boxes chased with
electrum. ‘He sends you these gifts.’ Bilanza took the two boxes,
opening each, scowling at the contents then showing them to
Urhi-Teshub. ‘Pellets of purple murex dye, that you may stain and
colour your kingly garments with, and terebinth resin, for bathing
or preserving your…’ he cocked his head very slightly to one side,
‘… different Hittite wine.’

Hattu groaned inwardly. At
least the envoy had managed to complete a few sentences before
throwing in a barbed comment. But all in all, it was a genial
start.

Urhi-Teshub peered down his
nose at the contents of both boxes, without taking either from
Bilanza. Next, he flicked his head, and Bilanza set these down and
brought out a padded wooden carton, finished with leather, strapped
with silver.

‘And for Adad-Nirari, I give
you in return,’ said Urhi-Teshub as Bilanza handed the carton to
the envoy, who opened it and grew wide-eyed, staring at the small
lion statuette within, ‘iron.’

Silence. The envoy’s lips moved
a few times as if unsure what to say, his hand moved towards the
statuette but stopped before touching it, as if remembering it was
not a gift for him. ‘This… this is finer even than Iron of
Heaven.’

‘Yes,’ Urhi-Teshub agreed with
a triumphant smirk, ‘yes it is. More, my Chief Metalsmith is close
to perfecting the legendary good iron.’

A look of envy and greed
flashed across the Assyrian envoy’s face, before he snapped the
carton shut and bowed at the neck. ‘My king will be most pleased
with this.’

Hattu sighed in relief. The
gifts had been exchanged and the barbed comments too, and things
were still on track.

A crow cawed then, from up on
the sill of the high windows.

‘Now, My Sun,’ the Assyrian
ambassador said, ‘if I may read to you the message which your
Brother King Adad-Nirari tasked me with bringing to you?’ the
ambassador said, producing a small tablet from a pouch in his
robe.

Urhi-Teshub rolled one hand
lazily in the air.

Taking this as a signal to
proceed, the ambassador ascended the first few stairs of the throne
dais, cleared his throat and sucked in a full breath. ‘Delicate and
vital have our respective borders been, Brother King. Your father,
King Muwatalli, before he became a God, understood this well.
Indeed it was one of his final acts to send diplomats to the halls
of Ashur in an attempt to secure an agreement, a truce, against
encroachment. To put aside the injuries and wounds of flesh and
pride that occurred at Gargamis and all those of years previous. To
establish a future without conflict.’

‘My father was eager,
certainly,’ Urhi-Teshub said with a gentle laugh. The ambassador
blinked, interrupted and flustered for it. ‘When he came back from
Kadesh all he could do was weep and moan about the fallacy of war.
I fear that in his final months he forgot that he was a Hittite!
And are we Hittites not famed for our skill at war?’

Bilanza drummed his spear haft
on the floor at this, so too did the wings of Golden Spearmen. The
nobles rumbled in agreement.

Hattu felt a cold chill on his
back. What was this? Under the slight shadow of a dipped brow, he
glared at Urhi-Teshub. Your father was a lion on the battlefields
of Kadesh. People will talk and write of him thousands of summers
from now. But he saw the delusion of battle and conquest for what
it was. He came home to try to change our world… and you murdered
him! The last words almost slipped out in a sibilant hiss.

‘Anyway,’ said Urhi-Teshub to
the ambassador, ‘what were you prattling on about? Come on, come
on, the sooner we’re done here, the sooner we can bring in the wine
and dancers.’

The ambassador’s face darkened
in embarrassment and indignation, but he caged it well, clearing
his throat once again and reading the rest of the Assyrian King’s
message. ‘I agreed to this notional truce, and have held back my
generals and their armies of mercenaries. I even had three of them
blinded for attempting to organise a raid into your Isuwan
highlands.’ The envoy paused, composing himself. ‘Yet it seems that
you do not share my convictions. Brother King, why did you let your
Mitannian vassals roll across our borders at the River Mala and
pillage my grain lands? I trusted at first that it was a shock raid
over which you had no foreknowledge and thus had no time to
prevent?’

Hattu’s brow furrowed. There
had been severe drought reported in the Mitanni lands to the
southeast. One recent earthquake had destroyed their grain houses
too, ruining wheat that might have fed thousands for years. They
were not naturally unprincipled people, the Mitanni, but the
presence of the fecund and flourishing Assyrian grain lands just
across the River Mala must have been an agonising temptation.

‘I mustered three companies of
macemen to repel that raid, only for them to spill over into our
fields again as soon as I recalled my troops to their barracks.
Months passed like this, with my force chasing and harrying the
Mitannian bandits back into their own lands while others spilled
across the river up or downstream to raid in my soldiers’ absence.
Not once during all of this did any of my commanders see sight nor
sound of direct Hittite authority trying to contain them within
their own country.’ The envoy paused again to breathe.

Urhi-Teshub stole the gap. ‘My
grandfather fought in the war against the Mitanni. We crushed them,
and back then they were an empire. Now? Now the Mitannians are
unruly beggars. Farmers and brigands. Are the Assyrian armies so
mighty if they cannot even put a leash around the neck of a
crop-stealing brigand?’ Bilanza roared with laughter, the Golden
Spearmen echoed the sound and it spread throughout the nobles in a
thunderous ripple.

Hattu felt the hairs on his
skin stand on end. Humiliating an important envoy was a dangerous
game.

But the envoy was not finished.
‘In lieu of Hittite garrisons within Mitanni lands to control and
keep them there, I took the only course of action available to me.
I assembled my northern brigades in their entirety, and the chariot
school of Ashur.’

Gasps rang out around the
hall.

‘The land shook and the river
fords sprayed as I led my armies into the Mitanni country. There I
ran down the roving brigand packs, tore down their fortifications
and established garrisons of my own in each of their main
settlements.’

The hall fell utterly silent.
Even a feather landing on the floor would have shattered the hush.
Urhi-Teshub leaned forward on his throne, his face curling in
contempt. ‘What?’ The word was like a single strike of a war
drum.

The envoy was trembling
slightly, but held his nerve. ‘This is a temporary measure, and it
has been successful in ending the Mitanni raids. I have yet to
decide whether I will withdraw my forces… or yoke the Mitanni as
permanent vassals and claim their land as crown territory.’

A rising hiss of tense whispers
filled the air. Hattu felt the cold claws of impending war stroke
his skin as he stared at Urhi-Teshub. Despite the wickedness within
the young king, he was no fool. Manage this crisis! Hattu
hissed inwardly, choosing words he would give if he was an advisor
up by the throne right now – as he had been when he was Muwa’s Gal
Mesedi. If the Assyrians were bent on war, they would not have
sent an envoy. This is the chance to avoid a conflict that might
cripple us. Appease them!

But Hattu was not by the
throne. Instead, Bilanza was, and he whispered something in
Urhi-Teshub’s ear, rather giving away the content of the whisper
with a demonstrative jab of his spear. But Urhi-Teshub shook his
head at this, took a moment to consider things, then replied: ‘Tell
me, what does my Brother King Adad-Nirari wish of me? You are here,
presumably so that we may find a mutually agreeable way out of this
difficult situation.’

Aye, Hattu thought, encouraged,
ignore the hotness in the blood. Think of the teachings of your
tutors. The lessons of empire, the tales of past treaties and ways
of managing relations.

The ambassador now seemed to be
struggling, gulping several times and shuffling where he stood. But
at last he found composure again. ‘Adad-Nirari wishes to have an
official response from you, explaining why this incident was
allowed to occur.’

‘Wishes?’ Urhi-Teshub said, one
hand resting on a knee as if about to stand. ‘It sounds more like a
demand. Brother Kings are equals, and cannot make demands of one
another.’

The ambassador sagged slightly
at this. ‘I was advised that you might respond this way, My Sun. It
is understandable, given your newness to the throne.’

Now Urhi-Teshub did stand,
rocketing up to his feet, domineering, dark. ‘What did you
say?’

‘My Sun, by all the Gods of
Ashur I mean that as no insult,’ the ambassador said swiftly. ‘Your
youth and vigour are the envy of all men in Hittite and Assyrian
lands.’

‘Then what did you mean by it?’
Urhi-Teshub said, his voice tight.

‘Your Brother King,
Adad-Nirari, suggested that this might be a matter for one more
accustomed to affairs of state, well-used to delicate situations
like this.’

‘And who might that be?’
Urhi-Teshub said, laughing – a mirth that dripped with rage.

Just as the procession of
sycophantic laughs rose in support, the ambassador replied. ‘The
Son of Ishtar. The Lord of the Upper Lands. Your uncle. Prince
Hattusili. He is the experienced hand that guides you, is he
not?’

The words felt like rocks
hitting each of Hattu’s ears, and lances spearing down through each
shoulder. The crowds inhaled in an almighty gasp. The ambassador
wore a look of genuine puzzlement. His words had apparently been
well-meant.

‘No,’ Urhi-Teshub said, his
voice tremulous with anger, ‘he is not.’

‘Urhi-Teshub rules without the
need for a mentor,’ Sippa snapped.

‘In any case, Prince Hattu is
but a burnt-out husk,’ Bilanza added.

Hattu’s hackles rose, and when
the nobles began sycophantically murmuring in agreement nearby, a
deep sense of humiliation overcame him. Say nothing. Think of
the Purulli Festival, he chanted to himself over and over.

‘You have nothing to say, Uncle
Hattu?’ Urhi-Teshub said, cupping a hand behind one ear
theatrically.

Mutely, Hattu shook his head
once.

The Assyrian envoy seemed
surprised, but did not dwell on the matter.

Hattu listened as Urhi-Teshub
gave his response to the ambassador. It was prickly and laden with
barbs: ‘Once Adad-Nirari has removed his invaders from Mitanni, I
will despatch a force to police those lands. There they will stay,
both to cow the unruly farmers… and to loose their bows upon sight
of any foreign soldier who might dare to cross the River Mala
again. If he is unsure of the prowess of my soldiers, perhaps he
should turn his ears towards Kadesh. Can he not hear the wailing
spirits of dead Egyptians from that direction?’

Hattu closed his eyes as the
Assyrian party shuffled out, the quickness of their footsteps a
gauge of their annoyance. What have you done, nephew? Those few
words were no doubt pleasing to speak, but they might echo for
generations.

‘The next matter concerns you,
Uncle Hattu,’ Urhi-Teshub said.

Hattu – startled from his
thoughts – felt the dread fingers of trouble crawling up his back.
He met his nephew’s eyes, and saw that indignation still blazed
there, stoked by the Assyrian’s comments.

‘In recent times, I have found
it necessary to keep you stationed here. I find your presence…
useful. But as such, it means that those sacred northern cities
over which you hold governorship – Nerik, Zalpa and Hakmis – go
untended.’

Hattu’s eyes narrowed.

‘Yes, there are able
administrators there, but we need better than that, Urhi-Teshub
continued. ‘We need someone of your calibre up there to drive the
regeneration of the northern trade routes and to keep the Kaskans
in check.’

‘With respect, My Sun, I would
gladly take up that mantle once more,’ Hattu replied. The very idea
that his nephew might permit him to go to Hakmis seemed unreal… but
perfect. He thought of his home there. A villa where Pudu and Tudha
could be safe. He thought of his many friends there too – not least
old Benteshina of Amurru, who ran a healing house in the city.
There, he could make sense of things, of the chaotic decrees, of
Piya-maradu’s visit here. ‘Perhaps if I was away from your capital
it might be better for all parties. For then you would be rid of me
during discussions of state.’

‘You do have a habit of
speaking out during such meetings,’ Urhi-Teshub mused. ‘You need to
learn your place. However… the best place to do that,’ he said,
jabbing a finger towards his feet, ‘is here.’

Hattu said nothing, as his
momentary dreams of respite in the north crumbled to nothing.
Bilanza laughed openly behind him. The nobles glanced at him in
cloying pity.

‘But what of the untended
north?’ Urhi-Teshub continued. ‘Well, I have decided to rearrange
matters. Thus, Lord Sippa, my trusted advisor, will take over your
titles as Governor of the Upper Land. Hakmis will be his base of
operations, and I have no doubt that he will have the region
thriving again soon.’

As Urhi-Teshub spoke, Sippa
stepped out from the side of the throne to dip to one knee before
Urhi-Teshub then rose and turned to take the acclaim of the small
crowd.

Hattu felt each clap and cheer
like a slap and an insult. He thought of his adolescence and the
great battle to win the north from the Kaskan tribal league. He and
the Hittite Divisions had fought like lions to claim back that
sacred land and, proud as he was to be named Governor of the Upper
Lands, he had known fully that he had deserved the title. Sippa?
Sippa had done nothing but claw his way up and into the royal
court.

As the acclaim faded, Hattu
realised that Urhi-Teshub and Sippa were both staring at him,
embryonic smirks balanced on their lips.

‘More, Sippa will henceforth
take control of the Fury Division. They will escort him north and
establish a permanent billet there, garrisoning the northern cities
and patrolling those lands. You, Uncle Hattu, will pass on the
tablets and seals that Sippa needs in order to govern the north. He
will require the keys to your home in Hakmis too – for now it will
be his. You will see to these things, I trust?’ Urhi-Teshub said,
theatrically cocking one ear in Hattu’s direction.

Hattu swallowed the red-hot
stone of pride in his throat. ‘At once, My Sun.’ May the Gods
bring winter’s end tomorrow… he thought privately.

Urhi-Teshub relaxed back into
the throne, running his tongue around the inside of his mouth, like
one engrossed with a puzzle. ‘Excellent,’ he said, his tone and the
look in his eyes not matching the sentiment. ‘But do not leave us
straight away,’ he continued. ‘I have more matters that I was going
to deal with personally but… the events of the morning have made me
think that instead you should witness them too.’

The Hittite King rose, and all
others dipped to one knee as he did so. Hattu was last to do so.
Urhi-Teshub breezed past and left the hall, Kurunta and a troop of
Golden Spearmen accompanying him. Like sheep, the nobles followed.
With a bump of Bilanza’s spear haft, Hattu reluctantly followed
them. Kurunta swerved away from him, placing himself on the far
side of the group, shooting Hattu fleeting dark looks. Why?
Hattu longed to shout.

Urhi-Teshub led the group
through the battering wind, down the main way into the lower town.
A hot aroma of baking bread spiced the air as they went.
Water-carriers, traders, priests and tavern-keepers all leaned from
doors and the shelter of porches, faces wide with awe at the sight
of their king, but tinged with fear too – especially at the sight
of Bilanza and his soldiers.

Hattu had heard the rumours.
The people in these parts were disappearing in the night. At first
he had hoped they were fleeing the city – but he knew how well the
gates were watched, chained and sealed with clay every night, so
how could they escape? One evening he had stolen up onto the
acropolis walls to watch the lower town and see for himself. It had
started with a low murmur of voices from the Noon Spur. From the
Great Barracks perched on that terrace, Captain Bilanza had
emerged, leading a party of a few dozen Golden Spearmen. General
Zirra of the Wrath Division was with them. He had watched as they
flitted down this very same way then veered into the lanes of the
slum district. Silence… then a short scream, quickly muted with a
dull thud. A child crying, suddenly cut short. Another silence,
then Bilanza and his cadre re-emerged from the lane carrying a
heavy, blood-stained sack. He watched three such swoops on the
quiet homes of sleeping citizens, his soul blackening with shame at
his impotence in the matter. Urhi-Teshub’s enemies were being
steadily and silently eliminated. Pudu was right: winter was not
yet over – many nights within which he, Pudu and Tudha might be the
ones who disappeared.

‘Move,’ Bilanza snarled,
jabbing Hattu forward, snapping him back to the present. They were
at the lower town walls now, just inside the Tawinian Gates. He
followed the rest up onto the gatehouse walkway. Here they had a
perfect vista of those feeble croplands. In this cold season, the
fields were mainly fallow or sprouting with pale winter crops.
Workers spotted the region, gathering up sacks, hewing new tools
and driving oxen and mules into barns in preparation for the worst
of winter. An old man and a young boy were busy preparing a bee
house to insulate the colony from the coming coldness. The older
man wrapped yarn around the sides of the hive, while the boy, gaunt
and short-haired, wearing just a child’s kilt, was stacking up
chunks of golden honeycomb in a basket. Hattu recognised them,
grandfather and grandson, he was sure.

A gruff shout echoed across the
fields. Two Golden Spearmen had peeled away from the watching group
and exited the Tawinian Gates and were now jogging across the
fields towards grandfather and son.

‘Captain Bilanza was returning
from a patrol yesterday, when he was assaulted,’ Sippa explained.
Kurunta tapped away on his tablet, recording the speech.

Hattu glanced again at the
captain and his swollen eye. Why was he smiling?

‘Seize him,’ Sippa called to
the pair of spearmen.

Hattu’s heart fell into his
boots. The old man tending the beehive was as good as dead. But no,
the pair instead grabbed the boy. ‘Grandpapa!’ he squealed as they
lifted him from his feet.

The old man creaked round, his
face agape. ‘No… no!’

Deaf to the old one’s pleas,
the pair of spearmen brought the lad closer to the walls to face
Urhi-Teshub and his council of nobles. A thin crowd of workers and
citizens had gathered nearby. Even the usual contraflow of people
coming and going through the gate had stopped. Close enough to
watch without being too close, some pretending to be doing other
things.

‘This young wretch threw a rock
at Captain Bilanza as he passed through the croplands,’ Sippa
explained. ‘The Labarna’s palace guards are defenders of the
Gods themselves. To abuse them is to spit at the Gods.’

Tears streamed down the boy’s
face now, spotting on his grubby, bare and feeble chest. ‘It was
Bilanza who tied the rope around my father’s ankles,’ the lad
screamed, his tearful gaze turning up to look at the acropolis
walls, looming high behind the king and his nobles, and the
skeletal cadavers still hanging there.

Sippa smiled as if talking to a
beloved child. ‘And it was me who instructed Captain Bilanza to do
it. Your father was a traitor. He deserved to die.’

‘Then you too are a murderer!’
the boy screamed.

His grandfather, ashen-faced,
tried to clamp a hand over the child’s mouth. ‘Please,
Labarna, Lord Sippa, Captain Bilanza – accept my apologies
for my grandson’s words and actions. It will not happen again.’

‘No,’ said Sippa, ‘it won’t.’
Calmly, he flicked his head to one side, and the two Golden
Spearmen holding him read the signal. One kept the boy in his
grasp, while the second picked up a nearby spade and began
digging.

Hattu felt the burning
injustice rise through him, onto his tongue. He knew Hittite law
inside out. This was not right. ‘He is a child,’ he pleaded.

Urhi-Teshub turned his
attentions towards Hattu. Sippa and Bilanza too.

‘He is too young to be
executed, buried, whatever end you have in store for him. It is in
the sacred tablets,’ Hattu flashed a hand towards the scribal house
on the slope up towards the acropolis.

Sippa stared coldly at Hattu
for a time. Then: ‘he is right,’ he admitted.

Hattu frowned. Why was Sippa so
calm?

Sippa raised a slender, long
arm, the sleeve of his patterned robe sliding down, as he pointed
at the grandfather, then snapped his fingers. ‘Take off your
tunic.’

The grandfather, shaking,
stammered: ‘Wha… why?’

The digging Golden Spearman
held up the spade like a weapon, ending the old man’s protests.

Shakily, the grandfather pulled
his tunic over his head and held it out, waiting for someone to
take it.

‘Now dress the boy in it,’
Sippa commanded.

Unsteady on his feet, the
grandfather hobbled over and, trembling, slid the tunic over his
grandson’s head. The garment was grossly oversized.

Sippa turned to the crowd of
nobles. ‘Now the boy wears an adult’s clothes, and thus he can be
executed… as a man.’

The two Golden Spearmen now
grabbed the boy and lowered him into the freshly-dug hole. When the
grandfather wailed in torment and feebly tried to pull his grandson
free, one of the spearmen whacked him in the jaw, knocking him out
cold, then speared down into his chest.

Kurunta, recording everything
up until now, froze at the sound of the old man’s death rattle, his
stylus hovering just above the blank section of his clay tablet. He
stared at the dead man for a moment. Then, suddenly, his gaze fell
to his tablet and he began writing at an incredible,
woodpecker-like speed, murmuring to himself. ‘When I was a boy, he
hurt me every day. He burned my skin, threw me before horses…’

It seemed to Hattu that the
strange words were a shield of some sort – a bubble into which his
adopted son could retreat. A sob from the child ripped his
attentions back to the goings-on outside the walls. The two Golden
Spearmen were now shovelling earth into the pit, with the crying
child standing in there, terrified. Hattu felt wretched, alone,
unarmed, unable to defend the boy or even attack his accusers. They
buried him up to the neck, patting the earth around him to leave
his head sticking proud of the earth like a cabbage.

Again, Sippa raised and waved a
hand. Now a rumbling sounded and a snap of whips. Oxen lowed from
somewhere behind a bend in the walls. Two beasts emerged into
sight, towing behind them a bronze plow – a mighty harrow that
brought thick folds of wet earth up in its wake. Another Golden
Spearman drove the two oxen with lashes of the whip.

Hattu, frozen with disgust, saw
the plow veer towards the boy’s head. The lad’s screams grew shrill
and then…Hattu swung away, his ears assaulted by the dull crack of
skull and wetness released from within.

In the silence that followed,
Kurunta’s strange mumblings droned on and on as he wrote and
overwrote the same lines again and again at furious speed.

‘Let that be a lesson,’ Sippa
crowed to the townsfolk furtively watching on. ‘A lesson to any who
are minded to insult our Labarna or any of his heroes. You
will pay with your lives, and your loved ones too.’

Yet the echo of the words, the
direction, the tone. All of it was aimed directly at Hattu.

 


***

 


The dark halls of sleep lay
quiet for a time. But the darkness began to brighten and Hattu fell
into the dream as if it were reality. He found himself kneeling on
the floor of black stone again, the throne dais ahead, ghostly in a
seam of dire light, the royal seat occupied by Urhi-Teshub. His
nephew’s face was hidden in shadow.

‘Here again, Uncle Hattu?’
Urhi-Teshub said, rubbing the arms of the chair as if they were the
thighs of a concubine. ‘You thirst for this seat, do you
not?’

Behind him, he heard Ishtar
landing, sensed her eyes upon his back.

‘Come, then, Uncle Hattu. Do
what you think must be done,’ Urhi-Teshub purred. ‘I have no
guards. I am unarmed.’

Hattu sensed danger… and the
closeness of opportunity. He shook as he tried to control his
runaway thoughts: Kill him! a chorus of voices screamed in his
head.

‘Atiya died like a rabid
dog, foaming at the lips, howling and moaning,’ Urhi-Teshub
said.

Hattu’s mind fell utterly
silent. Like a sprinter, he sprung and raced up the steps. Reaching
up to his shoulders, he grabbed for his twin swords – present and
sheathed on his back in this dream ether.

His nephew lifted his head so
the grey light revealed his wild grin. ‘Yes,’ Urhi-Teshub purred,
‘kill me!’

The blades came together like
shears around Urhi-Teshub’s neck. Blood showered Hattu. Hot,
stinking pulses of it. Blinking, spitting, he stared at the empty
throne, masked in crimson. Then at his hands and swords, dripping
red.

‘So much blood,’ Urhi-Teshub
remarked, standing a short way away from the throne, smirking.
‘What have you done, Uncle Hattu?’

Hattu glanced at the
impossible, unharmed figure, then at the blood soaking him and the
throne dais. ‘No, how can it be? Whose blood is this?’

He saw the heap lying by the
side of the throne now. Cherry-red robes, soaked in blood, the
woman wearing them sheltering a child. Both dead.

 


He woke with a start, sitting
bolt upright. The thick woollen blanket slid down from his torso,
and the biting cold pecked at him. At once his head snapped to the
small cot and Tudha, sleeping soundly, then to Pudu, slumbering
too. Agitated by the terrible dream, he rose, naked and shivering.
The night chill seized him like a deathly hand. Even still, he
thought, drawing on his cloak, it was preferable to that dream.
Quietly, he unbolted the shutters and opened one. Outside, snow
drifted silently and diagonally through the dim light of the
torches carried by the citadel’s night watchmen, piling up on the
ground past chest-height. Even the walltop walkways were pillowy
and hidden apart from the narrow lanes dug by sentries. The
whiteness also clung like plaster to the vertical faces of the
defences. He saw one Golden Spearman on the northern tower shaking
uncontrollably, despite wearing several layers of wool. Hittites
were famous for their ability to endure the severe weather of these
highlands, but this was the coldest winter Hattu had ever known. It
turned his mind to his friends out in the wilds with no proper
shelter. Quietly, he lifted a spare blanket and draped it over
Pudu, then did the same with young Tudha. Ever so slowly, he
unbolted the room door and stepped out into the upper floor
corridor, then turned to the windows. There, the high shutters on
the landing lay open, giving a splendid view of the lower town. The
houses were humps of white pricked with orange glows of fires and
tallow lamps within. He gazed on out over the snow-cloaked western
countryside, including the farmlands and the alder woods. Beyond
that, deep banks of snow blocked all the major passes. In these
depths of winter, Hattusa was but an island in a sea of white.
Could there be a way to get supplies and warm clothing out to
Dagon, Tanku and Kisna?

The thought brought the dream
back to him and he felt ill at ease once more. Still over a moon
left until the spring rains and the Purulli Festival. One wrong
move could spell disaster for his loved ones. ‘And Hittites should
always heed their dreams,’ he drawled the ancient mantra. Had it
been a foretelling that attacking Urhi-Teshub would lead to
disaster for his family? Or a warning that he must find a way to
evacuate them from the city? Or, he wondered, if it meant that he
was destined to find tragedy whichever way he turned.

‘Where are you now, Goddess?’
Silence. ‘I should have listened to Priam. You are but fleeting
thoughts in the heads of men. You are not real!’ he snarled.

When he heard a floorboard
creak behind him, it sent the fear of a thousand gods through his
veins. He spun round and half-staggered, only just catching himself
from pitching backwards out of the open shutters. The shadow of a
tall, twisted woman swayed slowly towards him.

‘Ishtar speaks tonight?’ the
shadow said in a frail voice.

‘Lady Danuhepa?’

She stepped closer, the strange
uplight of the snow outside making her seem even more ravaged by
age, and by her years inside the Well of Silence. She stared past
him in the way he had seen blind people do. Danuhepa was one of the
few people he had told of his dreams, and of the Goddess.

‘In the past, you assured me
you would help me solve her riddles,’ he said.

‘And now I have the answer: she
is the riddle that cannot be solved. I prayed to her in the days
before I was tried. She offered me a choice.’

‘A poisoned choice, no doubt,’
Hattu rumbled.

A shadow of a smile passed
across Danuhepa’s face. ‘To shout aloud from the rooftops of
Hattusa about young Urhi-Teshub’s dark mind and darker deeds, and
watch the Hittite Empire collapse in on itself in a flurry of
recriminations. Or to hold my silence, to accept his vices, in the
name of stability for the Hittite realm. I chose the latter. I
chose poorly.’

Hattu took one of her hands. It
was ice-cold so he squeezed it to give her some of his warmth, and
guided her to sit on a bench near the shutters. ‘What was it like,
in the underground gaol?’ he asked quietly. He had only ever heard
about the depths of that place.

‘What do you mean?’ she said
with an unsettling smile. ‘Look around you, we are inside it, here
and now.’

Her absolute conviction chilled
Hattu to his core. ‘We are not in the Well of Silence, Lady
Danuhepa,’ he said. ‘We are in the palace of Hattusa. The home you
once shared with my father.’

Her brow crumpled. ‘No, I
must be in the gaol. For nobody has ever escaped. Believe
me, I have tried. There is no secret passage, no master key, no
blind spot in the watch. Once you enter this well, you live out
your days and die here.’

‘Look around you,’ Hattu said
softly. ‘He ordered your release.’

‘I understand what has
happened,’ she smiled weakly, looking around the dark palace
corridor. ‘I have simply grown skilled at conjuring images of
different places in my head. If you work out how to live in those
corners of your mind, switch off everything else and block out the
horrors going on around you, it can be pleasant enough. That is
where we are now, Hattu.’

‘No, listen to me, open your
eyes. You are free. More,’ he dropped his voice to a
whisper, ‘the Labarna’s grim reign will not last much
longer. Things will soon get better. Come winter’s end.’

Danuhepa’s gaze suddenly grew
focused and trained on his. ‘But Prince Hattu… some winters never
end.’

She rose and drifted off down
the upper floor corridor, the floorboards gently creaking under her
unsteady footsteps.

Hattu closed the shutters, but
he had never felt colder.

 


***

 


A moon passed in a blizzard of
cruelty, the nights threaded with the sound of Captain Bilanza’s
death squads, the days bruised by the bronze-fisted rule of
Urhi-Teshub. His regular Panku sessions became less about the
running of the state and more about recriminations and reprisals,
each one weeding out a person who had offended the king even in the
most unintentional or trivial way. The palace scribe who brought
him olives, pitted, only for Urhi-Teshub to bite into one and crack
a tooth on a piece of stone that had accidentally been left in, was
sent north through the snows to Sippa’s new seat of power at
Hakmis. He had to do it with a huge tablet strapped to his back.
Unlike the other who had previously been tasked with a horrible
journey like this, he did not have to suffer the return trip. For
Lord Sippa had ordered the tablet envelope chiselled off before
calmly asking the shamed scribe to read the message.

‘The Labarna greets
noble Sippa, Lord of the Upper Lands,’ the freezing, malnourished
scribe boomed, eager to please in hope of a good, warm bed in
Hakmis for a few nights. ‘Please accept this scribe as my gift to
you, he continued, slowing a little, confused. ‘You were looking
for subjects to test your new… your new…’

‘Is there a problem, scribe?
Read on. Do not anger me.’

Shaking madly now, the scribe
said: ‘your… new…twisting device. K-Kill him with this and, and,
a-and send me back a report.’

Hattu had overheard the whole
sorry tale as a drunken band of Bilanza’s men had recited it one
night near the Great Barracks.

There was another noble who had
followed Urhi-Teshub’s regime obediently. But then one night he was
overheard griping about the king. The next morning the man awoke to
hear shouting. Scouts and Golden Spearmen with dogs on leashes were
roving across his snowbound country estate. ‘Trouble?’ he asked,
stepping out into the cold in his sleeping robe.

‘Yes,’ Bilanza grinned,
bounding through the snow towards him. ‘A farmer was found dead,
two danna back there. We’re looking for his killer.’

‘I’ll rouse my slaves to help
you search for the killer. Can I make you some hot root brew? Or
feed you, perhaps? I have some salted partridge.’

‘Oh no,’ Bilanza smiled. ‘We’ve
found our culprit. As ancient law states: walk three danna in every
direction from the body. Whoever owns the nearest estate is the
killer.’

‘What?’ the nobleman
quailed.

‘And don’t worry about the
food,’ Bilanza continued, crouching to untie the slavering
mastiff’s leash. ‘You are the food.’

The man had died in the jaws of
a frenzy of starving dogs, who ripped his body to pieces and left a
dark stain in the snow.

One morning in the final month
of winter, Hattu sat by the old stone pool in the citadel grounds.
The snow had retreated, leaving just patches here and there, but
the air was still viciously cold. Sky rested in his lap, so weak
these days that she was struggling to walk, let alone fly. His mood
was foul.

So it was a fine thing when a
palace official – a girl who did not look him in the eye – came
past him, carrying a heap of cloths. ‘Have you heard?’ she
said.

Hattu cocked his head round to
look at her. Still she kept her head down.

‘The Purulli Festival will be
special indeed,’ she added.

Hattu’s mind sharpened like a
knife.

‘For my father has been given
the honour of leading the parade regiment in the final battle
against the demon serpent.’

Hattu’s heart pounded. ‘What is
your father’s name?’

‘Sanda,’ she said quietly.

He stared at her. Tanku had
done it. His mouth dried up like a dead toad as he said to the
girl. ‘Thank you.’

She left as discreetly as she
had approached. Hattu’s skin tingled. Streaks of hope and horror
raced up and down his back. This was it. Ishtar’s prophecy would be
fulfilled… but justice would be done, and that was the greater
need. His mind tumbled round and round, his train of thought
tumbling off the tracks and barrelling down a hillside. What else
needed to be done? Would Sanda’s men be reliable? Would they be
enough?

From nowhere, he recalled old
Jaru’s appeal on that autumnal day of his return from Troy: seek
me out. I have something that might help. He had been given no
unescorted leave from the acropolis since then, so the Metalsmith’s
appeal had gone unfulfilled. Nor had Jaru come here, and so Hattu’s
concerns for the old man were beginning to grow arms and legs.

He heard joyous cries, clashing
with his disposition.

‘Rejoice, Birdkeeper, for the
Labarna grants you freedom!’

‘Bani?’ Hattu croaked. The
royal birdkeeper had been locked in the acropolis cells and all but
forgotten over the winter. From the cell house, Bani emerged, face
agape with relief. He had lost a lot of weight during his time in
the cells, but that mattered not.

Hattu rose from the stone edge
of the pool, still cradling Sky, mouth spreading in a smile,
thinking of the birdkeeper’s many methods and potions for easing
the pain of old or injured birds.

But before Hattu had even taken
a single step towards Bani, Captain Bilanza strutted into view.
‘Come, come, bird-man,’ he said, beckoning the birdkeeper towards
the battlement steps. Kurunta trailed behind Bilanza, recording
everything dutifully as always,

‘Take him to an asu
healer,’ Hattu shouted. ‘He needs to be examined after so long in
torpor.’

‘He needs no asu,’
Bilanza replied without looking at Hattu.

‘It is true, Prince Hattu, I
feel wonderful,’ Bani called back towards Hattu. ‘They told me last
night I would be freed. I barely slept. I only hope my birds have
been well looked after in my absence.’

‘Up here, bird-man,’ Bilanza
said, halting halfway up the battlement steps and turning back to
beckon him.

Bani followed obediently.
‘Perhaps we will eat together later, Prince Hattu? You can fill me
in on everything that has been going on since I entered the cells?
I will sing for Tudha tonight.’

‘Bani, hold on,’ Hattu shouted
after him, but Bani was oblivious, wandering up the steps and along
the acropolis battlements. So Hattu jogged up in his wake, then
strode speedily along the walkway to catch up. He saw Bilanza
waving Bani over to the Winter Tower, disappearing inside with
Kurunta in tow. They emerged on the roof. Hattu jogged up the steps
onto that platform too, just in time to see Bilanza scoop an arm
around the small of Bani’s back and propel him forward. The royal
birdkeeper squealed, stumbled and staggered, unable to control his
pace, whumped into the northeastern parapets then doubled over,
plunging out and down into the Ambar Ravine. His screams were
terrible and lasting, before they ended with a stark and echoing
crack, somewhere on the rocks down below.

Kurunta froze, eyes growing
wide as moons, lips shaking. Seeing Hattu emerge onto the roof in
time with the terrible noise, he backed away to the opposite corner
of the towers and dropped his gaze to his tablet. With a blur of
hand and stylus, he began rattling out his odd mantra. ‘When I was
a boy, he hurt me every day. He burned my skin, threw me before
horses…’

Hattu staggered past Kurunta,
halting a few paces from Bilanza. ‘What have you done?’

‘Exactly what my king asked me
too. You’d be wise to do the same,’ he grinned, nodding at a point
behind Hattu’s shoulder.

Clapping sounded from that
direction. Hattu turned slowly to see Urhi-Teshub standing watching
from a window of the palace. Not just any window… his
bedchamber window. Behind him, Hattu could see Pudu and Tudha in
the bedchamber, she hugging the boy close. ‘Wonderful… and poetic,’
Urhi-Teshub marvelled, calling over to the tower through the open
shutters. ‘The prattling bird man flew at last. Though I fancy he
plummeted like a rather fat stone.’

‘Why?’ Hattu gasped. ‘He was
harmless, and hugely skilled. The empire’s messenger birds all came
from his aviary.’

‘The fool was sending messenger
hawks to the rebels,’ Bilanza snorted.

‘You had proof?’ Hattu
challenged him, turning the challenge to Urhi-Teshub.

‘I didn’t need proof. I could
see it in his eyes. He didn’t respect me,’ Urhi-Teshub said, his
humour fading. ‘He always pretended to do as I asked, but often I
think he secretly delayed or botched certain things.’ He examined
his fingernails. ‘Now, Jaru the Metalsmith…’

Hattu’s blood chilled.

‘…has long been mired in
experiments that he once claimed would yield good iron blades,
harder even than the best bronze. How much longer is he going to
take? I am beginning to worry that he and Bani had a lot in
common.’

‘Only in the level of their
respective skills were they similar.’

Urhi-Teshub’s eyes seemed to
pin Hattu. ‘He promised me good iron, and I will have it! Perhaps I
should go to his wretched foundry and remind him that time is
not on his side’ He flexed and unflexed his fingers. ‘But
time is a precious commodity for me also. I have much to organise
in the city. Even delegating religious processions to the priests
takes up whole mornings.’

Hattu’s heart pounded madly.
‘Then send me. I will leave at once,’ he said. ‘I can run there in
less than one hour.’

Urhi-Teshub regarded him for a
time. ‘Perhaps…’ he nodded to himself a few times. ‘However, the
rebel generals are at large somewhere out there, and they are
dangerous.’ He left the twin-insinuation hanging for a time. ‘So
you should have an escort… for your protection. Captain
Bilanza?’

‘My pleasure,’ Bilanza
grinned.


Chapter
5
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The Grey

Winter 1271 BC

 


A wintry wind skirled around
them as they trekked across the frosty countryside. The low sun
gave little warmth, and an ethereal Wolf Moon still hung high in
the blue dome of noon sky. Hattu led, with Bilanza and three of his
charges following closely.

‘This is all a game to the
Labarna, you know,’ Bilanza said. ‘All games come to an end.
Bani’s certainly has!’ He roared at his own joke, and the three
with him joined in.

Hattu walked in silence. With
his every step, he recalled times past spent with Bani. Winter
nights by the palace hearth, he, Bani, Danuhepa and Muwa laughing
and telling old stories. Summer feasts with venison and wine, and
Bani’s terrible singing! The day when Bani had shown him how to
mend a bird’s broken feathers. Then, there was that thing with the
ducks…

‘Did you know that Bani once
bred wild ducks?’ Hattu said over his shoulder.

‘Eh? What of it?’ Bilanza
snapped at the apparent non-sequitur.

‘He made a mistake,
accidentally breeding too many of them – more than he had room for
at the aviary.’

‘Fat fool,’ Bilanza scoffed,
the three Golden Spearmen aping the laughter once again.

‘One summer, when Taresh was
home on furlough, he took three of the ducklings in, made straw
beds for them to keep them warm.’

Bilanza’s laughter stopped
dead. ‘How dare you talk of my brother.’

‘I didn’t know your brother
well, Bilanza, but I never saw him happier than that year when he
returned to the military academy. He talked of the ducklings as if
they were his children and of Bani like an uncle.’

Silence bar the keening
winds.

‘I will not warn you again,’
Bilanza growled. ‘My spearpoint is a short jab from your back, and
out here…’

Suddenly, a great boom
echoed across the land, and a puff of acrid, warm air hit them.

‘Halki’s hairy balls!’ a
familiar old voice exclaimed from up high.

All heads craned up to the
mountain ahead: tall but with a flat summit, robbed of its peak
years ago by one earth tremor and cloven from top to base more
recently by another. The cleft was narrow as a doorway and straight
as an arrow. The wind moaned and whistled through the fissure.
Straddling this gap up on the flat summit was a bridge of stone,
and rising from the centre of the bridge was a chimney of rock
foundations and mud plaster, round as a tree trunk and high as a
turret. The chimney sides were pocked with holes, evenly-spaced and
each with a black flare of soot around the aperture.

‘What is that old bastard up
to?’ Bilanza rumbled. ‘His kind are not normal, I tell you. Bending
metal, turning it to liquid, making fires as hot as the summer sun.
Were I king I’d have him tried for witchcraft and burnt alive.’

Were you king I think Jaru
would happily set light to himself, Hattu thought.

Just then, the gale whistling
through the fissure underneath the bridge grew turbulent. Hattu saw
leaves and debris whooshing up towards some small grating on the
underside of the bridge. Like a dragon waking, every one of the
chimney apertures suddenly blazed orange then almost white. A
ghostly moan grew steadily louder, before a belch of black smoke
emerged from the chimney top.

Boom!

The voice from high above
shrieked once more: ‘Did your mother throw the wrong part into the
fires when you were born? I don’t care if you have an itchy neck.
Keep both hands on the wind-grates. Concentrate!’

Hattu led the procession up the
stone-cut steps on the mountainside, recalling how he had in years
past climbed this peak regularly – when it was intact. How long
since he had been out for a climb, he wondered? A year at least. As
they approached the flat summit, a rhythmic tink-tink of
many hammers rose, like a metallic rain. He emerged onto the
mountain’s flat top near a long, low stone workshop positioned
beside one end of the cleft bridge. Small figures hurried to and
from this, tending to the furnace chimney, mending cracks with
fresh plaster. Watching over it all was a soot-stained Jaru,
leather-gauntleted hands resting on his on hips, face set in a
perfect blend of incredulity and outrage as he oversaw his team of
young apprentices.

As Hattu approached, the heat
emanating from the chimney engulfed him. Suddenly it was like the
most arid summer’s day. ‘By the Gods,’ he croaked, shielding his
eyes.

Jaru’s ostrich head cranked
round in surprise, then delight. ‘Prince Hattu,’ he beamed. A
moment later, Bilanza and his men ascended behind Hattu. ‘Oh, you
as well,’ he added, his old face sagging.

Bilanza stepped forward,
holding his spear diagonally across his chest as if he were facing
a warrior and not a blacksmith. ‘Where is the good iron? The
Labarna grows impatient,’ he said, his eyes nervously
darting to the fiery chimney behind Jaru.

Jaru stared at him blankly.
‘And I grow incontinent. Time is a bitch, eh?’ As if in support of
the Metalsmith, the chimney flared with an inner fire again.

Captain Bilanza took an
involuntary step backwards. Hattu noticed the sweat on his brow,
the way he darted his tongue out to moisten his lips continuously…
the way he flexed his fingers on his golden spear. He was scared,
Hattu realised. If he was scared, he was liable to do something
stupid. So Hattu stepped forward, between Bilanza and Jaru, facing
the Metalsmith. ‘Old friend, the king asks for an update about your
work. How goes it in your efforts to unlock the secrets of
iron?’

Jaru’s eyebrows rose. Hattu
noticed the faint trace of a smile on his old lips. ‘Ah, the grey,’
he sighed, looking over his shoulder at the chimney then to his
workshop. ‘Perhaps it is best that I show you – better than mere
words, eh?’ He stepped over to the workshop entrance and beckoned.
Pricking the darkness within was an orange glow, and acrid plumes
and clouds of smoke belched and puffed from the windows. ‘Come,
come.’

Hattu stepped over, but Bilanza
did not. Hattu turned around to see Bilanza, face and bare torso
now streaked with sweat, his sunken eyes wide and unblinking,
beholding the stone building and its dark interior as if it was a
demon’s cave.

‘Go, get the report,’ Bilanza
snapped. ‘We will stand guard here.’

 


***

 


Jaru led Hattu inside. The
workshop was black as night, every detail of the stonework hidden
by a thick layer of soot. The heat was incredible too – stealing
the air from Hattu’s lungs. Soot-coated Hittite boys with bright
white eyes and teeth sat on benches. Some hammered away at pieces
of metal. Others carefully measured up and counted tiny ingots of
tin and copper into crucibles, ready for smelting. More still
polished and cleaned sword and axe moulds.

‘Bani is dead,’ Hattu
whispered.

Jaru’s easy grin melted away.
He turned to Hattu, shaking. ‘What?’

Hattu pressed a finger to his
lips, glancing at the doorway to make sure Bilanza wasn’t listening
in. ‘Urhi-Teshub knows no mercy,’ he explained. ‘You have spent the
winter up here, and so you have been shielded from it.’ Hattu
described all he had witnessed. As the list of atrocities tumbled
from his lips, Jaru bent double, resting his palms on a workbench,
as if he had been struck across the gut. ‘Our friends and allies
are being eradicated.’

A scuff of boots sounded from
behind them, near the doorway. Hattu’s eyes flicked to a sheet of
polished bronze. In the reflection, he saw that Bilanza was now at
the threshold, peering inside edgily to see what was going on.
‘Such fine skills. You have taught your boys well,’ Hattu said,
loud enough to be sure that Bilanza would hear, before whispering
to Jaru: ‘we need to move further away from the door if we are to
speak freely.’

Jaru, still dazed from the
news, flicked his head, beckoning Hattu into the darker parts of
the workshop. They came to a row of stone-lined bloomery pits,
glowing with flame. Each pit was tended to by a team of two boys,
one working small foot-bellows to feed fresh air to the fire, the
other adding or stoking the glowing wood within. Over most of the
pits hung clay crucibles, bubbling with amber liquid – molten tin
and copper – soon to be poured into the rows of waiting sword and
axe moulds. They passed teams of boys opening two-part moulds to
reveal pristine bronze blades, the golden light reflected from the
surfaces uplighting their blackened faces. Others sat in groups,
using sand and hide to polish the blades to a high sheen, then
another team was busy whetting the edges of the new weapons. Newly
cast, red-hot pieces were dropped into water buckets to the sound
of hissing and jets of pale steam. Hammers clanged and sparks rose
in sudden bursts. The bitter stink of it all was overpowering.

‘Bronze production goes well,’
Hattu remarked, speaking deliberately loudly again, his words
echoing back towards the doorway.

‘Today it does. But we are now
down to the last of our tin reserves,’ Jaru replied in a quieter
voice. ‘There are no more ingots in the warehouse. And our
king,’ he spat the word like a pip, ‘has offended the
Assyrians, so I doubt we’ll be getting any more this next summer.
Not that the eastern traders even have that much tin to sell these
days anyway. Some say the Shekelesh pirates carry ingots of tin on
their ships, brought from some distant, damp island at the top of
the world. Perhaps we could buy from them?’ He laughed once like a
barking dog and shook his head. ‘More chance of finding a one-ended
stick than striking a good deal with a Shekelesh.’

Hattu glanced back towards the
doorway – they were deep inside the workshop now, well-beyond
Bilanza’s earshot. He grabbed Jaru’s forearm. ‘It’s going to happen
on the first day of spring – at the climax of the Purulli
Festival,’ he said.

Jaru’s eyes widened. A smile
rose on his face like dawn light spreading. ‘Tell me more.’

‘We have everything planned.
Urhi-Teshub, Sippa and Bilanza will all be at the reception. More,
Tanku has made contact with General Sanda. Sanda has arranged for a
regiment of his Storm Division to be present at the ceremony’s end.
They will be up there on the acropolis. Enough men to overwhelm the
Golden Spearmen posted there, to seize the Labarna and the
two bastards by his side. Tanku, Dagon and Kisna will be there too
with the men from the salt lands, in disguise, waiting for the
moment. The other divisions – when they see that Urhi-Teshub has
been overthrown – will not fight to restore him. I am sure of it.
They are loyal only to his silver or fearful of his reprisals. If
the Gods are with us we might oust my nephew with the minimum of
struggle and bloodshed.’

The smile on Jaru’s face was
manic now – uplit by nearby pit flames. ‘Bani’s murder, King Muwa’s
slaying… the deaths of so many, will be avenged. I feared this
moment might never come.’

‘It is here, old friend. And
that is why I am here right now.’

Jaru looked puzzled.

‘Back on that day I returned
from Troy, you told me you had something that might help me?’

Jaru gazed at him for a moment
longer, then, as if pricked by a pin, started. ‘Yes!’ He flicked
his head towards the depths of the workshop, and led Hattu deeper
inside. ‘The false Labarna sent you here for a report on my
iron experiments? Well I’ll give you a report… but for your ears
only.’ He stopped, grabbed Hattu by the shoulders and shook him.
‘For I have the answer, Prince Hattu. You know me well. Since
childhood I have been obsessed with the grey metal.’ His eyes
bulged. ‘In these last moons, I have finally unlocked the secrets,’
he whispered, ‘of good iron.’

Hattu’s eyes grew wide too. The
world over, skilled smiths like Jaru were venerated like demigods
for their wisdom and ability to craft bronze weapons from raw
ingots of tin and copper. But mastery of iron had so far eluded
them all.

Jaru led him on down a narrow,
gloomy corridor lined with racks of wooden shelving. He picked up a
fist-sized lump of material, the surface glossy black. A meteorite,
Hattu realised.

‘For countless generations we
have prized the Iron of Heaven – those great streaks of light that
plunge down from the skies. But they are so rare,’ Jaru explained.
He set the meteorite chunk down then lifted a small axe. ‘At best
we have been able only to part-soften or cold hammer the stuff into
ornaments or ceremonial weapons. But such items are mere trinkets –
this axe is too brittle to be of use in battle.’

Hattu half-smiled. ‘When I was
seven, I broke one such piece stored in the acropolis armoury
merely by dropping it on the floor.’

‘Yes, yes, I remember. Your
father had your arse whipped raw for it. Quite right too,’ Jaru
rocked with laughter. ‘And why are such weapons brittle? Because
nobody in our empire or those of our rivals has yet been able to
truly smelt the Iron of Heaven.’

Hattu nodded along. Jaru had
for many years professed that in order to work iron into weaponry
of supreme hardness and sharpness of edge one had to first reduce
it to liquid.

Jaru set down the iron axe,
then plucked a pair of silver-red rocks from a crate heaped with
them. ‘Then we have ore, rich with seams of iron. Our hills are
lined with this stuff. Endless supplies of it. Yet the same problem
applies: no man has been able to smelt the iron from the ore.’ His
grin became positively terrifying as he leaned in towards Hattu and
drawled: ‘Until now.’

He beckoned Hattu even further
into the belly of the workshop. They came to a low-burning kiln.
Through a small glass aperture in the kiln door, Hattu saw a pile
of small woodchips smouldering away inside. A heap of
already-blackened ones lay nearby.

‘Charcoal,’ Jaru said, picking
a piece from this heap, then jabbing a finger towards the kiln.
‘See how just a tiny air vent feeds the low fire in there? It
strips the wood of everything impure. Takes days, it does, but the
coals that remain make for the perfect fuel – burning hotter, more
evenly and cleanly than wood.’

Just then one of the boys came
along with an empty barrow and shovelled into it a supply of
charcoal from the heap, before scuttling off again even deeper into
the workshop. A low roar sounded from that direction, followed by a
bright glow that quickly died again.

‘The tower chimney?’ Hattu
guessed.

Cackling, Jaru led Hattu on
down that way. Hattu felt the strangest wind: a mix of the chill
winter air and a searing heat, and the steady, angry whistle of the
gale outside. They came to the end of the workshop. There stood a
large arch of daylight – a doorway that led onto the cleft bridge
and the chimney forge.

As they stepped out into the
smoke-streaked mid-afternoon light, Hattu glanced across the flat
mountain top. Good, he thought, seeing that the workshop
stood between them and Bilanza and his goons. Another boy with a
barrow of coals scurried past and ahead of them, out onto the
bridge to tilt the contents into a small hatch at the base of the
chimney.

‘Good, good,’ Jaru purred. ‘Now
the fire will grow hotter,’ he stopped at the bridge’s near end,
the wind catching his long wisps of hair, and cast a sour look at
the second whelp crouched by a lever beside the hatch, ‘so long as
the grate is opened in good time to let the mountain air in. Itchy
neck indeed!’

The whelp gulped and pulled the
lever. Hattu, one foot on the bridge, almost leapt when a clunk of
timber and stone sounded from the underside of the crossing.
Instantly, the whistling gale took on that groaning, woeful tone
that Hattu had heard on his approach to the mountain. He even felt
the wind change direction, being sucked from the mountain cleft in
an updraft, and channelled into that grating on the underside of
the bridge. Another roar sounded from the chimney’s heights and
fierce light and sooty air spilled from the many apertures.

‘The finest iron must go
through the hottest fire,’ Jaru whispered as if speaking to a
lover.

‘So… the secret?’ Hattu said,
slightly perturbed.

‘Ah, yes,’ Jaru said, ambling
back inside the workshop and over to a well-weathered workbench
near the door. Several chunks of iron ore were laid out there,
along with a few masses of spongey bloom, and a cup of ground-up
powder.

‘The coals and the wind tower
allow us to heat the fires to extreme temperatures, to smelt the
iron from the ore,’ Jaru explained. ‘Next, we need to add a little
touch of this and that,’ he continued, rubbing thumb and forefinger
together like a chef testing the quality of herbs. ‘For we need
some impurities too. Too pure and the iron is unworkable. We
need it to be pliable as it cools.’

Hattu lifted a pinch of the
powder and let it spill back through his fingers. He recognised the
colour and the feel of the dust from his climbing forays.
‘Limestone?’ he guessed.

‘Aye,’ Jaru said, ‘and a little
of this bloom too. There are a few more twists and tricks to it,’
he said, patting a clay tablet resting at the back of the
workbench. Hattu’s eyes sped over the text, etched in Jaru’s shaky
handwriting. The formulas, the techniques, the details, were mostly
beyond his powers of understanding, but he drank it in – just as he
had absorbed old Ruba’s wide and varied teachings as a child.

‘Master Jaru,’ the boy by the
lever squealed. ‘It is ready.’

Hattu and Jaru swung to the
chimney forge. Jaru strode out onto the bridge, hunkering down
beside a clay spout fixed to the chimney base. Hattu joined him,
examining the clay chute and the thick clay sword mould sitting
underneath the spout end.

‘Pull,’ Jaru said.

The boy reached up to take hold
of a rope and tugged carefully on it. It seemed like nothing had
happened for a moment.

‘Like the belly of a pregnant
mother,’ Jaru said, patting the baked mud sides of the chimney
forge. ‘Come forth, children of iron…’

It rolled from the chute like
the tears of a molten sun, dripping into the mould, crawling down
its length and gradually filling it. It was mesmerising, a curved
blade taking shape and glowing like a long tongue, the power and
heat of it strong on his skin, causing the hairs on his arms to
curl.

‘What is it like,’ Hattu said,
entranced as the glowing orange became a cherry red, ‘compared to
bronze? Show me something you have made already.’

Jaru smiled, whispered some
words of instruction and encouragement to the boy, rose from his
haunches, led Hattu back inside the dark workshop and to the
workbench. He rummaged around on a shelf and produced the most
unimpressive knife. It was small, with an ivory handle and a dull
grey blade. ‘Control your excitement,’ Jaru said phlegmatically as
he handed it to Hattu.

Hattu smiled, turning it over
to examine it from various angles. ‘I’m not sure whether to fight
an armed squirrel with it or use it to spread fat on my bread.’

Jaru made some grunt of wry
amusement, took the knife back, then opened a birchwood chest,
drawing out a recently-made bronze sword. It had no handle, the
tang naked at that end of the weapon, but the blade was polished
and the edge razor-sharp. Jaru held this up against the small iron
knife in a lop-sided X, grinned at Hattu over the top, then clashed
the two blades’ edges together. Once twice and again, his skinny
old arms bulging slightly with effort. ‘See? This iron does not
break, for it is good iron. Worked properly, fully.
And that’s not all.’

Without warning, Jaru tossed
the iron knife towards him. Hattu caught it, the tip about an inch
from his face. ‘The perfect time for reaction tests,’ he
sighed.

‘The edge – look at the edge!’
Jaru hectored.

Hattu held the knife up to the
light of a torch. ‘The edge is smooth and sharp. Almost
perfect.’

‘Isn’t it just?’ Jaru agreed,
then sidled over to hold the bronze blade up to the light. The edge
was notched with three grooves where it had met the iron blade.

Jaru’s eyes narrowed in a
faraway look. ‘Imagine: in battle, while those with swords of
bronze must stop to sharpen their blades, the man with a weapon of
good iron – trained in its use – will be relentless.’

‘How many such blades have you
made?’

‘For Urhi-Teshub, I have
crafted only this knife. Just so that he doesn’t decide to make a
necklace out of my balls,’ Jaru grinned. ‘But for you…’ he waved
Hattu over to a stack of crates. Sliding the lid from one, he
cleared away a pile of straw inside to reveal two gleaming iron
swords, short and curved.

Hattu’s eyes lit up. His
swords. ‘How did you-’

‘When Urhi-Teshub had your old
bronze weapons confiscated and broken,’ Jaru answered, ‘he tossed
the sheared blades in the scrap metal wagon that comes out here
once a moon. I recognised the hilts instantly and saved them, then
forged these new iron blades to fit them.’ The Metalsmith lifted
them out. ‘This is the surprise I had for you. Now that I know of
your plans, I will smuggle these blades into Hattusa on the day of
the Purulli Festival. They will be ready for you at the end of the
ceremony, when the moment arrives…’

Hattu lifted the twin blades.
Once Kurunta One-eye’s and now his, they were legendary weapons.
The feel of the hilts in his palm brought back dark memories, but
in truth it was like two missing limbs re-attached. ‘They feel
lighter, different,’ he said, moving them carefully as if in
slowed-down combat.

‘The secrets of iron will
change the world, Prince Hattu: trade, construction… warfare,’ said
Jaru.

‘The soldier of iron will be
stronger than any other,’ Hattu remarked.

‘Strength lies not in the iron,
but in the man who wields it,’ Jaru burred.

‘How many more like this have
you made?’

‘Jaru nodded towards the
tablet. ‘The process is good, if a little less than expedient,
shall we say. There is another single blade, and the one you just
watched rolling into the mould is the only other.’

Hattu’s eyes darted. ‘You must
make more before the festival comes. Tanku, Dagon and Kisna will be
there too, but they will be unarmed like me. They will have a band
of men with them – fifty or so.’

‘I can manage that,’ Jaru said
proudly. ‘Iron for the rebel generals, the best bronze for the
rest. Shields too, if I can pack them into a crate.’

Hattu continued to move the
gleaming silver blades in slow, flat arcs, entranced. ‘There’s
something about them. Something strang-’ he stopped talking,
feeling the very faintest of vibrations – like the barest whisper
of an earth tremor? No, he realised, it was coming from the
workbench’s surface. As one of the blades passed over the bench,
his eyes widened as – from all edges of the work surface and with
the subtlest metallic hum – tiny iron particles and filings
scampered towards the blade, clinging to it.

‘Let us keep these from sight
for now,’ Jaru grinned, taking Hattu’s blades and returning them to
the crate. He secured the lid, sighing: ‘Until Purulli.’

‘Until Purulli,’ Hattu
agreed.

Jaru returned to the workbench
then took to passing the dull knife over the surface in the same
way Hattu had been doing with the twin swords. With another low hum
and a crackle of moving particles, the remaining filings on the
workbench stood proud as if stroked with an invisible comb, and
some of the filings sped up and stuck to the knife.

Hattu watched, still awe-struck
by the effect. His mind reeled back to his youth. ‘Old Ruba once
taught me about the magic of the lodestone.’

‘The good iron may be
magnificent, Prince Hattu, but it is not magical.’

‘It looks like it to me,’ a new
voice growled, part-muffled.

Both men swung round to see
Bilanza, stained with soot, holding a cloth over his mouth, glaring
at the knife and the filings. Hattu’s heart pumped. He glanced at
the crate with the swords. How much had Bilanza seen or heard?

‘The Labarna asked for
iron, not for witchcraft or hexed knives. You know what happens to
magickers…’

‘Hexed knives?’ Jaru snorted.
‘You really are a simpleton, aren’t you, Bilanza? It’s just a shame
that stupidity isn’t painful.’

Bilanza’s face grew ugly with
rage. He threw down the cloth and stamped towards Jaru, spear
levelled. Jaru suddenly lost his pluck, his old ostrich face
falling agog as he backed away.

Hattu sensed disaster. Words
toppled from his mouth before he could think them through: ‘Your
brother was a mutt and deserved to die!’ he cried, the words
echoing through the workshop.

Bilanza halted, his speartip a
finger’s-width from Jaru’s breastbone. The Captain of the Golden
Spearmen rotated slowly towards Hattu, the speartip coming around
on him now. ‘What did you say?’

‘Your brother was a good
soldier,’ Hattu said, ‘and his death haunts me every day.’

Bilanza’s corpse-face creased
in confusion.

‘I was trying to stop you
making a grave mistake. The Labarna has but one High
Metalsmith. And he’ll be most impressed with news of the
developments here.’

‘Aye, he will,’ Jaru agreed,
pulling a cloth from his belt and polishing the dull knife. ‘I will
have this iron piece looking polished and perfect – and fitted with
a bright new hilt – ready to send to Hattusa tomorrow.’

Bilanza’s nose wrinkled and he
spat on the ground, then swished his spear at Hattu. ‘Get
outside.’

Hattu flashed Jaru a farewell
look, and cast his eyes one more time, hungrily, upon the crate
containing the fine swords.

Winter was almost over.


Chapter
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The Serpent

Early Spring 1271 BC

 


Hattu woke to the sound of a
light pattering on the palace roof. It was a sudden awakening, with
a clarity of mind that he had not felt in some time. He glanced to
the shutters and saw it through the cracks: the glint of falling
raindrops, iridescent in the first rays of dawn. He swung his legs
from the bed and sat on its edge, hair hanging like drapes either
side of his face, contemplating what today meant. From his earliest
years, he had been taught that this was one of the most holy days
of the Hittite calendar. Today, it might go down in history for
other reasons. He reached over to Tudha’s crib and stroked the
sleeping boy’s soft, innocent face, smoothing his curls of hair
back. ‘I do this for you, my lad, for your mother, for my
people.’

From the lower town, a few lone
voices cried out, then the few seemed to gather together and rise
in a wave of many hundreds. Joyous cries of veneration. The Gods
had declared the winter over, sending the tepid rains of spring to
fertilise the ailing plains and meadows. Drums struck up next, a
rapid, jovial beat. Next came whistles shrieking in celebration.
Melodious flutes, skirling pipes and reverberating sazes.
Hattu stared at that crack in the shutters and made a vow.
Urhi-Teshub will be cast from the throne today, and any of his
protectors who try to stop us will be killed, but I will not slay
the innocent.

A manicured hand slid over his
shoulder. Pudu kissed his neck, her bare breasts tracing his back.
‘You are having doubts?’

‘None,’ he said instantly.

‘Nor should you,’ she said with
matching confidence. ‘The Goddess is with you. It is meant to
be.’

‘Promise me something,’ he
said. ‘I will be expected to stand near the foot of Urhi-Teshub’s
outdoor throne platform to watch the serpent battle. You will be
expected by my side with Tudha. When my comrades make their move, I
will join them and race up the steps to tackle Bilanza and Sippa,
then Urhi-Teshub. There will be a struggle. You must not be caught
up in it. Promise me you will flee the dais as soon as my men throw
off their serpent guise?’

‘Promise me you will save our
empire today,’ she said in reply.

He twisted his head round.
Their lips met, sealing the vow. It was a long and heartfelt kiss,
and one both were loath to end.

Hattu rose from the bed,
draining a cup of icy-cold water then washing, pulling on his boots
and a fresh white tunic, belting it at the waist, then swinging his
green cloak over his shoulders. As he combed his hair, he recalled
Tanku’s lament: It seems wrong to see you like this, dressed
like an old priest, with your hair long and loose like some palace
worker. Braid a lock at each temple and comb the rest into a high
battle tail. Don a coat and kilt of bronze and take up your twin
swords. He smiled. ‘Not yet, old friend. For I must not arouse
suspicion. Soon, though, I will be as you remember me, with my
swords in hand.’

A servant brought in a plate of
fresh flatbreads, warm and charred, and a pot of honey. Tudha
awoke, and Pudu opened the shutters and took him on her knee,
feeding him by the window. Sky watched with interest from her
windowsill nest. The toddler gave the falcon pieces of bread,
laughing as she playfully pecked at his toes. Hattu stood behind
them, looking outside as he chewed on the soft, pillowy bread,
dunked in the decadent and smooth honey, charging himself with the
energy he would need in the hours ahead.

The sun rose from the great
chasm of the Ambar valley, its golden light blazing through the
teeming rain and casting rainbows over the city. Hattu watched as
soaked workers and servants scurried to and fro, carrying urns,
towels, cooking pots and utensils. Carpenters put the final touches
to the throne stage, and then a pair of Golden Spearmen came from
the Hall of the Sun, waddling as they carried the Grey Throne to
the stage top. Hattu stopped chewing. Echoes of the throne dream
flashed through his mind. Visions of the crimson stains on that
ancient seat.

The Son of Ishtar will seize
the Grey Throne,

A heart so pure, will turn to
stone…

‘And so it begins,’ he said
quietly.

He kissed the top of Pudu’s
head then left the bedchamber. Just as he stepped through the
doorway, Sky flared her wings and flew over to land on his
shoulder. She landed clumsily, and Hattu could see she was
exhausted. ‘Not today, my girl. This battle is not for you to
fight,’ he said, kissing her head and setting her on a post just
inside the bedchamber then closing the door behind him.

Out in the corridor, he gazed
through the open shutters by which he and Great Queen Danuhepa had
spoken that wintry evening. On that night he could see little. Now,
he could see the lower town clearly, despite the teeming rain. The
streets were wet and shiny, and the people thronged the main way,
robes drenched, jostling, arms aloft in prayer, most with a jug of
wine or cup of foaming barley beer in hand. Musicians lined the
roofs, and priests and priestesses stood atop the Storm Temple in
full song – a chorus that rose and swooped like a flock of doves,
elegiac and triumphant in turn. The Ambar River, blessedly swollen
with the rain, was thick with people – children playing in the
shallows, pregnant women waist-deep, hair soaking, mouthing words
of worship to the sky. A silvery-haired Wise Woman stood midriver,
cackling joyously and droning prayers to the sky. Hattu’s gaze ran
downriver, following the course of the Ambar out through the small
culvert by the Tawinian Gate. The pale blue waterway meandered out
into the countryside, vanishing into the grey smir. He stared for a
time, suspicious. Until, out there, another ribbon of colour
emerged from the rain, moving, writhing, coming this way. It was
vivid red, blazing orange and rippling yellow, stark against the
fallow fields and wild meadows. The red-painted clay head of the
serpent emerged in a pocket of clear air, fearsome, mouth ajar,
fangs and eyes whiter than snow, its tongue forked and lolling. It
weaved a path which the body followed, snaking towards the capital.
The templefolk now directed their song towards the creature, and a
high priest waved a bull-headed staff and boomed in plain
speech:

‘Every year the demon serpent
sloughs his skin and rises from the earth. We Hittites must
constantly be on vigil against evil, for Illuyanka feeds on evil.
If he feasts, then he thrives. If he thrives… then the rains will
not fall and the crops will not grow! The struggle is constant. So
rise, people of Hattusa, rise in voice and in spirit. Rejoice that
the serpent dares to come here… for at the city’s zenith he will
have to face none other than Tarhunda himself. The Storm God will
prevail!’

A thunderous roar erupted all
across the city. Crowds on roofs jumped on the spot, waving their
hands in the air, whipped up into a fervour. Amber and red petals
were tossed from the highest parts so that they floated down
through the rain across the streets. The Tawinian Gates were thrown
open and the demon Illuyanka came weaving inside. As the creature
wended up the main way, dancers play-fought against the serpent,
much to the crowd’s delight. Hattu stared at the bare legs of those
inside the costume. Had Kisna managed to contact his beloved Zia?
Were his men in there? He had to believe they were. He drew his
gaze in and across the acropolis grounds, specifically to the patch
of red-flagstoned space where the ritual fight would take place.
Where Tarhunda would slay the serpent. Then… his heart pounded as
he recited the plan, seeing himself and his comrades springing into
action.

Pudu emerged from the
bedchamber, carrying Tudha, and took his hand. He drank in her
beauty, her sweet scent, squeezed her hand and kissed Tudha’s head.
Quietly, they walked downstairs and through the palace hearth room,
past fleets of busy servants, chattering and shouting reminders to
one another. They stepped out into the rain, walking across the
carmine-red flagstones towards the timber throne platform. The warm
drizzle drummed pleasantly on Hattu’s head, trickling down his neck
and back.

Urhi-Teshub was already upon
the throne, dark robes wet, silver circlet glistening. At his sides
stood Bilanza and Sippa – visiting from his new northern base at
Hakmis. Kurunta was there too, sitting meekly near Urhi-Teshub’s
feet, stylus and tablet at the ready. A dozen Golden Spearmen were
posted on each step of the dais, like outspread wings. The edges of
the acropolis grounds were laid out with benches where later the
people would feast, and the whole place was lined with some two
hundred Golden Spearmen as he had anticipated. But there, in the
southern corner of the grounds – beside the Sun Gate – stood
General Sanda and the thousand men of the Storm Division’s First
Regiment. They waited in a perfect square, each pristine in white
tunics, burnished leather cuirasses and helms, spears upright,
shields held tight. Sanda stood to the fore, staring into the
distance, the soldier at his side holding the divisional standard
pole, topped with a golden lightning bolt. With the briefest
glance, Sanda met Hattu’s gaze. It was a glance that said a
thousand words.

Tarhunda be with you,
Hattu said inwardly.

He looked around for the other
he expected – needed – to be here, but could not spot him.
No Jaru. Without the old Metalsmith’s weaponry, he and the men
inside the serpent costume would have to rush the throne dais with
nothing but their fists and feet as weapons. His confidence began
to waver… until he spotted Jaru’s wagon parked near the stables,
and that straw-packed crate sat upon it. Just a few bounds away
from the space where the ceremonial fight between the serpent and
the Storm God was to take place. Thank you, old friend, he
mouthed.

‘Come, Uncle Hattu,’
Urhi-Teshub swished a hand lazily, ‘take your place at the foot of
my stage. The show is about to begin.’

Hattu quarter-bowed, caging a
volley of curses. ‘The rains pour for you, My Sun. The demon
serpent and his rising evil will soon be vanquished,’ he said.
You are the rising evil; you will be vanquished today.

He took his place, facing the
clear oval of space, feeling Sippa and Bilanza’s imperious glowers
upon his back. The noise from the main way was neverending and
growing rapidly closer: throbbing drums and pipes, laughter, song,
yammering voices, barking dogs, the clucking of excited chickens,
all threaded by the regular plonk of stoppers being pulled
from wine urns. Sweet smoke, spices and the mouthwatering aroma of
baking loaves and roasting boar wafted from the palace kitchens
every so often.

Noon came. With a blast of
horns, the Ramp Gates swung open, and the crowds swarmed into the
acropolis grounds, spilling round the edges, chanting and clapping.
The few hundred Golden Spearmen moved to stand like fenceposts
before them, keeping any from straying into the circle of clear
space where the display was to take place.

The giant clay head of
Illuyanka bobbed in through the gates next, the long, flowing tail
swishing in behind. It circled and looped around the display area,
running past the edges of the crowd, eliciting great theatrical
roars of terror. Once again, Hattu looked at the legs of the
serpent actors. The final piece of the plan. Had Kisna succeeded?
He spotted something then, in the crowds: Zia, Kisna’s secret love.
Her plump cheeks grew dimpled as she smiled and met his gaze,
giving the faintest of nods.

Hattu’s spirits soared and his
heart crashed like a drum. All was in place.

Right at that moment, as if his
heartbeat had escaped into the sky, thunder pealed across the murky
heavens, in time with a shudder of sheet lightning. The crowds
exploded in cries of awe. ‘The Storm God comes to battle!’ they
yelled, weeping with joy.

A dull rumble of wheels on
stone rose from somewhere behind the stage, and a wagon rolled into
view and entered the display area. Mounted on its back was the
silver likeness of Tarhunda, the holiest of holies from the Storm
Temple, tall, majestic, fearless, crowned in a thorned helmet. The
reflection of the dying lightning sparkled on the likeness’ muscled
body. For a moment, it seemed as if the God’s metal form was
rippling, moving. And it was – for pressed to the statue was a
silver-painted man wearing a kilt and matching helm. He peeled away
from the statue and leapt from the wagon, landing on the flagstones
with a warlike cry. Next, he tore a staff from his belt, wielding
it like a spear. For the next few moments, he was to be the living
embodiment of the Storm God.

The crowds gasped and cheered
and the drums and pipes struck up a crazed rhythm as the Storm God
circled, matching the great serpent’s movements, the two sizing
each other up. He ducked and rolled as the tail came swishing past,
then sprung to his feet to strike the serpent’s body. Boom!
went the drums, and the crowds wailed in support.

The serpent’s head came around
and the jaws snapped at the Storm God’s shoulder with the
clash! of a gong up on the acropolis’ walls. The Storm God
fell theatrically onto his back, clutching his shoulder. He pushed
away with his heels and waved his spear as the serpent
snap-snap-snapped closer and closer to his feet. But the Storm God
rose and struck back Boom! Boom! Boom! only for the
serpent’s tail to come flicking round, swishing across his chest.
Clash! the gong sounded as the Storm God staggered and fell
to his knees. All at once, the drums, pipes, and crowd fell silent,
keenly observing this age-old twist in the legend.

In the pouring rain, and to a
low chorus of thunder, the kneeling Storm God raised his arms to
crowd. ‘Evil has stolen my eyes, my heart. I am blind and numb.
Hear me, mortal subjects. Hear my call. Come forth and face the
serpent. Demand from him the hand of his daughter, and as a dowry
he must return my eyes and heart.’

General Sanda and his Storm
soldiers stamped their feet and bashed their spear hafts on the
ground. ‘Men of the Stooorm,’ Sanda brayed, ‘Raise your
weapons!’

With a clack of timber
poles and leatherbound shields, one thousand lances fell level as
Sanda’s men planted one foot forward in a warrior’s poise. Together
with Sanda they thundered the Storm Division’s mantra. ‘Tarhunda,
coat my heart in bronze!’

As they spilled into the
ceremonial circle, the drums and pipes found their voice again.
Hattu’s mouth dried like sand. Pudu squeezed his hand, as the Storm
men spread out in a circle around the Serpent. In perfect step,
they mock-jabbed and swung their shields at Illuyanka, drawing
tighter, forcing the serpent into ever tighter loops. The drums
thundered at a rapid pace as the serpent spun quicker and quicker,
almost in knots and then Boom! With a single strike of the
drum and one thousand simultaneous spear jabs, the serpent fell
still, almost beaten. The crowds cheered madly. But instead of
claiming victory, the Storm men stepped back.

‘Rise, Tarhunda, God of the
Storm,’ Sanda called to the kneeling silver-painted man, flicking a
glance at Hattu as he said this, ‘for we have won back for you your
heart and your eyes. The battle against evil is not over.’

Hattu watched as the
silver-painted man rose from his knees. Reinvigorated he cried out
towards the skies, then rushed at and leapt for Illuyanka’s head.
At the same time, the serpent surged towards him, jaws gnashing.
The silver man thrust his spear into the demon’s mouth. The drums
and gong sounded together now. The serpent staggered from the
spear’s end, the crowd cheering in victory as it swayed this way
and that… on the cusp of collapse.

The ceremony was almost
complete. Hattu pulled his hand from Pudu’s. ‘Be ready,’ he
whispered to her, ‘you must run to the stables when it
happens.’

With a shudder of lightning,
the clay head and bright tail of the serpent were cast off,
revealing Dagon, Tanku and Kisna, plus Gorru and the last two
scores of his Mesedi charges. All were bare-chested, eyes
baleful.

Gasps of confusion rang out all
around. Urhi-Teshub leaned forward on his throne, his eyes
narrowing in the lightning, staring at the train of men.

Before he could speak or act,
Sanda bawled to his Storm soldiers: ‘Death to Urhi-Teshub!’ As one,
his ring of soldiers swung their lances outwards, rushing the
Golden Spearmen lining the ceremonial battle space. With a clash of
bronze, an almighty roar and a chorus of panicked screams from the
shocked crowds, the Storm soldiers fell upon the acropolis guards.
Quickly, members of the crowd who realised what was happening
joined in, attacking the hated Golden Spearmen, smashing stools and
pots on their heads. Such was the advantage of numbers, they would
overpower them in moments, Hattu realised.

‘Run!’ He shoved Pudu away
towards the stables, then surged towards the ring of fighting
soldiers, shouldering inside to call to his best men, poised beside
the cast-off serpent guise. ‘With me,’ he beckoned them.

Tanku, Dagon, Kisna, Gorru and
their men burst into a run, following Hattu over towards Jaru’s
wagon, forgotten near the edge of the ceremonial battle space.

Hattu leapt aboard, prizing at
the lid.

Up on the throne, Urhi-Teshub
shot to his feet. ‘Stop him!’ he cried. But the ring of fighting
men was like a shield. None of the Labarna’s troops could
get to them. ‘Stop them!’ he shrieked again. Beside
Urhi-Teshub, Kurunta gawped at the fighting. Slowly, his head
lolled and his eyes grew distant. His stylus hand became a blur,
furiously writing, his lips moving, droning through that strange
chant of his.

Hattu strained and finally the
crate lid came away. He pulled at the straw, handfuls of the
stuff.

‘Be quick,’ Dagon urged him,
seeing a few archers up on the acropolis walls taking aim at
them.

But the further Hattu dug down,
the more he realised something was terribly wrong. There were no
swords or shields in here.

‘Stop them,’ Urhi-Teshub said
in a throaty laugh now, ‘before they make complete fools of
themselves.’

Hattu stepped back from the
crate. Urhi-Teshub wore the most unsettling smile. Sippa too. Where
was Bilanza?

With a single clap of
Urhi-Teshub’s hands, the acropolis’ Sun Gate burst open, and a mass
of fresh Golden Spearmen flooded in. Thousands of them. Hattu’s
face drained of blood. They fell upon Sanda’s Storm soldiers like
jackals, spearing them through, lance-tips bursting through backs,
bursts of red exploding into the rainfall. General Sanda’s head
spun free of his neck, his body staggering a few paces before
crumpling in a heap. The reinforcements also scythed down the
members of the crowd who had dared show their allegiances. Women
and children were hacked down too, no mercy shown. The
silver-painted actor even met his end on a stray swipe of a sword
that sliced deep into the back of his neck. The rain cascading
across the flagstones was now a deep shade of red.

Hattu and his cadre took up the
crate lid and sides as makeshift shields against the archers’ bows
trained upon them.

‘The iron swords are fine,
Prince Hattu. I thank you for organising their delivery to me,’
Urhi-Teshub shouted to them over the chaos, striding calmly along
his throne stage like a harbourmaster calling out to a ship on a
choppy sea. ‘You came here for blood… and blood you shall have.’ He
swept a hand up and behind him, towards the Hall of the Sun’s roof.
The bronze winged sun up there shimmered in a fresh shudder of
lightning, which illuminated the unmistakable form of Bilanza up
there. Beside him was…

‘Jaru?’ Hattu almost wept. The
old Metalsmith was shaking with fear, hands bound together at the
wrists.

‘The old warlock was always on
borrowed time,’ Bilanza shouted from up there, ‘and now his time is
over.’ With that, he thrust a boot at Jaru’s back, booting him from
the edge of the roof.

‘No,’ Hattu and Dagon cried
together as the Metalsmith fell from the great height with a hoarse
cry. Hattu stared, horrified, stomach rising, head swimming,
turning away before a thick crunch of bones and wet splash of flesh
and blood rang out.

It was only when Tanku and
Dagon shoved him that he snapped from the awful trance.

‘The Sun Gate!’ They yelled,
big Tanku catching a volley of arrows with the makeshift
shield.

Hattu saw, across the
now-chaotic melee all over the acropolis, that the Sun Gate through
which the reinforcement Golden Spearmen had entered was still open.
People were flooding through it in terror, out into the
countryside. A few of Sanda’s Storm men ran like that too, knowing
the fight was lost. But he noticed Kisna stepping away from his
side, away from that route of escape.

‘I must find Zia,’ the master
archer said, moving clear of the crate lid shield. ‘I must-’
Thwack! An arrow punched into Kisna’s throat. He fell to his
knees, gurgling, clutching his neck, turning grey.

Hattu, Tanku and Dagon stared,
aghast. Their friend since boyhood. One of the last few Mountain
Wolves, mortally wounded.

Zia appeared from the fray,
stumbling towards Kisna as he toppled onto his side. ‘No!
No!’ she wailed.

‘Zia, get back,’ Hattu cried to
her.

But a fresh volley of arrows
plunged into her back, killing her instantly. She fell beside
Kisna. With his dying breath, Kisna reached out to touch her
hand.

‘Move,’ Tanku wailed, face like
an angered bull, cheeks streaked with tears as he shoved Dagon and
Hattu towards the Sun Gate. Gorru and the Mesedi moved behind
them.

‘No,’ Hattu roared, shaking
free. ‘I must find Pudu and Tudha. I will not leave them.’

‘Hattu, watch out!’ Dagon
roared from behind him.

Hattu turned, just as two
Golden Spearmen grabbed him by an arm each. He strained and
thrashed, but they were burly, their grips tight. A swarm of them
cut him off from Tanku, Dagon and the others. Just then a shadow
streaked through the air, accompanied by a fierce shriek. Sky sped
down from her palace sill nest, coming for one of the men holding
Hattu, her talons spreading, going for the man’s face. But the gilt
spear of another slashed through the air, breaking her old body and
throwing it to one side before she could strike. She fell in a heap
of feathers, dead before she hit the ground.

Hattu uttered an animal cry
like a wounded wolf.

Urhi-Teshub remained up on the
dais, hands on hips, glaring down at him. ‘I always knew you meant
to usurp me, Uncle Hattu. Jealousy is a fierce beast is it not?’
Behind him, Hattu saw the Grey Throne flicker in a streak of
lightning… stained with a spurt of crimson blood from the fray.
Innocent blood.

‘Jealousy?’ Hattu cried,
horrified. ‘You are a murderer!’

‘I stripped you of your titles,
your assets, your northern estates, thinking it might beat some
humility into you. Yet still, it comes to this,’ Urhi-Teshub said,
flicking his head to someone behind Hattu.

Hattu twisted to see a beast of
a soldier striding towards him with a fire-hardened club and an
evil scowl.

‘Hattu!’ Pudu’s voice called
out, lost somewhere in the midst of the chaos.

‘Pudu?’ he cried back, head
switching in every direction, unable to spot her. Finally, he
turned to his last hope. ‘Kurunta. Kurunta: Look at me!’ he
pleaded, trying to draw his adopted son’s absent gaze from his
trance-like writing.

But Kurunta continued to
tap-tap away on his clay tablet, still muttering away to himself,
eyes gazing into space. ‘When I was a boy, he hurt me every day. He
burned my skin, threw me before horses…’

‘Kurunta. Promise me that Pudu
and Tudha will be safe,’ Hattu screamed. ‘Vouch for them. Promise
me!’

At this, Kurunta’s stylus hand
halted. His bulbous eyes rolled up to meet Hattu’s. ‘Oh father,
what have you done? You always taught me that it was against the
Hittite way to plot against the Labarna.’

‘Kurunta, promi-’

With a thunderous crack!
the clubman struck Hattu on the back of the head.

Lightning flashed within his
skull, and the world became utterly black.

 


***

 


Urhi-Teshub closed his eyes and
turned his face to the skies, the warm rain pattering on his face,
drenching his hair. What a show of strength! At last, his uncle had
revealed his true colours – and all in front of the people of
Hattusa. He had obeyed meekly, then he had rebelled… and been
crushed. What a magnificent example.

‘My Sun,’ Sippa’s voice
interrupted his runaway thoughts.

Urhi-Teshub blinked his eyes
open, seeing the bloody rainwater churning across the acropolis
flagstones, around the slain. He twisted to his side to see Sippa
and a girl. Sanda’s daughter. Her eyes were bright and her smile
hopeful.

‘She comes for her reward,’
Sippa said, his lips twitching at one end.

Urhi-Teshub beheld her for a
moment. She had been dutiful and loyal, telling him everything
Hattu had planned. She had acted faultlessly. And now her job was
done. He gave Sippa a nod.

Sippa held up a small blade
next to her jugular. The girl’s face contorted, confused by the
feel of something cold on her skin. Sippa’s eyes grew hooded and
his head tilted back a fraction like a man in a trance of ecstasy
as he jerked his hand and nicked the girl’s artery. She looked
around, confused by the gouts of blood leaping from her neck,
before her legs gave way and she fell like a sack of vegetables,
tumbling down the dais steps.

As her blood swirled around
Urhi-Teshub’s feet, Sippa cleaned his blade on a rag. ‘So ends the
threat of the great Prince Hattu,’ he smirked. ‘What now, My
Sun?’

‘Now?’ Urhi-Teshub looked off
through the murk of rain to the west. ‘The rogue, Piya-maradu… I
have a job for him.’


Chapter
7
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Into Blackness

Spring 1271 BC

 


Hattu awoke from the complete
oblivion of unconsciousness into a living darkness. Pure night in
every direction, apart from the lightning strikes of white-hot pain
that speared through his head every few moments. All was utterly
silent too. Some senses were alive, however: he could taste blood,
smell it too. He was shaking, madly. No, the ether around him was
quivering. Suddenly, as if he was rising from a deep pool, a low
rushing sound gathered and surged up into a growl then a thunderous
roar. Then…

‘Ya!’ a shrill voice shrieked
from somewhere – somewhere near but beyond a screen of sorts. He
realised he was lying down on a wooden floor. Still blind, he
pushed himself up onto all fours, feeling around. ‘Faster!’ the
voice continued. Hattu felt the wooden wall between him and the
voice. A wagon, he realised. As if to confirm, oxen lowed in pain
to the song of cracking whips and the snarling driver.

The wagon pitched and yawed
over some rutted track, throwing Hattu against the back of this
sealed cabin. He whacked against the wooden wall and slid down to
sit, the flashing pain in his head unreal now he had fully awoken.
Every pulse of it felt like it must be sending cracks across his
skull. He reached up to feel his head – matted with wetness and
scab at the back. He felt a fissure there and just touching it sent
a storm of fire through his entire body. He pulled his fingers away
with a gasp, then traced them over his face. His smoke-grey eye was
swollen shut and there was crustiness under the nostrils too –
dried blood. Next, as if he had been punched in the gut by an
invisible second passenger, a great wave of sickness rose within
him and he threw himself to his hands and knees again to vomit a
bellyful of stinking, hot liquid. Panting, he fell to his side in
the filth, too weak to even consider how he might keep clear of his
own mess.

In between the crashing waves
of nausea and pain, his mind grabbed out for thoughts and memories,
like a drowning man reaching for flotsam. Where? When? Why? He
could not put anything together apart from his own name. Childhood
memories sped past like a meteor shower. Was he a boy trapped in a
nightmare? Then terrible flashes of imagery skittered by too – of
Sky, crying out forlornly in a storm; of Kisna, dead by the body of
his beloved Zia; of Pudu and Tudha….

‘No…’ he cried, a wet sound
accompanied by puffs of blood and spittle and hot tears. Everything
came back to him now. Everything. The Grey throne splashed crimson,
and the swell of slaughter all around it. ‘Pudu, Tudha… where are
you?’ he called out to the empty blackness of the wagon.

Rap-tap, a sound from
somewhere above. Hattu looked up at the blackness.

With a groan of bronze hinges,
a blinding arc of light appeared on the ceiling, sending Hattu into
further paroxysms of pain as the brightness flooded his eyes and
sent glowing needles through his brain. Like a cloud passing over
the sun, Bilanza’s head appeared in the arc and dulled the light.
His corpse-face was fixed in a gleeful expression, as if he was
staring down not from the wagon roof into the cabin but into a
treasure box that was full of silver ingots. ‘Awake, are we?’ he
asked, voice dripping with triumph.

‘Bilanza?’ Hattu croaked,
struggling up onto his knees.

‘You have been unconscious for
days. The chief asu looked at the wound on your head. He surmised
that you might live, but even if you did, you would likely be
impaired, perhaps even broken, by the injury. It appears that you
can still speak, and that is unfortunate. It is a great
shame that you were struck unconscious so early in your feeble
efforts to attack the Labarna, for you missed it all. The
Storm men were captured and executed. I led my Golden Spearmen that
night to the billet house at the Fields of Bronze where the other
two regiments were sleeping. We slaughtered them all in their beds
like diseased cattle. The Storm Division barrack was burnt to the
ground, and their cursed standard was broken, the golden lightning
bolt melted down into necklaces for the Labarna’s favourite
Harem girls.’

Hattu’s chest began to
constrict, choking, burning, his eyes pulsing with fire as he
squinted into the harsh brightness above. ‘Why?’

‘The men of the Storm showed
their true loyalties,’ Bilanza grinned, ‘and me and my soldiers
showed ours.’

Hattu stared up at him, lost
for words.

‘Your friends,’ Bilanza
continued, ‘the one-armed oaf Tanku and the plague-scarred rat
Dagon. They were seized too, and hung. The corpses of Gorru and his
Mesedi were burnt on a great fire.’

Hattu began shaking
uncontrollably. His thoughts led to the inevitable final hope: Pudu
and Tudha. ‘Bilanza… tell me they were not harmed,’ he cried,
trying to stand. Yet as soon as he rose into a crouch, his body
locked, spasmed and he toppled back down, splashing back into his
own pool of vomit, shuddering in a sudden fit.

‘Your family?’ Bilanza
shrugged. ‘Princess Puduhepa was feisty as always, commanding my
spearmen to set down their weapons. Instead, two of my men seized
her, taking a wrist each and stretching her arms out wide. It was
me, Prince Hattu… me, who sliced off her pretty head.’

‘No,’ Hattu roared, the effort
tearing his throat and lungs, almost breaking a rib as he shakily
rose to his feet. ‘No!’

‘I hear they had trouble
killing your boy. They had to take him by the ankles and dash his
head against a pillar three times.’ He flashed that number of
fingers. ‘Three whole times, before his brains burst free.’

Hattu fell to his knees, the
next No! choking in his throat.

‘Now you realise the price of
your past mistakes, eh?’ Bilanza chuckled. ‘You can shout and wail
as long as you wish, but it won’t bring your loved ones back. I
know this well,’ he added, his face turning flinty, ‘I wept enough
for my brother, Taresh, and he never returned from the Dark
Earth.’

With that, Bilanza slammed the
circular hatch shut and the wagon sped up.

Hattu sat on his haunches, arms
wrapped over his head like a man sheltering from hail. Inside he
was falling, lost, unable to escape the cruel revelation, nor the
violent pain and sickness within him. After a while the wagon began
to slow. The moaning of the oxen and the grumble of the wheels and
timbers eased to nothing. Outside he heard muted conversation
between the driver and Bilanza and a few others, and the shrill
chatter of cicadas. They were somewhere out in the countryside, he
realised. Next, a thick clunking of bolts sounded from the cabin’s
side wall. The hatch swung open and hands grabbed him like a wheat
sack, hauling him outside where he fell to his knees again. In the
brilliant spring sunshine, he could make out nothing but a green
haze of land, pocked with grey rocky outcrops, and a dome of blue
above. The sun’s spring heat prickled on his sweat, blood and
filth-coated skin. He realised he had been stripped of his tunic,
cloak, boots and warrior belt, left with nothing but a
loincloth.

‘Now, Prince Hattu,’ Bilanza
said, crouching by his side to whisper in his ear, ‘you have a
choice.’

Hattu blinked, his vision
blurring every so often and showing three of everything. There, a
hundred strides or so ahead, stood one of the rocky outcrops. A
great spearhead of limestone. The track had brought them some
halfway up its face and to a black cavern entrance, wide and hungry
like a predator’s maw. Hattu stared, needing no further explanation
as to where he was.

The Well of Silence.

‘A choice of a long, lingering
death in there. Or a short, sweet one,’ Bilanza continued, ‘right
now, right here.’

Hattu frowned, the gesture
sending pain streaking across his scalp and face.

‘On the day of your
catastrophic coup, the Labarna seized Jaru the Metalsmith’s
cache of good iron swords. These have come to good use – one for
our king and one each for his generals and advisors. See how I wear
your twin blades now?’ he grinned, patting the crossbands and two
hilts. ‘Likewise, Marok, Taksa and Zirra keep theirs in the armoury
at the Fields of Bronze as a testament to your failure. Sippa bears
one too; he says it can slice clean through a man’s neck as if the
skin and bone were mere fat,’ he stopped to smirk, then lost all
traces of humour. ‘Anyway. That day, our Labarna also
recovered a tablet, stored along with the swords in the
Metalsmith’s wagon.’

Jaru’s ironworking
method, Hattu realised, his heart plunging. The generals having
iron swords was one matter, but if Urhi-Teshub managed to furnish
his armies throughout with good iron, who would be able to stand up
to him? Yet there was something about Bilanza’s face that suggested
all was not well – the smirk was melting away.

‘Kurunta and his scribes have
spent these last days trying to decipher the coded scrawl upon the
tablet, so that our Labarna may task his new smiths with
crafting many more such weapons.’

Hattu’s eyes narrowed. The
method tablet he had seen in Jaru’s mountain workshop had been
written plainly, not in code.

‘This morning, Kurunta himself
cracked the code,’ Zaldu said. His top lip twitched. ‘It was
nonsense. A string of curses and insults. Calling the
Labarna a… a… a hurkeler!’

Hattu flashed a rictus-grin
that hurt like fire. ‘It sounds like Jaru sensed trouble on the day
of the Purulli Festival – he suspected that our coup had been
uncovered. You killed him, but he had the last laugh.’

Bilanza’s nostrils flared and
his eyes bulged. ‘There was one line,’ he continued: ‘The secrets
of the grey lie buried where they were born. What does that
mean?’

Hattu said nothing.

‘Tell me, and you will be
spared this nether world,’ Bilanza said, falling to his haunches
beside Hattu like a consoling friend, while drawing twin blades and
lining them up either side of Hattu’s neck.

Hattu stared at the
captain.

‘All of your loved ones are
cold and dead,’ Bilanza pressed. ‘You have nothing to live for
anymore. Tell me, or you will be kept on the edge of life and death
within in the bowels of this hillside to mourn them… for
eternity.’

Hattu gazed through
Bilanza.

Bilanza rose with a grunt,
sliding his swords away. He clicked his fingers. ‘Take him
away.’

Two Golden Spearmen began
dragging him by the wrists towards the cavern, his feet trailing on
the ground. A strange, cool breeze like a corpse’s breath drifted
over him from the shadowy interior. The entrance was guarded by a
troop of ten burly sentries, bare-chested and brandishing cudgels
and whips, some holding slavering dogs on leashes. Archers were
posted higher up on the outcrop too in fortified nests. The
Wellkeepers, he realised, as two of these ones took him from the
Golden Spearmen and dragged him on inside. Oddly, he didn’t
recognise any of them, despite having inspected this ancient
company of sentries in the recent past. The gaol’s entrance was
protected by a deep and wide ditch filled with sharpened stakes,
from some of which skeletal remains hung like forgotten garments.
The Wellkeepers dragged him across a wooden drawbridge spanning
this.

‘In the Well of Silence, time
becomes meaningless,’ Bilanza shouted after him as he passed into
the frigid shade of the cavern. The path within sloped downwards,
into the belly of the rocky mount and on underground. From those
pitch-black depths, he heard terrible sounds.

‘Think always, if not of your
slaughtered loved ones, then of me,’ Bilanza cried from the world
outside, ‘and my joy at putting you in there.’

 


***

 


Sirtaya the Egyptian crouched,
hugging his knees to his chest with one arm. He held out the other
hand below the jagged stalactite hanging from the black bedrock of
his dwelling. Drip-drip-drip the water fell into his palm.
Sometimes, the droplets even caught the pale shafts of torchlight
that managed to steal down here, into the bowels of this chthonic
nightmare. He giggled when the rhythmic drip sped up for a moment.
Such treats were rare.

He noticed something moving
beside him: the hunched shadow of himself, cast by the weak
torchlight upon the rough-cut rock. The shadow was scrawny, and the
head was nearly bald with just wisps sprouting here and there. A
beard – long ago neatly squared – hung in a wildly-untended mass.
Oddly, the shadow hands looked more like talons and the spine was a
series of jagged bumps almost poking out of the curved back. He
pitied the poor shadow. Thanks be to the Gods of Egypt that he had
fared better in his time here than that pale shape on the wall. How
long had he been here, he wondered?

The Wellkeepers usually rattled
their sword hilts along the bronze bars of this cramped recess as
they passed. Every so often they would laugh and notch one of the
bars with their blades, grinning at him. ‘Another year passes,
Sirtaya, and another one begins.’

Walking on his haunches to the
bars, he found the notched one by touch, and ran one palm down it,
counting. Slowly, the shadow on the wall counted as well, the thin
fingers uncoiling, the nails on each as long again as the digits.
He found the final notch. ‘Thirty two,’ he said quietly in a mix of
real language and made up words.

Thirty two years? It stoked
another giggle from him. How could it be so long? It must be a
joke. Perhaps they meant thirty-two days? It had not been thirty
two years since the Hittite King Mursili had consigned him
down here, surely?

He turned to a grimy bowl lying
near the bars, empty. How many times had they filled the bowl with
the thin and foul Hittite stew? Surely he would have grown sick of
it if he had eaten it every day for thirty two years? He lifted the
bowl and placed it under the dripping stalactite. It caught the
water droplets, causing a second splash for every one that landed.
Sometimes three.

Drip-drip…
dripdripdrip…drip-drip.

He cackled maniacally,
thrilled.

Soon, the happiness grew and
changed. There was something about the sound of the water now,
something that spirited him away to a place he had once known. The
very place he had come from. His eyelids flickered shut and he saw
it all: a land of fertile black soil, riven by a life-giving river
as wide as a plain; the arid desert breeze passing through the
rushes then turning pleasant as it sighed through forests of date
palms. The many majestic and spacious temples and halls and mighty
cities hugging the riverbanks. The sultry summers. The sweet scent
of date wine. The thrill of sending his army of workers out into
the emmer wheat fields while he relaxed in the shade to watch them
toil. He made a trilling, glutinous noise and a thick soup of drool
rolled down his chin and mixed through his beard, the slimy
sensation waking him from the reverie. Memories of his estate in
Egypt were now very pale and patchy, so much so that he wasn’t
entirely sure if he had ever really lived there, but it was
a sweet fantasy, and the only means of escape from this void. He
raked over the coals of memory. What exactly had he done to offend
King Mursili so? His thoughts spun around in circles until he
recalled that day when he had arrived in the Hittite reception hall
to make Pharaoh’s demand of Mursili: for the precious ‘Iron of
Heaven’. A gift that no right-minded king would grant to an
adversary. The only gift Mursili had granted that day was this
eternal darkness to Sirtaya.

‘Thirty… two… years,’ Sirtaya
mumbled in his broken pseudo-language. He gripped the bars now with
shaking hands, the talon-nails wrapping round each, the pale
knuckles turning even whiter, his whole body shaking with hatred.
‘It has been thirty… two… years!’ he roared.

A Wellkeeper strolled past the
bars then – a burly Hittite, bare-chested with just a leather kilt
and a mace. His nose was pulverised and one eye was white and
blind. He stopped at Sirtaya’s cell and smiled. ‘Very good,
Egyptian dog. With any luck you’ll live for thirty two more.’ His
face contorted with spite and he raked his mace against Sirtaya’s
fingers. Sirtaya hissed like a cat and rolled back from the bars,
grabbing the bleeding digits. Hunkered down in the low niche near
the rear of his cell where he slept, he gathered his filthy blanket
around him and saw that one finger was broken and hanging by a torn
sinew. Pain was a strange thing. His body still reacted to it with
noises and movements, but he felt nothing anymore. It reminded him
of a saying one of his old slaves had used after a good whipping:
one who walks in the rain every day eventually forgets that he is
wet.

A thick clunk of metal echoed
down through the hewn-rock corridor outside his cell, coming from
up above. His head shot up, eyes dilated. With a squeal of glee, he
scampered on all-fours back to the bars of his cell. ‘A new
arrival,’ he sniggered. He could just see other gratings further
along the wide corridor, from which lost, colourless faces were
pressed, gazing out, confused and enthralled at this noise from the
world above in which they had once existed.

Footsteps and a sliding,
scraping sound. His excitement began to swell. Two Wellkeepers,
dragging a dead man like a sack. The torchlight betrayed a trail of
red wetness behind the corpse, and the glistening mass of
semi-congealed blood on the back of the head.

‘The sky, the sky!’ many weak
voices chanted and whispered from the other cells, pointing
upwards. ‘Take him to the sky!’

Sirtaya gawped in wonder as
they dragged the body closer to a rock-cut staircase that led
upwards again. Some said it emerged onto a small terrace in the
open air on the side of the underground gaol, where dead bodies
were laid out to be picked apart by vultures.

‘The sky!’ he chanted along
with the others, gripping the cell bars and not even noticing when
the broken finger fell off and plopped onto the ground.

But the two Wellkeepers dragged
the body on past the staircase. Closer and closer to Sirtaya’s
cell. Sirtaya gasped in wonderment. When last had he seen a new
prisoner brought so close? He felt a thrill at the thought that he
might even be able to reach out and touch the body.

His heart thundered inside his
weak cage of ribs as the two guards stomped past. Reaching out, his
talon-fingers extended towards the dragged body, his mouth peeled
open in a smile of anticipatory delight as he stretched to touch
the thigh when… the head rose a little. He was alive! One of the
dazed prisoner’s eyes was swollen shut. The other stared right
through Sirtaya, oblivious. Sirtaya gawped back, aghast. He pulled
his hand away before it touched the man. As if he had been struck
again by a mace, he scuttled back into the sleeping niche and
rocked on his haunches, watching as the prisoner was dragged on
along the corridor and out of sight.

The face, Sirtaya thought over
and over. That face. Despite the new prisoner’s swollen-shut
eye and the smears of blood, Sirtaya had never been stricken with
so clear a recognition. The long black hair threaded with white,
the intense, vulpine expression. ‘King Mursili?’ he whispered. It
had to be. He looked exactly as he had done that day he had
condemned Sirtaya to eternity here.

‘King Mursili,’ he
hissed now, his bloodied talon-hands spreading murderously. The
shadow on the cell wall grew horrifically as he rose, stalked back
to grab the cell bars and shook them madly, screaming down the
corridor in the wake of the guards and the new prisoner. ‘King
Mursili!’

 


***

 


Hattu’s head lolled, bones
cricking, muscles tearing. But he did not care. He stared at the
rugged sides of the many corridors they dragged him along, listened
to the animal moans and howls of the inmates, felt some reach out
to stroke or scratch him as he passed. But he did not care. From
the edges of his eyes he saw pale faces, lips sucked in like they
had no teeth. Others didn’t appear to have any eyes, just two black
pock-marks in nests of wrinkles. Nightmarish shapes of men and
women. But he did not care. He remembered what Danuhepa had told
him.

Nobody has ever escaped. There
is no secret passage, no master key, no blind spot in the watch.
Once you enter the well, you live out your days and die there.

Here. Now. Forever. And he did
not care.

At one point, the oppressive
rocky tunnel opened out, the floor splitting into two paths,
running around the edges of a chasm the shape of a dark eye, as
long as a meadow, with a set of winches fixed to the brink. The two
Wellkeepers wrenched him to standing and held him over the stony
lip of this giant hole.

‘We call this… the Abyss,’ one
guard burred. ‘Where the world of the living touches the Dark Earth
itself. Where the Dark Gods prowl…’

Hattu’s good eye slowly
adjusted, and he saw how the walls of the Abyss were criss-crossed
with the scars and black streaks of the copper-mine that this place
had originally been. A sulphurous stink rose on the stale air from
down there, a smell of decay. One of the Wellkeepers picked a torch
from a nearby rack and tossed it over the edge, into the throat of
the chasm. The blazing faggot slowly shrank with a crackle of
flames. Soon it was silent but still visible and falling.
Eventually, it blinked out of sight without a sound. ‘One scrap of
resistance, and you’ll be going down there,’ the guards grunted.
‘Lowered down to be chewed by rats… or over the side like the
torch.’

But Hattu did not care.

The pair hauled him onwards
into a sub-cavern of sorts – a bubble of space the size of a small
hall, lined with tables and racks and lit by torches clipped to the
walls. Other Wellkeepers ate, drank and honed their weapons
here.

‘Some bastard stole the wine
skin from my belt,’ one groused.

‘Well we’ll just have to find
out who did it and stretch him on the wheel.’ another suggested,
triggering a chorus of low, rumbling agreement.

All looked up when Hattu was
brought in.

‘We have a prince in our
midst,’ one with a broken nose and white, blind eye cooed, setting
down his cup and wiping barley beer foam from his lips with the
back of his hand. He rose, a half dozen more rising with him.
Others remained seated and apprehensive, but Blind-eye turned to
them, palms upturned. ‘You all heard the Labarna’s orders.
It doesn’t matter what he has done in the past at Kadesh or
elsewhere. He is a traitor, and must be treated as such.’ He swung
back to face Hattu, then clicked his fingers. ‘Put him on Pija’s
chair.’

All of a sudden, several pairs
of hands dragged Hattu backwards and pushed him down onto a wooden
chair, pulling thick leather straps around his wrists and ankles to
bind him there. A greasy-haired man waited nearby, smiling
sycophantically at Blind-eye.

‘The razor, Master Zaldu?’ he
asked.

Blind-eye Zaldu nodded once,
retreating to a stool to watch, one elbow on a table. The greasy
one brought out a copper dagger, broad-bladed and dull. He stroked
the back of Hattu’s neck, the hand, warm and soft and gentle for a
moment. Then he wrenched up Hattu’s hair and twisted it into a
rope. The force of it sent tongues of flame through the wound at
the back of his head and he cried out in pain.

‘Perhaps the fallen prince
wishes to answer the question Captain Bilanza asked him?’ Zaldu
mused. ‘Where is Jaru’s tablet?’

Hattu glared at Zaldu, then
spat a mixture of saliva and blood towards him.

Next, with a sound like ice
crystals crunching underfoot on a winter’s march the copper blade
slowly sawed at the rope of hair. The Wellkeepers looked on,
engrossed. Hattu felt sure this was a nightmare now as his head
jerked backwards in rhythm with the greasy barber’s sawing. What
wretched being would slice off a warrior’s hair? Confiscate his
weapons, whip him. Cut off his head. But do not rob him of his long
soldier locks!

With a sharp snap, the last of
his long hair came away and the greasy barber strode round in front
of Hattu, holding up the long black locks like a trophy.

As they cheered, Zaldu hurried
the barber on. ‘Pija, throw his hair to the fire.’

Pija the barber grinned and
tossed the braids into a brazier.

The cavern filled with a
terrible stink of burning hair and the Wellkeepers laughed amongst
themselves, pointing at the crudely-cut short hair left on Hattu’s
scalp. It did not end there. The barber disappeared round behind
Hattu. He heard Pija grunting as if lifting something heavy, then
the popping of a stopper. A sudden deluge of viscous liquid
enveloped him. Flax oil: great swathes of it sheeting over his head
and face. Gasping for air, blinded and deafened by the viscous
mess, only when the gloop slid free of his ears did he hear the
renewed laughter of the onlooking Wellkeepers.

Pija the barber now stepped
over to Hattu with a leather wrap, unrolling it to showcase an
array of pristine bronze barber’s implements. He selected a razor,
fitted it to a wooden handle and examined the edge, blew on it,
then leaned in close with the pinched look of an expert at work.
There was no pain as he scraped carefully away the remnant hair on
Hattu’s head, stopping to shake away the excess oil every so often.
But when he came to the back, he licked the blade carelessly around
the wound. Hattu tensed and shuddered through it all. Finally, Pija
stood back, resting his hands on his hips and admiring his
work.

‘Good work,’ Zaldu commended
him, then held up a polished bronze shield before Hattu’s face.

The reflection staring back at
Hattu was beyond strange: the pale, bald scalp, the bloodied face
and swollen-shut grey eye, a look of utter desolation in the hazel
one.

‘See?’ Zaldu cooed. ‘You are no
longer a prince. No longer even a Hittite. Very soon, you will
question whether you are a man or a beast. It can all end,’ he said
softly like the adoring owner of a pet, ‘if you tell me where
Jaru’s tablet is.’

Hattu fixed him with his best
attempt at a pacific smile. ‘I have no idea. It is lost.
Urhi-Teshub will never have it.’

Zaldu snorted, stood back and
clapped his hands together. Darkness descended over Hattu’s head. A
sack of some sorts. He felt himself being unstrapped from the
chair, then hauled away and carried through spaces that echoed like
great halls, and small and cramped passages where those carrying
him seemed to move at a crouch. Every part of it was so cold, he
thought. It reminded him of the days of his youth when he and Muwa
– hot and tired from playing in the countryside, would take shelter
in small caves where the air would be incredibly cool. At last they
set him down on his feet and shoved him in the back. Flailing
forwards, blinded, he whacked against hard rock and slumped to the
ground, groaning. With a dull clank of bronze gates, the
grunts and scuffling feet of the Wellkeepers faded away.

Gingerly, he reached up to
slide the sack from his head. Everything seemed to burn: the head
wound, his swollen eye, his scalp… his heart. Absently, he gazed
around the cell. It was no more than a niche cut into the bedrock
on one side of an old mining corridor, fronted with thick bars.
Near-darkness in every direction… except…

He scrambled on his knees
towards the thin seam of sunlight shining down from the cell
ceiling, a diagonal rod of gold through which dust floated. At once
he thought of the merest crumb of consolation: an escape, a quest
to find Pudu and Tudha’s remains, to honour their bones or their
ashes, to push a knife into his breast and die by their grave.
Shaking, he rose. Stretching onto his toes sent streaks of pain
through him, but he could almost reach the tiny opening with his
fingertips. A way out? Hope?

‘Forget about it,’ a voice
spoke from nearby.

Hattu fell into a defensive
stance and took a step backwards. ‘Who’s there?’ he asked the
darkness beyond the bars of his cell.

‘A man who has watched several
other prisoners staring up at that light, thinking those same
thoughts.’

Hattu crept forward a little,
seeing across the rocky corridor and into the cell opposite. A man
lay slumped there. His head was a mass of tangled hair, with gaunt
leathery cheeks and haunted eyes. He was naked, his body mottled
with scar welts and bruises.

‘They put people into that cell
to torment them, to make them think they have a chance of freedom.
Look, see how thick the rock is there. And you have no tools, no
platform or means of getting up there either to chip away towards
the sun.’

Hattu saw that, indeed, the
narrow almond-shaped oculus was drilled through limestone as thick
as a man was tall. Now he also noticed the scratch marks near the
aperture – made by the desperate nails of erstwhile occupants.

‘It is there to draw your wits
away from you… to bring you to madness,’ the man said softly. ‘But
that is not my concern. I am only here temporarily. Great things
await me back in Hattusa! See how I still have my hair?’

Hattu ignored him and slumped
onto the floor, sitting cross-legged, staring at his filthy,
bleeding hands. His body was the same – smeared in filth and sweat.
His head felt most naked of all, he realised, reaching up to touch
the bristles where he had always had long hair.

‘They reserve the razor
treatment for the worst kind of criminals,’ the other fellow
said.

Hattu ignored him still.

‘They will come in to your cell
every few days to peel away the hair again, to strip you of your
identity and dignity. Yet they will leave your chin to sprout hair
in that most un-Hittite of fashions,’ he said, raking his fingers
through his own beard.

Hattu gazed through the bars of
his cell, lost, the chorus of wails and shouts of the many others
down here echoing and merging into one great moan that tumbled back
and forth along the throat of the tunnel walkway. He crumpled down
onto his side, facing away from the chatty neighbour, and let his
good eye slide closed, boxing himself inside his own skull, away
from one source of madness and arriving alongside another. The
uneven rock underneath him was as cold as ice against his naked
skin. There was nothing in here – not a blanket or even straw to
fashion a bed of sorts. Regardless, sleep fell like a stone.

When he awoke, it was to the
continuing sound of the neighbouring man’s voice and a horrible
coldness that had penetrated to his bones. Hattu wondered if the
fellow had even shut up in the time he had been slumbering. He
curled up in a tighter ball to try to preserve what body heat he
had left. Time slid past strangely, with that rod of light slowly
trailing across the cell floor over the course of the day, and
Hattu drifting in and out of long bouts of sleep.

He moved only when thirst
wakened him. All was silent. The neighbouring inmate was asleep at
last. It was pitch black and so he clawed around on all fours,
eventually finding a small cup of water that had been left inside
the bars of his cell. He gulped it down hungrily, then tore at the
tasteless hunk of hard bread lying beside it. Then? More sleep.
After another long spell of blackness, he awoke to see the rod of
daylight shining down again. And there was the most irritating
droning sound: the man across the corridor, repeating the same
questions over and over.

‘Ah, awake at last! What did
you do? What did you do?’ the man asked. ‘Stealing from the temple?
Cattle theft? No… you do not have the look of a thief. The
acropolis,’ he said, his voice suddenly animated like that of an
excited child guessing what gift he might be about to receive. ‘You
are one of the palace workers? The tablets of law used to say that
serving unclean food up to the Labarna meant you had to eat
a plate of steaming faeces, but I’ve seen several of your lot cast
down here in the last few years for that same crime.’ He stopped
and chuckled. ‘The warm shit is no doubt disgusting to eat, but it
lasts only a few moments. This place never ends.’ The man sighed
then clicked his tongue. ‘But it will end for me. I am
Kuliat, chosen by the king. Any day now, the guards will come to
unlock my cell and take me back to Hattusa. Do you want to know how
I came to be here on this temporary stay?’

Hattu said nothing, letting his
good eye slide closed once more, seeking the escape of more
sleep.

‘It was in the days after King
Muwa returned from Kadesh,’ Kuliat continued, undeterred.

Hattu’s good eye pinged
open.

‘I was a well-to-do sort, you
see. I wore soft kilts and decorated belts, fine earrings and
perfumes too. My house, overlooking the Ambar River, was the envy
of many. Hard-earned, through decades of toil as a boy and as a
young man cultivating our wheat ranges to provide the most abundant
yield. When the Labarna’s men came round each year to gather
the royal share of the crop, I could pay my dues and still
have the same again left to feed my family and my workers
and to sell the surplus on to the trade wagons and at the
market. There was nothing quite so stirring as waking to a summer
dawn, the smell of the dewy earth and pregnant crop, the song of
the skylarks and the-’

‘You spoke of King Muwa,’ Hattu
said gruffly, sitting up to face Kuliat, cutting him off just as he
was ramping up for an endlessly tangential monologue.

Kuliat blinked, bemused. ‘Aye,
King Muwatalli, The Sun, with the eyes of an eagle and teeth of a
lion,’ he said with a reverential sigh. ‘I visited his Panku
sessions regularly. Not for my own benefit, or to boast and brag
like most of the other nobles. I went because it was my duty to the
state, to help steer and advise the Great King where I could. But
while he was away at Kadesh making war with the Egyptians, the
court became a troubling place. Noblemen splitting into factions,
anger, jealousy… fear. At first I wondered if I was over-sensitive
to their moods and appetites, or if they feared the consequences of
losing that faraway war. It was only after a time that I realised
something darker was at play. Someone was nurturing those
divisions, driving wedges between erstwhile friends. Grain was
taken from the great pits and carried off to the war effort. It was
a time when nobody was sure what to think. Were we about to starve?
About to be rolled over by the great armies of the Pharaoh?’ he
stopped and shook his head. ‘In times of fear, men act rashly,
instinctively. But Urhi-Teshub was different. The young
Tuhkanti promised much, and was confident in his assertions.
That he would refill the empty silos and establish a home defence
force to protect us should the faraway war be lost and Pharaoh’s
attentions turn towards the heartlands. More, he did it. He
actually did it!’ the man’s tone was bright and cheery for a
moment. ‘Wagon after wagon of grain arrived at the city – from
Halki knows where – to fill the pits again. The young men of the
land were stirred by his chariot rides through the countryside and
cities, calling them from the fields and to his new,
hugely-expanded corps of Golden Spearmen. When King Muwa returned
from the war, victorious, I stood on one of the flat roofs hemming
the main way with the priestesses and a band of young street
children, tossing grain and petals over his battle chariot. All
along the processional route back up to the acropolis, there were
bursts of colour and cheering. King Muwa was a vision of majesty.
Earnest and solemn.’

Hattu’s good eye closed over
again as he imagined the scene. Muwa, lion-faced, broad-shouldered,
draped in black robes and crowned with the silver winged sun. His
heart – in pieces already – turned to dust.

‘Awaiting him at the acropolis
gates stood Urhi-Teshub,’ Kuliat continued. ‘The Tuhkanti,
the chosen prince.’

Hattu’s good eye blinked open
again.

‘I thought that the Gods had
granted us an apogee – a time of father and son, king and
heir, Labarna and Tuhkanti, both at their zenith. Not
to mention the absent but mighty Prince Hattu, yet to return and
add his own might and wisdom to the governance of our land.’

Hattu felt a nauseous urge to
laugh.

‘But I never had the chance to
see the warrior-prince return. For something strange began to
happen. King Muwa called me to what I thought was a Panku session.
Yet when I arrived, I found that I was the only one there. Just him
and me in the Hall of the Sun. He seemed troubled, agitated. He
asked me what had gone on during the time he had been away. I
explained it as best as I could, just as I have done to you,
stranger. Throughout my explanations, he seemed so jaded – not at
all like the man who had stood on the processional chariot like a
living God. He was pale, rheumy-eyed, trembling of hand. Most
troubling of all was the sight of bald patches where his thick mane
had come away in clumps.’

Hattu felt a stinging in his
eyes, even though his expression remained blank.

‘He told me that he feared for
his wife, Queen Uranda. She was suffering in a similar way, but
faring much worse. He beckoned me close, close enough so only I
could hear his whisper: I think we are being poisoned. He
asked me to leave my estate in the hands of my workers, and to come
and live in the palace, ostensibly as a master-clerk, but truly to
watch for signs of skulduggery. I was enchanted by the notion of
serving the Labarna directly like this, and that he should
entrust me so. I was anticipating games of shadow and stealth,
observing trysts and midnight exchanges. But by the Gods, palace
life was a dreadful bore.’

Hattu saw an image of himself
from the past, smiling at this.

‘One day, during the winter
before last, I was dozing in my quarters before a warm hearth when
I heard a terrible sound. The pained squeaks of a kitten from
somewhere across the citadel grounds… from the palace itself. I
sprang to my feet, bounded across the frosted shell of the outdoors
and into the palace. Inside was quiet and cold – despite the low
fire crackling away in the hearth room there. The drapes were
fluttering slowly in a chill breeze that soughed through the palace
corridors. What fool worker had left the shutters open? I wondered.
I followed the breath of wind, and that pitiful squealing, to the
upper floor. There indeed a set of shutters had been pinned open.
On the sill lay a calico kitten – one of the many that prowl the
city – stretched out as if it had been shot with an arrow. I
stroked its soft fur, but there were no wounds, just many bald
spots. I could feel the tension in its tiny body, see the faint
trembling in its limbs. Its eyes were watery and crusted with mucus
too. I stared at this poor creature – a miniature lion – and
thought of King Muwa. I noticed the splashes of liquid on the sill
nearby, and the drinking saucer that someone had left out. There
was still water left in it. I don’t know why, but I lifted it to my
nose. It wasn’t water. Sweetness, tainted with something else,
something unpleasant.’

‘Decay,’ Hattu said
quietly.

‘Yes, how did you know?’

‘So you had evidence that there
was a poisoner in the palace,’ Hattu said, ignoring the man’s
question. ‘What did you do?’

‘As I was bid,’ Kuliat said
proudly, sitting a little taller. ‘I went straight to King Muwa’s
chambers to inform him of my findings. Alas, he was too unwell to
receive me. But I knew that time was our king’s enemy, and so I
approached Urhi-Teshub’s offices.’

Hattu felt the light drain from
him.

‘He understood,’ Kuliat said.
‘I could see the concern spread across his face. He rose from the
table at which he had been eating and began pacing to and fro,
beset with worry. Have you told anyone else? he asked. No, I
replied. I then took leave of my senses and dared to advise him:
call the Panku together, hold a session to discover who in this
city – who in this acropolis – might be responsible. But he stopped
and stared at me with a terrible look on his face. I have grave
fears it could be one of the nobles. I felt like a fool. Of
course it must be one of them – those with much to lose but much
more to gain. One of the disaffected ones who had resented King
Muwa for leaving the city on the brink of starvation during the
Kadesh campaign, or for stripping their estate of landworkers and
sending them south to the Tarhuntassa meadows.’

Hattu now felt great pity –
albeit a mere raindrop in a monsoon – for the man, now seeing his
path from that moment to this.

‘You are in danger,
Urhi-Teshub said to me. If they witnessed you in any of your
investigations, then they will surely be set on silencing you.
My mind spun with fear. For on more than a few occasions I had
caught sight of the merest shadow watching me. Shapes of men at the
end of long corridors, there one moment then gone as soon as I
called out to them: “Who’s there?”’

‘But Urhi-Teshub was swift and
sharp-minded as always. I cannot raise the matter with the Panku,
but I can protect you. My Golden Spearmen will escort you from the
city under the pretence of arrest. Do not worry, they will see to
your comfort, and they will take you to a luxurious carriage. I’ll
arrange for you to take residence out in the countryside. The Well
of Silence has a dark reputation, but the upper cells are fair, and
I will instruct the Wellkeepers there to assign you a comfortable
space with good air and bedding. They will provide you with hearty
food and wine too. It will be a gaol in name only. You can lie low
there, safe behind the many bars and guards, until the poisoner has
been found and brought to justice. I will send men to bring you
back just as soon as that happens. You will spend only days there –
certainly no more than half a moon. I was in awe of his concern for
me – a minor nobleman, one of many.’ He stopped and sighed. ‘And so
here I am.’ He glanced around his stark cell. ‘Now I understand
that perhaps the best cells were occupied, and that there was no
bedding left to distribute… and that good food is in short supply,’
he gestured to the plate near his own cell’s bars. It had a few
breadcrumbs on it. Beside it was a drinking cup the size of half an
egg – much smaller than Hattu’s cup. ‘But the portions are so
terribly meagre,’ he said, rubbing the sucked-in cavity under his
ribcage. ‘Still, as long as justice is being done in Hattusa, I can
weather the hunger pangs and the pains of sleeping on stone. When
the time is right, I will return to the sound of horns and drums, a
hero. King Muwa will honour me, and Urhi-Teshub too. Perhaps
even-’

‘King Muwa is dead,’ Hattu cut
him off.

Kuliat’s jaw flapped a few
times wordlessly, stunned.

‘It was Urhi-Teshub who was
poisoning him. He has since taken the throne.’

Kuliat’s grubby face aged a
decade at that moment. His jaw flapped a few times, for once
soundlessly.

‘He persuaded you to walk in
here, convinced you that it was not forever.’

Kuliat began to shake. ‘No,’ he
croaked. ‘You are a liar. A thief after all. Why would I trust the
word of someone like you?’

‘Now he starves you slowly,’
Hattu continued, ‘offering you one crust of bread and a single swig
of water a day. Still, you believe his lies.’

‘You lie!’ Kuliat cried, his
lips peeling back to reveal his diseased gums. ‘I am not thirsty!
Hungry maybe, but not thirsty.’

‘A classic sign of starvation.
Too hungry to even notice your thirst. The lesions on your flesh,
the way your skin stretches over your ribs like a thin sheet. You
have been sent here to die.’

‘No, I refuse to believe it,’
Kuliat insisted. ‘Urhi-Teshub assured me this was only temporary.
His advisors too, even his men as they took me here.’

‘Sometimes the dead tell you
more than the living,’ Hattu sighed. ‘Since Urhi-Teshub ascended
the Grey Throne, there have been many new graves dug in the Meadow
of the Fallen,’ he said quietly. ‘Pits and urns with the bodies and
ashes of young men and women who died without explanation. And
there are many more who were never given the simple honour of a
grave. Wake up. See the lies you have been told for what they
are.’

Kuliat rose onto his feet,
revealing his stick-like legs, the knees swollen. ‘And who are you
to tell me what is true and what is false?’

Hattu remained sitting. His
good eye rolled up to hold the prisoner’s angry glare. ‘I am Prince
Hattusili, brother to the murdered king. Right now the bodies of my
bride and son lie slain and in dishonour.’

Kuliat gawped, then threw his
gaunt head back and let loose a dry laugh like crackling autumnal
leaves. ‘Prince Hattu was a great general. You are a liar, and a
fine one at that – a general of lies, perhaps, but...’

Hattu reached up to his swollen
eye and prized open the distended lids, revealing the smoke-grey
iris.

Kuliat’s eyes bulged and he
grabbed the bars of his own cell, pupils darting madly as if in
search of clues to some deception. After a time, he released a
sigh. Then, as if his spirit was escaping his body, he crumpled to
his knees, weeping.

‘It is all true,’ Hattu said
quietly as the prisoner sobbed. ‘I meant you no distress,’ he said
after a time. ‘I simply could not bear to hear you ape
Urhi-Teshub’s lies. You seem like a good man. You do not deserve
this.’

But Kuliat said nothing, simply
sobbing quietly.

An age passed, and the
tantalising rod of golden light shifted then vanished, leaving them
in cold darkness. A bubble of torchlight floated through the tunnel
at one point, uplighting two Wellkeepers in an eerie glow as they
passed along, ladling some thin stew into each prisoner’s wooden
bowl and water into their cup, giving them a small bread loaf too.
When they came to the cell opposite Hattu’s, the Wellkeepers shared
some private joke, reached through the bars and lifted the starving
Kuliat’s plate and tiny cup, pretended to fill both and placed them
back down, empty. ‘Food’s up, and it’s only the finest stuff for
you,’ the Wellkeepers mocked, moving on to Hattu’s cell.

When they were gone, Hattu took
the bowl and cup they had left him, sipped on the water, then
stirred the stew: it was more like greyish water with a few
globules of fat and a thread of what was probably boar meat
floating near the surface. Not a meal at all. He lifted a spoonful
of it to his lips and sipped. It was as disgusting as it looked,
but the saltiness of it, and the few flakes of meat in that one
sip, reminded him that he had not eaten for days. Yet he stared at
the pot and the drink for a time, then lifted both through the
bars, stretching across the corridor towards Kuliat’s side.

Kuliat refused.

‘I cannot stomach food at the
moment,’ Hattu lied. Kuliat refused once more, but then his eyes
grew wide and his nostrils twitched at the grim-smelling aroma of
the stew as if it were palace fare. Hattu offered it to him again,
and this time he greedily accepted, reaching out to take both. He
glanced nervously down the tunnel in each direction, then produced
something from the depths of his cell: a small drinking skin. He
passed this across the tunnel. ‘You have this. I stole it from a
guard’s belt while he stood with his back turned to my cell.’

Hattu frowned.

‘I thought it might be water,
so I was dismayed when it turned out to be neat wine. No use to a
hungry and thirsty man. But that wound on your head will grow
infected if you do not treat it soon.’

Hattu took the skin, nodding
once in gratitude.

He uncorked the skin, bowed his
head forward and tilted the wine gingerly over his scalp, guiding
the liquid towards his head wound. It stung like a whip, but he
knew Kuliat was right. He had seen men die of infected head wounds
before.

When he looked up again, Kuliat
was busy guzzling down the stew and water in great untasting gulps.
In the near-blackness, he resembled a wolf devouring the innards of
a deer.

‘Aye, savour every mouthful,’
Hattu remarked, one eyebrow cocked.

‘I will need my strength,’
Kuliat said in a hurried whisper, ‘for you are the great Prince
Hattu. None can defeat you, or keep you caged. That rock is too
thick for any man to burrow through,’ he said, pointing into the
darkness in the vague direction of the ceiling cell oculus, ‘but
you are no mere man. You walk with Ishtar. The Goddess will see you
out of here… and me with you.’

Hattu stared into space, the
words hitting him like a volley of bronze-tipped arrows. Then the
truth of all that had happened, of Captain Bilanza’s terrible
boasts, came back to him.

Two of my men seized Princess
Puduhepa, taking a wrist each and stretching her arms out wide. It
was me who sliced off her pretty head.

It was like an arrow the size
of a spear, plunging into his breast.

I hear they had trouble killing
your boy. They had to take him by the ankles and dash his head
three times against a pillar before his brains burst free.

A second arrow, this one
barbed. It sent him crashing onto his side, hugging his knees to
his chest, shaking, staring into the darkness.
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The Rogue of the West

Spring 1271 BC

 


The black chariot hurtled across
the plains of Mira like a speeding leopard, seeming almost
weightless as it rode the bumps and tussocks with great ease. The
driver guided the vehicle round in wide circles, casting up spirals
of dust, the horses’ manes streaking like banners, eyes bulging,
legs thrashing. Crowds gathered to watch the unexpected display:
women and children washing clothes on the banks of the River
Cayster; fishermen too halted on the decks of their skiffs and
rafts, tilting their wide-brimmed hats up to peer at the spectacle;
foragers and hunters emerged from the berry groves; the ambling
trail of trade wagons slowed also, those on board bemused by this
ferocious one-chariot show. The driver was skilled, the horses fine
and the vehicle lavish, yet it was the warrior on board who held
their attentions. A bare-chested man wearing a kilt of leather
strips and a helm of boar tusks that shone with a lustre of white
flame in the spring heat.

With every head that turned to
watch, Piya-maradu’s zeal soared higher and higher. ‘Have you
heard?’ he cried again. ‘Darkness has befallen your lord, the
protector of your land and its towns,’ he used his spear like an
extension of his arm, pointing at the sprawling coastal settlement
of Epasa set into the nearby hillside that overlooked the Western
Sea before casting both arms wide and skilfully turning on the spot
within the speeding vehicle. ‘The Great King of the Hittites, the
Sun himself, the great Urhi-Teshub… has been assaulted by a
usurper!’

Those still crouching by the
riverbanks now rose, robes wet from the waist down, the fishermen’s
lips moved. What did he say? The trader caravans cast the
message along the track to those who had not heard. Piya-maradu
watched the changing emotions on the sea of faces. Many of these
people were probably too young to remember the past days when Mira
had risen to challenge their Hittite overlords, but the elders here
were fastidious in reminding the younger ones just how brutal the
war that followed had been, and just how strong the Hittite Army
had been in crushing that rebellion. Ever since, to be Miran meant
to be loyal to the Grey Throne and to guarantee peace and harmony
for this land and for their loved ones.

‘What does the Sun ask of us?’
one scrawny old wretch said, approaching the circling chariot. As
the vehicle scythed past him, the thrown-up wall of dust almost
blew him back off his feet. ‘I marched to Kadesh and helped screen
the Hittite supply wagons. Now, I am too old to fight,’ he cried in
the chariot’s wake, ‘but if the Labarna of the Hittites asks
me to, then I will once again bear bronze and marching boots to
stand against this usurper.’

Piya-maradu felt a warm thrill
rise up through him. He had considered paying a few beggars to
blurt out words to this effect, but this was perfect. A low moan
rose from the many hundreds of watchers. ‘Another war? No, it is
too soon,’ a woman wept. ‘I am still waiting for my sons to return
from the fields of Kadesh,’ a man complained.

Your sons lie dead in that
great desert ossuary, Piya-maradu answered privately, his top
lip twitching in a smirk. ‘Rejoice, for there is no need for war.
The usurper was apprehended in his attempted coup. The
Labarna is safe!’

A relieved gasp spread across
the gathering masses.

‘But you can still honour your
absent sons,’ he answered aloud. ‘Prevent another war! Reaffirm
your loyalty to the Great King of the Hittites.’ He crouched to
lift a clay slab from the chariot cabin floor and hold it aloft
like a trophy. ‘The Labarna asks not for men to march to
battle. He merely seeks a renewed declaration of support from this
loyal land. Already the Hapallans and Kuwaliyans, upriver, have
done this.’ He traced a finger along the flat strips of hieroglyphs
where various seals had been rolled along the clay. ‘This tablet
will be the deterrent to any future usurper. We must garner on this
clay as many seal-impressions as we can – enough to scatter the
ambitions of the greedy and aspiring who might have one eye on the
Labarna’s throne.’

A horn’s wail cut across the
coastal plain. All heads now switched to the earth ramp surrounding
Epasa’s lower city wards. The cherrywood gates twinkled as they
peeled open, and another chariot arrowed out onto the
flatlands.

Piya-maradu peered at the crew,
ignoring the rat of a driver and scrutinising the ‘warrior’. He
wore no weapons or amour, just a loose robe and a spare chin. His
head – bald as an egg on top – glistened with sweat, with crazy
strands of hair from the sides plastered across his forehead as if
to fool people that he was in possession of a full head of
hair.

‘A usurper in Hattusa?’ the
Governor of Epasa spluttered as his chariot drew near. ‘Who?’

Piya-maradu’s eyes grew and his
smile widened. It felt like that moment when the fishing line
jerks, then grows taut. ‘The answer to your question is a tragedy,
my lord,’ Piya-maradu said, his black chariot circling and slowing
beside the governor’s. ‘For it was none other than the once-great
general, Lord of the Upper Lands… Prince Hattusili.’

The governor’s chin wobbled as
his jaw slackened. The watching crowds – thousands of them now –
exploded in a swell of disbelief.

‘The Son of Ishtar has betrayed
his king? Prince Hattu… no!’

‘He led us all to victory at
Kadesh. He would not do such a thing.’

‘Even Urhi-Teshub could not
believe it,’ Piya-maradu countered, ‘until it happened. They say
Prince Hattu crept into his bedchamber one night and tried to
strike off his head while he slept… that Hattu’s men quietly slew
the servants and children of the palace in their beds.’ Piya-maradu
watched as this rhetoric swept around the crowds like a plague. Men
of veteran age who had surely served alongside Hattu in the Kadesh
campaign looked suddenly sick, heads shaking in disbelief. ‘Aye, he
who fought for the Hittite Empire and for unity across all its
lands… has now turned into a snake, coveting nothing but his own
personal power and fame.’

The governor scanned the tablet
Piya-maradu held.

‘Make your mark here, my lord.
You will be one of many to pledge fealty in this troubling time.
Every town along this river has already complied.’

‘What about the lands bordering
this one. Lukka? The Seha River Land?’

‘I came here first, because
that is what Urhi-Teshub commanded me to do. Go swiftly to the
lands of my strongest vassals, he compelled me,’ Piya-maradu
lied. In truth, this place was at the end of the great east-west
track, and so it was simply convenient for him to first pass
through Hapalla, Kuwaliya then these Miran lands. ‘Lukka will make
their marks soon enough,’ he lied, knowing Sarpedon of Lukka was a
staunch ally of Hattu. At least the Lukkans were too preoccupied
with the raids of sea pirates and Ahhiyawans to get involved in any
of this.

The governor stared at his
lips, as if expecting something more. ‘And… the Seha River
Land?’

Piya-maradu sighed
dramatically. ‘The river villages are tangled in their own troubles
for now. They will be unable to support the Labarna in this
venture.’ Urhi-Teshub’s decision to remove King Masturi from the
river throne had backfired drastically. He had seen it as a means
of removing one of Hattu’s allies from power and replacing him with
another more amenable to himself. Instead, he had caused havoc. On
his way here, Piya-maradu had actually crossed paths with a group
of Seha River Landers – a group of grubby warriors wearing nothing
but cloth headbands and hide cuirasses, not a stitch on their
bottom halves. Fierce bastards though, he conceded. The
force was led by Masturi himself, the erstwhile king, and he was on
his way to appeal to his father Manapa-Tarhunda, in favour of whom
he had been deposed. When Piya-maradu had shown Masturi the tablet
and put the proposal to him and his river warriors, they had spat
on the earth by way of reply. You dare to call Prince Hattu a
usurper? You ask me to pledge support to Urhi-Teshub? Masturi
had said. He who cast me from my throne? Never. With his ruling
he has brought this country to the brink of civil war. Go from this
place and be glad to keep your lives. The warriors with Masturi
all part-drew their bronze blades from their leather scabbards,
letting the metal wink like baleful eyes. Piya-maradu and his
driver had withdrawn without a further word.

The memory faded from
Piya-maradu’s mind as the sun glinted on the governor’s soapstone
cylinder seal, hanging on a thong around his neck. ‘Now…’
Piya-maradu said, calmly lifting a water skin from the hook on his
belt, pulling the stopper with his teeth and pouring a little over
the bottom half of the tablet to soften the surface. ‘Make your
mark, my lord.’

The governor nodded hurriedly,
fumbling as he took his seal necklace off then rolled the small
cylinder along the wet clay underneath the Hapallan and Kuwaliyan
markings. ‘Prince Hattu has been apprehended, you say?’

‘Caught like a murderous rat,
only strides from the sleeping Labarna’s bed and unprotected
neck.’

‘What has become of him?’

‘Urhi-Teshub understands that –
despite the prince’s fall from grace – he was once a hero to many
of you,’ Piya-maradu replied with a boom so that all could hear.
‘Thus, Hattu has been spared his life, and sent instead into a
comfortable but secure exile. There he shall see out the remainder
of his days. This is the measure of Urhi-Teshub: Magnanimity and
kindness in his every thought and action.’
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Deeper

Summer 1271 BC

 


Hattu lay pinned by a dire
finger of light, watching Ishtar’s great form descending from
above, her wings beating then folding as she landed. She peered
down at him with a pitiless look. ‘What has become of the Great
Prince Hattu?’ she mocked.

‘You tricked me,’ Hattu said
weakly. ‘You showed me dreams of the throne stained with
blood.’

Ishtar twisted her head to peer
down sideways at him in disdain. ‘I did not trick you. The throne
was splashed crimson in the end, was it not? And I also showed you
a dream of your wife and boy as the source of the blood. It was a
warning. You had a choice; you chose to press ahead with your plans
when you should have waited.’

He rose onto his knees, head
switching to follow her prowling path. ‘I could not deny my
friends. They were ready. So too was Pudu.’

‘But you were not, Prince
Hattu. That is why you failed.’

 


Hattu woke into complete
blackness, a terrible sense of despondency pinning him where he lay
on his cell floor. He remained like that for some time, staring,
combing over the dreams. No matter which way he tried to twist
them, Ishtar was right. Sickeningly, deviously right.

Hours passed and he lay there
in a daze. It was only when the stone underneath him began to
shiver that he rose. Confused, he rolled onto his feet. Puffs of
dust sprayed down on him from above. Pebble-sized chunks of stone
pit-pattered and smacked down around him, one whacking him on the
bridge of the nose, drawing blood. He stared upwards into the
darkness, thinking of the thick, rocky ceiling of his cell. Terror
grabbed him: one crack in the right place and huge columns of
limestone would come hammering down. He would be crushed like an
ant, this cell his forgotten tomb.

But the tremor passed. The
sound of panicked breathing and moans of fear from the other cells
rising over the fading rumbles. It was the second such quake since
his incarceration, he realised. One during the spring and one now
in the summer, when the air that did waft through this frigid
underground maze was tinged with the glorious promise of heat. It
was an irony that his grey eye had healed so well in that time,
given there was precious little cause to use it in this gloom.

He stared at the pale stripe of
light materialising in the middle of the blackness, like a ghostly
spear thrown down through the oculus in the rock. Dawn was coming.
The narrow beam of light was now like a hated enemy to him. Silent,
mocking, untouchable, immutable, just as Kuliat had explained it
would be. In the early days, he had watched it crawl its short path
across his cell floor, each passage marking a day. Now, it seemed
to blink, as days whirred past like the speeding wings of a
kingfisher. It had initially stoked anger and desperation in him,
but given the same meagre rations the guards brought each day, his
vim had soon ebbed. It was an effort merely to breathe well down
here in this cold, stale pocket of nothingness. He passed the palms
of both hands through the tangled mess that was his beard, shaggy
and tousled, threaded with white, then over his scalp, shorn again
yesterday by Pija the barber. His head wound had healed too, thanks
to Kuliat’s wine, and was now just a lumpy crescent of scar
tissue.

He stared at the finger of
light again. The thick swirl of dust motes engaged his mind for a
moment, their dance reminding him of battles seen from faraway or
from a mountain vantage point. That thought led to memories of
Kadesh, and that to the horrors he had returned to here in the
Hittite heartlands. In turn, that thought led him to…

‘Pudu, Tudha,’ he whispered
softly.

He closed his eyes tight,
feeling a few tears streak hotly across his cheeks. He heard their
imagined death cries, and the laughter of their murderers. He
clasped his hands over his ears, but there was no stopping it.

‘The sun bathes our backs, and
the wheat stalks stroke our legs as we work,’ Kuliat’s voice
scattered the thoughts. ‘And is there a finer sound than the crisp
snap of a sickle slicing through the harvest crops?’

Hattu turned to the barred
front of his cell. Across the corridor, Kuliat lay with a strange
smile on his face. He was little more than a skeleton now, and his
expression was far-off, as if his spirit was gone and his body was
simply waiting for its return.

‘The earthy maltiness of the
wheat, the nutty barley scent,’ Kuliat inhaled, his smile
spreading, ‘the whisper of fresh sheaves of it being heaped upon
our handcarts. Heaped, yes! Promising bounteous feasts and many
loaves of hot bread to come.’

Hattu could not help but hear
the sounds and smell the smells. He imagined himself there too, the
soft winnowing wind passing over his skin, the buzz of insects, the
joy of being in the open air, surrounded by the spirits of the sky,
the trees and the rocks, all watched over by the Gods. In his
younger days, he had helped farmers from time to time, enjoying the
tasks and understanding the techniques. ‘The wheat fields make hard
but satisfying work,’ he mused, then cocked an eyebrow. ‘But you
were a nobleman, were you not? Surely you never had to toil in the
fields?’

‘They call me a nobleman, yes,
but I laboured with my farm workers. I found that I could not enjoy
my pot of barley beer in the evening without having broken a sweat
during the day.’

Hattu found Kuliat’s smile
infectious. ‘Barley beer. The first punchy draught of it, like a
cooling spirit flooding into your belly and through your
veins.’

‘Flatbread, thin as cloth,’
Kuliat enthused in return, ‘charred to perfection.’

Hattu’s stomach groaned and he
ran a hand over the hollowness of it. He had been stretching an arm
through his cell bars to share his small daily ration with Kuliat,
who most days continued to receive either nothing at all or an
absurdly small amount of food. It meant both of them were slowly
starving now, but for Kuliat this was an improvement. He would have
been dead by now without the extra nourishment. ‘Yoghurt from the
goat herds, thick and creamy,’ Hattu added to Kuliat’s
flatbread.

‘Wild venison, cooked tender on
a spit. Great hunks of it on a plate…’

‘Better pick up another one of
those flatbreads to mop up the juices,’ Hattu recommended.

A strange sound echoed within
both of their cells then – a gentle laughter. Both men looked at
one another in the gloom, surprised by the noise, then both rocked
in a fresh bout of amusement. It was golden… and brief.

A voice echoed down the tunnel.
‘So… who’s been causing trouble?’

Many weak voices moaned and
wailed, and with the sound of feet scurrying and scraping, the pale
faces near the bars of the cells adjacent to Kuliat’s vanished into
the shadows.

‘Someone’s been sharing their
food, I hear?’

Zaldu! Hattu’s skin
prickled. Kuliat’s skeletal face grew even more gaunt with
worry.

Rat-tat-tat went Zaldu’s
mace against the bars. Closer, closer… slower, slower.

Zaldu’s form seemed gargantuan,
dominating the corridor outside Hattu’s cell, silhouetted from
behind by the torches of two other Wellkeepers.

‘Prince Hattu,’ Zaldu said.
‘You gave away some of your daily stew, I hear? It is not to your
liking?’

‘Starving a man is not to my
tastes,’ Hattu replied.

‘So you fed Kuliat?’ Zaldu
sighed.

‘And you’ve come to punish me,’
Hattu said flatly, standing, staring into the distance. ‘Do as you
will.’

He heard the sound of a key
clunking in a lock… and then Kuliat’s cell door swung open. ‘What
are you doing?’ Hattu said, alarmed.

Zaldu remained staring at
Hattu, while the other two Wellkeepers entered Kuliat’s cell and
dragged him up and out. ‘No, please, I’ve done nothing wrong.’

‘No, but Prince Hattu has,’
Zaldu smirked, ‘and making him watch his friends suffer is the best
kind of torture for him.’

Hattu half-ran, half staggered
towards Zaldu, slamming against the bars of his own cell. The
impact was jarring and futile and Zaldu exploded with laughter.
‘Kuliat here is the last friend you have. All the rest are dead.
Perhaps you’ve remembered where Jaru’s ironworking tablet is? Tell
me, and I’ll put the wretch back in his cell.’

Hattu stared at Zaldu, then at
Kuliat. White noise grew inside his head until it felt as if his
skull was about to explode. Then… silence.

‘Never,’ he replied.

He slumped down against the
bars of his cell, hearing poor Kuliat being dragged away. He had
witnessed many being taken from their cells to be beaten, sometimes
to stop them crying out, sometimes just because the guards were
bored. Zaldu’s men enjoyed many means of torture, including
pressing sizzling brands to the soles of the feet, mutilating the
tongue and the lips so the victim could not eat and scourging the
skin off of their backs. He had even seen the torturers marching
down the tunnel with a trestle table and a cage from which the most
agitated squeaking and shrieking rose. They had entered a nearby
cell and surrounded the pale, hairless man in there. They tied him,
spread-eagled, to a table. One torturer stood over him, holding two
rats on the man’s belly, then trapping them there by pressing a
heavy bowl over them. The torturer then placed glowing coals on top
of the bowl. After moments, the rats inside began to shriek in
protest at the deadly heat. A trice later, the prisoner jerked and
spasmed. Bloody runnels shooting out from the bowl’s edges and
across his chest and thighs.

‘They’re biting… they’re biting
me!’

‘No,’ said the torturer,
‘they’re tearing you apart, tunnelling through your guts to escape
the heat.’

The terrible memory faded and
Hattu watched with dread as Kuliat, thrashing like a caught trout,
was dragged up the tunnel for a stretch until they reached a wide
wooden tub.

‘Thirsty, are you?’ one
Wellkeeper said.

Kuliat was allowed no time to
answer before they forced his head underwater. Foam and splashes
leapt as his stick-thin arms thrashed. Time tumbled past and the
guards seemed in no rush to end the torture. Kuliat’s arms began
flapping weakly, then seemed to loosen. ‘He’s had enough,’ Hattu
roared down the tunnel. The two Wellkeepers paid no attention. An
age more passed before they hauled Kuliat up, his hair plastered
across his face like a mask, his head lolling. ‘Give him a
wake-up,’ said the guard holding him, and the second guard duly
obliged, sending a sharp left hook into Kuliat’s jaw. Kuliat’s head
snapped away in that direction with a burst of blood and water and
a low moan tumbled from his lips. He was alive, at least. But then
a handful more Wellkeepers arrived, interest piqued by the
punishment. Hattu watched, sickened, as they began swapping copper
rings and hair trinkets – betting on Kuliat’s chances of surviving
another plunge.

‘You must think you are so
innocent in all of this?’ Zaldu said, pulling a small, three-legged
stool from a nearby rock-niche and taking a seat by Hattu’s cell.
‘Us cruel Wellkeepers, tormenting the enemies of Urhi-Teshub at his
behest. The poor prince, powerless to intervene.’

Hattu stared at his blinded eye
and the carnivorous smile on his craggy face. ‘But not all of the
men in here were sentenced by Urhi-Teshub. Some were consigned to
this place by your brother, King Muwa, and your father, King
Mursili.’

‘They would never have ordered
this kind of cruelty,’ Hattu replied confidently.

‘Cruelty?’ Zaldu replied. ‘Or
is it a merciful break to the monotony of sitting in the cell,
waiting to die?’ He took out his bronze dagger and rotated it by
the handle, the highly-polished surface showing the dull reflection
of Hattu, bald, gaunt and bearded – one Hattu did not recognise –
then catching his own mien and the blinded eye. ‘Besides, there
were times when Mursili was cruel enough. It was he who did this,’
he said, tapping under his bad eye.

‘My father took your eye?
Never. Those are the depths for the Assyrians to plumb. Hittites do
not revel in torture.’

‘His Gal Mesedi lashed a whip
across the room at me and the tail plucked my eye out like a ripe
cherry. I saw it with my own… eye,’ he grinned.

‘What were you doing at the
time?’ Hattu shot back.

Zaldu shrugged. ‘A little
topping up of my purse from the royal armoury. But how it happened
matters not. My eye and my incarceration were down to your father.
See all the other Wellkeepers? They too were all imprisoned by him
or your brother.’

Now Hattu realised why he
didn’t recognise any of the sentries here.

‘Urhi-Teshub set us free and
gave us our prison as a prize, to run as we see fit. All he asks of
us is our unbroken loyalty.’

‘What did you do with the
original core of Wellkeepers?’

‘Into the Abyss, every single
one of them,’ Zaldu grinned, nodding along the corridor towards
that black infinity and the endless drop. ‘What else could we do?
They were loyal to the kings who put us in here.’

From up the tunnel, a half-cry
sounded, followed by a splash and a frantic thrashing. The gathered
Wellkeepers bantered and laughed as Kuliat was taken once more to
the edge of drowning.

‘It is quite the spectacle,
eh?’ Zaldu said. ‘We can watch together.’

Hattu peeled slowly back from
the bars, disgusted, to the back of his cell, and sank there,
wishing away the demons in his head and the demons all around him,
hugging his knees to his chest. After an hour of the drowning
torture, Kuliat was dragged back into his cell and dropped,
slapping onto the rock like a wet fish.

‘You’ll be watched whenever
you’re given food now,’ one of the Wellkeepers rumbled to Hattu.
‘Give this bastard a crumb, and he’ll be taken out for another
session in the tub.’

‘Or, it can all end… if you
just tell me where the tablet is,’ Zaldu added.

Hattu said nothing.

With a clank Kuliat’s
cell gate swung shut, and Zaldu and the Wellkeepers disappeared,
their bubble of torchlight fading to black along with their
laughter and chatter. In the near-darkness, the pale faces of the
many other prisoners appeared again at their bars, and the inhuman
whoops and moans resumed, echoing around the underground gaol.

‘Kuliat?’ Hattu whispered when
he was sure the Wellkeepers were gone. ‘I’m sorry, I couldn’t tell
them what they wanted to know. That tablet contains knowledge that
would make Urhi-Teshub nigh-on invincible.’

Silence.

‘Kuliat!’

‘Fear not, Prince Hattu,’ came
a weak, rasping voice. ‘You did the right thing. Yes, as they held
me underwater that last time, I saw the blackness of the Dark
Earth. But I pushed against it. I held on. I knew I had to survive,
to come back here to you. For it is you and me who will smash the
legend of this grim cave. We will be the first to escape,’ he
proclaimed, before vomiting a bellyful of water and groaning.

 


***

 


Summer became autumn, and the
earth shook again. Word spread that one branch tunnel had collapsed
entirely, burying several hundred prisoners and a trio of
Wellkeepers. Autumn became winter. The occasional snowflake would
wander in through the ceiling oculus from outside, and then for
more than two moons, the opening was covered completely by snow.
The rock was colder than mountain ice in those months, and the
darkness was studded with puffs of grey fogged breath here and
there, as the prisoners sat huddled in balls, rocking and pinching
their flesh or rubbing their hands across their skin to stay warm.
Hattu had endured brutal winters on campaign, and coldness even
harsher than this, but in those days, he had enjoyed the option of
setting out on challenging climbs up icy cliffs or explosive runs
through the snow to keep his blood warm. Here there was nothing but
dark torpor. Throughout it all, he and Kuliat recited tales of the
lands above, of happier times, of lazy summers and of great storms
watched from the simple comfort of countryside shelters. They had
taken turns each night, until seven nights ago, when Kuliat had
become too weak to talk. So Hattu had told him the story of
swimming in the Ambar’s chalk pools, upriver from Hattusa; of how
he and Muwa used to catch frogs and name them, then set them free.
Next, they would sit together midriver on a sun-warmed rock to dry
off, eating hen’s eggs and bread and honey.

One morning, Hattu woke to a
pitter-patter sound. Blinking, confused, fogged with exhaustion, he
noticed that the cell was a fraction less frigid; a shaft of early
light was shining through the oculus. The veil of snow outside was
gone – spring was here again. Now he spotted the source of the
pitter-patter. A trickle of meltwater running in through the oculus
– a rare treat. He knelt under the trickle and opened his mouth.
Each droplet was cool and sweet – not at all like the brackish
polluted water ladled out by Zaldu’s men. He had been unable to
give food or water to Kuliat now that a Wellkeeper watched from the
end of the corridor for any goods being passed between prisoners,
but there was nobody here to witness this unexpected bounty. Even
better, he realised, hearing a low, droning snore: the tunnel-end
guard was asleep! He grabbed his cup and held it underneath,
filling it.

‘Kuliat,’ he whispered.

No sound. He was still asleep,
Hattu realised.

‘Kuliat,’ he hissed now. ‘Wake
up. I have a treat for you.’

Cup full, he edged over to the
cell-side, tapping on the bars. ‘Tell me again about the house on
the Ambar. About the wheat gathering. About the barley beer. And
drink this while you describe that first pot of it.’

Still no response.

Hattu realised what had
happened, even before the shaft of light brightened enough to cast
a pale glow across the corridor, into Kuliat’s cell and over his
body. He was lying as always, using his forearm as a pillow of
sorts. His eyes were rolled down, gazing at the floor and into
eternity.

The cup fell from Hattu’s hand
and he sank to his knees, sobbing.

 


***

 


Time became a blur, the light
from the oculus a mere flash, the earth tremors a great, steady
drumbeat of passing seasons. One day, the winds whistling outside
the oculus carried faint echoes of distant cheering, pipes and
lutes. The Thunder Festival, in full sway on Hattusa’s streets by
the sounds of it. Then Hattu realised that had been some time ago.
Now, the hotness reminded him of something he had once known as
summer. Yet the endless procession of nothingness in this place, of
gazing into darkness, made him wonder if that had been a dream and
this was the only reality he had ever known… just as Danuhepa had
told him. If the festivals he saw in his mind’s eye had ever really
been more than a reverie that had taken place within the confines
of his skull. If the bitter and aching wound deep within him, and
the memory of his dead wife and boy, were an illusion.

Across the corridor, in
Kuliat’s cell, there was movement. An incessant buzzing and droning
of flies. Hattu had become inured to the sight now, but still chose
not to look at it directly. Yet from the corner of his eye it was
always there: the writhing shape in that opposite cell. The cage of
bones and the boiling frenzy of maggots wriggling over what pieces
of flesh and marrow had not yet rotted from Kuliat’s corpse.

The morning after he had died,
the Wellkeepers had arrived, bullish and sneering, with Kuliat’s
tiny rations. Zaldu had kicked the corpse three times, hard, to
confirm he was dead. Leave the body where it is, let Prince
Hattu see what’s coming for him.

Two years it had taken Kuliat
to die of slow starvation. Hattu had been in here for more than one
year already.

The stench of the rotting
corpse was now overpowering, but despite that, wretched voices in
his head tormented him with the idea of reaching through and taking
a handful of those maggots. Fat, juicy, plump. When had he last had
proper food? Hattu pressed his eyes closed tightly. It was best to
stay in the darkness. Perhaps winter would come again soon and veil
the rocky oculus and the sight of his dead friend.

Clank, clunk.

Hattu’s eyes pinged open. There
stood Zaldu and two of his men in the cell doorway. Absently, he
stood, shaking and struggling with the effort, so wasted were his
muscles. They didn’t even need to say anything, for he knew this
was the regular session with Pija the barber, to scrape off his
bristles of hair. His beard was long now, tapering to a point near
his navel, and it was encrusted with a plaster of dried stew and
dust. Hattu stumbled past them out into the corridor and towards
the barber’s chamber, only for Zaldu’s hand to slap down on his
bony shoulders. ‘Not today,’ the lead Wellkeeper said.

There was something in the way
he said it that sent a weak shiver up through Hattu’s starved body.
Zaldu steered him down a different tunnel. The ceiling became low
and they had to bend double for a stretch, and when the ceiling
rose again Hattu smelt the most terrible stink of faeces and heard
an endless rush of pouring water. They entered a high-ceilinged
chamber, rife with that stench and streaked at the far end by a
toppling column of water, spouting from some crack in the chamber
wall and falling into a time-worn aperture on the floor. In the
centre of the floor stood two figures he had long hoped were
nothing but illusions created by his starved, lost mind.

‘Time has not been kind to you,
Prince Hattu,’ said Captain Bilanza, still wearing the leather
crossbands, the hilts of the twin iron swords that used to be
Hattu’s jutting from behind each shoulder like the stumps of
wings.

‘And that will not
change,’ agreed Lord Sippa.

Zaldu saluted the high-ranking
pair with a clenched left fist. ‘Shall I have my men prepare the
wheel?’

‘Aye,’ Sippa said, hands
clasped behind his back, his fine robes trailing to the floor. He
took measured strides around Hattu, examining him like a nag.
‘Years ago, you had my father accused of treachery and
witchcraft.’

Hattu’s foggy mind searched
madly to find any memory of this. Yes, there, in the mist, was a
scene. An official of the Upper Lands whom he had caught leading a
night ceremony in the woods of Galasma. Arma, he was called – named
after the Moon God. Arma had seized a young woman from a Galasman
village and taken her into the woods. Hattu and Dagon had tracked
the man, having had suspicions about him for some time. They
watched as Arma and his twelve consorts, dressed in peculiar robes
and masks, staked the crying woman to the floor of an old hollow,
around which the trees had long ago been carved into totems. The
twelve bore scented candles and ceremonial staffs with ancient
tribal motifs on top. It was as if they were performing some divine
and righteous ceremony. Arma had given a command in an old Luwian
tongue for the first of his men to begin the ceremony. Hattu and
Dagon had been puzzled… until the first man had thrown himself on
top of the woman and began pulling up her skirts and hauling up his
own kilt. Arma, at the same time laid out a glinting dagger near
the woman – the intent clear. Hattu and Dagon had descended into
the hollow like wolves, Tanku, Kisna and a squadron of Mesedi
bursting from the opposite side of the hollow. In a few heartbeats,
the twelve devotees of Arma lay dead or ripped open and in agony.
Hattu had freed the terrified woman while Tanku, Dagon and Kisna
trussed Arma up like a boar.

‘Your father was a rapist and a
murderer,’ Hattu said plainly.

Sippa halted in his step. There
was the slightest betrayal of ire in his ice-cold expression, which
he channelled into his reply. ‘Soon after I took on the
governorship of Nerik, Zalpa and Hakmis – the cities which once
were yours – I had a great gallows constructed. Day after day
since, the timbers have strained under the weight of those who
tried to rebel against my governorship.’ He stepped in close behind
Hattu to whisper in his ear like an amorous admirer. ‘Do you know
that I passed a decree? That their families were to be considered
outlaws too. Boys, girls, babies even, hang there. There was an old
blind man, grandfather of one of the ringleaders. I had him dragged
from his sickbed to swing by the neck. It is a feast for the
crows!’

Hattu wept inside, but showed
nothing to Sippa.

‘Now, as I was saying: you
unjustly put my father to trial – and he was convicted, condemned
to the Ordeal of the Divine Wheel.’ Sippa stepped back, swishing
out a hand towards the far end of the chamber. A giant wooden wheel
was affixed there, held upright by a stout bronze axle. The lowest
point of the wheel was waist height above the floor. A cog and a
turning handle were fixed against the axle. Bilanza poked at a tray
of white-hot coals underneath the lowest point of the wheel. ‘The
fire is ready,’ he said gleefully, then took up a vicious-looking
whip, barbed with bronze spikes, ‘and so am I.’

Hattu saw the dried piles of
human excrement near the wheel, and the dark stains of dried blood
on the timbers. The Wellkeepers bundled him over towards it and
slammed his back against the wheel’s edge, pulling his arms around
to the inner rim and tying them there. Next, they lifted his legs
up and back and knotted his ankles in a similar way. Lastly, Zaldu
ripped off his filthy scrap of a loincloth. ‘Every bit of you will
suffer,’ he smiled, before backing away.

‘He makes for a rather ugly
tyre for the wheel,’ Bilanza chuckled, ‘but let’s see how he
weathers the terrain, eh?’

While Zaldu and his men snorted
with laughter. Sippa remained silent, watching with that reptilian
gaze of his. His lips were set in a thin line. There was something
rapine about those eyes. This was like a banquet for him. ‘Make him
feel the pain of death, but do not grant him such a mercy,’ he said
in a sibilant hiss.

Zaldu’s Wellkeepers gladly took
the handle of the great wheel. ‘Turn,’ Zaldu boomed, his face
straining with the zeal of the cry. The bare backs of his four
charges puckered and bulged as they pulled on the handle. With a
mighty moan, the wheel shifted, turning Hattu down towards the long
tray of coals. Hattu felt the heat before he saw the blinding white
light. First, it seared his feet and shins, then his thighs and his
genitals, scorching the hair. Blisters bubbled on his stomach and
chest and he had to use what strength he had to pull his head back
against the wheel and turn it away from the heat, but still that
side of his face stung as if touched with molten bronze. The stink
of burning hair intensified as the end of his beard trailed across
the coals and vanished in threadlike embers and puffs of acrid
smoke. Finally, the wheel turned and the heat was gone. He panted
for breath, only to hear the thunderous roar of the waterfall. When
he rolled round and turned up around the wheel’s back end, feet
first, the waters pummelled down on him. He barely had a chance to
catch half a breath, sealing his lips. The water fell like bricks,
battering, merciless – the coldness of it shocking yet no salve to
his coal-wounds. The waterfall drilled into his nostrils, fell upon
his eyes so fiercely that it drove his eyelids open and almost
succeeded in prizing his lips apart. On and on it went. He felt his
head throb and his lungs burn as if there were coals in there too.
In that dark, horrific madness, he realised that Zaldu and his men
had slowed the wheel here to magnify the torture – a drowning
scenario just like poor Kuliat had been forced to endure. He felt
his body pulse with the need to breathe, his lungs expanding,
forcing his lips to part. Water flowed in like a fist, filling his
head. Only now did the wheel come up. He vomited, shuddered and
vomited again, writhing hopelessly against his bonds. Those few
moments as he passed over the highest point of the wheel’s track
were all he had to recover, before he came down, feet first, to
where he had started. Except this time, Zaldu and Bilanza stood
there, each with a barbed whip.

‘Ha!’ Bilanza yelled, his body
flexing and the whip arm extending in one fluid motion to bring the
leather twine and bronze barb thrashing across Hattu’s chest. The
leather opened the blistered skin and stung like fire, but the barb
sank right into his shoulder flesh and latched onto something
there. When Bilanza yanked backwards, the barb crunched and ripped
away a sinew and a strip of flesh. With a splatter, blood droplets
soaked the floor under the wheel.

‘Ha!’ Zaldu aped Bilanza,
thrashing his whip across Hattu to make an X of terrible wounds on
his chest – a grim imitation of the sword bands he had once worn in
his life prior to this, when he had been a prince, a soldier, a
hero, a husband and a father.

Gasping, shaking
uncontrollably, Hattu slowly sank from the range of Bilanza and
Zaldu, moving towards the fire again. Just before he descended
completely from sight, Bilanza crouched, taking a handful of white
crystals from a bag, and pressed them roughly across the worst
parts of Hattu’s shoulder and chest wounds. ‘Some salt’ll make it
sting so badly you won’t even notice the coals,’ he triumphed.

The crystals sent hot needles
of agony through Hattu, melting into his deep wounds like a million
wasp stings. At the same time, the terrible heat of the coals began
to sear his feet. He could even feel the flesh there bubble up in
blisters.

‘Round and round we go,’
Bilanza boomed. ‘We can do this for hours, Prince Hattu. The
question is: how long can you suffer it before you break… and tell
us where the old Metalsmith hid his tablet?’

‘You have nothing to live for,’
Sippa said, his voice sibilant. ‘All your friends and loved ones
are but ashes. Your cause is forgotten. You are nothing but a sack
of skin and bone. Tell us… and we can end your torment.’

Hattu closed his eyes tight,
droplets of water and blood splashing down from his body and onto
the coals with a violent hisss. He heard the laughter of
Bilanza and Sippa, murderers of Pudu and Tudha. He heard the
imagined death cries of his wife and boy. He wanted to stuff his
fists in his ears and cry out, but his limbs were bound. There was
no stopping the cries from within, regardless. Until, from the
chaos in his mind, he saw a face, aged and drawn. Danuhepa. He
remembered again her words that night during the snow.

I grew skilled at conjuring
images of different places in my head. If you work out how to live
in those corners of your mind, switch off everything else and block
out the horrors going on around you, it can be pleasant enough.

Through the burning, the
drowning, the whipping and salting, he regressed, falling into a
place where the pain was but an echo – a battering ram on the outer
walls. He saw Pudu on the bed, Tudha nestled in her bosom. A lone
candle flickered by the bedside. Hattu took up a woollen blanket
and crawled over behind Pudu, protecting her and the young one,
drawing the blanket over them all.
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‘What is life but a trick?’
Hattu asked Kuliat. ‘We spring forth into a world of novelty under
a good, golden sun. Anything is possible. There are no bounds to
what you can achieve. But see that spot of light on the floor?
Every time the sun rides at that height, another year is gone.
Another year in which we learn only how much of a fool we were
during those lost moons. Our bodies weaken, our minds grow poisoned
with treacherous experience, and the dreams of youth crumble to the
sound of young men laughing at our demise.’

Kuliat remained respectfully
silent. His skeleton still lay where he had died, the grinning
skull staring at Hattu like an adoring pet.

‘Two years, it took them to
starve you, my friend. Two years, almost, I have been in here –
starved and whipped. How do I look?’

Silence.

‘Ah, terrible, I can only
assume,’ he said, tracing a hand over the burn welts, many-coloured
bruises and thick scars that covered most of his body. The Ordeal
of the Wheel had been regular for a while, then they had taken him
round every other implement in the underground gaol, drilling that
same question about Jaru’s tablet into him at every opportunity. ‘I
have Lady Danuhepa to thank for giving me a way to bear the pain.
You should meet her, Kuliat. You would like her.’

The scraping of wood ended the
conversation. Zaldu, drawing up a stool to sit by the bars. ‘You
won’t be allowed to escape the way he did,’ he said, nodding
towards Kuliat’s bones.

Hattu had learned that it was
best not to answer when Zaldu spoke. Instead, he stared past the
man, thinking of that safe place with Pudu and Tudha.

‘Anyway, I came to relay some
news to you. About your efforts in the west, at Troy.’

Hattu could not help but rise a
little, his body and many wounds complaining at the effort. Troy.
Beautiful Troy.

‘It seems they were in vain,
for trouble stirs there. Piya-maradu is at large once again, and
the Ahhiyawans seem less keen on peace than ever.’

The image of Pudu and Tudha
faded, the place unreachable. Instead, a long-buried memory of
words oft-shared between the Hittite and Trojan Kings floated
across his mind like a butterfly.

Troy is the western wall of the
Hittite Empire and the Hittite realm is the great bulwark that
shields Troy from the east. We are one, we live to protect each
other – as it has been for over four hundred years.

Danger in the west, and
in the east? Hattu remembered also the aggression Urhi-Teshub had
shown the Assyrian ambassador. What reprisals lay in wait from
them? All this stirred cogent thought from the depths of his mind,
like dust rising from the floor of a forgotten room disturbed for
the first time in an age. ‘Urhi-Teshub must send an embassy,’ he
croaked. ‘Or even a force of men west to the Trojan court, and east
to the halls of Ashur-’

‘Urhi-Teshub needs no advice
from you, Fallen Prince,’ Zaldu cut him off. ‘Things go well for
him back in Hattusa. A bothersome noble was spotted coming in from
the countryside without a seal explaining the purpose of his
journey. More, he had gone out with a number of sacks and urns, and
returned with nothing. Urhi-Teshub put it to him that he had been
in contact with the scrap of remaining rebels still in hiding since
your attempted coup. He heard the noble’s whimpering denial, then
sent him away, giving him one day to summon the courage to admit
his crime and confess where those last rebels were hiding. The
fellow went one better: had a servant chop off his head and deliver
it to Urhi-Teshub with a message – that he had merely been passing
healing pastes to the rebels, and that his head was a token of his
apology. Lastly, he begged that his family be left unharmed, for
they – he claimed – did not know of the rebels’ location.’

Hattu almost wept, knowing what
was to come next.

‘Each of the family was flayed
raw. Before they died, they confessed that the few remaining rebels
had all this time been hiding in the hills by the Great Salt Lake,’
Zaldu said with a sigh like a man satisfied after a hearty
meal.

Hattu began to shake his head
in denial. In his head he saw a vision of a tallow candle guttering
then being pinched, snuffed out. Light becoming darkness. Life
becoming nothing.

Zaldu drummed his fingers on
his knees, then wagged one finger. ‘Your time is over. Your only
duty is to live out a lingering death,’ he triumphed. But then his
mouth wrinkled as if he was having trouble swallowing something.
‘Still… there are some chances of respite for you. You could spare
yourself the agony of the wheel for a moon. Maybe we will even feed
you a full ration during those days.’

Hattu smiled pitifully at
Zaldu. ‘Will you indeed?’

Clang! Zaldu battered
his mace against the bars. ‘Do not mock me.’

‘I wonder what this proposition
could be?’

Zaldu shuffled on the spot,
then sighed and said through clenched teeth: ‘Where is the tablet
of Jaru?’

Hattu stared at Zaldu with a
placid smile. A silence stretched on and on.

Clang! ‘Answer me,’
Zaldu demanded. Clang! Clang! Clang! ‘Answer the
question!’

‘I have no idea where the old
Metalsmith hid his tablet,’ Hattu sighed.

‘Liar,’ Zaldu hissed. ‘Tell me
or I will take you to the wheel right now.’

Hattu stood, approaching the
gates, thin arms outspread. ‘I am ready, take me there.’

A flare of shock passed across
Zaldu’s eyes. ‘Wh… what?’

‘It is as you once said when
you were drowning Kuliat: torture is a merciful break to the
monotony of sitting in the cell, waiting to die. So take me to the
wheel.’

Zaldu stepped back.
‘Guards!’

With a drum of boots, six
Wellkeepers jogged along the tunnel bearing weapons. ‘Sir?’ the
lead one asked, part-drawing his cudgel.

‘No, sheathe your weapons,’
Zaldu said. ‘Take this one from here.’

‘Where to, sir?’

The confidence crept back into
Zaldu’s face now as he pointed towards the cell floor. ‘Down. Down
into the Abyss.’

The six seized Hattu, bundling
him along the corridor.

‘There, Prince Hattu, you will
feel nothing, see nothing, hear nothing. You might wonder if you
are in fact in the Dark Earth, realm of the dead. Soon, you will
wish you were…’

 


***

 


Sirtaya’s arm ached as he
berated his recalcitrant slave with a wagging finger. ‘I am
thirsty,’ he hissed. ‘I asked you to bring me beer and dates. Where
are they? And I told you to open the shutters so I could gaze out
across my emmer wheat estates, over the River Iteru and on across
the sands beyond. To feel the light and heat of Ra on my skin. Yet
I can see nothing, feel nothing. Nothing but cold blackness and
rock, all around me.’

The image of the phantom slave
before him vanished, and he saw the rear wall of his cell, felt
like a fool. Sinking onto his haunches, he stared at his grey palms
and the long, discoloured fingernails. You are never going
home, King Mursili whispered spitefully in his ear.

‘You mock me at your peril,
Great King of the Hittites,’ he replied, sure the man who had
sentenced him to these underground holes was standing in the cell,
right behind him.

Thirty four years, Sirtaya.
After thirty-four years you still have achieved nothing more than
indulging your grudge. Thirty four years of life you will never get
back.

‘Amun will grant me that which
I deserve,’ Sirtaya whispered in threat.

A scraping and shuffling
sounded. Sirtaya leapt around, fearing the voice was about to
attack him. Instead, he saw the growing, ghostly glow of a torch,
coming up the tunnel along with the silhouettes of six Wellkeepers,
shoving one prisoner along with them. Intrigued, Sirtaya bounded
like a dog, on all fours, across to the bars of his cell to watch.
Like all the others, he reached out a hand to try to touch the
passers-by. But the breath froze in his lungs as he saw the one
they escorted. An emaciated wretch like all the others in here.
Shaved bald and with a matted mess of a beard. But Sirtaya saw in
the man’s profile that which he had seen over two years ago – that
which he had since written off as an imagined fantasy. ‘Mursili…’
he whispered throatily, the extended arm shaking, fingers held like
a murderer’s hand reaching for a victim’s neck.

But he was neither heard nor
noticed, and the six with Mursili hurried on past Sirtaya’s
cell.

‘No, come back,’ Sirtaya
rasped. ‘Where are you taking him?’

His cries echoed along the
tunnel in the oblivious guards’ wake. He pressed his bony, twisted
face against the bars to keep them in his line of sight for as long
as possible. When they reached a recess set into the tunnel wall –
darker than the darkness – they turned into it. The thick
clunk of a door unlocking reverberated through the
tunnel.

Other prisoners in the nearby
cells hooted madly and gleefully. ‘They’re taking him down into the
Abyss,’ one slavered, his year made by the incident.

Sirtaya grabbed the bars of his
cell, shaking, drool spilling through his grinding teeth, the last
flash of light from the Wellkeepers’ torches casting his haggard,
hyena-like shadow onto the cell wall behind him. ‘You will not take
my prey from me. Amun has granted me this chance. I will have my
revenge. King Mursili will die…’

 


***

 


In a niche near the mouth of the
Well of Silence, just by the spike ditch and drawbridge, Tuja
relaxed onto piled rugs, his legs warmed by the autumn sun, his
upper half in pleasantly warm shade. Even now, a few years after
Urhi-Teshub had freed him and the others and given them the role as
the Wellkeepers, it still felt like a magical existence – masters
of the gaol, free to walk in the sunshine whenever they tired of
terrorising the prisoners. Shifts here at the entrance were simple:
doze, drink wine and receive new inmates. And if there was any
trouble inside… he patted his sword contentedly.

Not one man had escaped the
place in all the time he had been here as an inmate or now, as one
of Zaldu’s elite prison guards. He had watched one fellow try:
sprinting like a leopard, belying his emaciated, malnourished body,
dodging the strikes and slashes of three guards’ weapons, then
bounding toward the drawbridge across the spike ditch. The wretch
made it onto the bridge… then Tuja had casually batted the lever
that dropped the wooden walkway. The would-be escapee fell onto the
spikes with the most terrible scream. The screaming had lasted for
days, so unfortunate was the position in which he had fallen – run
through at the perineum, pinned horribly but unable to die quickly
or tear himself free. Zaldu, Tuja and others had used the ditch as
a latrine during those days, breezily mocking the prisoner’s
failure. Had the fool managed to leap before the drawbridge had
fallen away under him, he might have landed on the other side and
broken into the sunshine. But then he’d have the team of forty
outside to deal with, strolling to and fro across the meadow, clubs
resting on their shoulders, dogs on leashes snarling and straining
at the sight of rabbits and wildcats. A group of fifty archers were
out there too, posted like vultures in the high nooks and eyries
surrounding the gaol entrance. It was a perfect killing ground.
Thrilled by the perfection of the system, he stretched his legs and
arms, clasped his hands behind his head, smacked his lips together
and lay back a little more, letting his eyelids drift closed.

‘Gods… argh!
Aaaargh!’

Tuja jolted awake at the cry,
leaping up from the piled rugs. He snatched up his sword, staring
into the cave. The clubmen and dog-handlers outside all peered
towards the sound too. ‘Stay here,’ he ordered them, then strode
down the throat of the Well of Silence, deeper, darker, colder,
then… the stink whacked him like a boxer’s jab. He cupped a hand
over his nose and mouth and staggered back from the scene in the
cell from which the noise had come. Another Wellkeeper was on one
knee, face agape, hopelessly trying to gather the squirming and
steaming pile of entrails intent on escaping the rough rip across
his abdomen. The man fell onto one side, shuddering in death shock,
revealing the hunched, animal-like thing that had slain him.

The prisoner’s hands were
dripping red, the fingernails like eagle’s talons. The Egyptian, he
realised. When Urhi-Teshub had set free all those imprisoned by
previous regimes, he had made an exception for this cur. What a
twisted, inhuman shape all those years in here had made of
Pharaoh’s one-time royal envoy.

‘Time to put you out of your
misery, Sirtaya,’ Tuja growled, kicking the cell gate open then
drawing his sword back to strike. But the Egyptian was like a
panther, springing from his haunches, flying across the cell,
clamping onto Tuja’s upper body and face. Tuja fell onto his back,
dropped his sword, felt talons clawing at the back of his head,
ripping away skin in a frenzy. He saw Sirtaya’s mouth peeling open
right in front of his face, the stink of his decaying breath, the
foul, brown and peg-like teeth, then… agony like he had never felt
before. A great rush of fire and a dreadful sound of wet ripping
and a crack of bone. Sirtaya sat upright on his chest, spitting his
torn-off nose away like a lump of unwanted food, then brought his
talons streaking down for Tuja’s eyes. That was the last thing Tuja
ever saw.

Wet with blood, stricken with
fiery, unreal pain, he convulsed where he lay. Blind, he could only
try to make sense of the noises around him. Feet padding closer.
Zaldu, shouting, enraged.

‘Slice that creature apart,’
Zaldu thundered.

Tuja heard a zing of
many weapons and a rumble of feet converging on one spot, then a
rasping laugh. ‘Slay me… and to Amun, I will return,’ Sirtaya cried
out. ‘Freedom, at last!’

‘No, wait,’ Zaldu barked.
Silence, just the slow, ponderous steps of Zaldu, pacing around the
doomed Sirtaya. ‘No freedom for you, Egyptian scum. Take him down,
into the Abyss.’

‘What? No,’ Sirtaya croaked.
‘Kill me. Kill me!’

Tuja, gurgling and shuddering,
was sure he heard the oddest edge to Sirtaya’s tone as the Egyptian
was carried away. Satisfaction. The man was feigning his wish to
die. He actually wanted to go down into the Abyss.’

As Sirtaya’s voice faded.
Footsteps padded across to stand over Tuja.

‘Tuja’s in a bit of a state,
sir,’ said one of the Wellkeepers.

‘Hmm?’ Zaldu replied. ‘Yes,
looks like a half-chewed dog-scrap.’

‘Shall we take him up to the
barber? He was once an asu – knows some healing skills.’

Zaldu seemed to contemplate
this idea for a moment, then: ‘Nah, give me your club.’

Behind his ruined eye sockets,
Tuja’s mind spun in all different directions. What was going on?
Then Zaldu’s club whumped down on his ruined face and sent his
mind, literally this time, in all different directions across the
cell floor.

 


***

 


Hattu lay in blackness, his
breath clouding in the perishing chill. Stinking, icy water filled
the floor of the bowl-shaped pit, meaning there was not a place he
could lie without part of his body being submerged in it. He could
hear and see nothing around him. Only when he looked up and through
the bronze grating covering his pit could he see a distant and pale
glow somewhere high above, coming from the tunnels and cells in
which he had once lived. Down here he was but a memory. Such was
the Abyss. If the Abyss was the border between the land of the
living above and the realm of the Dark Gods below, then this pit
was an ulcerous sac, hanging into that netherworld.

The pit was much, much colder
than his old cell. From time to time there was one weak source of
light down here – strange threads of moss on the pit walls that
glowed now and then. Other than that there was nothing. He had felt
his way around the sides of this new home, discovering just rock
and slime and a small, shield-sized gap on one side – barred,
dividing this pit from another, he guessed. In his first days here,
he had used what strength he had to leap up and grab the ceiling
grate, to pull himself up, press his face against the cold bronze
and peer as best as he could out along the floor of the Abyss. He
saw the edges of broken rib cages and smashed skulls. The remains
of the original Wellkeepers, he surmised, and of the prisoners whom
Zaldu cared least for. Food came only every few days, in a bucket
tied to a rope that arrived through a small hole in the ceiling
grate, lowered down from the upper level of the gaol. There was
just one way up to that original level: a winch-operated platform.
On the few occasions that guards would come down here – to shave
his head, roughly, with repeated demands for the location of Jaru’s
tablet – they came down on the platform. Apart from that he was
alone, lost, forgotten.

So when he heard movement, his
hackles rose, eyes widening. He saw it then: a small shadow
speeding across the top of the grating, squeaking. The rat’s back
legs fell through one of the gaps and for a moment it kicked and
struggled to pull itself back up. Hattu watched, entranced as it
righted itself then peered down into the pit, staring at him.
Pitying him, no doubt.

As the rat scurried away, Hattu
drew his legs from the oily, cold water and hugged them to his
chest, balancing carefully on the pit’s sloping side. Hungry,
demented, he lay like that until his body sagged into the meagre
respite of sleep.

 


The coldness intensified as he
tumbled deeper into the world of slumber. He found himself in a
strange room. The walls were made of ice. He thought he saw his
reflection in one of the walls, but quickly realised it was no such
thing. It was the face of another, locked in a terrible rictus,
brows and hair crystalline with frost, eyes upturned. A Hittite
soldier’s body encased in the ice. Hattu stumbled back from it,
only to bump into the wall of ice behind him. There too was another
Hittite warrior, suspended, face wracked with pain, dead eyes
staring at Hattu. he swivelled away, but in every wall, corpses
were trapped like this. No way out. Icy death on every side. From
high above, he heard Ishtar’s wings beating. ‘Release me from
this,’ he cried up to her.

She descended before him,
landing gracefully on one knee, her wings folding behind her back.
‘You reject my dreams, even after all these years,’ she
replied.

‘You show me mirrors of
death, burial chambers of ice,’ he replied to her. ‘What kind of
man would embrace such things?’

‘One who needs to know of
that which is yet to be, Prince Hattu,’ she whispered.

Hattu laughed, bitter and
empty. ‘Things yet to be? I am in the deepest recesses of
captivity. The Dark Earth itself! My story ends here.’

She rose, smirking. ‘Be ready,
Prince Hattu. Remember my song, remember how it all ends.’ Her
wings spread and she took flight once more, casting back one final
line: ‘And all endings, must have a beginning, yes?’

 


He blinked awake to the sound
of his own chattering teeth and a terrible chill on his legs – they
had slid back into the filthy water. In the darkness, alone, his
mind trawled over the dream. Remember my song, remember how it
all ends. And all endings, must have a beginning, yes? His lips
moved, repeating the first three words again, soundlessly.
Remember my song.

So he did.

‘A burning east, a desert of
graves…’ he called out into the lonely darkness.

‘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… when,’ he hesitated,
feeling the rock underneath him shiver ever so slightly. A tiny
puff of dust tumbled into the pit from above, settling upon him. A
gentle quake, but one that rumbled on and on. He reached up to
swipe some of the tremor residue from his brow, ‘when the world
will shake, and fall to dust…’

‘Very poetic,’ a voice sliced
the blackness like a cold knife. A real voice.

Hattu jolted in fright, eyes
now scouring the darkness, trying to claw it away. Nothing. ‘I am
alone down here,’ he stammered. ‘You cannot be real.’

But the voice spoke again.
‘Pharaoh Horemheb has a young poet named Pentaur. He is skilled
with verse too.’

Hattu frowned, daring to slide
onto all fours and creep towards the voice through the stinking
water, ready as best as he could be to fight. ‘Who are you?’

The voice cackled. ‘Ah, the
feigned ignorance of the guilty. They brought me in here while you
slept. I watched you sleep. I wanted you to enjoy that last moment
of rest.’

‘Show yourself.’

‘You thought you were all alone
down here, didn’t you? That you could hide from me?’

Hattu reached out and felt the
coldness of his cell wall, vibrating gently as the earth continued
to shiver, and began to slide one hand along the bumpy face of it.
‘Why would I hide from a stranger?’ He halted, feeling the small
shield-sized window of bars, through which the voice seemed to be
coming.

‘I am Sirtaya, finest of
Pharaoh Horemheb’s ambassadors. You know this well. For it is you
who cast me down here. The will of Amun and the glory of Pharaoh
Horemheb have brought us together again.’

‘Horemheb?’ Hattu spluttered.
‘Pharaoh Horemheb has been dead for… twenty six years.’

‘Still, you mean to affront me
with lies…’

‘I tell no lies, Pharaoh
Ho-’

Like a striking snake, a cold,
sinewy limb shot through the bars in the darkness and wrapped
around Hattu’s neck, then hauled him backwards against the bars.
The limb was incredibly strong and choking.

‘Still you treat me with
disrespect… King Mursili.’ the voice roared as the quake
intensified momentarily and more dust puffed down.

Hattu, gasping for breath,
rolled his eyes up to see a horrific face emerge, uplit in a
strange glow, pressed against the bars from the other side. It was
as if a desert dog had been starved, suffered terrible mange and
beaten until it no longer resembled the creature it was supposed to
be. ‘You think I am King Mursili?’ Hattu croaked. ‘My father died
in that same year as Horemheb.’

The visage creased and bent
into a look of even uglier dissatisfaction. ‘Many tricks has my
mind played on me since I came here. Wise to such tricks, I now am.
You will not fool me.’

The arm tightened around
Hattu’s neck. He grabbed and punched at it, trying to prize it off,
but it was no use. Kicking out in vain, his feet splashing down in
the putrid lying waters, he began to see black spots rushing in
from the edges of his vision, felt a weakness spreading through
him.

‘Yes, that’s it… let your last
thoughts, your final vision, be of me. The talon-fingers of a
second hand reached through the bars just then, like a surgeon’s
instrument, towards Hattu’s eyes. They prized open first the right
eye and glared into it with a rictus grin, then the left eye…

Suddenly, the horrible face
changed, sagging like a flag at the end of a storm, staring at
Hattu’s smoke-grey iris. The arm around Hattu’s neck slackened
instantly. ‘No!’

Hattu slid free of the thing’s
grasp, retching and spitting as he backstepped, wading into the
water at the centre of his pit. At the same time the earth tremor
gradually began to fade. He stared at the creature on the other
side of the bars. It was wearing a strip of glowing moss around its
neck like a piece of jewellery. ‘I am Prince Hattu. Mursili’s son,’
he said. His mind reeled back to his youth, and he saw it then:
that day at the yearly Gathering of vassals when he was still but a
trainee scribe, before he and Atiya had kissed for the first time,
long before he and Pudu had even met. ‘You? You came before my
father, demanding iron for Pharaoh.’

‘He denied me.’

‘He sentenced you to this
place, in retribution for Pharaoh Horemheb’s imprisonment of a
Hittite envoy to Memphis.’

Sirtaya’s face turned sour.
‘Justice for the two Great Kings. Eternal torment for their two
subjects.’

Hattu eyed him warily, watching
as he slinked back from the bars, hunched, twisted.

‘It seems that I tore apart two
Wellkeepers and got sent down here… for nothing,’ he said from the
darkness. After that he was silent and invisible. Hattu stood where
he was, stunned, confused, vowing never to go near that bar-window
again.

Time passed, now without any
marker of days or nights. The only rhythm was the groan of the food
and water bucket being lowered, and the bodily needs to sleep or
pass fluid or solids into the filthy water. Every so often, Hattu
heard gentle laughter from the nearby cell. Sometimes, he woke to
wretched sounds like a barking dog, and a frantic babble in
Egyptian, speckled with Akkadian words – something about a slave
who deserved a beating for not opening the shutters.

One day, Hattu decided to
approach the bar window again. He whispered through. ‘If it matters
to you at all, I want you to know that I think my father acted
rashly that day.’

Silence.

Hattu imagined Sirtaya curled
up like a dog, offended by the sound of Hattu’s voice.

‘Much better had he sent you
back to Pharaoh Horemheb with the trinket of iron you asked for.
Because what followed… it was like a long, terrible avalanche, and
it buried far more men than any tumbling snows. Years, it took for
the war to come. I was there in the deserts of Kadesh and right in
the worst of it.’ He jabbed a finger upwards. ‘The world up there
is a different place to that upon which you last set eyes. Perhaps
you should see it as justice of sorts that Mursili’s child is now
down here with you?’

Silence still. He moved closer
to the bars, half-fearful that Sirtaya might be waiting there to
slash off his face with those filthy talons of his. No sign of
Sirtaya near the bars. After so long in this darkness, Hattu had
learned to read shadows within shadows, but it looked as if the
adjacent pit was empty. He pulled a thin strip of moss from the pit
wall and held it in his hand for a moment. That was the trick, he
had realised, to make it glow. He tossed it through the bars and
into what he judged was the far end of Sirtaya’s pit, so as to miss
the stagnant water in there. It landed on and stuck to rock, and
the glow took a few moments to illuminate the pit in its ultra-weak
light. Hattu peered at the nooks and wrinkles of the rocky walls.
As far as he could see, the place was indeed empty. Sirtaya was
gone. He felt the most unexpected pity for the wretched Egyptian.
The Abyss was the nadir of the prison, and these pit-cells were the
lowest of that lowest point. The only place left to go was the
grave. Zaldu and his men must have dragged Sirtaya out while he was
sleeping, Hattu realised.

With a groan, the food bucket
swayed down through the ceiling grate and splashed to a halt on
Hattu’s watery pit floor. He took another piece of moss and held
the moss over the bucket mouth. Instantly, he wished he had not
bothered, for the sight of the slop confirmed what he had suspected
going by the smell alone. Muck, pure filth. A bone and some
discoloured water, and a glutinous mass of something that smelt
worse than excrement. He had managed to stomach some of this in his
first days down here, but the smell and texture of it had turned
steadily away from food and firmly towards ‘latrine’. He thought he
had been imagining it. Clearly not.

With a sigh, he sagged back
against the rocky pit side, exhausted. Silence reigned. Until… he
heard slurping and guzzling from Sirtaya’s cell. His eyebrows rose
and he twisted round towards the barred opening: the Egyptian was
there again, on his haunches, feasting on his own bucket of filth.
Where were you? he wondered. He peered up at the bucket hole
in Sirtaya’s ceiling grate. Too small even for the stick-like
Sirtaya to squeeze through.

Over the shapeless time that
followed, Hattu endured Sirtaya’s habit of counting out clumps of
the glowing moss as if each was a silver ring, or clambering around
on the underside of the ceiling grate like a playful monkey. But
every so often, Sirtaya would again be missing from his cell.

‘Why do you vanish on certain
days, Sirtaya?’ he asked.

The Egyptian held up a taloned
finger, lips moving as he counted his moss ‘treasure’. When he was
done, he gave Hattu a reptilian grin, and said nothing. He tucked
his moss into his filthy strip of loincloth, and the chasm floor
fell into blackness. Hattu resigned himself to sleep again, even
though he neither wanted it nor believed his hunger would allow him
to drowse. But slowly, his breathing became shallow and slow, his
body relaxing, and the essence of slumber wound its way through his
veins and thoughts like a sweet song.

‘I heard what you said,’
Sirtaya spoke now.

Hattu blinked his eyes open.
Grumpy, wakened, he sat up. ‘What?’

‘Some time ago now. You said
you thought your father acted incorrectly in sending me here.’

Hattu spoke towards the barred
opening. ‘I do not know you, Sirtaya, so I will not claim that I
spoke out of compassion. I meant that the war that followed was not
worth the show of force that day. But then it was not your
imprisonment that started the war, it was a number of things. My
father said we were always destined for war with Egypt. He was
correct, though he helped write that destiny.’

‘Ha, destiny. Like the kind in
your dreams?’

Hattu bristled a little at
this.

‘I hear you when you sleep. My
Gods offer me hope. Yours seem to taunt you with destiny on the end
of a hooked line.’

‘What do you know of my
dreams?’

‘A burning East, a desert of
graves,

A grim harvest, a heartland of
wraiths,’ Sirtaya began, gradually emerging at the barred window in
the uplight of a particularly bright piece of moss.

‘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…’ he paused, staring upwards, waiting…

Suddenly, the floor began to
tremble. Dust puffed down around both of them. Sirtaya’s eyes
widened. As the quake faded, he rose from his haunches, growing
tall, his arms spreading up and out towards the ceiling of his
cell: ‘When the world will shake, and fall to dust.’ He sat back
down, grinning. ‘Every ending must have a beginning, wouldn’t you
agree?’

Hattu felt a stark chill race
across his back. Sirtaya had heard everything from his dreams.
More, he realised something else. ‘You knew the earth was going to
shiver.’

Sirtaya’s grin widened. ‘Over
thirty three years in a cage of rock, one learns to hear not just
their own heartbeat, but that of the earth. And the heartbeat of
the earth… quickens.’

Hattu watched the man’s lips,
expecting more, but there was no more. He shook his head and
sighed. ‘You remind me – in the smallest of ways – of my old
childhood tutor, Ruba. He knew the workings of things that others
could barely comprehend. I am glad that I gleaned just a fraction
of his knowledge. He was also a dear friend when I had few. A good
man.’

‘Oh, I am not a good man,
Prince Hattu,’ Sirtaya said with a note of triumph. ‘I enjoyed
hurting people back in… my old life.’

‘Your slaves?’ Hattu
guessed.

Sirtaya looked affronted, as if
Hattu had just spat on his tomb. ‘How did you know?’ he hissed.

‘You also speak out during your
dreams… or your reveries.’

Sirtaya slumped, defeated.
‘They are all I have now. All I will ever have.’

‘You and I, Sirtaya,’ Hattu
added, ‘you and I. Alone until this all ends for us.’

Sirtaya chuckled to
himself.

‘What’s so funny?’

‘We will not be alone until the
end,’ he said quietly. ‘Zaldu and his barber are due another trip
down here soon to peel away your hair and question you about a
tablet. I have been counting.’

He groaned at the thought, then
tried to turn his mind to other matters. ‘Tell me, Sirtaya, just
tell me: where do you go on those days when you are not in your
pit?’

Sirtaya shrugged and gestured
to the wall at the rear of his pit.

Hattu stared and stared,
expecting to see some concealed tunnel. But there was nothing, just
a wall of rock. ‘I don’t understand?’

Sirtaya scraped together a
handful of pale blueish mud from a lip of rock on the wall and
poured it from one taloned palm to the other like a trader weighing
out precious spices. ‘The eyes are but windows to reality. They see
only what they expect to see.’

Hattu stared, his heart
thumping.


Chapter
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Zaldu chewed on a prune, every
so often spitting out pieces of the stringy centre. He reached over
to the plate to take another, but he had eaten them all. ‘That
should do it,’ he said, patting his belly as his bowels groaned and
strained.

The other guards with him
watched on with grim and gleeful anticipation as he hitched up his
kilt and lowered himself onto a bucket. With a series of
splattering explosions, amplified by the walls of the bucket, he
emptied his guts into the vessel, then used a rag to clean himself,
standing, basking in the stench and gazing down at the mess. ‘Throw
a hunk of bread in it too,’ he chuckled. His fellow guards rumbled
in sycophantic laughter, albeit taking a few steps back from the
stink.

One hooked the bucket onto a
winch and the others let the rope glide through their hands,
lowering the bucket down into the blackness of the Abyss, guided by
its weight towards the hole in the barred ceiling of Hattu’s cell.
‘He will lose his mind down there. They always do. He won’t just
tell us what the Labarna wants to know, he’ll sing it.’ When
the rope halted, he half-smiled. ‘The least pleasurable thing about
this is that you don’t get to see their faces when their “food”
arrives.’

A guard arrived carrying a tray
of foaming barley beers. Each man took one, sucking on the reed
straw and sighing in contentment. Zaldu drained the last of his cup
then started on another. There were often long, idle hours in this
job, but that suited him just fine. Hard work was no fun, and it
was hard. He chuckled at his own aphorism, then fell silent when he
felt the rock underfoot shiver.

‘Another tremor?’ one of the
guards mused.

‘So soon after the last?’ said
another man.

A few looked concerned now.
‘Usually this happens only before a big one,’ a third said.

Annoyed, the glow of the beer
soured by the mumblings, Zaldu clapped his hands together. ‘Right,
I have work to do elsewhere,’ he lied.

But as he turned away from the
winch, he noticed Pija the barber coming towards him, carrying his
leather barber’s case slung over one shoulder. Zaldu’s spirits
sagged. It was time to peel off Hattu’s hair again, he realised. A
joy at first, a chore now that the usurper sat silent and slumped
throughout the process, refusing to answer the question about the
whereabouts of old Jaru the Metalsmith’s secret tablet.

‘Time to shear a prince,’ Pija
sighed, plucking a spear from a rack then stepping from the brink
of the Abyss, onto the wooden platform suspended from the larger
winch. Zaldu took a spear of his own, stepped aboard then whirled
one hand overhead. The others read the signal and began turning the
bigger winch handle. With a groan, the platform descended into the
Abyss.

‘Be quick,’ Zaldu growled at
Pija, ‘I want to be back up there before the warmth of this beer
wears off.’

‘I’ll take as little care as
possible,’ Pija laughed.

Zaldu smirked tightly, but a
new grumble from the rocks around them and a new puff and tumble of
dust and pebbles wiped the look from his face. They descended below
the residual lamplight from the upper tunnels, and when the
platform clunked softly onto the Abyss floor, they were in
darkness. Pija lifted one of the torches hanging from his belt and
struck flints under its tip. A bubble of pale gold grew as the
torch took light. The glow reached a short way into the chasm,
illuminating the rib cages and cracked skulls of those tossed down
here.

They stepped off the platform
and picked their way through the bones. ‘The pits are that way,’
Zaldu whispered, pointing beyond the bones towards an area of
blackness. The pair crept onwards. The darkness peeled away in
heavy folds, like neverending curtains. Eventually, they saw the
dull glimmer of circular bronze gratings on the chasm floor.

‘Over this way,’ Zaldu said,
remembering the way to the pit he had assigned Hattu.

Pija stepped onto the grate
first, looked down, then up at Zaldu with an odd expression on his
face. ‘No, master,’ he said. ‘You must be mistaken.’

‘Why would I be mistaken?’
Zaldu snapped. ‘I put him there and I lined up the filthy food we
have sent down to him each day so it would descend into the Abyss
and into that pit. We’ve been down here before and dragged
him out of that damned pit to shave his head.’

‘Sir, there… there is nobody in
this pit,’ Pija said in a croaking apology. ‘He must be in another
one.’

‘Pija,’ he said in a strained
hiss, ‘he is in that pi-’ his sentence fell flat as he too stepped
over to the edge of the pit. The light from Pija’s torch danced off
of every part of the filthy crater below the grate, glimmering on
the murky water sitting at the bottom. Vexed, Zaldu swung his spear
round in his hand to stab down through the bars, into the waters,
the tip plunging in and jarring against the stony pit floor in a
frenzy of splashes. Too shallow for a man to hide in anyway. The
pit was empty apart from the recently-lowered food bucket,
brim-full of Zaldu’s own shit. ‘What… how?’

Another shiver of the rock sent
showers of dust down around them.

‘Master,’ Pija said from
somewhere behind Zaldu, ‘the other one – Sirtaya the crazed
Egyptian – is gone too.’

Zaldu’s head switched to the
adjacent pit. Empty likewise. ‘What witchcraft is this? Open the
hatch on the prince’s cell. Keep your spear level.’

Pija unlocked the small hatch
on the barred grating. Zaldu bravely let him descend in there
first, then followed. The stink of the ‘food’ bucket, made him feel
nauseous. ‘Where did you go, you bastard?’ he grumbled as he and
Pija circled the crater. ‘Pija, anything?’

No reply. Just a tight, choking
sound and a pained yelp.

Needles of fire pricked Zaldu’s
neck. He spun to see the barber pinned back against the small
window of bars on the side wall, separating this pit from that of
Sirtaya. An arm had reached through the bars and around his neck.
An arm made of…wet, glistening mud? Zaldu gawped, bewildered, at
the malevolent, mud-coated face straining behind that strange arm,
the white eyes like slits as they choked the barber. The thing had
reached through from Sirtaya’s pit, a thing disguised to blend in
with the mud and rock and… his thoughts clanked to a halt.

Right beside him, on the muddy
wall of this pit, a second pair of eyes blinked open.

 


***

 


Hattu peeled away from the wall
like a giant gecko, the thick mud plastered to his skin cracking as
he leapt for Zaldu. The Wellkeeper’s shocked face and spear swung
round in unison. Hattu moved faster though, hammering
shoulder-first against Zaldu’s midriff, his momentum just enough to
throw the much-heavier man to his back in the ankle-deep water.
Zaldu made to swipe his spear up, but Hattu chopped with the edge
of his hand into the Wellkeeper’s wrist, knocking the weapon from
his grip. Next, Hattu fell to sit upon Zaldu’s chest, grabbed the
nearby bucket and in one motion switched it upside down, the filthy
contents toppling out over Zaldu’s face and open mouth, before
hammering it down on the lead Wellkeeper’s face. Dazed and gagging
but still strong, Zaldu threw Hattu off then rose, grabbing in the
vague direction of his dropped spear, blinking madly, his eyes
coated in filth.

Hattu snatched the spear first.
‘Blinded by your own shit,’ he said flatly, before running at
Zaldu. The Wellkeeper caught the spear haft just below the head,
the tip at his breastbone, but Hattu drove forward with what
strength he had, sending Zaldu staggering and splashing backwards
into the pit wall. The spear head lurched forward now and with a
pop burst inside and through Zaldu’s chest. The Wellkeeper’s
shit-smeared face sagged. Blood rolled from his nostrils and mouth.
Hattu stepped back, letting the body slither down into the pit
waters.

‘Help!’ a voice sounded behind
him.

Sirtaya! He thought,
swinging round, only to see that it was the barber Pija crying for
help, in the moments before Sirtaya reached down to the man’s belt
and drew the pair of scissors in there, then rammed them into one
of Pija’s eyes. The barber spasmed as he slid out of Sirtaya’s
grasp and slid down to sitting, dead.

Sirtaya stepped back from the
bars, grunting in satisfaction. ‘I would have used one of my
nails,’ he said, flexing his overgrown talons, ‘but there is poetry
in the barber dying on the end of his own scissors.’

Hattu stooped to snatch the pit
hatch keys from the barber’s corpse, then reached up to take hold
of the bars either side of his open hatch. His arms shook madly,
but he pulled himself up and scrambled free of the filthy crater,
the moment fleetingly wondrous. He shakily unlocked Sirtaya’s pit
hatch then reached down, offering an arm to help the Egyptian up.
But Sirtaya merely glared up at him and his offered hand… then sat
down in the filthy water of his cell and began to mutter some
Egyptian prayer.

‘Sirtaya, hurry,’ Hattu
snarled, hearing shouting and drumming feet from up above, seeing
the timber platform rising, swaying such was the speed with which
it was being taken back up. ‘They heard Pija’s cry. They’ll send
reinforcements down.’

‘Then what chance do we have?’
Sirtaya drawled.

‘We had no chance in these pits
until we made a chance for ourselves. We are not finished yet,’ he
said, twisting to glance upwards, seeing the platform dock up at
the main level of the prison and two dozen Wellkeepers piling
aboard. With a groan of bronze and chatter of straining ropes, it
began to descend.

‘You think we can defeat all of
them? I think not,’ Sirtaya said in resignation, watching the
reinforcements descend.

Hattu’s mind flashed with
desperate hopes. ‘No, but we can paint ourselves in mud again,’ he
said. ‘We can hide, wait until they are searching for us then make
a break for the platform.’

‘Before tackling the
Wellkeepers at the top?’ Sirtaya scoffed. ‘What next? Jump the
spike ditch at the cave entrance and then outrun the dog-teams and
dodge the arrows of the marksmen outside. Not me, Prince Hattu. I
have made my peace. Seeing Zaldu and Pija die has readied me for my
own death. I may never return to Egypt, but my akh will walk
for eternity in the Field of Reeds.’

Hattu stifled a growl, hooked
his legs over the bars at the edge of Sirtaya’s pit hatch then let
his body hang down, stretching out to seize the Egyptian under the
shoulders and haul him up. ‘You gave me my chance. I am forcing you
to take this one.’

As Hattu lifted him with a
mighty groan, Sirtaya kicked and struggled with a string of
monosyllabic complaints. The pair rolled clear of the pit hatch in
a chorus of panting, just as the Abyss shuddered violently again,
pebbles and bigger rocks pitter-pattering down around them.

Sirtaya slowed and stopped
cursing Hattu. He took to staring up and around the distantly high
ceiling of the Abyss – way up beyond the main level of the
underground prison – a look of dread in his eyes. ‘The world is not
content with complaining anymore. Now she will roar.’

‘Sirtaya, come on,’ Hattu
yelled, pulling him towards one shadowy corner of the Abyss floor,
but the slim chance of hiding there vanished when a fire arrow
whizzed past his ear and plunged into the spot, illuminating the
area.

‘Nowhere to run, Prince Hattu,’
one of the descending pack on the platform enthused, nocking
another shaft.

‘Shoot him in the leg,’ another
encouraged. ‘We’ll saw his hamstrings so he’ll never be any trouble
again.’

Hattu backed away, all hope
lost. Sirtaya came with him, then grabbed his forearm. ‘No, stay
here. Right here,’ the Egyptian insisted, holding him with an
incredible grip, looking up at the distant ceiling again.

‘Wha-’ Hattu started.

The word never fully left his
lips as the entire world spasmed violently. Hattu and Sirtaya were
cast from their feet and an instant later a great pillar of
limestone speared down on the spot Hattu had been about to step
into. Rocks pummelled the ground all around them like hail. Dust
rose up everywhere. Through it, Hattu saw a mighty boulder crash
down on the platform, dashing man and timber as if they weren’t
there. Those not crushed fell like stones. Their screams were
deafening then gone, drowned by the chaos. More rock fell from the
Abyss-side like shards of ice toppling from a glacier.
Instinctively, Hattu shielded himself and Sirtaya from the rain of
death, teeth gritted as the world shook madly around them, knowing
not if the next falling rock would come crashing down upon their
heads. They were in the palms of the Gods now. One ox-sized
stalactite land on the barred roof of his erstwhile pit, crushing
the bars and pulping the corpses of Zaldu and Pija on the pit floor
like a pestle and mortar.

‘Fear not Prince Hattu,’
Sirtaya cried over the din with an ill-fitting glee. ‘Amun is with
us both now.’

The din rose to such levels
Hattu thought his head was about to explode… and then it faded as
fast as it had begun. Coughing, choking, spitting, he and Sirtaya
rose to their feet, looking around: the Abyss floor was now a
miniature sierra of fallen rubble and shattered stalactites. The
air was thick with dust and each of them was coated in the stuff.
Hattu peered through the thinning dust clouds towards the Abyss
walls. The winch platform might be gone, but perhaps they could try
to climb up and out? No, he realised, his hopes plunging: the
Abyss-side was cracked and crumbling. Even in good strength and in
good light, it would have been a deadly climb. But there was
another hope – the twines that had suspended the platform; maybe
they could use them to climb? He waded up onto a rubble-mound where
the platform had been and gazed up, striving to see. All hope
flooded through the soles of his feet: the torn ropes dangled
uselessly, many storeys above. ‘That was our last way out of here.
This place will be our grave, Sirtaya.’

Sirtaya placed a claw-hand on
his shoulder. ‘If it is a grave, then it is one with a golden
doorway.’

Hattu twisted and followed
Sirtaya’s outstretched talon-finger. He peered at the wall of dust
over on the far edge of the abyss, confused. A strange aura hung in
there somewhere. Something he hadn’t seen in a long, long time.
Something golden. He stumbled towards it weakly, coughing,
spitting.

Daylight.

A thin shaft of sunlight
touched his skin like a mother’s hand stroking a newborn babe. A
seam of gold. Hot, soothing. He stumbled into it, his eyes sore,
unbelieving. Shapes and colours were a blur. After two years of
chthonic bleakness, the world lay before him.

Behind him, it was very
different. From the tunnels above the Abyss, the sounds of shouting
Wellkeepers mixed with the excited howls of prisoners, then the
clash of weapons and sounds of struggling. A moment later, a
screaming Wellkeeper plunged like a stone down onto the rubble near
them, his body bursting like a sack of wine. Another three came
down like this. Some of the cells must have been breached, Hattu
realised. Chaos reigned inside the mountain. A distraction. His
legs tensed, ready to run, but from outside he heard the howls and
barking of the guard dogs. His head twisted towards the fallen
Wellkeeper corpses on the Abyss floor.

‘Do as I do,’ he said,
stripping one’s body of armour and clothing. The leather corselet
was way too big for Hattu’s starved body, but the helmet had
cheekguards which hid his distinctively bald head and part-covered
his face. He picked up a spear too. Sirtaya was decidedly less
keen, slipping on one of the dead guards’ tunics with a shudder, as
if it was dirtier than he was, then placing a leather conical helm
on his head.

‘Come on,’ Hattu panted,
pulling Sirtaya with him. They staggered on through the golden
miasma of dust and sunlight, then out into the countryside proper,
down a fresh scree of rock, disgorged by the mighty earthquake.
Hattu tripped and tumbled head over foot. Feeble but desperate, he
rose again and ran – or more accurately hobbled down a slope of
long grass, his footsteps soft and rapid, the dust of the drying
mud flailing from him and Sirtaya, who ran for a time on all fours,
head switching around like an excited dog. They encountered no
watchmen, but heard their shouts and the howling of the guard
hounds, constant and roving. They ran eastwards as fast as their
malnourished bodies allowed, then staggered into a conifer grove,
far from the underground gaol but still close enough to see back to
that great hill. It had become a half-collapsed mound. Plumes of
dust rose up all around its sides like pyre smoke. The mining
tunnels had practically guaranteed its collapse given such a quake
– surely the strongest in generations.

‘And the time will come, as all
times must,’ Hattu said quietly, deeply troubled by the sight of
such destruction, ‘when the world will shake… and fall to
dust.’

All endings must have a
beginning, Ishtar whispered in his mind.

 


The sun began to set behind the
riven prison, dragging the remaining swathes of orange and red from
the sky. Within the conifers, Hattu and Sirtaya quietly and
ravenously foraged for berries, mouths and hands quickly stained
dark-red with the juices. They found a small stream and both fell
to their knees to drink like hounds and wash their skin of mud and
dust.

When twilight came, they heard
shouting. Wellkeepers, scouting the countryside. They watched from
the cover of the trees as a troop of the gaolers ran down one
fleeing prisoner and hacked him to pieces. Other such teams were
roaming even closer to this small wood. ‘We need to keep moving,’
Hattu whispered, watching the searching guards, waiting for a
window of opportunity in which they could dart away and find better
cover. But he realised one pair of guards had slipped from sight.
Into these woods? he thought with a breath of dread. He
signalled for Sirtaya to stay quiet, then listened. The sound of
hooting owls and crickets, the gentle scurrying of foxes and
snuffling of wild boars. Then… footsteps, crunching through leaves.
Right behind them. The groan of a straining bow sounded.

‘Turn around, very slowly,’ a
voice growled.

Hattu and Sirtaya did as they
were bid.

Hattu’s face fell as he beheld
their captor. Now he realised this was all a fantasy, like
Danuhepa’s world of imaginings. For it could not be true. ‘Dagon?’
he croaked weakly.

Dagon’s plague-scarred face,
baleful and serious, slackened like butter hitting a hot pan.
‘H-Hattu? I… I thought you were part of Urhi-Teshub’s gaoler
squadron,’ Dagon said. ‘Your armour.’

‘How can it be?’ Hattu said.
‘Bilanza said you were hung on the day of the Purulli
Festival.’

‘Many were, but Tanku and I
made it through the Sun Gate with Gorru. We melted into the
countryside.’

Hattu enfolded Dagon in an
embrace, the bow falling to one side. He wept into his friend’s
shoulder. When they parted, Hattu peeled off his helm, letting it
drop to the ground. Dagon stared, aghast, at Hattu’s scalp, scarred
and scabbed but at least covered now with the short scrub of hair
that had grown in since last Pija had scraped it away. ‘Gods, what
did they do to you? Your hair! Your face… it is like a skull. And
what is that unsightly tangle sprouting from your chin?’

Hattu could barely speak.
Instead, he reached up to touch his friend’s face, still not
certain this was all real.

‘And who is…’ Dagon asked,
shooting sideways looks at the creature, Sirtaya.

‘An ally. I will explain,’
Hattu said, then regarded Dagon again. ‘What are you doing here, so
close to the capital?’

‘You are my closest friend,
Hattu. Like Enkidu was to Gilgamesh,’ Dagon smiled tearfully ‘We
have been watching the place since the day you were taken there. We
have launched three separate attacks on the place, but were turned
away each time. It was too well-guarded, we had too few men, and
the gaol has that single stony entrance – a perfect killing zone.
Impregnable, we thought. But today the Gods shook the ground…’

‘… and showed us the way,’
Hattu finished for him.

‘Then let us not waste this
gift. Come, I have a chariot – one of the old Destroyers – and
horses tethered nearby. More, I have bread and honey. You can both
eat while I drive you to the woods.’

‘Woods?’

‘To the alder forest.’

‘You’re hiding in there?’ Hattu
spluttered. ‘Again, just a few danna from Hattusa?’

‘When they stormed our hideout
at the Great Salt Lake, they caught only a few of us. The rest
scattered. When we reconvened, we realised they would easily spot
or run us down unless we took to rough or forested ground. Those
woods are dense, and now we live within, hidden from sight and with
good forage and water.’ Dagon smiled. ‘Despite the summers that
have slipped past since you were taken, we have never given up
hope, Hattu. Never.’ The nearby drone of a searching Watchman
halted Dagon momentarily. All three glanced in the direction of the
noise. ‘Come, we must be quick.’

Hattu helped Sirtaya to his
feet and made to follow Dagon through the trees. But a thought
struck him like a bolt of lightning cast down by Tarhunda himself.
‘No,’ he said, slowing.

Dagon spun to see what was
wrong.

‘I cannot go into the alder
woods. Not until I have honoured their bones or their ashes.’

Dagon’s face paled. ‘What?’

‘I failed to protect my wife
and boy, and so the best I can do is give offering at whatever spot
he had them burnt or buried. If I am recaptured while doing this
then so be-’

‘Hattu,’ Dagon interrupted him,
holding him by the shoulders. ‘Pudu and Tudha are alive. They
escaped with a clutch of palace servants on the day you were
seized, Tanku and I spotted them and took them with us. They are
right now with Tanku in the woods.’

Hot tears spilled down Hattu’s
cheeks. It had all been lies, he realised – Bilanza, Sippa and
Zaldu’s taunts about all his friends being dead. A bar with which
to prize off the lid concealing the whereabouts of Jaru’s tablet.
Even still, he could not allow himself to believe that any of it
was real.

‘She gave me this, saying if I
could not break you from the gaol then I had to try to at least get
this to you,’ Dagon said, handing him a scrap of material.

Now Hattu knew it was no dream.
For he recognised the strip of cherry-red cloth. When he held it to
his nose he smelt her petal scent. Nothing had ever felt more real
than that moment. ‘I’m free,’ he croaked, then glanced back over
his shoulder to the half-collapsed prison. ‘It’s over.’

‘No,’ Dagon planted a hand on
his bony shoulder. ‘It has only just begun.’


Chapter
12
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Brothers of Wilusa

Summer 1269 BC

 


King Pandarus of Zeleia woke
with a feeling of utter contentment – all too infrequent – as if
during his sleep masseurs had gently stroked and anointed his tired
muscles, and some oracle had softly chanted a prayer that had
refreshed his mind. His oak-brown eyes peeled open gradually as he
rubbed one foot against the other in the comfort of the bed, the
linen sheets pleasantly warm and refreshingly cool in places. A
fresh sea wind fluttered into his bedchamber through the thin veil
across the pinned-open balcony shutters, and the pale amber light
of a new day gradually broke across him. The sound of the surf, the
tinkle of goat bells and the lazy creak of ship’s timbers – all of
it seemed orchestrated to lead him into a most perfect day. With an
indulgent yawn and a satisfying stretch, he slid his feet from the
bed and blinked, smacking his lips together as if to kick them into
gear. This business of kings entailed so much talking, he thought
with a chuckle. He swaggered over to the chamber pot and unleashed
a torrent of urine, sighing in yet more contentment.

‘I brought you fresh goat’s
yoghurt, My King,’ an unexpected voice spoke behind him. It might
as well have been the sound of a bandit’s blade whooshing down at
him, for it had the same effect. His prostate locked tight,
trapping the unspent flow inside as he swung around to the voice,
penis still clasped in his hand. ‘Tylo,’ he snapped, glowering at
his young scribe and advisor. ‘A cough, a sniff, even a gentle word
of greeting to alert me to your presence when I woke up would have
been nice.

‘Ah, I apologise, Highness. I
was just so aware of your recent troubles sleeping and I wanted to
check in on you early, see if you needed anything.’

Pandarus tucked his tackle
away, scruffed his shaggy mane and beard, and sighed. ‘As it
happens, I enjoyed the best night’s sleep I have ever had since I
was a lad. I even feel like I did when I was a fifteen year old,’
he said, swinging one arm freely, then the other, before stopping
and clutching that shoulder when it made a violent cracking noise.
‘Oh, for the love of Aphrodite!’ he wailed, face blushing in
pain.

Tylo winced. ‘Anyway, My Lord,
I have arranged your day for you.’

‘Wonderful,’ Pandarus
muttered.

‘Prince Aeneas of Dardania has
agreed to your suggestion.’

Pandarus stared at his scribe
blankly.

‘A reduced road toll for the
trade caravans,’ Tylo reminded him. ‘It means less income per
caravan but more caravans overall. It will be mutually beneficial
to the tune of an ingot of silver every week, by my
calculations.’

Pandarus issued a low, hoarse
laugh. ‘Throw the silver in the sea. It’s not the metal I care
about. It’s the favour of Troy. Dardanus might be a small town like
ours, but it is an ancient and noble one, and Prince Aeneas is a
hero of Kadesh and most importantly a nephew of King Priam.’ He
swaggered through the fluttering veil and onto the small flat roof
terrace of his palace, bathing in the dawn freshness and light. He
inhaled the clean air and surveyed the modest, kidney-shaped town
of Zeleia – no larger than a javelin’s throw wide and a
master-archer’s shot long. His palace was a repurposed barracks.
This upper floor served as his private quarters and what used to be
the mess hall and billet rooms downstairs were now his reception
room, an office for his advisor, Tylo, and quarters for the Priests
of Apollo. Surrounding the palace were open wards, unpaved,
scattered with straw. Houses and taverns sat where they had been
thrown up generations ago, with no care for overall street
planning, and the gaps between were clogged with shanty huts and
markets. The jewel amongst the chaos was the golden statue of
Apollo, dead centre of the town, twice as high as a man, gleaming,
draped in garlands, the plinth surrounded by offerings of bread and
wine. It was because of this sacred statue and its value that
Pandarus’ father had ordered the building of walls to protect the
settlement, entrusting the fortification works to Pandarus’ uncle.
Less than two thousand people lived within Zeleia’s walls, and a
few hundred more dwelt in the huts outside, lining the shorefront.
He gazed north across the sparkling infinity of the Hidden Sea,
pleased to notice that the town’s small fishing fleet was already
scattered out there, casting nets and spearing for bluefish and
trout. The shoals were thick here – even more valuable to Zeleia
than trade toll silver, but still not as important as close
ties to the mighty Troy. He strolled to the western edge of the
terrace, resting his palms on the low mud-brick lip. For a time, he
watched the nearby wheat fields, speckled with Zeleian farmers. Yet
it wasn’t long before his gaze was drawn further west, to the green
valleys and woods.

‘Highness,’ Tylo said, tapping
his stylus against his teeth, eyes combing his tablet. ‘the silver
could be a great use. We could commission three new boats with just
a year’s takings.’

Pandarus smiled. ‘Sometimes,
Tylo, I worry that you have hay stuffed in your ears. Forget about
the silver,’ he said, directing his scribe to look out at the
faint, distant smudge on the western horizon. ‘We sit on the very
edge of the land of Wilusa, and Troy is the greatest city of
Wilusa. We are all brothers under Apollo’s protection, and Troy is
like the Sun God’s shield. To shelter under it, we must do all we
can to stay in King Priam’s favour.’ The morning birdsong and
cicada hum rose like a round of applause.

But once again Tylo wasn’t
listening. ‘My Lord, what is that?’

Pandarus frowned. From one
wooded valley to the south, dust spiralled up madly. ‘Someone is in
a hurry. Wagons? No, chariots?’

‘Aye, chariots,’ Tylo said.
‘But just one.’

The black-painted vehicle came
spurting out of the valley end like an arrow, and a hectoring voice
rose from the cabin. On and on it went.

‘Apollo, have mercy on my
ears,’ Pandarus moaned as the yammering scattered the singing
birds, drowned out the cicadas. Farmers and goatherds halted in
their business, watching as the chariot looped and weaved
carelessly around near the city walls, sending farm dogs and people
staggering out of the vehicle’s path. ‘Proud people of Zeleia, have
you heard?’ the warrior on board cried, one foot up on the rail of
the chariot, both hands over his head as he clashed together an axe
and a spear to draw attention. ‘The news is momentous!’

Pandarus and Tylo’s faces
dropped in perfect time as they recognised the white boar-tusk helm
and the shrill tones. ‘Piya-maradu,’ they both groaned.

‘I thought we had seen the last
of that wretch. Two years ago, was it not, when he came here last?’
Pandarus asked Tylo.

‘Yes, Highness. Seeking your
seal on the tablet from the Hittite Labarna. They say he
toured all of the states along the coast of the Western Sea before
coming here too.’

Pandarus felt a hot streak of
guilt at the memory.

Tylo noticed his discomfort.
‘All you did was affirm loyalty to the Hittite Labarna, My
Lord. There is no shame in that. ‘I was listening to you:
Troy is the mightiest city in this corner of the world… but the
Hittite Empire dwarfs us, Troy, the land of Wilusa, everything.
When the Labarna asks, we act.’

Pandarus smoothed at his beard
for a time. ‘But by rolling my seal on that tablet I became Prince
Hattu’s enemy.’

‘Then it is he who must trouble
himself about his own actions. He challenged the rightful
Labarna, Urhi-Teshub.’

Piya-maradu’s chariot swept
closer now. As he sped past the landward-looking walls of Zeleia,
his face tilted up to the rooftop terrace, spotting Pandarus and
Tylo. ‘Our great protector, King Urhi-Teshub, Labarna, The
Sun himself is in danger. The traitor – the fallen prince – has
broken free of his comfortable exile, spurning the mercy
Urhi-Teshub showed him in allowing him to live. Now he is at large
and means to slay the Sun!’

Pandarus’ eyebrows shot up.
This was a sharp turn of events.

‘Gods!’ Tylo gasped. ‘You have
no need to feel guilty, Highness. It seems that Prince Hattu has
grown thirsty for power. You clearly did the right thing in putting
your seal to that tablet.’

‘Did I?’ Pandarus said
quietly.

Tylo looked at him blankly.

Pandarus sighed. ‘You are too
young to remember. Once, when my father was king, Prince Hattu
travelled here. He came to honour our golden statue, and to advise
my Uncle Lapus and his architects on the design of the walls.’ He
pointed to the defences. ‘See the stone bases, the mud-brick
uppers, the tower system, the merlons, the upper floor billets
where our guard squadrons live? The posterns, everything. They are
Hittite walls. They were a gift that this town has never
forgotten, for how many times have those walls repelled greedy
raiders?’

‘Dozens, during my years,’ Tylo
admitted. ‘Though what of it? Prince Hattu is a fine architect. It
does not mean he was a good man.’

‘You have never met him, Tylo.
He is tall, quite menacing in his appearance – but then most
Hittites are. Yet throughout it all, I found him to be sincere,
honest, direct. The walls were fine, but his real gift was to come
later. One night during his visit, I woke to the sound of
screaming. I ran up into what is now my bedchamber with the guards
and we found Prince Hattu in here, standing over my sleeping
father, his twin swords raised…’

Tylo grew aghast. ‘So he
was a rogue even then?’

‘…and Uncle Lapus’ head rolling
across the floor, the body still standing, clutching a dagger.
During the architectural discussions, Prince Hattu had read Uncle
Lapus in a way that we could not. He had seen the intent in his
eyes – the desire to kill and become king himself. The greatest
danger back then was not from the countryside, but from within –
from the very man building the walls to supposedly keep danger out.
My father showered Prince Hattu with trinkets and gifts and titles
too – “Guardian of Apollo” was my favourite. Hattu may be many
things, but he is not without loyalty, honour and integrity.’

Tylo’s brow creased in that way
it always did when he was about to come up with a confounding
reply. ‘Because he saved your father from a usurper? Hmm. Yet now
it appears he has become the usurper. If he was a good man
then, what is he now?’

Pandarus glanced out at the
circling Piya-maradu then back to Tylo. He sighed and laughed
gently. ‘Things are rarely as they seem,’ he said. ‘Come, let us
greet this squealing boar before he drives over a child in that
chariot.’

The pair flitted down the old
timber steps into the guts of the palace building, crossed the hall
and strode outside towards Zeleia’s land gates. Two soldiers in
single-shouldered leather tunics jumped to attention, one opening
the gates and then both flanking Pandarus as he stepped outside.
Piya-maradu’s head snapped round and he yelled at his driver to
bring the chariot back towards the party.

‘Highness,’ Piya-maradu purred
and bowed as the chariot stopped, ‘Great Bowman of Zeleia, Lord of
the Hidden Sea, Champion of-’

‘Enough,’ King Pandarus sliced
a hand through the air, staring into Piya-maradu’s dark eyes. ‘It
is not typical of an envoy to come swerving across the land,
shouting his message aloud. You should have come to my hall and
spoken to me directly.’

Piya-maradu bowed again. ‘I
forget my station, Highness. I am sure you understand, however, the
urgency of this news and my anxiety to spread it. The Hittite
Labarna is concerned that the traitor prince will gather a
force and once again try to overthrow him. Thus, he calls upon
these loyal states who wisely marked this tablet,’ he brought out
that clay slab from two years past – it was covered in various seal
markings of hieroglyphs and wedge-script from scores of vassal
kingdoms and tribes.

Pandarus said nothing, his eyes
scanning the tablet then rolling up, slightly narrowed, to demand
more of Piya-maradu.

‘… to now honour their oath, to
rise up, to bring their soldiery together.’

Pandarus’ blood ran cold. ‘War?
Two years ago you assured me this was not a contract of war. Of
those I sent to Kadesh, only six returned, two blind, one lame and
the other three lost in their own minds about the things they saw
there. I have barely two hundred fighting men left.’

Piya-maradu grinned, his thin
ring of beard spreading. ‘So muster them.’

Pandarus felt his emotions
taking hold. He grew like a bear, towering high so as to be nose to
nose with Piya-maradu up on the chariot. ‘You call us to war?
Against what? An escaped prisoner? How many men does he have? I
heard that the Hittite rebels were scraps of men and no more, a
handful of people living in hovels out in the countryside and in
caves and woods.’

Piya-maradu spread open hands
of innocence. ‘And the Labarna will use his own troops to
track them and the traitor prince down.’

Pandarus recoiled. ‘What? You
call us to war but you do not need us? Untie this knot of words.
Speak plainly.’

‘Oh no, the Labarna does
need you, just not in the Hittite heartlands. Instead, he requires
you to gather and move against the one city in these parts that
refused to sign this tablet.’

Pandarus and Tylo stared at
Piya-maradu, confused.

Piya-maradu began nodding,
slowly at first, his smile growing wide and thin. He stabbed a
finger towards the southwest. ‘That’s right… Troy!’

Tylo issued a chirp of
disbelief. Pandarus could not help but smile. ‘Are you insane?’

Piya-maradu’s top lip twitched.
‘I am the will of Urhi-Teshub.’

‘Forgive me,’ Tylo said, eyes
combing the tablet in Piya-maradu’s hands, ‘but it appears that the
marking of Troy is not the only one absent from the clay. The Seha
Riverlanders, their print is missing too.’

Piya-maradu pulled the tablet
away, fumbling to put it back in a leather pouch.

Pandarus’ eyes narrowed to
slits now. Attack Troy, the wealthiest of the western cities?
Neglect to mention the Seha Riverlanders – a group of tribes who
live in huts and tents… and have nothing worth plundering?

‘And I do not see Sarpedon of
Lukka’s mark there either,’ Tylo added, head bent to one side to
read the tablet one last time before it slipped from sight.

Pandarus watched Piya-maradu’s
confident grin wavering, like a weak tentpole struggling to hold up
a heavy leather sheet. ‘Show me the Labarna’s directive. You
have another tablet, I presume, ordering the move against
Troy?’

Piya-maradu’s confidence
returned as he calmly produced a small clay disc, marked with the
Hittite royal seal. Tylo examined it, assured at first, then
stricken suddenly with unease. ‘It is as he says, Highness.’

‘You have your orders,’
Piya-maradu crowed. ‘Gather and arm your soldiery, and bring them
to the hills on the edge of Masa where the River Scamander rises –
before spring is out. Do not fear how the Trojans might react.’ he
said, producing a small wooden idol and waving it like a conquered
enemy’s severed head. ‘They are doomed to defeat!’

Pandarus stared up, squinting
at… ‘The Palladium of Troy?’ he croaked. He had seen it only once
before in the great temple on King Priam’s citadel. How could this
man be holding it here, now?

The whip snapped above the two
horses and the chariot jolted into action again. As it moved off,
Piya-maradu peered back at Pandarus.

Pandarus watched him vanish as
he had arrived – in a blaze of dust and shouting. It reminded him
of a bite he had suffered some years ago: he had woken one night,
terrified to find a scorpion creeping across his leg. The thing
stung him, then darted away. The pain and sickness that lingered
afterwards was far worse than being in the presence of the
beast.

‘Highness,’ said Tylo
tentatively, ‘what… what do we do?’

Pandarus turned to look through
the gates back inside Zeleia, to the small soldier house near the
tavern. Swords, spears and shields hung in racks outside – and his
generations-old ibex horn warbow was racked within. We have no
choice, he thought, his heart thumping.

 


***

 


The royal megaron of Troy
crackled with tension, like the fires in the polished stone sconces
lining the edges. King Priam rested the heels of his hands on the
end of the long table stretching off before him towards the hall’s
open end – a grand arch of summer sky. Waves of pale sunlight
crawled up the walls, reflected from the ritual pools on each side
of the hall. Seated along the table were his seven princely sons,
his closest aides, Queen Hekabe and the Priests of Apollo. Beside
them sat Princess Cassandra, head lolling thanks to some sedative
brew the priests had made for her to keep her calm on this rare
trip outside the walls of the temple. But it was the man at the end
of the table who mattered right now. He had come in, sticky with
sweat from his journey, his armour and fine bow dull with dust, his
words tumbling from his mouth in an unintelligible stream.
‘Breathe, then tell me again, from the start,’ Priam said in a low
burr, staring at the archer king, outlined in the pale blue
sky.

King Pandarus shuffled in
discomfort, took a long draught of chilled water and sucked in a
few lungfuls of air. ‘I came to you as soon as I could, Majesty. I
had to be sure about what was going on first.’

‘Which is?’

Another deep gulp of water, and
Pandarus wiped his mouth with the back of one hand. ‘The Tummannans
and Hapallans join with the militias of the Arzawan regions: the
Mirans and the Kuwaliyans. They gather together in Masa in a large
hill camp.’

‘They camp in the country of
Masa?’ Priam recoiled. ‘King Telephus, our ally, has allowed
this?’

‘Telephus has been driven from
his palace and into hiding. His Masan forces are too few to tackle
this horde.’

Priam scruffed at his beard,
eyes darting in thought. ‘But the horde is in Masa… not here
in Wilusan lands?’ he said.

‘No, but they are perched right
at the Scamander source, where the Masan highlands begin to descend
into these Wilusan river vales and plains.’

‘But they have not yet
encroached?’

Pandarus, still sweating
profusely, glanced around the array of princes and priests lining
the edges of the long table then turned back to the Trojan King.
‘Majesty, the intent was made all too clear by the charioteer who
came to my town last moon. They are gathering there and – once
strong enough – they plan to assault Troy. The charioteer means to
lead them.’

Priam looked up, his face
flushed with anger. ‘The… charioteer?’

Pandarus paled at the Trojan
king’s expression. ‘Piya-maradu.’

Priam seemed frozen for a
moment… then slammed both palms down on the table, causing a flock
of doves on the balcony at the open end of the hall to scatter, and
Prince Paris’ full wine cup to swivel and spill down his quilted
gown, onto his lap and the leg of the priestess sitting very close
to him.

‘Father,’ he complained.

Priam turned a volcanic look
upon him. ‘Pay attention, you fool! Not to the legs of the
priestess, but to what is happening here!’

Paris shuffled in discomfort.
Across from him, Prince Hektor leaned forward in an effort to
mediate, the scales of his bronze vest clinking. He first affixed
Paris with his olive eyes, then the sweating Zeleian King, then his
mother Queen Hekabe and cousin Prince Aeneas, being sure to meet
the eyes of every other minor royal and priest as well.
‘Piya-maradu has raided these lands for more than a generation. He
has never commanded more than a band of brigands. He has long
craved an army. Now, he has one.’ He turned to Pandarus. ‘What
numbers does he command, Majesty?’

The Zeleian King flexed his
fingers as if trying to size a cloud of smoke. ‘My men could only
scout their camp from afar, for they had sentinels in the hills and
patrolling nearby. But they saw enough tents to house thousands of
soldiers. Four, maybe five thousand warriors.’

Croaks and gasps of dismay rose
all around the table.

‘Do we have your attention now,
Brother?’ Hektor asked Paris.

Paris sat up straight,
straightening his gown and shifting away from the priestess.

Cassandra’s head lolled around
to stare at her brother, unblinking, her lips slack.

‘Why do the gathered states
cluster around Piya-maradu?’ asked Prince Deiphobus with a typical
scowl. ‘He has nothing to offer so many men, surely?’

Priam’s eyes rolled up to pin
his boy. ‘Apart from the gold and silver within these walls.’

Deiphobus’ scowl deepened and
he sank back in his chair, his jaw working.

‘There is worse news,’ Pandarus
mumbled. ‘It… it seems that Piya-maradu acts with the blessing of
the Labarna.’

All heads snapped round to the
Zeleian King.

‘What did you say?’ King Priam
hissed.

‘Urhi-Teshub has compelled the
tribes to follow Piya-maradu in this effort – a punitive expedition
against Troy, to punish her for failing to comply with a past
request to affirm loyalty to him as the true Labarna.’

Priam stared at Pandarus as if
a two-headed hawk had just flown from his mouth. He thought back
over the days, moons and recent years. ‘What… request?’

Now Pandarus beheld Priam with
a puzzled look. ‘Two summers past, Piya-maradu visited each of the
vassal kingdoms of these parts, all along the shores of the Western
Sea, seeking each king’s mark on a tablet, affirming his loyalty to
Urhi-Teshub. He came here but was rebuffed?’

Priam grabbed the stool he was
supposed to be sitting on, lifted and threw it across the palace
hall. It exploded in a shower of splinters against a thick stone
pillar. ‘Piya-maradu has been here once, three summers ago,
and in tow of the Ahhiyawan embassy. He has never shown his face in
my court since, not to apologise for his past deeds, and certainly
not to offer up any fantasy tablet.’

Pandarus’ face crumpled. ‘The
wretched snake!’

‘He has engineered all of
this,’ Priam agreed in a grave drawl.

‘We should send a messenger
along the highway towards Hattusa at once,’ said Hektor. ‘I can
have a party of men ready by nightfall. We can speed east and
clarify to the Labarna what has happened.’

Priam glanced at his eldest.
All is not as it seems, my boy.

‘You would find no way
through,’ answered Pandarus. ‘Piya-maradu and his rabble have
encamped on the highlands of Masa for good reason: to block the
routes of communication between us and the Hittite heartlands.’

‘What of the older routes –
over the hills or upriver?’ Hektor pressed.

‘I am sorry, Prince Hektor,’
Pandarus replied, ‘but all of the tracks are being watched and
blocked by Piya-maradu’s men. He knows he has this one chance to
injure Troy. As far as the Labarna is concerned, Troy did
not sign the fealty tablet. Piya-maradu will not let any man of
Troy or her allies through to Hittite lands to explain the
truth.’

Hektor drummed his fingertips
together, vexed. He looked up, glancing outside to the sun-washed
Scaean Tower and the bronze bell hanging there. ‘We need not send
men. We can call upon our mighty allies directly. Sound the bell,
send the signal along the chain of beacon towers.’

‘No,’ King Priam said with a
grave finality.

‘Father? Why? Sound the
bell.’

Priam sighed, nodding to
himself a few times. He thought of all Hattu had told him during
that visit three years ago. The poisoning, the murder, the grim
reign of Urhi-Teshub. It all fell on him now like a bitter rain. He
considered the murky reports of Hattu’s downfall and incarceration.
If the bell were to toll now, it would fall upon the deaf ears of
Hattu’s jailer.

Hektor pressed on: ‘Sound the
bell and the Labarna will come and see for himself
Piya-maradu’s twisted truth.’

Priam looked up at his son, his
gaze forlorn. ‘Urhi-Teshub would only twist it further,’ he said
quietly.

Priests and princes masked
gasps at their king’s words. Hektor stared at him, dumbstruck.

Priam gazed out at the bell and
beyond, towards the hazy east. ‘The Labarna has in these
last few years demonstrated that he is not to be trusted. We can no
longer rely upon the aid of the Hittites.’

The gasps became a fresh chorus
of wails and utterances of doom. The clamour rose and rose. Priam
felt his head throb with indecision. Finally, something within
snapped. He strode to the suit of ceremonial armour by the votive
pool and drew a spear from the display, then paced back to the
table and bumped the bronze haft down with all his strength. The
dull boom shook the hall, and the voices receded. ‘Out there lies
an undisciplined brigand army. Are the warriors of Troy not capable
of chasing them off?’ he raged. ‘Are we not?’

Silence.

Prince Troilus, the youngest at
the table with only seven summers to his name, gulped. ‘What
numbers can we bring together?’ he dared to answer, his crown of
tight curls shaking with nerves.

The answer came from Hektor
instinctively, thanks to his daily drills and training exercises.
‘Three hundred and seventy nine fighting men. Half of them
Guardians, the rest watchmen and scouts. Forty-four retired in the
last summer, but could be recalled to duty. They would be willing.
Seventeen men lie injured or sick in the lower town’s healer
house.’

‘Barely four hundred,’ grumbled
an old priest through a white bush of a beard, the laurel wreath on
his head askew. ‘There once was a time when we could muster one
thousand Guardians and three times as many militia to support
them.

‘That was before Kadesh,’
another sighed.

‘Bleating about the past does
not serve our future,’ Hektor said firmly. ‘Four hundred men – that
is enough to guard our city’s fine walls. We can raise more from
the youth of the city too.’

‘I can train the farmers also,’
Commander Dolon added confidently.

‘See?’ said Hektor. ‘It may
take time, but we can replenish the ranks of the Guardians.
And we must remember that we are not alone. Let us also gather our
friends here in Wilusa.’ He turned first to Aeneas. ‘Nephew, gather
your Dardanians – veteran archers, every one of them; King
Pandarus, have your men come to us. Send boats for the hardy forest
soldiers of Tenedos Isle, and messengers to summon the troops of
nearby Percote and Cyzicus. With just a few thousand, arrayed and
glittering, making the noise of many more, I am certain we could
march forth and drive away this rabble. And,’ he wagged a
commanding finger, rising to take the stage, ‘we have the chariots
of Troy. Two hundred war-cars. Just one is worth a score of
footsoldiers!’

King Priam watched, allowing
his eldest boy to hold court. He felt the unease in him and in the
others dissipate as Hektor spoke. The other princes and even the
doubting priests rumbled in agreement with each of his
proclamations. They were not fiery and foolish words either – each
was well-measured and grounded in truth.

‘But,’ Hektor prodded a finger
down against the table, catching the spiralling optimism like an
expert fisherman feeling a bite, ‘we must be very, very watchful.
Piya-maradu is dangerous, more dangerous than any other foe we have
known. Why? Because he knows nothing of nobility. He would cut the
throats of his own men so he might escape to fight another day. So
to us, he will show no mercy, no kindness, nothing.’

Priam nodded every so often,
rising to pace around near the table. ‘We can and will drive off
this attack,’ he said confidently. ‘As Prince Hektor says, we will
not allow them even the encouragement of besieging Troy’s walls. As
soon as they dare to cross into our countryside, the forces of the
Wilusan cities and towns will march out to fend them off.’

Another rumble of hubris rose
around the table.

‘Now, is there anything else we
need to know?’ Priam asked King Pandarus of Zeleia. ‘Anything at
all?’

Pandarus’ face pinched in
thought, then he began to shake his head as if there was nothing
more. But just as everyone at the table began to sag in relief, he
snapped his fingers and batted the hand on the table’s edge.
‘Piya-maradu has the Palladium.’

Priam stared, dumbfounded.
Slowly, he began to laugh. Most others around the table joined in.
‘What? What nonsense is this?’

‘He held it aloft like a trophy
when he came to my lands. He has been using it to rouse kingdoms to
his banner,’ said Pandarus.

‘Did you see it clearly? Did
you hold it for yourself?’ Commander Dolon asked.

‘No, but…’ Pandarus began.

‘But Piya-maradu seemed so
confident, so assertive?’ Dolon hissed, then punched a fist into
his palm. ‘It was a copy.’

‘It looked identical,’ Pandarus
croaked, paling.

That’s what he does,’
Dolon said. ‘He deceives!’

King Priam sagged in his seat.
A moment passed. Then: ‘Anything… else?’

Pandarus frowned as he combed
thorugh his thoughts, then nodded reluctantly. ‘Ahhiyawans,’ he
said. ‘There were three Ahhiyawans with Piya-maradu in his camp.
Rich types, draped in good armour and cloaks. They seemed to be
advising him, even directing him. I even saw one of them berate
him.’

‘Ahhiyawans?’ Priam whispered
as if addressing a ghost.

Pandarus’ face lengthened.
‘They wore bright kilts, helms with spout plumes and their cloaks
were embroidered with snarling lion heads.’

All around the table uttered
some sound of alarm. ‘The mark of Mycenae… Agamemnon’s men!’

Priam sliced a hand through the
air for silence. ‘We are supposed to be at peace. Agamemnon dares
to wage a proxy war?’

Pandarus could only spread his
hands in sympathy.

‘This paints a much bleaker
picture, Majesty,’ Antenor the elder advised. ‘Merely a handful of
advisors in Piya-maradu’s camp now… but what about tomorrow?’

‘Send a force to assault their
camp immediately,’ Commander Dolon barked. ‘We could obliterate
them out there; our chariots would slice them apart while they
slept!’

‘In the highlands of Masa?’
Prince Deiphobus said, one eyebrow cocked. ‘The chariots would
founder and break.’

‘Look, look,’ cried a
bare-chested priest, rising from his seat but falling to his knees,
pointing out of the open end of the hall to the spring sky. ‘See
how the hawks speed eastwards? It is an eradi, a sign from
the Gods: they fly in the direction of the enemy camp; they do not
hesitate. Nor should we!’

‘That would make us the
aggressors,’ Chryses the High Priest of Apollo mused. ‘Perhaps you
should consult Apollo before making such proclamations.’

Queen Hekabe, long-used to
sitting in rooms full of squabbling men, stared across the table,
meeting Prince Hektor’s eyes, then Priam’s. ‘There is another way,’
she said, almost all voices fading at the sound of hers. ‘A noble
way that can avoid war with the Ahhiyawans. A way of words, not
swords.’

Before she could continue, one
of Commander Dolon’s underlings sighed and waved a hand as if to
dispel the idea. ‘Piya-maradu will not listen to envo-’

‘Be silent when our Queen
speaks!’ Hektor raged at him, then gestured politely towards his
mother for her to continue.

‘I have no intention of
engaging in talks with Piya-maradu,’ Hekabe resumed. ‘It would be
more useful to bark at the crows. Instead, we should look across
the Western Sea and to the rocky Ahhiyawan homelands. If they are
testing their luck with this proxy attack, then it is they who can
rescind the threat.’

‘The Sea-God would guide them
safely,’ remarked Laocoon, Priest of Poseidon.

At this, Cassandra’s head
rolled upright, her dark curls sliding back to reveal striking
features, eyes like inky pools. Her lips were shaking, like one
about to cry. ‘No,’ she petitioned quietly, but few heard her.

Priam noticed but tried not to
become distracted. ‘No Trojan ship has crossed the sea or entered
an Ahhiyawan port in years,’ he said.

‘That’s because we have never
been welcome,’ she replied. ‘But remember, when Menelaus of Sparta
was here, three years ago, he left us an open invite.’

Prince Hektor looked from his
mother to his father then back again before he remembered. ‘To
Sparta?’ he spat as if it was an invite to drink from a
cesspit.

‘No,’ Cassandra
croaked.

‘Menelaus is King Agamemnon’s
brother,’ Priam sided with Hekabe. ‘A word from him might soften
any ambitions the Ahhiyawans hold. If those warlords you saw
berating Piya-maradu answer to Agamemnon, then they will call off
this attack if he commands them to. All it needs is a little
persuasion, toadying perhaps.’

Hektor grumbled, trapping
behind his lips the angry retort he wanted to give out of respect
for his father.

‘I agree with our king,
Brother,’ Paris spoke at last, taking his hand from the priestess’
leg and leaning in to show his enthusiasm. ‘It was you and me he
invited there, wasn’t it? We should go.’

The priests rose in a clamour
of support. ‘And all without a single drop of shed blood!’ the
elders enthused.

‘It has to be tried,’ Commander
Dolon acceded.

Princes Scamandrios and
Deiphobus quietly agreed. Even the boy prince, Troilus nodded with
them.

But Cassandra shook wildly, her
face streaking with tears. ‘No!’ she cried, a shrill sound so loud
it once again scattered the recently re-settled doves from nearby
rooftops.

‘Daughter!’ Hekabe hissed.

‘You cannot see it but I can,’
she said, rising shakily, her stool toppling backwards. ‘None of
you can see it.’ The priests seated either side of her rose and
tried to calm her, one righting her stool and the other guiding her
to sit. She shoved both away, one stumbling backwards, splashing
comically into a small votive pool at the side of the hall.

‘See what, my darling?’ Priam
said tetchily.

‘Love… deception…
tragedy. Tragedy of the greatest kind!’ she screamed, then
threw her head back and wept aloud, raking her fingers down her
face. Blood trickled from the scratch wounds. All eyes around the
table bulged in horror at the sight.

‘Take her away,’ Hekabe
demanded. Two Trojan Guardians trooped in, seizing her firmly,
guiding her from the hall. She kicked and spat as she went, booting
over a burning sconce. One of the coals within touched the hem of a
hanging purple drape, and with a whoosh the drape caught light.

‘Paris, do not go,’ she called
over her shoulder. ‘Listen to me, please!’

Priam stared at the blaze,
while two servants rushed to throw water over it. He noticed Hekabe
staring at the flames too, and the blackening cloth. The same
memory pealed through the minds of the King and Queen of Troy
simultaneously – the words of the priest on the night of Paris’
birth: The boy will turn Troy to ashes!

As Cassandra’s screaming faded
and the fire died, a smell of acrid smoke brought about a chorus of
retching and coughing. Priam, back turned to the table, eyes on the
door through which Cassandra had departed, felt the weighty silence
behind him.

His daughter’s stark warnings
dissipated from his mind quickly as they always did. What choice
was there but the one of diplomacy? He cleared his throat and
turned to his council. ‘Hektor, Paris. You will set sail for Sparta
just as soon as I can have our best boats furnished with supplies
and escort soldiers.’

All rumbled in agreement and in
good spirits. Prince Hektor, however, seemed out of sorts, still
watching the spot where Cassandra had been. But Paris leaned over,
taking his brother’s hands, and saying loud enough for all to hear.
‘Do not worry, Brother. In Ahhiyawa, we could solve this crisis
before it even begins.’ He smiled the most handsome of smiles. ‘We
could make history!’


Chapter
13
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Alive

Summer 1269 BC

 


Danuhepa wandered aimlessly
through Hattusa’s acropolis grounds, as she did most nights,
unnoticed. The warm air was spiced with sweet oil burning in a
sconce, and the sky was the clearest she had ever seen – the stars
like a bed of jewels, the sickle moon hanging directly overhead.
She felt almost as if she could reach up and pluck it from the
heavens. A bat rapped across the acropolis, the echo of its wings
fading slowly. She came to Bani’s old aviary, remembering the days
she and Hattu had spent with the old birdkeeper, tending to his
feathered friends, learning how to handle and call them. The place
was largely abandoned now, with three of its four chambers
cobwebbed and empty. The other room was where the last of his
beloved hawks were kept in their cages, fed by the palace servants.
She traced a hand along the cold plaster of the walls, smiling at
each of the birds. Most were asleep – like balls of feathers, heads
tucked under their wings. The wonderful shades of their plumage
showed up differently in the beam of moonlight shining through the
chamber window, almost becoming new colours that no eyes had ever
seen before. Such a feast for the senses, she thought. Such clever
tricks the mind could play on itself.

Because, for Danuhepa, it was
not a summer night, and this was not Hattusa. For Danuhepa, this
was all merely a long reverie – one she expected any moment to
awaken from and find herself instead in the cold, stony guts of the
Well of Silence. When one hawk stuck its head through the bars of
its cage, she traced her fingertips along its beak. The hawk
playfully pecked at her.

‘It feels… so real,’ she said
to nobody. And it did feel so real. The things she had seen, the
things she had heard. The dark words she had overheard Urhi-Teshub
and Bilanza share in the Hall of the Sun had been like stains on
the pleasantness of everything else. Talk of spies sighting the
rebels moving within the alder woods. More talk about sending
patrols into those forests to hunt and kill the rebels. To kill
fellow Hittites? The notion sickened her. But what did it
matter, for all this was merely an illusion.

A strange sensation overcame
her, and she gazed once more at the wakened bird. From the mists of
reality and fantasy, something emerged. Her chat with Hattu nearly
four years ago.

Listen to me, open your eyes.
This is real. You are free.

Even if this was a dream world,
she reasoned, chewing her bottom lip, she should still do what was
right. So, she did then as she had done on nights past – nights
when she had heard the young Labarna’s plans like this. She
moved to a cage holding a dove – one of several birds that had been
reared in the alder woods. This one had white feathers, streaked
with grey and a green collar. Carefully so the door would not
squeak, she opened the cage and coaxed the bird onto her hand,
slipping the leather cord hanging from one of its legs around her
wrist. The creature flared its wings, glad to be out and able to
stretch. With silent steps on the pads of her bare feet, Danuhepa
climbed the stairs to the roof of the aviary and looked across the
city and out into the dark night. Her gaze settled on the distant
alder woods. She smiled confidently, remembering Bani’s teachings
well. When she held up her wrist and unclipped the leather tie, the
bird leapt up and sped into the sky, flapping high then gliding
gently and in a direct line towards the woods.

 


***

 


Staring corpse faces. Hittite
men suspended in ice like insects in amber. Hattu staggered through
a maze of this, every turn revealing a new ice wall and a twisted
or crushed corpse within. He could not breathe as he stumbled
through this frozen labyrinth. Cadavers, mouths hanging open,
mocked him every time he met a dead end, their misty eyes accusing.
‘You did this,’ one whispered somewhere behind him. He swung round
to see a frozen corpse with an accusing scowl on its face. ‘Aye,
run… run from the truth about what you are,’ growled another from
nearby.

Hattu broke into a sprint,
seeing a chink of light at the end of one glacial corridor. He
staggered out into a gloomy plain, breathless, only to trip over a
root. He landed on one knee, and tried to rise, but halted there,
staring ahead, across the ranked figures facing him. They stood in
regimental blocks of one thousand each. Not soldiers, but wives and
mothers, all wearing shawls of mourning, all staring back at him,
faces grim. As one, they raised an arm each, index finger pointing
at him like a massed wall of archers taking aim. One craggy old
woman stepped forth like their general and proclaimed: ‘All behold
Prince Hattu, digger of Hittite graves.’

 


Hattu threw his arms out to
plead with them, moaning weakly. ‘No,’ he panted.

A soft hand touched one of his,
gently returning it to his side where he lay, wrapped in a rough
woollen blanket on what felt like a bed of twigs and moss. He
opened his eyes to see soft tallow candlelight flickering on the
underside of a bivouac leather. A wall of bark and greenery stood
outside the shelter’s open end.

Confused, mind fogged by the
dream, body wracked with pain, he tried to remember where he was,
where he had been, what had happened, what was from his dreams and
what was real. He remembered the earthquake. The escape from the
Well of Silence. The conifer wood. Meeting Dagon. The long and
speedy journey in Dagon’s chariot when he had felt a ringing in his
ears and a blackness at the edge of his vision. The brutal weight
of exhaustion closing in. He vaguely remembered collapsing in a
heap on the chariot cabin floor. From there, it had been a
patchwork of semi-consciousness. He recalled Dagon muttering
instructions to Sirtaya, talking about a covered dale where they
could hide the chariot and push on into the woods on foot. Next,
there was much crunching and stumbling through thick undergrowth,
deeper and deeper into the trees. He had opened his eyes just a few
times during that journey. Dagon was dragging him on a sledge.
Sirtaya seemed in his element, springing and swinging from
branches, scampering on all fours like an eager scout dog. After an
age, he remembered hearing many rising voices, repeating his name
doubtfully. When he had opened his eyes, his lips cold and numb,
his skin clammy, he had seen a sea of grubby faces staring down at
him on the sledge as if they could not believe Dagon’s proclamation
that this gaunt, ruined man being brought amidst them was truly
their prince. Then there had been blackness. A lasting nothingness…
until now.

The scents and song of the
alder forest gently sailed into the small shelter. The stroking
hand moved to his brow, gently stroking back across his bristly
scalp.

‘You are safe, my love, you are
with me,’ she whispered.

Hattu blinked: that voice, the
petal scent. He rolled his eyes to one side to see her. One part of
the miasma of memories had not been a dream. His heart pulsed with
joy. Puduhepa. Sitting beside her was young Tudha, his smile
infectious. ‘Father!’ he squealed, delighted, his dark curls
quivering.

He clasped her hand with both
of his, pulling it to his lips, feeling the warmth and smoothness
of her skin on his face. Tudha reached over and tugged at his
beard, and Hattu stroked his boy’s cheeks and hair, tears welling
in his eyes.

‘What have they done to you?’
Pudu whispered.

‘Everything they could,’ he
replied weakly, tracing a finger over the golden spiral on her
bicep, then stroking her soft cherry-red robe. ‘Yet still I
prevailed. Through it all, the darkest torture was the lie that you
and our boy were dead,’ he clung to her hand, kissing it again.

‘You lived through it all
because that is how it was meant to be,’ Pudu said quietly. ‘The
Goddess has shown you this time and again. You know what lies
ahead… you spoke of it in your sleep.’

He noticed how she leaned to
one side as she said this, revealing the pile of garments in the
corner. Warrior boots. A bronze scale jacket. A thick belt. A fine
helm with a dark plume that spouted from the top and hung like a
horse’s tail. A spear stood upright next to this and hanging from
it was his green cloak. Hattu’s mind began to twist and throb. He
thought of the vile dream and shuddered. In any case he was too
weak. No hope. No chance.

‘But today you must rest. Rest
and regain what they robbed from you,’ Pudu said, her voice quiet
and soothing like a trickling fountain.

After another long and deep
sleep, he awoke to find that she had brought a bowl of warm water
and a towel to him. First, with a chattering of bronze scissors,
she cut off the tousled lengths of his beard, then spread scented
oil on the short scrub that was left, before expertly stroking a
razor across his chin, swiping away one of the indignities of the
prison, before massaging his clean-shaven jaw with a scented balm.
Next, she fed him, holding his head up a little and bringing a
spoonful of stew to his lips. The taste was explosive – thick and
flavoursome, salty, fatty, delicious. Tudha hobbled over, watching,
engrossed, eyeing the stew, then Hattu. The boy plunked a spoon of
his own into the stew and proudly proffered it to Hattu’s lips.
‘You eat, Father,’ he said. Hattu tried to laugh, only to break
down in a wracking cough. He managed half a bowlful before
tiredness overcame him, and then he fell into yet another thick,
dark sleep, waking over a day later.

Days passed like this, in a
world of troubling dreams and short periods of waking. For the
first few days, he stirred to find himself lying in the same spot.
But the following night, he woke in the blackness to the sounds of
hissing and panicked activity. Four men lifted his stretcher bed
and carried him at speed, the others flooding along with them. The
next morning when he awoke he realised they were at a different
spot in the woods. This happened three times.

Eventually, he stirred on the
twentieth day with a sense of physical and mental wellbeing. Strong
enough to rise, he decided. Shakily, he clambered from his bed and
emerged from the leather shelter to find that they were in a
vibrant forest vale, veined with a stream, the hillsides flanking
it thickly-wooded with firs and alders. The daylight was harsh on
his eyes but the morning air smelt sweet with the scents of spring
and felt soothingly warm on his skin. He gazed over the camp – long
and narrow, set against the flat ground either side of the stream.
A bivouac village covered three-quarters of the space, the leathers
sun-bleached and flapping gently in the summer breeze. A small
archery range filled out the rest. Heads bobbed between tents and
people shuffled around, oblivious to his emergence.

A young girl playing by the
stream was first to notice him. Her face widened in shock and awe.
He realised at that moment how pathetic he must look – shaking,
confused, dressed in just a loincloth, ribs showing, short hair
standing in messy tufts. He reached inside the bivouac to grab his
green cloak and threw it around his shoulders, then pulled a
leather cap onto his head.

He smiled at the girl
awkwardly, and the girl grinned back. ‘They tell stories of your
past every night here, around the fires,’ she said. Then her face
fell slightly. ‘At least on the nights when we do not have to run
and find a new place to camp.’

‘Where are your parents?’ Hattu
asked.

The girl looked confused. ‘Why,
back in Hattusa,’ she said. ‘One of the priestesses brought me out
here during the night. She said that I had to be quiet and hide in
the back of a hay wagon. She said that my mother and father
couldn’t come because the Labarna had called them to his
court.’

Hattu’s head slid forward and
he tried to hide his sadness from her.

‘They will come here soon too,
won’t they?’ she asked.

Hattu knew how easy it would be
to lie, but he could not. His lips trembled with the truth.

‘Won’t they?’ she asked
again.

‘Naptera – where are you?’ a
voice called out. A priestess – wearing cherry-red like Pudu – came
hurrying over and picked the girl up. She gave Hattu a look up and
down before realising who he was. ‘Prince Hattu, you are
awake.’

‘You did a fine thing for this
girl.’

The priestess blushed. ‘I saved
her, just as you will save us.’

Hattu drew his green cloak a
little tighter, and nodded once, awkwardly.

He stalked on around the camp
slowly, finding his balance returning with each step. He heard
whispers spread, saw people stand and stare at him. Families rose
like grass stirred by a passing wind as he went. ‘Prince Hattu!’
many said in reverence. He took their acclaim and waved them down
again, his eyes assessing the shape and size of the camp. So this
was the “rebellion”. Some four hundred or more souls, more than
three in every four were women, elderly and children, by the looks
of it. The few from Hattusa and the surrounding countryside who had
become disenchanted with Urhi-Teshub’s rule, and who were also wise
enough to hide their thoughts until they were well clear of his
clutches.

A priest from the Storm Temple
led a small band of temple workers and priestesses who had escaped
Hattusa with him in a procession, walking around the camp’s edge,
singing, stopping every so often to lift handfuls of earth and
whisper prayers to the spirits of the soil, or to anoint the tree
trunks with sweet oils. All around the tent village, mothers nursed
babies and old men mended clothes. Many of them now wore rough
animal skins and fleeces – giving them the look of Kaskans! But
this is how it had to be. Pale wisps of woodsmoke – hawthorn
branches, chosen so as not to give rise to black smoke that would
be visible from a distance – rose from the many cooking fires.

He heard a familiar hectoring
voice. Tanku stood, resting his lone arm on the rim of his great
shield, wearing his white cape and bronze-scale kilt, braying in
the ears of a few scores of fighting-age men as they took turns at
climbing a tall, old alder. One lad lost his grip and fell, only
for a branch to come to the rescue, snagging on his kilt and
leaving him dangling in ignominy, his undercarriage on display. The
others mock-groaned and covered their eyes in horror, and one child
took to throwing stones at the man’s genitals. ‘Why are they
green?’ the boy yelped. Tanku, aghast, remarked: ‘By the Grace of
the Moon God, what kind of brothel have you been visiting?’

‘You would know, old friend,’
Hattu said quietly, approaching.

Tanku turned his flinty glower
on Hattu, then his big, broad face softened. Behind the lines of
age and battle, a youthfulness shone through, and he strode towards
Hattu, pumped his lone arm in the air in salute, then the pair
embraced. ‘I feared you were in eternal torpor,’ he said quietly.
‘Like that your father fell into.’

‘I was not poisoned,’ Hattu
replied, ‘that was one of the few things Urhi-Teshub forgot to
subject me to.’

Nearby, Dagon was with a dozen
men getting to grips with the tricks of archery. He knelt on one
knee alongside their line, facing the painted log target with them,
but he held no bow. Instead, he spoke across them, guiding them
with his words. Some straightened, lifted their heads, canted their
bows slightly in tune with his advice.

‘He feels Kisna’s death keenly…
almost as keenly as,’ he stopped to gulp, ‘as me. Without a chariot
school in which to teach, he has taken up archery tuition
instead.’

‘Loose,’ Dagon hissed
eventually. Thrum…twang…whack, crunch, snap! The volley was
crazed, most arrows speeding wide of and past the target before
plunging on through the thick woods at the edge of the clearing. A
wild boar squealed somewhere in there. ‘Well at least that’s
tonight’s stew sorted,’ Dagon groaned. As he rose, pinching the top
of his nose between thumb and forefinger, his eyes fell upon Tanku
and Hattu. Now all the frustrations of the archer training fell
away.

‘Hattu,’ he stammered. Hattu
embraced him. ‘Thank Tarhunda, you grow hale again.’

‘Thank Puduhepa, she has been
at my side day and night. And you. Without you I would have been
recaptured and dragged back into the Well of Silence.’ He took
another look around him, and thought of that strange nocturnal
flight. ‘Tell me, how safe are we here?’

‘Life in these woods was good
for a time,’ Dagon answered. ‘But Urhi-Teshub now suspects we are
in here.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Some of those who have fled
Hattusa and come to join us have been careless. A scout must have
spotted them vanishing into these trees.’

‘The forest is vast, but that
does not seem to deter Captain Bilanza. He leads regular search
parties through it,’ Tanku added. ‘We have had a few close calls.
Every few days we spot a patrol coming near, and we have to abandon
our camp and sink deeper into the woods.’

‘It cannot be easy to spot him
and his hunters,’ Hattu reasoned.

‘It is not,’ Tanku agreed. ‘But
we have had help from outside too,’ he looked skywards.
‘Strangely-feathered birds, flying overhead.’

Messenger birds, Hattu
thought, then looked at Dagon. Dagon was already smiling wryly.
‘Danuhepa?’

‘Aye, she has alerted us in
good time to three of Bilanza’s forays into these trees.’

Hattu felt a streak of hope.
After all the Great Queen had been through, still she was his ally,
committed to thwarting Urhi-Teshub. He looked around the valley
camp again. ‘How safe is this place?’

Dagon rested his hands on his
hips and glanced around. ‘I have placed the keenest-eyed men up on
both valley sides, where they should spot approaching search
parties. Scattered flocks, shaking trees. Or Danuhepa’s messenger
birds. Hopefully we will have a fair few days of respite here.’

The idea was comforting. A
sanctuary of sorts. A chance to take stock. He noticed a dog beside
one family tent, the hound was busy rolling in the dirt, tail
wagging. It reminded him of something… someone. ‘Sirtaya… where is
Sirtaya?’

‘Who?’

‘The Egyptian.’

‘Is that what he is?’
Tanku said, his nose wrinkling.

‘He’s off hunting,’ Dagon
added, ‘likes to chase and catch rabbits… with his hands.’

‘He smells like a latrine,’
Tanku said.

‘Definitely not keen on riding
in a chariot,’ Dagon added.

‘He is a strange creature. But
without him I would be dead,’ Hattu remarked.

‘Father! Uncle Hattu!’ two
voices squealed in unison. Hattu turned to see young Tudha and
Dagon’s girl, Wiyani, sprinting across the stream towards him.
Behind them, Dagon’s wife Nirni walked hand in hand with
Puduhepa.

Hattu felt a warm thrill just
to be in the presence of his comrades and loved ones again. It gave
him momentarily his strength of old, and he plucked Tudha from the
ground and hoisted him up, sliding his free arm around Pudu’s
waist.

‘You deign to get out of your
bed?’ she said with a playful smirk.

Hattu grinned, the sight of her
and feel of her beside him turning his blood hot and his head
giddy. ‘I had to rise in order to find you. My feeding time had
come and gone,’ he joked. Then he looked around the village again.
‘We have food?’

‘Boar,’ Dagon said flatly.
‘Every night… boar.’

‘And wine,’ Tanku added,
‘perfected so it now tastes like armpits.’

‘It will taste like a palace
feast to me. And tonight, we should arrange a feast. We can eat,
drink, celebrate. Tomorrow, we will make plans.’

 


Night came with a gentle warm
mizzle that turned the gibbous moon into a waxy orb, the wet
leathers of the bivouac village shining in its light. The small
population of the valley camp chattered and laughed in the rain,
passing round urns of wine, while a boar cooked on a spit over a
large central fire. The Storm Priest who had fled Hattusa led his
small band of templefolk in a slow traipse around the camp’s edge,
praising Tarhunda whenever distant rumbles of thunder sounded.
Next, three men brought out instruments made from the very woods
around them – one had a drum, the other a set of pipes and the
third a saz. They sat under an awning and played a soft and endless
tune. Soon after they began playing, the audience started clapping
as Puduhepa emerged from her and Hattu’s tent, leading a troupe of
five other priestesses. Pirouetting and twisting around the central
fire, she led them in a dance in honour of the Goddess of the Sun
and Earth. Her cherry-red robes were soaked with rain, clinging to
her curves, accentuating her long legs as she spun and swayed like
a tree in a storm, her hair lashing like a ribbon. She sang as she
danced, the five other priestesses shadowing her every move and
golden note. Hattu watched, leaning against a pine trunk, a cup of
wine in one hand and a hunk of boar meat in the other, besotted.
His wife was a vision to behold, but so too were the others around
the fire: so many faces, ruddy and fixed with smiles and hopeful
eyes.

I will not let you down,
he mouthed to them all.

A dangerous promise,
Ishtar replied from somewhere deep within his mind.

As if turning his back on the
Goddess, he drained his wine, stepped away from the pine and walked
to the southern edge of the valley, and the two alder trees which
served as gateposts for the camp’s entrance. The lookouts were
expertly disguised, with mud on their faces, lying on the thick
branches like gnarled twists of bark. The whites of their eyes
widened when they saw him approach. ‘Prince Hattu,’ they said
quietly, raising left fist salutes.

‘Stay alert, I will not be
long.’

Hattu walked into the woods,
moving slowly, his eyes closed, his other senses drinking it all
in: the soft moss pleasantly cool on his bare feet, the brush of
ferns on his knees. He unclasped his cloak and let it fall to the
ground so he could feel the warm forest air on his unclothed chest.
He ran the pads of his fingers across the bark of old trees,
feeling soft, sticky sap every so often. The powerful scent of pine
resin mixed with a rising petrichor in a heady vapour. His ears
devoured every gentle crackle of fallen twigs underfoot, the
endless song of night birds and the growl and chatter of the other
creatures that thrived in this wilderness. When he heard the gentle
drumming of a fresh bout of drizzle on the canopy of leaves
overhead, he halted and tilted his head back. High up beyond the
tree tops the pale light of stars quivered here and there. He
remained like that for some time, the feel of the rain droplets on
his clean-shaven jaw, of it running through his short hair soothing
and wondrous. For the first time in years he felt like himself
again. When he eventually walked onwards, he saw up ahead a pale
bluff, rising from the forest like a stony scar, betrayed by its
glistening wet face. Beyond it, to the north, a deep forest canyon
stretched like a smirk, with an old rope and timber bridge sagging
across the drop.

There was something about the
great bluff and canyon so close together that intrigued him. The
voice of youth in his heart compelled him to spring forward, to
leap at the dangerously wet wall of stone and to climb up to its
zenith and gaze over the canyon. He smiled lop-sidedly. ‘Not
tonight,’ he murmured, rolling his scrawny shoulders and flexing
his malnourished arms.

Just then. the cry of a falcon
startled him. Three of them, behind him, fighting over a worm that
had been lured to the surface by the rain. One was a fledgling, he
noticed, lean and downy compared to the other two, who bullied it
out of the way and began tearing the worm apart in a tug of war.
Hattu reached down to the small pouch on his belt and lifted out
the strip of dried venison in there. He tossed a piece towards the
dejected fledgling. The bird hopped away in fright at first, then
cocked its head one way then the other, suspicious. Hattu, on his
haunches, must have looked like a strange predator, he thought. But
the bird’s sense of hunger won, and the fledgling hopped over,
snatched the boar meat in its beak then launched itself into the
air, flying clumsily up to a pine branch under a canopy of needles
to enjoy its meal.

Hattu rubbed the spot on his
left forearm where for so many years he had worn a leather bracer,
where Arrow, Tempest, Zephyr and Sky had all perched. He remembered
how it worked, taming birds. Bani had shown him, long ago. Offer
a few scraps of food, let the bird know you are no threat, and that
you mean only to feed it, the Birdkeeper’s voice echoed in his
thoughts. Absently, he tossed another piece of venison at the spot
under the pine tree. The falcon cheeped and flicked its gaze from
the food to Hattu and back again. Warily still, but more confident
now than before, it swooped down, taking the morsel in its talons
and landing on a rock nearer Hattu to devour the treat. Next,
offer your arm, with another morsel on the back of your hand. There
is much to do afterwards to teach the bird to hunt and obey
signals, but it is that moment the bird will remember – the moment
it hops onto your arm, forms a bond with you.

Hattu realised he had
unconsciously extended his left arm, and had a third piece of
venison in the fingers of his right hand. He and the falcon stared
at one another. Hattu felt a great sadness then, thinking of the
winged friends he had loved and lost. A rumble of distant thunder
sounded, breaking the spell. Hattu dropped his arm and tossed the
venison further away onto the ground. ‘Enjoy your treat, little
friend,’ he said sadly as the falcon glided down to that spot, its
back turned on him, ‘and keep your freedom. It is not a good time
to ally with me.’

He was about to turn away also,
when he noticed something. Standing on the tip of the scarred pale
bluff was a mass of feathers. So large it was that, for a moment,
Hattu thought it was a hunkered-down man, swaddled in a feather
cloak. But in the shafts of moonlight that occasionally pierced the
rainclouds, he saw a razor-beak and dark brown plumage, a streak of
gold on the feathered head. An eagle. It was watching him, like a
triumphant hunter about to complete its kill. Bani had tamed a
handful of these magnificent creatures and trained them to hunt for
deer, foxes and goats – indeed they could carry off those animals
entire. The pale moonlight glistened on the creature’s black
talons. The eagle watched him for a time, before it spread its
wings, tilted its head towards the night sky and cried out. With
that, it streaked up into the sky, disappearing through the rain
and into the murky clouds.

Hattu gazed at the spot on
which it had been perched, cold thrills racing up his back like
waves. By all the Gods, he thought, how I have missed the
sacred realm of the living.

His thoughts were ended by a
sudden splashing of boots. His head snapped to the west, looking
downwater along the stream that flowed here from the valley
village. From beyond a bend in the stream, a jangle and shush of
bronze sounded, growing louder, coming this way. Panic rose in
Hattu’s chest. An enemy patrol? Bilanza and his Golden Spearmen
were coming for them, he realised, coming to slaughter all in the
camp. ‘Watchmen!’ he hissed back towards the two lookouts. The pair
perched in the trees stared out towards him. Tanku and Dagon, near
the feast fire, heard his call and approached the camp entrance to
see what was going on. One of the lookouts issued some whistling
animal call out into the woods, over Hattu’s head and on towards
the direction of the approaching strangers. A trice later and the
same animal call came back in reply, together with the growing
clatter of bronze.

‘Do not fear,’ Dagon said
quickly, passing out into the woods to come over to Hattu. ‘It is
big Gorru and the Mesedi.’ He raised a finger as the noise sounded
again from the approaching party.

‘They have been out on patrol
since dawn,’ Tanku explained.

Hattu blinked, turning back to
the sound and seeing the truth: a train of soldiers surged into
view and splashed upstream towards the valley camp. Thirty Mesedi
warriors – all that remained of the original hundred-strong royal
guard unit. The rest had been executed in Hattusa shortly after
Urhi-Teshub’s rise, captured since or cut down on the day of the
failed coup. But even if there had only been one of them, it would
have been a stirring sight: they were clad in high bronze helms
with short shaggy plumes, scale vests and leather kilts.

Captain Gorru ran without his
helm or armour so he could glance back with ease and check the form
of those he led, his long tail of dark hair swishing from side to
side as he went. The rain, tossed-up foam and spray rendered his
hairy torso and arms slick with streamwater, like an otter’s pelt.
When he splashed up onto the stream banks, he stared at Hattu as if
not believing he was real. ‘Gal Mesedi, you are awake!’ he gasped,
falling to one knee. The other Mesedi followed suit.

‘The Gal Mesedi serves and
protects the Labarna. I do neither. Rise.’

They stood again, and Gorru’s
face was pinched as he glanced back over his shoulder whence he and
his men had come.

‘Trouble back there?’ Dagon
stepped in.

‘We saw a red-tailed bird near
dusk, coming from the direction of Hattusa.’

‘Danger,’ Hattu drawled,
knowing the old colour system of Bani the Birdkeeper.

‘On our way back we spotted
movement in the trees, coming directly this way from the south,’
Gorru continued. ‘Whoever it is, they will reach this valley within
the hour. We need to move, now!’

Hattu followed them all back
into the valley camp. The peaceful place suddenly felt like a grave
in waiting. In a flurry of activity, the fire was doused, the camp
was torn down, tents tossed into wagons and onto sledges, meagre
belongings thrown into sacks, supplies gathered up in arms. With a
series of hushed orders, the people began slipping from the valley,
leaving through the far end. Gorru and his men herded the exodus.
Hattu lifted Tudha and another child in his arms, running with his
people, thinking of the awful sights on that day of the failed
coup, glancing over his shoulder as he went. Hattu handed Tudha and
the other child to Pudu and the child’s mother, waving them on with
the others. But he hung back, crouching in the undergrowth,
watching the valley. For a moment he thought they had fled in vain…
and then a warrior burst into view, churning upstream like Gorru a
short time ago, eyes sweeping and spiteful, Hattu’s twin iron
swords in his hands. Bilanza, with a company of Golden Spearmen in
tow, all primed for a slaughter like their leader.

‘If Danuhepa hadn’t sent that
bird,’ Hattu rumbled.

‘But she did,’ Dagon answered,
stalking back to watch with him. ‘If Gorru hadn’t spotted it…’

‘But he did,’ Hattu said.

‘We’re existing on the edge of
luck,’ Dagon sighed. ‘How can we fight them, Hattu? That single
company of one hundred men outnumbers us. Urhi-Teshub commands
nearly two hundred such units.’

Hattu watched Bilanza as he
stalked around the valley, poking at the ash of fires and prodding
at holes in the earth where tentpoles had been. ‘Our enemy has
every advantage over us: manpower, supplies, weapons,’ he said
quietly. ‘So… we steal from our enemy.’

 


***

 


Fourteen days slid past. The
next night, a balmy wind whistled across the dark countryside, the
hills south of the alder woods lit by a full silver moon. One of
Bilanza’s patrols marched along the forest’s edge with a chorus of
snorting, grunting and spitting. When they passed and vanished over
a rise, the treeline shuffled and crackled. Deftly and with a
minimum of noise, a lone Destroyer chariot – a relic of the Kadesh
War – slipped from the forest track and out into the open. The car
arrowed along an old dirt track, taking a forgotten route south,
past the hills.

Dagon gently squeezed the rein
in his right hand. The yellow-dun mare on that side read the gentle
pressure in its bronze snaffle bit and slowed just a fraction while
the mare on the left kept going at full pelt. This was enough to
guide the vehicle expertly round a pothole in the track that would
easily have broken one of the wheels.

Hattu gripped the lip of the
cabin – poplar wood strapped in soft leather, torn and notched with
battle scars – and clung on as best he could, knuckles white, feet
spread wide on the rawhide mesh floor for balance. Apart from that
dusk when Dagon had rescued him from the conifers near the Well of
Silence, it had been almost five years since he had last ridden a
chariot, and his time in the Well of Silence had decimated his
lower back and thigh muscles – vital for a charioteer. Since being
chased from the valley camp, the rebels had made a new temporary
home inside a forest cave. There, Hattu had slowly regained a
little more strength, eating porridge and honey. His hair had
softened as it grew into short locks. Last night he realised he was
strong enough for this first of many missions, and so he had
assembled this small team of three. He, Dagon and… he looked down.
Sirtaya was on his knees on the cabin floor, eyes shut tight,
clinging to one of Hattu’s legs like a sailor holding onto a ship’s
mast during a storm.

They sped into a natural
corridor of ash trees whose branches carved the moonlight into
countless ribbons. It also turned the shadows ahead into shapes. He
imagined there the faces of Urhi-Teshub and his top men. Bilanza,
Sippa. His knuckles whitened even more on the rail.

‘The people back in the woods,’
Dagon said, noticing his distress. ‘They speak of you as if you are
a God. Long have they talked of your return. The very youngest –
the babes born out there – are bounced on their mothers’ knees and
told tales of the great Prince Hattu, who will one day bring them
from the trees and to their homes again.’

Hattu looked at his withered
arms, felt the heavy stones of age hanging from his shoulders. ‘I
am not what I once was, old friend.’

Dagon eyed him sideways again,
this time with a wry smile. ‘Gilgamesh once set out on a quest to
find the survivor of the great flood…’

‘…and the magic root that
restored youth and strength,’ Hattu finished for him, the pair
long-used to reciting the legend between them.

But then Dagon diverged from
the legend: ‘I hear some of that root grows in the alder woods,’ he
said with an impish glint in his eyes. ‘Perhaps that is the
ingredient missing from Tanku’s armpit wine?’

Hattu spluttered with laughter,
thankful for the momentary humour.

The chariot came arcing round
westwards, heading towards the vast black outline of Headless
Mountain. Before they drew too close, Dagon drew back on the reins,
bringing both mares to a canter, the rushing sound of their ride
softening and falling away as they slowed. Under cover of a
spreading oak, he brought the vehicle to a halt. The balmy night
air clung to them in the stillness, and all was quiet apart from
the hooting of owls and chirruping of crickets. Dagon hopped down
and tethered the horses. Hattu made to alight also, but found that
his left leg was somewhat anchored.

‘That was horrible. Is it… is
it over yet?’ Sirtaya gibbered, a streak of snot painted below each
nostril thanks to the wind of the journey.

Hattu peered down at him.
‘It’ll get a whole lot worse if you don’t let go of my leg,’ he
said, hiding a smile.

Sirtaya prized one eye open and
swivelled it around. Seeing that they had indeed stopped, his face
lit up and he sprung, like a flea, from the chariot, landing on the
thin grass and rolling on it a few times. ‘Ah, the world is still
again,’ he muttered, kissing the dirt.

Hattu gazed at the mountain,
reconnoitring Jaru’s foundry up there on the flat top. He saw the
squat silhouettes of the workshop, the storehouse, the various
tents and the tall chimney forge sitting astride the cleft bridge.
The old Metalsmith’s voice echoed from the halls of memory: The
secrets of the grey lie buried where they were born.

A thrill passed through him.
When Bilanza had read to him Jaru’s cryptic message, he had worked
out what it meant soon enough. It had been his only source of
pleasure in the gaol – pretending to be clueless and denying his
enemies the truth.

The thrill quickly dampened as
he spotted something else. The tiny shadows of men stood up there.
Twelve Golden Spearmen: ten patrolling the mountaintop perimeter,
facing out into the countryside, and two guarding the top of the
winding path leading up there. Doubts began to creep all over his
designs.

‘It is as Tanku reported: the
forge has a garrison now,’ muttered Dagon, regarding the task ahead
likewise with a troubled expression. ‘He said that by day they
drive Jaru’s team of boys in efforts to create more good iron
blades and axes – so far without success – and by night they stand
watch like this.’

Hattu sucked in a breath,
chasing away his own fears. ‘I know you doubt my priorities here,
old friend, but if you had seen the few iron blades Jaru prepared,
you would understand. They are like no weapon I have seen before.
The tablet contains the method to make them, and it must not fall
into Urhi-Teshub’s hands. It is up there. I know it.’

‘They assumed the same at one
point, and supposedly ransacked the place but could not find
it.’

‘The majority of Bilanza’s men
are dull. Most have to remove their boots in order to count past
ten,’ Hattu replied. ‘We will find it.’

‘If we can get up there,’ Dagon
replied.

‘We can outwit this dozen. We
have outfoxed bigger groups in the past.’

‘My concern is about the
thirteenth,’ Dagon remarked dryly. ‘Look, Bilanza himself is there
tonight.’

Hattu blinked, horrified,
seeing the tall and unmistakable thirteenth figure ambling near the
dormitory building, having just awoken. ‘Bilanza or no Bilanza, we
can get up there, and get what we came for,’ Hattu said, glancing
down at his arms, flexing his fingers into fists and relaxing them
again, wondering just how much strength he had regained since
breaking free of the Well of Silence. ‘Sirtaya, stay by the chariot
and watch for trouble,’ he said. ‘Dagon, with me.’

The pair crept forward, fast
and low. They scuttled across stretches of open ground, ducking
every so often behind boulders and bushes, avoiding moonlight and
hugging shadow, all the time drawing closer to Headless Mountain.
One of the Golden Spearmen up on the plateau edge seemed to sense
something, his head twitching in their direction.

‘Down,’ Hattu hissed.

The two skidded to their knees
behind the trunk of a fallen pine.

They waited, catching their
breath, watching the sentry up there. The man seemed transfixed by
the spot across which they had been moving an instant ago. So they
waited, catching their breaths and watching. Dagon glanced back
over his shoulder, spotting the tiny silhouette of Sirtaya and the
chariot, waiting under the spreading oak. He seemed to be busy
scratching himself madly. ‘I’m now questioning the wisdom of giving
him my spare tunic,’ he whispered. ‘He smells… interesting. Like
that drunken fishmonger from the lower town.’

‘Sirtaya hasn’t had a wash in a
very long time,’ Hattu reasoned. ‘One of his many foibles. But he
has the eyesight of a cat, which is why I brought him with us to
stand watch.’

The pair looked back up at the
mountaintop again. The sentry had turned away at last.

‘Go,’ Hattu hissed.

Both sped across the last
stretch of open ground and into the shadows near the base of
Headless Mountain.

‘Are you going to tell me how
this will work?’ Dagon asked as they edged gingerly around the
lower slopes, careful not to dislodge any rocks or step on crackly
bracken. ‘The path is too well-guarded to get up there.’

Hattu kept walking, one hand
sliding along the cold rock of the mountain. He heard a low moan,
then felt the gap in the rocky wall. The wind hit him and Dagon
like a playful slap, casting up their hair. ‘As I said, there is
another way,’ he said, sidestepping into the narrow chasm.

The pair edged along the
fissure. It was so narrow they scraped their backs and chests and
knees as they side-stepped. When they were far inside the cleft,
Hattu held up a hand to halt Dagon, then pointed upwards at the
dark stripe of the cleft bridge’s underside, far above. ‘This is
the back door to our old friend’s place.’ He swiped his palms
against the cleft side and patted them together, dust puffing. ‘Are
you ready?’

Dagon’s face paled. ‘What… hold
on,’ he said, realising what Hattu had in mind. ‘We’re climbing up?
I didn’t agree to a-’

Hattu reached up and grabbed
hold of a wrinkle in the rock with one hand, then planted the
opposite foot in a small dimple, before stretching up onto those
toes and grabbing a higher handhold.

‘-to a climb,’ Dagon sighed in
resignation, rolling his shoulders and coating his palms in dust
for better grip too.

Hattu’s heart raced like a
galloping stallion as he rose. The thrill of doing something like
this again after years of torpor propelled him almost halfway up.
That was when the initial burst of energy waned. Cold sweat ran
from him in runnels and his wrists and ankles began to shake madly
as he fought to hold onto the sheer rock face. Worse, the wind was
stronger at this height and seemed intent on sparring with him,
pulling at him, working to undo his fingers from the precarious
holds. He made the mistake of glancing down and seeing the drop of
some seven storeys. He looked up – the top of the fissure and
Jaru’s furnace bridge seemed impossibly far above. So he tried to
control his breathing, to think of the past when he had scaled this
mountain’s every face – and this very cleft – and arrived at the
top with nothing more than a sheen of sweat and a warm glow in his
muscles. Determined, he shoved on upwards. Each rise was on wildly
trembling legs and fingers and toes long-ago robbed of their
climbing calluses. Still some way to go. Nothing left. Pounding
blood in his ears, black spots swimming across his eyes. What a
foolish choice this had been. The disaster became a calamity: a
guard’s face appeared over the cleft brink, peering down, right at
him. Then another. It was over.

‘It is Prince Hattu,’ one of
them whispered.

Hattu blinked the sweat from
his eyes, confused. A boy’s voice? He saw now not guards
looking down at him but two soot-stained trainee smiths. The next
thing Hattu saw was something falling towards him. The rope whipped
past his face and swung to and fro, settling near him. ‘Come,’ the
boys gestured.

Hattu gladly seized the rope,
hanging on it for a moment, gasping for breath and waiting for his
heart to settle. He felt the rope underneath shudder as Dagon too
grabbed it. Slowly, Hattu shinned up the rope to the top. He
slapped a hand onto the brink of the cleft, just beside the bridge
and the workshop. Shooting a glance all around he saw the ring of
Golden Spearmen standing watch, backs turned. Bilanza now stood
guard like that too. Still shaking, he levered himself up onto the
mountain’s flat top then turned to help Dagon up too.

Just then, one of the sentries
snorted and spat, and began to turn around.

The boys gestured madly,
sinking backwards into the open door arch of the dark workshop.
Hattu and Dagon followed, an instant away from being spotted.

Inside, the older of the two
boys beheld Hattu with awe. ‘That day when Master Jaru left to go
to the Purulli Festival, he said that if anything happened to him…
you would look after us.’

Hattu stared at the youngster.
He had seen maybe thirteen summers. For the last two years he had
lived in wait of rescue.

‘Are you here to free us?’ the
older one said.

‘The spearmen, they beat us if
we do not work hard enough. They beat us even if we do,’ said the
younger of the two.

Brothers, he realised, seeing
the similarity of their faces. He could not hold their gaze. There
were sixty or more youngsters here. He could not save them, not
tonight. Not even these two. ‘Jaru wrote down his ironworking
secrets in clay,’ he said.

The boys looked at one
another.

‘He hid the tablet so
Urhi-Teshub would not find it. You have done well in holding your
silence and denying him its location.’

The boys shared another, more
worried look. ‘They killed one in every five of us. Only then they
realised that we also do not know where it is. If they had killed
any more of us then there would have been too few to produce the
bronze swords and spearheads the Labarna demands. Already we
are on restricted rations until we can produce iron goods.’

‘There must be a place in this
warren of a workshop that the Golden Spearmen have not searched,’
Hattu said, looking around the black, cold and silent interior. ‘A
cubby-hole or nook? A hidden hatch? Jaru stowed things away in the
strangest of places like a squirrel.’

The older boy shook his head.
‘They looked everywhere. Then, at nights, we did too. We thought it
best to find the tablet and destroy it rather than have it fall
into the Labarna’s hands.’

Hattu felt a pang of sadness
that boys so young had been forced to think like that. ‘Jaru’s work
will not be lost. Nor will it fall into the wrong hands.’ He paced
around the workshop’s bloomery pits, lined with grey ash and
footprints, past the piled ingots, the racks of blades and honing
tools, the buckets of oily water and discarded hammers.

The secrets of the grey lie
buried where they were born, he mouthed to himself.

The chests by the door which
led to the bridge had all been wrenched open. The table where Jaru
had shown him the trick with the iron filings was bare. His head
twisted to one side, staring out along the bridge and to the
chimney forge. He remembered then another of old Jaru’s rather
unhinged mutterings: Like the belly of a pregnant mother. Come
forth… children of iron!

His eyes narrowed on the hatch
near the chimney base, where ashes were scraped away and fresh ore
and charcoals were fed in. It was very small. But so too had been
the tablet. Almost every day since Jaru’s death, the chimney would
have been in use, blazing away. None would have thought to search
that small space, for what could survive constant, iron-smelting
heat?

Clay, Hattu answered his
own question.

He made for the door, first
edging his head out to check upon the perimeter guards. All had
their backs turned. So he crept out and onto the bridge, twisted
the clip on the chimney tower’s hatch and gently pulled it open. He
reached inside, startled at the intense heat still in there from
the day’s smelting attempts. He strained to reach in shoulder-deep,
feeling the soft pillowy remnants of the coals disintegrate at his
lightest touch, sending clouds of ash and dust puffing out.
Nothing. Nothing there at all. His heart began to pound. It had to
be here, had to!

He contorted himself to reach
in further, and in doing so, used his other hand to hold onto the
hatch opening’s upper edge for leverage. That was when he felt the
small, lip of clay inside, just above the hatch. He moved his
fingers up to feel the small, solid square of clay resting upon
that lip, like a man edging along a cliff path.

Breathless, eyes stinging, he
lifted the tablet out. It was black as night with soot, but he blew
the majority of it away to see that the method was still legible.
The first few lines of wedge-marks made sense, before it plunged
into technical details that were beyond Hattu’s grasp. It didn’t
matter. There were other smiths out there who might understand, who
might be able to recreate what Jaru had discovered. He tucked the
tablet into a small pouch on his belt, elated, feeling a sense of
triumph rising within him. But it quickly changed into a horrible
tickle in the back of his throat when he breathed in a mouthful of
soot. A sudden and snowballing urge to sneeze surged up through
him.

Tchoo!

He slapped a hand over his
mouth and nose, but only caught part of the sound.

Instantly, a pair of Golden
Spearmen swung round. Hattu threw himself into the moonlight
shadows on one edge of the chimney forge, back pressed to the
structure, breath held captive. The pair of spearmen came stalking
over, their lances falling level, shoulders rising and heads
dipping.

‘Did you hear that?’ one called
to the other.

‘I heard it,’ said the other.
‘It didn’t come from the dormitory,’ he said, flicking his head
towards the low building on the other side of the workshop. ‘it
came from the bridge.’

‘Trouble?’ Bilanza said,
glowering over his shoulder.

‘Whatever it is, it’ll soon be
dead,’ one of the two said.

Hattu watched as the pair
stalked onto the bridge, their eyes like slits as they tried to
discern the shadows within which he stood. He saw Dagon, emerging
from the shadows of the workshop door behind the pair… holding a
hammer.

No, Hattu panicked. Any
sound of struggle and Bilanza and every guard up here would be upon
them.

‘Forgive us,’ the older of the
two boys said, splitting the tension, stepping out from the
workshop.

Dagon ducked away just as the
two guards swung to the boy and his young brother.

‘You little mutts. Trying to
escape?’ said one of the Golden Spearmen.

‘No,’ said the older boy, ‘My
brother feared he had not doused his pit fire properly before
retiring tonight. We crept out just to be sure the workshop was not
in danger of burning down.’

The Golden Spearmen
straightened up with frustrated sighs. ‘Go back to your filthy
cots. If I see another of you out here tonight, I will slit you
from groin to throat.’

The boys hurried away. The
Golden Spearmen ambled back to their lookout posts on the edge of
the mountaintop. Hattu melted in relief. When he was sure all was
well, he quietly crept back to the shadows inside the workshop
door. Dagon emerged, hammerless. ‘We’re done here, I trust?’ he
said, cocking an eyebrow.

Hattu showed him the tablet,
grinned, then handed him the rope that still dangled from the brink
of the fissure as an answer. Dagon looped the rope around his waist
in a way that would allow him to slide down or stop in a controlled
descent, then hopped from the side. He fell like a snowflake, fast
but deft. Hattu began to follow suit. Hurriedly, he repeated
Dagon’s loop, then stood on the edge of the fissure, back turned to
the drop. At that instant, he saw the pale faces of the two young
brothers, looking over at him from the dormitory house. They were
beckoning him madly.

He knew it was foolish, but he
could not leave without explaining to them. He slackened the rope
and crept towards the two, ever conscious of the ring of enemy
guards.

‘I cannot take you with me,’ he
said. ‘I will come back for you, I promise.’

‘I understand,’ said the older
one. ‘But that is not why we called you over. Bilanza billets in
Jaru’s old quarters.’

Hattu twisted towards the door
and separate small room at the end of the dormitory.

‘Look inside,’ said the younger
one, grinning.

Bemused, Hattu edged over to
the open door. Inside, he saw a bed, a table with Bilanza’s wine
skin upon it, a cloak hanging on a hook… and the twin iron swords
Bilanza had stolen from him, hanging in their leather crossbands
beside the cloak. Hattu stifled a laugh of surprise, lifting the
crossband sheaths and strapping them across his chest. It felt
good. It had been so long. He was about to leave when he spotted a
bucket in the corner with two latrine sticks – sponges on one end
and hanging holes on the other. With a wry grin, he picked these
two up and hung them from the hooks where the swords had been.

He emerged from the room,
seeing Bilanza at the plateau edge, back still turned, oblivious
and working a finger vigorously in one ear as he stared out over
the countryside for threats. Hattu imagined at that moment what it
might be like to rush towards him and kick him over the edge just
as Bilanza had thrown old Jaru from the Hall of the Sun. Yet he
knew it would be a short-lived glory. Your time will come,
he mouthed.

He glanced at the two young
brothers in the shadows of the main dormitory door.

‘As soon as I disappear over
that edge,’ he said, pointing over to the rope. ‘Call out in alarm.
Say you saw me stealing around up here.’

‘Why?’ said the older boy.

‘Because I do not want you to
suffer for my actions.’

The boy gazed at him. ‘Jaru was
right about you,’ he smiled.

‘What is your name, lad?’ he
asked the older one.

‘Pelki,’ the boy replied
proudly.

‘Protect your brother, Pelki.
One day soon, I will free both of you.’ With that, he turned and
sped towards the fissure brink, looped the rope around himself
again, then kicked backwards and whizzed down through the fissure.
As he fell, he heard the boys shout out, battering copper pans
together. ‘Intruders!’ they cried.

‘My swords, get me my swords,’
Bilanza’s voice rang out. Then, a heartbeat later: ‘Latrine sticks?
What in Halki’s ballsack is this?’

‘Sir, there’s something moving
over at the fissure,’ another trooper cried as Hattu reached
halfway down. ‘A rope.’

Footsteps, drumming then – an
instant before Hattu reached the ground – the clank of a spear
cutting through twine and hitting stone.

The rope suddenly slackened.
Hattu fell the short remaining distance but suffered no injury.

‘What happened?’ Dagon hissed,
helping him up, double-taking at his swords.

‘The first crumb of
retribution,’ Hattu answered as he and Dagon staggered and stumbled
out through the end of the fissure, crouching and looking each way.
They darted back across the plain towards the spreading oak, chased
by no more than the tune of Bilanza’s rage. ‘There they are, down
there. Get after them, they are escaping. Use the rope for speed
like they did.’

‘But, sir, you cut the rope,’
one daringly replied before a whistling breeze cut off the incensed
reply.

They came to the spreading oak
and Sirtaya, sitting like a guard dog, sprung to attention.

‘Get onboard,’ Hattu demanded
of him.

He made to protest, but did as
was told, following Hattu onto the Destroyer.

Dagon leapt onboard too and –
with a lash of the whip high over the traces and a ‘Ya!’ – the
chariot jerked into motion, darting northwards, back towards the
alder woods.

Hattu stared back at the
shrinking mountain as they fled. A bloodless and tiny victory. It
felt good. Yet he knew there would be consequences, and that the
bloodlessness would soon be redressed.


Chapter
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The Darkest Weeds

Late Summer 1269 BC

 


A sickle moon hung over Hattusa,
and all was quiet. To a passer-by, the great capital seemed in
order: the many homes lit from within by the orange light of tallow
candles; the Golden Spearmen patrolling the battlements slowly in
the balmy night air; the streets silent apart from a low song from
the Storm Temple and the odd bout of laughter or cheering from the
lower town taverns. Urhi-Teshub sat on the Hall of the Sun’s
rooftop terrace, sipping wine. It tasted like bile. Two prongs of
humiliation jabbed over and over at his chest.

First, the cockroach
Piya-maradu had betrayed him. The agreement had been clear: Troy
was to be broken open and its riches shared between Piya-maradu and
Urhi-Teshub – with a heavy bias towards the latter. As agreed, the
western brigand had used Hittite royal authority to gather up an
army of western vassals and compel them to march towards Troy, but
then he had abandoned their pact and instead invited a handful of
Ahhiyawan warlords onto his side to share the potential of rich
plunder with them instead. Thus, the spoils of Troy – enough to
have allowed Urhi-Teshub to do as he pleased for a decade – had
been snatched from him. The Hittite treasury would only fund his
forces for another year, maybe two. Soon, more severe actions would
have to be taken.

Worse, Hattu still remained
uncaptured, three months after his escape from the Well of Silence.
Where are you? he seethed, gazing out beyond the city walls,
into the night. His heart pulsed angrily. He had all but forgotten
about his uncle’s existence in the two years since he had condemned
him to the gaol. It was as good as a grave, he had always been
told, for none who went in ever came out except for the select few
whom the king might choose to pardon. But thanks to the shaking
earth, the gaol had been split open. All of the escaped prisoners
had been run down and run through. All apart from some wretched
Egyptian… and Hattu. Now rumours held that his uncle had been
reunited with the rebels. Next came the reports that Hattu had been
spotted up on the mountain forge, and had even stolen Bilanza’s
iron blades. Some speculated that he must also have found Jaru’s
missing tablet up there. He threw down another mouthful of wine.
The thought of his uncle, armed again and on the loose, set his
teeth on edge. But then he pressed the tip of his thumb and middle
finger together, as if about to click them, and thought of the many
thousands of warriors who would rush to his side at such a simple
gesture… and the utter lack of support Hattu could call upon, and
his unease dissipated.

Something down in the lower
town caught his eye now: the small squads of Golden Spearmen who
moved around the streets of the slum ward, silently, as if they
were hunting. Every so often Captain Bilanza – leading one squadron
– would wave his men into a dark alley. Silence again, before the
dull crunch of a door being kicked in, then screaming, quickly
muffled. Out the squadron would come, some wiping their spearheads,
some with red spray on their white robes. General Zirra led another
such squad, learning from Bilanza’s methods, the pair
congratulating one another after each swoop.

He sipped his wine, watching
the movement of his men. Ruthlessly efficient, perfect, he thought.
‘The weeds at home grow thinner at least,’ he muttered quietly.

Behind him, a tap-tap of
a stylus sinking into clay noted down the thought. Urhi-Teshub
turned to see Kurunta. He had almost forgotten his meek brother was
there. Indeed, he had forgotten the whole point of coming up
here.

‘The Gods directed me,’ he
said, returning to the narration of events he had started earlier,
‘and so I should know no shame for ridding my home, my city, my
empire, of the ones who sought to harm or discredit me. The weeds
that tried to strangle my reign.’

The tapping slowed and stopped.
‘What about… him?’ Kurunta asked.

Urhi-Teshub regarded his chief
scribe. ‘You can use his name,’ he said affably.

‘Prince Hattu. Is he not the
darkest weed of all?’ Kurunta said, gulping.

Urhi-Teshub pulled his stool
closer to Kurunta’s. ‘I know that it hurts to accept it. You do not
need to hide it from me. It hurts me too that our uncle – and your
adoptive father – could turn from lion to snake so swiftly and
viciously. Yet I suspect he was always the serpent in a lion’s
skin. You saw how bent on usurpation he was.’

Kurunta’s gaunt and pale visage
grew even more drawn, his wispy hair blown across his face by a
weak night breeze. ‘I… I cannot recall much of that time. It was
all so tense, so much going on.’

Urhi-Teshub reached down to
Kurunta’s ankle-length hem and lifted it to his knee. ‘So remember
that which is clear. That which is indelibly marked upon you,’ he
said, stroking the old scar welt on his brother’s shin. ‘You were
but a toddler, yet Hattu was always pushing you, pressing you.’

Kurunta nodded weakly. ‘That is
true. He insisted that I must try to be all I could be.’

‘He was not an adoptive father
to you, but a tyrant. You were never good enough for him, even from
the beginning,’ Urhi-Teshub sighed. ‘I was there when he decided to
teach you about pain, about suffering. He took a glowing coal from
the hearth and pressed it to your skin.’

Kurunta shuddered, his gaze
drifting to the scar. ‘I do remember. I remember the pain. It was
beyond anything I had ever felt.’

‘And Hattu, refusing to
set the coal down.’

Kurunta looked up. ‘Yes… yes,
Hattu refusing to set the coal down.’

Urhi-Teshub smiled and tapped a
fingernail against the soft clay of the tablet. ‘Record it for
me.’

‘My Sun? I have inscribed what
happened with the hot coal thousands of times, as you asked me
to.’

Urhi-Teshub patted his
brother’s knee, folding his robe down again. ‘One more time, for
me. And for you. Do you not always feel safe when your repeat those
lines.’

Kurunta nodded. ‘It is like
sinking into a dark cupboard and closing the door, so nobody can
see me or harm me.’

Urhi-Teshub smiled. ‘Exactly.
So… write.’

Tap-tap-tap…

Content, Urhi-Teshub rose, his
black robes trailing as he descended the stairs into the Hall of
the Sun. The place was empty, apart from a lone servant: a hag
wearing a headscarf and worker’s robes, on her knees and scrubbing
the throne steps.

‘My Sun,’ she croaked
deferentially as he breezed past.

He ignored her. Soon, he mused,
it would be time to turn the death squads loose upon Tarhunda’s
shoulder. The last of the less-supportive nobles there could be
wiped out quickly – and their wealth claimed. He decided to assign
Bilanza just that task as soon as the captain returned from
tonight’s work.

He slowed in his step. Had
something moved behind him? He turned and froze in horror, seeing
the ‘hag’ rising up to tower over him. She drew a sword from her
worker’s robe, hacking the blade down towards his neck… and there
the blade halted. Her grotesque face bent into a smile.

Urhi-Teshub’s eyes darted
across her features, seeing the shadow on the jaw, the corpse-look.
‘Bilanza!’ he cried as one might shout out to an old friend.

Bilanza rumbled with laughter,
pulling the headscarf off to reveal his severe fringe, the longer
locks at the back and sides tumbling free. ‘You recently asked me
to test your security, My Sun.’

Urhi-Teshub chuckled. ‘But I
saw you down in the lower town.’

‘You think you saw me
down there. I knew you would be watching, so I had a tall fellow in
my ranks don my clothes and armour.’

‘Very good, very good,’
Urhi-Teshub clapped his hands. ‘The lesson is well-learned. From
now on I must not be without the presence of a core of your
men.’

‘That was exactly my point,
Labarna,’ Bilanza agreed. ‘The Mesedi are vanquished and now
but a memory. Yet they did serve an important function, not just to
guard the acropolis, but to shield the king himself like living
armour. I have earmarked one hundred of the best Golden Spearmen,
whom I think should form a chosen hundred – a permanent bodyguard
for you.’

The humour and surprise
draining from Urhi-Teshub. ‘Very well. Who knows when I might need
it.’

‘Hattu has not been seen since
that night at the high forge, more than ten days ago. Perhaps he is
gone, fled no doubt to some distant land – he had many friends in
the dog-hot east and far to the west,’ Bilanza suggested. ‘I reckon
he’ll have taken the remaining band of rebels with him.’

Just then a wild falcon cried
out from its nest somewhere on the high outer sides of the hall.
Urhi-Teshub and Bilanza looked up, both disturbed by the noise –
one that had long been associated with Hattu and his winged
pets.

‘No, he and his band are still
nearby, I can feel it,’ Urhi-Teshub said. ‘Have the alder woods
been scouted thoroughly?’

‘My men have combed through
them like you might search a cat’s fur for fleas, My Sun. We found
the markings of recent camps, but nothing to indicate who had been
occupying them. Worse, those woods are tangled, shadowy, easy to
hide within. What would you have me do, My Sun?’

‘Send in one last patrol,’
Urhi-Teshub said confidently. ‘Twenty men – enough to cast their
eyes around one last time. If he cannot be spotted then we will
look elsewhere.’

 


***

 


‘When I was a boy, he hurt me
every day. He burned my skin, threw me before horses…’ Kurunta
chanted as he wrote, alone on the throne room roof. His wrist ached
and his lips were dry. He had covered the tablet in the lines four
times, wiped it smooth and was back to the top for his fifth
iteration. He dared not stop, lest he disappoint his brother, his
Labarna. So it shocked him to find his hand shuddering to a
halt. He blinked, horrified at himself. Then he realised why he had
stopped. A shadow, hiding in the shadows, down at the foot of the
hall. It was by one of the windows. Someone listening to
Urhi-Teshub talking in there. He watched as the shadow moved, like
poured ink, across the acropolis then into the aviary. None of the
Golden Spearmen noticed, so stealthily did the figure move. He
watched for a time, bemused, before he saw the shape again,
emerging onto the aviary rooftop. He stared, unblinking, confused.
Suddenly, with a burst of colour and flapping of wings, a bird
exploded from the midst of the shape, and sped into the sky.
Kurunta watched it go, his head twisting up and then over one
shoulder. When he looked back at the aviary, the shadow figure was
gone. He stared at the spot on the roof for a moment, and the whole
thing clicked together like a puzzle. He set down his tablet and
stylus, and confidently descended the stairs into the Hall of the
Sun.

He found Urhi-Teshub and
Bilanza in there – the Captain of the Golden Spearmen dressed
absurdly as a woman – talking.

‘I know where they are,’ he
said.

But they continued talking
amongst themselves, as if he was not even there. He was well used
to this. Some had told him he was gauche, awkward, lacking the
character of voice or skills of rhetoric to gain or hold people’s
attention. Even he knew that what he had to say was important.

‘Brother,’ he said.
‘Brother!’

Urhi-Teshub swung towards him,
face pinched. ‘What? Can’t you see that I am in discussions?’

‘About the rebels?’ Kurunta
nodded.

‘Yes,’ Urhi-Teshub said, his
tone changing.

‘I know where they are. They
are in the alder woods. They have been evading Captain
Bilanza’s search parties because someone in the acropolis has been
releasing messenger birds to warn them. I saw one being released
tonight, just moments ago, but I did not see who did it.’

Bilanza’s face paled. ‘Line the
bastards up,’ he growled, shaking his spear in the direction of the
servants’ quarters.

‘We will come to that in good
time,’ said Urhi-Teshub holding up a finger to silence Bilanza.
‘There are many hundreds who live and work here, rotating guard
shifts, messengers, delivery men and more. What matters is that we
know the rebels are in the woods.’

‘Give me my orders, My Sun,’
Bilanza said.

‘Go to the aviary. Slay every
last one of Bani’s birds.’

‘With pleasure. After that, My
Sun?’

‘We do as planned. Send twenty
into the woods. The traitors in there will be warned and will evade
them. They will not, however, be ready for my next move…’

 


***

 


Danuhepa, pressed against the
cold merlons of the palace rooftop, watched in horror as Bilanza
disappeared into Bani’s birdhouse brandishing his spear and sword.
Terrible shrieks and squawks rose from in there, and all too soon,
the old aviary fell silent for the last time.

Seven days passed, and she
heard no more discussions. It seemed that the searches in the
forest had stopped. It was a breath of sweet relief… but it did not
last. On the seventh night, an hour before dawn, she heard noises:
commander’s orders and the dull rumble of soldier boots. Confused,
she picked her way up onto one of her night vantage points. Down on
the Noon Spur, the Golden Spearmen were pouring out of their
dormitories in the Great Barracks and forming up into their
regimental lines – every single one of the palace elites were
there. Five thousand men. Next, Urhi-Teshub emerged from the palace
bedecked in bronze jacket, helm and black cloak. He and Bilanza
strode to the acropolis’ Ramp Gate, leaving through a hatch and
descending the ramp onto the Noon Spur.

Urhi-Teshub strode before the
assembled mass, braying to them, his voice sailing over the
acropolis. ‘We are to set out immediately, to march under the dawn
sun, to the alder woods… to catch the traitor prince.’


Chapter
15
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The Green Cage

Late Summer 1269 BC

 


The latest rebel camp lay in a
circular clearing in the heart of the woods, fed by a small
waterfall and surrounded by a few rocky outcrops upon which
watchmen were posted. The air on this late summer’s day was warm
and still, the morning sun blazing in an unmarked sky.

Hattu knelt under a sun-awning,
tending to a low fire and a pot of tonight’s stew, Pudu and Tudha
by his side. Every so often, he eyed the collection of sledges and
carts, already heaped with the essential things they would need
should the enemy be spotted nearby. In truth, things had been quiet
for several days. No sign of trouble, no messenger birds. Yes,
Ishtar’s visions of ice and death played out in his dreams most
nights, but nowhere could be further from such things than here, he
thought, hearing the pleasant song of forest insects trilling in
the heat.

He retreated from the fire and
sat behind Pudu, tucking his growing locks behind his ears then
wrapping his legs around hers. He stroked the boy’s head then
Pudu’s bare arms, tracing the spiral bracelet on her bicep. Despite
all the hardships – living in the wilderness, hunted and chased
like deer – still she looked like a goddess. He leaned closer,
breathing in the scent of her hair, admiring the coils that hung at
the nape of her neck as if perfectly set there by an artist’s
brush. The warmth of her body, the softness of her flesh against
his, her petal scent, the presence of their boy on her lap… all
glorious. He took a gulp of his cup of cold apple juice, the drink
insanely refreshing in the intense heat, then took a blueberry from
a small bowl and let the soft fruit pop against the roof of his
mouth. On the far side of the fire sat Dagon, his wife Nirni and
young Wiyani, silent, lost within each other’s company. It was
golden, all of it. He thought of the high wards of Hattusa that had
once been his home, then of the palace in the north at Hakmis and
the Nerik temple house that had once been his. None of those
structures meant anything to him now. This was home, by his
loved-ones’ sides. No matter where they were driven, no matter
where they had to hide. The gentle crackle of the fire grew
hypnotic, soothing, and for a time, he felt as if they were in
another world, a better world.

A whistling animal call sounded
from one of the rocky peaks west of the clearing. Hattu glanced
towards the lookout posted up there. This time when he heard the
jangle and shush of bronze and rumble of boots approaching from
within the woods, he did not fret. The treeline at the western edge
of the clearing rustled and a train of bronze warriors burst into
view. Captain Gorru, hairy chest heaving with effort, dripping with
sweat, slowed and dispersed his men, approaching the awning.

‘Nothing moving out there,’ he
reported. ‘The western woods are clear.’

Everyone around the fire issued
quiet sighs of relief. Dagon poured Gorru a cup of cold juice,
which Gorru drained in an instant, marking his enjoyment with an
almighty belch which drew a respectful look from a nearby toad.
‘Just one more morning patrol to come in,’ Dagon said quietly,
stirring the stew, his eyes flicking every so often towards the
eastern perimeter. ‘Though I use the term “patrol” lightly,’ he
added.

Just then, the eastern treeline
shivered and spat forth a lone figure, scrabbling, bent double.
Sirtaya bounded over to the fire. He collapsed cross-legged,
panting, skin slick with sweat and kilt sopping wet with it too.
‘No sign of enemy soldiers in the woods,’ he said proudly. ‘Though
when I passed the forest’s southern edge. I saw a great train of
soldiers marching from Hattusa, moving along the track near the
mountain forge.’

‘Going west?’ Dagon said
quietly.

‘Urhi-Teshub must be sending a
force to Troy,’ Hattu mused. The highway ran past the southern edge
of these woods and all the way to the western vassal lands.

‘Aye, Troy,’ Dagon
muttered.

Dagon lifted the juice urn in
one hand and offered Sirtaya an empty cup. The Egyptian refused
this, and instead held his hands together in a bowl shape. Dagon
cocked an eyebrow, then shrugged and filled this makeshift
receptacle. Sirtaya then held his cupped hands up to his face and
began lapping at the juice like a dog, complete with sound effects.
Dagon winced. Hattu stifled a laugh.

Sirtaya was not a young man.
Probably more than fifty summers old, Hattu mused. But it seemed as
if thirty-three years within the Well of Silence had transformed
him into something that no longer obeyed the laws of aging. His
legs were strong, like a frog’s, and he seemed to have bottomless
reserves of energy. One of the older men in the tent village had
recently agreed to groom him, shaving off his hair and barbering
his wild beard into something that once again resembled a squared
Egyptian-style chin tuft. He had even taken to swiping soot from
the remains of cooled fires under his eyes in an imitation of
Egyptian kohl. But when another man had shown him to a stream and
offered him oils and a sponge with which to bathe, he had backed
away, eyes wide, complaining that he had become used to his own
scent and did not wish to wash it away. Used to his own
scent? Tanku had scoffed. He’s wearing a bloody suit of it.
Filthy!

At that moment, Tanku appeared
at the fireside, ducking to come in under the awning, resting his
weight on his great shield. Gorru, having towelled his pelt dry of
sweat and blown snot from each nostril, sat down and took some
stew. This was Hattu’s council now. The remains of the old order –
the first time they had been gathered together like this in days.
And they needed to talk, he knew. Despite the extended period since
they had sighted the enemy, these woods could only ever be a
temporary home.

Nirni must have noticed the
furrows appearing on his brow, he realised. She kissed Dagon and
led Wiyani away, out from the shade of the awning and to the group
of weavers. Pudu, however, made no effort to move or to leave the
men to their business, nor did Hattu prompt her to. He had long ago
learned that only a fool would spurn her wise counsel.

‘These woods have granted us
respite for a time,’ Hattu said quietly. ‘But autumn looms, and
winter will swiftly follow. From what you have described to me of
winter past, living in these woods through the snows is harsh, with
little forage or shelter. Also, while we remain in these trees, we
lie perilously close to our enemy. We must leave the forest behind,
and find a new home where we can be secure, well-supplied and
capable of building a force with which to fight back against
Urhi-Teshub. The question is: where do we go? Where can we
go? So, let us make good use of this time.’ He gestured towards
Dagon. ‘You have some ideas, old friend?’

‘Not so much ideas, as
obstacles,’ Dagon said, pouring each of them a fresh cup of chilled
juice. He took a twig and began drawing in the dirt, outlining the
vast forest. He tapped a patch of dirt south and east of the woods.
‘We could go east. But even if we were to exit these woods by
night, we would be in danger of being spotted by the scouts
positioned in and near the capital, or by road watchmen if we moved
south. West? The Fields of Bronze lie close to that end of the
woods – packed with Urhi-Teshub’s divisions. Too dangerous. North,’
he tapped the region above the woods, stroking his jaw.

‘Lord Sippa rules the north
with a bronze fist,’ Tanku explained to Hattu. ‘In the time you
have been locked away, he has overseen a reign of terror there.
Ancient lines are being exterminated. Entire families have been
beheaded for speaking out against him – even in respectful tones
and in his court at Hakmis, where debate and suggestion have long
been welcomed.’

‘Worse, he treats the Kaskans
like dogs,’ said Gorru. ‘Passing traders I have spoken to say that
he drags them down from the mountains and strings them up on a
great gallows in the market ward of Hakmis. It is the same too in
the other key cities of the north, Zalpa and Nerik.’

Hattu gazed at his comrades,
haunted by the words.

‘It is all true. None can
contest him, for the Fury Division is billeted up there and he
commands them,’ Dagon confirmed.

‘So the north is closed to us
also,’ Hattu said with a terse sigh and a gaze up at the sky. ‘We
are trapped.’ Just as he said this, a pack of birds scattered from
the trees to the south. He glanced in that direction but didn’t pay
too much attention. A panther hunting, perhaps. At least it was not
a messenger bird, he thought, relieved.

Puduhepa set down her cup and
cleared her throat. ‘On the contrary, the north is where we must
go.’

‘Right into Sippa’s clutches?’
Hattu said.

Pudu reached over and plucked
the stick from Dagon’s hand and tapped the north on the dirt map.
‘Weren’t you listening? Your men gave you the answer even if you
and they don’t realise it. North is where we must go, and I will
tell you why. In the years we have been together, you have told me
stories that made my heart soar. Tales of distant lands, of
snowbound valleys and baking deserts, of vast seas and boiling
rivers. One tale stuck with me more than most. A story of a
highland kingdom where Hittites fear to tread.’

All eyes were upon her. She
looked at each man in turn and finally Hattu.

‘North, Hattu, not into the
hands of Sippa but into the high peaks of those he offends. The
Kaskans are his enemy. Thus, they can be your allies.’

Hattu tried to choose his words
carefully. ‘The Kaskan tribal groups who allied with us and marched
to Kadesh by our sides… most were a breed apart – heroes, noble to
their marrow. But there were some who resented serving in our army.
Worse, there were many others who rejected our call to arms
outright and chose to remain in the mountains. I have seen such
types butcher Hittites in those heights. Even well-meaning priests
who visited them with plague treatments.’

‘Every other direction will
lead us into the path of a far crueller butcher,’ she replied.

Hattu and Pudu shared a gaze, a
battle of wills, almost. Eventually, he flicked his eyes to the
others. Tanku, Dagon and Gorru all wore looks of trepidation. Hattu
was still undecided when something caught his attention: another
distant beating of many wings.

He looked south, seeing a thick
murmuration of starlings rising from the trees a danna away. The
pattern of flight was similar to the last one, as if they had been
scattered by a climbing cat… or by some other type of predator. He
was about to turn away when another cloud of birds rose… then a
third. His head began to pound. His grey eye sharpened: a fourth
flock of birds rose now – as if a broad comb was being dragged
through the trees. towards the clearing.

‘The soldiers marching from
Hattusa,’ Dagon said in a grave rumble.

‘They are not headed to Troy,’
Hattu answered quietly.

‘Enemy soldiers approaching
from the south,’ one of the lookouts screamed. ‘Thousands of
them!’

At once, the quiet idyll of the
clearing exploded into a panicked flurry of activity: people tore
down tents, tossed belongings on the sledges and snatched up
clothing and implements. The awning over Hattu and his council was
torn down, throwing the burning heat of the sun right onto them. A
man gave Tanku his great shield and cloak. A priestess took Tudha
from Puduhepa, carrying the boy over to one of the forest sledges
already packed with young. Hattu stared at the southern treeline as
a pair of helpers brought his bronze coat to him, sliding it over
his arms and fastening it up the rear. Another buckled on his broad
belt, crossbands and green cloak, while a fourth handed him his
spear and helm. He saw the trees deep in the woods shivering and
shaking, saw shapes moving in there… saw the glint of bronze.

His heart began to slam with
fear. Not for himself but for these people who believed he had come
to save them. ‘Have our soldiers prepare for a fighting retreat,’
he called to Gorru.

Gorru bashed a fist on his
chest and shouted to his small pack of Mesedi.

Yet for all his and his men’s
shouts and for all his peoples’ haste, he knew in his heart of
hearts that they could not hope to outrun a trained army less than
a danna away.

Then he remembered something.
That night when he had seen the eagle. The bluffs, the forest
canyon… a short way northwest.

It was their only chance.

‘Move out,’ he cried, madly
waving a hand towards the northern edge of the clearing, shoving
people in that direction. Move out!’

 


***

 


Bilanza slashed at the
undergrowth with his gilt spear. The best of the Golden Spearmen
moved with him in a broad front – almost half a danna wide –
bounding over fallen trees, hacking through tangled undergrowth and
ferns. A distant cry rose from the left of the front, rippling in a
series of relayed cries, coming towards Bilanza’s spot.

‘We have spotted their camp,
Captain. It lies straight ahead.’

Bilanza’s ears pricked up, his
hackles standing on end. He peered ahead and saw the thinning of
the trees, the wisps of pale smoke from hastily extinguished fires
and at last – the movement of fleeing rebels. They were scrambling
to get away, melting into the woods at the northern end of the
clearing.

‘We have them,’ he cried,
swinging his head over one shoulder to see Urhi-Teshub striding in
his wake through the furrows of hacked-away undergrowth. The
Labarna was draped in the finest bronze coat and helm, and
went holding his iron sword like an executioner. ‘Fall upon them,’
Urhi-Teshub commanded. ‘At full speed and with no mercy.’

Bilanza’s heart pounded in
anticipation. He threw up a hand, swirling it in the air. ‘After
them. Charge!’

Bilanza heard the thunder of
blood in his ears as he ran, leaping over ferns and fallen trees
then sprinting across the recently-abandoned clearing. He saw the
fleeing rebels in the trees ahead, closer now. Taresh’s face
appeared in his mind’s eye. ‘You will be avenged today, Brother,’
he half-rumbled, half-laughed. Strangely, Taresh’s face did not
reflect his own mood. There were tears in the dead man’s eyes.

Bilanza plunged into the
northern treeline, he and his wall of men roaring as they ran like
panthers. The chase went on for some time like this, but the
soldiers were strong and the gap shortened tantalisingly to almost
an arrow shot.

The trees thickened a little
and Bilanza lost sight of them, but heard the clack and clatter of
timbers and ropes. Confused, but undeterred, he rushed to the head
of the charge… then staggered to a halt, stumbling out onto a
dilapidated rope and timber bridge – swaying madly over a deep
canyon. The bridge was generations old, he reckoned. Near the far
side, the last of the rebels were piling off the bridge and onto
the northern edge. There was Prince Hattu, standing by the far end
of the bridge, not fleeing but staring back at him.

‘After them,’ he roared,
leading scores of his men onto the bridge’s mid-section.

He saw Hattu raise an arm, saw
a flash of silvery blade, and heard the crunch of old ropes. The
right-hand rope rail of the bridge sagged. Terror raked through him
as he realised what was happening. Like a cat struggling against an
owner trying to give it a bath, he pirouetted on his heel and
barged and clawed his way back through his men. The first of the
two supporting ropes gave way just as he planted a foot back on the
solid ground on the canyon’s southern edge, then Hattu cut through
the second a moment later. Bilanza fell to one knee, panting as,
behind him, the men still on the bridge shrieked and fell with the
old crossing, smashing down on the distant canyon floor.

The next thing he saw was
Urhi-Teshub’s boots, halting before him. Looking up, he saw the
Labarna’s face twisted with rage, staring across the canyon.
Bilanza rose beside him, meekly, seeing the rebels vanish into the
woods on the far side. ‘My Sun, we pursued as fast as we
could.’

‘This canyon is several danna
long,’ Urhi-Teshub burred. ‘It will take many hours to move around
it through the forest, and just as long to right the bridge.’ His
fingers shook as they shaped around an invisible orb in the air –
as if he was trying to crush an apple. ‘We had him.’

‘My Sun,’ Bilanza pleaded. ‘I
will run until my heart bursts to catch him – along the canyon side
until I reach a crossing point, whatever it takes. Give the
order.’

Just then, dust began to rise
from the open plains north of the woods.

‘The rebels are free of the
forest already, Bilanza. By the time you emerged from the trees,
the horizon would lie bare in every direction.’

‘I am a fine tracker, My
Sun.’

‘I know you are. But you need
speed as well to catch up with them,’ Urhi-Teshub said. He turned
to Bilanza with a deathly glint in his eye. ‘Send word back to the
Fields of Bronze… to Chariot Master Marok.’


Chapter
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The Soaring Mountains

Autumn 1269 BC

 


To the tune of the biting
mountain wind, old Troka the Kaskan pig-trader whistled as he went.
It was strong today, sighing and groaning through the echo-haunted
canyons below the sheer drop at the right edge of the path. His
long, sandy hair and beard fluttered madly in the gale. His face
was pinched and bent in a somewhat menacing rictus against the
squall. The hikes had become harder these days, and he now used a
crook to aid him. The drove of pigs walking before him squealed and
complained, and he gently batted one across the rear. ‘You think
this walk is bad? It could be worse,’ he told them, looking up the
rocky mountainside to his left. ‘In years past I would drive hogs
all the way up there, to the high villages and the parts that are
permanently mantled with snow. Even to the Silver Peak!’ Other
Kaskans often told him he was mad for talking to his pigs, but he
was sure they were listening. ‘This? This is an easy trek, even for
an old man like me. Chief Rakur’s village is only hours from here,
and they just looove bacon and pork.’

He thought of last year when he
had taken this track, up to the sharp spur upon which Chief Rakur’s
village stood. It was one of the smaller settlements, and Rakur’s
few hundred people were not a tribe as such, more a branch of one
of the twelve great tribes. That time, he had not only herded a
drove of pigs, but also carried two dozen linen bales –
awkward things to transport, especially as they could not
walk for themselves. The children, wives and pig-keepers had
hurried out of their mud-dome huts, excited by his calls and
whistles, eager to see what he had. But despite carrying the linen
all this way, nobody had been interested in them. The pigs,
however, were in high demand. It was no surprise really, for food
was growing more and more scarce these days. Chief Rakur, a big man
with a smashed-in nose – earned in a beer-fuelled fight – told him
they had been so short of meats that they had been forced to
descend into the northern plains near Hakmis to hunt. They had
caught a stag, the man had said, proudly pointing to the set of
antlers on display near the open hearth, and the creature had fed
the entire village for two nights.

‘Be careful,’ Troka had
replied, ‘Those are Hittite hunting grounds. I’ve seen men of our
kind fined heavily, even jailed, for plundering game in those
parts.’

The big hunter had laughed.
‘They can fine me, they can throw me in jail. It would be worth it
for all these bellies to be full for a short while.’

Troka had sold his pigs for a
good number of gems and metal ingots and left. Of course, having
made such a fine profit, he soon acquired this new lot of pigs, and
there was only one place he was going to take them.

As the afternoon sun began to
dip, he rounded the bend in the mountain path and saw the spur
village: a neat circle of dome huts arrayed around that open
hearth. Strange, he thought, no sign of the people. But it was
still light and too early for them to have turned in. He whistled
his tune and called out: ‘Piiigs! Come and get your pigs! Gilt,
swine, boars!’

Silence, just the groaning
mountain wind. Perhaps the people had moved on, he thought with a
groan. It was not unusual for Kaskan tribes to simply leave one
spot on the mountains and relocate to a more favourable one, and
for them to leave their abodes like this so they might return or so
another tribe could use those shelters. But they usually left some
marker or spread the word that they had relocated.

The wind screamed around him,
and the sun began to dip into the western horizon, the violet and
orange light raking across the great mountain range like divine
fingers. ‘Ah well,’ he muttered, ‘I may as well turn in here for
the night. He ducked to enter into the nearest mud hut, then
stopped. There was bedding inside, and belongings too: a child’s
straw toy and a women’s spindle. Confused, he ducked back outside
and entered the next one. There too stood a rack of smiths’ tools,
and a pile of clothing and wooden bowls. This was unusual.
No tribe would leave their belongings behind. In every hut lay the
keepsakes and tools of Rakur’s people.

‘Where are they?’ he asked the
pigs. The pigs busied themselves snuffling around for traces of
food. But there was one boar who had broken away from the rest and
was scuffling around near the spur’s edge. ‘Get back here, or I’ll
roast you myself for my evening meal!’ Troka yelled. Too often his
profits had been slashed thanks to careless or overly-playful
animals plunging from the high tracks to their doom. But the pig
stubbornly refused to come.

He shuffled over, readying his
crook to beat the creature. But his grip softened as he noticed
something strange. All along the brink of the spur were stakes of
wood, hammered into the ground. Hundreds of them. Around each
stake, a rope was tied, and a length of it stretched along the
ground to the spur’s edge, before vanishing over the drop. The
ropes were taut, as if supporting something heavy.

‘What in the name of the Sky
God is this?’ he muttered.

Carefully, wary of the strong
mountain wind, he edged closer to the brink, then sank to his knees
to peer over the drop. His old body shook with shock at what he
saw. ‘Oh my…’ he croaked, gazing down at the hanging corpses. Their
faces stared upwards, bloated and half-rotten tongues bulging free
of their gaping mouths, eyes gone to the carrion birds. The hunters
and warriors of the village. The old men and women. The mothers and
the children too. Most prominently there was Chief Rakur, hanging
there with the stag antlers strapped to his head. Around his neck
hung a wooden plank, spattered with wax and marked with a Hittite
seal.

 


***

 


Under a pewter sky, Hattu’s
ragged band of four hundred trekked north as fast as they could in
a thin line across an open plain, with a cool easterly wind biting
and slapping them. The seasons had switched the day before, as if
the Gods were playing a cruel trick. Hattu, now strong again, led
the exodus. His weatherbeaten face remained fixed on the way ahead,
eyes staring into the haze of the horizon. The Soaring Mountains
rose there like a phalanx of stony giants, craggy, impossibly high
and peaked with white, a collar of conifers running under the snow
line.

Behind him, babies cried and
mothers walked, backs bent with the weight of their young and what
belongings they could carry. The soldiers – the Mesedi and the few
dozen civilian men Tanku had trained – bore the brunt of their
supplies. Dagon led his new archers in a vanguard. All looked to
the north, anxious that the mountains seemed to be hovering there
but never seemed to be getting any closer than the last time they
looked. Every so often, heads turned to look back, eyes wide,
watching the southern horizon with even greater fear.

Hattu’s mind was fixed on one
image: of the hexagonal map table back in Hattusa’s war room, and
of the tracts of land across which they now moved. Four
days, he fretted, striving not to show his concern. It had
taken them four whole days to travel this far north. He cursed his
own optimism: in the moments after they had broken clear of the
woods, he had calculated that they could make the range in just
three. But he had reckoned on the speed of a soldier’s
march. These people could not move at such pace. Four days,
he fretted again. He glanced over his shoulder: the worst part of
it all was that these plains were so open, so flat. Nowhere to
hide. He saw Pudu, carrying Tudha, free arm linked with that of an
old, infirm Hittite woman. He had seen what chariots could do to a
party like this on open ground.

Where are you? Hattu
growled inwardly, scanning the southern horizon.

‘Are you sure about this?’
Dagon asked him for the thousandth time that day, replacing one
unpleasant chain of thoughts with another, directing his eyes to
the north once more. ‘Those mountains are no place for the
womenfolk and young to live.’

‘And the Kaskans,’ Tanku added,
‘I’ve known good men amongst them in my time, but there are still
sects up in those heights who detest us. We could be walking into
our graves up there. Do you remember how they like to execute their
enemies?’

Hattu opened a small box in his
head, allowing a few horrible memories to escape: of bodies
spread-eagled on stakes, sawn roughly from groin to chest. Tanku
was right to be wary. Dagon too. Yet there was no alternative. ‘We
have run out of places to hide, places to flee.’

For two more days they moved,
arrowing towards the mountains – which remained tauntingly close
but never any nearer. On they went, and the sun began to drop. At
one point, Hattu felt a terrible sense of being watched. It was
like a burning on the back of his neck. But every time he turned
there was nobody, nobody looking at him except the tired, filthy
faces of the rebels. No movement on the southern horizon either. He
heard the patter of feet to his right: Sirtaya, doing that
four-limbed walk beside him. The Egyptian’s mad, wide eyes were
trained on the sky. ‘I feel it too, Master Hattu. Up there,
see?’

Hattu looked up. Across the
dome of pale blue and wind-blown wisps of white, a lone eagle
glided, keeping speed with them. Tracking them? Were they so weak
and pathetic looking that the great bird thought it might snatch
away a smaller one from the periphery? A mad thought passed across
Hattu’s mind then – that it was the same eagle he had seen in the
woods that drizzly night. He laughed dryly at the notion.

Near dusk, Hattu saw that they
were definitely close to the mountains now, just a quarter-danna
away – near enough to reach them before darkness. ‘We must tread
with care,’ said to his men as he walked. ‘The Kaskans will likely
treat us as intruders. We should go with our weapons concealed.
Tanku, have the men sheathe their swords in bags and-’

He halted, feeling the gentlest
shudder underfoot. The looks on Dagon and Tanku’s faces confirmed
that they had felt it too. All swung southwards and stared at that
horizon.

‘A tremor,’ Tanku said. It was
a question, not a statement.

‘Goddess Arinniti let it be
so,’ Dagon agreed.

But Sirtaya was shaking his
head slowly, one palm on the ground, his face grim. ‘That is no
quake.’

For a moment, there was
stillness. Then…

‘Ya!’ Urhi-Teshub screamed,
unmistakable in his panoply of black and silver as his chariot
burst over a low rise, Bilanza alongside him. A skein of war-cars
came with him, speeding towards the column’s rear at an oblique
angle. Chariot Master Marok was there too, hunched over the reins,
face bent in a feral grimace, false braids flapping.

Hattu’s heart climbed into his
throat. ‘Move… move. MOVE!’ he screamed, staggering down the
column, pushing families ahead. ‘Drop your things. Run – for the
mountains!’

Screaming rose and children
bawled as the column dissolved into a panicked flight, tossing away
their burdens of grain sacks and bivouac leathers.

‘Get up onto the high ground of
the foothills,’ Dagon roared. ‘The chariots cannot pursue you
there.’

With a hiss of drawn
swords, Hattu, Tanku, the Mesedi and the small band of
newly-trained soldiery ran at the rear, shielding the fleeing
families, feeling the shudder of the chariots coming for their
backs.

‘Loose!’ Urhi-Teshub’s voice
shrieked.

With a whistle and a thrum,
scores of arrows sped at the backs of the fleeing soldiers. Shields
they were, missiles plunging into the necks and backs of the
unarmoured, hammering into their thighs. Seventeen fell, crying
out. Hattu felt one arrow punch hard into his back – his bronze
scales the only thing stopping it from piercing flesh and lung.

‘Again,’ Urhi-Teshub roared, so
much closer now… and the mountains were still one hundred paces
distant. At least the first of the families were on the slopes now,
spilling uphill to cower behind craggy boulders and onto low
bluffs. Pudu and Tudha too.

This time it was enemy spears
that came thwacking down, taking another seven men. Tanku threw his
great shield up to catch one, saving Gorru, and Hattu twitched to
one side saving himself from another.

‘Hurry!’ Dagon cried to them,
he and his archers already arrayed on the low bluffs. They loosed a
thin volley of largely wayward shafts, but it was enough to slow
the chariot pursuit. Hattu scrambled up onto the steep scree slopes
with his rearmost men. Taking shelter behind a large rock, he heard
the weeping and wailing of his followers, and the sharp groans and
creaks of the turning chariots, followed by the angry demands of
Urhi-Teshub as his fleet of war cars rumbled to and fro at the foot
of the mountains. Dagon ordered another archer volley, warding the
small chariot wing back.

Hattu rose now, seeing that his
nephew had no infantry and thus no means of pursuit. It was clearly
a hasty advance force. ‘You have overstretched yourself, nephew.
You have failed. We may have few spears, but we have the high
ground. These people will come to no harm from you.’ Yet even as he
said this he noticed the bodies of the few dozen stricken men shot
down during the pursuit.

Urhi-Teshub snapped the reins
of his chariot angrily. ‘You have failed, Uncle Hattu, for
it is you who runs up into those wretched crags, afraid. When my
infantry come, they will storm up and overwhelm you.’

Hattu shrugged and gazed at the
southern horizon. ‘I see no infantry. I see just a fool who has
brought chariots to a mountain. By the time any lumbering
footsoldiers arrive here, we will have vanished into these
heights.’

Urhi-Teshub’s top lip rose at
one edge. ‘Then the mountains will be your new prison, just like
the Well of Silence, just like the woods. For my divisions patrol
these southlands and Lord Sippa’s Fury Division commands the lands
north of the range. I will send word to Sippa at once. His men
already patrol the lower paths. They will comb the range, find you,
and drag you down before me.’

‘I know these mountains like
the markings on my fingertips,’ Hattu lied. ‘Sippa will never find
us.’

‘Sippa is not your only foe,
Uncle Hattu,’ Urhi-Teshub smirked. ‘Winter approaches. If the
Kaskans do not gut you alive like a mountain pig, then you will
freeze in those heights.’

‘Go back to Hattusa, Nephew,’
Hattu said calmly. ‘Sleep soundly… while you can.’ He raised a
hand, one finger extended. ‘Dagon…’

Dagon and his archers stretched
their bows.

Urhi-Teshub stared up at the
confident archers, Hattu and Dagon both well aware that they were
not yet trained marksmen. The air seemed to crackle with
tension.

Finally, with a snap of whips,
the chariot force turned out of archer range and rumbled away to
the south. All the way, Urhi-Teshub’s head twisted to glare back at
Hattu.

Hattu stared back.

‘Stand down,’ Dagon told his
archers. Their bows relaxed and all sighed in relief.

Hattu eyed the dropped tents
and supply sacks – things vital for survival in these mountains –
strewn far out on the plain.

‘Come,’ Dagon said to Hattu,
‘we dare not remain here in these low parts for long. We must
vanish before he comes back with footsoldiers.’

Hattu turned to look up at the
dominant heights. ‘Aye, into the skies we must go.’

They climbed the scree path for
a while, then entered a sheltered pass that offered respite from
the cold wind. Not long before dark, they found a high path that
Hattu remembered from his previous trips into the mountains. It
very slightly softened the doubts he had about the dangers of this
place. The path was steep, narrow and loose, but in single-file,
they trooped up and up until they reached a sheltered plateau which
offered a commanding view of the southern plain they had just
climbed from. As darkness descended, they made cold camp so as not
to betray their position, and shared the small rations they had.
Hattu counted what was left, and realised they had food enough for
only one more day. Dejected, he moved to the edge of the plateau
and gazed out into the night. He spotted a ring of lights out on
the plain. Urhi-Teshub’s chariot force.

‘He will return to Hattusa soon
enough,’ Tanku reasoned, sinking to one knee beside Hattu. ‘For he
will not dare leave his capital unguarded by the Golden Spearmen
for too long.’

‘Or maybe he waits here to
ensure we do not descend,’ Dagon countered, joining them. ‘Maybe
some of Sippa’s infantry are close by and already coming this
way.’

Gorru, overhearing, gazed
upwards at the rising wall of the mountains, the peaks ghostly in
the sickle moon’s light. ‘How far up do we go before we are safe
from them?’

‘These mountains are never
safe,’ Tanku said dryly.

Hattu eyed the craggy peaks
looming above them. ‘In my years as Governor of the Upper Lands, I
twice made a point of visiting the main Kaskan towns up there. It
was vital, to keep them satisfied with the shaky truce that has
stood between their people and ours since we clashed at Nerik all
those years ago. There is one village, a day uphill from this
point, which is well-hidden in a crown of summits. We could seek
harbour there. I know Chief Vurda well enough. He will not turn us
away. He may not wish us to overstay, but he will give us a chance
to rest and perhaps obtain fresh clothing and supplies.’

‘Vurda,’ Dagon curled his
bottom lip. ‘I remember him. He was at Kadesh. One of Chief Babak’s
underlings.’

‘If I recall rightly, he was
one of the few who ever bothered to wash his balls,’ Tanku added.
‘But some of his men – they were angry types who resented being
mustered to fight alongside our Hittite Divisions. Are you sure
this is a good idea?’

‘It is my only one,’ Hattu said
flatly.

 


***

 


Without bivouacs, Hattu, Pudu
and Tudha spent that night under a heap of damp rags, their bellies
only part-filled with a watery wheat porridge. ‘Tomorrow night, we
will eat meat and bread with Vurda,’ he whispered in promise to the
shivering Pudu. ‘In warm, dry beds.’

Somehow, he eventually fell
into a light slumber. He woke, poorly-rested, to the unwelcome
sensation of cold rain landing on his face, blown into the
sheltered plateau by a determined wind. The blankets were sodden
and his bones ached. Groaning, he rose to eat a plain breakfast of
more wheat porridge – this time cold – and water. Tanku, Gorru and
Dagon woke soon after, shivering likewise, eating then strapping
burdens to their backs and taking up arms. The handful of men
trained by Tanku and Dagon in the woods followed suit, all shooting
furtive looks up the forbidding mountainside. Gorru arrayed his
small knot of thirty Mesedi and organised the families. Hattu
roused Pudu, giving her time to eat and dress while he took a
leather pack of grain and blankets on his back, and strapped a
papoose to his chest and popped Tudha in there. He glanced at the
rocky pathway that would take them higher into the mountains: it
was shining wet and looked treacherously slippy, squeezing between
two huge shoulders of rock then stretching on up an exposed
section. Worse, the weather up on that part looked surly – and even
further above, the skies were charcoal grey and the mountaintops
hidden in swirls of blown rain. When he drew his gaze back down to
the plateau, he realised everyone was staring at him, waiting for
him to lead them. Never had he felt like such a fraud. Why did they
choose to follow him into this bleak mountain wilderness, with just
one day’s food and nothing but menace up there?

He took up a thick coil of
rope, tying a loop of it around his waist and handing the end to
Dagon, who did likewise before passing it on down the line. ‘Use
cords where we can, so if any one person slips, the weight of the
others will stop them from a dangerous fall,’ he called to the
band. Like this, people roped themselves in groups of ten or
twelve.

He set off up the path, and as
soon as he emerged from the lee of the sheltered plateau, the wind
hacked at him from the east, driving bullets of rain at him in a
neverending hail, casting his mid-length locks of hair to one side.
The others followed behind, groaning at the conditions. Within
moments, his damp clothes were soaked, and his face and hands numb.
Sirtaya did what he could to raise morale by scrambling up ahead
without rope, occasionally slipping back down in a mad tumble of
scree. They climbed in a chorus of gasps, pants and groans through
that scourging squall for over an hour. Their ‘reward’ for enduring
these hardships was that the path became even steeper, and the rain
became sleet, the wind a scream. Tudha cried out in time with the
storm, hugging Hattu’s chest. ‘Father, where are we?’ he wept.
‘Where are we going?’

Hattu had no answer.

At last, near dusk – though the
grim sky looked little different then than it had all day – the
track levelled out onto a high ridge. The wind was more powerful
than ever here, and so they had to brace as they edged along this
section. The peaks around them grew strange as the light began to
fade – like an ossified sea of huge, rolling silvery waves and
dark, plunging drops. Soon, the moonlight was their only guide. At
least, Hattu thought, the ring of campfires far below on the plain
was absent tonight. Urhi-Teshub had withdrawn. For all that, it
felt as if they had escaped a rabid hound only to clamber into the
mouth of a hungry dragon. He scanned the bleak heights again and
again, hopes wearing thin in the perishing cold, hunger gnawing at
his belly. His head ached with the driving sleet, his feet and
hands numb. All he could feel were pins of anguish for the infirm
and young trekking behind him. People would die if he did not find
them shelter and food tonight.

‘There,’ one man screamed to be
heard over the raging tempest. ‘Is that not the circle of rock you
spoke of, Prince Hattu?’

Hattu’s head cranked up. Some
way ahead stood a ring of peaks. His veins flooded with a cool wash
of relief. ‘Aye, Vurda’s village is in the lee of those crags.’
Cries and gasps of relief sounded from the soaked, freezing Hittite
band. They filed along an offshoot track and came to the peaks. Two
summits, stumpy like a goat’s horns, rose in a col, and the path in
between them was flat and worn smooth. A way inside the ring of
high crests. Hattu beckoned them this way. Blessedly, as soon as
they stepped into the gap, the wind fell away.

‘Thank Tarhunda,’ Dagon gasped,
‘I think I’m deaf in one ear and I can’t feel my jaw.’

‘I can’t even feel my right
arm,’ Tanku said glibly, shaking his stump in Dagon’s
direction.

When they emerged on the other
side of the col, all gazed around the strange depression. It was a
bubble of calm, the air still, while the storm raged on above the
ring of summits. The sleet fell here as gentle rain. The place was
big – as big as a lake. It was quite magical in the moonlight: the
rainwater toppled down the sides of the rocky peaks in three
different places, tumbling and rushing like argent ribbons, then
running as streams towards the centre of the depression. Trees
sprouted here and there, and there were tracts of grass too,
silvery in the moonlight.

Thanks to the shadows cast by
the mountains, Hattu struggled to see a path down onto the floor of
the hollow, but by prodding around with his feet, he found what
felt like a good, sound route. As he stepped down, he heard the
teeth of those behind him chattering violently. He felt Tudha
shivering like an autumn leaf against his chest. ‘Down this slope
then behind that stand of pines. That’s where the village of Vurda
is.’ he called to his weary followers. ‘Fires and food soon, trust
in me. But watch your footing here, stay roped together.’

‘Kaskan food? Not for me,’
Tanku grumbled as he splashed down the muddy slope behind Hattu,
untying his waist rope and strutting proudly. ‘Pig meat for every
meal. Pah! I’ll be last in the queue, I tell yo-’ his words turned
into a yelp as he slipped in the mud, landed on his backside and
went careening downhill at the speed of a sledge, roaring in
indignation, towards the pine stand and speedily closer to Vurda’s
village.

‘Give Vurda my regards,’ Dagon
called after him, ‘and don’t eat all the pork before we get
there.’

Gorru cackled and so too did
all his men. Even the families managed to see the funny side. Tudha
squealed with delight, twisting in his papoose and pointing.
‘Stupid Uncle Tanku.’ Dagon belly-laughed at this, clapping his
hands.

They rendezvoused with Tanku –
black with mud from head to foot, and utterly seething – near the
pines. Hattu raised a hand for the party to halt here. ‘Stay here,
behind these trees,’ he instructed them, handing the papoose and
Tudha to Pudu. ‘I will signal when it is safe to show yourself.’ He
summoned Gorru, Tanku and Dagon, had them drop their burdens, then
led them around the stand of trees. Sirtaya insisted on coming with
them like a hunting hound.

The village was simple but
quite beautiful: situated near a vine-edged waterfall and a small
tarn. All around the tarn shore mud dome houses stood in rings and
clusters – neighbourhoods or wards of sorts. On the sides of the
surrounding halo of mountains, where running water had worn away
soft limestone then met with tougher basalt, natural ledges and
terraces had formed, and further districts were sited up on those
parts.

‘This is one of the major
Kaskan villages. A capital of sorts for one of the twelve great
tribes,’ Hattu explained. ‘We must pay Vurda and his men respect.
He will return the compliment, I am sure of that.’ But even as he
spoke, he felt something tugging the words back into his mouth. His
eyes swept across the huts, across the terrace ledges. Nothing but
moonlight. No fires, no torches. No people.

‘Vurda never struck me as the
shy type,’ Tanku said with a wry smile of white teeth from behind
his mask of mud. But his eyes were like crescents; narrow,
suspicious.

‘This place doesn’t feel right,
Master Hattu,’ Sirtaya muttered, sniffing the air.

Hattu ignored him, eyeing the
larger dome hut around which the clusters of smaller ones seemed to
be arrayed. Vurda’s hall. It was as large only as a modest Hittite
shrine, but to Kaskans, this was the peak of architectural
achievement. ‘If Vurda is here, then he will be inside that hut.
With me.’

They passed by empty piggery
meadows, marked out by low picket fences, then entered the sea of
dome huts, instinctively falling into a careful crouching walk,
legs tensed to spring to action if needs be. Tanku, as ever, was
their protector, swinging the giant shield from his back and
holding it in his lone arm to protect their left flank, the rain
gradually washing him clean of mud. Dagon kept one hand on his
dagger hilt, and Gorru grasped his Mesedi spear in both hands,
using it like a feeler, prodding ahead. The ground was uneven and
muddy, the filth sucking at their boots like hands trying to keep
them here. Less than helpfully, lightning scarred the sky,
conjuring dancing, giant and crooked shadows of their own selves on
the walls of the hollow.

‘A sign of good fortune from
Tarhunda?’ Gorru said, then added. ‘Or a warning?’

Hattu shot him a sour look.
‘Check inside,’ he whispered, nodding towards one hut.

‘Nothing,’ said Dagon,
crouching at the mud hut’s leather flap entrance.

‘Same here,’ Gorru grunted,
checking another. ‘But… but its full of things. Bowls, sacks of
grain, bedding, trinkets.’

‘Aye, same with this one,’ said
Tanku, checking one hut then going to the next, ‘and this.’

They arrived at the timber door
of the great mud hall. Hattu thumped his fist on it three times. No
answer. He tried again. Nothing. ‘Chief Vurda, we come in peace,’
he called through the door. No reply. Now he pushed on it. It did
not move. Now he shoved hard. It was shut tight.

‘Barred… from the inside?’
Dagon said quietly, the lightning scudding across the heavens at
the same time.

Hattu put a finger to his lips,
then pressed an ear to the door. Nothing, then… the faintest of
noises: a gentle and rapid patter of tiny feet, then scratching,
then rummaging. ‘Someone’s inside,’ he whispered. The lightning
crackled again. Hattu looked up and around the dark hollow, seeing
new and heavy stormclouds prowling across the night sky like
gathering predators. ‘Our people are starving and freezing back
there. I said we should pay Vurda respect… but I’m not for playing
games like this,’ he said, glancing at big Tanku then flicking his
head towards the hut door.

‘With pleasure,’ Tanku grinned,
stepped forward and booted the door hard. It collapsed inwards in
an explosion of splinters and dust.

All fell into warrior’s
crouches again, Hattu reaching for his sword hilts. The cloud of
dust particles was choking and blinding, but he forced his eyes
open, scouring the mud hall’s interior for the stranger within.

A lone man sat in the centre
upon a polished cube of onyx – a Kaskan tribal throne. His head was
slumped and his hands clasped. Hattu noticed the man’s long, golden
hair, and his gem necklace – awarded to him by Muwa in the
aftermath of Kadesh. ‘Vurda?’ he said. ‘Why didn’t you answer when
we called to you?’ But Vurda still did not respond. So Hattu edged
closer. A step away, he reached out to touch Vurda’s shoulder. Now
the chief’s head rolled back. His jaw lolled open and the rat
inside his head sped out of one eye cavity. Half of his face was
gone to vermin, the other half pale and staring. His corpse creaked
and toppled from the onyx throne, landing on the floor with a
whump.

Hattu stood, Dagon, Tanku and
Gorru coming inside to stand around him. Sirtaya crawled around
near the body, eyeing it as if it was a dark omen.

‘What in the realm of the Gods
happened here?’ Tanku whispered.

Dagon lifted a small vial from
Vurda’s stiff fingers. ‘Poison. He… he killed himself.’

‘Drank the stuff then barred
himself in,’ Gorru drawled, ‘and waited to die.’

‘He was scared of something
outside,’ Sirtaya whispered.

Hattu felt that most creeping
evil – the cold hand of uncertainty – walk up his spine. He felt it
rise amongst his comrades too. All were sure that some dark curse
had fallen upon this ancient mountain village, and that it was
still here.

The sound was quiet at first,
masked by the sound of his heartbeat, but then it grew and grew.
Feet, drumming, from every direction. All four twisted to the hut
entrance, drawing their weapons again, tensing for battle.

Hattu stepped back out into the
gentle rain, and felt his heart fall into his boots. All around
them, up on the surrounding terraces and ledges, many torches
swayed. Some three hundred shadowy figures. He swept his head
round, the rain stinging his eyeballs. They stood all the
way round, blocking even the narrow passage he had led his people
through to enter the hollow. They had been waiting. He had led his
people into a trap. Pudu, Tudha, he wailed inwardly,
glancing back towards the pine stand.

‘Come back for your plunder,
have you?’ A fierce voice exploded across the hollow. ‘Slaughter
not enough for you, was it?’

Hattu’s head snapped round to
the ledge nearest. He saw a shadow – a bear of a man, holding a
tall, cow-head mace like a standard pole, swagger towards the
terrace edge to stand feet apart like a God, glaring down at them.
A Kaskan. A chieftain, Hattu realised purely by the man’s gravitas
and demeanour. ‘We came in peace, seeking only shelter.’

The man bumped the haft of his
cow-head mace on the basalt ledge. ‘Did you hear that, my
warriors?’ the man boomed, then repeated in a mocking tone: ‘they
only came for shelter.’

All around the ledges, the
torch-wielding Kaskan warriors stepped forth, roaring with grim
laughter. They were some sight: draped in soaked furs and leathers,
bearded, shaggy-haired and with painted stripes and handprints on
their faces. The lightning shuddered again, winking against the
surfaces of their copper-rich axes and spears – lesser weapons
maybe, but lethal all the same.

‘My scout watched you carry off
Vurda and his people. He trailed you all the way back to Hakmis,
where you had them hung like thieves, all because they would not
give up one young man who had stolen from a Hittite market.’

‘Hakmis?’ Hattu stammered.

‘Two other villages have
suffered fates like this for crimes as small as that. Chief Rakur’s
people were strung form the edge of their spur town. Chief Mandur
was burnt alive with his family and his retinue at the ice camp,
higher up. You Hittites have no business in these mountains, yet
now you think you can come, torment our kind… and face no
reprisals? Tonight… you will learn otherwise.’

Like a mountain lion, the man
leapt down from the ledge, landing expertly in a crouch, then rose
to stalk towards Hattu. As he came close, scores of Kaskan archers
and slingers up on the terraces loaded and drew their weapons. The
wails of those hiding near the pines echoed around the place.

Tanku moved his shield in one
direction then the other before realising it was futile – they were
in the sights of marksmen from all directions. ‘One move and we’re
dead,’ he growled.

As the man with the mace paced
closer, Hattu stood his ground, but did not go for his swords. ‘I
know nothing of these atrocities. Think – if we were from Hakmis,
why would we be entering the mountains from the south?’ As he
spoke, he began to understand what was happening. ‘Hakmis is Lord
Sippa’s domain.’

‘Aye, the bastard who took
Prince Hattu’s seat and turned these northlands to shit!’
the Kaskan chieftain roared, swinging his mace back, ready to smash
it across the small Hittite party.

The lightning crackled across
the sky again, this time illuminating the chief’s face. The red
beard, the cloak with the fierce hawk emblem sewn into the
shoulder, the big, broad face… the eyes – like coppery pits.
‘Babak?’ he said, the dead man’s name slipping from his lips
unexpectedly.

‘What did you say?’ the chief
spat, halting, his mace shaking, ready to strike.

‘No,’ Hattu realised. ‘You are
not Babak.’

‘Speak my father’s name once
more and I will keep you alive for the saws,’ he roared. His arms
tensed again, but then a skinny bearded tribesman stumbled down
from the ledge far less gracefully than the chieftain had, and
scrambled over to his side. ‘Chief Grax, wait…’ he stammered.

‘What?’ Grax thundered, keeping
his gaze trained on the Hittites.

‘This is not one of Sippa’s
men. This… this is Prince Hattu. Look – look at his
eyes.’

Grax’s lips peeled apart to
rubbish the claims. But when lightning scudded across the roiling
dark sky again, casting Hattu in bright light for an instant,
Grax’s face suddenly dropped, his gaze snared by the sight of
Hattu’s odd-coloured eyes. ‘Son of Ishtar? Prince Hattu?’

‘It is a pleasure to meet you,
son of Babak.’ Hattu nodded.

Grax suddenly seemed devoid of
his god-like confidence from moments ago, he licked his lips,
darted his eyes around and wrung one hand through his red locks. At
last he swung the hand in a circle overhead. ‘Lower your bows,’ he
demanded of his many archers. Next, he eyed the ones with Hattu.
‘General Tanku,’ he realised, spotting the big man’s stump arm and
distinctive white cape, great shield and scaled kilt. All in
Hittite lands and beyond knew of this legendary battle leader. Even
those who had never set eyes upon him could describe him. ‘And
Dagon, the Chariot Lord?’

‘And I’m Gorru, Captain of the
Mesedi,’ Gorru grunted with an edge of annoyance at having been
overlooked.

But Grax didn’t hear, his
attentions on the cowering, grinning Sirtaya, confused by the
presence of an Egyptian amongst the Hittites. He frowned at Sirtaya
for a moment then returned his gaze to Hattu, shaking his head
slowly. ‘When Sippa was first sent to rule the plains of the north,
we watched from these mountains, witnessed his reign of terror down
there for ourselves, heard the screams, saw the thick clouds of
carrion birds that circled above his Hakmis gallows. At first, when
news broke that you had escaped the Well of Silence, there were
rumours that you would raise an army to contest him, and to
challenge the Labarna who sponsors his actions.’ Grax’s face
slackened. ‘But time passed, and the rumours became fading hopes.
It was around then that Sippa began these strikes into the heights,
cutting down our mountain kin as if they were cattle. Our hopes
began to die.’ He stepped forward. ‘But today, today you rekindle
the flame of hope, Prince Hattu.’

Grax’s men issued a low,
thunderous rumble of support at this, drumming their spear hafts on
the ground, batting their maces and axes on their shields.

‘Tell me, where is your army?’
Grax asked, eyes bright. ‘We will give you what scarce food we
have, weapons too, though I am sure you will have little need of
them.’

Just then, a shuffling of feet
and series of apologetic coughs and babies’ cries sounded from the
edge of the pine trees. Grax frowned, confused by the sight of the
few hundred emerging from behind the woods.

‘These families and few
soldiers are all I bring,’ Hattu said quietly so most of Grax’s men
would not hear. ‘They are all I have. There is no army.’

Grax’s face lengthened. ‘Then
you cannot afford to tarry here,’ he said sadly. ‘Sippa will
be back. They come first to take away and kill the people, then
they return to plunder or leave mutilated bodies as a statement to
our kin. Come,’ he said, waving towards the ledge he had descended
from. ‘There is a path that leads higher into the mountains, to my
village on the Silver Peak. It is the highest and greatest of the
mountain settlements. You will be safe there.’


Chapter
17
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The Greatest Weapon

Autumn 1269 BC

 


The parade ground outside
Hakmis’ stout walls glittered with squares of men festooned in
bronze, baked leather and white cloth, dazzling under the clear
autumnal sky. These five replete regiments of the Fury Division,
each one thousand strong, stood like sentinels, facing the city. On
the battlements, Lord Sippa watched, his face set in deep thought.
The five regiments were like the fingers and thumb of a bronze fist
– his deathly grip on the north, one that had wrung the necks of
the disobedient, and scooped up the silver and gems of the
overly-rich. Some of the temples housed too much silver for his
liking. It was only prudent to establish a northern treasury, after
all. Shortly after this parade drill, he would select two companies
of one hundred to venture into the mountains again. The Kaskans
were like a recurrent sore. They had to be extinguished – and their
silver-rich heights claimed.

The most senior regimental
chief, Naza, stomped out in front of the five regiments. While
Sippa was officially the General of the Fury, he had chosen Naza as
his proxy. The man thumped the divisional standard haft into the
ground three times then pumped the golden bull head on the top end
aloft. ‘Let Aplu’s Fury rise!’ he boomed.

‘Let Aplu’s Fury rise!’
echoed his ranks, the very air over Hakmis shivering.

In the small gap of silence
after this, the sound of weeping rose from the city streets behind
him. The mewling and crying of a mother whose boys had been hung on
the great gallows. Sippa’s nostrils flared and his eyes took on a
misty, euphoric look as he listened to the sound. Oh, how their
young necks stretched but did not break, he thought. How
long they fought against the inevitable!

‘Lord Sippa?’ a voice spoiled
his reverie.

He twisted to look at the man
standing nearby – a captain of the wall watch.

‘You, again?’ Sippa said. ‘I
told you before, I will not choose you and your sentries for the
mountain raids.’

‘No, Lord, it is not that. I
bring you a messenger.’ The captain stood aside to reveal a
ruddy-nosed man wrapped in woollen robes. ‘He comes from the south.
He travelled overnight through the treacherous Carrion Gorge to
bring you a tablet, marked with the seal of the
Labarna.’

One of Sippa’s thin eyebrows
arched, and he snatched the package from the messenger. The soft
clay envelope peeled away easily. As he did this, he enjoyed
watching the messenger’s face twitch in terror. Would this be
another of Urhi-Teshub’s one-way missions? Another order to put the
messenger to some horrible death? His eyes narrowed to slits as he
read the wedge-mark text on the tablet within. Being literate was
one of the things that gave Sippa such confidence. No torture or
death for the messenger, he quickly realised, disappointed. But
when he came to the final line, his narrow face cracked in a dark
smile.

The Kaskans are no longer your
prime target. Prince Hattu is in the mountains. Find him. Kill all
of his followers. Bring him or his head to me.

He looked up to gaze across his
army. ‘Instead of two raiding parties, I want five. Who will it
be?’

The Fury men’s faces gawped in
astonishment, before every single one of the fifty companies
arrayed out there thrust their spears aloft, jostling and roaring
for their unit to be chosen.

Sippa let his head roll back
and stared into the sky, shuddering with pleasure at the bleak
future of his quarry in the mountains.

 


***

 


Hattu woke to the sound of
sizzling and the smell of frying bacon. His eyelids peeled open,
gummy like his lips, and he felt so rested that it took him a few
moments to recall simple things like his name, the season, what
happened yesterday. He glanced around the dark dome of the mud hut
shelter, sliding his arm carefully from Puduhepa’s waist so as not
to wake her then rolling over. A soft pink light shone in through
the gaps in the hide sheet covering the hut’s low doorway. The
twigs and straw of the bed crackled gently underneath the linen
cover as he sat up and began his stretching routine – ever more
vital in these summers where his age seemed odd, like a mistake.
Forty seven years old? he thought, still seeing himself in
his mind’s-eye as the boy who laughed in the face of time.

He felt around for his boots,
pulled on his kilt, belting it, then swept on his green cloak,
wrapping it tightly around himself. Drawing back the hide entrance
flap, he stepped into a splash of morning light. The bite of the
coming winter was especially strong at these heights, stinging his
lips and nose, gnawing right to his bones instantly. His next
exhalation spilled from his nostrils and chattering teeth in plumes
of white. So this is the Silver Peak, he thought. It was a
different world up here. They were above the clouds: an expanse of
pillowy white stretched out below them like a sea, the peaks of
other mountains standing proud like nearby islands. The sun hovered
on the eastern horizon, like a waking eye, the iris molten gold.
The blue above and all round was sketched with higher wind-blown
cirrus clouds. Like a faint, distant clap of thunder, the sound of
two mountain goats clashing horns echoed across the heights.

He cast his eyes around the
village. The settlement stretched out across this long ridge, and
was overlooked by a tall summit that jutted like a ship’s prow
carved from sparkling grey basalt, veined with ice. This was the
‘Silver Peak’ from which the village took its name. For a moment,
the sight of the thick ice brought fleeting images from that
recurring dream, of the frozen Hittite corpses. A different kind of
chill passed through him: was this what Ishtar was foretelling?
Disaster for him and his followers on this wintry peak? He shook
the thought from his head, for what option did they have, but to be
here and to trust their hosts.

The place was as remote as it
was high. There were just two paths up and down, and the top of
each was watched over by squads of Kaskan warriors, wrapped in
furs, built like bulls and dripping with weapons. Early-rising
Kaskan villagers pottered around their mud huts, shapeless in their
many layers of furs, fleeces and leathers. Their hair and shaggy
beards were knotted and tousled, their smoke-and dirt-stained faces
lined with premature age thanks to the incessant wind and driving
rain and snows up here. Some cooked bacon and porridge over low
dung-fires that burnt with a blue flame. Pigs snuffled and snorted
in pens nearby. Other men worked near smokehouses to dry and cure
meat. Women and boys began to gather around large flax presses to
extract linseed oil for their lamps and for greasing their cart
wheels. The Kaskan people were quiet – not the wild, animal-like
creatures the storytellers liked to portray them as. He noticed
more than a few flashes of eye-whites glancing in his direction.
The villagers knew strangers were amongst them, and surely word
would have spread that they were no ordinary passers-by. Just as at
Vurda’s village, the huts – many hundreds of them – were arrayed in
circles around one large structure at the centre, founded upon a
layer of stone and round walls, topped with a mud dome. From
within, Grax’s gruff laughter arose. Just outside rested a boulder,
and upon it was a timber post. A large ibex horn hung from this,
suspended by a leather strap.

Memories of the hasty journey
up here in the darkness of last night came back to Hattu now. It
was a numb experience, rising higher and higher with shaking limbs,
trusting Grax and his men entirely, blindly. They picked their way
up a precipitous mountain track, guided by the torchlight of the
Kaskan warriors. He and Pudu had been too tired to even speak when
they had been shown to their hut, and young Tudha was already
snoring in his papoose. They had lain down with shared groans, and
quickly felt the deep tug of sleep in their bones. Remembering the
blissful relief of that moment, Hattu glanced back at his hut. For
a trice, he considered slipping back there and returning to the
warm comfort of the bed, the loving softness of Pudu and their
boy.

‘Ah, Prince Hattu,’ Grax’s
voice pealed across the high village from the door of the main
structure. ‘You are awake. I thought you might sleep for a moon,
given how exhausted you were last night. Come, come, we must talk,’
he said, peeling the hide flap away from the door and beckoning him
inside.

Hattu, one foot poised to step
back towards the respite of the bed, instead redirected it towards
the chief’s home. ‘The others of my party sleep still,’ he said as
he entered, the glorious warmth of a roaring fire set into a sunken
hearth in the middle of the floor blanketing him, the soft orange
light soothing to the eye. ‘I find I cannot rest once dawn
c-c-comes,’ he said, startled by the chattering of his teeth.
Grax’s personal bodyguards – a trio of them, sitting near the
hearth and supping cups of foaming beer – rumbled with
laughter.

‘You Hittites think we are so
hardy,’ he chuckled, wrapping an arm around Hattu’s shoulders,
‘crawling around up on these heights, immune to the cold and
hardships. But there is a secret,’ he said, holding up a finger.
Hattu noticed his breath smelt of beer, and he had a distinctly
ruddy colouring in his cheeks too. ‘Furs, fleece! Do not think you
have to impress us,’ Grax said, patting Hattu’s chest – bare under
his green cloak. ‘We have plenty of spare leathers and garments.
Wear them, or you’ll be stricken with sickness.’

He showed Hattu to a spot by
the hearth, then sat opposite him, the roaring fire a low wall
between them. Hattu looked around. The interior of the house was
washed in white, giving it a different feel to the simpler mud
huts. Plaster bull-heads were pinned to the wall, and painted
scenes of a great leopard hunt stretched across one side of the
hut. More, a ladder led up to a small hay loft – most probably the
sleeping quarters, Hattu guessed.

‘Beer!’ Grax yelled over his
shoulder towards a slave. ‘A full cup for Prince Hattu… and another
for me.’

Hattu cocked one eyebrow.
Usually Hittites would start the day with berry juices and only
drink beer later on. ‘Beer? It is dawn.’

Grax looked at him blankly, as
did the three bodyguards. ‘And?’ Grax said, taking a cup and
drinking deeply without using a reed straw to filter out the
sediments. ‘This’ll take your mind off the cold faster than any
piece of clothing.’

The slave practically forced
the beer into his hand – also with no straw. Hattu shrugged and
took a deep draught. Sediments aside, it was foamy and delicious…
and strong.

‘Bring some bacon too,’ Grax
added. The slave hurried off.

Hattu soon felt the first
gentle stroke of the beer, the tingling in his veins, the softening
of the mind, the gentle retreat of his worries. The slave gave him
a plate of bacon now. He took a bite, crunching into the charred
saltiness, savouring every moment of it.

Grax took another swig of his
beer, then eyed Hattu with a doting look. ‘So tell me, Prince
Hattu. Tell me of my father’s feats.’

Hattu smiled sadly, taking
another swig of beer. ‘Babak? He…’

Grax wore the look of a child
enchanted by the first sight of snow. The three bodyguards leaned
in to listen as well, rapt.

‘He was like these mountains.
Towering, formidable. A giant personality too,’ Hattu smiled
involuntarily, remembering Babak and Tanku’s initial and rather
comical rivalry. It had been an enmity that had faded quickly,
turning into a deep respect and brotherly love for one another.
‘Babak was a fierce opponent in the days before he and I struck a
truce. Afterwards?’ he stopped for a moment, a faint mist crossing
his eyes as he thought of the red-haired colossus, spinning in a
frenzy during battle, his serrated sword flashing through foe after
foe. ‘At Kadesh, Pharaoh Ramesses brought a great lion to battle on
that desert plain. In Babak, we had its match.’

A tender look spread across
Grax’s face. ‘I asked to accompany him on the march to Kadesh. I
was young… but I could swing an axe! Still, he insisted that I
remain here to look after the people.’ His face grew long, a tear
spilling down his cheek.

Hattu afforded him a moment of
privacy, turning his gaze down to the fire.

‘In Kaskan lands, the chieftain
must earn his post,’ Grax explained. ‘In battle, or by some contest
of strength over the current leader. I did nothing but receive the
words from the lips of a messenger that my father had died in that
faraway desert war.’ He swallowed, his Adam’s Apple bulging below
his red beard. ‘He died like a lion on a great adventure. How can I
ever match let alone surpass him now?’

Hattu’s eyes rolled upwards
again. ‘Do as he would if he were still here. Rise, roar… fight
back against the man who assaults your kin in these mountains.’

‘Sippa?’ Grax said. ‘I would
gladly reach down his throat and rip out his lungs, but I would not
get within a sling’s throw of him in person without his many
soldiers cutting me into a thousand parts.’ He laughed flatly.
‘That is the problem, Prince Hattu: you have no army; Me? I am
supposedly the greatest of the twelve great chieftains, commander
of the largest corpus of Kaskan warriors, yet I too have but a
modest body of men – no more than eight hundred of fighting age.
The story is much bleaker in the other villages. The Kadesh
campaign stripped away more than three in every four of our
fighters, and since then, Sippa’s pogroms have been swift and
cruel.’

‘He will not stop until he has
made a grave of every village in these mountains,’ Hattu agreed.
Especially if the great Prince Hattu is hiding in these
heights, Ishtar added, throwing fuel on the fire and sending an
image of the frozen, dead Hittites from the dream across his mind.
Even though exhaustion had staved off the dream last night, it came
to him most others.

‘He commands some five thousand
spears,’ Grax said. ‘Together, the mountain tribes number less than
half that. ‘How can we tackle him given such a deficit? More, he
has walled cities studded with supply pits. Hakmis, his base, is
like a mountain rising from the plains. Yes, we could fight Sippa.
But defeat him? Impossible.’

Hattu watched a log in the fire
blacken and break. He drew one of his iron swords and turned it
slowly so the blade caught the reflected firelight in flashes. Was
this not what Jaru had long spoken of as the greatest weapon – one
that would revolutionise the art of war? Here he was with such a
blade in his hand, and not a clue how it might help him. He stared
for so long that his thoughts began to topple away, sinking back
through time. They arrived at a strange place: his adolescent days
of training under Kurunta One-eye at the Fields of Bronze. He
remembered the time he and the recently-wakened Mountain Wolves
were going about kindling fires to cook their morning meal. Dagon
had nudged him, nodding towards the chariot that rolled into the
infantry compound. Chariot Master Colta, aboard, offered them an
unsettling grin. The Wolves had saluted him dutifully, then
returned to their fire-making, all the while shooting furtive looks
at the legendary charioteer. Colta just stood there on his
stationary chariot, waiting. For what? Next, with a crunch of
boots, Kurunta One-eye came striding from his quarters, side-braid
swishing. He marched over to the side of the half-ready fire,
grabbed the heavy haircloth sack of wheat resting there and plonked
it into the cabin of the chariot. Colta lashed the whip and drove
the vehicle through the compound’s arched gateway and off towards
the horizon.

‘Sir,’ Dagon groaned, ‘that was
our daily grain rations. We haven’t had time to bake our morning
bread yet.’

Kurunta stood there, hands on
hips, grinning at the hundred Mountain Wolves as the chariot shrank
into the distance. ‘If you want to eat today, then you have to hunt
Colta down and claim the grain back. It’s all part of your
training. What are you waiting for… go!’

Six hours of lung-bursting
running ensued. Hattu and Tanku split the Wolves into their
component ten troops of ten, sending each out like the teeth of a
comb in the rough direction Colta had gone, so he could not double
back. In the blistering heat of mid-afternoon, they found Colta
grooming his chariot horses by a waterfall. He seemed entirely
whimsical about their dogged efforts. ‘Ah, there you are. I thought
you’d never catch up.’

‘Hand over the sack,’ Tanku
demanded.

Colta had simply shrugged and
stood aside.

Like a raiding warlord claiming
his prize, Tanku strode over towards the chariot. ‘Get a fire
going, we can cook up some wheat porridge right here. Thick,
creamy, warm porridge,’ he said, practically salivating. He slashed
his sword through the sack… and stared at the gravel that toppled
out.

Six hours later, the Mountain
Wolves returned to the barracks to see a slit-open sack identical
to the one that had been on the chariot, empty. Kurunta was sitting
outside his quarters, feet up on a table, dunking a fresh,
delicious-smelling loaf into a bowl of honey, chewing in an
overstated manner so they could all see the semi-masticated mess in
his mouth. His good eye grew bright with glee as he jabbed a finger
at the heap of other freshly-baked loaves stacked nearby. ‘If even
one of you lumbering simpletons had been paying attention this
morning, you’d have noticed me switching the sacks.’ There had
almost been a moment of golden comeuppance, when Kurunta had swung
back a little too far on his chair and nearly fallen backwards,
controlling himself only with a rather graceless milling of arms
and undignified yelp. Dignity almost preserved, he stood and paced
past them all, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder towards the
loaves. ‘Eat, you mutts. And never forget this lesson...’ As he
went, his good eye had settled on Hattu, staring through time,
piercing, ‘deception is the greatest weapon.’

Another log snapped in the
fire, breaking the spell, scattering the memory. He sighed and
looked up at Grax, judging the man’s mood. ‘You are right,’ he
said, sheathing his iron sword. ‘This cannot be a war of numbers.
If it is, then we have lost already. Regardless, you must bring
together what warriors you have, few as they may be. Unite the
tribes.’

Grax’s eyes narrowed, his lips
parting to challenge the paradoxical request.

‘I once asked your father to
trust me,’ Hattu continued before he could argue. ‘I ask you now,
Grax of the Silver Peak, to do the same. Trust me… and together we
will make Sippa pay for his crimes.’

Just then, a rapid patter of
footsteps arrived outside the hut. A lithe messenger blurted
something to the two bodyguards who parted to allow him entry. The
messenger squeezed past, came inside and crumpled to his knees
before Grax. ‘Great Chieftain,’ he panted, half-choking with
exhaustion. ‘Chief Lorta’s village has been attacked.’

‘My brother,’ Grax said in a
half-whisper, his face sagging. ‘Is he-’

The messenger shook his head.
‘They left nobody alive. I saw the attackers leaving. They sang as
they went, laden with plunder.’

‘They?’ Grax crackled, his
voice wet like his eyes.

‘The men of Sippa once again,’
said the messenger.

Grax stared into the fire for a
time. Eventually, he looked up, meeting Hattu’s gaze. Wordlessly,
he rose from the hearth, trembling with badly-disguised grief, and
left the hut. Hattu remained where he was. For a moment, he could
hear only the fire crackling. Then, with a long, low and terrible
wail, the ibex horn outside sounded, droning across the ice-veined
mountains.

Silence. Then, from what
sounded like every direction, several distant, mournful horns
moaned in reply.

‘What does this mean?’ Hattu
asked one of the bodyguards.

The nearest bodyguard, now
stony-faced and sober, answered: ‘It means the Kaskans are going to
war, Prince Hattu.’

 


***

 


A moon passed. A moon during
which almost every day, the eastern sky was stained with a column
of pillage-smoke, or there arrived a sad tale about the razing of
another Kaskan settlement. Those villages closest to Hakmis seemed
to be bearing the brunt of it. Worse, the mountains shook one day
with a fierce but brief earthquake that flattened many of the huts
here on the Silver Peak and broke up one vital path leading from
the lower sections of the mountains – damage that would take a long
time to repair. ‘In the depths of winter, the peaks are shrouded in
deep snow,’ Grax had said, pointing up at the ice-veined Silver
Peak, looking over the village. ‘Had the tremor occurred then, we
might have been buried.’ Thanks to these setbacks, and despite the
sounding of the tribal horn, not one mountain warrior had arrived
here at Grax’s village.

One bitter morning, a small
crowd watched as Grax became locked in a frenzied drinking
competition with a fellow tribesman who seemed capable of
dislocating his jawbone like a pelican and gulping down a huge pot
of beer in one swallow. This was clearly enraging Grax who had
until now been considered the greatest beer drinker in the
mountains.

Hattu – thickly layered in
Kaskan leathers and furs – paid no attention to the drinking game.
Instead he crouched on a boulder at the western entrance to the
village, looking skywards. In the wintry blue near the high tip of
the Silver Peak, a lone eagle soared. That eagle, he
grumbled inwardly. It had been spotted near the village most days
since his arrival here, usually near Hattu’s mud hut. On recent
mornings, he or Pudu or Tudha had crawled from the hut to find
half-eviscerated rodents or ripped-apart rabbits lying outside, and
the bird standing on a post nearby, emitting a series of
high-pitched piping cries as if in demand of gratitude. Hattu had
chased the eagle off at first, but Tudha had been enchanted by the
creature, even naming it. Andor, he had cooed, holding out
an arm as he had seen Hittite and Kaskan men do to draw hawks and
falcons onto their wrists. But Hattu had pulled his boy back.
Never stray close to wild birds of prey, Tudha. That eagle could
carry you off.

The raptor shrieked up there,
scattering the memory. It seemed agitated, turning in tight circles
just west of the village.

Hattu frowned, then stared at
the spot below the bird. The carpet of low clouds there swirled.
Instinctively he rose from his crouch, eyes widening in alarm. A
shaggy and bearded head, grinning face striped with dye and smoke,
rose through the clouds like a demon from a swamp. The Kaskan
warrior emerged in full, using the long haft of a copper-rich axe
like a walking pole. A dozen men trailed behind him, rising through
the clouds as he had. They strode speedily towards his lookout
point.

Hattu felt his throat grow dry.
Still, even after years of truce and even friendship with the
Kaskans, he rarely felt entirely safe except with those he knew
well – and this man and his lot were utter strangers. He swung in
the direction of Chief Grax.

‘At ease, Prince Hattu,’ one of
Grax’s sentries nearby said with a smile in his voice. ‘That is
Chief Meka. These men are friends. They come to our village in
answer to Grax’s call.’

True enough, Grax, seeing the
incoming men, tossed down his beer cup and strode out from the
village to meet the visitors, throwing open his arms and embracing
their grinning leader. They pressed together, forehead to forehead,
exchanging a series of guttural words.

‘They killed Lotra,’ Grax
hissed.

‘They killed my wife,’ said
Meka.

They, thought Hattu. To
the Kaskans, how different was he and his small Hittite band from
Sippa’s murderous soldiers? He had asked Grax to trust him. Now
Hattu realised he too would have to trust Grax, absolutely.

The newcomers passed inside,
calling out in greeting to villagers and they in return. Grax
patted Hattu’s shoulder in reassurance. ‘Meka says more are coming.
Whatever you have in mind to combat Sippa, they will support
you.’

Over the following days, Hattu
stood watch and witnessed the arrival of more small knots of Kaskan
warriors. Parties of six, ten, one pair. A group of eighteen was
the largest. They took billet in the rows of new huts Grax’s
villagers had prepared for them. Sirtaya, inexplicably resilient to
the cold and wearing just his kilt, watched the latest group come
in. Intrigued, he scurried over to them, sniffing the air around
them like a dog. They gawped at the Egyptian, and one kicked out at
him, sending him scampering away to take shelter behind Tanku.

‘Including Grax’s eight
hundred, that makes twelve hundred and seventeen Kaskans in total,’
Tanku sighed. ‘One axe or spear for every five of Sippa’s. If that
is the answer, then the question is wrong.’

‘As I said to Grax, this is not
a war of numbers,’ Hattu said.

‘I still say we should send a
man west,’ Tanku grumbled, unsatisfied. ‘All the states there are
obliged to us.’

‘I travelled through those
parts before my time in the Well of Silence, remember?’ Hattu
objected. ‘The kingdoms of the west are weak. To ask them to send
what few men they have would be to risk revolt.’

‘If it has not already
occurred?’ Dagon said quietly, toying with his bottom lip.

Hattu shot his friend a look,
lips moving to allay those fears, but he could not. The few traders
and journeymen they had spoken to in their time in the alder woods
had all said the same thing: that no delegations from the western
states had been seen or heard of in Hittite lands for nearly two
years. No yearly visits by ambassadors of Lukka, Troy, Masa, Mira
or the Seha Riverland – none of them. Something was badly wrong out
there. But what could he do, stuck up on these frozen heights,
surrounded by enemies in every direction below? His mind began to
boil with problems. He struggled to think now, everything seeming
tangled and impossible, dangerous, confused.

It was the sight of Pudu that
softened his anguish. She strode across the village, swaddled in
furs, with a look of supreme confidence. He envied her for it.
‘Hope lies to the east.’

All looked at her now. Few had
believed that her proposition could work. To send a duo towards the
distant eastern vassal lands.

‘One of the duo of men we sent
that way has returned – he just came in through the eastern gate.’
She pointed to the steep track at the far end of the village. ‘He
saw the other all the way to my home city of Zantiya, then through
the White Mountains safely, and on towards the eastern
borders.’

Hattu sat up straighter, a
thrill passing through him. While the others had obsessed with the
notion of pulling together small contingents of sympathisers, Pudu
had listened in silence. Then, at the close of the discussion, she
had mooted the idea: at the end of the Kadesh War, King Muwa had
left two regiments of Storm soldiers in Kadesh as a garrison, to
oversee the first years of peace. While Urhi-Teshub had ordered the
massacre and destruction of the other three Storm regiments based
near Hattusa, these two regiments remained whole and unscathed.
Surely, surely, they would be sympathetic to Hattu’s cause.
The speck of hope was glorious.

‘There is no guarantee that the
other scout will make it all the way to Kadesh, or that the
regiments stationed there will be able to withdraw,’ Dagon said to
temper expectation. ‘Or want to.’

Hattu and Tanku looked at
him.

‘What if Urhi-Teshub has
poisoned their ears with lies… or lined their purses with silver
rings?’ Dagon explained. ‘More, they would take another month at
least to make it here – and they would have to approach carefully,
lest your nephew’s armies spot them.’

‘More good news,’ Gorru said,
swaggering over with a silvery-plumed hawk on his wrist. ‘The bird
arrived a moment ago. The pair of Mesedi I sent down the north side
of the mountains with a trio of Kaskan guides. They have made it
through Sippa’s lands and on to the outlying tribes to rouse what
support we might get from those parts.’

‘Not necessarily good news,’
Tanku remarked. ‘The Azzi lie out that way. They are bastards. Vile
bastards. They take their sisters for brides and wonder why their
offspring have extra fingers and toes.’

‘If it took an Azzi to wrest
Urhi-Teshub and his minions from the throne, would you not settle
for that right now?’ Dagon replied.

Tanku seemed volcanic for a
moment, the veins in the shaved sides of his head pulsing. Finally,
he sagged. ‘Kisna was like a brother to me. Urhi-Teshub’s hands are
red with his blood. It matters not how we throw him from the
throne… only that we do.’

Hattu felt a terrible chill at
those words, and the breath of Ishtar on the back of his neck. But
he knew to his marrow that it was time… time to begin.

 


***

 


In the darkness before dawn, the
gates of Hakmis creaked open, and out came The Dire Ones, a
hundred-strong company of spearmen from the Fury Division. They
jogged across the white northern plains, snow flicking up in their
wake from the upturned toes of their leather boots, hair and white
winter cloaks billowing in the fresh breeze. They came to the
northern edge of the Soaring Mountains, then ploughed onto an
uphill track. The officer at their head felt tireless, heroic, eyes
fixed on the track’s winding path into the white-clad heights.

Captain Punzi was the kind of
man who had never grown up. His body had swollen into that of a
warrior, and he was now an officer, enjoying a good house and
grounds in the city of Hakmis. But that seed of cruelty that lies
in every child’s heart – the part that enjoys the tormenting of
insects and misery of others – had not faded within him. Instead,
it had grown and flourished like a weed, driving him in his every
action. It had helped him rise through the ranks of the Fury
Division, spreading lies about others to cover for his own
mistakes, claiming the heroics of fallen men as his own. Captain
Ranti’s disappearance in these mountains twelve days ago had seen
him raised to lead this company in his place. The gems and trinkets
knotted through his long hair swished and clacked as he jogged at
the head of his charges – Lord Sippa was generous to those who
carried out his orders without question and informed him of any
loose talk amongst the ranks. There would be more reward coming his
way soon, he thought, glancing up the track. Running uphill was far
easier with the promise of booty at the summit. Kaskan booty was
not the finest, granted, but a wagonload of smoked meats or a haul
of copper ingots could be sold for fine things – and he already had
plans to install a fountain in his villa grounds.

‘What can we expect?’ he
grunted over his shoulder to Tukki – a spry soldier jogging just
behind him who had been on the last patrol up this way.

‘The chief’s name is Kuna,
Captain,’ Tukki replied. ‘He short-changed one of the Hakmis
market-dealers two summers ago, left him forty pigs instead of
forty five.’

‘I don’t want to know his
name,’ Punzi replied, ‘and this isn’t about his petty crimes. We
march today to wring information from him – if he tells us where
Prince Hattu is then he lives. If not, then he goes on a stake. How
many warriors does he command?’

‘A handful. No more than
twenty,’ Tukki replied.

Punzi laughed as he sprung
uphill with renewed vim.

Within the hour, the mountain
track levelled. Punzi spotted the brown humps ahead: The huts of
Kuna’s village, each topped with a mantle of snow. The settlement
was laid out on a crescent-shaped natural terrace, with the
mountains rising like a wall on one side and a narrow smile of a
crevasse demarcating the other. The decision to move on the place
before the sun had fully risen had paid off, he mused. There were
just a few fires lit, and Kuna’s people were shambling around
unaware and unprepared.

As he approached, a small group
noticed, twisting round, faces falling agape. He drew his curved
sword and pumped it aloft. ‘Step aside pig-men. Where is your
chief? Where is Kuna?’ he bellowed. The people fell aside, men
shielding children, women grabbing their babies.

Punzi slowed as he came to the
centre of the village. One hut, bigger than the other, caught his
eye. He grinned a grin as wide as the crevasse at the village edge.
Kuna’s hut. A girl in a dyed shawl stood by the door. She
saw him and screamed, running towards a woman with a good woollen
robe, striped blue. Kuna’s family, Punzi purred inwardly. He
lifted one hand and snapped his fingers twice. ‘Gather up the
people. Surround this hut.’

The hut had no door, just a
leather flap. Chief Vurda had escaped the Fury blades by
barricading himself in his hovel and killing himself, Punzi
recalled. This idiot Kuna had been too dim to even consider putting
a door on his hut.

He swished the leather aside to
find Kuna skinning a rabbit within the gloomy abode. The elderly
chieftain gawked, Tukki and another of Punzi’s men rushed in to
seize him, strip him of the skinning knife then swiftly bind him to
his stool.

Punzi stood over him and drew
his sword. ‘Where is Prince Hattu?’ he said, turning his blade over
slowly, examining the flat of each side.

Kuna stared up at him,
shaking.

‘Afraid?’ Punzi asked. ‘You’re
right to be. Tell me where the traitor prince is and I will make it
less awful for you.’

Kuna pressed his lips together,
trembling madly now.

Punzi sighed. ‘You pig men
really are stupid, aren’t you?’

‘We should start opening
necks,’ Tukki suggested. ‘That’ll get him talking. Give the order,
Captain. I’ll start with five of his best men of fighting age.’

Punzi cast a look at his
soldier. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Bring the woman in the woollen robe, the
one with the blue stripes. And the girl.’

As Tukki and the other soldier
left the hut, Kuna winced, teeth grinding.

‘What was that?’ Punzi cooed.
‘You have something to tell me?’ He crouched, ear moving towards
Kuna’s lips. ‘Come on, tell me…’

The sibilant rasp of blades
cutting throats and the accompanying wet gurgles sounded from
outside.

Punzi’s head twitched round a
fraction. ‘Tukki? I told you to bring the woman and the girl.’ He
edged his head round a little further to see through the thin gaps
at the side of the hut’s hide flap. His veins ran cold: bodies out
there were falling to the ground, groaning – but not Kaskan
villagers… his men, throats gaping; and just as he realised
this, Chief Kuna whispered in his ear: ‘he’s here, you fucking
idiot. Prince Hattu’s right here.’

As soon as the words finished,
a white-hot pain burst across the side of Punzi’s head, as Chief
Kuna sank his teeth into his ear, biting through skin and cartilage
ripping the whole thing away.

Deafened, stunned, Punzi shot
up and flailed through the hut flap, out into the daylight. All
around him he saw A smattering of new faces – armed and ready
Kaskans, Chief Grax. Rebel Hittites too and… Prince Hattu, tall and
glaring, his green cloak and hair whipping in the glacial wind.
Tukki and every single man of his company lay on the ground,
twitching and spasming, tunics stained red. Hattu, face like stone,
tossed something across the ground towards Punzi. It rolled and
bounced to a halt before him. Captain Ranti’s bloated head.

Two of the Hittites flanking
Hattu – a small one with a plague-scarred face and a one-armed
giant – threw back their heads and let loose a fierce wolf’s howl
into the skies. Unnerved, Punzi staggered back from the sound. He
shambled and jinked his way past the swiping blades of Hattu’s
other men. He shoved one Kaskan villager into one of Grax’s lot,
buying himself a few instants. Then he realised something.
Something glorious. Somehow he had broken clear! Ahead lay the
crevasse – a short leap onto safety on the other side. A lunge to
save himself. One thrust of his well-honed calves and thighs and
then he could sprint back downhill. Nobody could catch him! He
sprung with all he had, sailed through the air and across the gap…
then plummeted downwards about a stride shy of the far edge. With a
horrible scream, he plunged for an age, before bursting like an egg
on the crevasse floor far below.

 


***

 


Winter raged over the next two
moons. One night, a screaming blizzard scourged the Silver Peak
like a God’s whip. Hattu had insisted on joining Gorru in
overseeing the eastern watch of Grax’s village. Both men stood
armed with bows and equipped with signal horns. The front half of
Hattu’s green cloak and furs were caked in snow, his fingers numb.
He glanced to his left, his silver-flecked hair – now chin-length –
billowing across his face. The eagle was perched nearby like a
third lookout, unaffected by the extreme cold.

He returned his gaze to the
driving whiteness, on edge, bothered by some intangible notion that
trouble was nearby. Perhaps it was the string of minor victories he
had achieved over Sippa’s raiding parties and the lack of
retribution so far. The most recent success had been the capture of
a grain convoy coming through the Carrion Gorge: wheat plentiful
enough to feed the swollen populace of the Silver Peak all through
the winter and on into the summer if needed. Yet the triumph only
served to convince him that Sippa would strike back faster and
harder.

His smoke-grey eye ached a lot
these days, and sometimes it played tricks on him, making shapes of
shadows in the night, or betraying phantom flashes of sunlight from
the weapons of imagined bandits. But tonight, in this ferocious
chill, it throbbed like the root of a dreadful headache. Or perhaps
that was because of the six cups of Kaskan beer last night, he
mused? He knelt down to a brazier, sheltered by a waist-high
hide-screen, to pour himself a brew of bubbling water spiced with
berries and herbs. Just holding the warm cup was a treat, and one
sip of the hot juice flowed through him like elixir. Yet as soon as
he stood up again into the wrath of the blizzard, the moment of
respite was blown away, the drink quickly cooling.

Gorru stood nearby with a blue
face and a look of extreme dejection, his high bronze helm and
cuirass caked thickly with snow. His eyes slid round to meet
Hattu’s. ‘C-c-can’t even feel my cock,’ he chattered. ‘My one
pleasure, St-st-stolen away.’

Hattu laughed quietly, seeing
the glint of humour in Gorru’s eyes. What else was there to do but
make light of such a brutal shift? He lifted his cup to take
another sip of berry juice, but then Andor screamed. Hattu shot a
look at the bird, saw how its head was cocked forwards. Something
was moving out there – but all of the Kaskan tribes had arrived
here. No more were expected. Hattu’s cup fell to the ground as he
stared that way too.

‘Prince Hattu?’ Gorru
whispered.

Hattu held up a finger for
Gorru to be silent. He saw the thick snow out there swirl
strangely, just downhill from his watchpoint. Men. A column of
them, moving fast, surging up the mountain path. Tall bronze helms
gleaming briefly whenever they caught the fleeting light of the
full Snow Moon. Sippa? ‘Sound the alarm,’ he hissed,
grabbing and nocking the bow resting near the brazier.

But his brow bent in confusion
as the figures emerged from the snow. Not bronze helms… but bald
heads, shaved clean. They wore thick furs around their necks, and
all-black tunics, kilts and trousers, spears strapped across their
backs. The first of them – a fellow with a small, stubborn mouth
and a necklace of white feathers – saw Hattu, then halted, also
spotting the bow trained on his heart. This bald one’s hawkish face
suddenly dropped. Now he looked like a lost child. Hattu edged his
bowstring back a fraction more, thumb touching his earlobe: a
killing shot at this range. His fingers slackened a fraction, ready
to release the caged power into the arrow shaft.

But Gorru’s hand caught one of
his at that instant. ‘No,’ the Mesedi Captain whispered. ‘It is the
Veruta, from the borders of Isuwa.’

Hattu frowned, keeping his bow
taut.

‘We passed them long ago on
campaign, remember? We watched them dance and pray to a rock
carving of a Vulture God, while their young lay sick. We sent an
asu healer to them.’

Hattu eyed the lead man, his
bald head and white-feather collar certainly giving him the look of
a vulture.

‘I am Chief Beka. We come to
aid an old friend who is in trouble,’ the man said in a broken
Hittite dialect, staring at Hattu. For a moment his face was blank,
then it lit up in realisation when he met Hattu’s odd-coloured
eyes. ‘Prince Hattu?’ he spluttered, quarter bowing, gesturing
towards Hattu’s furs. ‘I thought for a moment you were a
Kaskan!’

‘How did you know to come
here?’ Hattu asked. The memory of the Vulture-God people was coming
back to him, but he remained suspicious.

‘Two men travelling southeast
took shelter in our village one night. They told their story: of
the trouble in these lands, and of your plight.’

‘Pudu’s scouts,’ Gorru assured
him with a whisper.

‘I bring one hundred and eighty
men – Vulture Warriors, the best of my kind,’ Beka explained. ‘We
long ago swore to die for you. Two lives of ours for every one of
our young whom your healer saved.’

Slowly, Hattu relaxed his bow,
flicking his head to beckon them in. Beka passed the watchpoint
first, stopping to admire the eagle perched there. ‘You have a fine
hunter as a friend, I see. What is her name?’

‘She is wild. She has no name,’
Hattu said flatly.

‘Her name is Andor,’ Gorru
replied.

Hattu shot him a dark look.
Gorru grinned.

As the rest of the Veruta
trooped inside, Hattu felt a great unease. Strangers in the camp
always made him feel that way. A hand rested on his shoulder then.
He turned to see Pudu, wrapped and hooded in furs, the tip of her
nose was blue, and her breath came in white puffs. ‘This is the
Goddess’ will, Hattu. She is not always a trickster or a tormentor.
She is a creature of balance. Tonight, she gives you strength.’

‘They came here because of the
two scouts you sent east,’ Hattu countered.

‘As Ishtar told me I should in
my dreams,’ she said with a confident smile.

Hattu eyed her sideways. He had
not yet told her what Ishtar had shown him in his dreams:
the dead kin suspended in ice, and the Goddess’ dance across the
field of slain Hittites.

‘No doubt about it, one hundred
and eighty new men is a boon,’ Gorru agreed.

Hattu grunted in grudging
agreement. But something else continued to trouble him. Beka and
his Vulture Warriors had gone unseen right up to the moment they
arrived here at the Silver Peak. The path was marked out by a few
ancient cairns. Possibly too well marked out. If Sippa’s men
found that track, Hattu thought, it could mean disaster. He
resolved there and then to have Beka show him the exact path he had
taken through the mountains to reach Grax’s village, so that he
might design a means of disguising or closely guarding the route at
its narrowest or trickiest parts.

They waited until the snows
eased. Then, just before dawn one morning he, Beka, Dagon and Tanku
left the Silver Peak and moved fast along the mountains, under a
dark blue sky streaked with ice particles blown from the wintry
peaks. They trekked for a full morning, assailed by a cutting wind,
each man gratefully hugging their furs tightly to their bodies.
They descended through the freezing wetness of the low cloud, then
came down through the ring of conifers near the snow line. The air
here was less bitter but still damp and the wind incessant. At last
they reached the small cairn – a welcome shelter against the gale,
offering a perfect view over the slopes below and the low eastern
lands across which Beka had come to the mountains. Beka was
somewhat garrulous despite his limited Hittite vocabulary, and
prattled on and on about every twist and turn of his rather dull
journey as if it was the quest of Gilgamesh. He had traded a
bracelet for a pair of socks near Zantiya. Such comfy socks as
well, apparently. Hattu sat with his arms folded, his teeth
chattering every so often, the sound blessedly drowning out some of
Beka’s nonsense. But then another sound rose, somewhere below,
within the storm of white. A tinkling, like the bells of mountain
goats.

‘A Kaskan herd?’ Tanku
mused.

Dagon shook his head. ‘No, they
keep the herds in the villages in this weather.’

All four peered around the edge
of the cairn, struck in the face with the cold hand of the wind.
Hattu saw the strange figure ascending the mountains. An old shaman
of some sort, walking with a tall pole topped with a crossbar from
which hung golden spirals and tubes that tinkled madly in the wind.
Hattu shared blank looks with his scouting party.

‘He is no Kaskan,’ Tanku
surmised. ‘What if it is a ruse – one of Sippa’s men coming in the
guise of an old priest? Should I sound the horn to alert the Silver
Peak?’ he asked, gripping the small ram’s horn in his belt.

‘No, wait,’ Hattu replied. With
a full breath, he shot to his feet, twin swords sheathed, bow on
his back, and boomed. ‘Step no higher into these mountains or you
will be struck with the great hand of the Storm God.’

The demand pealed around the
heights and had the desired effect. The shaman halted, gawping up
at the cairn, squinting, his toothless mouth twisting as if it
might allow him to see better. ‘Forgive me, I do not mean to
intrude.’

Hattu vaguely recognised the
tongue, an ancient language long ago taught to him by Ruba.

‘What are you doing in these
parts?’

The shaman shrugged. ‘Might the
Storm God allow this old man to take shelter in your cairn?’

Suddenly, Hattu felt like a
fool. There was nobody with the man. The mountains were bare, and
the fellow looked somewhat bedraggled.

A short while later, they sat
quietly with him in the lee of the cairn around the blissful heat
of a small fire – Hattu having acquiesced on the need for a cold
camp.

The shaman blew into his hands
over and over, muttering to himself. Hattu looked the fellow over
again and again, certain that in all his time and all his travels,
he had never seen the like before. ‘Who are you?’ he asked, handing
the old man a hunk of bread and a skin of wine.

He looked up, surprised, as if
he had forgotten he was in company. He hesitated for a moment,
looking at the bread and wine as if both were sacred treasures. He
took them with a toothless smile. ‘I am Ebron. I come from the
north,’ he said in a throaty drawl, pointing in that direction.
‘Far, far to the north. Colchis.’

Hattu and Dagon shared a look.
Like the others, Dagon did not understand this tongue, but he
recognised the last word at least. Both had heard tales of a misty
kingdom far beyond the Hittite realm, a land of wooded hills, where
common men were as rich as great kings.

‘Aye, men’s eyes often sparkle
when they hear of our land,’ Ebron said with a laugh that sounded
like crackling straw. The laugh faded quickly and his old face
sagged. ‘But Colchis is not what is once was. A sailor came from
faraway. Jason was his name. He called himself a warrior, yet he
turned out to be nothing but a thief. He and his pirates robbed
from us a great treasure. In truth the treasure was not vital, but
its loss sparked anger and jealousy and greed amongst the
priesthood and the nobles of Colchis. They fought. They murdered
our king. The ring-leader became king. Then he was murdered too.
The kingdom fell apart within the space of two summers.’

‘Why, of all places to flee,
why here?’

‘I once served the King of
Colchis. Now that there is no king, I have no purpose. Were there a
crumb of hope, I would have stayed there and tried to restore
order. But hope? There is none.’ He stopped to take a deep, long
sigh. ‘So when a pair of travellers passed through the north,
spreading word of troubles in the great Kingdom of the
Hittites…’

Gorru’s scouts, Hattu
realised, glancing at the big Mesedi Captain – oblivious to the
foreign tongue and busy combing through his chest hair like a bored
ape.

‘…of troubles like ours, I
decided I had to come and see for myself. Might there be a worthy
man whom I could serve?’ His eyes changed then, glinting like a
blade. ‘A king in danger whom I might protect?’

A king in danger? Hattu
thought, his chest beginning to prickle. This old man was toying
with him, making disguised jibes. He sat upright, nostrils flaring.
‘Perhaps you have come to the wrong place, travelle-’ his words
trailed off as Ebron suddenly shot to his feet, his kindly smile
draining away, replaced by a flinty look.

‘Never tell an old man his
journey has been in vain,’ Ebron burred.

Hattu felt the hairs on the
back of his neck rise. Something was moving behind him. A faint
scrape of rocks outside the cairn. Something on either side of the
cairn too.

Ebron grinned. ‘Especially when
his army surrounds you.’

Hattu’s heart thudded once as
he saw them, crawling, then rising from their bellies, all around
the cairn. Swordsmen wearing fleeces on their backs – garments that
glittered gold in the rare shafts of pale winter sun, their leather
cuirasses studded with the lustrous metal. Archers wearing quivers
and bows chased in gold. Hundreds of them, bows trained on the
small party in the shelter of the cairn.

“Old” Ebron lifted his shamanic
staff like a general commanding his troops to attack. ‘Lower your
bows,’ he said quietly.

With a gentle clatter, his
Colchian soldiers stood down.

Ebron sat down again. He bowed
sincerely towards Hattu. ‘Forgive me, Prince Hattu, but I had to
know the truth. The men who told us about the troubles here spoke
of a prince who needed men to overthrow his king. It sounded very
much like the poisonous circumstances that led to the fall of
Colchis. I took from the messengers the directions to find you
here, and led these five hundred men – the Sacred Band of Colchis,
erstwhile protectors of our dead king. The first thing I had to
find out was whether you were the worthy man in this struggle. No
man is innocent, but I would say you are the noblest in this
matter.’

‘And you know this how?’ said
Hattu, still rattled.

‘Well, you gave me shelter,
bread and wine, when you could easily have shot me or turned me
away.’ Ebron shrugged. ‘And then there was the sorry sight in the
Hittite city I passed through on the way here. Hakmis, you call it?
I sent my men into hiding in the countryside while I ventured into
the city in the guise of a gold trader. It is a fine place, but for
the gallows that dominate the market ward. A huge frame, bowed with
the weight of bodies. Children and mothers as well as warriors.
Three girls were hanged that day. I saw the lord of that city
observing the hanging cadavers – long after the crowds had gone –
as if he was watching bathing beauties.’

‘Sippa,’ Hattu rumbled.

Ebron bowed in acknowledgement.
‘He spent his time in my few days there sending parties into these
mountains and dragging more innocents to their doom. I do not know
enough about you, Prince Hattu, to be sure that you are truly
worthy, but I am certain that this “Sippa” and the king he serves
are not.’

 


***

 


As winter’s wrath began to ebb,
a military wagon train left Hakmis and wound up into the mountains.
inside the lead vehicle, Captain Makki swayed on the bench,
contemplating his mission. Ortak, Chief of the Three Towers, was to
be captured and killed. The Kaskan chief’s settlement was allegedly
the last standing in the way of the route to Prince Hattu’s hideout
somewhere higher up in the range. This trail would take the wagons
to within a short march of Ortak’s home. He tried to envision how
he would array his troops in order to storm Ortak’s village from
there, but every time he almost had the picture, the old wagon
driver’s endless whistling wormed across his thoughts. He was about
to tell the old goat to shut up, when the man stopped of his own
accord, slowing the wagon at the same time.

‘Why have we stopped?’

‘Captain Makki, the snow lies
in drifts. The road is blocked,’ the driver called back, ‘we will
have to leave the wagon here.’

Makki stared ahead, seeing the
point where the snowbound road all but vanished.

‘But there is the old track,’
the driver advised.

Makki followed the line the man
was drawing with the end of his finger, towards an offshoot trail.
‘The old track?’ he repeated quietly, then glanced at the driver.
The hoary old Kaskan had come to Sippa’s court and told them
everything, laying bare the mountain defences and approaches. ‘How
close will this bring us to Ortak’s village?’

‘Right into the back of it,’
the driver grinned obsequiously.

Makki smirked. The man really
thought he would receive two rings of silver for betraying his
kind. In fact, he would be given the gift of a noose. ‘Excellent,’
he said, patting the driver on the shoulder.

Makki hopped down from the
wagon into the knee-deep snow. ‘Unload the stakes,’ he bawled.
One for each of Ortak’s villagers, he thought, watching as
his four Fury companies slipped down from their vehicles and
unloaded the bundled, sharpened pickets from the backs of the
wagons.

The infuriating sound of the
driver’s whistling interrupted his thoughts. ‘Shut that Kaskan
mouth of yours, before I strike your teeth from your gums.’

The driver obediently bowed
from the neck and stopped. ‘Apologies. May the Gods be with you in
your mission.’

‘We don’t need your
well-wishing,’ Makki snarled, then turned to his charges. ‘Move
out,’ he demanded, leading his two hundred through the deep snow
that the wagon could not manage, then on up the old track which
wound through a narrow defile. The gasps of breath and patter of
feet echoed and bounced around them as they went. It was perfect,
almost trench-like – with bluffs and giant boulders lining the path
either side of them, hiding them from view. The path rose gently,
allowing his men to stay fresh. Makki eyed the skyline above their
stony furrow, seeing the tips of the well-known triple peaks that
the Kaskans proudly called ‘The Three Towers’, because they had,
long ago, fought off a Hittite assault up on those heights. Ortak’s
village was arrayed on the hillside just below that rocky trident.
They were nearly there.

‘Stay low, move quickly and
quietly,’ he instructed his men. ‘We will reach a short rise, and
beyond that is the village. We will spill up out of this trench and
fall upon the place before they even spot us.’

He heard his words echo around
him, but there was something strange about the sound. The echo
seemed too short, too sudden. As he rounded a bend in the trench,
he almost ran face-first into the wall of rock there. Flicking his
head from side to side, then angrily back at his men as if it were
they who had put the dead end there. He craned his neck to look up
at the two sides of the trench and this wall in front of him where
it ended. Shadows emerged up above, staring down. Chief Ortak,
Chief Kuna, High Chief Grax, patting his cow-head mace against his
free palm. Scores more Kaskans appeared around the edges of the
surrounding heights, bows and slings loaded. Strange soldiers too,
wearing golden garb and fleeces that sparkled like the sun.

‘Welcome to your grave,’ Grax
said quietly. With a groan of bows and whoosh of slings, a hail of
death rained down upon Makki and his men. Shields flew up around
him in a protective shell. Dozens near the periphery fell, spasming
and spinning, run through or with dark slingshot holes punched
through chests and skulls.

‘Back,’ Makki raged. ‘Take us
back down. They can’t track us along those high sides – it is too
rough up there.’

Slowly, they initiated a
rearguard action, the shield roof working well, the hail now
ineffective. As they backstepped down the path, Grax leapt down
into the pit where the dead dozens lay, followed by the other
chieftains, then their warriors, brandishing coppery axes,
following their retreat. Grax struck down one of Makki’s
stragglers, dashing the man’s face off with his mace. ‘That was for
my brother,’ the chieftain snarled, ‘and he demands more blood
yet!’

‘They will not rush at us,’
Makki snarled to his soldiers. ‘For they know we Hittites are
supreme as a fighting front. Hold the line steady as we move
backwards.’ But even as he said this, he backed into the man behind
him. ‘What are you doing, you fool. Ordered retreat, I
said!’ He flashed a glance over his shoulder and saw what had
stopped the one behind. Coming up the path, striding with the
confidence of a god, was the dark Hittite Prince who had almost
fallen into legend, draped in Kaskan furs and a green cloak, his
hair tied up tightly in a high battle knot, giving him the look of
a starved and angry wolf. Hattu’s odd-coloured eyes were pinned on
Makki, and the one-armed, shield-bearing giant next to him wore the
same merciless look.

‘Looking for us?’ Tanku said
with a smirk.

There were Mesedi too. The
fallen Chariot Chief, Dagon. Bald warriors in black furs and
leathers too. What was this?

All fell away into
insignificance when Prince Hattu and his force sped for their rear.
The attacking mass blew Makki’s soldiers apart, sending them
flailing, staggering. Makki pulled two men close, so they stood
before him like a shield. From the skies, a great eagle swept down,
talons ripping across the eyes of one and the neck of the other.
They fell, screaming, leaving a clear path between Makki and Hattu.
Hattu came for Makki, leaping, drawing his twin blades mid-air, his
grey-streaked tail of hair flowing behind him. But Makki knew he
was a match for anyone with the sword, so he drew his own blade up
to block the scissoring swipe of Hattu’s dual swords – strange
blades, shining like silver. He died with the supreme smugness that
the block had actually worked. In fact, his severed head and
sheared bronze blade landed near one another, his body falling to
its knees, spouting blood from the neck.

 


Back down at the foot of the
forgotten track beside the waiting wagon train, Troka the one-time
pig-trader stopped whistling and turned his ear to the mountains.
The sounds of battle and death carried faintly on the bitter wind.
Lord Sippa had thought to buy his loyalty for two silver rings.
Instead, the foul tyrant had bought only the deaths of four hundred
of his soldiers. He smiled sadly, before hitching a pack onto his
back and hiking towards the dying sounds of the fray to join his
kinsmen.

He found them when it was over,
the gully floor a mess of ripped open, steaming corpses, Hattu and
his men bent double with gasping breaths, their weapons and bodies
dripping red. Troka jolted with fright when a blood-spattered eagle
came gliding down from the gully-side. When the prince held out an
arm, the great raptor approached and settled there. Troka had heard
whispers that Hattu had befriended a mighty bird up in the
mountains. He had laughed at the idea, dismissing it as the kind of
fanciful rumour that grows from other rumours.

When Troka stepped on a twig,
the heads of Hattu and the eagle swung round to pin him as if he
was their next quarry. Hattu half-smiled. ‘You did well, Old
Hog.’

‘You too,’ Troka remarked, eyes
wide as he took in how fierce and swift the slaughter had been.
‘And you should know that Lord Sippa plans to send no more raiding
parties into these heights.’

‘The campaign of traps and
raids has worked,’ Gorru said with a throaty laugh.

Some of Grax’s men began to
cheer at this. ‘He admits defeat!’ When they translated, Beka and
his Vulture Warriors whooped, and Ebron and his Colchians danced
jigs of joy.

But Hattu’s eyes narrowed like
the eagle’s, sensing something dark underneath Troka’s words.

Dagon sensed it too, and waved
the celebrating ones silent with the swish of a hand.

Troka confirmed with a long
sigh. ‘Unfortunately, with your every strike, Lord Sippa has grown
wiser to your location, charting the positions of your attacks and
understanding where you must be based. When we left Hakmis this
morning, I heard him talking. He suspects that you are housed up on
the Silver Peak. That’s why he sent this force here: now that the
snows recede he meant to break this village apart and open the way
to that high settlement. He next intends to muster the Fury
Division in its full capacity and storm that summit. No ambush like
this will suffice to stop them.’

Hattu turned away from Troka,
looking over his loyal but small and rag-tag force: in total there
were no more than two thousand Kaskan warriors and nine hundred
outlanders. Not enough to face Sippa’s Fury Division. They simply
could not win against the fully-arrayed spears and bows of the
Fury.

From the dark recesses of his
mind, he once again saw Kurunta One-eye, glaring, grinning, picking
at that freshly-baked bread… then roaring with laughter at his
impossible dilemma.


Chapter
18
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Lord of the North

Late Winter 1268 BC

 


Priestesses spun and swirled
across the polished stone floor of Hakmis’ cultic hall, their
shadows dancing on the walls like giants. Around the edges of the
hall, groups of eunuchs and templefolk sang, pipers blared a rapid
tune that skirled in time with the dancers’ footsteps and a saz
player plucked low notes that splashed like heavy drops of molten
wax. Slaves came and went, replacing guttering torches, refilling
the burning sconces with pebbles of fresh frankincense, and
bringing wine and bread to Lord Sippa’s northern throne.

Sippa sat there with all the
majesty and confidence of a great king, but wearing a circlet of
bronze – carefully-deferential to Urhi-Teshub’s silver one – that
held his long hair back from his aquiline face. His hands rested on
the arms of the throne possessively as he watched the display.
Every so often, his eyes would slide round towards the frail wretch
in the corner of the hall: Benteshina, the deposed King of distant
Amurru.

Illness and age had yellowed
Benteshina’s skin and clouded his eyes. Years of Egyptian
imprisonment and torture had almost robbed him of his senses. At
Kadesh, Pharaoh Ramesses’ men had dragged the terrified man from
his cage and bound him on board the lead chariot of their
reinforcement charge as some sort of trophy. After the Hittite
victory at Kadesh and the capture of Benteshina’s chariot, the
cursed Hattu had pled the man’s case, arguing that he was no enemy;
instead, he was a good and reliable fellow, learned and prone to
charity. Indeed, since taking up his new home here in Hakmis,
Benteshina had gone about setting up a healing house in the city’s
slum wards, caring for the sick and poor. The Fury soldiers mocked
him, yet he made them herbal drinks every day without complaint,
even though they were not sick or wounded.

Such a good-hearted man, Sippa
thought. His only crime was that Hattu considered him a friend. He
enjoyed these moments, combing over the backgrounds of those whose
lives he was about to end. The pure ones were the best. The
injustice felt like tingling elixir in his veins. Benteshina,
oblivious to his imminent fate, sat there in the shadows, fingers
and thumbs tumbling over one another anxiously. Wait till you
see the rope I have ready for you, Sippa marvelled.

The tramping of feet rose, and
Sippa’s gaze snapped round to the hall doors. A troop of Fury
soldiers barrelled in and across the floor, long hair swishing,
spears gripped diagonally across their white tunic’d chests. It was
the picked ten who escorted him around the city and ran errands for
him. The singing and music ceased. None of the ten halted a
respectful distance from Sippa’s raised chair, but the commander
stepped closer and saluted. ‘It is done, Lord Sippa,’ he
proclaimed. ‘The Fury Division is mustered outside the city walls –
in its entirety, as you asked.’

Sippa slid his eyes towards the
windows. From here, the city defences blocked the view of the
countryside and his forces, but he had a perfect vista of the great
gallows and the string of bodies dangling there in the darkness –
the black outline a statement of his power. Death by the rope had
always been his greatest fear, and that was why he took such a
thrill in hanging others – by being the master of his dread. It was
a thrill to watch men kick and spasm their last, hopeless. The air
of terror the structure created was different in the winter: less
flies and vultures, and that meant the bodies were preserved in the
frosts and snows for many months, staring, gawping, their black and
swollen tongues stuck-out in ignominy until they became
frost-bitten and fell off. The gallows were also a perfect way to
fend-off the food shortages. Fewer traitorous mouths to feed meant
the crisis could be averted for another year. He glanced at
Benteshina again, smirking. Enjoy your final hours,
wretch.

Sippa turned his attentions
back to the troop commander. ‘You and your men should join the rest
of the division. My personal bodyguards will escort me home
tonight,’ he said, flicking his head slightly over each shoulder at
the two standing in the shadows behind his chair, wrapped in dark
cloaks and crowned with leather helms that shaded the eyes, faces
set in scowls. Vicious brutes. ‘Now… go,’ he ordered the troop.
‘Into the darkness. Stream into the mountains and up to the Silver
Peak. You will burn that hovel. You will slaughter the wives and
old ones,’ he ranted as the small troop backed outside, then
continued shouting in their wake. ‘You will take up the young by
the ankles and dash out their brains on the rock. You will
destroy the brigand army up there who have been robbing me
of my patrols. Finally, you will bring Prince Hattu,’ he paused for
a moment, a chill smile growing on his thin lips, his eyes misting
in euphoric anticipation, ‘and his closest, to me, alive. He
will watch his last followers hang before we hoist him up. His
dangling corpse will be a trophy for the Labarna.’

An awkward silence hung in the
hall as his words echoed around, taking an age to fade away. Once
they had, the music and singing struck up again. From outside the
city walls, the sound of stomping boots and hectoring officers’
cries rose as the Fury set out on the march, gradually fading away.
Sippa took up his cup of watered wine and watched the night sky,
sipping and eating small mouthfuls of bread, imagining what their
trek into the mountains would be like. Rumours were that Hattu had
gathered nearly three thousand men up there on the Silver Peak. A
rag-tag of Kaskans, runaways and bandits from distant countries.
The village of Grax had nothing in the way of defences, apart from
the scarcity of approaches. His Fury Division – trained in the
ancient Hittite craft of war – would overwhelm them. For a moment,
he began to regret his order for the young to have their brains
dashed out. Would it not have been more terrible to have them
brought down here for a slower end? He sipped his wine again,
savouring the taste as if it was the blood of those who were about
to fall tonight. At that thought, his eyes fell upon Benteshina
once more.

 


***

 


The First, Second and Third
Regiments of the Fury moved like jackals, bounding up the snow-clad
track – the eastern approach to Grax’s lofty village. High Chief
Naza hopped up onto a boulder and waved them on, swinging his head
from these regiments towards the other mountain path a danna west.
There, the Fourth and Fifth Regiments streamed uphill too, almost
soundless. All wore bleached white tunics or leather cuirasses and
white leather caps in favour of bronze – to disguise them as much
as possible against the eyes of Kaskan scouts. He stared up at
their destination, seeing the thin wisps of cloud and blown ice
particles around the Silver Peak. Just below that majestic
snowbound summit, he pinpointed the irregular shapes of the village
– tents, huts, pickets. His lips parted in a rapacious grin.

‘Silent,’ he hissed as he
jumped down into the snow and began running alongside his men,
‘lethal,’ he added, drawing his curved blade and test-swishing it
through the air. He sprinted into the lead. ‘Do not hesitate to
swing your blade up there,’ he hissed, stabbing a finger upwards.
‘See not babies nor old men, mothers nor sons. See Kaskans, age-old
enemies of the Hittites. Each one of them is an enemy of our Lord
Sippa, and of our mighty Labarna. Slay them all and leave
their corpses to freeze in the ice and snow. Earn the silver our
masters have promised us.’

‘Aye,’ many rumbled, eyes and
teeth glinting in the darkness.

 


***

 


Hunkered at the brink of his
village, the furs on Grax’s shoulders danced in the perishing wind.
He had been cold all day, even while sitting by his hearth this
morning in front of a crackling fire. Hattu’s warnings echoed in
his mind like a pealing bell: We cannot face the Fury and
win.

He glanced around his home,
seeing in his mind’s eye the days of his childhood, when his
father, Chief Babak, had play-fought with him, chasing him around
the huts. He remembered the long nights when his father and other
tribal elders would tell tales around the fires. The laughter, the
singing. The essence of home.

Something at the edge of his
eye scattered the fond memories. Movement, below. He turned his
head slowly, his eyes widening, the cold now all too real, clawing
under his furs as he saw it: many shapes silently swarming up
towards his home. Pouring from the treeline of conifers far below,
flooding onto the east path. His head shot round – many more coming
up the westerly path too. He felt his blood turn to ice at that
moment. Troka the pig trader had been right. Sippa had done it. He
had actually done it – gathered and sent his entire force up here.
He knew it there and then: The Silver Peak was doomed.

With shaking hands, he rose
from his haunches and took up a hammer, then strode across his
village one last time.

Two tribesmen came to walk
alongside him. ‘Chieftain?’ One asked.

‘It is time,’ he burred.

 


***

 


Sippa gazed out through the hall
window towards the mountains for an age. The distant Silver Peak
was picked out by the moonlight, and he played out in his head the
devastation that was about to unfold, eyes hooded as he saw it all,
tongue rolling over his lips as he imagined the taste of their
fear. Sharp thrills rolled up through his body, over and over.
Finally, he became angered because no matter how much he watched,
he would never be able to see what was going on up there. So
he rose and clapped a hand to end the dancing. ‘Enough. It is late
and I grow tired of the entertainment,’ he sighed. ‘Leave me.’

The priestesses, sweating and
exhausted, shuffled out of the hall. The pipes and saz fell silent
too and the musicians left.

When Benteshina rose and made
to leave also, Sippa smiled thinly. ‘Not you.’

Benteshina, shaking like a
kicked dog, sat down again.

Next, he clapped his hands in
the direction of a pair of waiting slaves. ‘Run across the city,
prepare my bedchamber for me.’ The two slaves sprinted off into the
cold night.

Too cold to walk, thought
Sippa. ‘And have my wagon brought round,’ he snapped after them.
Soon, a clop of hooves and a snort of horses sounded, and a black
carriage rolled into view and to a halt out there.

He stepped down from the throne
platform and strode across the hall. His two personal bodyguards
followed. ‘Now you may rise,’ he said to Benteshina as he passed
the sitting man. And before the hour is out you will dance the
jig of death on the end of a rope.

Benteshina rose dutifully,
shambling along in Sippa’s wake.

‘Where to, My Lord?’ asked the
wagon driver, a hunched, awkward-looking man.

‘Take me to my palace first, so
I may collect a warm coat. After that, we drive to the gallows,’ he
demanded. The driver nodded in mute reply. He slipped into the
carriage and sank onto its cushioned bench. Prodded by one of the
bodyguards, Benteshina scrambled inside too, instantly diverting
his gaze to the carriage floor, making himself as small and
apologetic as possible. The bodyguard clicked the carriage door
shut then both of them hopped up onto narrow foot platforms either
side of the vehicle. With the crack of a whip, the wagon jolted
forwards. The stink of one bodyguard’s sweat began to waft through
the carriage, so Sippa drew the curtain on that side. He distracted
himself once more with matters of punishment. Crushing Grax and
Prince Hattu was a fine achievement. Benteshina’s death would be
enjoyable too. But the pogrom of the north was not yet complete.
There were still many families who were only superficially
obedient, and there would always be more Kaskans to be tamed.

The wagon slowed. Wearily, he
lifted his head, realising how tired he was. It was a deathly cold
night, and he began to think through which of his fur-lined coats
he would select to wear at Benteshina’s hanging. But when he slid
the curtain back, he frowned. For he was not at his palace, but in
the market ward, by the great gallows in all their silhouetted,
charnel glory.

‘Are you deaf?’ he hissed
through the carriage’s front wall towards the driver’s berth. I
said take me to the palace first.’

Silence.

Sippa decided then and there
that the driver would be put to death here and now. He pushed the
carriage door open to step out… then felt a cold, dreadful clench
of surprise.

‘This is the end of the journey
for you, Lord Sippa,’ said Hattu, stepping into view, his face half
in shadow.

Sippa’s tall body shivered with
fear and he shrank back inside the carriage. ‘What? How?’ He turned
to the two guards clinging to the sides of the wagon. ‘It’s
Hattu! Kill him!’

The two guards hopped down and
stalked towards Hattu, spears levelled towards the intruder.

‘Run him through,’ Sippa
growled.

But when the pair reached
striking distance, they both relaxed their spears, drew off their
helms and stood by Hattu’s sides. Sippa gawped: these were not the
brutes he had hired. One was small and plague-scarred, the other
burly and tall, his cloak swinging open to reveal a missing arm.
Dagon and Tanku – the rebel generals.

Sippa’s mouth drained of
moisture, like a sponge being wrung dry. His guts too twisted
horribly. ‘Driver,’ he wailed, squeezing back into the carriage.
‘Ride!’

But the driver hopped down and
loped awkwardly over beside the three Hittite rebels, throwing off
his black robes. An aged, twisted Egyptian, Sippa realised,
watching as the man crouched beside Hattu like a hunting hound. Now
Sippa saw families looking out from their doorways and windows. Not
one of them made an effort to intervene.

‘Watchmen!’ Sippa croaked in
the direction of the walls. He saw them dotted around the city
battlements. One hundred men, easily enough to save him. But of the
few he could see from here, one was sitting slumped, back against
the battlements. Another was lying on his back.

‘The herbal drink was strong
tonight,’ Benteshina said, mustering a speck of courage as he edged
past Sippa and alighted from the wagon.

‘You are not Lord of the North,
Sippa,’ said Dagon. ‘You are a tyrant, placed in the seat of Hakmis
by a murderous usurper. Had you treated your subjects well, they
might not have passed our messages to Benteshina, they might not
have let us in… and it might not have come to this.’

‘Let you in?’ Sippa stammered.
‘They let you and your rabble army in?’

‘Had you respected the peace
with the Kaskans too, you might have stood a chance,’ Tanku
added.

‘The mountain men? They are but
vermin!’ Sippa spat.

Hattu stared at Sippa askance,
as if too sickened to look him full in the face. ‘Mountain
men? I happened upon one low-lying Kaskan village recently.
There was a circle of bodies, men on the outside who died trying to
shield the women and children within. Your soldier’s spears had
lanced through the protectors and protected alike. You must pay for
your crimes.’

‘I do not answer to
you,’ Sippa rasped.

Tanku moved towards the
carriage door. ‘Step out, or I will drag you by your lying
tongue.’

Sippa’s eyes rolled, scanning
the dark streets of Hakmis once again in search of support. Seeing
none, he shaped his mouth into an O and tried to howl for help, but
Tanku’s hand shot into the cabin and clutched his neck, choking any
sound, hauling him out. Sippa fell to his knees, gagging and
rasping. Dagon plucked Sippa’s good iron sword from his belt and
slid it into his own. Terror shuddered through Sippa again… but
then he realised that apart from nervously-watching citizens, the
streets were empty. These four infiltrators were completely alone.
‘Your rabble of an army is not here with you?’

‘No, there are just the four of
us,’ Hattu said calmly. ‘My army remains in the mountains.’

Sippa’s face changed, scored
with triumph, and he let out a horrible, dry laugh. ‘Then the
Silver Peak will be a mass grave before dawn!’

‘I do not disagree,’ Hattu
replied, then gestured towards the Silver Peak. ‘Watch.’

 


***

 


Chief Naza led three thousand of
the Fury men up and onto the Silver Peak, barrelling through the
unmanned watchpoint at the top of the eastern path. Two thousand
more exploded into view from the western path.

‘Destroy them!’ Naza cried.

Men kicked holes in the mud
huts, sliced through bivouac tents and smashed down picket corrals.
It was only after a short time that they all slowed, their cries
changing to muttered words of confusion.

‘There’s nobody here,’ one
soldier said.

‘What?’ Naza snapped at
him.

The cool winter wind whistled
around them. Naza looked this way and that, suddenly unsure of
himself. It was hauntingly familiar, similar to the way some of the
Fury’s early mountain raids had worked: strike hard and fast, take
the people away to be hung on the gallows, and leave the village
empty as a warning to the other Kaskan tribes. But the Fury had not
yet attempted to strike this place yet.

A stark clank of metal
on stone sounded from behind and high above. He swung round to the
great looming prow that was the Silver Peak, his neck craning to
look up towards the source of the noise, eyes scanning all the way
up the snow-laden sides of the majestic zenith.

Clank.

Now Naza saw the three figures
up there on the tip of the Silver Peak. Grax – his hair flailing
like liquid silver in the moonlight – swinging down once again with
a two-handed hammer upon a giant bronze pin held by the other two
Kaskans with him.

Clank.

‘What are they doing?’ a
captain asked him.

The reply came in the form of a
rumble, first like the sound of boots moving through the snow, then
like a hungry giant’s belly. Naza took a step back, his throat
drying out, as he saw the great white wall of snow on the Silver
Peak’s near side change. Spidering grey cracks shot across that
deep blanket of white.

Clank!

A short distance below Grax’s
position, the snow slid and shuddered a little, a grey crack
appearing, revealing naked rock underneath the snow. the grey crack
widened and became black… and then the masses of white all over the
peak shifted and came alive, racing down towards the village ridge
like a stampeding herd of giant white bulls.

‘Run!’ Naza screamed, but could
not even hear his own cry, as the avalanche surged down the steep
slope, swamping the whole village ridge with deafening thunder,
smashing into the ranks of Fury men nearest, their screams
instantly muted as it swallowed up and crushed their bodies. Naza
stumbled backwards, away from the boiling wall of white. But it
rose up over him like a great bear’s paw, then slammed down upon
him.

Instantly, white became black
and the thunderous roar of moments ago changed into that muffled
rush one hears underwater. He felt his body being turned and
twisted in the freezing mass. When it eventually stopped, all was
dark. He realised he was hopelessly buried, and could not tell up
from down. From nearby, somewhere even deeper in the snow, he heard
the muted screams of one of his men. They lasted only a moment
before turning into a desperate choking, before the voice fell
silent. Terrified, Naza began panting for breath too. But there was
no air. Instead, clumps of snow filled his mouth with every gasp.
The harder he tried to breathe, the more snow packed into his
mouth. All he could do was scream like that fellow from moments
ago, as he felt death crawl across his air-starved body.

 


***

 


Sippa, kneeling in Hakmis’
streets, watched the strange puff of white up on the mountain
heights, his jaw slackening. It seemed gentle and harmless from
this distance, but he knew what it meant, even if he didn’t
understand how it had been achieved.

‘My followers are in the
mountains,’ Hattu explained, ‘but apart from Grax and his chosen
men, they are not up on the Silver Peak. Your soldiers are there,
and now they are all dead.’

‘And it is time for you to join
them,’ Tanku said matter-of-factly.

‘See the fresh noose?’ Dagon
pointed to the gallows. ‘It was meant for Benteshina, I believe?
Well now it is for you.’ Benteshina stared at Sippa, emotionless –
or maybe with a speck of pity. ‘More, it is for the women, the
young, the old and the soldiers you have murdered in your short and
false reign.’

Sippa turned his head very
slowly from the sight of the distant avalanche and towards the
rope, black against the dark-blue of the night sky and the waning
moon behind it. As he stared at the rope, his greatest fear, he
felt all control slip away. He remembered the faces of those he had
watched hanging – the terror, the white-hot panic in their eyes.
‘No, no, n-no, no, I have family,’ he begged.

‘Your family are better off
without you,’ Tanku said.

‘What have I done to you,
Prince Hattu, but sought to redress the slurs you painted upon my
father’s name? I am a nobleman!’

‘There was nothing noble about
your father and there is nothing noble about you,’ said Hattu. ‘You
are to die today not because of the injuries to which you subjected
me, but for the thousands of others whom you hurt and killed in
your pursuit of power and pleasure.’

‘Anything, anything except
this…’ Sippa said in a choked whisper.

‘Hoist him up,’ Hattu said
flatly.

Without ceremony, Dagon and
Tanku stepped either side of Sippa and seized him by a shoulder
each. As they dragged him up the wooden steps onto the hanging
platform, Sippa felt his bowels soften and the contents splatter
all over the insides of his legs. They lifted him towards the small
stool where he would stand so the rope could be fitted around his
neck. His mind reeled with terror as he stared up at the rough rope
that would crush his throat. No way out. No escape, except… he saw
the small knife in Dagon’s belt. He snatched it and wriggled free
of their grasp. Backing away, laughing, he ripped it across his own
neck.

Nothing.

The blade was blunt.

He realised there was only one
other way. In the instant before Dagon could lunge in an attempt to
snatch the knife back, Sippa reversed it in his grip, held the dull
point before one of his eyes, then hammered the palm of his other
hand against the hilt. The blunt blade punched effortlessly through
his eye and plunged into his brain.

His body slammed onto its knees
then toppled forward, his head dangling over the edge of the
platform, a mess of dark red blood, grey-pink brain matter and
milky eye fluid pattering onto the street below.

Hattu stared at the corpse,
impassive. ‘So ends the reign of Sippa the Hangman,’ he said
quietly.

 


***

 


Three nights later, Hattu stood
on the walls of Hakmis, cold to his marrow, his regrown hair
hanging around his face and shoulders like a veil of privacy as he
stared up at the Silver Peak. Memories of the avalanche came to him
every few moments still. Ishtar’s dream had been true enough, for
Hittites had died in an icy grave. Five thousand Hittite men, dead…
by his command. He felt Dagon’s hand squeeze his shoulder, Pudu’s
slip around his waist and her head rest on his shoulder. No words
could fit this moment.

Behind him, the clamour of
celebration roared on endlessly throughout the city: wails of
relief, crying mothers, weeping men sending barely-intelligible
streams of gratitude in Hattu’s direction. ‘The terror of Sippa is
over. Prince Hattu has returned,’ they acclaimed him. People were
hoarse and many had gone without sleep since the taking of the
city. Thousands thronged the roofs and streets, passing bread, wine
and beer freely now that Sippa’s private grain stores had been
thrown open to the hungry populace. People had come in from Nerik
and Zalpa too and many other smaller towns. Hittites, all here to
see the body of the hated Lord Sippa, and the sight of Prince
Hattu. They sang, they threw ribbons and petals from the rooftops,
urns smashed and laughter rang out. Reunited families stood
huddled, embracing, weeping with joy. Benteshina helped to feed the
elderly and wounded, the act of charity reward enough for him.
Sirtaya danced with all and everyone, leaping and tumbling in the
excitement of it all. Grax and his two helpers drank solemnly with
some of their tribal elders, proud of their victory over the
northern tyrant, but dejected at the loss of their ancient home –
for the Silver Peak was uninhabitable now, buried under great
depths of snow, and the ridge broken up with the massive weight of
the avalanche. The rest of the patchwork army had come down from
the mountains too, all enjoying a well-earned share of the
festivities.

Hattu heard a familiar bump of
wood on stone from down on the city streets. He turned to see a man
– grey and wiry – holding a spear claimed from the unmanned
armoury, bumping the haft upon the step of his home. ‘I will fight
for you, Prince Hattu,’ he said.

A boy picked up a broom and
held it like a lance. ‘Sippa had my parents hung. I live only to
right that wrong. Let me march with you against Sippa’s master,’ he
pled. Hundreds more men, women too, begged to join him. ‘If we do
not move to challenge the Labarna then he will move first,’
reasoned one old fellow. Hattu looked over the sea of pained,
desperate faces. Had they seen what he had been shown in his dreams
last night, they might have been less keen.

The dreams of frozen corpses
and ice graves had ceased – like a snuffed-out candle – following
the avalanche. But Ishtar had not been idle. Instead she had
immediately bestowed him with a new vision, one far grimmer. He
closed his eyes as if to blink the memory away… but that only
brought it into sharp relief.

 


A world of fire and screaming.
Bodies, heaped, ripped apart, riddled with arrows and spears. Dead
and dying Hittites all around him in their thousands. Some crying
out, reaching towards him, faces bloodied, eyes brimming with fear.
Ishtar soared through the smoke-stained skies above like a
vulture.

‘Help us,’ one crawling man
wailed, his hair ablaze, his body cleaved from shoulder to stomach,
his arm and the side of his chest half-peeled away from his torso,
his beating heart and one pumping lung exposed.

‘I… I cannot,’ Hattu stammered,
devoid of pastes or bandages, of anything that could help these
half-slaughtered wretches. ‘Take me away from this,’ he called up
to Ishtar.

‘I will take you away,’ the
Goddess said as she landed, the body of the crawling man and others
crunching under her taloned feet. She stretched out a hand towards
Hattu. ‘But first… dance with me.’

‘What?’ Hattu backed away,
horrified. Undeterred, Ishtar began to spin and step like an
acrobat, swaying across the dead towards him, her talons tearing at
the cadavers. Blood splashed up and over her and she revelled in it
as if it were wine. ‘I will not be denied,’ she laughed, her hand
stretching closer, ‘you must know this by now.’

 


A cold wind whistled around him
on Hakmis’ walls as he stared into space, hearing the Goddess’
words echoing in his mind.

‘Hattu,’ Pudu whispered,
‘look.’

He peeled his eyes open, took a
deep breath and turned slowly to see what she was pointing at. Out
in the countryside, a ghostly shape moved. It reminded Hattu of the
demon serpent, Illuyanka, but pale… and longer. Much longer. He
heard it then, the rhythmic growl of boots on frozen ground. Saw it
too: flashes of moonlight upon bronze speartips and helms, long
dark hair swishing.

Soldiers? His skin
crawled. Was this Urhi-Teshub’s reprisal? How could his nephew have
found out and responded so quickly? A deep fear for the people in
the city rose through him like a stake.

But now he heard the truth: the
approaching soldiers were singing… a song to Tarhunda, God of the
Storm.

‘The Storm regiments from
Kadesh,’ he whispered.

‘They have come as I knew they
would, as Ishtar showed me they would,’ Pudu said softly.

Tanku and Gorru ran up onto the
battlements to stand with Hattu and Dagon, all staring at the
approaching force. Sirtaya scrambled up too, perching on the tip of
a merlon and gawking.

‘By all the Gods…’ Tanku said,
growing taller, bursting with pride.

As the column approached, they
let loose a mighty cry, pumping their left fists in the air.
‘Prince Hattu, Son of Ishtar, Chosen by the Storm God!’

‘It seems you have an army
now,’ Dagon said.

‘The Storm God is with us,’
Gorru said, shivering with awe.

Hattu nodded slowly, saying
nothing. For what was there to be said? The truth was indelible:
war had begun… but not any war he had ever experienced before. In
this war, Hittite would slay Hittite. A civil war: a lone beast
gnawing upon its own flesh; with every bite maddening and weakening
itself. He stared up at the moon, and closed his eyes.

 


***

 


Urhi-Teshub stood by the tall
windows of the war room in the palace of Hattusa, the walls
emerald-green, the air thick with the scent of oil and bronze. For
a time he studied the new spring moon, hands clasped behind his
back. Then he gazed down over the lower town, irritated by the
toothless gaps in the defences there. Last moon’s quake had been
long and determined. Normally the soldiers would mend this type of
damage, but instead, civilians had been herded together to perform
the repairs, because every soldier was needed for what lay ahead,
with spear in hand.

‘When we chased him into the
mountains before the winter, he had but a few hundred bitches and
runts,’ he said quietly, then twisted his head to look over his
shoulder at his council, standing around the hexagonal map table.
Captain Bilanza and the generals of the Wrath and the Blaze: Zirra
and Taksa. Finally there was Marok, the bald Chariot Master, toying
with his false braids. ‘Now spring has arrived, and I hear that he
has overthrown Sippa and claimed back Hakmis, Zalpa and Nerik? That
he has somehow formed an “Army of the North”?’

Bilanza toyed with his bronze
sword, turning it by hilt and tip between his two index fingers –
the man was still annoyed and ashamed that he had been robbed of
the two prized iron blades. ‘His army is untested. He won by the
use of guile and deception. Ambushes, decoys, delays, blocked
passes, fire.’

‘Petty tricks,’ Taksa scoffed.
‘Attacks that only resulted in the loss of a few hundred of Sippa’s
Fury soldiers.’

‘And what about the avalanche,
you oaf?’ Bilanza retorted. ‘That was a trick too. Not so petty
though, was it? The entire Fury Division, buried alive!’

‘They acclaim him in the north
for killing Sippa,’ said Zirra. ‘They sing songs about the fall of
a great torturer and tyrant.’

Another voice spoke then, from
the shadowy corners of the room. ‘They know not what they have
done,’ Kurunta said softly, tablet and stylus in hand. All looked
to him. ‘The chickens have invited a fox into their coop so that he
might protect them from dangerous predators. With the sound of
applause and celebration, none would have heard the coop door
clicking shut… nor noticed the glint in the fox’s eyes.’ Slowly, he
lifted the hem of his robe and stroked absently at the childhood
burn welt on his shin.

‘Kurunta,’ Urhi-Teshub said
softly. ‘Write for me. Write of the things he did to you.’

With a faint nod and a lost
gaze, he began to move his stylus, murmuring as he went. ‘When I
was a boy, he hurt me every day. He burned my skin, threw me before
horses…’

All others returned their
attentions to the map table.

General Taksa swiped a hand
through the air then folded his arms defensively. ‘Anyway! I refuse
to believe that it was Hattu and his men who made the mountains
roar and shed their snow. Such things are the work of the
Gods.’

‘Some say he has the Gods on
his side,’ Zirra ventured.

Urhi-Teshub glared at him. The
words were like flames, licking at his chest. ‘That is why we must
crush this uprising before it spreads,’ he said through caged
teeth. ‘He has how many soldiers now?’

‘Two thousand true Hittite
soldiers,’ Zirra replied. ‘The two Storm regiments years ago
stationed in Kadesh – they have returned to aid his cause. Also
there are the people of the northern cities: they are not soldiers,
but they can hold a spear at least. A few thousand of them. A few
thousand Kaskans too.’ All others grumbled and hissed at the
mention of the ancient bane of the Hittite Empire. ‘Strange peoples
from afar also. Smatterings, tribal groups. Less than a thousand of
these. That and a score or so of Mesedi-’

‘The last of their filthy
kind,’ Bilanza remarked.

‘-meaning he commands just
under eight regiments’-worth of men,’ Zirra finished.

‘Eight thousand?’ Taksa
chuckled. ‘He will win no war. With the Blaze, the Wrath, the
Golden Spearmen, we have over fifteen regiments’-worth. Plus – most
vitally – we have the Lords of the Bridle. Those five hundred
chariots will cut apart his rabble.’

Marok shuffled in discomfort.
Urhi-Teshub’s eyes rolled to pin him and he suddenly fell still.
‘Something you would like to share?’

Marok cleared his throat a few
times and toyed with his false braids before admitting: ‘A band of
workers at the Fields of Bronze deserted us two nights ago.’

‘Workers?’

‘They took horses as well. And
chariots.’

‘Chariots?’ Taksa gasped.

‘Just a small squadron of
twelve vehicles. The last of the old Destroyers from the Kadesh
war.’

‘The Destroyers?’ Taksa relaxed
with a laugh, re-folding his arms. ‘Those bulky old things were fit
for burning and nothing more.’

Urhi-Teshub approached the map
table and rested the heels of his palms on the edge, eyes drifting
across the glossy surface of polished tree-sap. Twists of ash, oak
and cherry, dots and dashes of ink, and flecks of gold and silver
marked out roads, mountains, passes, rivers, forts and cities. He
let his gaze slide along the length of the Soaring Mountains, the
province of the wretched Kaskans. It was a great stripe running
west to east, like an eyebrow above the Hittite heartlands. Near
the range’s eastern end lay the city of Samuha, a cult centre to
which Hittites journeyed every year in great pilgrimages. He rolled
his eyes up towards Bilanza. ‘And this is his next target? Are you
certain?’

Bilanza nodded once,
confidently. ‘During the first moon of the spring, our scouts have
watched his force shambling along the plains north of the mountain
range, coming towards that eastern end. Make no mistake, he aims to
round the range’s end and come south to these heartlands. Samuha
will be the first of your cities that lies in his way. We must move
faster than him lest he rally or bribe the people there. We have
the advantage now, for we have good, well-used tracks from here to
Samuha, and the land is flat. He, meanwhile, will have to rumble
through the dense vegetation and uneven ground north of the
mountains, and he will be further hampered by those of his
followers who are not used to the march.’

Urhi-Teshub’s eyes danced
across the map table surface, in time with Bilanza’s words. For a
time, he stared at Samuha, before drawing a dagger from his belt
and holding the tip over the city… then stabbing the point down
into the antique surface. ‘Gather my armies. Bring the Royal
Stonemason too,’ he said as the dagger quivered there. ‘Once it is
over, I will raise a monument at Samuha to commemorate Uncle
Hattu’s death.’
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No Ships on the Western Sea

Early Summer 1268 BC

 


Atop the Scaean Tower, Priam
watched as five foreign chariots blazed across the Scamander
plains, dust spiralling up in their wake. Crop workers in the wheat
fields ran in panic, gathering at small stone silos guarded by
troops of Trojan archer militia. From there, they could only watch,
like Priam, as the war-cars ploughed recklessly through the wheat,
casting up plumes of chaff, spitting curses and howling threats in
the direction of the shelters. As they went, the sound of
Cassandra’s weeping rose from the Temple of Apollo, near Priam’s
vantage point. It came in elegiac waves throughout the day and
often at nights too. Priam, heartsick for his daughter but at a
loss as to how he could cure her madness, blocked out the weeping,
focusing all his attentions on the raiding chariots. They looped
away again, upriver and back over the eastern horizon towards
Piya-maradu’s inland camp.

‘They scout our city like
vultures watching a dying man,’ hissed Prince Scamandrios, failing
to cage and control his emotions like his father. ‘Give me the
Trojan chariotry, Father,’ he begged. ‘I may not be as skilled as
Hektor, but Hektor is not here. Give me even just three cars and we
will streak out there and chase them down.’

‘Like the last squadron we
despatched?’ said Priam.

Scamandrios fell silent.

One moon ago, Priam had sent a
team of twelve chariots speeding out to chase off Piya-maradu’s
scouts. The Trojan chariots were far superior, cutting across the
plain, gaining upon the fleeing enemy. Priam and his sons had
watched as the chase had faded into the horizon. When the twelve
chariots returned, it was in a different form: drivers and warriors
tethered to their wagons and held upright as if they were alive,
eyes gouged out, tongues ripped away, the horses swerving madly and
unevenly without the guidance of reins.

‘There are close to five
thousand bandits out there,’ Priam pointed to a spot on the
horizon, beyond the giant green massif of Mount Ida, where a pall
of smoke and dust hung like a low cloud.

‘Then why don’t they come for
their prize?’ Scamandrios brayed. ‘Our walls are tall, strong,
imposing. Our armies may be small, but we are golden, and favoured
by Apollo!’

Priam turned to those seated
behind him. Prince Deiphobus – surly and agitated as always –
seemed just as agitated as Scamandrios, his fingers restlessly
folding and unfolding the hem of his robe. The Priests of Apollo
were muttering and lamenting amongst themselves in a constant
background babble. Antenor and his fellow elders muttered in
discussions amongst themselves. Pandarus, King of Zeleia, was the
only one who wore a look of dispassionate interest. Pandarus was
Priam’s age, and thankfully of a similar temperament. He had been
the first to bring his soldiers and people here for shelter and to
support Troy. Others since had followed his example. Prince Aeneas
and his Dardanians had taken up quarter in Troy’s lower town,
populating a ward that had hitherto lain almost empty since a wave
of plague deaths three generations ago. Tenes and his forest isle
soldiers were there too, and the villagers of Percote and
Cyzicus.

In reality they were refugees,
fleeing Piya-maradu’s bullying raids, but the Priests of Apollo had
no trouble in spinning this as a great moment, heralding it as “the
people of Wilusa drawing together under the sheltering bosom of
Mother Troy”. Priam had even broken the seal on the royal grain
silo – an emergency storehouse – in order to throw a great
celebration feast to welcome the incoming peoples. This had helped
soothe the jealousies of the native Trojans and had for a time
instilled an air of gaiety around the streets. But now that the
celebrations had passed, many spent their days on their rooftops,
watching the regular scouting raids quietly, fearfully.

King Pandarus walked over to
Priam’s side as the scout chariots melted away into the eastern
haze. ‘What are you thinking, Majesty?’

‘I’m thinking I could
fight them,’ Priam said quietly lest his agitated sons hear.

‘My soldiers came here, willing
to do just that,’ replied Pandarus, ‘to stand beside the Trojan
Guardians and put an end to Piya-maradu’s bullying ways. They will
rally to your call…’

‘But?’ Priam said, with a
sidelong glance at the Zeleian King.

‘But you know in your heart you
are doing the right thing. Wait. Have faith in your convictions.’
Pandarus urged, then turned to look westwards.

Priam looked that way too,
across Troy’s citadel and over the green waters of the Western Sea,
flecked with gold in the late afternoon sunlight. Out there six
ships of the Trojan fleet glided majestically up and down the mouth
of the Hellespont Strait, battling the fierce northerly gale, while
hundreds of trade vessels glided respectfully along the narrow
lanes these patrol boats allowed, all guided towards the sheltered
bay of Troy to await the rare and precious change of the winds.

‘Piya-maradu’s forces may have
stymied overland trade to the east,’ Pandarus said. ‘But the waters
are Troy’s, and they were always your best asset. Piya-maradu has
no boats. His land “blockade” is pointless. And when Hektor and
Paris return from Sparta, they will bring with them the voice of
the Ahhiyawans, the order for Piya-maradu to disperse his force and
leave Troy in peace.’

Priam stared at the Western
Sea, beyond the patrol ships and the trade flotillas near the
coast. Out in the deeper, cobalt waters, there were no ships. He
had watched those waters for months now. ‘Then where are they?’ he
said, almost as a private thought escaping, turning his palms up
towards the summer sky. ‘They were supposed to winter in Sparta and
return in the first days of spring.’

‘Hektor will not let you down,’
Pandarus assured him.

Priam smiled, assured once
more. ‘He never has. More, this is Paris’ chance to prove himself
to me.’

And on Cassandra wept.

 


***

 


Six more days passed, and Priam
tried to heed Pandarus’ advice. He let Deiphobus pace the tower
tops and fret over matters, while he instead spent his time with
Hekabe in their private quarters. The queen was in a nostalgic
mood, reminiscing about her absent sons’ antics of yesteryear. He
drew a soft woollen blanket around them both, enjoying the vivid
stories: of Hektor challenging a boy twice his age to a foot race.
They ran around the city’s lower town, and Hektor beat the older
lad by a stride… only for the older boy to fly into a rage at his
defeat – and chase Hektor another two circuits of the city! Hektor
had outpaced him in these two extra laps, and the older boy had
collapsed, too exhausted to exact revenge.

Next they talked about the time
Paris, a few moons after his return from the wilderness, befriended
a mob of stray cats and brought them all to the palace, begging to
keep them. No, had been the firm answer. One day Hekabe and
Priam had awoken to find their bed vibrating and the most powerful
purring sound shaking the room. At least a dozen moggies lay on and
around them in blissful slumber. When Priam sat up and shouted at
them, waving his hands, one calico tom had beheld him with a
disdainful look, before calmly extending one back leg in the air
and lazily licking its bottom. Commander Dolon and the Trojan
Guardians had spent the day chasing the cats around the palace with
little effect. Two of the veteran soldiers had run into each other
head first, knocking each other out cold, and a third had fallen
down a flight of stairs, turning an ankle. Lying in the beds of the
healer’s hall, they too had to endure the sight of the calico cat
sitting on the windowsill, licking its parts.

Every tale sent waves of warmth
through Priam. He nuzzled into Hekabe’s neck, feeling the joy
within her too. For a moment he wondered why men let themselves
become so entangled in troubles, vexed and thwarted by riddles and
problems that they could not hope to solve, instead of enjoying the
simple beauties of the universe such as this. When a soul found
such a moment of golden happiness, why did they ever choose to
leave? On this occasion it was the sound of Cassandra’s weeping
that split their shell of tranquillity.

‘Every day we force her to live
in that cold temple, a part of me dies,’ Hekabe said, her voice
tight with emotion.

Priam’s mind rolled over the
many attempts they had made to find a place for her in the palace
or elsewhere in the city. Somewhere that might take her thoughts
away from the dreadful things she claimed to have been told by
Apollo. He realised then there was something different about her
sobbing. This time it was deep, final… defeated. He squeezed
Hekabe’s hand, sensing her pain.

‘Father,’ young Troilus’ voice
echoed through the palace halls. ‘Father!’

Priam sat bolt upright. Hekabe
too. Neither said a thing – Troilus’ shrill tone striking fear into
both. They hurriedly slipped on sandals and climbed through the
palace towards the roof and the small bridge linking it to the
Scaean Tower. The hot summer wind cast their hair back as they
joined the huddle of bodies on the turret’s western edge.
Deiphobus, Scamandrios, young Troilus, King Pandarus, Prince
Aeneas, all gazing out over the Western Sea. Trojan Guardians on
the citadel and lower town walls too were shading their eyes from
the sun, staring. Out there sailed three craft: two Trojan
warships, the square, white sails emblazoned with purple sun
emblems, and they flanked a smaller vessel, the sail embroidered
with a silver flame. The royal transport in which Hektor and Paris
had left last year.

Nobody spoke. Everyone wore a
look of budding joy.

‘Shall I make preparations for
a triumphal entry?’ one priest clucked. ‘We can have the princes
showered with petals as they ascend the streets towards the
citadel. More, when they come up here to be received by you, we can
have a troupe of goats dressed in silver gowns -’

‘No, no,’ Hekabe cut the priest
off. ‘My sons are home again. Take me down to the docks. I want to
be there the moment they safely set foot on Trojan soil again.’

With a blur of voices and
shouting, Priam and Hekabe went, hand in hand down through the
citadel and the lower town, Trojan Guardians congregating hurriedly
around them, then citizens, Zeleians, Telens, Dardanians – and even
a pounce of stray cats – joined the impromptu foray through the bay
gates and onto the wooden wharf. It reminded Priam of the
celebrations during their wedding, such was the air of cheer and
the feeling of euphoria growing in the pit of his stomach. Traders
and dock workers on the stone and timber harbour looked up,
confused, then excited by the growing sounds of celebration. The
priest, despite Hekabe’s dismissal of his idea, led his clergy
anyway in tossing petals in the air. Men sang, and tavern-keepers
brought out loaves and wine. Flutes whistled and drums throbbed,
children laughed and dogs barked. ‘Prince Hektor returns!’ the
crowds cried, cups clacking, all eyes on the trio of ships as they
lowered sail at the bay mouth then glided across the glassy waters
towards the wharf-side under power of oar.

The ropes groaned and a
gangplank swung out. Hektor disembarked first, his bronze scales
and oiled dark curls glinting in the sun, his purple cape floating
gently as he descended onto the wharf. Priam watched as Hekabe
dispensed with ceremony and hugged him tight. Hektor sagged into
his mother’s embrace. Next came Paris, darkly-tanned, his short
hair bleached from the sun, his lyre hanging in a leather case from
his belt in the same way Hektor wore a sword and scabbard, as if
the instrument was all he had needed for the year-long adventure in
Sparta. He wore the confident smile of a boy who had become a man
in that time.

‘Father,’ he said with a voice
deeper than Priam remembered. He sank to one knee in deference,
kissing Priam’s hand, then rose, extending his arms to accept his
father’s embrace as Hektor had taken Hekabe’s. Priam smelt strange
aromas on his son’s skin and hair. Oils and scents of distant
lands. ‘I bring a great gift, Father,’ he said quietly, gesturing
to the deck of the boat. A third figure now moved down the
gangplank in pale robes and hood.

An envoy? He guessed.
‘The Ahhiyawans agreed to our wishes? That is a fine gift.’ Priam
beamed, eyeing this envoy. ‘Yet it is a matter secondary to the
sight of you here, my boy. Both of you,’ he said, fighting the urge
to weep with joy. He turned to see Hektor part from his mother.
Something struck him: the look on Hektor’s face, like a surly
drunk.

‘Paris does not talk of accord,
Father,’ Hektor growled.

‘But the envoy?’ Priam frowned
towards the hooded one.

‘She is no envoy,’ Paris said
with a breathless whisper.

The white-robed one stepped
onto the wharf and linked her soft fingers with Paris, who drew
down the hood with his free hand. Her hair fell loose like tumbling
runnels of amber honey around her oval face, pale like goat’s milk
with lips pink and shapely. The wind cast small ripples across her
robe, betraying sumptuous curves. Her ice-blue eyes seemed to
pierce the crowds surrounding the wharf’s edge. Men grew moon-eyed,
women suspicious. The hubbub and music died away, leaving just the
whispering wind of Troy and the gentle lapping of waves.

Priam half-recognised her. He
was sure he had met her once before, but in a different time.
Annoyingly, he couldn’t place her exactly. ‘Aren’t you going to
introduce me, Paris?’ he asked, gesturing towards the woman.

But it was Hektor who answered.
‘We spent a long and tough winter in Sparta, Father. Day after day
engaged in talks with Menelaus, sharing ideologies, theories, hopes
and concerns. By winter’s end, he told me he considered me as a
brother. He even gave me his dead grandfather’s ring. He sent his
best advisors to Mycenae to insist that King Agamemnon flex his
muscle and send stern instruction to Piya-maradu’s camp, that he
and the Ahhiyawans there should stand their forces down. It was all
agreed. An envoy did take ship with us to carry this
instruction here. A humble old Spartan priest who was minded to
have a quiet voyage and complete his mission agreeably.’ Hektor
turned his sour gaze upon the woman. ‘It was he who found
her, hiding at the rear of the ship, like a rat.’

The woman stared at Hektor
impassively, as if the words had bounced off of her beautiful shell
like arrows from a bronze jacket.

Priam gazed at the woman, now
maddened that he could not recall where he had seen her before.

‘The old priest wept and
roared, then demanded we turn the ship round to return to Sparta,’
Hektor continued. ‘I set about doing just that. But Paris and the
priest argued like snakes in a sack. I heard a cry, turned away
from the helm… and saw the old priest toppling overboard, a knife
in his chest.’

‘You don’t understand, Brother.
He didn’t understand,’ Paris argued, moving over to the
woman’s side.

‘Who are you?’ Priam asked the
strange woman in white.

‘My name is Helen, Majesty,’
she said.

‘Queen of Sparta,’ Hektor
drawled, ‘wife of King Menelaus.’

Paris scowled at his elder
brother and tightened his fingers around Helen’s hand. ‘No. She is
Helen of Troy.’

The blood drained from Priam’s
face. Of course he had seen her before. The child bride of Menelaus
had become a tall and beautiful swan. The Spartan Queen?
Menelaus’ wife? he reiterated over and over, his heart
plummeting. ‘Oh, my dear boy,’ he said softly to Paris, ‘what have
you done?’

‘This was meant to be,’ Paris
enthused. ‘This is the great love foreseen by the Gods! Just as my
sister foretold.’

Priam didn’t notice the
shambling form of Cassandra, coming towards the dock, crowds
parting before her.

‘Great love?’ she shrieked. ‘I
spoke of love, deception… and great tragedy! You chose to
hear only what suited you. How could you, Brother? How could
you?’ Her voice became a trilling scream as she broke into a loping
run, arrowing for Helen, seizing her by the hair and ripping a
thick clump away. Priests and soldiers struggled to pull them
apart.

Priam stepped back,
dumbfounded. Hekabe’s hand clutched his, and he knew she was
thinking of the same thing – of the priest that night of Paris’
birth, and his dark foretelling. The boy will turn Troy to
ashes!

The golden joy of this day left
him through the soles of his feet, and he had a terrible feeling
that things would never be the same again.
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March of the Labarna

Early Summer 1268 BC

 


The countryside near Samuha
shuddered. Many hundreds of farmers and herdsmen stopped their work
and stood tall, hands clutching aching backs as they looked around
anxiously. Were the Gods angry again? Another earth tremor? Not
sure which way to run, their heads switched this way and that,
waiting for the great roar of grinding rocks and spouts of dust.
Instead, they saw a glinting ocean of armoured men pouring into
view from the southwest, their boots the source of the trembling
earth.

Some twelve thousand Hittite
warriors marched in a broad and long column across the sparse grass
of the wild meadows, helms and lances glittering like the choppy
peaks of a golden river. One thousand Golden Spearmen led, white
robes bright, black hair flowing in their wake. Next came General
Taksa and the Blaze Division. The Wrath Division formed the rear,
General Zirra leading a chant of the division’s ancient mantra,
with an additional second line: ‘We are the Wrath of the Mountain
God! We are the death of the northern fraud!’ The men barked this
over and over in time with their step, through gritted teeth and
with menacing looks at the countryside workers.

A great swarm of mules and ox
wagons ambled alongside the infantry, pregnant with supplies.
Roving wide of the column came the Lords of the Bridle – nearly
five hundred chariots, jostling like a cantering herd. The nobles
and charioteers on board dripped with bronze scale and flowing
plumage. Chariot Master Marok rode amidst them, his bald pate
streaked with sweat, braying his riders to keep good formation.

Leading the chariot wing was
Urhi-Teshub, riding in his silver-chased war-car. The cheekguards
of his tall bronze helm – once King Muwa’s – hugged his broad face,
his black cloak fluttered in the wind of the ride and his bronze
armour clanked over every patch of uneven ground. He rested the
palm of one hand on the pommel of his iron sword and stared at the
land ahead. Confidence swelled in the pit of his belly. He had
studied the map table well, and he knew he had chosen this site
wisely. His victory here would go down in history, in legend.

The Holy City of Samuha was
like the iris: perfectly round, dominating this eye-shaped plain
which was edged with foothills. A stripe of pale dust led from the
city’s southern Pilgrim Gates, through a break in the hills and to
the nearby banks of the Red River, a path well-beaten by the
pilgrims who continuously flocked to this place. The city was
entirely flat, with no acropolis mound. Thick square towers, just
like those at Hattusa, buttressed the ring of defensive walls.
Urhi-Teshub’s gaze rose to the northern foothills and beyond them,
to the ethereal hazy blue outline of the Soaring Mountains’
tapering eastern end.

Captain Bilanza, riding with
him, eyed that approach. ‘When he eventually reaches that end of
the range and turns to come south, he will have to come through
those foothills,’ he advised. ‘Given the terrain and the slowness
of some of his forces, he will still be several days away.’

‘So we have ample time to
prepare. Samuha will be our base,’ Urhi-Teshub said. ‘Tonight, we
billet in the city, eat and rest well. Tomorrow, I want the
divisions to build a low dirt ridge on the plain, west of the city
– planted with weeds and raked over to make it look natural. They
will then camp just south of this ridge, hidden from sight to any
looking from the north. We will station the Lords of the Bridle
inside the city, by the northern gate, ready to spill outside when
he comes. Our infantry will emerge from behind the ridge to engage
his, and then our chariotry will swarm from the city and scythe to
and fro along his rear. I will lead them.’

Bilanza nodded slowly. ‘Prince
Hattu is famed for his quick thinking and movements, but today you
are faster than him, of foot and of wit.’

Urhi-Teshub stood tall on the
chariot. ‘Onwards!’ he cried, the chariot speeding up, farmworkers
leaping out of its path.

The great army rolled up to
Samuha’s Pilgrim Gates, the stone arch flanked by two glaring
female sphinxes. The gate sentries saluted with clenched left
fists. ‘Labarna!’ they gasped, honoured by his presence. The
old bronze-strapped gates groaned open and Urhi-Teshub led his
forces inside to a din of boots, wheels and clopping hooves. The
main avenue, known as Pilgrim’s Way, was wide, designed to cope
with the constant flow of worshippers received every year, and the
surrounding wards were well laid out with open, stone-floored
precincts. Priests and priestesses drifted from the many
loam-coloured temples, praising their king, tossing grain and
scented water across him and the armies, handing them drinks and
sacred trinkets. The people gathered and followed the military
procession towards the city’s centre in awe, offering up plates of
cooked ox liver and vases of wine.

The central precinct was
Samuha’s holiest place, dedicated to the great Ishtar. Three sides
of the huge square were hemmed by a flat-roofed temple arcade of
painted columns, the apartments within serving as offices, priestly
abodes and shrines. A tall square pillar of polished stone stood in
the centre of the square, topped with an intimidating black stone
likeness of the winged goddess, curvaceous and glaring, her talons
gripping the top of the pillar as if she were about to spring up
and take flight. Urhi-Teshub badly caged an inner growl. There was
something about the strange Goddess of Love and War that repulsed
him. Perhaps it was the incessant whisperings of his staff and
soldiers, who talked of Hattu and the Goddess in the same breath.
At that moment, he decided that once the trap had been sprung and
his uncle captured, he would slay Hattu’s wife and boy at the
statue’s base. Perhaps then it would be him that the soldiers and
people compared to the Gods. After all, given his successful reign,
he had proved himself to be favoured by the God Tarhunda and his
divine spouse, Arinniti – the two greatest deities.

As the chariots and the
infantry divisions gradually filtered from the Pilgrim’s Way and
into the central precinct in his wake, he turned the chariot in a
tight circle to face those massed ranks. ‘No need to make camp
tonight,’ he called out across his army. ‘This place is as spacious
as any camp we might build, and it is walled. When the usurper
stumbles from the mountains, he will see naught but the lazy
patrols of the city watch upon the battlements, and will know
nothing of our presence.’

‘Aye,’ Bilanza agreed, hopping
down from the chariot cabin, sucking in a deep breath through
flared nostrils then spitting on the ground. ‘It is perfect.
Wide streets, large wards.’

‘Big enough to hide an army,’
boomed another voice, deep and resonant, the words crackling across
the precinct.

Urhi-Teshub glanced across at
his generals Zirra, Taksa and Chariot Master Marok. They looked
back at him as if he or Bilanza had said those last words. There
was a moment of dumb silence as the ranks also looked to one
another, seeking out the deep-voiced one.

‘If only you had been
quicker-witted and more fleet of foot, you might have reached here
sooner,’ the voice spoke again.

Urhi-Teshub’s nose wrinkled and
he glared at the many faces within his army to find which dog had
dared to insult him. All gawped back at him, wide-eyed. No, he
realised, not at him… but beyond his shoulder. Behind
him. He swung round again, to the central end of the enveloping
arcade. Up on the flat roof stood a lone figure. Urhi-Teshub
stared, the late-afternoon sun casting the figure in
part-silhouette, the light blazing in a coruscant fire around the
shape. Gradually, his eyes adjusted and he saw the figure for what
it was: a tall, green-cloaked warrior, encased in bronze scale, his
high, tight tail of grey-flecked hair and twin temple braids
whipping in the hot summer wind. On his shoulder, a great eagle
perched. ‘Uncle Hattu…’ he whispered in hateful disbelief.

As the words slid from his
lips, the roof of the enfolding arcade came to life, as the
hundreds upon hundreds of archers who had been lying prone up there
rose, bows already nocked, strings drawn taut. Urhi-Teshub saw them
rise on the roof of every house near the arcade’s open end too.
Thousands. That bitch, Puduhepa, was up there, commanding a wing of
them, holding a taut bow, her face bent in malice behind one of the
many arrows trained on him. There was even a twisted contortion of
an Egyptian aiming at him.

Raise shields and spears,’
Bilanza screamed. The Blaze and Wrath Divisions and the Golden
Spearmen rippled into action, turning outwards to defend on all
sides, shields raised against their rooftop ambushers.

Urhi-Teshub swung his head
around the precinct, realising just what a perfect killing ground
he and his army had wandered into. ‘We must retreat,’ he said in a
hoarse whisper that nobody heard. ‘Back to the gates.’ It would be
a minor humiliation, but there was no better option – if he was to
send his armoured soldiers up onto those roofs then the archers
would simply scatter. Some might even escape. Better to accept a
small number of casualties in a shielded retreat back along the
Pilgrim’s Way and outside, then he would have the upper hand again,
the enemy trapped within this place. He could encircle and starve
the city while taking grain deliveries from the river. Hattu’s
forces were too small in number to hold any hope of executing a
successful sally. He opened his mouth to give a full-breathed call
to retreat when Hattu raised one arm and swished it overhead.

Thousands more warriors spilled
from the arcade’s three colonnaded sides at ground level.
Urhi-Teshub saw amongst them Storm soldiers – a division he thought
he had snuffed out. The two Storm regiments who had come back from
Kadesh carried a newly cast golden thunderbolt standard. Even worse
they were under the command of the one-armed giant, Tanku. There
were others too: strange-looking types with the looks of bald
carrion birds and men in golden sheepskins. All these foreigners
were under the command of the plague-scarred wretch, Dagon. Even
the citizens of Samuha who had followed their entry into the city
now revealed concealed weapons. There were even women bearing
swords and clubs. The greatest offence of all was when some two
thousand Kaskans spilled from the doorways of the houses and
temples on the open end of the precinct, arraying in a line to
block access to the Pilgrim’s Way and closing off that one, clear
route of retreat.

Like a threatened porcupine,
Urhi-Teshub’s army contracted further, spears trained through the
gaps in their shields, braced. Yet the ambushers halted there on
all four edges of the precinct, some thirty paces shy, weapons
trained likewise, faces hateful. Urhi-Teshub’s heart pounded with
fizzing anger, realising just how perfectly his men were now
corralled on all sides.

‘You are trapped, Nephew. It is
over.’

‘Trapped?’ Urhi-Teshub replied.
‘Uncle Hattu, you have made a cage of this city, but you can count,
you can see what forces I have and what you have. In this cage I am
a lion and you a dog. You might shoot or cut down many in a first
assault, but the Lords of the Bridle will soon redress the
balance,’ he said, flicking his head towards the chariot wing,
crammed within his braced army. ‘They will mow your ragged
followers down like harvest wheat.

‘In the streets of a city, a
chariot is of little use, Nephew. You would have one charge and no
room to turn, and your own footsoldiers are in the way. Retreat was
your only hope, and now it is gone. You know this.’

Urhi-Teshub’s veins pulsed with
anger. ‘Do not presume to know my thoughts.’

‘If only I had,’ Hattu said
sadly, ‘then I would never have left my brother’s side, and you
would not have had the chance to poison him and claim his throne
for yourself.’

Gasps rang out all over the
city. Few had heard more than rumours. Now it had been spoken in
the face of the Labarna by a voice of authority.

‘You cannot win, Uncle Hattu.
Chariots aside, I command three grizzled divisions. You, a rambling
mass.’

‘Do not undervalue the strength
of wronged souls, Nephew. Every one of us worked like demons to hew
wood and fashion the great fleet of rafts that brought us downriver
and to this place much faster than we might have marched. We worked
until our hands bled just to get here before you, for this one
chance.’

Silence reigned for a time,
Urhi-Teshub’s army nervously eyeing the encircling wall of blades
and bows trained on them.

‘You talked of a cage, of a
lion and a dog,’ Hattu said, his tone softening. ‘I see instead
many thousands of our kith and kin. Almost every soldier of the
Hittite Empire is here. The fighting men of many neighbouring
states too.’ He sank into a crouch at the roof’s edge, a dazzling
reflection of sunlight from his bronze armour throwing a golden
light up across his face, his odd-coloured eyes intense, unblinking
as they combed over the ranks of the Wrath, The Blaze and The
Golden Spearmen. He addressed them now: ‘You march here, loyal to
your Labarna. Rightly so. For you were schooled from
childhood – as all Hittites are – to revere the man on the Grey
Throne, the Sun himself. But ask yourself this: why do so many of
your brethren stand arrayed against you, armed and snarling? It is
because of the injustices our Labarna has subjected them to.
The beatings, the extortion, the disappearances in the night. The
crimes of Bilanza and his mob. The atrocities of Sippa, Hangman of
the North. Was this the empire your fathers spoke of when you were
boys? The deeds you have done in your Labarna’s name – are
they truly things you would admit to your own children?’

The men of the Wrath and the
Blaze eyed Hattu and the arrayed ambushers nervously, a few with
looks of faltering confidence.

Hattu’s gaze worked its way
back to Urhi-Teshub and settled there. ‘I appeal to your men, but
what happens now is truly down to you, Nephew. Have your forces set
down their weapons. Spare them and those who follow me a needless
massacre – one that could cripple our military irreversibly. You
have that choice. Even the darkest of men can choose to do the
right thing. Choose wisely here and now, and it will be this moment
that defines you.’

 


***

 


Hattu watched his nephew
intently. He was often able to gauge an opponent’s mood and the
level of danger solely by the look in the eyes. Now, it was hard to
tell. Urhi-Teshub’s shoulders were slumped, and his head
half-bowed, obscuring his face. He nodded a few times, as if facing
a terrible truth. When he looked up, his face was streaked with
tears. Hattu felt a strange and unexpected spark of pity. This was
Muwa’s boy. There was gold within that dark shell after
all.

‘Uncle Hattu,’ he started, his
voice breaking.

Yes, Hattu yearned,
willing the young man to say the words that would spare thousands
of souls.

‘I regret what happened to my
mother and father,’ he said. ‘Sometimes I wish things could have
played out differently.’

And I, Hattu mouthed,
his eyes stinging. He cocked his head a fraction to one side. The
moment reminded him of long ago, when he and Muwa had been on the
brink of clashing swords. It had ended like this. A golden,
familial love had broken through those sullen clouds.

‘You do know…’ Urhi-Teshub
stopped to gulp, ‘You do know the truth about the poisoner who
killed Atiya, don’t you?’

‘I know,’ Hattu said, screaming
inside, but wearing a painful mask of acceptance.

‘I did not dislike her,’
Urhi-Teshub said. He paused then, and his face drained of emotion.
‘But I hated you.’

Coldness flooded Hattu’s veins.
The clouds closed over, snuffing out the golden light.

‘I hated you from the moment
you first held me beside my crib. As a boy, and now as
Labarna, I despise you. I will not bury you. Instead, I will
let the dogs carry off your bones.’

Hattu’s eyes slid shut.

‘Attack them!’ Urhi-Teshub
screamed. ‘Destroy them!’ In a flash, the Wrath and Blaze
men surged out from their porcupine stance with a raucous battle
roar, streaking towards the ambushers lining the edges of the
precinct.

The Army of the North bellowed
in reply, bracing.

‘Archers, loose,’ Hattu
cried.

The dense array of rooftop
bowmen loosed, one thousand or more arrows whistling down at a
close range to punch into the exploding porcupine. Many shafts
rattled against shields, some zinged from helmets, others stuck in
leather armour or clattered against bronze scale, stalling the
sudden charge. More than half found unarmoured necks, legs, arms
and some even pierced bronze and leather. Hundreds upon hundreds of
Urhi-Teshub’s soldiers – Hittite soldiers – sank to their knees
with gurgling screams.

Hattu saw them fall, sickened,
saw scores of arrows pricking the carapace of raised shields
sheltering Urhi-Teshub. The day could only end when his nephew was
captured or struck down.

The arrow hail thinned in a
natural hiatus as all re-nocked bows.

‘At them!’ Bilanza screamed,
waving his dazed infantry into a fresh charge.

‘Spearmen!’ Hattu cried down to
his soldiers lining the precinct.

Tanku heard his call and blew a
shrill note on a whistle. Grax too. Now those on the ground charged
from the shadows of the arcade, bounding onto the precinct and
swiftly meeting the advance of the Labarna’s troops. The two
forces met like gnashing bronze jaws, the air above shaking with a
discordant scream of glancing and skittering sharp blades, and a
dull thunder of shields battering against one another.

Hattu watched, nauseous, as the
precinct of Samuha descended into a broiling sea of battle. Spears
struck over the rims of shields, piercing through soft flesh,
plunging deep into chests and bellies. The stricken sank from view
with a terrible quickness. Men hacked at one-another’s heads. Hands
were sliced off in puffs of red. All this, under the great pillar
of Ishtar at the centre. Gouts of dark blood leapt up over the
Goddess’ form, wetting her rictus grin.

Hattu stalked around the edge
of the arcade roof – his soldier’s heart screaming at him to join
his forces in the fray, his general’s mind demanding that he hold
back and stay in view of the battle rather than become lost within
it. His eyes darted madly, watching the shape of it all.

The forces of Urhi-Teshub had
to be contained on the grounds of the Ishtar precinct. If they
broke out the fighting would spread across the narrow streets and
lanes and descend into bloody skirmishing. Worse, if they were to
reach the gates and escape then this would all have been for
nothing. He saw big Tanku down there, he and his Storm men facing
the Wrath Division, sweeping his body-sized shield around as if
opening a castle door, men blown away by the incredible strength of
his strikes. With every gap he created, Storm men spilled into the
space and pierced at the heart of the Wrath ranks, closer to Zirra
– the tall, handsome general who looked the part but rarely blunted
his blade… apart from when he accompanied Bilanza on his night
raids around Hattusa.

Chief Grax led the Kaskan
assault on the Blaze Division. They were outnumbered almost two to
one but the ferocity of their attack and the close quarters suited
the mountain men greatly. Grax swung his cow-head mace around with
an almost constant throaty roar, his face and ginger beard quickly
spattered crimson as the bronze cow-head crushed the skulls of
three Blaze men in quick succession. Grax’s mountain warriors sank
into the Blaze ranks like claws, aiming to surround General Taksa,
axes and swords milling through Hittite men.

Dagon led Chief Beka and his
Vulture Warriors and Ebron’s Colchians, as well as the mass of
militia-levies from the northern cities against the lone regiment
of Golden Spearmen – smaller in number than the Wrath and Blaze
Divisions, but a stern foe nonetheless. Dagon’s iron blade swished
and stabbed every so often, making fools of the bronze swords and
lances jabbed towards him. But he did not overstretch. Dagon was
wise, Hattu knew. All he needed to do was contain that most prized
corps while Tanku and Grax made ruin of the twin divisions. More,
Pudu, Sirtaya and the archers on the roofs had been well-drilled on
how this was to work: any time the Golden Spearmen tried to break
through the wall of Dagon’s lot, they were to rain arrows and thin
the attempted escape. Hattu picked out Urhi-Teshub in the centre of
it all, still half-hidden behind a shell of shields. Captain
Bilanza stood near him, bawling orders to press against the
ambushers. All the while the Lords of the Bridle – the noblemen who
expected to be streaking across some battle plain, almost
invincible against wretched infantry – found themselves moored in
the eye of the storm, surrounded on all sides by their own
embattled infantry. Stationary, helpless, they fumbled to nock and
shoot arrows at the encircling ambushers.

‘Hattu!’ Pudu hissed across the
rooftop.

He glanced at her and then at
the thing she was staring at. General Taksa was leading his Blaze
ranks in a fierce counter-charge against Grax’s Kaskans. A wedge of
them ploughed through the mountain men, curved swords ripping open
bellies, spears slamming into chests. That section of the battle
swelled, the corralling line at the open end of the precinct
bulging out, thinning.

‘They’re breaking through.’

Hattu’s heart pulsed and he
stood tall. This was the moment of danger. The whole plan rested on
keeping the enemy here until they submitted. ‘Reserves,’ Hattu
cried over his shoulder.

They came like golden wings
stretching out either side of him. Gorru and the thirty remaining
Mesedi, snarling, high helms gleaming, spears in one hand and
swords in the other. It was a tiny reserve, but the best of men.
Hattu shrugged one shoulder, setting Andor to flight. As she
screamed and circled the sky over the battle, he reached up and
drew his twin blades, the iron catching the sunlight like a pair of
shimmering fangs. ‘Mesedi, with me,’ he drawled, then leapt down
onto the precinct floor, landing softly, then propelling himself up
and around the edges of the battle towards Grax and his troubled
Kaskans. ‘Let me through,’ he cried. Kaskan heads twitched to see
him then bodies parted. He and the Mesedi forged through towards
Grax, seeing the Kaskan Chief and General Taksa locked in combat,
their best men tussling all around them in a mist of blood. One of
the Blaze men grabbed a Kaskan by the hair and lined up to run his
curved blade through the man’s neck. Hattu lunged, slicing away the
foe’s bronze blade as it drove for the death blow, then slamming
his second sword round to decapitate the Blaze soldier. As the
Hittite’s head spun from its body, a spurt of blood slapped Hattu’s
face. He heard Ishtar laughing aloud, the statue of the great
goddess presiding over it all in the centre of the precinct now
dripping red, shimmering in the sunlight. Scores upon scores of
dead men lay heaped around the pillar’s base. As he twisted this
way and that to fight foe after foe, she seemed to spin around him
in a crazed dance. A dance across a carpet of dead Hittites. His
heart shrivelled as he realised that once again the Goddess’ dream
had come to be, and once again it had been his doing.

Three Blaze men came at him,
teeth clenched, noses wrinkled, spears levelled as they ran. Hattu
sliced the tip from one spear then blocked the second, but the
third was trained on his flank. This close and at the speed the
assailant was running, the tip would find a way through the scales
of his armour and rip through his stomach. Time slowed as he tried
to turn, to block or evade the strike. Too late…

…and then Andor streaked down
with a shrill cry. Her talons clamped on the Blaze man’s face. In a
burst of blood and saliva, the face was gone, the eyes ripped away.
The Blaze man moaned like a trapped animal, dropping his spear,
falling to his knees and clawing at the red mess where his face had
been. Hattu leapt over the man and saw the way through, saw the
danger: Grax was on one knee, cow-head mace held to block, arms
shaking, while General Taksa milled with his iron sword, hacking on
the mace staff, about to break through and allow a clean strike at
the Kaskan’s head. Hattu shouldered into Taksa’s side, sending the
stout general staggering. But Taksa was quick to find his footing
and come barrelling back at Hattu. Hattu met the general’s flurry
of counter-attacks with careful blocks and the strange sound of
clashing iron and a spray of sparks. He bided his time, waiting for
the bulky general to grow frustrated. When Taksa swung back too
far, he struck, his left blade licking out like a lizard’s tongue,
slicing off the general’s sword arm. Taksa howled, but the sound
was cut short as Hattu rammed his second sword up under the hem of
the general’s toughened leather cuirass and through his belly. The
two came together in an exhausted battle embrace, Taksa stuttering
some gasp of shock. Hattu whispered in his ear: ‘I remember when
you were young, you were a good prospect, a good soldier. A good
man. Why did you stand by the false Labarna?
Why?’

Taksa fell away, face agape in
death, sliding off of Hattu’s sword to slam onto the ground, his
guts worming free from the waist of his armour. The question went
unanswered, but the thick silver bracelets and gems inlaid in
Taksa’s cuirass winked as if to betray the dead man’s silence.

Hattu stepped away from the
corpse, alert to danger on all sides. All around, Gorru and the
Mesedi roared as they drove forward against the Blaze soldiers, and
this small but heroic surge stymied the Blaze men’s push. Next, the
Kaskans rallied, Grax leading the charge to press the Blaze further
back towards the centre of the precinct. Hattu glanced across the
fray, seeing big Tanku swing a shield-punch at General Zirra near
the heart of the Wrath Division. Zirra’s head snapped back with a
spray of teeth and blood and he fell from view.

‘We’re winning, they’re caving
in!’ Gorru cried, snatching Hattu’s attentions back to his near
surrounds. Hattu saw Urhi-Teshub and Bilanza a stone’s throw away
in the enemy centre, underneath the red pillar of Ishtar.
Urhi-Teshub caught Hattu’s eye, and his lips moved in some order to
Bilanza. Bilanza’s face was cruel as always, but it twisted then
into something even darker, as he held a horn to his lips and blew.
The three notes curled and echoed around the Ishtar precinct,
shaking the ether. Hattu’s blood froze. Across the fray he saw
Tanku – a red mess – and Dagon, dripping with gore. All three knew
well what this signal meant.

‘A chariot charge…’ Hattu
gasped.

The clatter of hooves, the din
of whinnying, the snap of hundreds of whips, the groan and crackle
of wheels. ‘He can’t, Gorru croaked. ‘The chariots are in the
middle of his men.’

Regardless, the Lords of the
Bridle came like water bursting through a dam, led by Chariot
Master Marok, bald head gleaming and false temple braids flailing.
‘The Labarna commands you to save yourselves!’ he bawled,
urging the other crews. ‘Break free, for the gates!’

The enemy Blaze footsoldiers
facing Hattu, Gorru and the Kaskans were still plentiful, but those
at the rear began to disappear as if having been ripped downwards
by some underground hand. Blood and bodily fluids spurted up where
they had been… as the thrashing hooves and swishing manes of the
chariot steeds trampled over them from behind. Bronze and leather
jangled, and the faces of the well-armed chariot nobles grimaced as
they ploughed across their own soldiers. Blaze and Wrath men
realised what was happening and tried to leap out of the way, but
the chariots came like a long, unbroken wave. Hattu watched,
stunned, seeing Urhi-Teshub and Bilanza coming in the midst of the
breakaway charge. The chariot tide burst through their own Blaze
soldiers then plunged headlong into the corralling Storm and Kaskan
men too. The wall of rebels enclosing the open end of the precinct
were not arrayed or braced properly and would not hold, Hattu knew.
‘Part!’ he screamed. ‘Part!’

While the Kaskans understood
and obeyed, Hattu stayed where he was, lining up to meet the
charge, gauging that if he could evade the foremost chariot and
maybe the next, then Urhi-Teshub’s would come past after that. He
could not be allowed to escape.

The noble on the lead chariot
nocked and drew his bow, eyes bright as he targeted Hattu. The
arrow flew true, hammering against Hattu’s chest scales but only
winding him and sending him backstepping. But when the noble’s
chariot whizzed past he seized the archer’s arm and held on. His
weight acted like an anchor, dragging the chariot up on one wheel.
He let go just as the vehicle fell onto its side with a crash of
exploding wood and screaming horses. One wheel bounced on down the
Pilgrim’s Way towards the gates. Hattu rolled free of the crash and
along the ground, just in time to see Urhi-Teshub’s chariot bearing
down on him, one wheel set to halve him.

‘Prince Hattu!’ Gorru cried,
lunging towards him, barging him clear. Hattu rolled to a halt,
looking up just as the wheel of Urhi-Teshub’s war-car crushed the
Mesedi Captain from hip to opposite shoulder.

‘No!’ Hattu roared.

Urhi-Teshub and Bilanza whizzed
past, the former loosing an arrow directly at Hattu’s face. It was
another allied shield that caught the missile a hand’s-width from
his eye. Swiftly, more shields clustered around him in protection.
Like a reservoir bursting through its dam, the Lords of the Bridle
pulsed out of the Ishtar Precinct and streamed on down the
Pilgrim’s Way, Golden spearmen fleeing too, jumping aboard the
fleeing chariots.

In moments, it was over.
Panting, crying, retching, cawing carrion hawks. The stink… the
stink of broken bodies, guts torn and weeping. Hattu pushed the
shield shell apart slowly and rose, seeing Ishtar’s dream
incarnate, all around him. A river of Hittite blood. A carpet of
dead. He staggered over to Gorru, kneeling. The big Mesedi Captain
– part of his life since youth – was gone. Nearby he saw that every
last one of the famous Mesedi had fallen too. All around him
thousands more lay in heaps. Those who had supported Hattu and
those who had marched against him now lay together in death,
tangled and torn by Urhi-Teshub’s chariot wheels. Tanku staggered
over, coils of steam rising from his gore-caked body. Dagon helped
a wounded soldier to walk, arms looped around each other’s
shoulders. Pudu descended from the arcade roof, staring at the
dead, then looking up at the Ishtar statue wordlessly, with a look
of one who has seen a parent’s flaws laid bare for the first time.
Sirtaya walked amongst it all, eyes wide with horror at what he had
helped create, Adam’s Apple sliding up and down his throat in a
series of deep gulps. Grax of Kaska plucked the iron sword from the
dead hand of General Taksa, quietly sliding the strange blade into
his belt.

‘Why so glum, Prince Hattu?’
said Chief Beka of the Veruta, his face slashed diagonally by some
enemy blade and a strip of nose skin hanging there, glistening wet
and red.

‘Aye, you have routed his
army,’ agreed Ebron of Colchis, his glittering fleece now sodden
crimson, his arms scored with cuts.

‘Because once,’ Hattu replied
quietly, ‘once we Hittites spoke proudly of marching to stand
against the Pharaoh of Egypt, to show him he was not the master of
the land. Now, we strike our own kind, our own proud soldiers… into
the soil.’

The surviving men of the Blaze
and Wrath stared forlornly at the thinning plume of dust that
marked Urhi-Teshub’s flight, then glanced around at the Army of the
North, eyes wide and fearful. Hattu cast his gaze over them.

‘Spare us,’ said one of the
Wrath captains, throwing down his spear. The few hundred remaining
rumbled in agreement, dropping their weapons. ‘We will honour your
cause.’

‘Mercy,’ agreed one of the
Blaze commanders, the nine hundred or so with him voicing their
support.

Hattu eyed them all, his heart
pounding.

‘Can we take your silence as a
token of your clemency?’ said another voice. ‘It would be a wise
decision.’

Hattu turned his gaze to the
source: a gull-faced one amongst a handful of Golden Spearmen –
ones who had not jumped aboard the fleeing chariots. These were the
worst of Urhi-Teshub’s soldiers. He recognised some of them: those
who lined the edges of the Hall of the Sun on those days when
friends like Bani the Birdkeeper had been dragged away. They,
unlike the Blaze and Wrath men, still held their lances.

Hattu saw from the corner of
his eye the pillar and the Ishtar statue, now festooned with hawks
and surrounded by a cloud of flies. He knew she was watching. He
knew he had no choice. ‘I always believed there were some amongst
Urhi-Teshub’s ranks who thought they were doing right by serving
their king. There were others too who were afraid for their
families, fearful of a visit from Bilanza’s night squads, should
they be disobedient. But there are some I cannot forgive.’ He said
nothing more, simply giving Puduhepa a look.

She in turn gave a signal to
the archers on the arcade roof. They drew and took aim at the small
number of Golden Spearmen.

‘You would dare to murder the
ancient palace guard, Prince Hattu?’ said the gull-like one. ‘The
Gods will turn your world to ashes.’

Hattu beheld the man for a
moment. ‘You and your kind have done that for me, spearman.’

Puduhepa gave a second signal,
and with a whoosh, arrows sped down. The Golden Spearmen
spasmed and swayed, none spared, then fell in a sighing heap, their
gilt lances sliding free of their hands and clattering to the
ground. The gull-faced one gagged and shuddered as he fell in
stages, arrow shafts juddering from chest and back.

Hattu turned away and faced the
Wrath and Blaze men. He noticed one amongst them, head dipped a
little like a shy type. He quickly realised why. It was nothing to
do with shyness. ‘General Zirra, step forward. For once in your
miserable career, stand in front of your men instead of hiding
amongst them.’

Zirra did not move, but the
other Wrath men melted back a few steps to reveal him. Tall and
handsome, yet pale and stricken with panic, Zirra spread his palms
in innocence. ‘You heard my pledge – the same as that of my
men?’

‘In the years I spent
underground in the Well of Silence, I heard tale after tale of you
joining Captain Bilanza on his night persecutions with the Golden
Spearmen. Often you would kill the mothers and children while the
men were forced to watch. Did that thrill you?’ he said, stalking
closer. ‘Did that make you feel like a real leader of men – to run
your knife over the necks of children?’

‘Please,’ Zirra said, ‘I will
make amends. I will put things right.’

Hattu glowered at him. ‘Some
wrongs cannot be righted. The dead cannot be given life again.’

A spear burst through Zirra’s
chest from behind, coated in blood and scraps of lung. Zirra stared
down at the lance tip, aghast. The spear was wrenched back and the
general fell like a sack of stones. The Wrath man standing behind
cleaned his spear and saluted Hattu. ‘My nephews died on the edge
of Zirra’s knife. They threatened my sons too and those of some of
my men. That is why we were obedient to him and to Urhi-Teshub,
Prince Hattu.’

Hattu knelt quietly, taking
Zirra’s good iron sword, giving it to Tanku.

‘And now the Labarna
speeds westwards, back to Hattusa, surely?’ said a Blaze man. ‘Our
families may be in danger?’

Hattu saw the plume of dust
thrown up by the escaping chariots. Westwards indeed. ‘Gather our
dead, and set up healer’s rooms. See what provisions we possess;
count how many able-bodied men we have left.’ He turned to sweep
his gaze over them all. ‘We must prepare an immediate pursuit. We
cannot afford to let him retreat within the hard shell of
Hattusa.’

‘Hattu,’ Dagon said, his voice
quiet. ‘We cannot hope to catch them. They are on chariot. We have
only a handful of vehicles. The rest of our army must move on
foot.’

‘We have to accept he will
reach Hattusa before we can catch him,’ Tanku agreed. ‘If we are to
face him, we must break open the walls of the capital, all the way
to the acropolis and the throne room itself.’

The words sent vile shivers
across Hattu’s neck. He gazed up at the blood-splashed Ishtar
statue. ‘So it shall be.’


Chapter
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Unbreakable

Summer 1268 BC

 


A moon passed, and a strange
calm enfolded the Hittite Empire. Life at Hattusa seemed almost
normal again, once the wailing and lamenting of the many widows and
orphans had abated. Captain Bilanza organised speeches to tell all
how Prince Hattu had rejected Urhi-Teshub’s demand to surrender,
and had murdered their kin at Samuha. Nobody had been allowed to
speak about the truth of the defeat. But as for the consequences –
they were evident: the dreaded Hattu was not done, and the capital
was braced for attack.

On the night of a gibbous moon,
Urhi-Teshub took a walk along the lower town’s walls, smoothing a
palm along the recently-cured plaster of the curved merlons,
pleased that the earthquake damage had been rapidly repaired and no
gaps remained. Even more reassuring was the sight of his elite
guards posted every ten paces or so. They were eagle-eyed, as he
had demanded of them, all crowned in bronze helms and wrapped in
scale jackets.

‘You were wise to leave the
majority of the Golden Spearmen here, My Sun,’ Bilanza assured him
from a few paces behind. ‘They and the ones who escaped the events
of Samuha are more than enough to protect your seat of power. Four
hundred of them watch the city approaches from these walls. One
hundred more are spotted around the countryside in troops,
keen-eyed and eager.’ He swept a hand back over the lower town,
quiet at this time of night. ‘I have posted three hundred in the
Ivory Barracks,’ he gestured to the small compound made distinct by
the crossed elephant tusks mounted above its doorway. ‘But most
decisive of all,’ he continued, gesturing at the hulking terrace
halfway up the winding main way, ‘four thousand are
stationed in the Great Barracks up on the Noon Spur, and your
chosen hundred guard the acropolis itself. No army can break
through so many barriers, My Sun.’ He twisted back to the
croplands, west of the city. Out there the Lords of the Bridle
cantered in slow patrols, zig-zagging. ‘Chariot Master Marok will
ensure that if your uncle dares advance upon your capital then he
will lose most of his men, and possibly his head, before he even
reaches the walls.’

‘Where is he?’ Urhi-Teshub
said. ‘We can’t take his head if he doesn’t come for the city.’

‘Either he has made Samuha his
base or he has returned to the north, I suspect – rousing what men
of fighting age he can in order to replenish the losses from
Samuha. Remember you dealt him many casualties there, My Sun.’

‘I know,’ Urhi-Teshub said,
annoyed. ‘Why do you feel the need to remind me? It was merely a
tactical retreat after all. There was no loser or victor.’ He
combed over the matter, maddened that two whole divisions had been
lost at Samuha. Only his Golden Spearmen and the chariotry
remained. Some five thousand warriors in total. Many speculated
that Hattu now had the greater number of men.

‘I mean only to focus your mind
on the most important thing, My Sun: The capital is secure. This
ancient city is the greatest fortress in the empire. Even with half
the number of men you command, it would be more than enough to
defend it.’

‘In every wall of stone…’ a
voice said, behind them.

Both turned to see Kurunta,
pausing in his note-taking, chewing the end of his stylus between
his teeth. Urhi-Teshub felt a great urge to strike his brother in
the face – such a vacant, foolish expression. ‘What?’

‘Hattu may have burnt my flesh
and tormented me when I was a child. But he was good at offering
advice. It was of little use to me for most of it concerned
generalship, troop morale, tactics of war – and none of these
things are of interest to me. But there was one thing he said that
has always puzzled me: there is a door in every wall of stone.’ His
big bulbous eyes rolled coyly to one side. ‘He used to say that in
the days after his first wife was poisoned. Hattusa was considered
impregnable then, yet a killer found his way in, all the way to the
acropolis, to contaminate her drink.’

Urhi-Teshub half-smiled,
thrilled at the memory of his part in helping the poisoner, chilled
at the twin heads of Kurunta’s words. After all, Lord Sippa had
been tricked, his base at Hakmis infiltrated by Hattu and just a
small band.

‘Never has the city been so
heavily garrisoned, so ready,’ Bilanza growled at Kurunta. ‘Write
that down, why don’t you?’

 


***

 


The following day, Danuhepa
stood by the open shutters, high on the palace’s upper floor,
gazing out over Hattusa’s lower town and the sun-washed countryside
beyond. The croplands were more meagre than last year, but that
pattern was normal and had been evident for a generation. Children
shrieked and giggled, at play out there near the last few springs.
Bleating sheep flocks and goat herds ambled to and fro. She traced
her fingertips along the timbers of the pinned-back shutters,
enjoying the sensation of the woodgrain, the dryness, then held one
hand out, past the shadow cast by the palace and into the sun. The
warm light shone on her pale, withered fingers, and it felt like
the first gulp of hot brew on a winter’s day. She closed her eyes
and inhaled through her nostrils. She could even smell the heat in
the air, the sweetness of the wood resin, the tinge of smoke from a
hearth near the scribal school. She stepped up onto the stone sill,
and beheld the drop to the flagstones below. It would be quick, at
least. She gulped back tears, thinking of better times in the past,
before she had become this husk, this wraith, freed from the Well
of Silence and condemned to wander the acropolis aimlessly,
despised by Urhi-Teshub and his cadre. At last she realised that
Hattu had been right. She was free of the gaol. Yet this
freedom was a horrible thing.

‘Marduk, God of Justice: when I
am gone, bless those of this land who have suffered for so long,’
she said to nobody, for she was alone, this tier of the palace
empty.

Or so she thought.

Chwirk!

She opened her tearful eyes and
looked down at the windowsill. There on the stonework perched a
hawk, small, with feathers the shade of natural blue stone.

Chwirk! It flared its
wings and settled them again, waddling a little closer to
Danuhepa.

She gulped, shuffling back from
the edge and crouching. She eyed the bird with her rheumy gaze, a
fond smile spreading across her lips. ‘You are beautiful,’ she
whispered to it, savouring these last few moments of life. She
dared reach towards it and stroke its plumage. It did not balk or
take fright. A trained bird, she realised, enjoying the feel of its
soft feathers. ‘And such a pretty and unusual colour.’

Her hand halted, and her eyes
widened in realisation. She looked all around the acropolis
grounds, checking that nobody had seen the bird arrive, then
stepped down from the sill and closed the shutters.

 


***

 


Midsummer came. On the night of
a new moon, Troop Commander Pakru and his group of ten Golden
Spearmen sat around the small hilltop near the upper end of the
Ambar ravine, a few miles east of Hattusa. His men tended a low
fire, turning a small boar on a spit. The balmy night made the heat
of the blaze unpleasant, but the promise of a hot, fatty meal was
worth it – especially as he had a small pouch of crystals from the
Great Salt Lake to season it with.

Suddenly, one of the troop held
up a hand, eyes narrowed, and carefully slid his knife from its
sheath. ‘Did you hear that?’ All on the hilltop fell quiet, and the
spit stopped turning. Everyone eyed the countryside – dark thanks
to the absence of moonlight – alert. Pakru watched as, carefully,
the soldier approached the fire and carved a little of the meat
onto his plate. He looked up, grinning. ‘I swear the boar just
whispered eat me.’

With a chorus of relieved sighs
and groans, the other men gathered to get their share. All except
one.

‘Ulti!’ Pakru called to the man
standing watch at the eastern edge of the hill. ‘Not hungry?’

Ulti turned around, his face
taut, his lips thin. ‘I… I saw something move out there, sir.’

Pakru dropped his plate to the
ground and hurried over to Ulti’s side. Indeed, he saw the shadows
rippling slowly: a pack of deer? he wondered. The slender
new moon lent little light to the land. Whatever it was, it was
coming this way.

‘Sir, I can’t tell what it is,
but there are lots of them,’ Ulti said. ‘Lots and lots. Should we
alert the city?’

Pakru gulped. He thought of
Captain Bilanza’s orders: if you catch sight of the enemy, you
sound the alarm immediately. He twisted to see the rest of the
troop eating, oblivious. One carried a small signal horn. His lips
moved to call on the fellow, but before the words emerged, he
caught them. Too often hasty decisions had been his downfall. Most
probably the reason why he had not made it beyond the rank of troop
commander. He had tried: once volunteering to be part of Captain
Bilanza’s night patrols around the city, only to be ejected from
that prestigious group because he had barged his way to the front
of the squad, then accidentally kicked a clay pot when they were
trying to sneak into a nobleman’s villa undetected. ‘No, wait, we
need to be sure what is out there.’

As he spoke, the gentlest hiss
passed overhead. Pakru and Ulti looked at one another then twisted
to look back into their camp. The other eight men of their troop
shuddered in unison, the arrows quivering in their backs and
chests. They fell with barely a sigh. The pair swung round to face
the darkness again, backing away from it. Ulti crouched, fumbling
in an attempt to take the horn from the dead man’s belt. Suddenly,
an eagle burst from the dark, talons slashing open his jugular. He
fell in a fit of gasping and spraying blood, into the fire, casting
up a cloud of sparks. Pakru wailed in terror, grabbing the signal
horn, then sprinting westwards as fast as his legs could carry him.
To Hattusa, to safety…

…straight into the swing of a
cow-headed mace that hammered into and flattened his face.

 


***

 


Hattu moved through the darkness
on his haunches, his bronze scales tinkling gently every so often
as they shifted, his green cloak shrouding him, disguising him as
if he were part of the night. A sea of men went like this around
and behind him. Four thousand, some wearing bandages around their
heads in place of helmets, others with their shield arms splinted,
or straps of linen around poorly-healed torsos. The Hittite core of
the Storm Division and the fragments of Blaze and Wrath men who had
submitted to him were arrayed closest under General Tanku’s
command, with the Kaskans on the flanks and the Colchians and
Verutans serving as a rearguard.

Every moment, every breath,
every heartbeat now felt like a mighty strike upon a war drum.
Every day since the taking of Samuha, his men had worked to whet
their weapons and craft new ones. And each night, Ishtar had shown
him one thing. One simple, horrible thing. That original dream of
the Grey throne, dripping red. He knew not his chances of victory
tonight, but he knew for certain that no matter what happened, come
dawn, the world would never be the same again.

Silence, stealth, he
mouthed over and over as they crawled forth.

Then, with all the grace of a
pregnant boar, Grax came bounding back from his forward sortie at
the enemy lookout post, his cow-head mace and iron sword dripping
red, Andor gliding low alongside him to settle on Hattu’s shoulder.
The score of Kaskan archers Grax had picked to go with him were
each one arrow lighter, Hattu noted. ‘It is done?’

‘It was swift and without
fuss,’ he nodded. ‘We were silent, like snakes.’

‘Silent? If only,’ Tanku
rumbled, drawing a sour look from Grax.

Hattu stared ahead, to the
point beyond the lookout hill, where the starlit heath fell away
into a great cleft in the earth, brimming with shadow. From within
the shadow, he could hear the constant gurgling and foaming of the
Ambar’s sacred waters. He knew this spot well – down there the
river rose out of the rocks and began its journey downhill and
through the floor of the ravine, all the way to and through
Hattusa.

Hattu led them down into the
ravine via a steep and rugged path, feeling his way with his hands
and feet, eyes trained on the occasional white flecks of water far
below. The River would be their only guide along this treacherous
route. Grax and Tanku moved close behind him, grunting and cursing
as they slid and stumbled. Andor took to the skies, sweeping to and
fro like an impatient child, willing its parents to hurry. Hattu
reached the ravine floor first, with a splash and a sudden chill of
fresh water up to his thighs. Good he thought, the
drought has kept the waters low. Behind him a deep and constant
churning and splashing sounded as man after man dropped down into
the waters in his wake.

He glanced at the sky and the
position of the Hunter constellation: at best five more hours of
night left. The darkness was one of their weapons. They went at
haste until they came to a spur of rock. Here, he raised a hand.
All those behind him stopped, the sounds of splashing fading away.
He, Tanku and Grax waded forward to the spur. When he clicked his
tongue, Andor glided down to rest on his shoulder. Carefully, he
placed a hand on the cold, wet edge of the spur like a visitor
leaning round the edge of a doorway, and stared downriver at the
final approach: The great heights of the Acropolis and Tarhunda’s
Shoulder flanked the river defile like stony giants. The earliest
kings had chosen this rugged mountainside as their capital because
the site was high and impregnable behind outer and inner walls.
There was just one weakness… and this was it: the ravine –
treacherous as it was – led all the way into Hattusa, right into
the midst of the lower town.

‘So this is it?’ Grax
whispered. ‘Back in my grandfather’s day when our kin used to raid
your city, the tribes used to call this ravine “the Kaskan
Gate”’

Hattu, Tanku and even Andor
swivelled their heads to cast disapproving looks at the mountain
chief. ‘I recall your raids,’ Hattu said. ‘I was caught up in one
when I was a boy. But that time you assaulted the lower town walls
from the north. They said you had given up on trying to flood into
the city along this ravine because every time you tried it, you
lost more men to twisted ankles and drowning than you did to
Hittite arrows and swords.’

Grax frowned, indignant, then
cast a hand down the ravine past the twin tors, towards the gentle
sea of orange lights marking out the lower town. ‘Maybe they
did, but we have moved carefully. Now we’re here, just a
short surge away from those lower wards.’

Tanku tapped his shoulder,
smiling triumphantly and pointing ahead and upwards.

Grax’s eyes rolled up. The grey
defile sides were spotted with moss and sprouts of vine, and these
wafted like streamers in the higher winds. ‘What am I supposed to
be looking for…oh.’

Hattu gazed up at that which
had caught the words in Grax’s throat: the Dawn Bridge, spanning
the two tors. It was the answer to the weakness of the ravine and a
marvel of Hittite engineering, straddling the gap with no need for
piers, the abutments on either end incredibly strong, joined to the
bedrock by expertly crafted drill-holes and dowels. A loam
mud-brick parapet lined the bridgeside looking their way, and in
the gaps between the merlons, he could see the heads of the
sentries and the flickers of their torches, moving to and fro
slowly, eyes scanning upriver. ‘They have twelve men up there, at
least,’ he said quietly.

‘We have nearly four thousand!’
Grax scoffed.

‘But how long would it take you
to get from here, under the bridge and through to the lower town on
the other side?’

Grax’s bottom lip curled. ‘I’m
a fast runner. I could sprint there in, say, fifty heartbeats?’

‘What about wading or swimming
through water that grows waist high in places?’ Hattu
continued.

‘Hmm, perhaps a few hundred
heartbeats.’

‘Now think how quickly that
dozen up there would spot four thousand men wading like that. As
soon as even one of us steps beyond this spur, they will
spot us.’

‘So what if they spot us; what
can twelve of them do to our four thousand?’

‘Blow a horn and bring every
soldier in Hattusa to the ravine sides and the river banks in the
lower town,’ Tanku explained – somewhat smugly, ‘from which they
will rain stones and arrows and hot oil down upon us. We will be
wading like pregnant oxen, surrounded – trapped just like
Urhi-Teshub was at Samuha.’

Grax grumbled, annoyed to lose
the argument.

‘Foolish mountain man,’ Sirtaya
simpered.

Grax’s mouth opened in outrage,
words of fire building on his tongue.

Hattu planted a hand on his
shoulder. ‘You were our guiding light in the mountains. Here, you
must trust us to guide you.’

Grax shot a last menacing look
at Sirtaya, then turned to Hattu. ‘Trust you? I would die for you,
Prince Hattu. But right now, from what you’re telling me, it looks
like we’ve come as far as we can. You say those twelve pairs of
eyes up there cannot fail to spot us if we go any further, and I
can see for myself that the bridge is too high and protected from
this side even for our best archers to get a clean shot at
them.’

‘I know. I knew this before I
brought you all here,’ Hattu said. ‘In the nights since the clash
at Samuha I have closed my eyes and tried to see a way how we might
breach the city.’ He wagged a finger along the river, under the
high bridge. ‘This is our best hope… and there is a way.’ He
took a tiny strip of silver thread from his purse and tied it
around one of Andor’s legs, then shrugged his right shoulder. The
eagle took off, rising in tight spirals up through the ravine, the
silver thread winking in her wake like a distant shooting star.

Grax looked from Andor to
Hattu, confused. ‘That’s the plan to get past the bridge
watchmen? A bird to distract them?’ As he spoke, Andor banked to
the left, gliding above the bridge then vanishing from sight
somewhere over the acropolis. Not one of the sentries up on the
bridge even noticed, all eyes still looking upriver in a careful
watch.

Hattu held his breath captive.
There were many weak spots in his plan, many points of failure.
This was one of them. His mind began to reel back through the last
moon of sending coloured hawks over the city, and hoping the one
person left inside that he could trust would understand.

An age passed, and he felt his
knees grow painful with the chill of the Ambar waters. The precious
window of night was sliding past, slipping through his grasp.

‘Prince Hattu, look,’ Sirtaya
hissed.

Hattu jolted, looking up to the
acropolis end of the bridge. More helmeted heads and torches were
slowly moving onto it.

‘A change of the watch?’ Grax
mused.

Hattu said nothing. His heart
pulsed. Please. All of a sudden, the newcomers lunged for
the ones already there. The torchlight up there wavered and
swished. A few muted croaks sounded. The guards up there vanished
from sight. One fell from the bridge with the loose limbs of a dead
man, before splashing into the Ambar, then another, and
another.

‘What’s going on?’ Grax
gasped.

‘An old friend has answered my
call,’ Hattu said quietly, peering up at the bridge, seeing a few
of the relief watch peering out over the bridge merlons. They were
palace servants, he realised, who had dressed and armed themselves
as Golden Spearmen. Unmistakable amongst them was the eerie outline
of Lady Danuhepa, their leader.

She gazed out over the merlons,
into the night, vaguely in the direction of the spur rock behind
which Hattu and his cadre were crouched. Just as Danuhepa had sent
Bani’s birds over the alder woods to warn them of Urhi-Teshub’s
approaches, Hattu had despatched a series of coloured messenger
birds to pass on a hopeful plea: to strike the bridge watch on the
darkest hour of this very night of the new moon – upon the sight of
a marked eagle. Hattu had fretted that the messenger birds might
have gone unnoticed, or that Andor might not have been seen, or
that Danuhepa might even be languishing in torpor, or that maze of
memories she had been trapped in when last they had spoken.

‘Thank you, Tawannana,’
Hattu said quietly as he watched the Great Queen lead her servants
back inside the acropolis. The relief was fleeting, brushed away by
the sudden realisation that they would have only a short window of
opportunity. ‘Move,’ he hissed, rising, turning to his army and
repeating to the arrayed commanders. ‘Into the city.
Move!’

They went like a giant silvery
eel, splashing and churning downstream as fast as they could,
passing beneath the unmanned Dawn Bridge, shielded from sight on
either side by the rocky ravine walls, all the way into the lower
town, darkened and quiet. ‘With me,’ Hattu urged them on in his
wake, his eyes like Andor’s, taking in everything all around him.
He thought of many the city watchpoints – the rooftop and wall
sentries. How long before the first cry of alarm went up? He saw
their first target on the northern banks: the squat, flat-roofed
Ivory Barracks. A garrison house that was sited to protect the
Spirit Bridge, a low, wide crossing that was effectively a
choke-point between one half of the lower town and the other,
controlling access onto the main way and the winding route up to
the acropolis. If taking Hattusa was a climb, this was the first
solid foothold.

‘Slow,’ he hissed, the order
being passed down the line behind him. ‘Silent.’

The churn of waters became a
whisper of careful movement as Hattu veered right and crept onto
the northern banks, his men fanning out behind him in their masses,
converging on the Ivory Barracks. Grax and his Kaskans moved
alongside Tanku and his Storm soldiers. For a moment, Hattu was
struck with the absurdity of it all: in his youth he had witnessed
Kaskans break through the Tawinian Gate and raid across the lower
town as far as this bridge, slaughtering and pillaging; now he was
the leader of the mountain men, instructing them on how the city
might be toppled.

Just then, a woman emerged from
her house, sleepily looking this way and that, having heard
something. When she saw the dense mass of men approaching around
the barracks, her jaw dropped and her chest swelled, ready to
scream. But a Kaskan, creeping in the shadows near her home,
slapped a hand over her mouth and pushed his lips to her ear,
pointing towards Hattu. The woman’s eyes bulged for a moment, then
her whole expression changed as she recognised the invading leader.
The Kaskan withdrew his hand and the woman backed away inside, no
screaming, just stunned, nodding in understanding, then locking her
door from within. Hattu had instructed all of his men to reassure
any civilians they might encounter on this night.

He returned his attentions to
the Ivory Barracks as they converged on the place. Hattu planted
one foot on the low compound wall, ready to lead the approach to
the barrack house entrance – a large arched wooden door – when one
sleepy Golden Spearman wandered out onto the flat roof of the
place. The man halted, his eyes growing wide as saucers as they
took in the sight of the many invaders swarming out of the Ambar.
His hand went for the alarm horn hanging from his belt and his
mouth opened wide to draw in a full breath. To be spotted at this
first foothold would be crippling, Hattu realised. The soldiery
inside the Ivory Barracks, the lower town wall guard and the masses
billeted up on the Noon Spur would fall upon them like three fangs
at once. He tried to blurt out a call to one of his archers. But
before he could utter a sound, and before the sentry could even
bring the alarm horn to his lips, an arrow whizzed through the air
and punched into the wetness at the back of the man’s throat. He
fell from the roof, choking, to crunch onto his head in the drill
yard.

‘Silence is golden,’ Ebron of
Colchis grinned, re-nocking his bow and searching out any other
keen-eyed enemies.

‘Get up on that roof and hold
the position,’ Hattu said. ‘As soon as you see any activity, signal
to me.’

‘It will be done,’ Ebron said,
peeling away towards the side of the building and the wooden ladder
leading up to the roof, waving his archers with him.

Hattu led the closest thousand
of his soldiers directly ahead to the barrack house entrance. Hattu
and Beka stood by the sides of the doors, waiting for big Tanku,
who strode forth with a look of fury on his face, lifted one boot
and kicked. The doors blasted open with a storm of dust. Inside,
hundreds of Golden Spearmen lay asleep, though just as many were
awake in bubbles of tallow candlelight, whetting and polishing
their weapons, inscribing their armour, eating soup or shaving
another’s hair from hairline to crown. All those awake jolted
towards the doorway in shock. Many of those sleeping sat up in
their beds too, confused.

In that speck of time, with his
soldiers poised to flood inside, Hattu felt a great pulse of horror
in his heart. Those before them were frightened men. Hittite men.
He saw the garrison commander – a kindly-looking fellow who was
overseeing the soup preparation, face white with fear. A deafening
ringing filled his ears and his head. What am I doing? Then
he saw Muwa in his mind’s eye, face grey and forlorn. His dead
brother whispered two words that changed everything. Avenge
me.

A wintry breath passed across
Hattu’s heart. ‘Kill them all,’ he snarled.

The Storm men piled inside,
spears levelled. Beka’s Vulture Warriors sped with them, shrieking.
Grax and his Kaskans bounded forth with low growls. Hattu joined
the charge, his iron swords singing as he ripped them from his
shoulder scabbards, Tanku shield-smashing opponents aside to clear
a path for him. From the corners of his eyes he saw Storm men leap
up onto the beds of enemies still only half-risen and plunge their
spears down through man and bedding, turning the cribs red. Others
struck the heads from those sitting. Sirtaya leapt like a wolf,
barrelling an opponent over before beating him into submission with
his bare fists. The sound of screaming filled the hall as Hittite
slew Hittite.

As Hattu charged the garrison
commander, the man backed away behind the soup vat, unarmed,
terrified.

A heart so pure, will turn to
stone, Ishtar hissed in his mind.

Just then, the garrison
commander snatched up a golden lance hidden behind the vat. He
speared forth with it, his kindly face curdling into a wicked
snarl. ‘Die, wretched prince. Die like your pig brother, Muwa.’

Hattu fell to his knees,
sliding under the lance-tip, scraping the skin on his knees as he
skated along the floor. With a scissoring of his swords, he sliced
the man’s arms off at the elbows. Forearms, hands and lance fell to
the ground. The man gawped at his arms stumps, blood pumping from
the ends, before Hattu sprang up to grab him by the back of the
neck and forced him, head-first, into the soup vat. His screaming
and kicking only succeeded in turning over the vat, the boiling
broth flowing over his body, scalding him to death. Hattu spun on
his heel to block the attack of another, his iron swords halting
and buckling the enemy blade, before he sent a fierce headbutt into
the man’s nose, bursting it wide open. The man dropped,
unconscious, only to unveil another running at him. Hattu dodged
the spear charge, grabbed the lance just below the head and twisted
his arm sharply to throw the bearer off balance, then scored one of
his swords across the man’s back, severing his spine. The soldier
fell, spluttering red wetness, trying in vain to crawl away, only
for Grax’s cow-head mace to come smashing down on the back of his
head.

As if a raging storm had
suddenly fallen away, the noise in the hall dropped. No more
clashing of swords. Just gasping, panting. Hattu looked around to
see that every single Golden Spearman in the place lay dead. None
injured or captured. All slain. It was the most horrible success he
had ever experienced.

But the first foothold was
theirs. The next would be even trickier, he thought. The lower town
walls were riddled with sentries, but thanks to their swift taking
of this barrack house, none of those watchmen yet knew that the
city had been breached. Their eyes would still be on the
countryside, and so his forces might fall on them from behind.
Groups of his men would have to steal upon each of the turrets, and
launch a coordinated attack. If those walls could be taken then the
lower town would be theirs, and Urhi-Teshub would command just the
noon spur and the acropolis. He would be trapped! With a sense of
victory building in his chest, he turned to his men, deciding how
he would divide them for the assault on the lower town turrets.

‘Prince Hattu!’ Tanku yelled,
pointing past Hattu’s shoulder. Hattu turned, raising his swords,
expecting an attack. He saw one of the slain rising: a Golden
Spearman who had been playing dead. But the man did not try to
attack Hattu. Instead, he lurched towards an open set of shutters.
Beka hurled a spear to try to stop the escape, but the lance
hammered into the wall and the man pitched through the shutters
unharmed.

All inside fell silent, eyes
wide.

‘Intruders in the city!’ the
escapee’s voice pealed like a giant bell. ‘Prince Hattu is
here!’

Hattu’s half-formed sense of
victory crumbled away to nothing. He and Tanku shared an ashen
look. They heard a croak and a dull thud outside as one of Ebron’s
rooftop archers shot down the escapee, but it was too late. The
Ivory Barracks had been won but now they faced two fangs, one from
the lower town walls and one from up on the noon spur.

‘That call will have been heard
all over the city,’ Tanku said, his face uplit by a knocked-over
tallow lamp.

As if in reply, dull and
distant shouts rose from every direction. Clanking sounds, doors
slamming, a general yammer of alarm. Then horns blared and
commanders’ orders arose in sharp spikes. Hattu ran to the shutter
window: outside, the Golden Spearmen were draining from the lower
town walls, coming this way. He leaned out and looked towards the
Spirit Bridge and on up the winding main way. The Noon Spur was
blinking to life with torchlight. Soldiers, spewing from the Great
Barracks up there, moving downhill towards the bridge. They would
be beset on both sides within moments. ‘Outside,’ he bellowed,
waving his men back towards the door.

They spilled out as fast as
they had entered, re-joining the three thousand waiting outside.
Hattu paced to and fro, head switching to the two seas of bobbing
torches coming for them from opposite directions.

‘We have to split our forces,’
Tanku snarled.

‘Aye,’ Hattu agreed, sickened.
The chances of victory had been slim. Now they had narrowed to
almost nothing. He swept a hand towards the Spirit Bridge. ‘Take
the Storm men across the bridge, form up on the main way slope for
an assault on the acropolis,’ he commanded Tanku. ‘Grax, take your
warriors across too. I will join you shortly.’

More than half of Hattu’s force
peeled away from the Ivory Barracks and crossed the bridge. Hattu
turned to the Blaze and Wrath spearmen. ‘I need you to stay here,
to guard our rear. You can do that if you plug the Spirit Bridge,
stop the wall guard regiment from crossing.’ Next, he called up to
the Ivory Barracks roof. ‘Ebron, stay down, stay silent. Wait until
the wall regiment coming this way tries to force the bridge, then
rise and shower their flanks with arrows.’

‘We will pour death upon them,’
Ebron quarter-bowed, then sank below the rooftop parapet,
disappearing from sight with his men.

‘Beka, you and your men wait
within the barrack house. As soon as Ebron’s archers have loosed
their first volley, rush out and charge the enemy rear.’ He paused
to survey the street and the bridge and the nearby rooftops once
more. ‘Fight hard but then feign a retreat – this will draw some of
the rear ranks away from the rest. Ebron will then have an opening
for a second volley.’

‘As you command,’ Beka
nodded.

Finally, Hattu turned to
Sirtaya. ‘I do not want you to become entangled in pitched battle,
friend, for you have no experience of such brutality. But take
these,’ he said, sliding a small sack from his belt and giving it
to the Egyptian.

Sirtaya’s eyes widened as he
peered into the sack. ‘Ah… the pots we crafted at Samuha?’

Hattu nodded. ‘You are wise
enough to spot the right moment to use them.’

‘I will not be wasteful, Master
Hattu,’ he said, then peeled back into the shadows of a street
opposite the Ivory Barracks.

Hattu eyed the hasty
arrangements one last time, then strode towards the bridge. The
wall of Blaze and Wrath men now arrayed there in a wall of spears
and shields parted like narrow doors, thumping their fists against
their chest then raising them high in salute as he passed through,
before closing again.

He jogged on across the bridge
towards the twin bulks of Tanku and Grax’s men waiting on the far
side, and gazed up the steeply-rising main way. ‘Our task is to
meet the force descending this way from the Great Barracks. Meet
them, halt them, drive them back uphill, break them… and then we
will crack open the shell of the acropolis.’

The Storm men thundered their
spear hafts on the ground and cheered in support, General Tanku’s
voice the loudest of all. Grax and his Kaskans joined in, howling
their mountain war songs. ‘Forward!’ Hattu cried, striding forth
first. They came with him like bronze wings, the Storm soldiers on
his left and the Kaskans on his right – a forty man wide front,
nearly eighty ranks deep.

As they marched up the
steadily-steeper main way, the thunder of their boots and shushing
scale echoed around the adjacent streets. Soon, a similar and
ominous rumble sounded from somewhere uphill, unseen but
descending, getting closer.

Hattu noticed Grax’s eyes
darting, trying to catch a glimpse of the enemy through the gaps in
market stalls and around the bends of the winding road. ‘The scout
reckoned there were as many as four thousand of them housed in
those high barracks, Prince Hattu,’ the Kaskan chief said with an
edge of fear. ‘That means they have four spears for every three of
ours, and they have the high ground.’

‘Then they will talk of our
victory forever,’ Tanku answered flatly.

The din of the unseen enemy
crunching downhill grew crisper and closer, heavy breaths and
curses distinct amidst the mighty rumble and clatter, but they were
still obscured behind the twisting road, the tavern awnings and the
stonemason’s walled yard.

But then there was a third
noise, behind them: a hoarse, trilling cry of running men. Hattu
shot a look over his shoulder, over the heads of the many marching
with him and downhill to the Spirit Bridge. The Blaze and Wrath
soldiers plugging the bridge were braced. A heartbeat later, the
Golden Spearmen from the lower town walls burst from the darkness,
charging at their blockade. Hattu’s eyes narrowed: timing was
everything. He watched the enemy bound closer to the bridge
defence. Closer, closer. The moment before the two walls of men
clashed, he mouthed: Now.

As if Ebron of Colchis had
heard, he and his men rose behind the low parapet on the Ivory
Barrack roof to loose a thick volley of arrows at the carelessly
loose flanks of Golden Spearmen, shooting a few scores of them
down, softening their charge. Still the enemy drove into the bridge
blockade; the wall of Blaze and Wrath men bent backwards at the
centre but, vitally, it held. Next, Beka’s Vulture Warriors surged
from the barrack house, milling into the rearmost enemy ranks. They
carved down scores more, but soon the rear ranks turned to face
this small but unexpected threat. Now Beka and his men peeled away,
and Ebron’s archers showered the detached rear ranks with a fresh
flurry of arrows. In turn, Beka then Ebron would strike,
frustrating and drawing foes away from the bridge assault. The
commander of the enemy regiment realised what was happening, and
bawled to the rear portion of his disintegrating force: ‘Return to
your positions. Stay together, add your weight to the push at the
bridge.’ The rear ranks heard and understood, and began to
backstep, resisting the urge to chase Beka’s men and instead
raising their shields to weather Ebron’s arrow storms wisely. Now
the front ranks pressed heavily on the bridge blockade. The Blaze
and Wrath men began to slide backwards, losing shape.

Hattu glanced around the
surroundings of that lower town battle Now, Sirtaya, Now! Where
are you? he asked the darkness down there. The answer came in
the form of a small flicker of flame. The tiny spark of light
betrayed Sirtaya’s pale shape, crouched behind a wagon, holding a
clay pot from the mouth of which dangled a burning strip of cloth.
The Egyptian hurled the pot into the enemy press. It exploded with
an orange fury, coating dozens of nearby enemies in flaming resin.
Dozens peeled away, arms flailing, screaming, hair and skin ablaze.
They stumbled towards the Ambar’s banks, though many fell before
they reached the waters, suffocated or burnt lethally. Even those
who made it into the river found that the resin burned just as
fiercely even underwater. One man flapped, blinded by the flames,
into a home. Within moments, the house was ablaze and a heartbeat
later so too were the three abutting it. Hattu turned away, struck
again with horror, knowing such blazes were quick to spread. What
had he brought upon his capital, his home?

You walk the path I laid for
you, Prince Hattu, Ishtar purred as the smash of two more
exploding resin pots sounded behind him.

‘Hattu,’ Tanku hissed.

Hattu blinked, seeing that the
scene uphill had changed. First, long torchlit shadows stretched
around a bend in the main way, along with puffs of breath, then
they emerged into view for real: the mass of palace elites
descending to meet them. They were like a wall of bronze and
leather, with scale-clad torsos, slim-waisted shields, gilt lances,
heads shaved bald on top with swinging braids at the sides. Steam
curled from their bodies in the torchlight as the sacred oils
smeared on their cheeks and foreheads – a pre-battle ritual –
evaporated into the night. The crystal-clear screams of one voice
rose above the many others. ‘Golden Spearmen, level your lances,
train the tips on the neck of the wretched, odd-eyed prince.’

Hattu spotted the tall one who
had issued the cry. Bilanza.

‘The one who brings me his
corpse will have a bar of silver and a house within my estate on
Tarhunda’s Shoulder,’ Bilanza continued.

‘Death to Prince Hattu!’ his
ranks cried in a throaty chorus, a cloud of breath and a spray of
spit.

When Bilanza waved a hand, many
hundreds of his rear ranks raised bows, nocking and drawing.

‘Bowmen!’ Tanku roared in swift
reply over his shoulder towards the rear ranks of the Storm.

‘Archers, slingers!’ Grax
howled to his tribesmen.

‘Loose!’ cried the commanders
of both sides. With a crazy storm of whistling, whizzing shafts and
stones, flashing in the torch and starlight, both advances
faltered, individuals shuddering, dark liquid leaping from pierced
foreheads, throats and smashed shoulders. With a horrible chorus of
sighs, hundreds fell on both sides. Hattu and Tanku weathered the
death rain behind Tanku’s giant shield.

‘We have two fire pots with
us,’ Tanku said, his voice heavy with indecision, ‘give the word
and we can blow apart their front.’

Hattu glanced to his left to
see that the big man had ushered two Storm soldiers forward, each
holding a resin-filled pot. Each could devastate a whole company of
these tightly packed Golden Spearmen. But then he saw where they
were now: well up the main way, with the slum ward on their right.
Amidst that ramshackle warren of huts, poorly-built mud-brick homes
and tight lanes, he saw a glint of eyes, as if hundreds of foxes
were watching from the undergrowth. The light of one torch betrayed
the dirty face of a small girl, her face pinched in terror. She had
backed away into the dead end of one alley, staring at the armies
who were set to meet right outside that lane. Behind him, the
growing glare of the lower town fire lit up the night. ‘No,’ he
said firmly.

Tanku understood, seeing the
girl too. ‘Then we will win this by bronze and brawn alone,’ he
bawled as the two forces drew to within fifty paces.

‘Close formation!’ Bilanza
howled, and his Golden Spearmen contracted into a perfect wall of
snarling faces, interlocked shields and accusatory spear tips as
they strode speedily to forty paces apart.

‘These are Urhi-Teshub’s best,’
said Hattu to his Storm and Kaskan men. ‘But they are nothing
compared to you. Stay close, use our strength, drive them back up
to the Noon Spur!’

Thirty paces.

‘Ready!’ Bilanza roared, his
men falling into a shorter, even quicker step. A handful of men in
his ranks raised battle horns to their lips and blew with long,
deep, breaths. The low moans seemed to shake the air, making even
the bones quiver.

‘Pipers!’ Hattu roared. In
response to the horns, a trio within the Storm ranks raised pipes
to their lips and puffed fiercely, giving rise to a skirling song
that stroked every hackle proud. The night air vibrated with energy
and tension – it felt like that crackling strangeness Hattu had
witnessed around the iron sword and the filings.

Twenty paces.

‘Tarhunda, God of the Storm,’
Tanku cried to be heard above the battle instruments and oaths
being thrown back and forth. The Storm men added their voices with
the remainder of the division’s ancient mantra: ‘coat my heart
in bronze!’

‘Remember the recent graves in
the mountains,’ Grax screamed to his charges, ‘and never forget the
faces of those we lost. Here, now, this is our one chance to right
that wrong.’

Ten paces apart.

Hattu, in the front line
between the Kaskan and Hittite halves of his army, struck his twin
swords together, sending a shower of sparks through the air,
remembering Muwa, Atiya, Colta, Kisna, Bani, Jaru… so many more.
‘For the Gods, for the slain… for justice!’

The front lines of both forces
surged into a run, the gap between them vanishing with a tremendous
swell of battle cries, moaning horns and buzzing pipes, then a
thunderous battering of shields coming together, the skittering and
scraping of bronze and the first of many screams.

Hattu, angling to meet Bilanza,
missed his quarry by two bodies’-width, and instead found himself
up against the shield of a brutish Golden Spearman, around a foot
taller than any other on the enemy front. The giant’s red-shot eyes
widened in delight when he realised he had the prize kill in sight,
and he threw his spear up to catch it overhand, ready to lance
downwards. Hattu swished his iron swords through the neck of the
spear, slicing off the bronze tip, then jumped, ramming one sword
into the side of the giant’s neck. The man clutched his throat as
redness sprayed in wild arcs. He staggered crazily, disrupting the
enemy front. A warm jet of the brute’s blood splashed across
Hattu’s eyes and lips. Spitting and blinking, he lashed his swords
deftly, slicing the next enemy soldier from chest to groin, then
ramming one of his swords straight into another’s heart, blood
pulsing out over his forearm to the elbow.

He heard Grax’s animal cries
grow louder and louder, and saw he and his Kaskans pounding at the
Golden Spearmen’s shields with their axes and clubs, ducking to
hack at their ankles, and some even climbing on the shoulders of
their brethren to leap over the enemy front and land in the ranks
behind, spinning in a frenzy, creating pockets of chaos. ‘Push,
push!’ Tanku bawled, braining one of Bilanza’s men with a
side-swipe of his shield. Despite their lack of numbers and their
uphill disadvantage, the Army of the North was pushing the Golden
Spearmen back. The piper song grew rapid, frenzied.

Hattu’s sword spun tirelessly,
blocking, parrying, slashing. For a moment, it felt as if they were
truly Gods, and that they were on the cusp of glory. Then he heard
Bilanza roar: ‘There he is – cut down the wretched prince and
become the Labarna’s saviour!’

Like jackals, a pack of Golden
Spearmen rushed Hattu, and one speared at his chest. The bronze
there saved him, deflecting the blow but sending a shower of scales
into the air. The next man’s strike was aimed at the damaged
section of armour, and Hattu could only sink away from the blow.
Next, a spear tore across the side of his neck. He felt the warm
runnels of his own blood streaming down inside the collar of his
armoured jacket, and the burning of the ripped skin. The foe who
had slashed him lined up for a killing blow, when a clay plate fell
seemingly from the sky and exploded on the back of the man’s head,
stunning him. Hattu jolted with fright, then saw the grubby girl
from the alley, now on the wayside roofs, grinning at him then
ducking back down to hide. Yet more enemies quickly barrelled into
the stunned one’s place, milling at Hattu. He parried and
staggered, taking a step back, sensing the moments-ago inexorable
uphill surge changing, now fading back downhill like a crashing
wave meekly retreating from a shore. On and on Bilanza bawled at
his troops to seize this momentary advantage… and they did. The
enemy horns moaned over and over, and Hattu could only fend off a
flurry of blows as he and the entire front took a quick set of a
dozen backsteps downhill. He heard a rapid succession of death
cries from the Storm soldiers on his left and spotted pockets of
Kaskan men being hacked down on his right. Men with cleaved heads,
smashed limbs, ripped-open throats.

With every one of his men who
fell, the delicate balance of the battle tilted in favour of
Bilanza’s lot. Hattu realised it would be like the avalanche they
had used to bury the Fury Division in the Soaring Mountains – there
was a point when the shifting snow struck up so much momentum that
it could not be stopped. This was the moment. He flashed a look to
his right, seeing some of Grax’s ranks being shoved out of shape,
pushed to the sides of the main way. He thought of the crazed
Kaskans who had leapt in behind the enemy lines and the vital
pockets of chaos they had created. An idea flashed through his
mind, and he sank back from the front lines.

‘Grax,’ he cried over the
clamour of smashing weapons and drumming shields, side-stepping his
way into the Kaskan force. The Kaskan chief ripped his cow-head
mace from the shoulder of one foe and shot him a bloody-faced look.
‘With me, bring a team of good men. Unhinged, if possible.’

Hattu barged further sideways
through the Kaskan ranks until he fell from the edges of the press,
off the Main Way and right into one of those dark slum alleys. A
moment later a bunch of thirty or so Kaskans barrelled in there
too, and finally Grax. All were streaked wet with blood, some faces
black with it, gasping, shaking, a few clutching wounds. All looked
to Hattu.

‘Quiet,’ he said, then pressed
himself against the darkest shadows of the alley walls as the fray
gradually shifted downhill at the lane mouth. The others followed
suit. It was a strange thing, watching the flood of their own
soldiers straining, struggling, backstepping downhill, then seeing
the front line slip past, the foremost rank of the Golden Spearmen
driving them down that way. ‘Wait,’ Hattu whispered, ‘…wait.’

Three, four, five, six ranks of
the enemy marched past the lane’s mouth, each with a shoulder or a
hand on the man in front, all shoving, putting their weight to the
downhill push.

Two more ranks passed before
Hattu hissed: ‘We charge out, hammer into their flank, disrupt
their push, break their momentum. Now!’

The thirty surged from the lane
like an arrow from a bowstring, ploughing into the unsuspecting
flanks of the ninth rank of Golden spearmen, bowling many over with
the weight and surprise of the charge before even bringing their
weapons to bear. Grax and some of his men faced uphill, battling
the tenth enemy rank, while the rest joined Hattu. He sheathed one
of his swords, grabbed a shield from one bowled-over enemy, put his
shoulder to it and surged against the backs of the eighth rank,
barging them from their feet. This caused the organised enemy push
to descend into chaos – man falling into man like stacked boards
toppling one after the other. But the surprise soon faded and the
middle enemy ranks around Hattu jolted into action, organising
themselves and converging upon the thirty. He swung up his shield
to catch wild hacking blows from many directions, striking his
sword across the belly of one enemy who folded over the blade, and
taking a burning slash across his thigh at the same time. He cried
out, the leg buckling momentarily, putting him onto one knee. But
it was not a deep wound, he realised, forcing himself upright
again… only to see six enemies rushing in at him from every
side.

‘Prince Hattu, duck,’ Grax
cried from somewhere behind.

Without a thought, Hattu
dropped to one knee again, and six thick, bony cracks sounded just
above him as the shadow of the cow-head mace swung across him. The
six foes were cast backwards like toys, crashing against those
nearest. Chaos ensued as now the enemy’s downhill momentum
crumbled. With a roar from Tanku, the Storm Division and the main
body of Kaskans drove uphill with renewed vigour.

‘We’ve done enough,’ Hattu
rasped, grabbing Grax by the collar of his furs just as he was
about to take on another seven foes. He hauled the tribal chief
back into the alley in which they had hidden, and the nineteen of
Grax’s thirty who had survived followed. They watched as the two
entangled forces now marched the opposite way, the Army of the
North now driving the Golden Spearmen past the lane mouth and on
uphill.

Hattu, Grax and his men
rejoined their comrades and added their weight to the uphill push.
Many spears were broken now and it was a battle of swords, tattered
shields and mainly shoulder-to-shoulder shoving. Hattu nearly lost
an arm in a contest with a skilled swordsman. Were it not for the
strength of his iron blade in notching and twisting the foe’s
bronze weapon, he would surely have done so.

The push uphill continued
relentlessly. In fleeting glances back down towards the Spirit
Bridge, Hattu saw that his Blaze and Wrath men there were still
holding, but only just. Some of the enemy wall guards had flooded
up into the Ivory Barracks and up onto its roof to nullify Beka’s
harrying Vulture Warriors and Ebron’s archers. That compound was
writhing with men locked in desperate, hand-to-hand fighting.

An enemy cry emanated from the
acropolis then: ‘The invaders holding the Spirit Bridge are close
to capitulation. Call back Marok and the Lords of the Bridle from
the countryside to finish them off.’ A fire arrow streaked high
into the night sky. Hattu stared up at it in horror.
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Fire and Blood

Summer 1268 BC

 


Three danna west of Hattusa,
Chariot Master Marok twisted round in his chariot cabin, looking
up, false braids swinging, eyes glinting with the reflected light
of the high fire arrow. ‘Trouble?’ asked the warrior on board
beside him.

‘We’re needed at the city,’
Marok said, his stomach tingling with excitement. They had been
roaming out here, several danna from Hattusa for many nights,
chasing down every shadow and halting passing wagons. Not one sign
of Prince Hattu. No chance to dirty his blade or wheels with blood.
Was this the chance at last? he thought, tugging one reign to bring
his war-car round in an expert loop. Like starlings, the few
hundred chariots riding in his wake bent round behind him. He
scanned the eastern horizon. In the direction of Hattusa, the night
was glowing.

‘Draw in the outlying patrols,’
he barked. ‘Lords of the Bridle, come together.’

With calls and shouts from his
commanders, smaller chariot squadrons emerged from nearby,
gathering with this main one.

‘Be ready!’ Marok cried with a
thrill of anticipation. ‘It seems Prince Hattu has chosen tonight
to strike. String your bows and be ready to paint your wheels red
with the blood of his followers!’ The crews on the hundreds of
war-cars thundered in reply, some whooping, others snapping their
whips overhead in a crackling chorus. They broke into a speedy
gallop with a crash of pounding hooves, creaking wood and jangling
bronze.

Thrills of the action to come
shot through Marok as the wind of the ride grew ferocious, the
horses’ manes thrashing. They came past the red fells, the
foothills edged with conifers. Just the brow of land ahead to go
and then Hattusa would be within sight. One chariot edged ahead of
Marok, and he glared at that crew with contempt. It was Jantili,
the driver who was always trying to outperform his general. Indeed,
he had almost been named Chariot Master ahead of Marok. ‘Get back
in position you dog, or I’ll wring your neck.’

Jantili snarled some
disrespectful reply, but Marok didn’t hear it. For his attentions
were drawn to the small party of twelve chariots that had emerged
from the conifers.

‘I thought all of our squadrons
had already regrouped?’ the warrior beside him said.

Marok peered at the twelve
war-cars, confused, as they struck across the land. ‘They have. And
I did not send out any squadrons that small. What… what are they
doing?’ he stammered as these war-cars did not fall into line
behind him but cut across the front of his great horde. In a silver
seam of starlight he caught sight of the lead vehicle: with not two
but three men aboard.

‘The stolen Destroyers,’ the
warrior said, dumbstruck.

Marok’s eyes were pinned on the
driver of the lead vehicle. ‘And Dagon the plague-rat.’

Dagon rictus-grinned at Marok,
then his face creased in a white-toothed snarl as he lashed his
whip and barked some order. The warrior on board with Dagon hurled
a spear. The lance soared and hammered into Jantili’s face. As
Jantili crumpled backwards and fell from the chariot, the sudden
change of weight and release of pressure from the reins sent the
driverless vehicle shambling, before one horse stumbled, fell and
broke a leg. The entire chariot went flying over the two steeds and
landed, upside down in an explosion of splinters and buckled
wheels. Marok’s chariot sliced over Jantili’s corpse and he only
just swerved the wreck of the man’s vehicle. He stared, dry-mouthed
at the twelve enemy cars as they sped off towards the south. His
head switched from them to Hattusa and back again. He had been
given his orders to return to the city, but… this was Dagon,
Hattu’s oldest and most trusted ally. Dagon, the one people said he
would never match in the art of chariotry.

‘Turn south. After them,’ he
roared. There were only twelve cars, and those three man behemoths
were fast but notoriously slow to turn. They would have to turn
somewhere, and when they did… he bent forward with a rictus grin
and lashed the whip over the traces. ‘Ya!’

The huge fleet of chariots
swarmed around to the south, following in Dagon’s wake. They had
fled into the darkness, and rising dust was hard to spot in the
night, but Marok knew the ways of the chariot. There would be other
things to follow: wheel tracks, horse manure and more.

‘There they are,’ another
chariot driver called, ‘look, they’re turning already!’

Marok saw that indeed, the
famed Dagon had led his squadron onto a sunken plain hemmed at the
far end by a crescent of hills – hills rough and steep enough that
no chariot could climb. The twelve cars were slowing.
Trapped! Marok marvelled.

‘Spread into a line, like the
wings of a hawk,’ Marok howled to his fleet. The chariots to the
rear buzzed forward, drifting wide, until the entire force was
arrayed in a single, long line that would comb the plain ahead and
leave no gap for Dagon to escape through. He saw Dagon and his
pathetic force, still lumbering around in wide arcs in an attempt
to turn away from the dead-end crescent of hills only to see the
wall of death coming for them. The faces of the crews on board were
pale with fright. ‘Ready your throwing spears,’ Marok bawled as
they thundered closer.

‘Death to Dagon!’ he screamed
as they sped to within one hundred strides, ‘Death to Prince
Hatt-’

The world became chaos. First,
the horses plunged sharply into the ground as the false floor of
ferns gave way instantly. The darkness of night became the darkness
of the earth. There was a momentary weightlessness, then a sonorous
crunch of wood and bones. Marok’s bald head cracked against
something, and blood sheeted down his face. Ears ringing, head
spinning, he tried to claw his way free of the cage of crumpled
wood and groaning bodies around him. A ditch, he realised, looking
up at the starry stripe of night sky above. He saw his warrior,
shaking beside him, trying to rise also, but collapsing with a
scream, clutching a broken thighbone. All along this lengthy
trench, the Hittite chariots lay like the smashed-up wood and flesh
of a pyre. He saw Dagon canter past the trench edge, glaring down
pitilessly, riding a few times over the narrow causeway that he and
his dozen had used to cross the ditch safely. ‘Up!’ Marok roared to
the men amongst the wreckage who were not broken or dead. ‘Up,
kill him!’

Men did struggle and clamber at
the trench edges, but Dagon carried on cantering calmly. ‘You were
never fit to lead the chariotry, Marok. At best, you were an insult
to old Colta’s name.’ he whirled a hand overhead. From beyond the
trench, in the direction of the crescent hills, a drumming of feet
sounded. A storm of feet. Hittite men and women appeared
around the trench edges, hundreds of them. Villagers, craftsmen,
armed with tools and rocks. Jaru’s foundry runts too. They kicked
and pushed back down those charioteers trying to climb out – many
of them noblemen who had supported Urhi-Teshub’s persecutions.
Princess Puduhepa led this rabble, eyes blazing, her cherry-red
robes flapping in the night breeze. Marok had never been afraid of
any woman. But at that moment, upon seeing the murderous look upon
her face, he felt his bladder slacken and hot urine flood down his
legs.

‘Ishtar has spoken… destroy
them,’ Puduhepa hissed.

Marok threw up his arms, but
they were useless against the storm of rocks and makeshift missiles
raining down upon him and his charioteers. He felt a rock smash his
shoulder, then another break his hip. He collapsed as many more
missiles whacked down on him. Before long he was but a sack of
broken bones. The rain ended. All was silent – from the trench at
least. All of his men were dead… yet he was still alive, he
realised, his eyes blinking open, darting. Indescribable pain
pulsed through him. But he was still alive. Wild thoughts
began to surface of somehow being saved, before he heard Dagon and
Puduhepa issue a single word command. ‘Bury them.’

The first spadeful of dirt
landed on his face, blinding him, filling his mouth, choking off
his scream.

 


***

 


The dead lay thick, entangled
and strewn all up the main way of Hattusa, the flagstones shining
with running blood. Hattu, hair plastered to his face with gore,
pushed with all he had against Bilanza’s wall of Golden Spearmen.
The press was relentless, and he felt numb, spent. So when a lone
fire arrow rose from out in the countryside to the west of Hattusa,
it sent a pulse of strength and hope through him.

‘Dagon and Lady Puduhepa have
done it!’ Grax marvelled.

Hattu made to reply, but
stumbled as the ground levelled out underfoot. They had made it up
to the Noon Spur, he realised, casting his eyes over the wide,
paved terrace. The Great Barracks loomed just ahead, near the foot
of the huge earthen ramp – the final to the acropolis. Now Tanku’s
Storm men and Grax’s Kaskans let loose a great whoop of joy. The
struggle was swaying in their favour.

Yet the celebration was
short-lived. The Golden Spearmen fell back in a well-practiced
defensive manoeuvre: many forming a deep line, plugging the foot of
the ramp, many more retreating inside the barracks and reappearing
on the parapets to rain a flanking hail of stones and arrows down
on the attackers. Hattu and his men could only shelter behind their
shields in an effort to approach the ramp plug – though most of
Hattu’s army had half-torn shields or had lost them entirely in the
push for the spur. Hattu found himself kneeling beside Tanku, the
big man’s huge shield in tatters. A few more strikes upon it and it
would be useless. Some tried to charge the enemy, but were quickly
mowed down in a hail of slingshot. The last surviving Storm piper
was shot through, the skirling and tireless song ending with a wet
thwack and a sighing buzz. The Storm Division standard-bearer took
an arrow in the eye, crumpling, the standard pole rolling from his
grip and through the bloody carpet of dead.

‘They have us pinned like deer
in a pit,’ Grax moaned, a sling bullet pinging from the bronze
cow-head of his beloved mace.

‘We’re not done yet – and
there’s our quarry,’ Tanku cried, jabbing an elbow into Hattu’s
side.

Hattu stared up in the
direction the big man was looking. Up on the acropolis’ walls stood
Urhi-Teshub, glaring, clad in Muwa’s old battle gear. He was
flanked by his chosen hundred, enjoying the sight of the invaders
falling in droves to the hail. The Labarna whirled a hand,
and the chosen ones ducked from sight for a moment, before bringing
a number of thrashing forms to the parapet. Lady Danuhepa and the
servants who had helped her clear the Dawn Bridge of sentries, all
with ropes around their necks. Hattu’s eyes met with
Danuhepa’s.

I’m sorry, he
mouthed.

She smiled, her face wet with
tears. Do not be sorry. I am free, she mouthed in reply.

With a jerk of the chosen men’s
arms, she and her helpers were bundled out over the parapets. They
jolted as the ropes around their necks snapped tight. Danuhepa died
instantly, others kicked and thrashed. Many of Hattu’s men stared,
horrified. The Great Queen of the Hittites and her faithful
servants, hanged like thieves.

‘They die because they listened
to your lies, Uncle Hattu,’ Urhi-Teshub roared, wagging a finger.
The enemy horns blared now in a chorus of support.

Hattu’s blood turned molten.
The fiery heat pulsing through him made him realise something: they
had made it beyond the slum houses. ‘Fire… use the resin pots,’ he
said through grinding teeth. ‘Break through this barrier. Get us up
there!’

Tanku handed the resin pots to
his nearest men. Flints sparked, arms swung and the four vessels
arced through the night air, ablaze. One landed up on the Great
Barracks’ parapet. The walkway burst into flames, and dozens of
those pelting Hattu’s men with missiles leapt down in terror,
ablaze, only to land and shatter their legs, before thrashing
around on the ground. The other three resin pots plunged down on
the defensive line plugging the base of the ramp, and sent scores
of enemy soldiers scattering, aflame – the horn blowers flailed and
thrashed like this too. At this, Bilanza fled up the great ramp,
vanishing into the acropolis via a small hatch gate. Blessedly, the
rain of deadly arrows and slingshot tapered off to nothing, and the
endless wail of the horns stopped – now there was just the horrible
sound of droves of weeping, screaming men lying half-cleaved or
burnt beyond saving. Hattu heard the same noises emanating behind
him, from the long uphill stretch of the main way. Thousands lay
dead and dying. Most of both forces had fallen in the frantic few
hours of struggle.

Just a smattering of enemy
defenders remained plugging the ramp, braced behind the wall of
flames from the burning resin. ‘Up,’ Hattu cried to the kneeling
ones hiding behind the remnants of their shields. ‘Up! Up!
Storm the ramp!’

They rose with a hoarse roar
and surged towards the few gaps in the blazing wall. Hattu plunged
into the fires, through the stink of burning meat and hair, hacking
the head from one snarling man defending the far side. He saw Tanku
bursting through another gap, a knot of others too. They hacked
away most of the ramp defenders. Just the short climb up the ramp
to go and they would be at the acropolis gates… and then Bilanza,
now with Urhi-Teshub up on the parapets, barked some clipped
command. The hatch on the Ramp Gates creaked open, and a band of
relief soldiers – three hundred fresh Golden Spearmen – surged out
and raced down the ramp to reinforce the crumbling defensive
plug.

‘Back, back!’ Hattu cried,
seeing how disordered and thin his forces were. Against fresh men
moving in formation, they would be blown apart. Hattu and his men
peeled back through the gaps in the wall of flames, back onto the
Noon Spur, tripping and stumbling over the many dead. The enemy
relief force joined with a similar number from the Great Barracks.
Too many…

Then a noise rose from behind
him, on the main way. He twisted to see the Blaze and Wrath men,
plus Ebron and Beka and their tribal warriors coming uphill at a
run. Sirtaya galloping on all fours alongside them.

‘The battle of the Spirit
Bridge is over,’ Beka grinned unnervingly as he skidded into place
beside Hattu. ‘The last of the wall guards fled. We won!’

Hattu glanced over his forces
then those of Urhi-Teshub. His own forces were fewer by one hundred
or so, and they were all close to exhaustion. His blood and
soot-streaked face sagged as he realised there was no chance of
surrender from either side, no certainty of victory. There was only
one hope. Pure, brute fighting until every man on one side lay
dead.

On the acropolis defences,
Urhi-Teshub waved his palms upwards. ‘Go forth, destroy the
invaders!’ he compelled his remaining forces. ‘Ten silver bars to
the champion of the day.’

They unleashed a wall of noise,
then surged across the Noon Spur towards Hattu and his beleaguered
men.

Hattu planted one foot forward,
gripping both sword hilts tightly. ‘Ready…’

‘Brace!’ Tanku yelled.

The two sides met again with a
rumble of tattered shields and the hoarse screech of blunt blades.
Hattu’s men used snapped spear hafts like clubs, some even tackling
the enemy reserves with their bare fists. All order of battle
crumbled away as men swayed, rolled and jostled in single combat,
some blindly hacking out in order to protect themselves. Ragged
breaths filled the air, and some who died simply fell in exhausted
silence, the piercing death-screams of earlier no more. Hattu
parried and swiped at every enemy who came at him, his arms leaden.
One bug-eyed enemy’s sword slashed across his back, stripping more
scales off his armour and sending him stumbling towards the Noon
Spur’s precipitous edge. He swayed on one foot, unable to balance,
able only to twist to face the bug-eyed one’s next rush. He grabbed
the man’s wrist and propelled him from the edge instead, using the
action as a counterweight to sling himself back from the drop.
Panting, he twisted one way and another, looking for the next
oncoming enemy. Yet he could see little, thanks to the now belching
black smoke rising from the burning corpses at the foot of the
ramp. Likewise, smoke scudded across the city from the lower town
fires.

He saw a gap in the fighting
then. A clear run up the ramp to the acropolis. A careful sprint
and he might avoid the arrows and thrown spears of Urhi-Teshub’s
chosen hundred up there. Maybe he could even leap at the walls and
clamber up and over there, then fight his way to the false
Labarna.

A hand slammed down on his
shoulder. ‘Don’t even think about it,’ Tanku growled, pulling Hattu
into the modicum of safety behind the remnant of his great shield
for a moment. ‘You were fast and spry when you were younger, but
even then you’d have been shot dead halfway up the ramp. And look,’
he pointed at the thin wisps of steam rising from behind the
parapet of the Ramp Gatehouse. ‘He has heated oil, or maybe even
resin of his own, up there. I have never walked away from a battle
in my life, Hattu, but today I must… and so must you. Live to fight
him again.’

Hattu gazed absently at the
horrors all around him, all the way through the capital – ablaze,
carpeted with corpses and splashed in crimson. ‘There will be no
other chance tonight, old friend. The army we gathered has been
whittled down to almost nothing.’

A snap of a whip sounded, and
the crunch and grind of wheels. Hattu felt dread rise through him.
Was this Urhi-Teshub’s final blow? Had the fire signal from the
countryside been false? Had Marok and the Lords of the Bridle
somehow flooded inside the gates?

The smoke beside Hattu and
Tanku roiled and puffed, and a lone war car sped right up towards
them… then slowed smartly to a halt. A Destroyer, one of the twelve
captured. Driving it was Dagon, his face streaked with sweat.
‘Marok and his chariots have been dealt with.’

‘Pudu?’

‘She went unharmed. She and the
militias are out in the countryside. They are coming for the city,
but they are on foot and will not arrive for some time.’

‘They must not come,’ Hattu
croaked. ‘The struggle for the ramp is lost.’

‘I can see that. That’s why I’m
here, to take you from this place. Come!’ he cried, inviting Hattu
and Tanku aboard his chariot.

‘I will not run,’ Hattu hissed.
‘I will not leave this place until it is over, for him or for
me.’

‘Trust me,’ Dagon said, his
keen eyes glinting, ‘as Gilgamesh trusted Enkidu.’

 


***

 


Safe on the acropolis’ walls,
Urhi-Teshub looked down upon the Battle of the Noon Spur: a cloud
of smoke, bronze slashing and flashing amidst it like lightning,
blood pumping in sudden bursts, men staggering and groaning. The
clash might tilt either way, he reckoned, but there were so few men
left now on both sides that even if the invaders won, they would
have little strength left with which to assail these inner
defences. And for all the dead and dying down there, there was only
one death that mattered. His eyes combed the fray. Where are
you, Uncle Hattu?

Suddenly, his neck lengthened
as he stared beyond the battle and at the old chariot bucking and
jouncing back down the main way. Hattu was aboard. The giant Tanku
as well, and the plague-weasel, Dagon. A sense of triumph began to
rise within him. ‘He flees!’

Bilanza, beside him, did not
share his enthusiasm. ‘But his men fight on. Why do they not
crumble and run too?’ The captain’s eyes narrowed, tracking the
chariot as it fled through the inferno of the lower town and
vanished somewhere down there, into the night.

‘In the name of the Storm God,
Bilanza, you saw it for yourself, his nerve has broken,’
Urhi-Teshub rumbled.

But Bilanza’s eyes swept on
around the dark areas of the city, then combed the acropolis
battlements either side of him. Almost all of the chosen hundred
were lining this section of the defences, overlooking the Battle of
the Noon Spur. Now he turned his gaze across the acropolis grounds,
behind him. The far end, by the palace, where the Winter Tower
watched over the Dawn Bridge, lay in near blackness. Just three men
were posted there. More, the sentries on the Dawn Bridge had been
slain earlier by Danuhepa’s slaves. No fresh men had been posted
out there to take their place. His corpse-eyes darkened. ‘His every
move against you has been that of a coward, a trickster, and this
one is no different. He leaves his men to fight the battle before
you as a distraction, a deception, while he leads another force
round on our flank. He means to steal across the Dawn Bridge and
attack the Winter Tower.’

Urhi-Teshub stared over his
shoulder at the dark, quiet tower, his fiery demeanour settling.
‘Can you be sure that he means to come that way?’

‘No, but give me a troop of
your chosen hundred, and I will ensure that if he does, then he
will fail,’ said Bilanza.

Urhi-Teshub gave him a sidelong
look. ‘Take two troops, and bring me his corpse.’

Bilanza called away two bands
of ten. They followed him to the acropolis’ Winter Tower, and he
led them onto the roof of that turret.

‘Nothing out there?’ he asked
the three on watch up there already.

‘Nothing at all,’ replied the
sentry, confused.

Moments passed, each feeling
like hours. The sound of the battle was muffled and muted here. He
already felt foolish for leaving the centre of the fray on the Noon
Spur to watch from the Ramp Gate and now felt sure some would be
calling him a coward for peeling back even further to this quiet
corner of the citadel. An owl hooted calmly nearby, and he
fantasised for a moment thrusting his boot into its feathery face.
Next, he noticed one of the three sentries – still confused about
his presence – glancing at him as if he had a giant carbuncle on
his nose, and now he imagined booting the sentry in the face. Just
as his mood was about to boil over, another of the original three
threw out an arm, finger pointing. ‘Captain, look.’

Bilanza’s eyes tapered to
slits, peering across the ravine and the Dawn Bridge to the gloomy
heights of Tarhunda’s shoulder. Movement there. Men creeping in the
shadows near the grain pits. They stole onto the far end of the
Dawn Bridge, and Bilanza was in no doubt now. A dozen men.
Colchians, Vulture Warriors and Hittites. ‘Tanku,’ he smiled,
seeing the one-armed giant in the lead. Then his eyes bulged,
seeing the tall one in bronze-scale with the swishing green cloak
just behind Tanku. ‘Prince Hattu! I knew it…’

As Hattu, Tanku and their men
stole speedily across the bridge, Bilanza glanced around him. He
had twenty three soldiers on the turret, and these were his best
men. He grabbed his spear two-handed, and yelled to those around
him. ‘With me!’

They barrelled down through the
tower staircase and out onto the adjoining wall defences, leaving
the acropolis behind, speeding down the sloping battlements and
onto the near end of the Dawn Bridge. Bilanza’s heart swelled with
the thought of being the one to slay the prince, to be the hero –
to avenge Taresh. ‘I can taste death in the air, Prince Hattu,’ he
snarled, swirling his spear and waving his men forward. ‘Kill
them!’

The twenty three surged onto
the mid-section of the bridge with a cry, six abreast, spears
levelled.

Big Tanku met the charge with a
great sweep of his spear. The strike knocked four of the first six
Golden Spearmen from the bridge. They fell with chilling shrieks,
swallowed up by the dark ravine. The rest of Bilanza’s men spilled
past Tanku, spearing through two Colchians and ripping the throat
from one of the Vulture Warriors before hacking down three more.
Tanku barged another five from the edge and brained a sixth with
his spear haft, while the last of the Vulture Warriors spun like a
demon, gutting another of the Golden Spearmen before being skewered
on the end of two spears at once. The killers then turned on Prince
Hattu. Hattu was nimble and fought well, ducking and parrying. But
one Golden Spearman crept round on his flank and thrust his lance
into Hattu’s arm, breaking it at the elbow. Bilanza’s eyes flared
in delight at this as he prowled around this furious combat. He
watched until there were just two foes left, Tanku and the bleeding
Hattu, back to back, encircled by the remaining seven Golden
Spearmen. The big oaf was badly wounded, and Hattu’s head was
lolling, hair hanging loose, plastered across his face with blood.
‘Separate them,’ Bilanza demanded.

With a lunge, one of the Golden
Spearmen thrust his lance between the pair, prizing the two apart.
Five of the Golden Spearmen quickly encircled Tanku, raining blows
at him, his lone arm clearly weakening as he tried to parry each
strike, while Bilanza and his other two stood around Prince
Hattu.

‘What a sorry end this is for
you,’ Bilanza purred as Hattu’s legs swayed, head hanging in
defeat. ‘Let me assure you before I finish you, that after your
death, I shall hunt down your bitch of a wife and have her burnt
for the Labarna’s entertainment. Your boy will be tossed to
the palace hounds.’ With that, he drew out his short, curved
sword.

Hattu weakly raised his head
and his spear in a feeble challenge. His face was a mess of caked
gore.

‘Lost the swords you stole from
me, eh?’ Bilanza chuckled.

One of the Golden Spearmen
pulled Hattu’s spear aside easily. Bilanza grinned, and swept his
blade through Hattu’s neck. The head spun free of the body,
plunging down into the ravine. Blood pulsed from the neck stump.
Bilanza shivered with joy at the sight, then shoved the
still-swaying body against the bridge parapet where it slumped down
like a sitting man. Bilanza stepped over the legs and approached
Tanku – who had now been robbed of his lance. ‘Finish him,’ Bilanza
demanded.

One of the Golden spearmen
leapt up and plunged his lance down through the soft flesh beside
Tanku’s collarbone, blood pumped out but Tanku grabbed the shaft
and strained to draw the spear back out. It took two men to put
their weight behind the lance and drive the big man to his knees,
right beside the bridge’s open edge.

Bilanza sheathed his sword and
set down his spear, lifted one foot and planted it on the legendary
general’s chest. ‘I want you to be alive when you hit the rocks
below,’ he said gleefully, anticipating the pathetic look that
would now cross Tanku’s face. The look of a man knowing he has lost
a battle and his life. Instead, when Tanku looked up, blood running
from his mouth, his gaze drifted past Bilanza, to some spot behind
him on the acropolis end of the bridge. The faintest of smiles
passed across the big oaf’s face, before he tilted his head
backwards and issued a haunting wolf howl towards the night sky.
Bilanza, robbed of his moment, scowled and thrust his boot. Tanku’s
great body pitched backwards over the bridge’s edge. ‘Die. Join the
cursed prince in the Dark Earth,’ he triumphed.

During the trice in which Tanku
pitched backwards, slipping over the precipice, Bilanza noticed
something very strange from the corner of one eye: on the ravine
side near the acropolis end of the bridge, two pale shapes of men
were clambering up the rock face – climbers, levering themselves
onto the top and breaking into a run towards the Winter Tower’s
door – ajar. None of his soldiers seemed to have noticed. Just as
he opened his mouth to alert them, he felt a sudden jolt, pulling
him forward roughly. His head swung back towards the edge of the
bridge. The falling oaf, Tanku, had reached out with his lone arm
and grabbed him by the ankle of his kicking leg.

He hopped forward, flailing,
suddenly beset with a horrible terror. ‘No…no!’ he stammered. He
pitched out over the edge of the bridge with Tanku. While Tanku was
silent as they fell, Bilanza shrieked in horror. Falling
face-first, he heard the wind screaming past his ears, saw the
white flecks of the Ambar river rushing up towards him. As he
arrowed into those shallow waters, he felt everything from the
brutal slap of water that broke his nose to the final moment when
his skull exploded on the shale riverbed.
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An Ancient Oath

Summer 1268 BC

 


From the acropolis battlements,
Urhi-Teshub had the perfect view of the Battle of the Noon Spur.
Despite this, he could not make any sense of the struggle. Too many
corpses, some still clinging to life, shaking limbs reaching up
from the piles of dead like drowning men. More, the few hundred who
were still on their feet and fighting all looked the same, masked
in red, swaying, swinging their weapons like drunks. What was clear
was that his defenders needed to press hard and crush the last of
the invaders. He noticed a block of his men backing onto the great
ramp, cloaks heavy with blood and gore, panting for breath. ‘Those
men down there, order them back into the fray,’ he demanded to the
commander of the chosen hundred up here on the battlements with
him.

The commander of the chosen
troops peered at the group. ‘My Sun, I don’t think they are
our-’

Suddenly, the ‘defenders’
backing onto the ramp swivelled to face up to the Ramp Gate, threw
back their filthy robes and shot from their gold-chased bows.

Thrum…whack, whack, whack!

The commander by Urhi-Teshub’s
side juddered, then toppled over the gatehouse parapet silently.
Eight others up there crumpled with wet sighs and screams. ‘The
deadly kiss of Colchis,’ Ebron grinned, kissing his next arrowhead
before nocking it to his bow, taking aim at Urhi-Teshub.

Urhi-Teshub’s blood drained to
his feet. He threw himself to one side as Ebron’s arrow scored
through the night and right through the spot where his head had
been a trice ago. After a moment, he dared to peek over the edge of
another merlon. Now the battle started to make sense. The pockets
of enemy were converging on the ramp. His last few groups of Golden
Spearmen down there were being overwhelmed.

‘Bring the ladders,’ cried
Chief Grax the Kaskan, waving his iron sword. Mountain men came
hurrying up the ramp carrying ladders taken from the lower
town.

Urhi-Teshub backed away from
the gatehouse walkway, his belly flooding with cold water, for the
first time doubting the acropolis’ famous defences.

‘Retreat to the throneroom, My
Sun,’ one of the chosen hundred on the walkway insisted.

‘I will retire to the
throneroom temporarily to take stock and plan our next move,’
Urhi-Teshub snapped as he flitted down the battlement steps. As he
strode across the grounds, two Golden Spearmen flanked him.

He saw the small party of five
over by the Winter Tower. ‘Captain Bilanza,’ he shouted over to
them.

‘My Sun, your uncle is dead,’
one of the five called back.

Urhi-Teshub’s heart thumped,
slowing. ‘What did you say?’

‘Prince Hattu tried to attack
across the Dawn Bridge, but he died on it instead! Captain Bilanza
cut off his head… and cast General Tanku to his death also. Alas,
Bilanza fell to his doom too.’

But Urhi-Teshub barely heard
nor cared about that last part. ‘Hattu is dead?’ he said, a wet,
rolling laugh falling from his lungs. He felt the courage of one
hundred lions surge through him now. ‘Bring me his head,’ he called
to the five at the tower, his teeth clenched in a victory
rictus.

‘My Sun?’

‘I want to see Hattu’s head! It
will make a fine ornament.’

‘My Sun, it, it is at the
bottom of the ravine. His body lies out on the bridge,
however.’

‘Then bring the body,’
Urhi-Teshub snarled at the five. ‘Two of you stay at the Winter
Tower and watch for any more attacks from that direction, the rest
of you bring the body.’

A strange mix of elation and
unease trickled through his veins as he strode on to the Hall of
the Sun. There, four more Golden Spearmen stood watch at the main
doors. He entered the ancient hall, cast off his helm then paced to
and fro, fingers flexing as his two escorts entered behind him then
barricaded the door solidly from the inside. The sounds of the
battle at the Ramp Gate echoed in every so often. The acropolis
could not be breached, surely? For an absurd moment, he experienced
a great yearning for his father’s advice on the matter. He lifted
his silver winged sun circlet from a small table near the throne
dais, eyeing it, jealous of those who sought to take it from him.
Mine, he rumbled inwardly as he planted it on his head, then
turned his mind to what means he could employ to execute any of the
invaders who might survive the battle. But the last stretches of
the struggle could be dangerous, he mused. What if the rabble
attacking the gates made it into these grounds? It would be folly
to remain here in these last throes of combat, he decided. I
could retreat to Arinna, he pondered. Comfort and safety lay in
that nearby city. ‘Prepare my chariot near the Sun Gate,’ he
barked. One of his two Golden Spearmen unlocked the doors and
hurried off to do his bidding, the one left behind barring the
doors again and growing extra vigilant.

‘Is it true?’ ventured a soft
voice near the throne.

Urhi-Teshub’s heart sprung into
his throat. He swung to see Kurunta sitting there in the shadows
beside the throne, like a cat waiting beside an absent owner’s
chair.

‘Is Hattu dead?’

Urhi-Teshub nodded slowly,
enjoying the moment. ‘His rebellion is over.’

Kurunta gulped, his eyes
moistening just a little. ‘I see. If I may ask, My Sun: if the
rebellion is over, then from whom do you flee?’

‘I am not fleeing,’
Urhi-Teshub snapped, ‘I will travel to Arinna and rouse the
garrison there to come and help chase down the stragglers
here.’

Kurunta cocked his head to one
side. ‘How, My Sun? For there is no garrison left at Arinna, or at
any of the heartland cities. When you drew your army together to
march upon Samuha, you left only farmer-militias to watch those
settlements.’

Urhi-Teshub glared at Kurunta.
‘Turn your eyes to the clay, Brother,’ he hissed. ‘Think back on
things. Write the past out once more for me.’

Kurunta’s face sagged, his eyes
growing distant. Absently, he nodded. His shoulders grew round as
he cradled his tablet and began pecking away at the clay, mumbling
over and over. ‘When I was a boy, he hurt me every day. He burned
my skin, threw me before horses…’

Urhi-Teshub smirked, then
jolted when knuckles rapped on the hall doors. The lone Golden
Spearman inside shared a few gruff words with whoever was outside,
then lifted the locking bar. In came four from the Winter Tower.
Each holding a limb of Hattu’s body. They dropped the headless
corpse before Urhi-Teshub. The foremost of the quartet stood to
attention. ‘The remains of the usurper, My Sun.’

Urhi-Teshub felt a warm thrill
pass through him as he approached the body, beholding the
battle-scarred bronze jacket and kilt, the bloodstained, ripped
green cloak, the bronze cloakpin with the feathers of his pet
falcons. Dead, just like you, Uncle Hattu, he smirked. Hattu
had always been such a vital figure, fast, strong, never fatigued
or slow of foot or wit…. now he was carrion. A rotting husk of
meat! he triumphed, then sank into a crouch beside the cadaver,
taking up the hand like a loved one at the bedside of a dying
relative. ‘I will see that this day is remembered forever, Uncle
Hattu. Your name will be anathema to the Hittite civilization. You
will be spoken of as the wretched traitor you were.’ He lifted the
hand towards his lips to kiss it, but paused, staring at the
chubby, chapped knuckles. His brow furrowed and he looked at the
legs: stocky and strong, not the lithe, elegantly muscular legs of
Hattu the climber. Horrible pins of ice stabbed into his flesh. He
threw down the hand, rising, backing away from the corpse as if it
was plague-ridden. ‘This is not Hattu’s body.’

‘It is, My Sun,’ the
sentry insisted. ‘He walked onto the bridge and Captain Bilanza
struck his head from his shoulde-’ crack! his sentence ended
with Urhi-Teshub’s knuckles raking across his face.

‘He’s still alive,’ Urhi-Teshub
drawled, eyes rolling to examine the high sections of the hall, the
sills of the arched windows. Nowhere in here to hide. ‘Go outside,
scour the acropolis. He’s up here somewhere.’

‘My Sun, we should not leave
you alone. Captain Bilanza insisted on this.’

‘Go,’ Urhi-Teshub roared.

With a stampede of feet, they
drained from the hall. Urhi-Teshub closed his eyes and pinched the
top of his nose between thumb and forefinger until the last of them
had left, then closed the hall doors and barricaded them for
himself.

Alone with Kurunta, he
swaggered up the semicircle of stone steps, slumping onto his
throne. He massaged his temples for a time, eyes closed. When he
opened them, Hattu was standing at the bottom of the dais steps,
his head dipped enough to bathe his eyes in shadow, just a glint of
torchlight betraying the smoke grey one, gazing up at
Urhi-Teshub.

Urhi-Teshub shot to his feet, a
winter coldness slashing through him. ‘How… how did you get in?’ he
stammered.

‘Father?’ Kurunta gasped,
looking up, squirming backwards as if Hattu was a rabid wolf.

Hattu, dressed in just a kilt,
boots and his crossbands, gestured to the dropped Golden Spearman’s
robe on the floor around his feet. ‘I was one of the four who
brought in the headless body,’ he said. ‘The quiet one at the rear,
the extra man to the three you asked for. The one who stepped
behind a pillar while you ogled the corpse. The one who stayed
there while the rest left. You can possess all the power in the
world, yet if you overlook the simplest of things, like knowing how
and when to count…’

‘Guards!’ Urhi-Teshub roared
past Hattu, towards the doors.

‘Thanks to you, the doors are
locked from within,’ Hattu said. ‘And besides, your guards will
soon be otherwise occupied.’

Urhi-Teshub stalked down a few
of the dais steps then froze as a cry rose from the direction of
the Ramp Gate, then a groan of wood, followed by a hoarse cry of
many voices flooding into the acropolis grounds.

‘Dagon climbed the ravine with
me. I sent him – also dressed as one of your men – to throw open
the Ramp Gates. The Battle of the Noon Spur is over. The War for
the Grey Throne is about to end.’

Urhi-Teshub stepped down onto
the polished black stones of the floor. Outside, the last stages of
night shook with the ragged roar of the invaders and the shrill
cries of his chosen hundred as they clashed with all they had left.
‘You have merely pruned the orchard...the best trees survive.
Bilanza selected my best men to guard the acropolis. You do not
have enough men left to beat them. The fray is destined to end in
my favour,’ he hissed, grasping for the hilt of his sword, ripping
it from its sheath and holding the iron blade level like a
threatening finger. ‘And you will be the prize kill.’

With a silvery hum, Hattu drew
his twin blades, setting his feet apart, watching Urhi-Teshub’s
stride. ‘For Muwa, Atiya, Kisna, Bani, Jaru, Colta, Tanku, and so
many more.’

 


***

 


With a third step that turned
into a spry lunge, Urhi-Teshub’s sword ripped across Hattu’s left
bicep. Without armour, the blade cut deep. Misted by fatigue – of
the battle and the climb up the ravine-side – Hattu stumbled away.
As blood leaked from the wound, the sword in the hand of that arm
began to feel steadily heavier. It had been so long since he had
spent time in Urhi-Teshub’s company that he had forgotten just how
fine a swordsman the false Labarna was. More, he was fresh
and wrapped in protective scale. Hattu, on the other hand, felt
naked without his armour and weak from his labours this evening.
But this was it, the moment from his dark dreams. The pair
circled.

‘Father, Brother?’ Kurunta said
softly from the dais, hugging his knees to his chest.

‘If he turns his back on you,
Kurunta, stick your dagger between his shoulderblades,’ Urhi-Teshub
hissed.

Hattu felt sickened at the
command, then horrified when he saw Kurunta meekly nodding, drawing
out his dagger, apologetically shuffling to the base of the steps
to watch the circling pair, muttering crazily to himself some
repeated verse. ‘When I was a boy, he hurt me every day… ’

Slash! Urhi-Teshub’s
sword ripped down Hattu’s chest in the moment of distraction,
slicing through skin and muscle, adding another wound to the mesh
of scars already there from old battles and more recently from the
Well of Silence.

‘Your pretty swords have no
doubt saved your neck up to this point, but now I have good iron
too and you fight without the advantage.’ He lunged again, but this
time Hattu scissor-blocked, and the parry sent Urhi-Teshub
stumbling as a spray of sparks puffed into the air.

‘The strength lies not in the
iron,’ Hattu growled, recalling Jaru’s maxim, ‘but in the man.’

‘Strength?’ Urhi-Teshub
scoffed. ‘You are old and tired, Uncle Hattu. Your time has
passed.’

‘Your time would have come,’
Hattu replied, his breathing heavy, the chest and thigh wounds
burning. ‘You could have been the rightful Labarna. All you
had to do was wait for Muwa’s moment to pass into the Dark Earth
naturally. Had you been the lion he was, noble and true, I would
have honoured you, served you, protected you.’

‘Regardless, I was
nominated by my father,’ Urhi-Teshub snapped. ‘You? You have no
claim!’

‘This is not about claims or
rights, Nephew. This is about justice!’ Hattu roared, bowling
forward, lashing one sword at Urhi-Teshub’s shoulder. The blow was
hard and although the bronze scale stopped it from cutting the
flesh, the force of it sent Urhi-Teshub spinning. With a growl, he
regained his feet and sidestepped towards Hattu, swiping his sword,
dodging a cut then slashing Hattu’s left arm again at the bicep.
Hattu dropped the blade in that hand with a cry, landing on one
knee but keeping his second sword up as a guard.

‘Now it is a fairer fight,’
Urhi-Teshub purred, swishing his sword a few times. He edged past
Hattu, reaching out with his free hand to haul the door barricade
away. Softly, he nudged one door open. The remainder of his chosen
hundred of Golden Spearmen were locked in combat with the last few
warriors of Hattu’s army, led by Dagon. ‘It is as I said it would
be out there: your followers are losing.’

Hattu felt his legs grow cold
and heavy as he rose from his knee and circled in an effort to stay
facing Urhi-Teshub. All the while he was conscious of turning his
back on Kurunta. His head throbbed and his wounds blazed like a
mountain fire during a gale. He spasmed with the pain of it all for
a moment, part doubling-over.

‘You know you cannot
win,’ Urhi-Teshub goaded. ‘It is over now. In here and out there.
Drop your sword. Drop it. Give up.’

The skittering clash and
clatter of the fray outside was loud, but there was a second noise,
rising. New voices, bellowing, calling, heavy with emotion. Many,
many voices. Urhi-Teshub stared at the partially open doors, his
lips twitching in the beginnings of a smile. ‘Marok,’ he said with
a gleeful and sibilant hiss. ‘My chariotry has arrived.’

Hattu shook the fog from his
head, shut off the screaming pain of his wounds, then stood tall
again and affixed Urhi-Teshub with a flinty gaze. ‘I hear no wheels
or horses. I hear the sounds of harvest time.’

Urhi-Teshub’s smirk flickered.
‘What?’

‘In your few years as
Labarna, you have carved many furrows with your cruel
plough, sowed countless seeds of injustice. Now, the crop has
risen. Puduhepa and the northern militias destroyed Marok’s
chariots out in the countryside. It sounds like she has arrived
here in Hattusa now, and is leading those masses up the main way. I
would wager that the people of this city, seeing how close this
battle runs, have decided to emerge from their homes and join her.
Fathers, mothers, orphans.’ The sound of the reinforcements spilled
through the Ramp Gates and across the acropolis. Hattu flashed a
look at the door, seeing families armed with poles and sickles
flooding into the citadel grounds. Jaru’s squadron of apprentice
boys were there too, Pelki and his younger brother leading,
carrying hammers and tools. ‘They are not the finest warriors, but
they are many. Now, they come for their harvest.’

Urhi-Teshub’s eyes grew wide as
moons, staring past Hattu, watching as the militia fell upon his
Golden Spearmen like locusts, butchering them. He backed away from
the doors, horror-struck. But his expression changed, horribly,
into a shark’s grin, his eyes lighting up. ‘Bring her in,’ he
roared.

A scuffling sounded at the hall
doors. Two Golden Spearmen came barrelling in to escape the fray.
They were dragging someone. A woman.

Hattu’s heart plunged, seeing
her tousled, gore-spattered hair, her torn robes and bloodied lip.
‘Pudu?’

‘I’m sorry,’ she panted.

The two Golden Spearmen quickly
barred the doors then seized her by an arm each. ‘A mob has swarmed
onto the acropolis, My Sun,’ the first Golden Spearman reported.
‘We captured the rebel princess from their midst and brought her
here for you.’

‘Keep your spears at her neck,’
Urhi-Teshub purred, and the two Golden Spearmen duly obliged. ‘Drop
your sword, Hattu, and I will have her placed in my harem. I will
smother Tudha so it is quick for him. Resist… and your wife’s head
will roll before your feet. And when I find your boy, I will roll
hot coals across his skin over moons, maybe years.’

Kurunta’s ears pricked up at
this, rubbing the old fire scar on his leg. ‘Coals, Brother? Why
would you resort to Hattu’s level?’

‘What?’ Hattu hissed, glancing
at his adopted son.

‘Turn your eyes to the clay,’
Urhi-Teshub snapped at Kurunta. ‘Remember the words of the
past.’

Kurunta, shaking, blinking,
began to mutter: ‘When I was a boy, he hurt me every day. He burned
my skin, threw me before horses, slew my dog… Uncle Hattu was the
demon in my dreams and in my waking hours.’

‘Kurunta?’ Hattu croaked,
heartbroken that such words could emerge from the young man’s
lips.

Kurunta raised the hem of his
robe revealing the old burn scar, repeating the false mantra as if
he was alone. ‘When I was a boy, he hurt me every day. He burned my
skin…’

Hattu spluttered, jabbing a
finger at his opponent. ‘Kurunta, it was he who tormented
you as a child!’

‘Don’t listen to him,’
Urhi-Teshub scoffed.

Kurunta’s eyes grew hooded,
fixed on Hattu. ‘Urhi-Teshub told me you would make such claims of
innocence.’

‘Hattu was in distant lands
when you suffered that burn,’ Pudu said. ‘He returned to find you
with the scar, and to tales that you had scarcely avoided
near-fatal accidents at the chariot fields!’

Kurunta stared at Pudu, rising
from the throne steps to move towards her, growing broad and
threatening. ‘You think I do not remember Hattu burning me? Giving
me this scar?’ he growled, shaking. ‘For every one on my skin there
are one hundred more inside. You think I do not remember the
pain?’

‘I can see that you remember
the pain,’ Pudu answered. ‘But I can also see that it has blinded
you to everything else.’

‘Kill her, Kurunta,’
Urhi-Teshub said casually.

As if a string had been pulled
above him, Kurunta lifted his quivering dagger arm over Pudu, one
jerk of muscle away from plunging it down into her chest. The
Golden spearmen braced, holding her like an ox ready for the
slaughter.

‘Think, Kurunta, think!
Count back the years,’ Hattu begged him. ‘You are meticulous in
your record-keeping. See through the fog of your brother’s words
and consider the numbers. It is as Pudu says.’

Kurunta’s face began to
contort, his eyes flicking this way and that, the dagger still held
overhead and shaking madly now.

‘I was not here when you were
burnt,’ Hattu pressed. ‘Nor was I at the chariot fields. I was
never there. I was never…’ Hattu fell silent. Realisation tolled
like a bell, shaking him from his core, shuddering through him
horribly. ‘I was never there,’ he said once more, quietly this
time, his sword arm falling limp.

Kurunta’s dagger hand stopped
shaking, and his eyes rolled round towards Hattu.

‘Just as my father was a
stranger to me, I was never there for you,’ Hattu confessed. ‘And
that was my failing. I was supposed to be your guardian… but
every time you needed me, when you needed a father, I was
elsewhere. Forgive me, son.’

Kurunta stared at Hattu, eyes
brimming with tears.

 


***

 


Urhi-Teshub’s skin prickled as
he watched Kurunta sagging.

‘Kurunta?’

The scribe shook his head as if
to shake off a persistent wasp, then looked up again, red-rimmed,
bulbous eyes locking onto him. ‘The things you had me write,
Brother. They… they were false. Each word a spadeful of soil
with which I could bury the truth, the hurt, the loneliness of the
years when my father was gone.’ He blinked hard, then swung to
fully face Urhi-Teshub, brandishing the dagger. ‘The torture. It
was you. It was all you. Why, Brother?’

‘We may be brothers, Kurunta,
but we are not in any way equals,’ Urhi-Teshub said with a majestic
finality. He flicked his sword out to bat Kurunta’s hand, knocking
the dagger away. The blade skittered off into the dark edges of the
hall. Urhi-Teshub twisted back to Hattu. ‘And it is time for you,
Uncle, to be absent forevermore. Before I have you killed, I want
you to see your wife die.’

Keeping his sword trained on
Hattu, he backed towards Kurunta and the Golden Spearmen holding
Pudu. ‘Rip open her belly,’ he said over one shoulder to the
guards. ‘Be sure that you tear only the skin, so that she does not
die quickly, but has to suffer the horror of seeing her insides
toppling out.’ He watched just long enough to see one Golden
Spearman grab her by the throat to pin her to a pillar and the
other lining his spear up just above her waist, then he turned
forward again to watch Hattu’s face. ‘You should have set down your
sword, Uncle Hattu. Just as it was with Atiya, once again your
stupidity causes the death of your wife.’ A wet ripping of skin
sounded behind him, and Urhi-Teshub’s grin stretched to fill his
face…

…and then one of the Golden
Spearmen fell beside him, vomiting blood, Kurunta’s stylus wedged
deep into the back of his neck.

‘Kurunta?’ Urhi-Teshub gasped,
swinging round.

But Kurunta was deaf to him.
Weaponless, the frail scribe seized at the shoulders of the second
Golden Spearman, who released Pudu from the throat-hold to claw
away the attack. Pudu dropped to pick up the already-dead
spearman’s lance and thrust it up under the second one’s ribcage.
The last guard collapsed with a splash of wetness and a dull
ringing of bronze.

Urhi-Teshub backed away towards
the throne. Kurunta, Puduhepa and Hattu closed in on him as he
backed up the throne stairs.

‘I am your Labarna, how
dare you approach me, approach the sacred Grey Throne like this!’
he snarled, switching the sword tip towards each of them. While his
threat was still echoing, an eagle swooped in through one of the
high windows, sped down and snatched the weapon from his grasp.

Just then, the hall doors
crashed open, the bar broken by a makeshift ram carried by Grax and
a team of his men. Dozens of gore-coated Kaskans and Hittite Storm
soldiers staggered in, wheezing, eyes mad from it all. Ebron and
Beka were next, faces bent with battle rage. Sirtaya, wet with
blood and shaking.

‘It is over,’ Dagon panted,
entering last. ‘The acropolis is ours.’

A strange silence descended in
the hall as all within realised what was happening at the throne
dais: Urhi-Teshub clumsily retreated towards the Grey Throne as if
it might offer him protection; Pudu and Kurunta stopped at the foot
of the dais, but Hattu continued, ascending the steps quietly,
leaving a trail of his own blood as he went.

 


***

 


Hattu paced the last few steps
up onto the throne platform, standing tall over the weaponless
Urhi-Teshub. Ishtar sang in a horribly euphoric chorus that filled
his head:

The Son of Ishtar will seize
the Grey Throne,

A heart so pure, will turn to
stone.

The first rays of dawn shone in
as he raised his sword arm, his shadow dominating his nephew, the
throne and the bronze winged sun emblazoned on the wall behind it.
It was time. Time for the final blow that would end the war, that
would smash the Hittite code forbidding regicide. The strike that
would complete those two cursed lines of Ishtar’s prophecy.

His slashed down with all his
remaining strength. A gout of crimson blood splashed the royal
chair, sprayed on the winged sun, and spotted on Hattu’s face.
Urhi-Teshub fell down the steps, his silver circlet rolling free.
Hundreds were in the hall now – all that remained of the Hittite
Army – and every one of them gasped in shock.

Urhi-Teshub shook as he propped
himself up on one elbow, touching the deep cut to his cheek, top
lip, chin and down his chest, where it had sliced through the
bronze of his armour and sliced him from neck to waist. A terrible
wound, but not a fatal one.

Facing the throne, his back
still turned on the crowd and the fallen Urhi-Teshub, Hattu spoke.
‘I will not slay you, Nephew. Not because I pity you, nor because
of any love I have for you – over these last years you have broken
the meaning of love for me. I will not slay you because I recognise
the laws of our forefathers. You murdered your way to the throne. I
refuse to do the same. Instead, I proclaim this: no son of yours
will ever sit on the Grey Throne. You will go forth into exile as a
hideous example of one who has broken the ancient oath of our
ancestors. You will live under guard, far from Hittite lands – but
in comfort, for I will not mirror your cruelty with torture and
bleak incarceration.’

Silence.

Hattu, shaking, finally added
with a strained whisper: ‘Take him.’

There was a sound of scuffling
and protest, and then he was gone.

At last, Hattu turned to face
the audience in the hall – the blood-stained warriors, the families
and templefolk. All stared at him, at once awestruck and horrified
at his mask of blood. He slumped onto the throne. The first time in
his life he had dared even touch the chair. Dawn blazed now,
blinding, unforgiving, revealing the carpet of corpses beyond the
hall doors. A broken army, a burning, wrecked city, a shattered
empire. He dipped his head, his eyes closing, tears building.

Puduhepa and Dagon came to his
side, Kurunta joined them, weeping softly. Healers came to tend his
wounds. Oracles and Wise Women chanted. A Storm Priest poured
droplets of scented oil on his hair and another plucked the silver
circlet from the floor and pressed it upon his head. A third filled
his lungs and cried out the ancient ritualistic words: ‘Hattusili,
the third man to bear that proud and ancient name. Hattusili,
beloved of Tarhunda the Storm God and Arinniti, Goddess of the Sun
and the Earth… and Ishtar, Goddess of Love and War. Hattusili…
Labarna of the Hittites.’

The words bounced and shivered
around Hattu like arrows raining upon a shield.

Sirtaya fell to his knees and
dipped his forehead to the floor in veneration. Ebron fell to one
knee, one hand across his chest in awe. Beka stared, entranced by
this strange and magnificent throne and its bloody incumbent.

On the priest wailed: ‘May the
Labarna be dear to those gods! Heaven, earth, and the people
belong to the Storm God alone. Today he chooses the Labarna
as his administrator and gives to him the entire land of the
Hittites.’

More civilians came flooding
into the hall, weeping as they knelt around the throne dais, crying
out in veneration ‘Labarna!’

As if in lieu of a reply from
their new king, Andor swooped down to land on the back to the
throne, tilted her head skywards and extended her wings,
shrieking.

But Hattu was numb to it all,
trapped within the cage of his own mind, pinned there by the
Goddess Ishtar, as she sang to him:

 


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…

 


Within his mind’s eye, the
goddess pinned him with her cat-like stare and a fang-smile,
pausing for a moment, before finishing:

 


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.


Chapter
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The Endless Army

Spring 1267 BC

 


There was only one topic of
discussion around the streets of Memphis: the visitor.

A great crowd gathered in
Pharaoh Ramesses’ hypostyle hall. In the centre, Ramesses sat upon
his golden throne, his eyelids thickly striped with kohl, high
cheekbones brushed with silver and lips 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. A slave fanned him with palm fronds and
ostrich feathers, while a sweating scribe busily tapped out the
words of the visitor on soft clay. A dozen elite Strongarm guards
flanked his throne and Foe-slayer, Ramesses’ great, scarred war
lion, lay by his feet, slumbering, eyes almost shut. He ran his
gaze over the visitor: a man with a hateful mien, face striped with
a thick pink scar that left his mouth in a permanent sneer. He let
the words of the visitor settle and take shape in his mind.

‘And that, Lord of the Two
Lands, Horus of Gold… is how it happened,’ said Urhi-Teshub.
‘First, I was sent to that arid waste of a borderland, Amurru,
where I was kept in a stone fort under the gaze of the Sun Goddess’
blazing eye. It was well-appointed with a two-storey house,
comfortable bedding and a small watered garden, but a gilded cage
is still a cage, is it not? The fort walls were the edges of my
world for six whole moons.’ Urhi-Teshub’s twisted top lip rose,
maybe in a rictus or maybe a smile. ‘They say Uncle Hattu is wise
and magnanimous for sending me into exile, that he set a golden
example for future Hittite kings… but he assured me only that he
was a fool.’

‘Every day, you see, I watched
one of the Amurrite guards who patrolled the fort. He was a stocky
man, laboured in his breathing, permanently beaded with sweat. He
would pace to and fro, wiping at his moustache, shuffling and
shrugging in the discomfort of the Amurrite robes and leathers,
pausing occasionally to break wind. His world was as small as mine
had become, I realised. He had no reverence for the Great King
Hattu. I invited him to spend his spells off duty with me in the
garden and to share bread with me. I befriended him, asked him of
his home and his family. A shack. None. A bleak life.’

‘So I began to regale him with
the luxuries I had once known in the palace of Hattusa. The bathing
pools, the spacious halls, the rich variety of fine foods and
wines, and of course the stacked towers of precious silver ingots.
I assured him I had righteous claim to it all, and he needed only
set me free to earn a wealth of ingots all for himself. It happened
at night, and soon I was free of my fort penitentiary with my new
friend. As we bundled over dunes and stumbled through brush, I
heard noises from back at the fort: search dogs growling and
yapping and the other guards shouting in alarm. Fortunately, my
friend could not keep pace with me. He fell to his knees, clutching
his chest. I was safely distant from him when I heard the search
dogs fall upon him, ripping him apart. I almost made it to the
Eleutheros River. There, I planned to steal some peasant raft and
slip downriver to the coast, in search of a trade vessel that might
bring me to you.’

His nostrils widened with a
sigh.

‘Alas, our meeting was to be
delayed. For while I bought a berth on an amber trader’s ship –
paid for again with the promise of silver bars – the captain was
clever, turning the vessel discreetly in the veil of night, taking
her north instead of south. I awoke to find that we had docked at
the Alasiya – the Copper Island – and awaiting me on the wharf was
a troop of ten Hittite soldiers, faces like stone. They marched me
to a rocky promontory sprouting near the coastline, overhanging the
sea. This time my home was a watch turret up there, comfortably
furnished inside again, but no gardens to enjoy. They had even
boarded up the hatch leading onto the roof and destroyed the ladder
leading up to it. Thus, my only connection with the outside world
was that which I could see, smell and taste through the windows
–archer-slots, narrow so that I could not squeeze through.’

‘For four moons I languished
like that, and this time I was allowed no contact with the guards
outside apart from the moments when they brought me my meals and
laundered clothes.’ He paused and jolted with a fit of laughter.
‘Doesn’t isolation do strange things to a man?’ he asked Pharaoh
Ramesses, turning to pose the question also to his audience of
Egyptian priests and magnates. ‘After a while, I began to plan out
my days in the strangest of ways. First, I would walk every patch
of the floor in one room, then climb the walls. On the lower floor
of the turret, I even managed to crawl across the ceiling like a
spider, clutching the beams with my hands and between my feet. I
became strong like this. So much so that I even managed to clamber
onto the higher ceiling of the turret’s upper floor, and across to
the boarded-up hatch. I tore my fingers to ribbons, but I pulled
the nails free and shoved the hatch open.’ He stopped, sucking in a
deep breath, eyes closed. ‘The moment I climbed out onto the turret
roof was like stepping into the palm of a God. The coldness of the
wind, the salt-spray of the crashing sea, the hotness of the sun.
When I jumped from the edge, I fell like a stone. Nobody saw me. I
plunged from the edge of the turret into the sea and I swam for the
deeper waters, knowing they would not search for me there. Darkness
came and my limbs grew weak, but I knew it was not over for me. I
knew the Gods would save me. The Shekelesh pirates who dragged me
from the waves and brought me here will receive their silver, but
that is a petty reward. It is you, Brother-King, who stands to gain
the greatest prize of all.’

The words bounced around the
hypostyle hall and faded to nothing.

‘Speak plainly,’ Ramesses
replied.

Urhi-Teshub quarter-bowed.
‘Long has Egypt sought to crush the Hittites, to sweep away their
presence in the north. I am here to offer you my claim to that
land. I am the rightful Labarna. Arm me with your
soldiers, let me march into my homeland and destroy the husk that
remains of the Hittite Army, let me retake the Great Throne. Do
this, and I will honour you eternally.’

Ramesses toyed with the arm of
his golden chair. ‘You assume I have infinite armies with which to
supply you? Surely you must have heard about the losses incurred at
Kadesh?’

‘Fatalities were great on both
sides, Brother-King,’ Urhi-Teshub replied, ‘but the subsequent
losses incurred in trying to defend my throne against Hattu the
usurper were devastating. The mighty divisions and guard corps
destroyed one another in the battle for my homeland. Yes, my Uncle
Hattu has stolen the throne from me, but the Hittite Empire lies
broken because of it.’ He took a step forward, the crowd gasping at
such audacity – even from a Brother-King, supposedly equal to their
divine Pharaoh. ‘Once before Volca the Sherden came to you from my
lands, promising to help you overthrow the Hittite Empire. I
understand you came close to that promised victory at Kadesh?’

Pharaoh’s eyes grew distant and
his jaw worked. ‘I came close to disaster also.’ The lion by his
feet grumbled as if in agreement, its head lifting slightly to lick
one of its old battle scars.

‘This time it would be
different,’ Urhi-Teshub assured him. ‘While Uncle Hattu has but a
smattering of wounded Hittite soldiers and tribesmen, you still
have your four great armies. Reduced, perhaps, but plentiful enough
to restore me to my throne… and to guarantee my loyalty and debt to
you forevermore.’

Ramesses’ thoughts plunged back
to the last moments of the fray at Kadesh. ‘Did you know that it
was your Uncle Hattu who brought the battle to a close? He gave me
back my son, whom I had presumed dead in the fray. I have fought
many battles. Never has there been one to end like that. Some dare
to claim that I led my armies back south from those battlefields in
defeat, but with my son alive and by my side, I have never known a
greater victory.’

‘But defeat it was,’
Urhi-Teshub cut in.

Ramesses stiffened in
annoyance.

‘He manipulated the battle,
tossed your son to you like a used rag, knowing that if you wanted
him to remain alive, you would be compelled to accept an end to the
fray… and an ignominious return home.’

The Strongarms, all of them
veterans of Kadesh, bristled, their bronze jackets clinking.

Pharaoh raised one finger to
still them.

‘That is what Uncle Hattu
does,’ Urhi-Teshub explained. ‘He manipulates, twists his enemies’
thoughts and emotions. Leaves them believing he is a good man. But
how many did he and his men slay at Kadesh?’

Tens of thousands,
Ramesses answered inwardly, working his fingers on the arms of the
throne as he thought of the many aides and comrades lost to Hittite
swords.

‘Did you know he gave the order
to bury five thousand Hittite soldiers in an avalanche in our
northlands?’

Ramesses felt a cold streak
pass through him, and gripped the throne more tightly.

‘And, is it not true that,’
Urhi-Teshub said, carefully stroking his scarred chin like a
prosecutor searching for the perfect words with which to convince a
jury, ‘that Uncle Hattu, long ago, slew your brother?’

Pharaoh’s knuckles grew white
on the arms of the throne. In his mind he heard the childhood
laughter of his brother, the rush of desert winds, then the clatter
and screaming of battle. It was a fleeting madness. When it passed,
he knew what he had to do. He leaned forward on the throne. ‘You
will have your army,’ he said quietly.

The Strongarms shared mute
looks of fascination. Urhi-Teshub’s scarred face bent in a wide
smile.

‘At the rising of the new moon,
you will set out for Qara,’ Ramesses explained.

Urhi-Teshub stood tall, his
shoulders broadening. ‘There, one of your armies await me?’

Pharaoh reflected his grin,
beating one fist on the arm of the throne. ‘An endless
army!’

 


***

 


The desert sun scorched
Urhi-Teshub’s face. When he dipped his head, it burnt his neck and
the reflected glare from the pale, rippled sand was just as
blinding. Even the kohl smeared under his eyes in the Egyptian
fashion only lessened the brightness of it a fraction. His tongue
felt dry as bark, and no amount of water could chase away the
perpetual thirst brought on by the desert heat. ‘How many more
days?’ he demanded, snatching a water skin from the back of a
long-suffering mule and thumbing the stopper free.

One of the twelve holy men
leading the way – a detachment from the Priesthood of Amun – slowed
and turned to him. Like the others he was shaved bald and wore the
most infuriating look of tranquillity on his kindly face, his long
white tunic dazzling. ‘The moon is still fat,’ he said, pointing to
the morning sky, where the white orb hung like a ghost in the
pastel blue infinity above the dune sea. ‘Thus, we still have
another fourteen days or more to go.’

Urhi-Teshub spat his water into
the sand. Fourteen days? They had been trekking across this Western
Desert for sixteen days already, ever since leaving fertile
Memphis. ‘Why does Pharaoh station one of his armies in such a
remote location?’

‘Pharaoh?’ the priest said.
‘Oh, no, this is not the work of Pharaoh, this is the work of the
Gods.’

Urhi-Teshub swallowed a volley
of mumbled curses. Damned Egyptians and their strange
ways.

On they trekked for day after
day. By the sixteenth day, they walked with cloths over their faces
as a strong wind picked up, blasting sand at their eyes constantly.
Soon, it was a full-blown desert storm, screaming, thick and
blinding, and Urhi-Teshub was struck with fright that he might lose
sight of his priestly guides. They knew how to navigate by reading
the sun and the stars. Without them he would be utterly lost in
this infernal dune sea. So he clung onto the flapping hem of the
kindly-faced one’s tunic.

When they stepped between two
high dunes, the raging tempest fell away. Urhi-Teshub unwrapped the
cloth from his face. ‘Shelter,’ he gasped, casting his eyes around
the small depression in the sands and the somewhat unappealing
oasis pool in the centre, fringed by tired-looking carob trees and
thorn palms. He glanced up, seeing that the sandstorm was still
raging over this pocket of calm. ‘We stay here for tonight, then
tomorrow… the halls of Qara?’

A strange, choking whinny
sounded behind him. He stood up to see the Priests of Amun busily
slaughtering the six pack mules. He rested his hands on his hips,
bemused. The animals would not be needed anymore given they only
had a day or so more to trek, but still, this was odd behaviour
indeed. ‘I said: tomorrow, Qara?’

The kindly-faced priest he had
spoken to earlier turned to him, wet to the elbows with mule blood.
‘Our journey is complete. This is Qara… the forsaken
oasis.’

The desert sandstorm howled
over the small pocket of calm as Urhi-Teshub stared at the man.
‘What?’

Another wet, bloody noise
sounded just to his right. There, one of the priests stood,
hammering his mule-slaying dagger into his own chest with the heel
of his palm. The priest jolted and spasmed, a look of ecstasy on
his face as the blade plunged through his breastbone and pierced
his heart. He fell, sighing euphorically. All around the edges of
the hollow, similar noises arose. Urhi-Teshub turned on the spot,
chilled to his marrow as one by one the priests killed themselves.
At the last, there was just the kind one he had spoken to. ‘What is
this madness?’

The last priest smiled
peacefully. ‘You do not need us anymore. We have arrived at your
destination,’ he gestured to the pool and the mule baggage, ‘and
you have a supply of water and sacks of provender to keep you alive
for years.

Urhi-Teshub’s heart pumped in
distress. ‘Where is my army?’

‘Your army surrounds you,’ the
priest said, extending his arms. ‘It is an army of dunes, and it is
endless, just as Pharaoh promised. From here you will command it…
for eternity.’ With that, he lifted his dagger to his neck and
ripped it gleefully under his jaw. Six thick gouts of blood soaked
the man and the sand around him, and he collapsed like a stack of
bricks.

Urhi-Teshub stared at the dead
men, then at the sacks of provender lying amongst the slaughtered
mules. Panting with fright, he staggered past the dead and towards
the gap in the tall dunes ringing the hollow. The full force of the
desert storm hit him like a brawler’s punch, sending his hair and
robes flapping madly behind him. Almost blinded, he peered madly
out over the seemingly-infinite sea of sandy peaks, changing,
writhing with the wind, surrounding this wretched oasis for
hundreds of danna in every direction. He fell to his knees there,
arching his back, clawing at his face and screaming to the sky.


Epilogue
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Summer 1267 BC

 


‘We never stood a chance!’
Prince Hektor roared as he beat a fist upon the table, sending wine
goblets toppling.

King Priam, Queen Hekabe and
the arrayed Trojan princes, elders, priests and allied kings jolted
at the passion of the young man.

‘With every day that passes
since our time in Sparta, I see it more clearly,’ Hektor raged.
‘Yes, King Menelaus was noble and true in his efforts. He
wanted to find a way to clear the marauders from our lands. But
King Agamemnon of Mycenae did not.’

He paced to and fro, rubbing at
his neck, wincing.

‘I should have realised what
was happening. Paris did not woo Helen with his lyre or with his
sweet words. It was Agamemnon’s doing. His men were there in
Sparta, oiling the wheels of the affair, filling King Menelaus’ cup
with unwatered wine every night to turn him sot-drunk and leave his
wife neglected. It was they who urged him to take leave on ship to
the islands and leave her entirely alone with my brother.’
Paris’ face darkened in embarrassment, but just when he opened his
mouth to complain, Hektor’s hand sliced round as if he was
directing battle, one finger pointing accusingly towards the beauty
by his side. ‘She was part of it all. She came with Paris
because she knew what it would mean. Because it would shame
Menelaus and give Agamemnon his irrefutable cause for war!’

‘It is an interesting picture
that you paint,’ said Helen, commanding and authoritative. ‘And a
tidy explanation for my existence. But you make the same mistake as
my erstwhile husband and my Spartan parents – by presuming that you
understand me, that you understand what I have been through.’ She
held the gaze of Hektor – the most powerful prince of Troy –
expertly while taking Paris’ hand in hers. ‘I was the Queen of
Sparta. I chose Menelaus as my husband and granted him the kingship
by my side. Yet I gave it all up. My titles, the wealth – apart
from a few chests of gold that we brought to you as a gift – and
even my young daughter. Ask yourself, Prince Hektor, what hardships
you would have to go through to forfeit such things?’ She lifted
Paris’ hand to her mouth and kissed it, then let it go, all while
holding Hektor’s stare. ‘With your brother I found love and a
passion for life, for freedom. But I would sacrifice it all if it
would avert this war you talk of. So if you need proof of my
innocence, send me back to Sparta. I will take whatever punishment
awaits me there.’

‘My love?’ Paris croaked.

Hektor’s legendary composure
faltered. His lips twitched a few times as if he was stumped for a
response and by her frankness.

Prince Deiphobus, sitting near
Paris, batted his fingers on the table’s edge. ‘So it must be! We
must despatch a ship back to Sparta with Helen aboard. Send a chest
of tusks and headdresses and a team of horses too. Plead
forgiveness.’

‘Beg with Agamemnon and
his belligerent Ahhiyawan federation?’ Queen Hekabe spat. ‘He has
gathered together every mob and militia, every petty prince and
lord from across the Western Sea. Pirates too, I hear, have sworn
to serve him. Do you think they would be pacified by a few horses
and trinkets?’

‘Then send me back there with
her,’ Paris said, shooting to his feet, gazing from the open end of
the hall to the dark cobalt waters beyond Troy’s shores, the hot
wind of Wilusa furrowing his short sun-blonde locks. ‘If it was my
crime then it should be my punishment. I will answer for my
transgression, but not to King Agamemnon. It is to King Menelaus I
should speak. Though I will not apologise, for I love Helen
truly.’

Helen’s eyes shone with a sheen
of tears. Pitiful tears.

This, finally, roused King
Priam. ‘You would lose your head and Agamemnon would still have his
war!’ he scolded. ‘Now sit down, you fool!’

Hektor, still standing, palms
resting on the table’s edge, let his head loll for a moment. ‘We
have wasted days with talks like this. Days when we should have
been preparing.’

‘Preparing for what, Brother?’
Paris snapped, still agitated. ‘Helen has been here for more than a
year, and I have neither seen nor heard a thing from the
Ahhiyawans.’ He extended his upturned palms. ‘Well? Preparing for
what?’

Hektor stared at his younger
brother, his olive eyes uplit by his bronze-studded leather jerkin.
A fresh breath of sea wind sighed through the hall… and then a
terrible sound rose from somewhere else on the citadel. A shrill
scream that went on and on. Then another. And another.

‘Cassandra,’ a priest
whispered, rising, looking in the direction of the Temple of
Apollo.

Moments later, a boy’s cry rose
from high on the Scaean Tower. ‘Something is out there! Out there
on the waves!’

All at the table started,
sitting bolt upright and jabbering in confusion.

‘Preparing,’ Hektor hissed
throatily at Paris, ‘… for the inevitable.’

‘On the horizon, out at sea –
something moves, something huge,’ the voice continued. All around
Troy’s streets, wharf and across the grazing and grain fields of
the Scamander River, heads rose in unison as the continuing cries
echoed across the land.

Priam led the Trojan nobility
onto the roof of the Scaean Tower. The watchboy, now hoarse, was
still standing precariously on the parapet’s edge, eyes shielded
from the sun as he gazed out to sea. Priam stared out that way too.
Nothing.

‘Majesty, I… I swear I saw
something: a monster. Bigger than anything I have ever seen before.
But the heat haze and spray out there is strong. Perhaps the sun
played tricks with my mind?’

Priam opened his lips to agree,
when he was struck dumb. The haze of spume and heat far out to sea
thinned for a moment to reveal what the boy had seen. A tapestry of
timber and coloured cloth. His heart sank slowly into his feet.
Hundreds upon hundreds of warships, and more still emerging from
the western horizon, sails puffing, hulls cutting through the
water. All coming towards Troy. Worse than any monster.

‘Sparta, Mycenae, Pylos…
Thebes, Tyrins, Ithaca… Argos,’ croaked King Pandarus, eyes moving
from sail to sail, reading the emblems.

Others listed dozens more of
the city states from across the sea.

‘That… that is the ship of the
great Achilles and the Myrmidons,’ said young Prince Troilus.

‘Sherden,’ Queen Hekabe hissed,
seeing the long, low craft of the hated pirate people. ‘Shekelesh
too!’

‘Majesty? What should we do?’
the Priests of Apollo wailed towards Priam. ‘This is disastrous,’
Antenor the elder rumbled. All the while, Cassandra’s screams rose
over Troy, unending, terrible.

‘Father?’ Hektor said,
maintaining his steady poise, but with a glint of terror in his
eyes. ‘Piya-maradu’s rabble out in the eastern countryside was a
problem. This is a disaster. What should we do?’

Priam slid his gaze around the
citadel defences and the lower town too. There were just a few
hundred Trojan Guardians, the same number of inexperienced cadets
and the small packs of local allied soldiers. No match for the
approaching fleet. He felt Hekabe squeeze his hand. ‘It is time to
call our ancient allies and protectors,’ she said.

Priam gazed at her, envying her
commanding tone at such a horrible moment, then shook himself ‘It
is as my Queen says. The Hittites must be summoned. Hattu has
thrown Urhi-Teshub from the throne, as his envoy confirmed.’ He
paused for a moment. The missive from the Hittite capital had been
vague. Just what had gone on for Hattu to claim the empire? Such
questions were not for now, he realised. ‘Once more a noble king
sits upon the Grey Throne – a man I know like a brother. The great
Army of the Hittites will come and they will crush Piya-maradu and
make kindling of these Ahhiyawan ships. For the many of Wilusa who
lie dead in the distant sands of Kadesh, our Hittite friends owe us
that much.’

Priam squeezed Hekabe’s hand in
return, a great shiver running up his spine as he turned away from
the sea, towards the landward edge of the tower roof, and uttered
the words no Trojan King had spoken for generations: ‘Sound the
bell.’

Two bare-chested men by that
edge of the roof lifted bronze hammers, then took turns to strike
the great bell suspended there. The sound was deafening, shaking
the tower and the city, pealing across the countryside in great
waves. Priam stepped over to that east-facing parapet and stared
out across the undulating summer heat, towards a particular spot on
the horizon – the first signal tower.

The dozen scouts garrisoned in
that tower were sitting under an awning, playing a game with
polished stones, supping small thimbles of hot brew to keep their
skin damp with cooling sweat. One man lifted a polished piece,
grinning as he moved it towards another spot on the board. When the
distant sound of the bell echoed across the skies, his hand froze.
All stared at one another, eyes widening. With a crazed scramble,
they rose, game table tipping over, cups tossed aside, one grabbing
a torch and striking flint, the second pulling away a waxy sheet to
reveal the piled firewood in a huge copper bowl underneath.

Several danna further east, the
blaze on the tower top was but a blink, but it was enough. The men
on that second tower relayed the signal by way of a horn call to
the next signal station. The cry for help sped all the way to the
edges of Wilusan lands in a series of calls and signals like this.
The last Trojan signal station – a cairn on top of a mountain where
an old man and three young lads looked after another woodpile,
gossiped as they set their stack ablaze.

‘What’s happening, Master?’ one
of the young ones asked the old man. ‘Who threatens Troy?’

The old man stood back from the
signal fire and rested his hands on his hips, chuckling wryly. ‘Who
knows, lad. But the Hittites will soon come. You can examine the
bones of the dead they leave in their wake. There will be your
answer!’

The blaze burned brightly, and
could be seen clearly from the next beacon station in the relay
system – the first of the Hittite turrets. But there was nobody
there to blow the horn on the roof. Thick layers of dust coated the
small billet room inside and the plasterwork of the turret walls
was beginning to crumble. So it was with all the Hittite beacons
dotting the land from there to Hattusa. The soldiers who had once
manned these stations had perished in the civil war. The Army and
the Empire of the Hittites lay in ruin.

Troy would have to fight this
war alone.
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The Empires of Bronze series continues with ‘THE SHADOW OF
TROY’:
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The war at Troy has raged for
ten years. Its final throes will echo through eternity…

 


1258 BC: Surrounded and
outnumbered by the army of Agamemnon, King Priam and his Trojan
forces fight desperately to defend their city. In the lulls between
battle, all talk inevitably turns to the mighty ally that has not
yet arrived to their aid. Agamemnon will weep for mercy, the
Trojans say, when the eastern horizons darken with the endless
ranks of the Hittite Empire.

 


King Hattu has endured a
miserable time since claiming the Hittite throne. Vassals distance
themselves while rival empires circle, mocking him as an
illegitimate king. Worst of all, the army of the Hittites is but a
memory, destroyed in the civil war that won him the throne. Knowing
that he must honour his empire’s oath to protect Troy, he sets off
for Priam’s city with almost nothing, praying that the dreams he
has endured since his youth – of Troy in ruins – can be thwarted.
All the way, an ancient mantra rings in his head: Hittites
should always heed their dreams.

 


You can grab a full copy of
‘Empires of Bronze: The Shadow of Troy’ at: http://books2read.com/EoB5

 


 



Author’s Note

 


Thank you for
reading ‘The Crimson Throne’. I hope you
enjoyed the tale. What you have just read was cooked in the
cauldron of this writer’s mind. The ingredients? A hefty dose of
history and a few generous helpings of imagination. Below, I’ll try
to distinguish the facts and the fiction.

The Hittite Empire fell into
Urhi-Teshub’s hands shortly after the Battle of Kadesh. His reign
may not have been quite as tyrannical as I have portrayed, but some
of the key incidents in the tale are true. The young
Labarna chose Sippa (or Sippaziti to give him his full name) to be
one of his top advisors, recalling him from exile and placing him
at the forefront of matters military and state. Sippa was indeed
the son of Arma, an erstwhile Governor of the North who became
involved in one or more spats with Prince Hattu in the preceding
decades, and was eventually disgraced and ejected from his station.
Thus, Sippa is entirely likely to have held a strong grudge against
Hattu. Urhi-Teshub’s other closest commander, Captain Bilanza, is
purely fictional. I invented him because I saw a poetic
near-symmetry between Bilanza’s hatred of Hattu because of his
brother Taresh’s death and Hattu’s rancour with Urhi-Teshub for his
brother Muwa’s slaying. While Kurunta’s spell as Chief Scribe is
invented, Urhi-Teshub did dismiss the previous incumbent of that
role, a man named Purandamuwa, also an ally of Hattu’s. He also saw
fit to meddle in the western kingdom known as the Seha River Land,
supplanting King Masturi – yes, another staunch ally of Hattu’s –
with the previous king, Masturi’s father. There is a clear pattern
here of the whittling down of Hattu’s supporters. Yet throughout
all of this, it seems that Hattu bit his lip and served
Urhi-Teshub’s loyally, as an advisor and even a regent.

Things must have grown all the
more sour when the Assyrians visited the Hittite court to discuss
the matter of the Mitanni, a Hittite vassal people, who were
raiding their grain lands. We don’t know exactly how the Assyrian
envoys were treated, but one of the tablets uncovered at Hattusa is
a copy of that addressed to the Assyrian King Adad-nirari, and
mentions that:

“The
ambassadors whom you regularly sent here in the time of King
Urhi-Teshub often experienced ... aggravation” (Bryce, Letters of
the Great Kings).

The
Assyrians left, having asserted their
king’s intention to keep for himself the Hittite lands occupied
during the pursuit of the raiders. This must have been a serious
affront to Urhi-Teshub’s credibility. Might his advisors been
whispering amongst themselves something like: ‘Were Hattu on the
Hittite throne, would the Assyrian King have dared to insult him
so?’

Shortly after this, Urhi-Teshub
apparently stripped Hattu of everything – all his armies, estates
and possessions, including the key cities of the north (Hakmis,
Nerik and Zalpa) of which he had previously been
Governor.

This was the
breaking point for Hattu. Around this
time Hattu’s wife, Puduhepa – a Priestess of Ishtar – began to have
dreams. In them the Goddess of love and war told her that Hattu
would prevail if he rose against his nephew. It seems that Hattu
took this encouragement to heart, for he soon declared war on
Urhi-Teshub. His first, failed revolt during the Purulli Festival
is fictional, as is his spell in the Well of Silence. The “Ordeal
of the Wheel”, however, is often attested in Hittite texts,
although we do not know the specifics of the ceremony. However, I
think it’s fair to assume that it wasn’t particularly
pleasant.

Regardless,
civil war had arrived. At this stage,
with the world still licking its wounds from the Battle of Kadesh,
neither the Hittite Empire nor its vassals were prepared for
another conflict. Still, standards were planted in the dirt and
lines drawn. Mira, Arzawa and various western vassals reaffirmed
their loyalty to Urhi-Teshub, adding manpower to his already vast
Hittite divisions. The Seha River Land declared in support of Hattu
– though they were, as mentioned, somewhat hamstrung by the
recently-catalyzed dynastic squabble between Masturi and his
father. Thus, Hattu had to look elsewhere for support, and so his
main source of troops came from the mountains in the form of the
Kaskan tribes. One can only estimate that they would have provided
a sizeable force, given the age-old Hittite complaints about the
sheer number of Kaskans in the highlands.

Both forces gathered and marched
to war. We don’t have any record of the campaign trail, and so
Hattu’s attack and taking of Hakmis is speculative. Benteshina, the
deposed King of Amurru, was indeed in Hittite lands around this
time, and he was one of the few remaining allies of Hattu. Thus, it
seemed fitting to give him a key role in Sippa’s fall at Hakmis. We
know more about the end of the war, fortunately. Urhi-Teshub led
his army north and Hattu marched south. Things came to a head at
the city of Samuha – a cultic centre devoted to Ishtar herself.
Here Hattu outmanoeuvred and surrounded his nephew, trapping him
“like a pig in a sty” (the words of King Hattusilis III, from one
of his later texts known as “the Apologies”). History tells us that
Urhi-Teshub surrendered in Samuha’s streets and that Hattu’s revolt
was complete. Hattu, in his later writings, claims of his
usurpation that “Ishtar of Samuha made me do it”.

Of course,
as you have just read, I paint a
fictionalized account of the struggle continuing after Samuha,
swaying back to Hattusa, the capital, and concluding there on the
steps of the throne. I trust you will appreciate the symbolic and
emotional reasons for doing so. One pivotal moment in my portrayal
of Hattu’s victory there is still faithful to history though: when
it mattered, Kurunta, Hattu’s adopted son, threw his support behind
his guardian.

So,
Urhi-Teshub was cast into exile and Prince Hattu
became King Hattusilis III. It must have been a gloomy ceremony,
given the amount of manpower and expenditure that had been thrown
into the civil war. Worse, the Assyrian Empire failed to send a
dignitary to his official crowning – a sign that Urhi-Teshub’s poor
treatment of previous envoys had dangerously wounded relations with
that great power. And things were not over yet for Urhi-Teshub, for
he broke free of a number of places of exile – first in the eastern
vassal lands, then on the island of Alasiya (Cyprus), before
turning up eventually in Pharaoh Ramesses’ court, seeking shelter
and support to retake the Hittite throne. While Urhi-Teshub was not
actually sent to the Qara Oasis, Ramesses was certainly not
inclined to act on his appeals. Indeed, the Egyptian sovereign
eventually concluded that Hattu – his one-time adversary on the
battlefields of Kadesh – was the rightful Hittite King.

Regarding iron: in our time
period, the Bronze Age was coming to a close thanks to a
diminishing tin trade amongst other factors, and the proliferation
and understanding of advanced ironworking techniques was about to
explode. There is a wealth of debate out there about whether the
Hittites were the ones to ‘crack’ the secrets of iron, and had
invincible armies equipped in it head to toe (my take on these two
theories: probably, definitely not). In this story, I tried to
paint a plausible scenario without boring the reader with
metallurgical minutiae. Concisely, the theory is this: some
scholars speculate that the first iron smelts occurred on hills
where funnels were used to trap and intensify wind, blowing the
fire until it was hot enough to melt the iron – and this accounts
for the fictional Jaru’s mountain chimney. Throw in the clever use
of charcoal as a reducing agent, and Jaru’s know-how to mix in
limestone to reduce impurities and make the resulting iron more
pliable and workable, and we have a foreshadowing of later
techniques which would result in the production of steel. For those
of you interested in finding out a little bit more, I explore the
subject in greater detail on my blog: 
https://www.gordondoherty.co.uk/writeblog/bronze-age-lightsabers.

Finally, we come to Troy, a city
perched on a cultural fault line between the Aegean and Anatolian
cultures. The Hittites and the Trojans had a long-standing
relationship, it seems, largely as allies. That isn’t to say they
didn’t have periods where they were at odds. But around the time of
our tale, so soon after the Battle of Kadesh where they fought on
the same side, they were surely in league, or at least in harmony
as empire and vassal. Of course, this volume concluded with Troy on
the cusp of being overwhelmed by a massive fleet from the city
states of Ahhiyawa.

Cue
the Trojan War – a highly-debatable
topic. When did it happen? Where? Why? Did it happen at all?
Homer’s epic The Iliad
is our oldest extensive source of information on
the legendary war. But while it captivates the imagination, it also unwittingly serves to
muddy the waters. If there ever was a single Homer, he is likely to
have composed the Iliad as much as four hundred years after the
time of King Priam, and in that era of illiteracy, the tale was
passed down through generations as an oral tradition. This has
resulted in many inconsistencies and anachronisms creeping into the
story – such as descriptions of the use of Iron Age cavalry and
warfare techniques. Still, it is a beautiful epic and a wonderful
resource which has helped to answer some of the questions, such
as:

Where
did the Trojan War happen? Scholars are
confident that the mound of Hisarlik, near the mouth of the
Hellespont and adjacent to Gallipoli, is the site of the city once
known as Troy. Excavations over the last 150 years show evidence of
complex habitation of the site in many phases stretching way back
to the 4th millennium BC.

When did the Trojan War happen?
Probably in the 13th
or 12th centuries BC. Each layer
at Hisarlik has been investigated as the potential stratum that
suffered the epic war, yet still we are stuck on a few alternative
candidates. Notably, layer VIh sports the distinctively huge
sloping/beetling walls and towers that fit the tale of the Iliad.
Carbon-dating places the demise of Layer VIh to 1260/1250 BC, and
there is evidence of warfare and destruction at that time. Some
experts argue that the subsequent layer, VIIa – destroyed circa
1180 BC – was the Troy of the famous war. This argument does have
its merits, but also presents a challenge in that the city of this
age was a virtual shanty town and, more importantly, Mycenaean
civilization also ended violently at the same time.

Why did it
happen? Homer’s legend has it that Paris’
abduction of Helen of Sparta triggered the Ahhiyawan invasion and
siege. I’ve baked this into our tale, plus a little bit more. The
historian Michael Wood posits that, because Hattu seized the
Hittite throne, the Ahhiyawans convinced the Hittite vassals of
west Anatolia that Hattu was a villainous usurper. Only Troy stood
firm and refused to condemn Hattu, and the city was thus attacked
by Greeks and other west Anatolians. Added to this, we have the
spectre of Piya-maradu – a roving and persistent pest. His name
appears in Hittite Annals over a surprisingly long time – three or
four generations endured his raids around central and western
Anatolia. As portrayed, he did at one point strike some agreement
with the Ahhiyawans, who sponsored and supported his raids across
Hittite vassal territory, and Piya-maradu repaid them by shipping
captured people across the Aegean to serve as slaves in the
Ahhiyawan palaces. I have seasoned all of the above with the
speculative stirring hand of Urhi-Teshub and his summoning of
Piya-maradu to work for him, triggering the whole sorry
affair.

So that’s
the where, when and why. But one final
question about the Trojan War sticks out like a sore thumb,
especially in light of the story you have just read and the Empires
of Bronze series as a whole: Where were the Hittites when their
Trojan comrades needed them most? You see, the Hittites are never
mentioned in the Iliad. Not even once. That’s like the story of a
modern war between Mexico and Cuba, with not even one passing
mention of the behemoth superpower (the USA) looming over both. I
will pose the question again: just where was King Hattu and his
Hittites? Well, I can’t answer that here. It’ll take a whole new
novel to address that one. So you’ll just have to read the next
volume of Empires of Bronze to find out!

 


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.


 


Connect with Gordon Doherty

 


I love hearing from readers –
get in touch via my website: www.gordondoherty.co.uk/contact-me
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‘Faster!’ yelled Troilus,
gripping the sorrel-red stallion’s neck and leaning forward in the
saddle. As the steed burst into a gallop along the frost-jewelled
Silver Ridge, the morning wind roared in his ears, his mop of tawny
curls snapping behind him like a banner. The low winter sun dazzled
on the eastern horizon, the coldness stung his lips and nostrils,
brought tears to his eyes. He sucked in a breath and tasted the
earthy, sweet scent of the Scamander plain. ‘Faster!’ he cried
again, his young voice shrill. ‘Yes! Faster than the arrows of
Apollo!’

Hooves thundered up by his
side. Polyxena flashed him a devious grin. ‘But not as fast as me,
Brother,’ she cackled, then drove her steed on ahead with a
‘Ya!’

Troilus exploded with an
indignant cry that broke down into laughter. ‘Ya!’ he geed his
horse on after his sister. With the stallion’s every stride, he
felt a tap-tapping on his bare chest of the wolf’s-tooth necklace
the strange easterner had given him years ago. Take this,
the towering warrior had said, and always remember that you are
a Prince of Troy. It made him feel like a man, like his older
brothers. A hero!

After a time, the siblings
dropped into a canter and ranged together, side by side. They
slowed to a walk, picked their way down from the Silver Ridge and
onto the frost-sheathed river plain. Curlews trilled in the air
around them as they entered this sea of grass and winter wheat, the
icy tips of the tallest stalks brushing against their ankles.

He gazed southwards, across the
dips where mist lay in thickly-whipped folds, picking out a distant
smudge of marble, gleaming in the morning light. The Shrine of
Apollo, perched on a knoll where the Thymbros stream bled into the
River Scamander. He patted the sack hanging from his saddle: grapes
and small pots of honey. The yearly ritual had always been carried
out this way: a prince and a princess of Troy would travel alone to
take a winter offering to the ancient shrine. His father, his
brothers, the priests – everyone – had said that it was too
dangerous this year, that it could not be done… but Troilus knew
that it could. A tingle of excitement scurried across his skin. He
clutched the wolf’s-tooth necklace again: this was his time, at
last. After all, the seers claimed that he would one day be Troy’s
hero: when he reaches his twentieth summer, Apollo will grant
immortality to Troy! So why wait seven more years to become
that hero? Why not now?

He glanced at Polyxena from the
corner of his eye. She wore a look that summed up the way he felt:
devious, excited. Nobody had seen the two slipping out of the
Dardanian Gate that morning at the change of the guard. They would
be done with this offering and back to announce the heroic deed
before anyone had even noticed.

When a crow cawed suddenly,
Polyxena yelped. Fear fizzed across Troilus’ skin. Both slowed. He
thought of their older sister Cassandra and the visions she had
spoken of, so different to the other seers.

A lion stalks the plain near
the Thymbran track, mane and face stained red with blood, meat
hanging from his fangs.

Troilus gulped a few times,
then gritted his teeth, eyes combing the way ahead, ears hearing
every whisper and crackle from the long grass. He loved his sister,
but not her gloomy divinations. In any case, Chryses the Priest had
dismissed her mutterings, as he always did. He sat tall in the
saddle, fighting away his fears. No lions here, he thought.
With a click of the tongue, he bade the two horses onwards.

The gentle burble of the
Thymbros rose from just ahead. Troilus lifted a hand to shade his
eyes, regarding the stream’s meandering path towards the shrine. He
noticed Polyxena fussing over her steed.

‘We should water the horses
here before we go on,’ she said softly.

Troilus patted his stallion’s
neck – damp with sweat from the recent gallop. The Thymbros’ waters
were always the sweetest and purest here at the edge of the plain,
especially in these winter moons. ‘Aye,’ he agreed.

They slid from their saddles
and thudded onto the hard ground. It became softer near the stream,
dampness seeping between their bare toes. At the water’s edge, the
two horses drank. Troilus gazed into the waters, spotting cobalt
fish darting around under the surface.

‘The way the stream sparkles in
the morning light,’ Polyxena sighed, ‘it makes me think that there
is still magic in this land.’

Troilus half-smiled. ‘They
cannot rob us of that,’ he said. ‘They may plague our countryside
like locusts… but they cannot take away the magic of the soil, the
air, the rivers.’

‘Can they not?’ Polyxena
answered. ‘What use is magic out here when we live out our lives
trapped inside Troy’s walls?’

Troilus threw out his hands.
‘Trapped? Not today. Today, we are free to roam!’

‘So too are the
Ahhiyawans.’

Troilus snorted. ‘The plain is
empty. I see no smoke of their plunder nor hear the ugly yap of
their tongues.’ He had stolen those very words from one of Hektor’s
recent rallying speeches to the allies, but she didn’t need to know
that. Regardless, he thought, she was right. Life had never been
the same since the Ahhiyawans came. Six years ago their black boats
had sliced across the Western Sea, churning onto Trojan sand like
axe blades. Six years during which the air had carried a constant
odour of pyre smoke.

He squinted and looked to the
east and the highlands there. Some way far beyond lay the mightiest
empire in the world. Troy’s best hope. As a boy, he had seen them
come from that horizon – tall, fierce-looking, their long dark hair
tagged with amulets and animal teeth. It was their famous leader
who had bequeathed him the wolf’s fang necklace.

‘The Hittites are not coming,’
Polyxena said quietly, reading his thoughts.

His nose wrinkled. ‘They are
delayed, that is all.’

‘Delayed?’ Polyxena scoffed.
‘In the six years since we called to them for help, they could have
marched to our aid and back ten times over.’

Troilus gulped. It felt as if
he was trying to swallow a stone. ‘Have faith in the oath of our
alliance. Troy has called for help. The Hittite Army will
come.’

But Polyxena did not seem to be
listening. Instead, her eyes darted, tracking a wagtail as it sped
from a spot in the rushes downstream. ‘We should move on,’ she
said. ‘Something doesn’t feel right.’

Troilus glared at her, annoyed
that she had barely listened to him. ‘Very well, to the shrine,’ he
grumped, leading his horse from the stream. ‘But you’ll see. The
Hittites will come. Twenty thousand strong. And when they
do, they will trample the Ahhiyawans like twigs, drive them back
into the sea like-’ The words stuck in his throat as if a hand had
gripped his neck. What was that noise?

A rapid crackle of breaking
reeds.

His head snapped round and his
eyes latched onto the shuddering stalks… and at the thing in there,
ploughing towards them. His heart pulsed as he saw what it was.

The nightmare. The bane of Troy
and her armies.

‘A… Achilles,’ Polyxena
shrieked.

‘Ride!’ Troilus half-croaked,
half-screamed.

First, he bundled Polyxena onto
her saddle, then slapped the beast’s rump, sending it off at a mad
gallop. Next, he vaulted onto his own horse, yanking on the reins
and jabbing one heel into its flank. ‘Ya!’ he screamed.

The horse bolted and Troilus
clung on. Glancing in his wake he saw the enemy champion: bare
footed for speed, wearing just his helm and kilt, he moved like a
great cat. Like a lion. This one had slain more Trojans than
any other of the Ahhiyawans. Always, men said, he left his
opponents looking ungainly and slow-witted. Not this time,
he mouthed, seeing Achilles fall back and slip from view, beaten
for speed.

He looked ahead, seeing
Polyxena at the shrine, dismounted and seeking the protection of
Apollo. He yanked the reins to steer his horse there also.
Safety, he thought as he sped closer, sanctuary. For
no man, Ahhiyawan or Trojan, would dare desecrate a shrine to the
Sun God.

At just that moment, the mist
in the nearest dip puckered and swirled. Achilles lunged back into
view, running almost level with his horse. With a zing, the
killer’s sword was free of its sheath.

Troilus knew he was barely
capable of fumbling his own sword free, let alone fighting with it.
Crazed, he lifted his baldric over his head and tossed it away,
shedding the weight in hope of a dash more speed. Next, he pulled
on the sack hanging from the saddle, letting fall the offerings of
grapes and honey intrended for the shrine. The grapes pattered and
the honey urns smashed in his wake. Lighter… faster?

The answer came in the form of
a violent jolt as his head snapped backwards, his flowing curls
seized by the leaping Achilles. He uttered a choked cry, falling
from the saddle. The stallion rode on while he and Achilles came
crashing down in a heap, tumbling along the frosty ground.

Achilles rose to his feet,
yanking Troilus up by the hair again, onto his knees, then rested
the edge of his long, straight sword against the base of his
neck.

Troilus’ eyes rolled up at the
Ahhiyawan champion. His mouth flooded with words – pleas for his
life, threats, inhuman screams of fear.

Achilles’ cerulean eyes drank
in Troilus’ features, recognising them. A group of less impressive
Ahhiyawans emerged from the mist and wheat, eyeing the champion’s
prize. ‘It is him. It is Prince Troilus,’ said one.

Achilles smiled thinly. ‘No
twentieth summer for you, Son of Priam… and no immortality for
Troy.’

The sword sliced through
Troilus neck. In his last whispers of life, he heard Polyxena’s
scream and felt his head being hoisted high like a trophy. The last
thing he saw was the lesser Ahhiyawans falling upon his decapitated
body, clawing at his possessions to take as their prize.

 


 


Hope you enjoyed the sample!

You can grab a full copy of
‘Empires of Bronze: The Shadow of Troy’ at: http://books2read.com/EoB5

 


 



Glossary

 


Akh; The soul of a dead
Egyptian.

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
venues. There is evidence that Hittite princes would be taken there
for cultic festivals and for puberty rites/inductions.

Asu; Medical
expert/healer.

Danna; Measure of
distance, somewhere between a kilometre and a mile.

Eradi; Hurrian word,
meaning ‘bird omen’.

Gal Gestin; A position of
repute within the Hittite royal court, meaning ‘Chief of the Wine
Stewards.’

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.

Hasawa; The ‘Old Women’
(or Wise Women as I have called them) who performed religious and
magical rites to heal, protect and strengthen the Hittite
people.

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.

Illuyanka; The winter
rival of the Storm God, Tarhunda. Every spring the Storm God had to
defeat this sacral serpent, who ruled the nature in wintertime.
Tarhunda’s annual victory ushered in the spring rains, allowing the
crops and pastures to flourish.

Ishtar; The Goddess of
Love and War. Also known as Shauska, Inanna and many other names
across ancient cultures.

Labarna; The Great King
and High Priest of the Hittite Empire. Steward of the Gods.
Alternately known as Tabarna.

Megaron; The largest room
in a palatial building in the Aegean region, with four columns
built around an open hearth, supporting the ceiling.

Mesedi; The elite
bodyguards of the Hittite King. A select group who were armed
ornately and would travel with the king everywhere.

Purulli; Hittite New Year
festival (New Year being spring).

Panku; The Panku is
thought to have described a council or proto-senate of some sort in
the Hittite court – a sounding board to aid the Hittite King in
making his decisions of law.

Saz (pl. Sazes); Ancient
string instrument, similar to a lute.

Sarruma; Hittite God of
the Mountains.

Tarhunda; Hittite God of
the Storm, spouse of the Sun Goddess Arinniti and principal male
deity of the Hittite pantheon.

Tuhkanti; The Tuhkanti
was ‘the second commander’ and intended heir to the Hittite throne.
Usually a son of the king.
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If you enjoyed Empires of
Bronze: The Crimson Throne, 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
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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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Labarna
(King of the Hittites)
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Gal Gestin Chief Bodyguard and advisor
(Chief of the Wine Stewards) - ;

The Golden Spearmen
(The palace guard)
Leader: Captain Bilanza
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Person Name in Story

Person Name in History

Hattu Hattusili ITT

Muwa Muwatalli IT
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Galasma Kalasma
Gargamis Carchemish
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