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 The Great Powers of the Late Bronze Age (circa 1294 BC) 
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 The Army of the Hittites 
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Prologue

The City of Ra, Egypt
Spring 1294 BC

   
   
 An Egyptian vulture sped low across the eastern desert, coasting on the white heat of the dune sea, its frill of pale feathers shuddering and its yellow head and purple-beak sweeping in search of prey. 
 ‘See how the carrion bird flies,’ whispered Pharaoh Seti, his kohl-lined eyes tracking the creature. 
 ‘The sacred hunter,’ said Ramesses, his youngest son, beside him on the temple balcony. ‘It is coming this way.’ 
 Indeed, the bird sped over the last dune and onto the green, fertile stripes of land hugging the mighty River Iteru. It rose to soar over the palm-fringed banks, swaying rushes and crop fields, its head switching this way and that, captivated by the myriad fawn-skinned people at work there. Finally, it tilted towards the sculpted, burnt-gold jewel on the river’s eastern banks: The City of Ra, a vast complex of mud-brick pylon gates, temples, towering pillars and statues of gods and ancient kings. Young Ramesses stretched on his toes for a better look as the vulture sped closer to the temple, gripping the marble edge of the balcony and leaning out a little too far. 
 Seti felt a weakness in his veins – a need to protect the lad as a father should, to pull him back from the precipice. But when the vulture shrieked, Seti’s eyes snapped up, seeing the bird banking around the head of one mighty statue – a likeness of Pharaoh Thutmosis, unforgotten despite the passing of many generations. A warrior-king, a conqueror, a victor, a god. The great statue’s shadow stretched across the city, blanketing half of the balcony too. Seti forgot about his son’s welfare in that moment. He stepped clear of the shadow, a shaft of sunlight falling across his axe-sharp cheekbones and lantern jaw. I will match and outshine your legendary achievements, he mouthed, staring at Thutmosis’ stony eyes. 
 A strange noise sounded behind the pair. The creaking of a bow. Seti swung on his heel, tearing a dagger from his belt and bringing it round on the assailant. 
 ‘Chaset?’ he raged at his eldest, the adolescent prince who would one day succeed him. 
 Prince Chaset did not even notice his father’s dagger, halted just a hand’s-width from his heart. The young man was too busy training his arrow-tip on the vulture. ‘I will teach the bird its final lesson.’ 
 With a swish of one hand, Seti snatched the bow from the prince and threw it across the room behind the balcony, where it clattered, knocking over a wicker stool and a vase of wine. ‘Choose your enemies more carefully, you fool.’ 
 Chaset’s hooded eyes flared open for a moment. ‘You told me to be the greatest warrior I could be: with the sword, the spear… the bow!’ 
 Seti stood his full height and glared at Chaset – and Ramesses too for good measure. Snapping his fingers, he strode past them both. The two princes followed, obedient and afraid. ‘You train not so you can shoot sacred birds and offend the Gods, boy, but so you might share my destiny.’ 
 He led them into a grand chamber at the far side of the temple. White, sweet-smelling ribbons of frankincense and myrrh smoke rose from the sconces affixed to the chamber’s pillars, the stone floor was polished to a sheen, and the high walls were adorned with reliefs of bird and snake gods. Most striking of all, however, was the set of stairs at the chamber’s far end – as wide as the hall, streaked with sunlight and guarded by black-wigged, white-kilted spearmen on the edge of each and every step, leading up to the temple’s roof terrace. Seti halted in the middle of the floor, lifting his arms while a pair of slaves helped strap to his chest a cuirass of crossed bronze-wings, gleaming even in the cool shade of the room. Another placed a coruscant and bulbous sapphire war-helm on his bare scalp. Two more handed him each a sceptre and a fanged flail, and another tied a lion’s tail to his belt. Armed and armoured, he strode on and up the steps, shafts of sunlight passing over him as he ascended. ‘It is to the north we will find our destiny. Conquest and glory, just as mighty Thutmosis once knew.’ 
 ‘The north,’ Ramesses muttered. ‘Retenu, the vassal lands?’ 
 Seti looked down at his youngest. Ramesses had a keen mind. Sometimes he wished for Chaset to have such a thirst to learn. But his eldest was a fine warrior, at least. ‘The vassal lands, at first,’ he said as they emerged onto the rooftop and into the full power of the sun. The savage heat bent and warped the air around them, giving life to the statues of jackal, falcon and baboon-headed deities lining the roof’s edges. ‘There, I will press my foot on the throat of the tin routes. None will have that precious metal, none but I. Yet that is only the beginning, for the world stretches beyond those parts, and much greater rewards wait beyond.’ 
 He stepped over to the semi-circular platform jutting from the front edge of the temple roof and threw out his arms, his sapphire helm sparkling like a dark sun. At once, a wall of noise hit him from below, and the sight down there set his heart alight with pride. 
 The Army of Ra cheered on and on in adoration: ten thousand voices, guttural and strong, rising from the huge, white-flagged square. The bare-chested, white-kilted menfyt stood in countless blocks of two hundred and fifty – each unit of these veterans known as a Sa. They pumped their gleaming, sickle-like khopesh swords and tall spears skywards, pale blue and white linen headdresses fluttering in the hot wind. The thousand-strong, bronze-coated crack corps known as the Strongarms simply fell to one knee – devoted, invincible, shimmering like treasure behind their zebra-hide shields. A huge host of coal-skinned Medjay archers, clad in leopardskin kilts and armed with stave-bows and twin quivers lined the left of the square and another swarm of bowmen stood on the right – paler-skinned Libyans, naked but for giraffe skin capes and dangling penis-sheathes, crying out to the skies in veneration. To the rear, a five-hundred strong wing of bright and majestic chariots glittered, the warrior and driver aboard each encased in armour and draped with weaponry, the feather-crested horses snorting and pawing at the ground. From the rooftops around the palm-lined square, trumpets keened and drums rumbled. 
 Chaset and Ramesses came to stand by Seti’s sides at the roof’s edge and another wave of adulation rose. 
 ‘Army of Ra,’ Seti boomed. 
 The clamour of adulation fell silent instantly. Even the masses in the city streets beyond the square and all around the city’s hinterland seemed to halt and look up. All quivered and trembled with awe, entranced by their God-king. 
 ‘It has been a long winter of preparation,’ said Seti. ‘Of whetting blades and fashioning armour.’ He let a moment pass to reinforce his authority and to choose carefully his next words. Oddly, they seemed to be stuck in his throat. Was it the presence of his two boys at his sides distracting him, directing his thoughts elsewhere, to weaker places, to thoughts of being a mere father? 
 Just before the silence stretched a little too long, a voice whispered, behind him: ‘Now it is time. Time to march north to the lands of Gubla at the edge of our realm.’ 
 Once more, Seti felt his dagger arm stiffen and his body tense, ready to swing round on the other, until he realised who had crept up behind him and his boys. His alarm faded as fast as it had risen. ‘Now it is time,’ he repeated to the crowd. ‘Time to march north to Gubla at the edge of our realm.’ 
 The voice whispered to him again and Seti repeated this next line: ‘Then we will march beyond Gubla, and smash the petty kingdoms who do not bend their knee to Egypt.’ 
 The army was rapt. 
 ‘At the last, we will come to face… them,’ the voice said in a strained hiss, Seti repeating the words and the hesitation. 
 He heard some men down below murmur to one another: ‘The Hittites,’ said one. ‘The Wretched Fallen Ones,’ agreed another. ‘They grow their hair long like women, scrape the beards from their chins and they live on windswept crags – like animals,’ said a third. 
 ‘We will dash their armies,’ Seti continued, prompted by the voice, ‘topple their crude cities, their wretched capital high on the hills of their cursed heartlands… all will fall, all will be razed to dust. When it is done, the Hittites will be no more.’ 
 The army seemed set to erupt with fervour, barely containing their hubris, a few yelps of zeal escaping mouths here and there. Now they just needed their Pharaoh to give the command that would begin it all. They took to drumming their swords and spears against their pale hide shields in a frantic rumble, knowing the moment was almost upon them. 
 But Seti was again plagued by that irritating doubt. He felt his hands slide up and over the shoulders of his boys, a mewling sense of concern for them once more pricking and jabbing at the golden promise of conquest. Next, he turned his head from the massed army and to the man who had helped choose his words: Volca. 

The pale-eyed, fair-skinned Sherden islander had come to his lands six years ago from the Hittite court, pleading for shelter, telling his story – of how he had devoted himself to the service of their old king, Mursili, only to be turned upon by the ailing Hittite leader’s sons. Volca had been pathetic that day, snivelling at Seti’s feet. Not so now. Tall and lean, with collar-length, flaxen hair and plate-sized copper rings dangling from his ears to frame his handsome, narrow face. He wore a red cloak and a green-painted, armless scale corselet with a wide gold band clinging to his right bicep, and a trident strapped across his back. His horned-helm was remarkable, adding to his already considerable height. But the most striking aspect of the man was the part that the eye could not see, thought Seti – the thorny vines of hatred coiled around his heart. Volca despised the Hittites even more than most Egyptians did. On the day news had arrived of King Mursili’s death, the Sherden had shed tears of delight. Most crucially, he knew almost everything about those strange, northern people: how they lived, how they traded, how they made war. As such, he was more vital to the coming campaign than any champion down on the square. 
 ‘The Hittites may be hardy, but they are weak in numbers,’ Volca said calmly – the words intended for Seti alone. ‘More, the two brothers who chased me from their lands are weak leaders: King Muwa is but a shadow of his father; and as for Prince Hattu,’ he spat the name and paused for a moment, his lips twitching, face sliding into a look of pure malice, ‘every night I dream of his death. It will be slow and it will hurt like the fires of the Gods.’ 
 Disquiet crept across Seti’s shoulders, seeing the Sherden’s right fist coil and uncoil as if flexing around the hilt of an invisible knife. His eyes were like coals, blazing into the ether. Such intense hatred… 
 ‘This is your time,’ Volca continued, snapping from his trance, ‘Lord of the Two Lands, Son of Ra, Horus of Gold,’ he gestured to the square and the crescendo of rumbling weapons on shields. ‘This is the moment for you to rage like a panther… to etch your name,’ he leaned towards Seti, clenching and shaking a fist, his face pinching into a rictus, spittle flying from his gritted teeth, ‘into eternity.’ 
 Seti’s skin shivered with fervour. Charged with belief and a rampant sense of entitlement, he barely noticed his hands sliding from his boys’ shoulders. He turned his gaze back to the army, lifting his sceptre overhead like a sword, drinking in the sight of his forces. ‘It is time to march.’ 
 The Army of Ra roared until the city itself shook. 
 ‘To the north,’ Seti cried as the drums boomed and the trumpets blared, ‘to war!’

   
 




Chapter 1

Master of the Storm
Spring 1294 BC

   
 A thunderhead sprawled across the noon sky, stealing the light of day and casting the flood plains of Zalpa in gloom. The storm clouds crackled and flickered with patches of purple and green, and a gravelly boom from the skies unleashed a deluge of chill rain. A lone regiment of Hittite warriors stood in serried ranks: men of the Storm Division, clad in leather helms and white tunics, their long, dark hair plastered to their faces by the lashing rain. They held their spears with pale knuckles, their eyes peering over the rims of their dark-hide shields, watching the muddy ridge a danna ahead, thinking of what lay beyond… what was coming for them. 
 Every so often, they would snatch glances towards the high wart of rock on their right flank. Boom! the thunder pealed in time with a jagged thorn of lightning that illuminated the lone figure up there, their general: a young man of just twenty-one summers, draped in a green cloak and a bronze-scale jacket, crouched on one knee like a waiting sprinter. Two saker falcons perched just above his shoulders, on the hilts of his twin swords, bristling and shrieking at the storm. His long, dark hair was gathered into a tail that sprouted from his crown and hung down his back. Droplets of rainwater rolled down his vulpine face as his odd eyes – the right one hazel and the left one smoke-grey – combed the mire and the ridge ahead. In the fading flash of lightning, some men could see his lips moving silently, but none were sure to whom the words were addressed. 
 ‘Guide me,’ Hattu whispered, staring at the ridge. After a peace of some five years, the fierce Kaskan mountain men had risen again. Hittite forts had been razed to dust and villages burnt to ash in a campaign of plunder that had ignited last autumn. This was the Hittite reaction. A mere thousand men, standing in an open field like saplings awaiting a storm. ‘I swore to do all I could to prevent another war – to defy the Goddess Ishtar and her prophecy. Yet here I stand on the cusp of battle. So tell me, tell me this is right.’ 
 He longed for Kurunta One-eye, his old military mentor, to be here, to answer, to steer him. But the legendary general was six years dead. Yet Kurunta had bestowed an incredible wealth of martial wisdom upon him. So much so that now, when Hattu dug deep into his memories, trawling the past, he could almost predict the great man’s reply. 

You know it is right, else you would not be here. At first, it was just words, then Hattu allowed himself to imagine Kurunta standing up on the rocky wart too: the bald, skull-like head, the lone silver braid sprouting from one temple like a scorpion’s tail, the frayed patch covering one eye, the bare, teak-hard chest. And the winged Goddess? Curse her to the pits, Kurunta snarled. 
 The wind picked up with a howl, driving rain into Hattu’s face like icy needles, as if Ishtar was listening. ‘But the Kaskans vastly outnumber us. Once they cross that ridge they will be upon us and there will be no means of escape.’ His odd eyes darted over the flat mire-ground between them and the ridge, dry yesterday, now pitted with deep pools and veins of rainwater. 

Have faith in yourself, just as these men have faith in you, Kurunta insisted. You did not settle on your plan lightly. You considered many other ideas first, then picked and pulled them apart – just as I taught you to – before settling on this one. Why? Why this one? he said, his tone goading, almost menacing, stooping to stare Hattu in the face with his lone eye. 
 ‘Because I could not fault it and dismantle it like the others,’ he replied. 

Exactly, Kurunta purred, his features darkening. Just as a smith might draw every sword through the fire until he finds one that does not break.

 Just then, a runnel of chill rain stole inside Hattu’s collar, trickling down his back. ‘The plan did seem strong last night, when I was sitting by a warm campfire with a full belly.’ He held out a hand to catch splashing raindrops, his nostrils twitching at the thick scent of wet earth. ‘But now, what if-’ 

Lead them well, Master of the Storm, the imaginary Kurunta interrupted, pulling back and standing tall. Remember that you are their prince and their general, the warden of these Hittite northlands. The dead general shuffled his feet apart, stretching a little taller, a manic gleam in his good eye. Stand tall, radiate power as your Father once did when he and I walked the battlefields together. End it swiftly and decisively.

 Kurunta stepped back a few paces. His teeth clenched in a feral rictus and his silver braid of hair jerked as he threw his head back and cast both hands towards the sky. At just that moment, thunder clashed like the swords of gods and lightning came down in a twin fork nearby, as if conjured to meet his outstretched fingers. Haaa! the dead legend roared gleefully back at the sky. The blinding white of the lightning swept away the moment of reverie, the imagined words and visions. Hattu stared into the empty space where the imaginary Kurunta had been, seeing his own shadow on the rock there, twin swordbands – once Kurunta’s and now his – jutting from the shoulders. 
 A splash of hooves and wheels churning through wet earth sounded, ripping him fully back to the wet, dark present. He looked ahead to see a lone chariot speeding from the ridge towards the rocky wart on which he stood, the leather and wood frame glistening wet, mud and rainwater spraying up in its wake. Two sorrel-red, scale-aproned horses pulled the battle car. ‘Thunder, Rage,’ Hattu whispered, hearing them whinny. He stood to his full and towering height and carefully slid down the front of the rocky wart, coming before the chariot as it arced to one side and drew to a halt. Aboard was Dagon, slight and small, Hattu’s oldest friend in the army, his short hair and plague-scarred face rain-slick. Few men set eyes upon Dagon and guessed he was a Chariot Chief. He was quiet and earnest, and wore no blades or armour, but carried two invisible weapons with him at all times: his chariot skills and his blade-sharp mind. 
 ‘General Hattu, they are almost upon us,’ he panted. ‘They have gathered more men since last we sighted them.’ 
 Odd noises rose now from beyond the ridge: whoops, echoing yells and the rhythmic rumble of axe hafts on the edges of shields… growing steady closer, clearer. Hattu saw the thousand Hittites bristle and gawp, defiance and fear at war in the pits of their bellies. 
 A splashing of boots came from Hattu’s left and the infantry line. Chief Tanku: chiselled, tall, brawny, bare-chested and wearing just a white cloak and kilt, ran towards them, muddy to his thighs. His long hair, weighted with wolves’ teeth and shaved at the temples, swished behind his back as he moved. While most soldiers fought to live, big Tanku lived to fight, preferring a rocky camp to a soft bed, and hunting for his meals instead of being served them. He slowed before Hattu and Dagon, digging the haft of his lightning-bolt topped staff into the mud like a blunt assertion. ‘The men are ready, but the rains are heavy, the lying water is deep. What if…’ 
 ‘Have faith in our plan: we found the sword that would not break, aye?’ Hattu insisted. He, Tanku and Dagon had been the ones to spend the previous three evenings picking over the possible approaches, prodding at the weaknesses of each idea. 
 ‘Aye, General,’ both agreed, standing a little taller. 
 ‘Now, be ready,’ Hattu said to Tanku. 
 With a stiff, left-fist salute, Tanku plucked his staff from the mud before falling back to take control of the waiting regiment. One more chariot – bearing a warrior and a driver – rolled forward from behind the infantry line, the ranks parting to let it through. Hattu leapt aboard the other chariot with Dagon. ‘Take me along our front.’ 
 Dagon lightly cracked a whip in the air above Thunder and Rage. The chariot jerked to life, riding slowly across the face of the infantry wall, then wheeling back again, over and over, heedless of the now growing clamour of strange screams, taunts and songs from beyond the ridge. ‘The mountain-men have fierce reputations, yes,’ Hattu boomed, jabbing a finger that way. ‘But I ask you – for your families, for our forefathers,’ he stopped as the thunder pealed directly overhead, ‘for the God of the Storm. For our sacred land – stand with me, in the face of fear. When they come over that ridge, stand with me,’ Hattu said. He noticed the men rise a fraction, eyes wide with awe and fresh confidence. 
 A fresh rumble rose, but not from the sky. Dagon slowed Thunder and Rage, dead centre of the Hittite line and facing forward. Hattu narrowed his eyes to slits against the driving rain to stare at the top of the ridge: shadows, then spray, then flashing metal… the moment had come. 
 A mass of snarling Kaskans surged up and over, their manes of soaked, shaggy hair and unkempt beards streaming behind them like pennants, their faces blotted with handprints and streaks of lurid dye and their bodies wrapped in fleeces and other animal pelts. Mud flew up in showers as they flooded down the near side of the ridge, roaring like wild beasts, holding aloft a panoply of copper axes, spears and clubs. Two thousand of them at least. Two spears for every one of ours, Hattu thought, doubt rising like an old foe as the enemy stampeded and splashed onto the flat mire, closing rapidly. 
 He saw the red-haired colossus leading the masses, hair gathered atop his head like a spout of fire, chin-tied beard flowing like a tongue of flame. He was youthful – maybe even younger than Hattu – his moon face unblemished with age or scars. This was Babak, the one who had roused the mountain men, gathered them into a roaming mass once again after the five short and blessed years of peace. The hulking warrior swung a long, serrated bronze sword around his head. 
 ‘The Hittite dogs bring just two war wagons and a weak rabble of men,’ shrieked one voice above all the others – not that of Babak, oddly, but of a gull-faced and older Kaskan noble in a bronze helm with a sparkling red gem set into the forehead – conjuring them into a renewed, frenzied cheer. 
 Hattu lifted his high bronze helm from the hook inside the chariot, drawing it over his head and knotting the leather chinstrap, the long, trailing dark plume hanging down to the small of his back like his tail of hair. 
 Tanku thrust the lightning bolt staff skywards. ‘Men of the Storm – raise your weapons…’ he bellowed in a guttural cry long-ago learned from Kurunta One-eye. With a clack, every spear was levelled, poking through the small almond-shaped gap between neighbouring shields like serpents’ tongues. ‘Tarhunda, God of the Storm, clad my heart in bronze!’ they cried back to their regimental chief. 
 One hundred paces away, eighty… The ground shuddered violently, mud spurting from the charging Kaskans’ boots, the eyes of the foremost gleaming, fixed on the stationary Hittite chariot and the prince on board. 
 Sixty paces. The two falcons perched on Hattu’s sword hilts took flight in panic. ‘Hold,’ he cried. 
 Fifty paces… ‘Hooold!’ 
 A hail of Kaskan axes spun crazily past Hattu and Dagon – Hattu shifting his head to one side just in time to avoid one. Many more thumped down into Hittite shields. Two men crumpled, foreheads cleaved, eyes rolling up in their sockets and blood lurching from the awful wounds. 
 Forty paces… 
 Hattu reached behind him to take an offered clay pot – hot to the touch – then chopped a finger down. ‘Ride,’ he roared. Like bats scattering before a bright light, the two war cars broke away, Hattu’s directly to the right, the other to the left. 
 A mighty cheer rose up from the Kaskans. ‘The Hittite Prince’s nerve breaks,’ another of the shrieking nobles marvelled. ‘He abandons his foot soldiers.’ 
 Hattu, riddled with doubt once more, looked back at Tanku’s line as the Kaskans closed, certain at that moment that he had got this wrong, that he should be standing with them. Thirty paces… twenty. The Kaskans broke into a speeding run. All war is based on deception, Kurunta purred in Hattu’s mind, reassuring him. 
 Fifteen paces... The Hittite line braced. 
 Hattu’s lips peeled apart. ‘Torchmen!’ he cried back to them. A dozen Hittite soldiers bearing blazing faggots squeezed between momentarily-opened gaps in the Hittite shield-line. Each hurled their torch into the earth immediately in front of the Kaskan advance. 
 With a roar like a dying bear, a wall of flame leapt up and spread with the speed of a hare in both directions along the short patch of ground between the Hittite and Kaskan forces. The Kaskan roars of war changed into cries of horror. Their charge halted as swiftly as the fiery screen rose, those in the ranks behind barging into and falling over those who had stopped before them. Many stumbled and rolled, then all staggered backwards from the blaze like terrified sheep, a stink of singed beard and hair staining the air. Mountain men spilled left and right now, to reach both ends of and circumvent the wall of flames. 
 Hattu’s every sense screeched as though scraped with a whetstone. They had heartbeats to act or this would all have been for nothing. ‘Chariots, turn,’ he bellowed. 
 Dagon squeezed the reins, their chariot swinging round along the Kaskans’ left flank, the other one sweeping round the right flank. Hattu lifted a bow from the clip inside the chariot cabin, then drew a blazing arrow from the clay pot by his feet. He nocked, drew until the string touched his earlobe – the sinew fully stretched and the horn compressed – then winked, letting his grey eye ache until he saw the small, concealed channel in the earth running around the near flank of the Kaskan multitudes. His shaft spat down into the channel… 
 Nothing. 

Gods, no! he wailed inwardly. He had pinned everything on the channel catching light. Without it, the Kaskans would spill round the flames and butcher his men. Without it… 
 A whoosh! shattered his spiralling thoughts as the channel belatedly erupted, with another wall of fire, joining with the first. The other chariot loosed an arrow too and the channel on that far flank caught light too. Hattu sped on around the rear of the Kaskan lot, loosing another three blazing shafts, piece by piece extending the fiery wall around the enemy, who surged each time towards the shrinking number of directions that were not ablaze. The two Hittite chariots sped past each other, both shooting their last flaming arrow into the only remaining spot not yet ablaze. It roared into fiery life, completing the eye-shaped noose of fire, encircling the enemy. 
 Hattu grasped the lip of the chariot and scanned the trap again and again, eyes reflecting the nightmarish scene: the fire wall was unbroken, like a strangler’s rope. The pine resin soaking the earth in that great loop had not been diluted by the rains as he feared it might. The doubts had been unfounded. The sword has passed through the fire and remained unbroken. 
 ‘Bring us back round to our spear line,’ he said, Dagon deftly turning the chariot back to return to their starting point at a canter and then a trot. Halting, he gazed into the high wall of flames. Through the furious blaze, he saw some of the Kaskans rocking on their heels, trapped and unsure how to act, caught on the twin horns of battle-hubris and fear. Then one leapt through the fire. He spilled through the blazing noose alight, thrashing like a human torch, axe held overhead, screaming, racing towards Hattu’s chariot. Hattu reached up for his twin sword hilts, only for Tanku’s spear to slam into the man’s chest but a pace away from Thunder and Rage. A dozen more of the mountain men tried to leap free of the fiery cage, and each died in the same way, their corpses crackling away, the stink of burning meat joining the acrid smell of charred hair. 
 ‘Your king does not have the numbers to fight us,’ the gull-faced, gem-helmed Kaskan noble boasted from within the fiery noose, hoisted on the shoulders of another. ‘When these flames die we will butcher your paltry force and then sack your cities.’ 
 Hattu pinned the man with his gaze. ‘There are enough Hittite soldiers,’ he lied. ‘Enough to slay every Kaskan. But it need not be so.’ 
 The noble exploded in some other diatribe, more like him joining in. Six of them, Hattu realised, speaking for the rest. He met the eyes of Babak, standing inside the fiery pen. He was silent, his eyes heavy with sorrow. 
 ‘Babak, nephew of Pitagga: speak to your men,’ Hattu said. ‘Tell them to throw their weapons outside the flames, and there will be no more killing. No more suffering.’ 
 The six Kaskan nobles – each jewelled and finely-armoured – erupted in a clamour of derision, bustling over to surround the red-haired giant, screaming in his face the words of reply they demanded. 
 Babak’s face wrinkled. ‘You speak poisonous words, Hittite.’ 
 ‘You would rather die than believe me? I have a wagon-load of resin pots. I could order my men to throw them in there to set ablaze the ground upon which you stand. Well-aimed, this fiery cage would become a pyre.’ 
 ‘You want me dead anyway,’ Babak snarled as tongues of flame licked in towards him and his warriors. ‘You came here to kill me and slay my people, just as you murdered my uncle.’ 
 ‘I came only to fend off the prospect of another Kaskan war. I was there at the first and I have no wish to see such horrors again. To secure peace for my loved ones, for my people, that is victory for me.’ He directed the words towards Babak, ignoring the six nobles. ‘That is why you stand in a cage of fire with a choice, instead of being alight with none. Choose. Choose wisely.’ He absently touched a red and white woollen band on his right wrist as he spoke, thinking of Atiya. She was everything, the reason he knew he simply could not let war fall upon the Hittite world again, for she had nearly been killed in the last Kaskan War. He thought of her sweet voice, her scent, her wide, sable eyes. ‘Just as I think of my wife and kin, think of your women and young ones waiting for you up in the hills.’ 
 A hideous silence ensued. Voices in Hattu’s head screamed at him to state the offer again, but he had learned under the best generals never to repeat himself when negotiating terms. The enemy had to believe the offer was precious. 
 A section of the fiery wall bulged and spewed flame at a group of Kaskans, setting one’s hair alight and searing another’s face. The pair fell to their knees, screaming, batting at the flames to put them out. Babak’s rictus faltered. His lips trembled for a moment, then: ‘Enough,’ he cried. When the six nobles exploded with refusal, he barged them away with his mighty hands. ‘Enough!’ he boomed now. A rattle of axes, spears and swords rang out, the weapons being tossed through the wall of flames, clattering onto the wet ground beyond. A small knot of Hittites hurried to gather up the blades. With a gentle flick of one finger, Hattu ordered the rest of Tanku’s spearmen forward, so they formed a thin but sure ring of lances, then some took spades to dig up sodden turves and toss them upon the blazing loop. 
 With an angry hiss, the flames died, and so too did the rising of the Kaskans. 
   
 *** 
   
 The storm eased and the grey skies thinned, shafts of sunlight breaking through the gaps like drapes of translucent gold. It was as if the countryside was waking from a nightmare. The fiery cage was now but a huge loop of charred earth, a handful of blackened Kaskan bodies still oozing smoke. The many who had surrendered were now seated near the edge of the battle site, smoke-blackened, heads bowed, muttering amongst themselves dejectedly as Tanku’s men continued to hold them in a ring of spears. 
 Hattu sat on a small boulder, steam rising from his still-damp cloak, stroking the feathers of his twin falcons, Zephyr and Tempest, perched on the leather bracer on his left forearm. Zephyr pecked at the woollen bracelet on his other wrist. It brought Hattu’s thoughts to his and Atiya’s last night together in the bedchamber up on Hattusa’s acropolis. Perhaps that night – after years of trying – his seed had found its way as the Wise Women had predicted when they tied the band to his arm and a matching one on Atiya’s too. Nearly nine moons had passed since that night. Perhaps he might return to Hattusa, with peace won, to find a newborn in Atiya’s arms. A boyish sense of elation rose within him at the mere thought. Peace and a golden future, he mused, hoping Ishtar was listening, almost challenging her to dispute that it could be so. But Ishtar was silent. Hattu smiled without humour, knowing that she only hunted at night, in the land of sleep. 
 ‘General,’ a voice shouted, scattering his thoughts. 
 ‘We lost only two men,’ said Captain Kisna, the small, hawk-faced archer who led a hundred-strong company of expert marksmen known as ‘the Spitting Bows’. He had trained and marched with Hattu, Dagon and Tanku in their days as recruits. Mentored by the late General Nuwanza, a master bowman, Kisna was now the finest shot in all Hittite lands. 
 Captain Sargis, the rangy, flat-nosed leader of the Mountain Wolves – a company of spearmen – came over too, his deep-set, tawny eyes meeting the others, his chin-length, curly hair held behind his ears by a leather headband. ‘We lost only two men.’ 
 Kisna shot him a sour look. ‘I just said that.’ 
 Sargis cupped a hand to his missing left ear – lost in the war against Pitagga. ‘Hmm?’ 
 Kisna’s face darkened with annoyance. ‘I already said… never mind.’ 
 ‘What is to happen to this one, sir?’ Tanku said, calling back from his pen of spearmen, gesturing towards the seated, silent Babak. 
 ‘I have yet to decide.’ 
 ‘But he is Pitagga’s nephew,’ Tanku seethed through clenched teeth. 
 ‘And that’s why the warlike ones in the hills filled his head with false stories that we were coming to kill him,’ Dagon explained. ‘So he would react first and start his campaign of plunder, so they could rise with him as their champion and have the conflict and loot they craved.’ 
 ‘Hmm,’ Tanku muttered, unconvinced. 
 Hattu stepped away from his trusted men, into the spear-pen, picking his way through the seated prisoners to come to Babak. The Kaskan warrior looked up at him, squinting in the sun’s glare. ‘What happens now?’ he rumbled. 
 ‘Now, you must point out the ones who stirred this rising,’ said Hattu, searching the coppery depths of the man’s eyes. 
 ‘What will become of them?’ he asked. 
 Hattu said nothing, his hard look answer enough. 
 ‘Aye,’ Babak said dejectedly, ‘you would be a fool to let them live. But I would be a coward were I to betray them – my kin – merely to save my own life.’ 
 ‘Who said you were going to be spared?’ Tanku rumbled, some way behind Hattu. ‘I say we should yoke him like an ox and make him tow our supply wagons like in days of old, or simply cut off his balls and make him eat them and-’ 
 Hattu threw up a hand for silence. He peered beyond Babak, spotting the ring of six older Kaskan nobles who had been haranguing him during the battle – they were men of an age that suggested they had fought as veterans in Pitagga’s army. As well as the one with the gemstone helm, the rest were clad in good leathers, their wrists wrapped with expensive silver bands. These ones looked on furtively, faces torn with displeasure. There would be no need for Babak to point out the troublemakers, Hattu realised. 
 ‘You chose wisely today, Babak, so your soldiers will be spared. They can return to their mountain homes. But you will have to come with me.’ 
 Babak’s face slackened in confusion, then suspicion. ‘No. This is the trickery they told me of,’ he said, turning and nodding to the group of older, finely-garbed nobles and inadvertently confirming Hattu’s suspicions. ‘The dark guile of Prince Hattu, Son of Ishtar,’ he said. 
 Hattu flinched at those last three words. The damned soubriquet had been used with heroic acclaim by his own men during his early days in the army. Not now – the ranks quickly realising that their general cared not a crumb for the title. Few understood why. 
 Babak flicked a finger towards Thunder and Rage, innocently chomping on hay. ‘He with the blood-red steeds, he with the strange eyes, will deceive you, lure you to your death.’ He snorted, throwing his chin up in defiance. ‘You will no doubt behead me or throw me into a gully as soon as nobody is looking.’ 
 ‘Good storytellers, your people,’ Hattu mused. ‘I will not harm you, unless you refuse to come. One hundred of your men must come with me also. The rest can return to their wives and mothers in their mountain homes.’ 
 But Babak was lost in dark reverie. ‘He who sits in his rebuilt city of Nerik, torturing and tormenting Kaskan captives,’ he muttered. ‘Stories or otherwise, I have watched Nerik from afar, heard the tortured groans and screeches that rise from within its walls.’ 
 ‘The sounds of new temples and halls being erected, nothing more. As with the other cities re-founded in the north in these last years. In any case, you will not be travelling to Nerik, but to the other cities and villages in these northern parts – the ones which need to be repaired thanks to your recent endeavours. We will spend the rest of the moon doing this, and then we will journey south, to Hattusa.’ 
 Babak’s pale face drained of any remaining colour. ‘To your capital? The seat of the Hittite Labarna, King Muwa?’ 
 ‘Aye, to my home, to my brother.’ 
 Babak, even less assured, looked around him for any other option, then nodded once, forlornly. 
   
 *** 
   
 Evening came, and while the rest of the Storm men and Kaskan prisoners ate an evening meal of porridge and honey, Hattu forewent food – knowing the most unpleasant task lay in wait. He waited for dusk and darkness to come then, with his stomach in knots, he, Tanku and Dagon seized the six ringleaders of the revolt. He and a troop of ten Hittite spearmen steered them down into a brook ditch at spearpoint. The six stood by the brook, swollen from the recent storm rains. Each stared at Hattu with a mixture of malice and terror, their mouths covered with gags. 
 Silence stretched and tension rose as Tanku and Dagon waited on Hattu’s orders. But Hattu seemed caught in his own thoughts. 
 ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Dagon said. 
 ‘You always do,’ Hattu replied glibly. 
 Tanku frowned and looked at both for a moment before he understood. ‘No,’ he said gruffly, his head shaking from side to side in gradually wider arcs, his chiselled face widening in understanding. ‘Sparing Babak was bad enough, but these six arseholes?’ 
 ‘If we send them away to the far west,’ Hattu explained, ‘The Kaskans in our camp will no longer be roused by their words.’ 
 ‘That will make you feel good, I’m sure,’ Tanku said. He, like Dagon, was one of the few who spoke to Hattu so candidly. Hattu loved them both for it. ‘But what happens when tomorrow, after they have lumbered west for ten danna, they decide to simply wander back into the mountains and stir a fresh revolt? Six men might live today, but six hundred will die when next these bastards stoke another battle.’ 
 ‘Tanku is right,’ Dagon said calmly. 
 Hattu took a deep breath, sighing loudly. The brook water chattered away as if gossiping over his dilemma. 
 ‘I have heard much of you, Prince Hattu,’ the noble with the red-gemmed helm said, using his tongue to push his gag free of his mouth. His tone was soft and comforting – so different from his screeching cries during the battle. ‘You loathe war. You do not seek to kill men. Act with your heart,’ he finished, bowing from the neck, the grim line of his mouth rising into a pleasant smile. 
 Hattu beheld the man for a moment, feeling his heart tilting in the direction of leniency. But with a cold wave of shock he realised he had seen the fellow once before, long ago: on the day Pitagga the Kaskan Lord had assaulted the city of Hattusa… this man had been one of Pitagga’s group who had helped hack off the head of Sarpa, one of Hattu’s brothers. 
 ‘You are correct: I loathe war. Dreams of battle and death stain my sleep.’ 
 The gem-helmed man’s smile stretched, not once matching the look in his eyes. 
 ‘But you are wrong about me,’ Hattu continued. ‘I am a killer: I will do anything it takes to keep war caged in my nightmares, slay any man who seeks to set it free.’ He looked to Tanku. ‘Make it quick, make it clean,’ he said, forcing himself to meet the eyes of each of the six one last time, hovering upon Sarpa’s murderer the longest. Their eyes bulged and their heads quivered, the still-gagged ones’ lips working uselessly to mumble and beg behind the rags. As he turned and climbed the shallow banks of the brook, he heard the wet crunch of spears driving deep into chests, then six slow, steady splashes. 
 He returned to his bivouac – no more than a sheet of sewn goat hides tied at two corners to a pair of upright poles and pinned to the ground at the other edge with rocks. It was a meagre shelter when he could have ordered the lone command tent – stowed on one of Dagon’s carts – to be set up for him and provide him with warmth, dryness and comfort. But he knew that no leader worth his salt could take advantage of a plush shelter while his men had only the hard ground and simple bivouacs such as his. Lying down, he drew his cloak over himself like a blanket and stared into space. Every part of his body demanded rest and a thick, deep sleep. All apart from his heart, which willed the fog of slumber to leave him be. Yet his eyelids grew heavy and drooped. Sleep had him. He was at her mercy again… 
   
 Blackness. Rest. Peace. 
 Then she came from the dark. The Goddess, Ishtar: voluptuous, beautiful, lethal. Tall as a tower, great wings folded behind her back, a silver eight-pointed star necklace and a diaphanous scarf around her smooth waist her only means of dress. She paced around him with her two lions in tow, breaking into a lilting song that rose and fell like a wicked sea. 
   

A burning east, a desert of graves,


A grim harvest, a heartland of wraiths,


The Son of Ishtar, will seize the Grey Throne,


A heart so pure, will turn to stone,


The west will dim, with black boats’ hulls,


Trojan heroes, mere carrion for gulls,


And the time will come, as all times must,


When the world will shake, and fall to dust…

   
 Hattu, kneeling in the ether of his dream, dipped his head and pinned his hands over his ears. It was a prophecy that had plagued Father and now him. A verse that had driven Father in his final years to believe Hattu would stoke a great war, that he would rise against his own kind, that he would bring famine and catastrophe upon the Hittite lands and the world entire. 
 ‘Today I put an end to the Kaskan troubles. The other parts of our world are at peace also. There will be no war, no troubles,’ he insisted. ‘We cast your prophecies into the fire. You sing of false futures.’ 
 She came closer to him and dipped down to whisper so softly and sweetly to him: There will be war… and she will die. 
 As she pulled back, he felt a weight on his arms. Slowly, he looked down. His eyes could not take in the shape cradled there. A corpse in the form of his wife. Grey, staring, gaunt and as cold as snow. ‘Atiya?’ he whispered, ‘Atiya?... Atiya!’ he roared with every ounce of strength he had, causing the dream world to shake violently. 
   
 He awoke in his bivouac, startled, sickened. The dream was gone, but something was not right. The ground under him was… shivering. Shooting up to sit, he saw the poles of the tent shaking. From the open edge of his bivouac he saw other men waking too, gawping at the ground, eyes wide and white in the darkness of pre-dawn. Babak stared across the camp from his prison pen. For that moment, he and Hattu were not Hittite and Kaskan – they were men… men in the palms of the Gods. 
 But the trembling earth stilled before too long. Quietly, warily, they rose, whispering words of prayer to the angered gods. 
 ‘Tarhunda is angry?’ Tanku said, eyeing the sky. ‘The Storm God is displeased with our victory?’ 
 Hattu cast one glance at the heavens. Part of him feared the Storm God as any good Hittite should. But another part of him, developed long ago by his old tutor, Ruba, forced him to question everything. ‘The earth has shaken since time immemorial,’ he replied. ‘If the Gods were angry with our efforts yesterday then they would have been sure to sabotage our fire ditches, or they would have caused the earth not to merely tremble, but to open up and swallow us.’ 
 When their alarm had faded, they sat down to a simple breakfast of bread smeared with sheep fat. Hattu ate alone, staring into the embers of their campfire, seeing the cold corpse of Atiya in his arms. It was a dream. Nothing more. He repeated the mantra over and over. Then… 
 ‘Hittites should always heed their dreams,’ he whispered almost without realising it. Throwing his bread into the dying fire he rose, hot with anger, telling his men to be ready to move out within the hour. 
 Before the sun had fully risen, just under two thousand disarmed Kaskans were sent on their way, back towards the Soaring Mountains and their high villages. 
 The Hittite regiment – with Babak and his chosen hundred in tow – set off to the southwest, spears pointing skywards, leather sacks of rations and personal effects swinging from the tips. They soon found an ancient, beaten dirt track which would take them to a nearby orchard-country recently pillaged by the Kaskan host. The villagers there would need their homes repaired and their pickets rebuilt. Most of all, they needed to see their prince with the beaten Kaskans in tow. 
 The Storm regiment took to song every now and again to raise spirits. Hattu, washed and refreshed, his mood lifted a little, led the procession. He glanced back and noticed Babak and his lot – hands bound, weaponless and marching astride the Hittite column under Tanku’s close attentions – growing somewhat agitated at the words of the latest song. 

We marched over mountains, and by waterfalls,


Through wretched fields, to whip Kaskan balls…

 Babak’s head shot up at this, enraged. Tanku’s lips lifted at one side in delight. Hattu made a gentle gesture to his men to end the song and start another. Tanku’s face fell. A new song began. 

I’ve never met an Ahhiyawan,


Whom I didn’t want to punch in the balls…

 ‘Balls, again? Perhaps we should teach them songs of love and passion?’ Hattu said to Dagon, riding the lead wagon of the supply chain – heaped with the dismantled chariots, sacks of grain and pots of honey and wine. 
 ‘They’d turn it into some depraved hurkeling verse about falling in love with a sheep,’ Dagon cackled. Although the Chariot Chief usually wore a serious, thoughtful demeanour, a smile and laugh lurked just below the surface. 
 ‘You could ask Nirni about that,’ Sargis chortled. ‘Every time my wife takes a delivery of fodder to the chariot fields, Nirni is there, up to her elbows in a horse’s back end.’ 
 Kisna’s eyebrows rose playfully. ‘Ah, Nirni, the great love that has yet to be, eh Dagon?’ he teased. 
 Dagon shrugged nonchalantly – a gesture clearly copied from Kisna, who could capture the heart of any woman with a simple look. ‘See how the clouds move ahead. Interesting. Rain later, maybe.’ 
 Hattu smiled fondly at his friend’s weak attempt at distraction. Nirni, was an expert animal healer, bringing wounded battle horses back to full health and nursing older, retired beasts with the compassion one might normally show to a child. She was intelligent and caring, like Dagon. As a Chariot Chief, Dagon spent much time in her presence, and they talked like old friends. Dagon loved her, but still had not plucked up the nerve to tell her – sure she would reject him because of his plague scars. 
 Hattu dropped down the ranks of the march as yet another balls-related song broke out. A voice halted him near the head of the Kaskan lot. ‘Prince Hattu. My men want to know about Hattusa.’ 
 Hattu turned, seeing Babak take a step towards him. At once, Tanku had his curved short sword part drawn, ready to protect Hattu. Hattu made a well-recognised and subtle gesture, and Tanku stood down. Babak hadn’t noticed, which was good. 
 ‘One cannot comprehend a place like Hattusa through words alone,’ Hattu said as Babak walked alongside him. ‘I could describe to you its sheer size, but in your head you would no doubt think of Zalpa or Nerik – it is far larger than either of those northern cities.’ 
 ‘I hear it is brimming with treasures – pools of molten silver, they say.’ 
 ‘Good storytellers, your people,’ Hattu reiterated. 
 ‘I hear you keep Kaskans as namra in winnowing barns, chained and naked… blinded, even,’ Babak pressed. ‘Is that to be our fate?’ He held up his roped wrists as a form of evidence. 
 ‘We do keep some of your like in shacks. We chain them too – but only if they are aggressive. Day after day they winnow barley and spelt and grind the grain into flour.’ He let a silence pass. ‘Some have had their eyes scooped out too – I know for certain only of one group of namra who suffered this fate. They tried to rape a farmer’s woman.’ He saw Babak tense up. Looking the Kaskan in the eye, he said: ‘I will not lie about deeds of the past, and I will not lie about this: you will not be hurt or chained to the barns as long as your men live justly.’ 
 ‘Then what is to become of us?’ Babak pressed. ‘I did not sleep last night. I saw most of my men lying there too, eyes wide, shaking.’ 
 ‘It is not a Kaskan trait to show fear,’ Hattu remarked. 
 ‘It is not a Hittite trait to show mercy,’ Babak countered. 
 Hattu cocked his head to one side. ‘Especially not to those who rise against us and attack our towns and cities.’ 
 Babak fell silent for a time. ‘In my village, nobody respected me. Instead, they despised me – because I preferred to work wood than to fight like the others. Why would a giant like me shy away from plunder and battle, they said?’ 
 Hattu said nothing, but the man’s words stoked old pain – of his times as a boy, before he was a hero… in the days when he was known simply as the Cursed Son of King Mursili. 
 ‘But when they became restless and could not find a worthy leader amongst themselves,’ Babak continued, ‘they turned to me – the last of Pitagga’s blood. For two summers they lobbied me to rise up and break the peace with the King of the Hittites.’ 

They, Hattu thought. The six slain at the brook. 
 ‘They will not be missed,’ Babak said flatly, reading what had happened. ‘They pressed me to rise up, but I told them I would not, and continued to turn wood and craft fine things for the people of my village. But last autumn, the forage in the mountains was thinner than usual, then in winter our pig herds were attacked and slain by a roaming pack of mountain dogs. My village and the ones nearby were without food for the tail end of the snows, and come spring, we had no choice: plunder or starve.’ 
 Hattu gazed into the southern horizon: a haze of gentle heat and a wall of grey where the Soaring Mountains rose like fangs, the belt of green wrapping the foot of the heights being the orchard country to which they were headed. ‘Had we not shared such a fractious history, you could have come to our cities in peace. We could have spared you fodder and meat.’ 
 ‘Charity. In these times? People all over talk of slender cattle and weak crops.’ 
 A chill swept over Hattu, the Kaskan’s words stirring echoes of a line from Ishtar’s song. 

A grim harvest, a heartland of wraiths…

 He screwed his eyes shut tight until the echo faded. ‘Not charity, trade,’ he replied to Babak. ‘Despite my boasts through the wall of fire yesterday, the Hittite army is not strong. It has been depleted since the war with Pitagga six years ago.’ 
 ‘I played no part in my uncle’s campaign,’ Babak interrupted, his face set and solemn. 
 ‘I believe you,’ Hattu said, glancing at the warrior’s hands: the palms bearing only newly-formed palm calluses – the hands of a man who had only recently taken to holding a weapon. 
 ‘So what would you have us trade: Dye? Paint? Crude trinkets?’ 
 ‘Men,’ Hattu confirmed. ‘Always we have sought to reach accord with the countries neighbouring our heartlands.’ 
 Babak laughed dryly. ‘Accord? Between the Hittites and the Kaskans?’ 
 Just then, twin shadows scudded across them. Babak looked up, then threw up his hands to shield his face as, with synchronised shrieks, two falcons circled in towards Hattu and Babak. Zephyr, with a particularly cantankerous scowl, settled on Hattu’s shoulders, bridling and baiting, wings flaring out. Tempest, the smaller of the two, came to a rest on Hattu’s wrist. 
 ‘By the Gods of the Hills,’ Babak spat, backing away a step. 
 ‘My hunting birds,’ Hattu said, smoothing a finger across the plumage of Zephyr. ‘They are telling me the way south is clear – if it were not they would have banked and screeched in the air ahead.’ 
 Babak eyed the two birds with no less mistrust. 
 ‘Their mother, Arrow, was a casualty in the war with Pitagga,’ Hattu said. ‘I meant what I said yesterday: it was a war with no true victor. Thousands of our young men and yours died. Worse, my father, King Mursili, was poisoned by his closest aide.’ 
 ‘Volca the Sherden?’ Babak said. 
 Hattu shuddered at the mention of the name. Forgotten anger lashed him with whips of fire. Volca. The horn-helmed stranger from far, far to the west haunted his dreams in the nights when Ishtar did not. The pale handsome face, the silver-tongue, the black heart… 
 ‘I remember him,’ said Babak. ‘He came to us to betray you then betrayed us also – used us to try to claim your throne. I was still a boy in those days, but even then, I trusted him not at all. He died in the war too?’ 
 Hattu’s teeth ground, recalling the frantic mountaintop clash between he, Muwa and Volca. ‘He should have. He escaped. Ran far from Hittite lands. To where, nobody knows.’ 
 ‘Into a spike-floored gully, if the Gods had any sense of justice?’ Babak said. 
 Hattu let a gentle laugh escape his lips, then lifted two halves of a worm from the small leather bag roped to his belt, feeding each of his birds then setting both to flight once more. 
 ‘Your mood lightens as you travel southwards,’ Babak remarked dryly. 
 ‘It does,’ Hattu agreed. ‘I have been here in the north for over nine moons. For too long I have been gone from Hattusa. As a boy I longed to break free of its confines. Now, I cannot wait to see these northern villages right and then return there.’ 

To my home, he thought… to my wife. He stroked the woollen band on his wrist. To our child?





Chapter 2

On the Edge of a Blade
Spring 1294 BC

   
 ‘We Amurrites live on the edge of a blade,’ King Benteshina whispered as he strolled the battlements of Amur’s high, white walls. They were words oft-repeated by his uncle, the previous king – long gone now, claimed by the plague in its worst years. The mantra had since vanished deep into the recesses of Benteshina’s mind. Yet on this most ordinary of days, as he watched his men in the courtyard below preparing wagons for the long journey ahead, it had chosen to creep back into the forefront of his thoughts. ‘We Amurrites live on the edge of a blade,’ he repeated, then fell silent again, snapping his fingers as if he could coax the rest of the saying as he might summon a slave. But try as he might, the words would not come. How irksome, he thought. 
 He turned to look out across the countryside of his realm. Amurru: a labyrinth of baked gullies and rich woods, hemmed by a bounteous ocean in the west and a rampart of mountains in the east. Bees buzzed and cicadas sang in the molten-gold afternoon light, the air spiced with the scent of cedar. He rested his hands on the soft white linen of his robe, the thumbs tucked into the cool silver links of his belt, let his eyelids droop, and enjoyed the heat of the sun on his recently-bathed skin, tilting his head back a little to let his oiled hair, clubbed at the back, slide down the nape of his neck. Amurru, wondrous Amurru. His mind drained of the old and irritating memories and his spirits soared. 
 He sighed in contentment and gazed southwards. There, the River Eleutheros ran like an argent ribbon, rising somewhere in the Bargylus Mountains and running due west to meet the coast. The waterway served as a convenient southern border between his lands and those of Gubla in the south. As the waters winked and sparkled he realised that, in some ways, the river resembled a polished knife. 

Two mighty hands rest upon the hilt, one Egyptian, one Hittite, a little more of his uncle’s mantra rose from the brume of memory, each straining to turn the weapon upon the other.

 Benteshina gazed over the river and into sun-washed Gubla, merely a haze from this distance. The King of Gubla answered to the Egyptian Pharaoh while he, King Benteshina of Amurru, was the subject of the Hittite Labarna. That river was the meeting point of two empires. But it was quiet. At peace. Hittite dignitaries visited Amurru as friends and brothers. Egyptian envoys and scouts – the ears of the Pharaoh – came and went to Gubla in peace too. The borders were respected, and it had been this way for generations. There was no struggle. The ‘blade’ was sheathed. 
 ‘Your wagons are ready, Majesty,’ a plump slave spoke in little more than a whisper behind him, from the high walkway linking the citadel walls to the palace. ‘You can set out this afternoon or wait until morning. Either way you will make it to Hittite lands and to the court of the Labarna in ample time for the yearly Gathering.’ 
 Benteshina glanced down at the six ox-drawn wagons now stocked and waiting. The plushest of them was his to ride as king. The next was packed with his escort of twelve Amurrite soldiers –clad in snow-white linen headscarves, tunics, loose trousers, torsos strapped with baked leather, each man clasping a claw-topped spear. The four other vehicles were crammed with vases of the famed Amurrite wine. A smile pulled at his lips as he thought of the drunken festivities that awaited at the end of the long journey. 
 He turned away from the walls and stepped towards the palace, when a voice halted him. ‘Majesty?’ 
 Benteshina swivelled his eyes to the young wall sentry nearest him – yellow-eyed and moustachioed, face sparkling with sweat, fingers clasping and unclasping his vertical spear anxiously. ‘What is it, Iranzi?’ 
 The young soldier licked his dry lips. ‘When the dust storms rise, they… they usually come from the burning lands, aye?’ 
 ‘Aye. From beyond the mountains. From Nuhashi, in the east,’ Benteshina replied. 
 Iranzi lifted a shaking arm, one finger extended, pointing to the south. ‘Then what, my King… is that?’ 
 Benteshina turned to look south again. Beyond the Eleutheros, a low wall of disturbed earth billowed and puffed. It was drawing speedily northwards, closer to the Eleutheros ford, growing higher, higher, wider and wider. He crept towards the parapet, straining to see, his heart hammering. When he saw the source of the storm, he recoiled as if someone had thrown a snake at him, shaking, agog. At just that moment, the next line of his uncle’s words pinned him. 

One day the blade will turn, and the world will turn upon its tip…





Chapter 3

Return of the Prince
Late Spring 1294 BC

   
 Soon after waking, Atiya’s eyes slipped shut again, but not in search of more sleep. This time, her hand slid down below the linen bedsheets. Swiftly, her fingers found wetness down there, conjuring an instant shiver of pleasure. 
 In the darkness behind her eyelids, she saw Hattu’s face, strained and locked in a spasm of ecstasy. One hundred times over she had replayed that last night before he had left to settle the renewed troubles in the north. Her fingers moved rhythmically as she recalled her legs locked around his, the hotness of his flesh and his breath, the surges of pleasure every thrust gave them both as they rolled, interlocked, not wanting to reach a climax yet unable to fend it off. The copper moon amulet resting between her breasts slid to one side, tracing over an erect nipple. She felt beads of sweat form where it had been, one stealing across her belly as the memory almost came alive. With a burst of blissful pleasure that struck out like lightning from her groin towards her scalp and her toes, she remembered the sound of his cries and hers together… and then the memory faded once more. 
 There was a moment of stillness and serenity. Slowly, she opened her eyes. The stony interior of the palace bedchamber around her was sobering… but then when she looked down to the foot of the bed and the empty reed crib there, cold reality hit her like a slap. The dying glow of pleasure conjured by her fingertips faded, and at once she felt unclean and irritable. 
 Rising, the linen sheet slipped from her naked body. She stepped past the crib and over to the copper washing bowl set by the chamber window. Up here on Hattusa’s acropolis, she could see out across the palace ward. Already, feasting tables were being laid out, and knots of gaudily-robed foreign princes and kings stood in clusters, slurping wine. In these last days they had drunk enough of the stuff to float a ship, and before the sun rose much higher they would be roaring drunk again, she was sure. Before she had come to live up on the acropolis, she had always been in awe of this annual Gathering of the vassals. Now, she understood why Hattu detested the event so much. A memory of his private, hysterical diatribe about one peacock of a lord from the south brought a smile to her face. The man has his slaves paint him every morning, head to toe. He even has a special buttock-painter!

 She gazed across the acropolis’ stout walls, dotted with patrolling Golden Spearmen, and on down across the lower town: the jumble of mud-brick dwellings, bright markets and the turquoise ribbon of the River Ambar, dissecting the city, all wrapped in mighty pale-loam walls. Morning was alive with the usual clamour of shouting hawkers, merry workers, women cackling as they worked on the banks of the Ambar, and oxen lowing in protest as they were driven up Hattusa’s steep main way. But she heard none of it, for one noise cut through it all: the gentle crying of a baby. She knew not where in the city the sound rose from, only that it was not from these lonely heights. 
 With a swelling in her throat, she glanced down into the washing bowl, seeing her reflection there, seeing the wetness in her eyes, then glanced to her side at the crib. They were young, priestesses had assured her at first. They smashed pomegranates on the floor, pointing to the number of seeds within the fleshy pulp as if it augured the number of young she would bear. The Gods would choose the right time, others insisted, dragging fertile cows into the palace as if they might pass on their ‘gift’ to Atiya. Yet those clumsy rituals and even their well-meant words had paled over the past five years. 
 ‘A messenger hawk arrived at the Tawinian Gatehouse,’ a voice spoke nearby, startling her. She swung to the door, ajar. In it stood Great Queen Danuhepa, Tawannana – mother of the palace – widow of King Mursili. She was as beautiful now as she had been on the day she was sent here from Babylon, or the day she had wed the bedridden, mute Mursili. Her high, sharp cheekbones gave her an air of wisdom and her thick, glossy dark hair hung to her waist in bold tresses, just a few strands of silver creeping in to betray the approach of her thirtieth summer. 
 ‘How long have you been there?’ Atiya said, suddenly conscious of her nakedness, stepping back over to the bed to sit, drawing up a linen sheet like a robe. 
 ‘Am I ever absent from your side?’ Danuhepa said softly. 
 Atiya smiled weakly. ‘What colour was the hawk?’ 
 ‘Grey,’ Danuhepa said, her gentle voice failing to stop the word sounding like a stone rolling into place across a tomb. 
 Atiya’s heart leapt and plummeted at once. A sob leapt from her lips. A grey hawk meant that a Hittite army was approaching the city. There was only one force in the field right now – a single regiment of the Storm Division. 
 Danuhepa rushed over to her, looping a comforting arm around her shoulders and sitting with her on the edge of the bed. ‘You love him and he loves you. The Gods have blessed you both, and now you will be reunited.’ 
 ‘That is not enough, Tawannana,’ Atiya said through a headful of sorrow, tear droplets spotting on the bedsheet. 
 Danuhepa delicately bit her lower lip, her eyes tracing the crib as if in search of the right words. ‘When Hattu returns, you can try again.’ 
 Atiya shrugged her off. ‘But damn, we’ve tried!’ she wailed. ‘Prayers to Kamrusepa, Goddess of Birth, Wise Women bringing me and him bands of wool,’ she held up one hand, twanging the frayed red and white woollen bracelet on her wrist, ‘casting bones across the sheets of our bed as if the pattern in which they land might make a difference.’ She turned her head to Danuhepa, her face stained with tears. ‘What more can we do?’ 
 Danuhepa, still chewing her lower lip, stared hard at the crib for a time, then her gaze lifted to the window, gazing off into the spring haze over the city. ‘I have spoken with King Muwa and Lady Uranda much over the winter.’ 
 Atiya wiped her tears away. ‘What good can they do: neither is skilled in the arts of the Wise Women?’ 
 ‘There are many ways to grow a flower,’ Danuhepa smiled. 
 ‘I don’t understand,’ Atiya said. 
 Danuhepa pulled her close and kissed her forehead. ‘If my words took seed in the minds and hearts of the king and his wife, then soon enough you will.’ 
   
 *** 
   
 Their time in the north over, the Storm men and the hundred captured Kaskans marched south. Through the Soaring Mountains they went, leaving the northlands behind and drawing towards the heart of the Hittite realm. Men muttered fondly, seeing familiar hills and streams, knowing they would soon be back in their homes, with their loved ones. 
 Hattu led them through a stretch of woods with his helm cupped under one arm. It was like strolling through a hall of memories. He reached out to one side, his fingertips brushing through the green catkins dangling from the alder trees at the side of the track, his nostrils drinking in the musky honeyed scent of the poplars standing tall and proud. He tilted his head back, staring through the partial canopy of leaves: the sky was the palest blue, streaked with feathers of high cirrus clouds, his two hunting falcons banking and wheeling up there like scouts. A distant pang of sadness touched him then as he thought of Arrow, his childhood hunting bird, now long gone. He reached up to his breast to stroke the white feather – one of hers – attached to his bronze cloakpin. I’ve never forgotten you, he smiled. When he dropped his gaze to the track ahead, he spotted a clearing ahead, ringed with sprawling, gnarled cherry trees. Muwa and he had played there as boys, when the trees were but saplings. The thought warmed him and saddened him at once. When the woods thinned and they came to open countryside again, they passed the Rock Shrine – a jagged crown of limestone bedrock, carved and painted inside and out with murals showing the Gods carried on the backs of prowling panthers and marching soldiers. The sight of the place spiced Hattu’s mind with memories of his and Atiya’s joining there five summers ago, surrounded by priests, nobles, warriors and families: the moment they sipped from a silver cup and became man and wife. 
 The reverie faded when he heard a few voices of the marching men rise, and he quickly saw why: rolling into view ahead was the wonder of Hattusa, the mountainside capital, walls the colour of pale sand, a fortress within a fortress, the winged sun emblem atop the acropolis throne-hall gleaming like a soaring eagle. 
 The regiment of Storm soldiers buzzed with anxious and excited chatter, before Chief Tanku stepped up on the side of Dagon’s cart and boomed: ‘Cry aloud for Hattusa, for the Storm God, for King Muwa…’ 
 ‘And tonight, for beer,’ cried Sargis. 
 ‘And whores!’ added Kisna. 
 They exploded at this, spears pumping high in the air. Babak and his Kaskans seemed bemused. 
 As they approached, Hattu saw that the crop fields just west of the city were thick with workers. Then he recognised some of them – no, many of them. 
 ‘Storm soldiers,’ Dagon said quietly. Indeed, as many as a third of the crop labourers were muscled spearmen. But instead of lances and shields, they were working bare-backed with hoes and spades. 
 Hattu broke off a stalk of young wheat as they passed one field, twisting and examining the specimen. It was green, but laced with sore-like spots of yellow disease. 
 ‘The poor harvest of last year is expected again?’ Kisna mused. 

A grim harvest, a heartland of wraiths, Ishtar trilled again in Hattu’s mind. He snapped the wheat stalk and threw it down. As they approached the Tawinian Gate, the sentries up there called out, punching left-fist salutes into the air. Hattu and his men returned the gestures, but his eyes were on the stark black crack down the side of one of the gate towers, dust puffing from the fissure as wagons rumbled into and from the gateway. 
 ‘The quake we felt in the north,’ Dagon muttered beside him, ‘it struck here too.’ 
 Hattu looked up, seeing a pair of bare-chested engineers atop the gate parapet striding to and fro, arguing over how the damage might be repaired. When the shadow of the gatehouse passed over him, Hattu heard another sibilant whisper in his ear from the Goddess. 

And the time will come, as all times must,


When the world will shake, and fall to dust…

 He pinched his eyes shut to be rid of her. The tremors were becoming more frequent, but that meant little. They were not strong enough to truly trouble this mighty city nor any other in the Hittite realm. A thick waft of dung, baking bread and brewing beer hit him. He opened his eyes to see before him the wards of the lower town: bustling crowds in the market district parting like drapes, gawping – first at Hattu, their warrior-prince, but then at the band of strange mountain men in tow, the gawps becoming sneers and scowls. Fortunately, Babak was too busy looking around in wonder at the polished stone pillars of the temples and the terraces cut into the hillside bedrock to notice their baleful looks. 
 ‘Stay close to me,’ Hattu muttered to him, knowing all-too-well how easily incidents could occur in this hive-ward. They crossed the Spirit Bridge, passing over the throngs on the Ambar banks – women washing clothes in the shallows, men gathering buckets of clay and haggard old Wise Women standing waist deep in the currents, chanting to the Gods – and climbed the rising Main Way until they reached the Noon Spur, halfway up the mountainside. On this white-paved terrace, Tanku dismissed nine of the ten companies of his Storm regiment, who filed off into the Great Barracks at the southern edge of the spur, the tenth company staying to watch Babak and his group. Dagon, Tanku, Sargis and Kisna remained with Hattu, resting their weight on their spears. 
 ‘What is to be done with our new friends?’ Dagon asked, making eyes at the Kaskans, now sitting awkwardly nearby on the Noon Spur’s white flagstones. One was captivated by a large-breasted Hittite woman who walked past with a bread basket on her head, until Babak slapped a hand over the fellow to remind him where he was, before having a sly peek himself and blowing air through his lips, eyebrows arching, muttering something about impressive loaves. 
 ‘The old wing inside the barracks is still empty. House them there for now,’ Hattu said. ‘Be sure that they are treated well, fed decent grain and given blankets.’ 
 ‘Kaskans in the Great Barracks?’ Tanku snorted. ‘Kurunta would burst from his grave if he heard of it.’ 
 ‘It is only until we find them placements in the wheat fields,’ Hattu finished. In truth, he had other ideas as to how they might be employed. It had been six years since the war against Pitagga, and barely a third of Hittite losses had been replaced. He eyed Babak and the hundred Kaskans – good fighting men – then glanced at Tanku, and decided now was not the time to raise the idea. ‘Now go to the taverns and pickle your brain,’ he said to the big man instead. Sargis and Kisna were quick to flash bright smiles at the thought. ‘As for you, my friend,’ he turned to Dagon, ‘you should go to the chariot stables at the Fields of Bronze; and for the love of the Gods, speak to Nirni.’ 
 ‘A thorough speaking to,’ Tanku agreed with a glint in his eye. 
 But Dagon, pretending not to hear, was already seeking a distraction, looking back at the Tawinian Gatehouse. ‘I wonder if the engineers need a hand down there…’ 
 Tanku roared with laughter, scooping an arm around the Chariot Chief’s slender shoulders, guiding him downhill. Sargis and Kisna followed closely behind. 
 Hattu watched his finest men go. Part of him longed for the days when they were all recruits, when he might join them at the taverns, but those days were gone. Just then, he heard an almighty cheer and a chaotic swirl of music from the heights behind him. He turned to look up the stepped ramp climbing from the Noon Spur to the fortified acropolis. Much to his chagrin, the annual Gathering of vassal princes had overrun for some reason, and so he had not managed to avoid it. Many hundreds of strange and trying people were up there. But King Muwa too, and Atiya. And who else? he wondered, looking again at the red and white woollen bracelet. Encouraged and sick with nerves at once, he strode up the ramp. 
 A pair of guards stood on the Ramp Gatehouse: a Mesedi, one of the king’s elite bodyguards, crowned with a high bronze helm, scale vest and leather kilt; and a Golden Spearman, one of the dedicated acropolis watchmen clad in a white, ankle length tunic and cloak swirling in the breeze, clutching a golden lance. ‘Prince Hattu,’ they boomed in unison, their faces a little ruddy from last night’s festival wine, no doubt. 
 As he passed through the Ramp Gates and onto the red-flagged acropolis grounds, a thick aroma of cooking meat and good wine wafted over him. Pipers on the roof of the acropolis stables played a racing tune of victory, while priestesses sang passionate songs of worship, their voices soaring in emotion and in stark contrast to a bunch of droning priests. A fence had been erected in the centre of the acropolis grounds to form a tight arena. Within, kilted dancers leapt and spun to keep time with the beat, laced with sweat. There were two ‘armies’ of them: one lot equipped with wooden versions of short, curved Hittite swords, their long dark hair knotted with warrior beads, spinning as they danced; the other group armed with long reed ‘spears’ and bright yellow ribbons tied to their biceps. Closer and closer they jigged, yelling out war cries, matched by the crowds packed thickly around the edges of the spectacle. 
 The Gathering usually took place inside the twin-storeyed Hall of the Sun, but this year it was happening out in the open. Good, Hattu thought. He had never felt comfortable inside the great hall – being anywhere close to the Grey Throne made him instantly uneasy thanks to the Goddess’ cruel verse: The Son of Ishtar, will seize the Grey Throne.

 He squeezed his fingernails into his palm to chase the voice away, then made his way into the packed clusters of rowdy foreign kings and their inebriated courtiers. This yearly coming-together had terrified him when he was a boy. So many cold, hard stares. Now, as he eased through the crowds, he saw looks of veneration and awe as they parted before him like water from the prow of a ship. When he passed a delegation from the Seha River Land in the west, he heard one of them with waxy hair and crimson suns painted on his cheeks whisper: ‘It is Prince Hattu, General of the Storm! His chariot is towed by lions,’ the fellow said, a sour tang of stale wine on his breath. ‘His swords crackle with lightning,’ said another with golden weights hanging from his ears, throwing his arms into the air to release a pungent odour of onions from his armpits. ‘He can climb bare mountains and leap over trees!’ 
 Hattu stifled a laugh, then came to a wooden plinth near the Hall of the Sun: a set of steps erected for the king to observe this display. A wall of bronze-clad Mesedi, rock-faced, spears held in brutish hands blocked the way… until they saw him. At once, they threw up their left fists. ‘General Hattu!’ they barked in gruff harmony. 
 The two nearest Hattu parted like doors to allow him entry to the plinth. He stepped up the timber stairs past sweet-smelling harem women, haughty Hittite nobles draped in finery, slaves bearing pots of wine and trays of glistening pomegranate halves and fresh loaves. At last this sea of courtiers thinned, and he came to the top of the plinth. There on a padded timber chair sat King Muwa, broad-faced like a lion, handsome and hale. The silver sun-disc circlet on his forehead glittered in the sunlight, his thick mane of dark hair draped on the shoulders of his plain robes, cinched at the waist with a frayed warrior’s belt. He had inherited Father’s asceticism as well as his looks, Hattu smiled as he climbed the last few steps. 
 Their eyes met, Muwa’s creasing at the edges as his lips rose in a hearty grin. 
 ‘My Sun,’ Hattu half-bowed. 
 ‘Brother,’ Muwa gasped, rising, throwing his arms wide. The four years that separated them were negligible now, with Hattu as tall as his older sibling these days, if not quite as broad. They embraced – a lasting, warm, strong embrace of brothers. Hattu’s spirits soared into the sky. 
 Muwa stood back, holding Hattu by the shoulders, eyes drinking in the sight of him. ‘It has been a long winter without you,’ he said, his voice deep and smooth like dark honey and smoke. 
 ‘Longer still for me, for I spent it shivering in the unfinished halls of Nerik. I had to sweep the snow from my bed each night,’ Hattu jested. 
 ‘But you succeeded, didn’t you?’ Muwa said in a boyish whisper. ‘The news brought by the advance runners and messenger hawks was accurate – the Kaskan revolt has been crushed?’ 
 ‘The north is secure once more, Brother. Better, only a handful of men fell. The uprising is over, the spectre of another Kaskan war is no more.’ There will be no war, he repeated inwardly, knowing Ishtar would be listening. 
 Muwa’s eyes searched Hattu’s. ‘And Babak is…’ 
 ‘-here,’ Hattu finished for him. 
 Muwa’s face darkened. 
 ‘Babak was never the threat,’ Hattu reasoned. ‘He is good-hearted but young and overly-trusting. He was led and tricked by the ones who truly stoked the revolt.’ 
 ‘What became of them?’ 
 ‘They lie rotting in a brook,’ Hattu said. 
 ‘But you brought Babak here. Why? His uncle beheaded Sarpa,’ Muwa rumbled. 
 Hattu was about to explain, when another voice cut in. ‘The nephew of Pitagga is here? I thought I could smell dung…’ A hoary old warrior edged towards the pair: leathery-skinned with pure-white hair swept back and hanging to his neck, dazzling white teeth and a storm-grey, forked beard. 
 ‘Colta,’ Hattu laughed, turning to the Chariot Master – the one Dagon and the other Chariot Chiefs answered to, a Hurrian by birth. ‘The last of the great generals!’ 
 ‘Hattu, the first of the new!’ Colta shot back. 
 They embraced, the scent of oil, leather and stables coiling up Hattu’s nostrils. ‘How are you, Old Horse?’ he said, eyeing the man’s garb: a toughened, dark-brown leather cuirass and a charioteer’s belt as always – no tunic underneath for comfort. His somewhat bowed legs were knotted and bulging with veins and his arms and shoulders were a little withered, but still, Colta refused to step aside and retire to a life of ease. His herds were his family, and he was loath to part with them. 
 ‘Better than the stubborn yellow-dun mares I was working on yesterday… breaking them in? Well, they nearly broke me and my chariot.’ He flashed a mischievous grin. ‘Speaking of breaking things and of my chariots – how many of the two I gave you did you manage to destroy in the north?’ 
 ‘None,’ Hattu replied. ‘Only two infantrymen perished…’ he said, but noticed that Muwa had sat down again and was barely listening. His brother’s face had crumpled and his eyes were fixed on a point above the acropolis walls, searching the eastern horizon, his lips moving silently: where are you?

 Confused, Hattu turned from his brother to Colta. 
 The Chariot Master whispered: ‘He has been like this since the Gathering began. You should speak with him. We can talk more later.’ The old man patted Hattu’s shoulder then took his leave. 
 Hattu took a stool next to the king. ‘Brother, what is wrong?’ he asked. 
 Muwa blinked as if startled. ‘Ah, nothing… perhaps.’ 
 Hattu had heard a few guards at the Ramp Gate talking about a delegation from one of the vassal countries being late. Very late – hence the overrunning of the Gathering. ‘All has gone well with the tributes?’ 
 ‘All those who have arrived have been in fine spirits, brought wonderful gifts too.’ He patted a small bronze cat statue by his side, the gemstone eyes sparkling in the sun. Beside it was a beautiful, ivory-hilted sword in a soft leather sheath, an elm chest banded in electrum, and many other fineries too. ‘From the western vassals. I have promised them protection and trade alliances in return.’ 
 ‘Then all is well in that part of the world?’ Hattu asked, thinking of that oft-troublesome region. 
 ‘Well? I wouldn’t go that far,’ Muwa said with the driest of looks. ‘King Alaksandu of Troy was here with his boy, Priam. Troy stands strong, watching the Wilusan countryside. But he tells me that the Ahhiyawans continue to cross the Western Sea and range far and wide over his lands. Bands from the cities of Mycenae, Pylos, Sparta, Ithaca and Tiryns, united under one banner.’ Muwa’s face twisted as if a bad smell had passed under his nose. ‘Those foul pirates from the distant west too: the Sherden and the Shekelesh.’ 
 Hattu’s blood grew fiery-hot. He thought again of the horn-helmed Sherden bastard, Volca. One of them was enough. Boat-loads of them sounded like a nightmare unbound. ‘The Ahhiyawans should be ashamed of themselves, throwing in their lot with those dogs. Piracy and raiding is the province of crude, dull-headed peoples. Trade, commerce… peace, is the way of the enlightened.’ 
 ‘Yet force most often can only be met with force. I promised Alaksandu a regiment to help rid his lands of the raiders,’ Muwa said. 

A regiment? Hattu bit his tongue. It was not his place to contradict the king, but it had been a risk sending the Storm thousand to the north over the winter. To send another west for the entire summer was a gamble indeed. 
 ‘I know, I know,’ Muwa said, half-raising a hand in acknowledgement. ‘But Father always told us the west was like a wall that had to be kept in good repair. We can ill-afford to send a thousand men west, but we can less afford not to.’ 
 Hattu felt his stomach twist. The north was still settling after the recent Kaskan troubles, and would remain volatile and unpredictable for the next few seasons. Worse, it now sounded like the west was swelling with danger. 

There will be war, and she will die… Ishtar whispered. 
 Hattu’s fists balled, shaking. Be gone, back to your night-time hunting grounds, he seethed inwardly. 
 A sound of clack-clack-clack mercifully chased away thoughts of the Goddess. ‘Die, mountain dog!’ a voice squealed from the foot of the plinth. 
 Hattu looked up to see two young boys – each five summers – jostling and jinking, mimicking the mock combat dance in the arena. They twirled and scurried between and through the legs of the crowds, whacking short sticks together like swords. 
 ‘Urhi-Teshub has grown,’ he remarked of his nephew. The boy, born to Muwa and Uranda soon after they were wed, was so much like his father: broad of face for a lad and handsome, with a thick sprout of dark hair and the most intense eyes – like a scholar of a craftsman in deep concentration. He wore a black kilt and a scarf around his waist as if it was a warrior’s belt. The youngster he fought – a pale and nimble nobleman’s son, was doing a fine job of fending the Urhi-Teshub’s ‘sword’ strikes off. 
 ‘They whisper about him as they once whispered about you,’ Muwa said. ‘Uranda is my cousin and so the boy, they claimed, would have thin blood and would grow to be weak and unwise.’ He pointed a ringed finger at the lad, who now leapt over a stone bench, spinning mid-air and landing perfectly. ‘But look at him: he is a fine specimen. Indeed, he even rode a chariot with young Priam of Troy twice around the city and now the people love him. So instead they have taken to whispering about his babe of a brother, Ulmi. He is only a year old yet they mock his wandering gaze and weak limbs.’ 
 ‘Damn the whisperers,’ Hattu said. ‘Young Ulmi will grow strong in time. And Urhi-Teshub? He will be an exceptional king one day.’ 
 Muwa smiled. ‘Indeed. I have not told anyone this yet, Brother, but in the year to come I will name him Tuhkanti.’ 
 Hattu’s brows rose. It was not truly a surprise, but he had not expected his brother to announce this so early in the boy’s life. 
 ‘He will wear the shining white silver vest as I once did,’ Muwa continued. ‘Then none can contest that he is the Chosen Prince and my successor.’ 
 ‘A fine one, too,’ Hattu replied. 
 Muwa tilted his head a little, as if searching for the right words. ‘I know things were once difficult between us, but you understand, I trust?’ 
 Hattu looked his brother in the eye, recalling that moment in the climax of the first Kaskan War when both had nearly come to lethal blows – each blinded by love for Atiya, almost bringing Ishtar’s song to be. From the corner of his vision he saw the small, cupola shrine to the Goddess down in the lower town, the eight-pointed bronze star rising from the tip winking in the sunlight. Muwa and I are as one, unbreakable, he thought triumphantly. Once we nearly came to mortal blows but we did not. We cast your prophecies into the fire. You show false images, false futures! ‘Understand? Utterly. He is your boy and he must be king after you. More importantly, he and you are my blood.’ 
 ‘And now we both have women to knock our heads together, unlike when we were younger,’ Muwa grinned. 
 Hattu thought of Uranda and of Atiya. Of the woollen band on his wrist and of the question that tingled on his tongue. But before he could speak, he noticed that his brother’s momentary light spirits had faded once more, and that his gaze had returned swiftly to the eastern horizon. Where are you, Benteshina? the king mouthed into the hazy, empty distance. 

Benteshina? thought Hattu. He knew the name well. Now he understood what was going on – why the Gathering had overrun. ‘The King of Amurru has not yet arrived?’ 
 Muwa stiffened as if hit by a sudden chill breeze. ‘Not yet.’ The yet was burdened with hope. ‘All other kings are here, have been and gone, or have sent notice explaining why they will not be coming. All except Benteshina of Amurru.’ 
 Hattu gazed off to the east now also. Of all the borders, the eastern one was the most mysterious and distant… and potentially dangerous. Amurru was perched right on its shoulder. He took a long, slow breath. ‘We must assume nothing, Brother. The road from those parts is long and plagued by spring floods and rockfall. They may simply be delayed.’ 
 Muwa blinked, then patted Hattu’s shoulder with a tired laugh and a forced look of cheer. ‘Now is not the time for talks of such matters. You have been gone for a long time. Take leave of your boots and watch the entertainers. Look!’ he pointed down at the two teams of dancers. Now a colossal aurochs bull had been released onto the courtyard. It charged to and fro, the sword and reed-armed dancers leaping skilfully from its path. Cheers exploded from the crowd and, from the acropolis walls, priestesses threw down bucketloads of bright petals like rain. ‘Listen,’ Muwa added, cupping a hand to his ear. ‘Can you hear that?’ 
 Hattu listened, arching an eyebrow in confusion. 
 ‘A wine vase – calling our names!’ Muwa cackled. 
 A slave brought a lion-pawed bronze tripod brimming with blood-red wine up the plinth steps and rested it before Muwa, who handed Hattu an empty cup and scooped his own through the red pool. Hattu looked at his empty cup and then at the glassy surface of the wine. His nostrils twitched: the heady aroma of the drink was wondrous. But the still-unanswered question stopped him from drawing a cup for himself. He looked past the Hall of the Sun to the royal palace – smaller than the great throne-hall, but so much more important. For that was his home. His and Atiya’s home. He glanced at the wine again, seeing his odd-eyed reflection in the surface, knowing that drinking should not be his first duty. 
 ‘Atiya is with Uranda,’ Muwa said fondly, reading his thoughts. ‘Both are bathing with the Great Queen right now, so you will have to wait if you wish to see her anyway. Indeed, Uranda has promised me a night of pleasure – but only if I leave her in peace today,’ he said with a raised eyebrow. ‘So drink, let the wine warm your blood.’ 
 Hattu chuckled, filled his cup and took a mouthful of the rich, spicy drink. Before long he felt his head tingle, his mind drain of troubles and his heart soar. Emboldened, he glanced at the palace again. ‘Tell me, brother,’ he said, ‘am I… is she… while I was away, did her belly swell as we hoped it might?’ 
 A bell clanged just at that moment and so Muwa, revelling in the festivities, did not hear. Or perhaps he pretended not to hear. Instead, he took another gulp of wine, then made a cage of his fingers, staring into space. Hattu considered asking again. 
 ‘You are right, you know. The problem of numbers has plagued our armies for too long,’ the king said before Hattu could speak. ‘Most of the able-bodied men who might be recruited – and even whole rafts of soldiers – are in the fields, working the weak crop.’ He threw down another mouthful of wine. ‘Besides, were we to raise new regiments to repopulate each of our four divisions to a full strength of five thousand, there would be no good weapons or armour for them. The tin coming in from the east grows less with every passing moon. Something is happening out there… I can feel it.’ 
 Hattu noticed his brother’s eyes drifting to the eastern horizon again. Amurru. Silent Amurru. 

‘The answer lies not with tin,’ a new voice remarked, a voice that could cut through stone. Jaru, the Royal Metalsmith, craned between Hattu and Colta like an inquisitive ostrich, his bald head glistening and the unruly wisps of hair around the back and sides poking in various directions. Lakki, his toothless apprentice, stood by his side, grinning inanely. The pair gazed lovingly at one gift in the tribute pile – a lump of gnarled, silvery-black metal, pitted in parts, smooth in places. 
 ‘Iron?’ Muwa said, exasperated. ‘One meteorite might be painstakingly cold-hammered into a sword, Jaru, but it would be brittle as clay, like the others,’ he flicked a finger towards the royal armoury where seven such blades and axes were housed. ‘In any case, a lone blade would hardly arm our divisions.’ 
 ‘But the iron trapped in the ore of the hills might,’ Jaru shot back, his neck creaking round to gaze at the crags north of Hattusa. ‘Think: if we could coax the metal from the stone and set it in moulds as we do with bronze. It would be harder than anything we have ever seen. Maybe it would even solve the riddle of the brittleness. Bronze would not even be able to scratch it!’ 
 Muwa snorted. ‘How many bloomery workshops have you set ablaze in the last year thanks to your attempts to bring iron from rock?’ 
 ‘One or two,’ Jaru mused, tilting his head one way then the other. ‘But then I was never the best with numbers, was I, Lakki?’ 
 Lakki shook his head in a slightly canine fashion. 
 ‘And how much time have you spent cataloguing the sources of ore in the hills?’ Muwa pressed. ‘Jaru, your mind and your skills are vital. I must direct them to the right places: training our smiths, working the tin and copper we do have.’ 
 ‘I will do as you ask, always, Labarna,’ Jaru acquiesced. ‘Though it will never stop me dreaming of a day when a company or a regiment whole can march armed with good iron weapons.’ 
 ‘Forget iron. We will have tin,’ Muwa said flatly. ‘Thus, we will have bronze.’ 
 Jaru and Hattu looked to him. 
 ‘Last moon, I visited the Storm Temple in the lower town,’ he explained. ‘An oracle placed an eel in the rocky pool there for me. We watched as it wriggled madly to the pool’s southern edge – where a medallion of tin had been long ago smelted into the stone. The oracle and the priests told me it could mean only one thing. The bowels of the Kestel hills in the south must be reopened.’ 
 ‘The ancient tin mines?’ Hattu said, sure he had heard incorrectly. 
 ‘This coming summer, I will travel to the southern city of Nesa, by those hills,’ Muwa said. There I will establish a workforce: we will find what the miners of old could not.’ 
 ‘The purple seams – the ones at the very depths of the earth?’ Jaru gasped. ‘They are but legend.’ 
 ‘So too will we be if we do not secure a good supply of tin,’ Muwa replied dryly. 
 Jaru took his leave, still muttering about iron, while Hattu remained by the king’s side, churning over the implications of Muwa’s plan. What kind of guard would be needed to watch Muwa while he was there? The area near Nesa, the Kestel hills and the Kizzuwadna vassal lands in general were stable like the heartlands, but bandits had a habit of cropping up in all corners of the realm. It turned his thoughts to another long-neglected matter. Ever since the treacherous Volca had been chased from Hittite lands, the station of Gal Mesedi – leader of the Mesedi bodyguards and deputy to the king – had lain vacant. ‘It is long past due for you to choose a deputy for affairs of state and security, Brother. Before you venture south, be sure to pick a good man to serve as your Gal Mesedi, to travel with you and keep you safe.’ 
 ‘I cannot think of that station without seeing the previous incumbent’s face, Hattu,’ Muwa said quietly. ‘Volca poisoned our father. We let him get too close.’ 
 Hattu noticed Muwa’s eyes growing wet. He clasped a hand on his brother’s forearm and squeezed it. ‘That rogue is gone – never to darken our lives again. But, for all the Gods, choose a new man – a good man – to take his place. Let go of your unfounded fears.’ 
 ‘And if I asked you again…’ Muwa started. 
 ‘I would say no again and always,’ Hattu said instantly. 
 Muwa smiled wryly. ‘Because it is a station too close to the throne…’ he drawled Hattu’s oft-repeated reason for refusal. ‘Unfounded fears, Hattu?’ 
 Hattu laughed with only a little mirth, leaning back from his brother. He noticed a pair of body servants leaving the palace, their hair dripping wet and their robes fresh. The bathing was finished. He took a deep drink of his wine to still his racing heart, then stood. ‘We could talk all day and night about unfounded fears, Brother. But first, I should visit my wife before the day wears on too long. For her wrath is legendary and feared the land over,’ he said with a fond smile. 
   
 *** 
   
 Barefoot and having shed his green cloak and bronze vest, Hattu descended to the bathing chamber in the palace basement – carved into the bedrock of the acropolis hill. The walls were inlaid with shells, and a clear ribbon of water rolled endlessly from the mouth of a lion head carving into the teal waters of a small, round, sunken pool. Atiya sat by it, back turned to the staircase that led down to the chamber, humming, combing her hair, her lower legs in the water. 
 He leaned against the doorway and watched her for a moment, enjoying her trance-like serenity. Only when his belly gurgled did she realise she was not alone. 
 She stopped humming, her neck lengthening, the comb freezing. ‘I told you, go out and enjoy the Gathering,’ she said to whom she thought was a body servant. 
 He stepped forward and crouched, taking the comb from her hands, then gently stroking it through her hair. ‘Wine, dancing, food? There’s nowhere else I’d rather be than here,’ he said. 
 She started, then twisted round, face agape. ‘Hattu,’ she almost wept. With a flurry of splashing, she drew her legs from the pool and came onto her knees, pressing herself to him in a tight clinch. He felt his cheeks grow damp from her hair and his tears. ‘Winter has never felt so long,’ he said with a fond, thick voice. 
 She released him from her grip then peppered his lips with kisses, her full lips soft and sweet, the breath from her nostrils tracing his skin like the feathers of a dove. Then, she drew back… and there was silence. The same matter barged to the forefront of both of their minds, the same matter held captive on Hattu’s tongue, the answer held prisoner behind Atiya’s lips. The unasked question hovered between them like a ghost. 
 His throat drying out, Hattu decided words were not the best way to ask. Instead, he reached slowly down to place a hand on her stomach. With a snatched breath, she caught his wrist, then looked him in the eye. The look was answer enough, the tears which gathered there the outriders of an army of grief, despatched down her cheeks when she slowly shook her head. 
 Hattu’s heart plunged. He tried to hide his dismay, but he had to rise and turn from her to do so. 
 ‘I… I thought that this time…’ she broke the silence at last. 
 ‘I hoped so too,’ he said, drawing on his training as a general to excise emotion from his words. ‘But if the Gods have not blessed us this time, then we must respect their choice.’ He almost heard old Ruba scorn his avoidance of logic. 
 ‘We must appeal to them again,’ she said, exasperated. ‘You are home, we can lie together. I can summon the Wise Women to the palace and-’ 
 Hattu’s weary sigh halted her. It had been brought on by the memory of the last time the Wise Women had intervened before he and Atiya had made love. Droning old hags, waving dry sticks and bunches of burning incense around his groin as if it would truly make a difference. He had made the mistake of telling Tanku about it. Sounds more likely to set your cock ablaze than anything else, the big warrior had chortled. 
 ‘You are tired of me already?’ Atiya raged through her tears. 
 ‘I love you more than the soil, the sky and wind, Atiya,’ he said, countering her ferocious mien with one of calm dispassion. He scooped an arm under her thighs and one around her back, lifting her, carrying her from the bathing chamber. ‘Let us not wait on the Wise Women.’ 




Chapter 4

The Absent King
Late Spring 1294 BC

   
 A dozen danna southeast of Hattusa, a lone wagon rolled along the ancient track that led to the capital. The two moustachioed Amurrite men on the drivers’ berth guided the oxen in silence. 
 ‘We will be there by noon, you said?’ a voice spoke from the shade of the royal wagon’s cabin. 
 The two drivers looked at one another sombrely. ‘Perhaps not before noon,’ replied one. 
 ‘But we will be there before the Gathering ends,’ said the voice. It was not a question. 
 The two drivers shared a now moon-eyed look, then lashed the whips and drove the oxen on. 
   
 *** 
   
 A dry, hot breeze searched through the Meadow of the Fallen, an arrow-shot north of Hattusa’s walls. Zephyr and Tempest banked silently in the air like winged guardsmen. Hattu sat below them in the sun-warmed grass, cross-legged, barefoot and wearing a soft blue tunic, his hair untied and hanging around him like a veil to his waist, listening to every soughing breath of wind and the chattering of the golden stalks around him. Warts of rock rose from the grass here and there, the nooks and fissures in the weathered stone bearing clay urns of long-dead Hittites, some of them having crumbled into shards centuries previously. The low hekur house before him was almost indistinguishable from the land now. Made of colossal stone blocks, semi-submerged in the meadow’s soil, it was cloaked with moss, lichen and vines. Down a set of three grass-carpeted steps, the low, arched entrance gazed back at him like a shadowy oculus. Father’s ashes lay within, along with the bones of slain sheep and oxen. 
 ‘The day you became a god, I asked of you only one thing,’ he whispered. ‘To go to Ishtar. To tell her I would not live out her song. Yet night after night she sings to me, still.’ 

Not last night, he imagined his father’s spirit replying. 
 Hattu almost laughed. Indeed, sleep had been a secondary concern last night. He and Atiya had exhausted one another – first with their lovemaking and then with a blazing row. Despite his protests, she had summoned the Wise Woman after all, and the old hag had shuffled in to begin speaking to his groin. It had simply sharpened his sense of disappointment and he stormed out. So, after spending the tail end of the night in the small Mesedi guardhouse on the acropolis – watching the craggy Orax, the incredibly hirsute Gorru and the others playing and betting on ‘scarabs’ – a game of coloured stones – he had come down here not long after first light. 
 ‘You were king and you sired four boys. You are gone as are two of my brothers, yet Muwa and I live on. You live on – as a god and within us. Without children of my own, what am I?’ he said, then looked back to Hattusa again, a half-danna to the south. At that moment, a lilting priestess-song carried on the wind, coming from the heights of the acropolis. The Gathering would carry on today and again tomorrow, but Hattu had no appetite for it. He thought only of Atiya. ‘What are we?’ 
 This time, his father did not reply. But another did. 
 ‘Everything. To me, to our cousins, to our people.’ 
 Hattu, startled, twisted round. Muwa was there, cradling baby Ulmi in his arms. He was flanked by Orax and Gorru – who appeared to have been sheared of his overgrown neck and back hair as some forfeit for losing at scarabs. ‘Brother? Should you not be at the festivities?’ 
 ‘The wrestlers are at work. There are only so many times you can watch a man’s hip popping out of place or a stray knee grinding over his genitals before it becomes uncomfortable. I will return when I am needed,’ he grinned, his thick tangle of hair blowing over his face. ‘Why are you here?’ 
 ‘You know why,’ Hattu said quietly, turning back to gaze over the roof of father’s sepulchre and into the distant hazy east. ‘You should have told me yesterday, before I went to her.’ 
 Muwa came and sat by Hattu’s side. It reminded Hattu of the way his elder brother would do so when they were boys, sometimes to provoke a play-fight, and sometimes just to be there. But this time it was very different, Muwa gently bobbing the drowsy Ulmi in his arms. 
 ‘Talking to him?’ Muwa flicked a finger at the tomb. 
 Hattu nodded. 
 ‘A rather one-sided conversation, I’d imagine?’ 
 ‘Wasn’t it always?’ Hattu half-smiled. 
 ‘He struggled with all of us. He never knew how to put across his feelings. But he loved us all. It took him a long time to show you love, Hattu. But he did love you.’ 
 Hattu plucked and bent a stalk of grass. ‘We never truly knew one another. He was there when I was a boy... but only as a presence, a master, not a father. When I was a young man, when he could have embraced me, encouraged me in my efforts to become a soldier, to do him proud… he chose to doubt me. At the last, when we were reconciled and he did show me some scrap of love, it was too late.’ He looked into the azure sky, scored with streaks of white cloud. ‘Love cannot be seeded, grown and reaped in autumn. True love is born in spring, cherished in summer, and then savoured when the land turns golden.’ 
 ‘Yet still you are here by his tomb,’ Muwa said quietly. 
 ‘I needed to talk with someone.’ 
 ‘I may be the Labarna, Hattu, but first, I am your brother.’ 
 Hattu did not reply, turning away as his eyes moistened. 
 ‘Uranda said she heard…’ Muwa began. 
 Hattu’s breath halted, knowing what was coming. 
 ‘She… she heard you and Atiya. Raised voices.’ 
 ‘So too did the Kaskans many danna to the north, I imagine,’ Hattu said glibly. ‘She was hoarse by the time she finished roaring at me.’ 
 ‘A child would change things for you both, wouldn’t it?’ Muwa said. ‘You know that as a prince, it is your right to visit the acropolis harem.’ 
 Hattu shook his head once. ‘To do so would be to spit upon Atiya.’ 
 ‘It is the accepted custom of our people,’ Muwa reasoned. 
 ‘It is not my way,’ Hattu said with an air of finality. 
 ‘It does you no good to be like this. It does me no favours either. I love you both and it hurts me to know you are not happy as you should be,’ Muwa said. ‘So… Uranda and I have talked this over in the past days, and we are both in agreement. It was Danuhepa’s idea.’ 
 Hattu’s brow creased. ‘What was?’ 
 Muwa stroked baby Ulmi’s bald head, the babe stretching and gurgling. He kissed the babe’s head again, this time with great tenderness. ‘About what is right, for us, for you.’ He held Ulmi out towards Hattu. ‘Hold him for me.’ 
 Hattu did so dutifully, wondering what Muwa was going to produce from his now free hands. But he did nothing, simply resting them on his knees. 
 ‘Ulmi has your family blood in his veins, Hattu. You will be his guardian. You and Atiya.’ 
 Hattu started to shake his head. 
 Muwa rose. ‘Father and mother.’ He pointed at Ulmi. ‘Son.’ 
 ‘Brother, I cannot,’ Hattu said, rising too. 
 ‘What better gift to you than one of my two sons? What better gift to me than to see my brother and his beloved happy?’ 
 Hattu’s heart ached, gazing into little Ulmi’s wide, watery eyes. The babe was weak and withered, that was true. The people gossiped about his lineage, about the stale royal blood in his veins. Hattu loved him all the more for it. ‘You would do this for us?’ 
 Muwa passed a hand across his face. ‘It is done.’ 
 Hattu’s mind raced. ‘He will live with us, in the palace. He will not be gone from you or Uranda,’ he tried to assure Muwa. 
 ‘I know,’ Muwa said, his face splitting in a joyous smile, scooping an arm around Hattu’s back. ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ 
 They walked back towards Hattusa together, Zephyr and Tempest patrolling the skies. A rough skrit-skrit-skrit sounded from their flanks: Orax and Gorru walked there – the latter whingeing about being itchy thanks to sheared hairs being stuck down the back of his bronze vest, the former roaring in amusement. 
 A fine rain fell as they went, Hattu and Muwa walking with their faces pointed skywards as they had so often done as boys in the spring rains. 
 ‘We talked of changing his birth name, but never did,’ Muwa said as they strolled. ‘But you should.’ 
 ‘Then it should be a name of strength,’ Hattu remarked. ‘Strength and power. One undaunted by life.’ 
 The pair halted and looked at one another. ‘Kurunta,’ they said in unison. 
 Laughing, they walked on towards Hattusa’s Tawinian Gate.  
 It was only when a cry rose from the walls that things changed. ‘Something… someone approaches the city,’ the voice cried out again and again.  
 Hattu scanned the city walls until he spotted the sentry atop the battlements lining Tarhunda’s Shoulder – the northern tor of the Ambar ravine – thrashing his arms overhead wildly. Hattu’s gut-reaction, borne of years as a soldier and many nights camped in enemy lands, was to call the alarm. His muscles spasmed and his hands went for his absent swords. But then he saw the wild smile on the sentry’s face. 
 ‘The wagons of Amurru: They are here, they are here! Only a few danna away.’ 
 The words felt like a masseur rubbing warm, scented oil into his shoulders. He sensed his brother rise to his full height, as if a great burden had been lifted from his back. 
 Within the hour, the populace of Hattusa and the many visitors from afar had gathered in anticipation of King Benteshina’s arrival. Lutes twanged and drums rumbled. Muwa once again took his place upon the royal plinth, his dark robe rippling in a pleasant breeze, his silver circlet sparkling. Uranda, tall, doelike and delicate, sat by his right on a small bench, Urhi-Teshub by her side. Hattu sat by the king’s left and Atiya took a seat up there too, cradling young Ulmi. ‘Ku-run-ta,’ she whispered to him over and over. 
 A groan of bronze and wood shuddered through the air as the Sun Gates opened to admit the visitors and a cheer swelled and burst across the city, petals being tossed down in thick clouds. Despite the status of the approaching visitors, Hattu could barely turn away from his wife – his face and hers wet with tears of happiness, still overcome and overwhelmed by the gift of a child. She and Hattu pressed their foreheads together, eyes gazing down upon the babe. 
 Hattu only looked up when he heard the explosive cheers subside – so much that the acropolis fell virtually silent. Just the crunch and grind of wagon wheels on the red flagstones and the calling of birds in the skies overhead could be heard. He blinked when he saw it. Not a convoy – just a lone wagon driven by two dark-skinned Amurrite men wearing traditional thick wraps of linen around their heads. A trio of red-dyed feathers fluttered from the top of the cabin. The king’s vehicle, Hattu realised. But usually Benteshina would come with a whole train of vehicles loaded with beloved Amurrite wine. The wagon reached the base of the plinth and the two Amurrites driving remained sitting silently, heads bowed, reins still in hand. They looked… ashamed? 
 ‘King Benteshina,’ Muwa called, ‘step forth. It gladdens me greatly to see you here.’ 
 Hattu peered into the shade of the covered wagon. Nothing. 
 The Mesedi standing in a wall at the foot of the plinth shuffled, a few voices rose in confused murmurs. 
 ‘King Benteshina,’ Muwa repeated. ‘I bid you to step forth.’ 
 Again, nothing. Then, movement. 
 A man stepped between the two drivers, then hopped down onto the space before the plinth. Not Benteshina. Not an Amurrite. A fawn-skinned Egyptian wearing sandals, a kilt and a shawl on his shoulders. At once, the onlookers gasped in confusion. The Mesedi bristled, spears swinging level. 
 Hattu and Muwa shot to their feet. ‘Brother,’ Hattu said, eyeing the man’s kohl-rimmed eyes, squared beard and bald, waxy scalp, ‘do my eyes deceive me, or have I seen that man before?’ 
 Muwa, staring, replied: ‘When we were young, when Father held court like this.’ 
 Hattu’s mind raced. The Egyptian envoy, Sirtaya, had been bullish and aggressive, and had paid for it by being thrown into the Well of Silence – the grim underground gaol east of the city. But was this not the same man standing here now? How could it be? 
 ‘What is this?’ Muwa thundered. ‘Where is King Benteshina?’ 
 The Egyptian gazed up at Muwa. ‘I am Namurot, brother of Sirtaya,’ he said in a spiky Akkadian – the language of diplomacy used between the great kings. But there was not a hint of mediation in his tone. ‘I am here to announce that Benteshina is King of Amurru no longer. Amurru will answer to you no more. Pharaoh Seti, Lord of the Two Lands, Son of Ra, Horus of Gold, has stridden into that country with his two sons. He and the Army of Ra have trampled Benteshina’s soldiers and claimed the land as Egypt’s – as it was rightfully in ages past.’ 
 The words struck across Hattu and Muwa like a fiery slap. The Mesedi line at the foot of the plinth curved around the man like a hand poised to grab, spears trained, just waiting on the order to act. But Muwa raised a hand, and Gorru down there made sure none of his fellow guardsmen acted. 
 Namurot the Egyptian went on: ‘Like Amurru, the rest of Retenu’s petty vassals will follow into Pharaoh’s protection and soon enough, the world over too… this very hill included. The Gods have divined this path, and it must not be questioned. Those who dare to challenge Seti, will be smitten.’ 
 Silence reigned. 
 ‘I asked mighty Pharaoh for the duty of delivering this message, knowing full well that the same fate which befell my brother would befall me. But I deny you that, Wretched Fallen Ones,’ he addressed these words to everyone on the acropolis, his voice carrying like thunder, his gaze settling on Muwa, ‘and you should remember this moment – for every one of Pharaoh’s innumerable warriors would do the same for him.’ 
 He drew a small knife from a concealed band on his shoulder. Hundreds of breaths were drawn in shock. Before the Mesedi could react, he plunged it deep into the side of his own neck, eyes bulging in a look of absurd triumph, before he yanked the handle forward, the edge ripping out his throat tubes with a terrible sound. With a spatter of hot, dark blood, his skin drained of colour, his legs wobbled and he crumpled to his knees, gaze fixed on Muwa, still grinning like a nightmare, his teeth red with bubbling blood. 
 Hattu and Muwa stared, dumbstruck. 
   
 *** 
   
 Hattu smelt the familiar old scent of leather and armour-oil as he and the others strode into the map room near the back of the palace, the raised voices and laments from outside fading behind them. The fiery light of late afternoon streamed through the high windows, gleaming on the polished granite floor. A slave girl stretched on her toes to hold a smouldering taper to the copper sconces, the gentle flames revealing the emerald-green relief of a deer hunt scene stretching across the chamber’s three windowless walls. The ceremonial leather shields and crossed spears mounted there like studs were layered with dust – a testament to the relative peace and lack of use this war-room had seen in the last six years. But, as the door swung shut with an echoing boom, the dust lifted, motes sparring and spinning in the air. 
 Muwa clumped over to the large hexagonal table in the centre of the room, impatiently nudging one of the six stools tucked around it out of the way. Slamming down a wine cup and filling it from a jug, he took a long swig, resting his palms on the table’s edge and eyeing the surface. Hattu stepped over to the opposite edge. The others moved to join them: Paa, the effete and chinless Chief Scribe, and the three generals who, along with Hattu, commanded the four great divisions of the Hittite Army: General Penti of the Blaze Division – his hair in thick, copper-tipped braids, hanging down his bare back like ropes; General Kassu of the Fury, his nose like a gull’s beak, tufts of wispy hair rising from his shoulder blades like plumage one might attach to armour, his chest bony and bare; Sena, the brutish General of the Wrath Division – his nose, broken many times in battle, spread across his face like a trodden-on date, his head shaved from his hairline to the vertex, the rest grown long to his shoulders. Chariot Master Colta – many times older than the rest – entered the room late, stepping aside to let the slave girl scurry out before choosing to stand back from the table, resting a shoulder against the wall near the windows, his leather helm carried underarm – like a general surveying a battlefield from a knoll. 
 Muwa’s broad chest swelled, then he stooped to blow, sending the layer of dust on the map table clouding away through a gap between Sena and Penti. 
 Hattu’s gaze wandered over the glossy surface of polished tree-sap that was revealed. It was a wondrous depiction – a high-flying falcon’s-eye view of the Hittite heartlands, the vassal territories and, beyond, enemy realms. Ribbons and knots of wood: ash, oak, cherry, dots and twists of ink, and flecks of gold and silver marked out roads, mountains, passes, rivers, forts and cities. 
 Always, Father had told him and Muwa, Hittite lands were under threat from every direction: Kaskans in the north, the Ahhiyawans in the west, the Assyrians and the Egyptians in the east and south. Of them all, Egypt posed by far the greatest danger: a unified country with mighty armies drawn from their baked homeland and many vassal kingdoms. Hattu’s thoughts were still stained with the image of Namurot the Egyptian’s gaping throat and look of dying triumph. The tentative Kaskan peace and the rumbles of trouble in the west seemed like a distant echo now. 
 He sought out the small coastal kingdom on the eastern section of the map: Amurru was a roughly rectangular land, taller than it was wide, hemmed to the north by the Hittite vassal kingdom of Ugarit, to the west by the Lower Sea, to the east by The Bargylus Mountains, and to the south by the Eleutheros River. South of that river the Egyptian vassals held sway. It was the nature of the greater region – known as Retenu: a buffer between two great powers, a patchwork of myriad petty kingdoms like Amurru, each choosing to ally with either Egypt or the Hittite throne depending on which fidelity served them best. Most of the northerly kingdoms in Retenu – including Amurru – had pledged their fealty to the Hittite throne, and those in the south to Egypt. It had been a tentative but important equilibrium that had allowed a degree of stability in the trade of tin, oils, wood, silver, precious stones, grain and textiles. A delicate balance. And now it lay shattered. 
 Silence reigned for an age, until the king swivelled his eyes up and drilled a look of contempt into Hattu and the others standing around the table, his ire like an invisible smoke filling the room. The commanders of the Hittite Empire’s four mighty divisions were speechless. Chief Scribe Paa took an unconscious step backwards from the map table, pulling his tablet close to his chest like a shield as if detecting an impending explosion of the king’s legendary rage. 
 ‘Benteshina was here… just last spring. He bent his knee before me,’ Muwa said in a hiss, then shot renewed fiery looks at each man. ‘You were all there. You saw it. Or have the Gods robbed me of my mind?’ He smashed the palm of one hand down on the map table. A pair of cups wobbled and fell. Paa emitted a choked squeal. 
 Colta, until now content to watch on from the edge of the room, shoved himself from the wall to join the others at the table, his leathery old features lined with crags of shadow cast by the orange sconce light and his expression calm and dispassionate. ‘That was a year past, My Sun. Kingdoms can fall in a day.’ 
 Muwa swung to face him: ‘So Amurru – a most ancient and vital ally – slips from our control under my reign. All to the sound of silence,’ he said in an accusatory hiss, lifting and slamming his cup down – wine leaping from the sides. ‘What am I to do? You are my advisors, so advise me, before I summon the oracles instead.’ 
 Penti straightened, his thick braids spilling back from his shoulders. ‘My Sun, the Blaze Division is ready, always, to march for you.’ 
 ‘And the Wrath Division,’ General Sena agreed. 
 ‘And the Fury,’ Kassu stammered, somewhat annoyed to be the third to pipe up. ‘Pharaoh Seti has stepped too far this time.’ 
 Hattu’s gut twisted as the tension in the room ramped up, all eyes turning to him for consensus. He refused to answer in haste. A Hittite-Egyptian war had been long spoken of and widely feared. He recalled Father’s mantra about the ongoing build-up of tensions between the two great thrones: War with Egypt is an inevitability. And when it comes, it will be like no other. It will be the cruellest war ever waged, and the Gods will gather to watch. He imagined then Ishtar, coquettish and callous at once, smiling in agreement. There will be war, and she will die… the goddess purred. A shadow passed across his heart as he recalled the wretched dream of his beloved, dead in his arms. You are both wrong, he insisted to the memory of his father and to the omniscient Ishtar, and I will show you.

 ‘Marching to war is not the answer,’ he spoke at last. ‘Force need not always be met with force,’ he said, remembering his chat with Muwa the previous day. 
 Muwa pinned him with a look of disgust, the other three generals’ faces warped with discord. 
 Only Colta remained unflustered. 
 ‘Pharaoh Seti has claimed part of our world,’ Muwa burred. 
 ‘Amurru… and maybe more,’ Penti added. ‘The King of Kadesh also did not attend the Gathering, did he?’ 
 Hattu’s eyes slid a little way eastwards from Amurru, across the spine of the Bargylus Mountains, to the stretch of lighter-coloured wood denoting the semi-desert wastes known as Nuhashi – populated by numerous villages and nomadic tribes loosely allied to the Hittites. On the southern edge of this region, right on the vague borders with Egyptian lands, an inky dot marked Kadesh, a pivotal city perched on a river island. 
 ‘Kadesh is semi-independent,’ Colta said. ‘Its king is not obliged to travel here for the Gathering.’ 
 ‘Indeed, he did not attend,’ Muwa added flatly, ‘but neither did he send even a customary message of greeting.’ 
 Hattu chewed his lip, willing his instincts to be wrong. Deep in the recesses of his mind, Ishtar paced silently around him with her twin lions, her lips pursed in an indulgent smile. 
 ‘Well, Brother?’ Muwa said. ‘Kadesh falls silent. The lights dim in Amurru...’ He tapped a finger on Amurru, then slid it north a little to an adjacent – and much smaller – vassal state. ‘Ugarit would be next in line. Ugarit: the market hub of the world. Our one good foothold on the tin routes. Do you – our finest general – truly believe there is no need for our divisions to act?’ 
 Hattu rolled his eyes up from the table to meet his brother’s. Muwa did not relish war but he did not loathe it as Hattu did. Yet he had never had to suffer Ishtar’s dreams. The pair remained locked in a fiery stare. 
 ‘Perhaps Ugarit is already subject to Pharaoh’s attentions,’ Sena interrupted. ‘Like Benteshina, King Niqmepa of Ugarit did not attend this year’s Gathering.’ 
 ‘By agreement,’ Colta calmly corrected Sena. ‘A tablet was delivered here in the first days of spring. A tablet which reaffirmed fealty and explained his reasons for not attending. Grave news has landed upon us, but let us not leap to conclusions and assume the worst.’ 
 ‘The worst?’ Muwa’s head dipped, his thick locks folding around his face as if to cage his frustrations. ‘My father always insisted a Hittite-Egyptian war was coming.’ 
 ‘He did his best to prepare you to deal with it, My Sun.’ Colta said calmly. He turned to Hattu quickly and added: ‘both of you.’ 
 Hattu appreciated the correction, even if it was but a kindness. Muwa had always been Mursili’s favoured son. 
 ‘But above all he wished that such a war would never come to be,’ Colta finished. 
 ‘And does not the wise general first seek to avoid war?’ Hattu said. 
 Penti, Sena and Kassu rumbled in grudging agreement. Old Colta’s lips curled at the sides in admiration. 
 Muwa, unconvinced, gestured for Hattu to go on. ‘Convince me, Brother, if you can.’ 
 ‘We cannot let hubris and anger guide us,’ Hattu reasoned. ‘If we took our armies to the troubled lands to face Egypt at this moment, we would be crushed.’ Penti, Sena and Kassu bridled at this, but Hattu shot up a finger to demand their attention. ‘You no doubt think of our four divisions marching to meet the enemy advance near Amurru. But think again. Our divisions are severely lacking numbers – none can muster five thousand warriors as once they could. The Fury is at half-strength, the Blaze less, The Wrath the same and the roster tablets for my Storm Division list less than two thousand men.’ He moved his gaze slowly and methodically around each of those at the table. ‘Worse, most of those soldiers are not training or wearing armour – they instead spend every daylight hour working in the failing croplands and tending to the gaunt herds. I hear that even the standing regiment of the Blaze Division – billeted in the city of Tapikka – has been called into the wheat fields and so Tapikka’s streets go unpoliced. Eight of the ten companies of Chief Tanku’s Storm regiment – just returned from the north with me – have likewise been summoned to the wheat meadows outside the lower town.’ 
 ‘Even the Lords of the Bridle count only two hundred and seven operational chariots,’ Colta agreed. ‘In Pharaoh Seti’s Army of Ra and in each of his other two mighty armies, ten thousand men and five hundred chariots ride. We are simply not ready to face him in the field.’ 
 Muwa glared at Colta and Hattu for a moment. ‘Our southern allies are falling like stacked boards,’ he seethed like a pan of water bubbling towards the boil. ‘Soon it might be Ugarit. Then the twin viceroyalties of Gargamis and Halpa…’ he tapped the two dots at the top of the vassal-lands, then drew his finger in towards the centre of Anatolia, ringing Hattusa with a swish of his hand, ‘Next, the heartlands themselves? And you advise me to do nothing?’ 
 ‘Far from it, My Sun,’ Hattu countered, well-used to riding the storm of his brother’s anger. ‘We must act, but wisely. The balance of power in the vassal-lands has changed.’ 
 ‘It has been smashed,’ Muwa corrected him. 
 Hattu took a deep breath, refusing to let his own temper flare. ‘Remember that day of the floods when we were boys, when the Ambar burst its banks – did we simply stand back in despair and give up the lower town as lost? Or did we charge at the water blindly and scoop it from the streets with our bare hands? No, we joined crowds of people to gather buckets, to bring in timber and logs and to carefully dam the swollen water, limit the destruction – used our hearts and our minds. A new dam is needed now, to limit the Egyptian incursions. Like that day we need brave hearts and cool minds.’ He gestured towards Ugarit, drawing a cutting line with his fingertip across the small border between that kingdom and its fallen neighbour in the south, Amurru. ‘Firstly, declare an immediate trade embargo on cedar wood, tin and horses moving from Ugarit’s markets to Egyptian lands. At the very least it will be a fine test of loyalty for King Niqmepa and Ugarit’s trade magnates. Without good wood or steeds, Pharaoh Seti will struggle to build chariots or fashion bows… or craft ships to transport more soldiers from his baked homelands. Next, we must assure King Niqmepa that he is valued and that his lands and people will be protected. Ugarit’s importance cannot be overstated, as you say. Without her fleet we have no navy. Without her markets we lose our main imports of tin.’ 
 Colta grunted in agreement. ‘With Ugarit’s loyalty secured, with Halpa and Gargamis nearby, we could stand firm against whatever is going on in the region of Retenu right now, limit any losses. Dam the broken river, as Prince Hattu suggests.’ 
 Muwa nodded over and over as if tossing the words around in his head. 
 ‘The alternatives are dire, Brother,’ Hattu pressed. He leaned a little over the table, towards Muwa. ‘The war Seti tries to stoke does not need to happen, Brother,’ he said, his voice heavy with emotion. ‘Trust in me. This can be salvaged without death and destruction. Just as the Kaskan revolt was quelled, so too can the trouble in the east be repulsed.’ Hear me, Brother, he willed, inwardly, do not bring war upon our people, upon Uranda and Uhri-Teshub, upon Atiya and baby Kurunta.

 Muwa pinched his nose, closed his eyes and at last slumped. With a heavy and weary sigh, he rose to his full height: ‘No divisions will march. There will be no war...’ 
 Penti, Sena and Kassu shuffled in discontent. 
 Hattu’s body slackened in relief. He sensed Ishtar growl with dismay as she receded from his thoughts. Colta stepped back from the table. 
 ‘…not until our armies are once-again swollen and well-prepared,’ Muwa added. 
 Ishtar returned to the forefront of his thoughts with a throaty laugh. As I foresaw, war cannot be avoided, she whispered. Hattu stifled any further protest – he had staved off a hasty declaration of war, and that was what mattered for now. 
 ‘This campaigning season will be used wisely,’ Muwa reached over the table and tapped the western reaches of the Hittite realm. ‘Kassu, I will need you to travel west, lest our Trojan brothers lose faith in our ancient alliance. Take the Fury’s standing regiment. I will be travelling south, to the Kestel mines. There, I will oversee the extraction of tin – plenty to encase our soldiers old and new in good, hard, bronze.’ He swung his fingertip back to the vassal-lands in the east, picking out the areas of contention near the coast. ‘But most pressingly, a delegation must set out for Ugarit at haste.’ 
 ‘A delegation to secure peace and stability,’ Hattu agreed. 
 ‘I would make sure of this, if I was bestowed the honour of leading the delegation,’ Colta said, turning hopefully to Muwa. 
 Muwa shook his head. ‘Not you, Old Horse. I need you here in the city while I am absent.’ 
 ‘We could send word to Viceroy Shahuru of Gargamis? Or Viceroy Talmi of Halpa?’ Kassu suggested. ‘Both are closer to the troubled region than we.’ 
 ‘No, it needs to be someone of higher status, so King Niqmepa will be left in no doubt as to our sincerity,’ Colta reasoned. 
 Muwa’s hand, resting on the table, balled into a fist. ‘But damn, I have already promised my presence to the people of Kestel.’ 
 Hattu looked up and around at the others. All looked back at him. 
 One edge of his lips lifted in a dry half-smile. 
   
 *** 
   
 ‘Ugarit? The eastern borders?’ Atiya repeated, her face contorting as if Hattu had just told her he was heading out for the night to a sheep-packed hurkeling den. ‘Did you not see that Egyptian cut out his own throat today, Hattu?’ 
 ‘I will deliver a tablet and gifts to King Niqmepa, that is all. My aim is to avert conflict, to save you, our boy and all of our people from the dark prospect of war. There will be no battle, no dangers.’ 
 ‘Then I will lock away your swords and you can travel there with no soldiers for company?’ she laughed with no humour. 
 He caught sight of his battle-garb, resting on a frame near the chamber door: his green cloak and bronze helm, the scaled vest and battle kilt mounted there as if worn by a wraith, and his twin swords on a hook nearby, sheathed in the leather crossbands. 
 ‘And surely you will take me and our new boy if it is so safe?’ 
 Hattu’s head snapped round to her again, eyes widening with panic at the very thought of his beloved ones journeying into such a volatile region. Ishtar’s dream flashed through his head – the sight of Atiya’s corpse in his arms tearing his heart in two. 
 ‘I thought not,’ she growled. 
 ‘Your powers would be wasted on such a journey,’ he said. Though that tongue of yours could come in handy – it is like a whip! he added inwardly. 
 ‘Do not try to flatter me,’ she snapped. 
 He took a deep breath and lowered his voice. ‘I promise you this: I will return before the winter comes,’ he assured her. Little Kurunta, lying in the crib between them, gurgled with laughter at that moment, as if some spirit had just mocked Hattu’s prediction. 
 ‘And so another summer will pass,’ Atiya said, ‘with an empty, cold bed.’ 
 ‘This time, you will not be alone,’ Hattu reasoned. ‘You have our boy,’ he poked a finger into the palm of Kurunta’s weakly grasping hand, the babe’s tiny fingers wrapping around his and the laughter coming again. ‘I will think of you both every night and every day.’ 
 She turned to him, her eyes glassy. He lifted little Kurunta and enveloped the boy and Atiya in a hug that lasted for hours, each of them whispering loving oaths every so often. Those few hours hung in time like honey from a spoon, sweet and golden. When darkness came, they set Kurunta down in his crib, untied and cast away their woollen fertility bands, then lay together in their bed and gently made love in the light of a lone tallow candle. As the candle’s flame grew low, Atiya knotted a braid in Hattu’s hair, hanging from his left temple and tipped with the beryl stone she had given him in their early days together. In turn, he wove a similar tress for her. ‘I will grow this braid until you return,’ she whispered in his ear, lifting the sleeping Kurunta into her arms again. 
 ‘And I mine,’ he agreed, the pair lying down together, he sheltering her, and she the babe. 
 With a gentle patter, the candle guttered and died, and Hattu, Atiya and Kurunta slept. 




Chapter 5

To the East
Early Summer 1294 BC

   

After fifteen days of hurried preparation, a horn moaned over Hattusa. There was a collective silence, the people thronging the city’s main way gazing up at the Noon Spur and the Acropolis. The crunch-crunch of marching boots rose, and a column of men and wagons spilled into view from the city’s highest parts, snaking down the winding avenue. King Muwa led the way, starkly imperious in his silver circlet, plain black robe and charioteer’s belt. Prince Hattu walked by his side and General Kassu marched just behind, bare-chested, wearing a high bronze helm and a scale kilt. A train of soldiers strode in their wake. 
 ‘Missa!’ cried the priestesses on the roof of the Storm Temple, their arms outstretched in adoration towards the departing soldiers and envoys. ‘Kasmessa!’ yelled the families hemming the wayside. The sentries lining Hattusa’s walls and rooftops pumped left fists in the air, repeating the golden, cultic words of valediction as the train of men filed through the lower town, on to the Tawinian Gatehouse and out into the croplands. 
 As the gates swung closed behind them, Hattu twisted back to see the capital again, to drink in the magnificence of its rugged heights, framed by the blue sky and a canyon of pillowy white clouds. Up on the acropolis walls, he saw merely coruscant dots where the Golden Spearmen and Mesedi stood. There was one smaller shape. Atiya, watching him go, their boy in her arms. Two Mesedi stood near her – Gorru and Orax. Good, he thought, I chose well. He had briefed the veteran two, tasking them with Atiya’s protection during the summer until he returned. They were good men, and fierce too. They would see Atiya and Kurunta safe should any trouble arise. He mouthed into the ether to Ishtar, knowing the Goddess was watching: Haunt my dreams if you must, but watch me defy you: I will go east and see that war is averted… and Atiya? She remains here, in the safest place in the Hittite realm. She will not die. Your dreams are a sham.

 ‘Brother,’ Muwa said, scattering his thoughts as they reached a large circle of bare earth where the track from the city forked west, south and east. ‘It is time to part.’ 
 Hattu met the gaze of his brother and General Kassu. 
 Kassu’s eyes misted over a little, and he clasped a hand over his heart and said: ‘Peace in the lands of Troy, tin in the bowels of Kestel… and steadfast allies in the sweltering east.’ 
 ‘Until next we meet,’ Hattu agreed. 
 ‘Until next we meet,’ Muwa said fondly, before turning to step aboard the royal wagon, a cabin of the finest cedar, banded with bronze. 
 With that, the mass of men, wagons, oxen and mules split into three tines: General Kassu leading a one thousand strong regiment of the Fury Division westwards along the ancient track that would take them all the way to Troy; Muwa heading south towards Kestel with an escort of fifty Mesedi and a knot of archers, noblemen and engineers; and Hattu, turning east to take the track that would lead him and his small escort of three hundred men to the distant and troubled east. 
 Turning away from home, from Atiya and his brother brought a sickness to his heart, but at the same time, the feel of the march, the grinding of boots on the dirt track and the sounds of bronze and leather was familiar and strangely comforting. A whip cracked in the air and the column’s lone wagon rolled alongside, burdened with bundles of grain sacks, water bottles, tent leathers, and chests of silver for King Niqmepa of Ugarit, the train of fifty mules carrying the rest. Dagon held the reins of the wagon. Hattu had insisted that his oldest friend come along, even if the escort force would contain no battle cars for the Chariot Chief to command. Then Tanku came to walk alongside Hattu, using his spear like a walking staff, his white cloak flowing in his wake and his bare chest bulging with muscle. A moment later Kisna joined them, the kilted archer-captain’s bow and quiver slung over his narrow shoulders. Finally, Sargis also came to march at the front, the sunlight winking from the bronze studs in his leather headband, his tawny eyes scanning the way ahead. 
 The five went silently at first, each comforted by the presence of the others – the oldest and firmest of friends and comrades. Hattu smiled as he thought once more of the early days in the army, when all were mere recruits in the Mountain Wolves, Kurunta One-eye their gleeful tormentor. 
 Zephyr and Tempest swept low across their heads with a shriek, startling a few, coming to perch on the hilts of Hattu’s twin swords. Hattu twisted his head round to eye the pair fondly, then looked back over his small escort force. Just a fraction of Chief Tanku’s Storm regiment was with him: Kisna’s company of one hundred archers – the Spitting Bows, their dark hair swishing in high tails, their bows and quivers looped over their bare backs; Captain Sargis and the hundred spearmen of the Mountain Wolves, clutching lances and shields, crowned with baked leather helms, armed with short, curved swords and hand axes. Then there was a third company, distinct from the others in looks, dress and marching order: Babak, leading the one hundred men captured at the plains near Zalpa. Already, the Kaskan was beaded with sweat, unused to the climate in these parts. 
 ‘Why did you only tell me this morning?’ Tanku rumbled. 
 ‘Because that way, you had no time to argue,’ Hattu said calmly. 
 ‘Oh, there is still time for me to argue, sir,’ Tanku said, ‘all the way to Ugarit. Kaskans? Really?’ 
 Just then, Babak bawled in the jagged Kaskan tongue, peppered with Hittite words: ‘March faster, taller, show these Hittite geese who are the truer warriors.’ 
 Tanku held both palms up as if to offer the example as evidence. ‘He is like a pot struck with a ladle – a source of endless noise until someone places a hand on it… or a fist.’ 
 ‘Kaskans have served in our armies before,’ Hattu said. ‘If the north is ever to become anything other than a constant thorn in the foot of the Grey Throne, they must do so more regularly.’ He eyed Babak as he said this. The fiery colossus and his hundred were still every bit Kaskans, their bearded, dyed faces conspicuous as they bobbed along with the others. For pride, probably, they had insisted on wearing their shoulder furs. Hattu, draped in just his green cloak, belt and chest swordbands over a light woollen tunic, had tried to explain that whilst marching in the relative safety of the Hittite heartlands, armour and heavy garb need not be worn. But no, Babak had insisted, a Kaskan wore his furs at all times. ‘Their ways are different to ours, that is true.’ 
 ‘Vicious bastards,’ Tanku grumbled. 
 ‘Indeed,’ Hattu agreed. ‘That’s why I am glad to have them on our side for a change. They will billet together, eat together, march together – keep their identity and their viciousness. I told Babak to bring his face-dyes and,’ he glanced at the Kaskan’s serrated sword, ‘his sadistic weapons.’ 
 ‘What was the name they chose for themselves? The Stinking Sparrows, wasn’t it?’ Tanku said. 
 Hattu gave him a wry look. ‘The Soaring Hawks. The Soaring Mountains are their homelands, so it seems apt.’ 
 Tanku snorted in derision. ‘They think they are the equal of Kisna’s company, or Sargis’? What love can they have for the Grey Throne, for the Hittite way of life?’ 
 ‘They will fight for each other, at least. They will have their share of spoils or rewards. If we show them we are not their enemy, then perhaps in time they will respect the Grey Throne also.’ 
 ‘But why now?’ Tanku pressed. ‘Of all times, when we are travelling to faraway Ugarit, surely then it is better to have only pure, loyal Hittites by your side.’ 
 Hattu’s face slackened. ‘When I worked out how many Storm men we could draw from the crop fields above and beyond the Wolves and the Spitting Bows, it was either the Kaskans, or none at all.’ 
 ‘Well I’d have preferred-’ Tanku began. 
 ‘None at all,’ Hattu finished for him. ‘I get it.’ 
 ‘You chose them, sir, and so I’ll trust in your decision as always. But I’ll be watching them,’ Tanku affirmed, adding under his breath: ‘the Stinking Sparrows.’ 
 Hattusa fell behind the horizon as they trekked eastwards, through stretches of largely bare, sun-streaked countryside, veined with grey rock and patches of grass, just the odd goat herder watching them from shady groves, the bells of herds tinkling somewhere unseen. Days turned to weeks, spring became summer, and their feet pulsed with hot spots and blisters as they wound across red-dust hills, along windswept tracks and through echoing valleys. Hattu frequently dropped back along the column and walked alongside his men, asking about their families. It was a gesture he had so often appreciated in the days when he was amongst the ranks. Every so often they would come across waist-high clay altars on the left edge of the road. The men would eat here, and leave a piece of their bread so the God of the Road would keep the dark spirits on that side at bay. Every few days they passed small Hittite watchtowers, perched on hills or nestled on cliff-sides. These buildings – some square like a turret from Hattusa’s walls, some merely a wooden shack serving as a shelter – were each garrisoned by a few men. These Watchmen of the Road were soldiers, but their job was mainly to spot and report enemy incursions. Most nights they would camp near one of these stations, sharing bread, wine and stories with the occupants. 
 They came to the Red River – the great, sweeping arc of water that marked the edge of the heartlands – at a ford near its source, overlooked by a high waterfall. They rested here to dig small pits by the shallows then pour a few droplets of honey and oil into them to appease the River Spirits. Wading across the chest-high and chilly waters reinvigorated them, and on the far banks, the track bent southwards through the age-old vassal territory of Kizzuwadna. There were no enemies here, though maybe bandits, Hattu thought, eyeing the land suspiciously. So, as the military code demanded, he called for his men to don their armour – stiffened linen vests or hardened leather cuirasses that would absorb the strike of an arrow. Hattu too donned his scale vest and battle kilt and on they went. 
 He shuffled the collar of his armour every so often. The glare of the sun, reflecting on the scales, and the sticky heat inside the heavy vest was quite intolerable – and for a moment, he sympathised with the sweating, labouring Kaskans. He realised that this was the furthest east and south he had ever been. Same too for Tanku and Dagon, both looking weary from the intensity of the midday sun. How much hotter could it get, he wondered, before thinking of their destination, still many days trek away, and recalling Kurunta One-eye’s stark assessment of the eastern lands. 

Hotter than liquid bronze, stinking like a whore’s crotch.

 They passed a dense tangle of wild grapes. Men plucked clusters from the canopy as they passed. Hattu noticed Tanku hanging back, then taking to the other side of the road as they skirted the bounty. When Babak – mouth stained with dark-blue berry juice – tried to offer him a handful of grapes in a gesture of amity, Tanku spat: ‘Not from you, Kaskan.’ 
 Babak, offended, caged his reactions well. 
 Hattu threw a look at big Tanku, then moved over to walk alongside the Kaskan captain. ‘Do not take offence,’ he said. ‘The chief is wary of wild fruits, and the eight-legged creatures that sometimes lurk in them.’ 
 Babak glanced at the grapes, then at Tanku – now berating one of his charges for ‘walking funny’ – and started to laugh before stifling it quickly. ‘Spiders? That battle… demon… is afraid of spi-’ 
 Hattu waved a hand to cut him off, seeing that Tanku was coming closer. ‘Every man has at least one weakness,’ he said. 
 Babak tilted his head to one side in acknowledgement. ‘True. Though I have two: barley beer and tits,’ he said, before throwing another handful of grapes into his juice-stained mouth. A quizzical look passed across his face: ‘Or is that three?’ 
 Two weeks after having set out, they set eyes upon a jagged range of pale, snow-veined mountains in the south, stretching high into the cloudless summer sky. None of Hattu’s men had seen the map table, and they and every man in the ranks gawped at the range ahead. 
 ‘By the God of the Hills,’ Kisna stammered, coming forward, his eyes drinking in the sight of the towering sierra. ‘What are they?’ 
 ‘The White Mountains,’ Hattu said. ‘The heights that we must pass through to reach Retenu.’ 
 ‘But they are bigger than anything I have seen before. At first I thought they were stacked clouds! They make the crags and mountains of the heartlands look feeble.’ 
 ‘It is summer, the snows are only in the highest parts,’ Hattu reasoned. ‘The route through should be clear. In any case, the city of Halpa, south and some way east of these mountains, guards access to these heights. There will be no bandits to fear.’ 
 ‘But Captain Kisna is right: it is a route that will take us into the skies,’ Babak whispered, unconvinced. ‘Higher even than my home in the Soaring Mountains.’ 
 ‘Heights are no challenge to a Hittite,’ Tanku crowed, somewhat triumphant at Babak’s reticence. 
 Six hours later, Tanku’s face was as white as milk. ‘In the name of Aplu,’ he fretted to himself as he edged along the high and tortuously narrow mountain path – more like a lip of rock, less than a hand’s-width wide, overlooking a drop into a black infinity – his back pressed to the rock face, his hands feeling their way along as he moved sideways. 
 ‘Afraid of heights?’ Babak gleefully called out to him, watching from a spur of rock where the rest of the column had halted. 
 Tanku’s face darkened in a scowl as he shuffled on over to the spur opposite, barely disguising a deep sigh of relief. Kisna and a young soldier named Natu set about throwing two ropes over to Tanku. Men then carefully laid and secured slats of cherry wood across the two twines, then added two more ropes to serve as rails. 
 After crossing this temporary bridge, they ascended a steep slope strewn with crumbled rock, barren and bleached by the sun, and arrived on a low summit. Perched on a neighbouring mountain was a huwasi – a tall and ancient grey stone statue of Sarruma the mountain god, kilted and banded in muscle, left arm raised high, pale lichen having claimed most of his lower body. As the men made offerings to the deity, Hattu gazed ahead, plotting their path over and between the sea of jagged, white-capped peaks. It would be arduous, he realised: the sun still blazed, but its heat was gone now, a fresh bite in the air instead, and they were still only in the range’s lower parts. The wind rose in a mournful wail and up in the wispy-cloud sky, Zephyr and Tempest battled against the mountain gale.  
 ‘I will set up my name in the place where the names of famous men are written…’ Dagon whispered as he moved alongside Hattu, gazing over the ice-veined heights with him. Hattu felt a glow of hubris. The pair had recited the epic tale of Gilgamesh to one another in their early days in the army. Behind closed eyes he imagined himself as the great hero and Dagon as Gilgamesh’s closest friend, Enkidu. ‘…and where no man’s name is yet written, I will raise a monument to the gods,’ Hattu finished for him, clasping a hand on Dagon’s shoulder. 
 They followed the valley routes through the White Mountains, the wind turning bitter, the air thin and dry. For three days they trekked round winding tracks that clung to the sides of mountains and over high passes that screamed with freezing winds, mules braying and their boots grinding through tracts of frost and ice. Tanku led, holding his white cloak closed with one hand and using his spear like a walking staff. On the fourth night in the range, they camped at the foot of a craggy bluff that offered welcome respite, the groaning high winds scudding on above them, blowing silvery streaks of ice and frost across the night sky. 
 Hattu sat by his soldier bivouac, watching his men work to strike flint over scraps of brushwood. Snapping tongues of flame soon rose from the piles, illuminating appreciative faces. Fire and wine were the two small pleasures they could enjoy during this barren march. 
 He looked up to see two young soldiers from Sargis’ Mountain Wolves, Galmi and Natu, standing dutifully either side of his tent, spears held stiffly. Both looked tired, sore and glum. ‘Go,’ he waved them away. ‘Sit by the fires. Drink and eat.’ 
 Galmi’s face lit up in glee, and he made to step towards the closest fire, but Natu stamped a foot where he stood and barked in a barely-broken voice: ‘Never, General.’ 
 ‘This isn’t a test, Natu. Now go, warm yourself and relax. The mountains are deathly quiet and I need no guards.’ 
 Somewhat embarrassed, Natu eased out of his statue-stance and scuttled over to the fire with Galmi, the pair soon becoming embroiled in the ribald chatter. 
 Hattu sat cross-legged, alone, tearing at a disc of charred flatbread and chewing on it absently. He watched the groups of men chatter and laugh, telling tales of home and of past glory and ignobility as they ladled out a thin but delicious smelling stew into clay bowls and filled their grateful bellies. Nearby, the Kaskan hundred roared with their own tales, far gruffer and seemingly louder as if in competition. ‘…and then the dog shat all over my porridge,’ a boss-eyed Kaskan explained. His comrades groaned in disgust and amusement before the storyteller shrugged, shook his head and concluded: ‘I had to throw half of it away.’ 
 While he slapped his thigh and bleated with laughter at his own tale, his Kaskan comrades and the Hittite companies fell silent, knives and spoons frozen mid-scoop, mouths ajar in horror and partially-masticated food on show. The only sound was the whistling winds. Dejected, the boss-eyed one rose from the fire, head bowed, and traipsed away to the edge of the camp, muttering to himself. 
 ‘Filthy northmen,’ one of the Hittite soldiers murmured in the direction of the Kaskans. 
 One of the Kaskans half-rose, face hard with anger. ‘What did you say?’ 
 Tanku shot up, one hand on his sword hilt, another clutch of Hittites flanking him, puffed-up like cats ready to fight. Seven Kaskans rose, crouched as if ready to go for their axes. 
 Like a gentle breeze, Dagon strolled between the two parties without regard for danger, eyeing each side. ‘Are you really so dour-headed?’ he said calmly to both groups. ‘Club each other’s heads in if you must, but you will only be making things easier for Pharaoh Seti and his armies.’ Some of the men grumbled and one or two stepped back. ‘Out here, we are one,’ Dagon continued, gesturing to the mountains and the sky, ‘to those we meet on this journey south and east, we are all northmen.’ A few men’s eyes lost the fire. They nodded, and stepped back too. One looked utterly bamboozled, flicking a finger around to work out which way was north and which south, before shaking his head and whistling once like a beaten man. Finally, only a few belligerents remained standing on each side. 
 Now Babak stepped up beside Dagon, palms up to both parties of men. ‘The Chariot Chief is right,’ the Kaskan Captain said amiably but firmly. ‘Why fight when our cause is shared? Peace and stability in the lands we call home. So drink your wine, enjoy your warm meal. We are all far from loved ones in these parts, and the air at this height is thin. Makes men act like halfwits,’ he said, then flicked his head towards the boss-eyed one, tossing a skin of wine over to him, ‘and halfwits like mules.’ 
 The last few of the two factions sat again, warily. A few men chuckled, but some still cast stony looks at one another. Tanku gazed into the fire moodily. 
 Hattu watched his force, silently appreciating Dagon’s tact and bemoaning Tanku’s stubbornness. Or perhaps the big Regimental Chief was right; maybe he had made a mistake in bringing the mountain men along after all. 
 ‘If I can come to trust a Kaskan hundred, Tanku can,’ Kisna said quietly. The little archer captain had stolen up to Hattu’s side unseen. 
 Hattu let a silence pass. No words were needed: Kisna had lost his parents to a Kaskan raid when he was a boy. The archer captain sighed and looked back through the mountains, along the route they had taken to climb up here. 
 ‘Missing home?’ Hattu said. Kisna lived alone in a good soldier-house on the slopes of Tarhunda’s Shoulder, overlooking the Ambar banks. 
 ‘In a way,’ Kisna smiled that easy, charming smile of his, flicking his head to his Spitting Bows archers, waxing their bowstrings and chattering. ‘Really I’m just sick of all their talk about women.’ 
 Hattu recoiled in mirth. ‘This, from the charmer of the lower town?’ 
 Kisna shrugged. ‘That’s what they say too. They look at me enviously and say I have little trouble enchanting women. I never really thought about it, but I suppose they are right. Yet during the march here I’ve noticed something: while the married ones – most of them – talk about their wives, I have nothing but memories of whores and passing dalliances to share. Now it is me who envies them.’ He laughed once, dryly. ‘How do they do it? A whore or a nice girl, I can bewitch, I suppose. But a wife… damn, I’d find it hard to keep them charmed for days, months, years.’ 
 ‘A lifetime,’ Hattu said. 
 Kisna’s eyes grew moon-like with horror at the prospect. 
 Hattu shook his head with a silent laugh. ‘It is not a punishment to take a wife, Kisna. When you find the right woman, you will see for yourself. Far more fulfilling than going with whores, I’d imagine. Lusting after and loving your wife – her scent, her body, her mind, the sweet song of her laughter – is the finest of things. It is like having and wanting everything at once: like that golden moment after your first cup of wine when your head grows giddy yet you are still sharp and everything seems right with the world. I have tried to tell Dagon the same thing.’ 
 ‘When we return to Hattusa, I will find the right woman,’ Kisna smiled, offering Hattu his wine skin. ‘Though I may have to try a few candidates first,’ he added with a rakish grin. 
 Hattu roared with laughter and took a long draught of fiery, delicious wine. 
 The next morning, they rose just before dawn and crossed the highest part of the range, the icy ground crunching underfoot. Near dusk, they crossed a saddle that afforded a fine vista of the lands ahead. 
 The ground here bore patches of snow. A ragged, all-white peak struck into the sky immediately to their right. It was still heavy with stubborn winter snow, and the setting sun dripped with fire behind it. At the far end of the saddle, a sea of gradually lower peaks stretched. The downhill route. The way to Retenu. Hattu’s spirits began to soar: they had conquered the White Mountains at last. The moment was spoiled when he heard heated words some way behind him. Tanku and Babak, arguing about the line of the march. Then came the sound of scraping feet and growls. He turned to see the two almost at blows, Dagon separating them. Hattu called out for the column to halt and strode back to the trouble spot. 
 ‘Come on,’ Dagon said, eyeing both men like a teacher. ‘We have broken the back of the mountains. This is no time to quarrel.’ 
 ‘But this bastard thinks he can contradict my orders,’ Tanku roared. ‘I told him to bring his men into a jog and he ordered them to walk.’ 
 Babak bristled. ‘Only so they could take a mouthful of water first.’ 
 Tanku’s face screwed up and he shook his head. ‘No… I saw the glint in your eye.’ 
 ‘I saw the look in your eye,’ Babak retorted. ‘Making us jog when there is no nee-’ 
 All of them froze. All slowly looked towards the ground. Hattu saw the leather laces of his boots blur for a moment. A stark shiver passed through him, rising through his feet, legs and shaking his upper body. He looked up, meeting the pale, gawping faces of the others. Another tremor? Hattu mouthed. The tremor faded. 
 All sighed and slackened. Until they heard another sound… a low gentle rumble, not from below this time, but from above. ‘Thunder?’
Hattu whispered. 
 Every one of them looked up to the skies, but the skies were cloudless. 
 Then… boom!

 The side of the towering peak to their right exploded. A thick, fast moving cloud of white billowed out into the sky, chunks of ice and snow spitting forth too, pattering and bursting heavily around the stunned Hittites. Then crack! Even louder, and with a deafening roar that grew and grew and swallowed up the men’s screams, the side of the mountain seemed to shift and slip. The snow on its face shuddered and slewed towards them: massive slabs of long-frozen snow and churning, white plumes of it, coming faster than a herd of galloping horses. Now the ground shook far harder than from the tremor moments ago. 
 ‘Move!’ Hattu screamed over the riotous thunder. 
 The men were dumbstruck and frozen, only just jolting into life when Tanku, Kisna and Sargis took to whacking the others with the shafts of their spears, driving them like sheep towards the far end of the saddle – a good hundred runner’s strides away. 
 The avalanche raced downhill, in a roaring crescendo that filled the skies. Hattu bundled Babak, Kisna and Sargis’ companies on towards the end of the saddle. The wagons and mules went too, braying and spluttering. He raced near the back, sensing the white mass churning towards his right. 
 ‘Argh!’ a cry sounded, behind him. 
 Hattu swung round to see big Tanku vanishing into the ground, the pocket of snow he had run over crumbling under him into a hidden pit. 
 Hattu wheeled round and scrambled back to the edge of the pit. 
 ‘Go!’ Tanku roared, waving him away. 
 ‘Never,’ Hattu growled, falling prone, stretching an arm down into the pit. Their fingers almost touched. The snow snarled and rose up over them, the spitting plumes of it like a charging vanguard. The other men of the Hittite column cried in dismay from the safety at the far end of the saddle. Tanku planted one foot onto a wrinkle of rock on the pit’s edge for leverage and extra height to reach Hattu’s hand, only to slip on the icy surface, falling and landing on his back in the pit’s floor. The snow rose up like a lion’s paw over them. It was too late. 
 Like the kick of a mule, something whacked Hattu hard, bundling him down into the pit floor in the moment the roar of snow overcame them. He rose to his feet just as everything turned to darkness. He felt the snow crush down on top of him, filling the pit rapidly – to his knees, to his waist, to his elbows. He had heard the stories of Hittites who had perished like this in the winter. Buried in snow, unable to move, sentenced to die of suffocation in darkness. But then he felt hands pulling and shaking him for attention. 
 ‘Put your helm in front of your face. Make a pocket of air,’ a voice snarled. 
 ‘Babak?’ he panted, realising who had come back and pushed him down here. 
 ‘Do it!’ Babak demanded. 
 He did so as best he could, realising Babak was at his left and Tanku at his right. With a thundery din, the snow filled up the pit around them, up, up, over their shoulders and then their heads, stealing the space around the backs and sides of his head, testing the helm air-pocket. 
 Then everything fell still, black and silent. All bar Hattu’s breaths, coming and going sharply inside the tiny helmetful of space he had stolen from the avalanche. He tried to turn his head towards Babak or Tanku, but could not move it even a pinch. Instinctively, his arms tensed to try to scoop snow away from the sides of his head but they too were locked in that pose, holding his helmet like a drinking cup before his face. His legs spasmed, or tried to. Time passed and the air in his helmet felt hot and stale, his mind spun and his stomach shrivelled. Despite all his training and all the horrors he had witnessed in the army, this was new and visceral. Despite himself he felt his lungs swell against the press of snow, a cry of panic building up in there. 
 Then… scoop.

 The cry remained unleashed. 

Scoop, scoop, scoop, directly above him. An age passed. Then he heard dull murmurs of voice. Then something shuffling above his head. A hand, feeling his scalp. Then, with another scoop, the snow around his head was pulled away. Clear, freezing air swam around his ears and then his hands. A moment later and the helmet slipped forward, free. The sweet, red light of dusk poured over him, then hands grabbed and hoisted him up. 
 Kisna and Sargis sat him down, gasping for breath, by the side of the hastily-dug hole, then they and the many others pulled Tanku and Babak free also. 
 He heard Tanku and Babak’s words to one another. 
 ‘You saved me,’ Tanku said in disbelief. 
 ‘It was an instinctive reaction,’ Babak replied. ‘I was born and raised in the Soaring Mountains. All Kaskan boys are taught how to survive the rolling snows.’ 
 ‘I owe you my life,’ Tanku said. 
 ‘You can start by heating and sharing your wine ration,’ Babak said with a half-laugh, half-shiver. 
 Hattu stared up at the mountainside, now grey and largely bare of snow, then east, along the downhill tracks that would lead them to Retenu. ‘I’ll see you all get a skin full of the finest wine. But let us get out of these damned mountains first.’ 
 He let his men file onwards past him, gazing ahead. Then he turned to look back, thinking of home, thinking of why they were forging so far from it. Thinking of Atiya. Ishtar’s words began to surface in his mind, but he checked them before they could take shape, lifting his braid and kissing the beryl gem at the tip. 
 ‘There will be no war,’ he whispered, ‘and neither Atiya nor any other Hittite will come to harm.’ 
   
 *** 
   
 The summer sun blazed over the Fields of Bronze. At the chariot meadows, marked out by a low picket fence and a prancing bronze statue of Peruwa the horse god at one end, the air was thick with the honeyed scent of broom and the not-so-honeyed aromas of dung and horse sweat as Colta put his new recruits through their paces. The ageing Chariot Master stood on a rock, bleating and berating the green crews of the seven war cars as they sped round and round the ring of red earth, trampled clear of grass. On a knoll by the side of the field, Atiya knelt on a woven rug, her white gown gathered in folds around her bare feet, the crusts and husks of recently eaten loaves and berries on a plate before her. She stroked her braid of hair, oblivious to events around her. 
 ‘Faster!’ Urhi-Teshub yelped, slapping his hands against his knees, almost bent double over the picket fence as he watched the chariots speeding up the strait towards him for what must have been the hundredth time that morning. Alongside him was little Kurunta, unsteady on his feet as he watched with a fraction of Urhi-Teshub’s enthusiasm. The chariots sped past with a whoosh of wind that nearly knocked Kurunta over and set Urhi-Teshub’s robes flapping. Startled at just how close the war cars were to her tot and the young Tuhkanti – entrusted to her care while King Muwa and Lady Uranda were in the southern mining lands – Atiya shuffled over on her knees to loop an arm around the pair’s shoulders, easing them back from the fence and to the woven rug. 
 While Urhi-Teshub brimmed with energy, Kurunta chewed on one finger, saliva running down his lower arm, staring through the passing chariots with a listless gaze. While Urhi-Teshub roared and cheered, Kurunta made only the odd gurgling noise, drool bubbling at his mouth. Atiya squeezed the lethargic tot’s shoulder as a slower chariot rumbled past. ‘See? The horses are so strong, aren’t they?’ She tried to catch his wandering eyes. ‘St-rong,’ she repeated, exaggerating the movement of her lips. Nothing. The tot had not uttered a word yet, and while it was normal for a child of less than two summers to remain mute, she so wanted him to exhibit a spark of progress, just to show them, all of them. She had heard slaves in the palace whispering, talking of her adopted child as if he was some kind of burden. She had even heard a pair of stinking, troublesome-looking lower town sentries joking about the boy’s name: Kurunta One-eye, now he was made of rock, had the heart of a bear and a mind like a whetstone. But the boy who carries his name? He has bones as soft as wool, the heart of a duck and the mind of a flea. They had both roared with laughter at this. Atiya’s heart had nearly split in two. She could have had them whipped for their words, but it would have done no good. 
 Just then, Kurunta’s lips parted. Atiya’s heart rose. ‘Gaaa,’ he gurgled, laughing weakly and pointing. Atiya followed his outstretched finger to see Gorru and Orax, the Mesedi pair standing like bronze pillars nearby, resting their weight on their spears. They had followed her and little Kurunta everywhere – just as Hattu had asked them to – even to the point where they were driving the sense from her. She spotted the source of Kurunta’s amusement: Gorru had let his soldierly-shell drop for a moment to pull a face and poke his tongue out at the child. Atiya gave Gorru a weak smile then turned away as the tot fell silent again. That people mocked Kurunta’s physical weakness was hurtful enough, but that some said he was possessed with a dark, malign spirit was far worse. What a terrible brush to paint a mere toddler with, she thought. We will raise you well, my boy, she mused, stroking his thin wisps of hair, you will be sharp of mind and you will grow strong of body in time. I will teach you everything I can, and so will your father… when he returns, she felt a sadness in her heart once more, thinking of the long days of summer still to pass before he would come back to her. 
 ‘Come, Silver,’ a voice interrupted. 
 Atiya looked round. Nirni, the animal healer, was approaching from the stable house, carrying a sloshing jug and a stack of cups, a long-haired kitten springing along with her, momentarily distracted by a passing butterfly. Nirni’s broad features and dark skin were so unique, so pretty, Atiya thought. She was such a warm and loving person too. Most men ignored her because she spent most of her time caked in dung and all sorts of animal birthing fluids. But none of that mattered to Dagon. It was he who had brought her Silver the kitten – saving the furry mite when some cruel-eyed old fellow was about to drown it in the Ambar. She thought of Dagon, Hattu’s meek but earnest – and closest – friend. Then she thought only of Hattu, and slumped. 
 ‘Think of autumn,’ Nirni whispered, reading her mood, sitting beside her and pouring her a cup, then scooping Silver up and plonking him down next to little Kurunta, coaxing the two to play. ‘Of the moment you and Prince Hattu slide into your bed together,’ she continued, ‘the fire roaring, the flames in his loins too,’ she said with a wink. 
 ‘It is my obligation, after all,’ Atiya grinned wryly in reply, tilting her berry juice cup to her white teeth and taking a sip of the tart liquid. In truth, she had been anything but a dutifully waiting wife. This past moon, in the absence of Hattu and King Muwa, she and Great Queen Danuhepa had effectively been in charge of the capital, greeting messengers, organising supply caravans to the outlying cities, presiding over the sacred processions through Hattusa’s streets and organising the threadbare military to police the capital and patrol the nearby countryside. 
 She heard a low, smooth laugh behind her and turned to smile at Danuhepa. The Tawananna too had taken a break from the duties of the city for this day – she was sitting primly nearby on a stool lest her dark robe be stained by the dusty ground, her hair heaped high on her head. 
 Chief Scribe Paa sat cross-legged beside her, shielding his eyes from the sun as he watched the chariots. Atiya’s smile faded. The sight of Paa sent a shiver across her skin. She had never taken to him – servile and oily, never earnest in his words, his weak chin turning his every smile into a smirk. But Muwa had insisted on assigning the man to be the tutor of Urhi-Teshub, teaching him lessons of language and history. So he will be bright and wise, like Hattu, Muwa had said. Thus, she had to endure Paa’s presence. Maybe she would even have to endure him as little Kurunta’s teacher too, she realised, when the tot was ready for such learnings. 
 The thunder of hooves rose and fell as the battle cars sped past once more, throwing a dusty, warm breeze across them, casting her and Nirni’s hair up like billowing pennants. Urhi-Teshub was edging back to the fence, yelling for the lead chariot to go faster still, while Kurunta seemed keen to leave Atiya’s side to join him, unmoved by Silver’s shameless cry for attention – rolling on his back, white belly on full display. 
 ‘Dagon nearly opened his heart to me, before they left,’ Nirni continued, plucking and playing with a stalk of grass. ‘He started to tell me that he had something he wanted to say, but he began to trip over his words before he fell silent and looked downwards, studying his boots for an age,’ she stifled a laugh. ‘He came out with the most rambling story about a goose stew he had eaten once, before shambling off.’ 
 ‘That sounds like a man besotted,’ Atiya laughed, shooting a glance at the two boys to check they were not straying too close to the fence when the rumble of hooves flashed past again. Thankfully, Danuhepa and Paa had moved closer to the pair, both catching Atiya’s eye to indicate that they would watch the children for now. 
 ‘A goose stew… he is going away for an entire summer and thinks to leave me with a story about a goose stew?’ Nirni chuckled. ‘I fear he will never pluck up the courage to tell me how he feels. He frets about the plague dimples and scars on his face as if I care about them. Mere flesh stretched over bone, scarred or otherwise – there is nothing fetching about that. But that he rescued Silver and brought her to me – now that is a handsome deed.’ 
 She wriggled her bare toes and the kitten pounced upon them, biting playfully. Atiya laughed, tickling the kitten’s belly. ‘One of Muwa’s hunting hounds is heavy with pups at the moment. Soon we will have little furry imps of our own to play with in the pala-’ 
 A scream pierced the air, then a violent lash of a whip and a whinny. Atiya’s head snapped round to see one chariot veering to avoid some unseen obstacle. It tilted and crashed down onto its side, the pair in the cabin rolling clear, the horses falling in a tangle. Dread shot through her as she saw the grinding cabin and crazily-spinning wheels skimming towards the obstacle: Kurunta – prone and wriggling out there on the track. How? 
 She felt the world turn to mud as she sprang to her feet, the cup and plate flying to the sides, her arms outstretched. But it was too late. Little Kurunta’s face was torn in misery, crying and frightened as the skidding vehicle came for him. Her heart almost froze forever… until the chariot hit a pebble in the ground, bucking up and over Kurunta, then crashing down again beyond the tot and skidding on for another dozen or so paces and finally coming to a rest. 
 Atiya hurdled the picket fence and fell to her knees, scooping her boy up, weeping. All around her she heard shouts and snapping whips as the chariots were drawn to a halt. Colta roared at the last of them who was slow to obey, he and the crews rushing over. 
 Gorru and Orax were locked in mid-run towards the scene, not fast enough to have saved the boy were it not for the pebble. Nirni cupped her mouth in horror at what had almost happened. Danuhepa and Paa stared. Urhi-Teshub gawped. 
 ‘How did this happen?’ Atiya raged, a tremor in her voice, her red and wet eyes on Paa and Danuhepa – the two supposedly keeping an eye on the boys. 
 ‘He… he was there and then he was not,’ Danuhepa stammered. 
 Paa too looked whiter than cloud. ‘For me also, Princess Atiya. It happened in the blink of an eye. I glanced up to see the chariots coming round and he must have fallen forwards then.’ 
 ‘Fallen?’ Atiya spat, eyeing the distance between the picket and the spot on the track upon which she now knelt with her boy. Strides away, and over a fence. The tot could barely stagger let alone walk… let alone climb. 
 A horrible thought entered her head then. She stared at Paa. He gazed back at her with that grovelling, unconvincing look of his. Hot and ill-thought-through words of accusation rose in her throat, until Kurunta jerked and spasmed in her arms. 
 ‘Ma-ma,’ he croaked with a weak smile. 
 Atiya’s mind fell blank. Her sobs became thick and loud and she hugged her boy tight, overcome with emotion. 




Chapter 6

The Price of Fealty
Summer 1294 BC

   
 The mountains that had been the Hittites’ constant companion in the second of the two moons since they had set out from Hattusa suddenly gave way to a wide open and much-changed land. The great heights faded to tapering spurs, like stony fingers furrowing out into a sea of golden dust, veined with tracts of parched grass or hardy stands of trees. Hattu stood with Dagon at the edge of one spur which offered a commanding view of the seemingly infinite expanse below, feeling an oppressive heat, even at this still considerable height. 
 ‘Retenu,’ Dagon mused. 
 ‘Halpa lies out there,’ Hattu mused, looking due east, thinking of his cousin, Viceroy Talmi, and the strong Hittite garrison in that fortress city. But the rest of the lands ahead were a different proposition – vassals, allies indeed, but not truly Hittites. ‘Those southeastern tracks would take us into the burning land of Nuhashi,’ Hattu surmised, looking over the arid flats that stretched towards the horizon in that direction. Then he looked westwards where, in the distance, a range of low, cedar-lined hills ran north to south. ‘Ugarit lies behind those hills.’ 
 ‘Seems quiet, tranquil even,’ Dagon mused. 
 ‘Tranquil?’ Hattu said. ‘Every storm has an eye.’ 
 They descended from the spur and onto the low ground. Heat crept over them like an itchy blanket, dry and stinging. Hattu had never experienced such conditions before. 
 ‘By the Gods, I thought the heartland summers were cruel,’ Dagon croaked. 
 Hattu cast a look over his shoulder into the silvery bands of heat warping and bending in the direction of Nuhashi. ‘Pity any man who heads east, deeper into that inferno.’ As he slowly turned his head back to look ahead, something flashed at the very edge of his vision. He snapped his head to the wooded hills. Nothing. Had he imagined it? None of his men seemed to have noticed anything. 
 They came to the first of the hills, halting at a brook coming down from the cedar-lined slopes, the men scooping helmetfuls of water from it. As he stooped to drink, he noticed the reflection of the White Mountain spurs they had left behind, rippling in the surface. Just before he dipped his hands into the water, he saw something move up there. He froze, head shooting up to stare at the thing he had seen. Or thought he had seen. Nothing up there. 
 Thirsts slaked, they forged up and into the cedar hills. They were not high, but they were steep and the path uphill was labyrinthine, the slopes lined with needles and bracken, too thick with trees in places to pass through. They trekked through clearings and denser woods, patches of shade and sunlight, Hattu watchful for any signs of movement. But there were none. By midday, he felt a change in the air, a breeze picking up, carrying on it a salt tang. 
 ‘What is that?’ Tanku frowned, cupping a hand to his ear. ‘I hear roaring… and screaming?’ 
 All at once, the Hittite soldiers bristled, whispering and murmuring in fear, a few steps away from the brow of the hills. 

Crash, crash, crash the noises came in a slow, steady rhythm. Shriek, shriek, shriek, the shrill cries came in their thousands and in a disordered hubbub. 
 Hattu, Tanku, Dagon and Babak crested the hill first. A stiff, salty wind hit them like a slap from a god and all let a quiet sigh of wonder escape their lips as they beheld the bay to which the hills descended and the watery infinity beyond. ‘The Lower Sea,’ Hattu realised, eyes tracing across the opalescent shallows and the turquoise depths beyond. The surface was clouded with spray and spume, flecked with white peaks. Churning breakers crashed slowly and methodically upon a ribbon of near-white sand, marram grass sprouting from a gentle range of dunes. The hazy sky was thick with clouds of yellow-beaked gulls, screaming on as if in hilarity at their own private joke. He sensed his men’s unease: none of them had seen the hexagonal map table depicting this sea, and so it was a surprise to them. Only a handful of them had ever been to the coasts north of the heartlands and set eyes upon the Upper Sea, and for the others who had only ever known lakes and rivers, the sight of this great body of water was new and peculiar. 
 ‘General Hattu,’ said one infantryman, shielding his eyes from the sun. He was one of the men who had lived his entire life patrolling the landlocked heartlands. ‘What is that?’ 
 The others stared at the source of his wonder. Out there on the waters, a great upturned shell of timber rose and fell in the gentle swell, white linen sails bulging and snapping in the winds as it cut across the surface. Gradually, they spotted others, coming and going like great creatures. Some bore chequered sails of red and white, others striped in vibrant saffron yellow and cream. Some narrow-hulled with prows fashioned as bird heads, others wide and cumbersome. ‘Boats,’ Hattu said. ‘Not at all like the small fishing skiffs and rafts we use on the lakes and rivers of the heartlands. These are great wagons that ride across the sea.’ 
 ‘Where are they all going to and coming from?’ cooed Babak, his sweat-slick skin now a shade of pink from the strong sun. 
 ‘To our destination,’ Hattu said, his eyes swinging to the south. He saw it then: a blocky, sun-bleached headland – a stretch of low coastal cliffs offering shelter from the sea winds. Atop the cliffs was a walled city – made of the same pale rock as the bluffs, perched there like an ivory trinket in this precious ribbon of coastal greenery. ‘To Ugarit, the market hub of the worl...’ 
 His words trailed off to the sound of a strange trumpet, then drumming hooves. From the dunes, a spiral of sand and dust puffed, then the cedar trees shook and shivered as if a creature was racing uphill towards them until, with a snap of whips and a chorus of whinnying, two chariots burst from the trees. They slowed close by, the bare-chested, fork-bearded drivers wearing high, hardened leather helms, the peaks pointed forwards like scorpion’s tails. At the same time, a rumble sounded from the other side of the hills whence the Hittite army had come. A force of some five hundred kilted spearmen, skin pale brown like their thin leather jerkins, formed an arc behind the Hittite force, with another hundred bowmen behind them. One held a ram’s horn – the source of the strange trumpet call. The spear and arrow tips of each of them blinked and winked in the sunlight like those odd flashes. They had been watched in their every step. Ever since they had descended from the mountain spurs. 
 Hattu’s heart rose in his chest. One of the questions he had been sent here to answer was: had Ugarit turned against the Hittites? As one charioteer leapt down and paced forward with a face like granite, he was sure he had his answer. 
 ‘Hittites,’ the charioteer rumbled, eyeing Hattu and the rest with contempt. It sounded more like an accusation than anything else. 
 ‘We come to speak with King Niqmepa,’ Hattu replied with matching disdain. 
 The charioteer’s nose wrinkled as he beheld the dusty, weary Hittite expedition – the white tunics of the soldiers now grubby, their hair tousled and knotted. ‘You will be taken to the trader camps outside the city. Perhaps the king will see you before the next moon comes and goes.’ 
 ‘You are not as handy with your tongue as you are with your whip, Charioteer,’ Dagon said in a measured tone. ‘Do you know to whom you speak?’ 
 The charioteer’s eyes began to ignite with anger, when Zephyr and Tempest swooped down, landing on Hattu’s shoulders. 
 The charioteer’s eyes lost their fire and darted from one bird to the other, then to the twin swords poking up behind Hattu’s shoulders, then to his odd eyes. ‘Prince… Hattu?’ 
 Hattu said nothing. 
 The charioteer tipped his hard face down in what was probably meant to be a show of deference. ‘King Niqmepa will receive you tonight. Allow me to escort you into the city.’ 
 Just before Hattu turned away to address his men, he was sure he caught sight of the charioteer’s eyes rolling up in his bowed head to glance once more at Hattu. It was not the look of an ally. But outnumbered and uncertain of their surroundings, it would be foolish to do anything other than go along with the man’s suggestion. 
   
 *** 
   
 The Ugaritic contingent led the Hittite expedition south along the coast route, lined with fertile meadows. The late afternoon sky was pink and shot with gold. Birds sang valiantly against the approaching dusk, swooping over the marching men in long, indulgent loops as they came to Ugarit’s approaches. The walled city itself was small – not even half as big as mighty Hattusa, but it was well-sited on a promontory, with only its eastern side approachable by land, the gentle slopes leading up to it on that side were thick with shacks, markets and shanty towns – the ‘trader camps’ the gruff charioteer had spoken of – spread over an area seven or more times the size of the city. On the coastal side, the pale bluffs that fell away from the walls were cut with steps, leading down to a crescent-moon wharf, thronged with the bright-sailed trade vessels and a row of sturdy-looking warships. This vassal fleet was the only navy the Hittite Empire could call upon. The wharfside was crawling with sailors and dockers – glistening with sweat like beetles as they lowered and tied sails, carried wicker baskets of goods up the rock stairs or drove ox-wagons bearing planks of honey-coloured cedar on a longer, snaking route that led up to the city. 
 They marched up the gentle road through the warren of trader camps, towards Ugarit’s stone gates. Stalls, carts and mountains of crates and clay vases lined the tight path through the place. A stink of sweat and spices tinged the air. The din of hawkers and hagglers replaced the cry of gulls and crash of waves here: polyglot cries from strange-looking men standing on crates and waving bright cloths and trinkets, crowds vying to snap up bargains or affect disinterest in hope of a better deal. Bales of wool, flax and linen, jars of oil, grain and vases of wine changed hands in every direction. A huge, glossy animal heart rested atop a spike, while a butcher marched around it extolling its virtues and the bargain that it was – but the only interested customers were a cloud of flies. 
 Pedlars offered them painted ostrich eggs, bunches of feathers in striking colours, strings of gemstones and small sacks of spices and dried fruits. One fellow became overly-enthusiastic, running over to Dagon – riding on the back of a yellow mare – gesturing at his plague scars and patting some pale powder on his cheeks. Coughing, Dagon shoved him away. ‘I’d rather be an ugly bastard than a painted one,’ he said, spitting the powder from his lips. 
 Hattu had seen strange types at the Gathering, but these people seemed to have come from every corner of the world: men dark as coal; others with features like Ahhiyawans, but with leathery skin; women with hoops of bronze hanging from their noses and spots of different-coloured paint on their faces in swirling patterns. One caught Tanku’s eye, blinking seductively to reveal staring eyes painted on her eyelids. 
 ‘Not sure if these women would bed me… or eat me,’ Tanku mused. ‘But I’d be willing to take my chances.’ 
 Babak curled his bottom lip and nodded in agreement, then scowled enviously, seeing that the short but handsome Kisna had garnered quite a cluster of the beauties. More, a few angry men looked on, shouting at their daughters and eyeing the Hititte party with suspicion. 
 ‘Leave the women be,’ Hattu said to his men. ‘Let us wait until we have spoken to King Niqmepa before you cause an incident,’ Hattu said with a half-smile as they came to the city gates. 
 ‘If we must,’ Tanku grinned. 
 ‘King, then incident,’ Babak joked. He and Tanku laughed together then, both suddenly bashful when they realised they had done it. 
 The city gates creaked open at the Ugaritic charioteer’s command and then, somewhat abruptly, slammed closed a few moments later when the Hittite force had entered. All at once, the crowds and the din of voices fell into a background murmur. 
 ‘I will have to ask your men to remain here,’ the charioteer said, gesturing around the guardhouse enclosure. ‘Armed escorts are not allowed into King Niqmepa’s palace ward.’ 
 Hattu eyed the thick garrison of scorpion-helmed Ugaritic soldiers standing around inside the gatehouse, each glowering down on them. He gestured to Dagon and Tanku. They set down their spears and unbuckled their swordbelts. 
 ‘Worse than being in the nude,’ Tanku rumbled. 
 ‘Not for the rest of us,’ Dagon said breezily, sliding from the back of the small yellow-dun mare. 
 Tanku scowled, flicking a finger at the horse. ‘Says the one who rides upon a dumb, stinking beast.’ 
 Dagon scratched his chin in exaggerated thought. ‘I imagine the whores in the arzana house think much the same when they sit astride you.’ 
 Tanku fizzed silently. 
 Hattu twisted the bronze buckle at the centre of his leather crossbands, letting his twin swords slide from his back, then gestured for Tanku and Dagon to escort him. The three approached an inner gatehouse, topped with more men in scorpion-tail helms, passed through the narrow inner gate and entered a virtual paradise beyond: there was a palace building in the centre, but it was an afterthought to the lush orchards, gardens, greens, winding paths, gurgling pools and shady colonnades around it. Hattu stepped forward in awe, his footsteps silent on the manicured lawns and polished-smooth stepping stones. 
 Up ahead, sitting on the edge of a fountain was a withered fellow, draped in a long, pale robe and crowned with a stiffened linen scorpion-tail hat of his own, the rim a band of solid gold, thin white wisps of hair hanging in curls below. He traced the ring-encrusted fingers of his bony hand in the fountain pool, stirring the calm at the edges and gazing into the surface. 
 ‘A Hittite party, Majesty. A delegation from King Muwa,’ the charioteer introduced them. 
 The King of Ugarit did not stir from his trance. ‘When the water is still, an old man stares at me. When it ripples, I see only with my mind, and I am young again,’ he muttered, his voice crackling like autumn leaves then tapering off in a strange giggle to himself. 
 ‘Led by Prince Hattu,’ the charioteer added awkwardly. 
 King Niqmepa’s hand froze in the water. His long, wrinkled ears pricked up at this, like a hunting creature hearing passing prey. ‘The boy whose father did not trust him. The boy who is now a prince, a general… a hero!’ he said as he twisted away from the fountain and towards his visitors. 
 Hattu had set eyes on Niqmepa twice before, at Gatherings in Hattusa when he was a child living in the shadows. Age had ravaged the man since: he was mere bones draped in pleats of grey skin. His eyes were rheumy, his slack features lifting as best they could and his rubbery, colourless lips parted like segments of fruit to reveal a smile composed of long, age-worn and dark yellow teeth. ‘I will be no hero, Majesty, unless I achieve what I was sent here to do,’ he replied, bowing from the neck. 
 Niqmepa dismissed his charioteer with a wave of a gnarled hand. He rose, beckoning Hattu with him, Tanku and Dagon remaining by the fountain, making swords of playful insults. The pair strolled around the gardens, Niqmepa’s feet shuffling under the hems of his long robe. 
 ‘You come to talk of what happened in Amurru, I presume?’ Niqmepa said. ‘It fell in a matter of hours, I hear, its small army crushed under the boots of Seti’s soldiers. And Pharaoh is not finished, far from it. He sent me a chest of silver, you know, asking for my allegiance in return. More silver than I have ever seen in one place.’ Niqmepa twisted his head to look up at Hattu with bloodshot eyes, the pupils dilated like a man entranced. ‘Silver can poison the hearts of most men, Prince Hattu. Even the most honest. For the silver to be mine, they asked me to watch the northern highways, to bring disaster on any who came from Hittite lands seeking to retaliate...’ 
 A long silence passed and Hattu’s skin crept. He let his hunter’s eyes take in every corner of the gardens. He saw a pair of scorpion-helmed men in the shadows of an olive stand, watching them assiduously. There was another man too: a narrow-eyed fellow in fine dress with a hooked nose, glaring at his and Niqmepa’s every step. What if? 
 Niqmepa spoke at last: ‘But I sent his envoys away with their silver.’ He gestured to the watchers around the garden. ‘And there is nothing to fear here: just my brother, Ehud, and my finest guards. They watch us carefully only to see that we are safe.’ 
 ‘But Seti… he merely accepted your rejection of his silver?’ he said. ‘I mean no disrespect, Majesty, but if Seti’s Army of Ra crushed the Amurrite forces in moments, then Ugarit would surely suffer the same fate.’ 
 ‘Amurru was caught unawares. We… would be prepared,’ Niqmepa said rather tersely, his aged face warping in annoyance. ‘In any case, Seti and his mighty Ra Division have drawn back to Gubla, for now.’ 
 Hattu halted. ‘Gubla?’ Gubla was south of the vague borders – in the Egyptian half of Retenu. ‘So they have retreated from Amurru?’ The news was like a spring of hope bursting to life inside his chest. 
 Niqmepa frowned. ‘The Army of Ra has moved south to deal with an Niblani uprising in the Gublan hills. But it is merely a digression. Pharaoh will soon turn north again to resume his conquests, and he has not forsaken Amurru, for he has left behind there a smaller force of Egyptian nefru – somewhat green to war but numerous. Pharaoh’s eldest son, Prince Chaset – a wilful and wretched young man – has been installed as the overseer of the nefru garrison, tasked with holding the kingdom in Pharaoh’s absence.’ 
 ‘So Amurru remains lost to the Hittite realm. But Ugarit…’ Hattu ventured. 
 ‘Chaset continued to send me despatches as his father had done. He seeks to pressure me into acceding to his terms, so he might parade my kingdom as a prize to Seti. At first he offered even more silver. Then he turned to threats. His nefru army – three thousand men, half as many again as I can field – rove around my borders, intercepting tin convoys and taking trains of cedar. They loiter around the edges of my country like a strangler’s hands.’ 
 Hattu lifted a small, red tablet from his leather bag. ‘Then this will do no good,’ he said, handing it to Niqmepa. ‘It is King Muwa’s order for Ugarit to impose a cedar and tin embargo upon the Egyptians.’ 
 ‘A Hittite army might be able to impose such an embargo, but a tablet alone will do nothing,’ Niqmepa remarked. 
 Hattu sighed. ‘I was sent here not to make war, but to seek assurance that you see your future as an ally of the Grey Throne, and find out just what Pharaoh Seti’s next steps will be. Your loyalty is the most valuable of those two things, by far.’ 
 ‘My loyalty?’ Niqmepa said with a rasping laugh that sent a hideous prickling sensation across the back of Hattu’s neck. ‘It is not befitting of a Hittite prince to ask for the loyalty of a petty king like me. Surely you should be demanding it?’ 
 ‘Still I must ask for it,’ Hattu said. ‘Can King Muwa continue to count on your allegiance?’ 
 Niqmepa stared into the middle distance, and seemed to be balancing two answers on his tongue. ‘Come,’ was all he said, strolling onwards. 
 He led a bemused Hattu to the eastern end of the gardens, where the fruit trees parted to reveal a magnificent temple – a white-stone tower dedicated to the God, Ba’al, sacred to most peoples of Retenu. It was three storeys high. Niqmepa led Hattu into the cool interior and up a set of stone stairs, smooth and worn with age. They emerged onto the roof – by far the highest point in the gardens. From here they could see over the walls, down across the slopes of the trader camps and out across the land. Slow, shuffling convoys of mules and wagons lined the green stretch immediately east of Ugarit, laden with wares, pouring towards the city from the rampart-like Bargylus Mountains. To the south, there were no such trade caravans. Niqmepa raised an arm and pointed a shaking finger in that direction. ‘The answer lies in Amurru,’ he said, ‘a land that was once an ally and a trading partner.’ 
 ‘I don’t understand,’ Hattu replied. 
 ‘When Chaset’s most recent “messengers” came, they seemed to take my rejection of their overtures with good grace,’ Niqmepa whispered, his voice breaking. ‘But then I awoke the next day to find that they had taken my youngest boy, Danil. Chaset is holding him in Amur – the fortress-capital of Amurru – and they swear they will torture him to death if I do not accede to their demands. Chaset has hired an Assyrian mercenary general named Saruc.’ 
 Hattu’s skin crept. He had heard that name before. Saruc: the skin-peeler, the burner, the blood-drinker, they had called him. A torturer-general. His eyes rolled sideways to see Niqmepa’s aged face slacken with despair, as if it was about to drip free of his skull altogether. 
 ‘Aye, you have heard of him too, then,’ said Niqmepa, reading Hattu’s thoughts. ‘Chaset said he would give me the rest of this year to decide. Come the spring of the new year, Danil will die and in a way I cannot bring myself to imagine, and soon after Ugarit will shake from the march of Egyptian soldiers. Now I will resist his forces if and when they come here, but only if Danil does not perish. So if you wish to secure my loyalty, then free my son and bring him back to me,’ the king said quietly. 
 Hattu’s thoughts spun. Now he understood Niqmepa’s lukewarm communications with Muwa and the fogginess surrounding his allegiance. ‘My mission is not one of war, Majesty. I pledged to King Muwa and my fellow Hittite generals – to my wife and boy – that I would come here only to secure your fealty and, with it, peace. In any case, my force, as you can see, is not equipped to-’ 
 ‘You ask for my fealty. That is the price I ask,’ Niqmepa cut him off. ‘You have a boy?’ 
 Hattu thought of little Kurunta resting in Atiya’s arms. He nodded once, an invisible feather stroking his heart. 
 ‘Then you understand?’ 
 Hattu and he shared a long gaze. ‘I understand,’ he replied at last. 
 ‘They told me Danil is kept in cellars of Amur like a dog, abused and beaten by Chaset’s deputy.’ 
 ‘Saruc… will be dealt with,’ Hattu sighed, even though his mind was a storm of questions and severe doubts. 
 ‘Not Saruc, the other one. They call him a Sher-den,’ he said with difficulty. 
 Hattu twisted slowly to Niqmepa. ‘A Sherden?’ he said, his voice low. 
 ‘He came here with one of the delegations: pale as the moon, carries a trident and wears a horned helm. His name is…’ 
 Hattu’s heart hammered, his blood turning to fire. ‘Volca?’ he said in barely a whisper. 
 Niqmepa’s face furrowed. ‘Aye, how did you know?’ 
 ‘He murdered my father,’ Hattu said. He leant on the parapet, peering south, his mind now ablaze. Amurru, a land of rocky ravines, woods, nomads, bandits – as Ruba and old Colta had told him. He knew he could not do as Niqmepa asked. His escort of a few hundred were simply not equipped to penetrate into enemy lands infested with Egyptian nefru, to skirt close to Pharaoh’s mighty Army of Ra. Yet to refuse Niqmepa would mean the defection of Ugarit into Egyptian hands – surely the start of a capitulation in the vassal lands. The war would go on in only one direction after that: towards the heartlands, towards Atiya and little Kurunta. 
 Deep in his head, he heard Ishtar laughing, saw her offering him two cups, each brimming with poison. 
 Deep in his heart, he imagined what it would mean to face Volca, and the moment when he split the bastard Sherden’s heart. 
 ‘I will bring your boy back to you, Majesty.’ 




Chapter 7

Across the Forbidden Mountains
Midsummer 1294 BC

   
 Hattu and his three hundred spent the night in Ugarit, enjoying soft beds and a good meal. Early the next day, Niqmepa arranged for a small escort force of ten soldiers to guide them southeast across the region’s pleasant pasturelands until they came to the Bargylus range, a green-gold rampart of mountains marking Ugarit’s eastern edge. These heights did not scrape the skies like the White Mountains, but they were impressive nonetheless. 
 The guides led them up the wooded, steep slopes and Hattu climbed onto a burnt-gold ridge at the highest point. A hot wind hit him from the east, where golden lands stretched off into infinity: the arid, burning land of Nuhashi. He gladly turned away from this and gazed south, along the winding spine of the range – this would be their route into Amurru. 
 Niqmepa had warned Hattu against taking this high route. It is for a good reason that nobody travels along those heights. There are dark things up there… darker than night. But if you insist on such madness, then be vigilant. You will know you have left my lands and crossed into Amurru when you reach the Valley of Bones. It is like an axe wound, cleaving the range.

 He heard a scratching and shuffling noise, turning to see the escort men, suspiciously eyeing the high route and the boulders and nooks on this ridge too. Their leader’s eyes, part-shaded under the rim of his scorpion tail helm, were like those of a mouse contemplating a hall of grinning cats. 
 ‘Go,’ he said, ‘and assure your king that Danil will be saved.’ 
 They needed no further encouragement, scampering off down the slopes as if demons were in pursuit. Hattu glanced up at the pure blue sky, seeing Tempest and Zephyr swooping ahead. No signs of agitation. No trouble. The three hundred marched south along the spine of the range for hours, and the way was indeed quiet. They encountered nothing but scampering hares and wild mountain goats perched on crags, cropping at roots and tussocks of grass. The constant shrill cicada song was punctuated every so often by the cry of mountain leopards, but none of his men were disturbed by this – all well-used to such creatures from the Hittite heartlands. The main antagonist was the winding, treacherous path. 
 The men rolled rocks to one side or used their swords to cut away foliage and clear a path for the lone supply wagon and small mule train, and it was taxing work. Hattu groaned as he lifted a fallen cedar trunk at one end and walked it round to dump it into a bed of shoulder-high, stinging weeds. Babak hacked away a gorse branch and straightened up, panting, shielding his eyes to scan the way ahead. The Kaskan captain’s skin was now a shade of cooked lobster from the eastern sun and he and his kin had at last seen sense and dispensed with their tribal furs. ‘Burnt-gold outcrops, blade-like ridges, tangled gorse and woods. It’s like a damned maze up here. Are there no straight routes along these heights? Back home in the Soaring Mountains we at least make sure to tread the main tracks to keep them open. Here? Potholes and roots. Everywhere. I must have been close to turning my ankle a dozen times today.’ He scraped his knee on the jutting edge of gorse he had just cut back. ‘In the name of-’ he growled again, hopping and clutching the graze. A hamster watching from the side of a nearby streamlet chirruped in what sounded very much like amusement, before bolting when Babak threw a pebble at it. 
 Hattu stifled a laugh. ‘The Bargylus Mountains serve as a natural rampart, shielding Ugarit and Amurru too from the desert lands. The range is left deliberately wild and untamed so none can cross easily from Nuhashi. The only way is through a few tight and well-watched east-west valleys. That’s why we’re taking this route – because nobody expects men to travel these wretched heights and so they are left unguarded. The going is laborious, certainly, but it will lead us deep into the occupied land unseen.’ Unseen, safe, Hattu thought. Find Danil, secure Niqmepa’s loyalty, stave off war. Then… home, before the snows come. He closed his eyes and thought of Atiya, imagining her and little Kurunta in his arms by a crackling hearth in the palace. 
 ‘You seem more confident of this route than Niqmepa did,’ Babak mused. 
 Hattu’s eyes blinked open again, staring southwards along the tangled, thorny, dusty mountain track. 
 ‘Yet you have never been to these parts?’ Babak continued. 
 ‘No, but I had a good teacher. My old tutor, Ruba, used to tell me stories about these corners of the world.’ 
 ‘Your voice grows terse. He was a bad tutor?’ 
 ‘Far from it. He was more of a father to me than King Mursili ever was. He taught me so much, Mursili taught me nothing,’ Hattu shook his head slowly. He straightened up, clearing the emotions from his heart. ‘No, I speak sourly because I remember all too well Ruba’s stories about these high parts… and the things he saw up here.’ 
 Intrigued, Babak drew closer. 
 ‘Ruba travelled here once when he was a young man, serving my father’s father. Back then he was every bit the rogue he implored me not to be. Spry and inquisitive, he could not resist the temptation of climbing every tree, rooting around every hollow. As such, the king expected to see him split away from the campaign column from time to time – usually going out with scouting parties.’ Hattu lifted a small, white shell in the shape of a fan from his purse and showed it to Babak. ‘He collected shells like this from these very mountainsides – for once there were seas washing over the ground upon which we walk. But the shells were nothing compared to the bones.’ 
 ‘Bones?’ Babak whispered. 
 ‘Single bones as big as men,’ Hattu nodded. ‘Bones of giants, as fearsome and large as the demon serpent, Illuyanka.’ Babak blanched at this – the Kaskans were familiar with Hittite Gods and demons. ‘He found teeth too,’ Hattu held his hands up as if measuring an invisible object. ‘Fangs as big as a speartip.’ 
 Babak’s features paled a little more. ‘These… demon serpents live… up here?’ 
 ‘No, those creatures are long, long dead.’ Hattu considered his next words carefully. He had told the men to be vigilant, but had not told them why. Just then he heard one of Sargis’ men making comedy-farting noises by cupping a hand under his armpit and squeezing. It conjured much laughter from the rest of the soldier’s company. Clearly their vigilance needed to be sharpened a little. Hattu went on, raising his voice. ‘But something else lives here now. Something much, much worse.’ 
 A bead of sweat stole down Babak’s forehead, before he swiped a scoffing hand. ‘What could be worse than giant serpents?’ 
 ‘I have faced animals of many shapes and sizes, Babak: elephants, lions, wolves, bears, the giant aurochs bull – all strong, fast, vicious. But the darkest demons I have ever known have come in the shape of men.’ He wagged a finger ahead, along the jagged high path. ‘Somewhere up here, old Ruba was searching for shale and rock that might have the imprinted shapes of long dead molluscs. He became detached from the scouts – who ranged further ahead while he went about his investigations. The scouts would have spotted any dangers nearby anyway, so he was in no real danger, was he?’ 
 Babak shook his head. 
 ‘He found a spiral print in a piece of granite, lifted it, and put it in his satchel. A moment later, he found another, then another. Then he found…’ 
 ‘Another?’ Babak guessed. 
 Hattu shook his head. ‘A boot. A Hittite boot, well-stitched goat leather and upturned toes.’ 
 ‘From one of the vanguard,’ Babak realised. Now a trio of sweat droplets spidered down his face, conjured by the heat and the fervour of his imagination. 
 Hattu stared ahead, recalling the tale. ‘Next he found a shorn lock of Hittite warrior’s hair – the warrior beads still entwined in it – further up a shale slope. He climbed up. As he ascended, he heard a heartening sound: munching and chatter – men babbling in conversation while they ate. The scouts had climbed up here for some reason – to eat, he guessed. But when he popped his head over the top of the shale slope, he saw the source of the noise.’ 
 ‘The scouts?’ Babak whispered. 
 Hattu took one long, deep breath. ‘Yes. But they were not talking, nor were they eating. Ruba told me what he saw, and I have never forgotten the description: the six scouts were sitting in pairs, tied back-to-back. Their heads were open, the skull removed above the eyes. Glutinous, pink tendrils of matter hung down their faces, each man’s brain having been destroyed, gorged upon by a swarm of filthy, dust-coated savages who stood around the dead men, chirruping to each other as they sucked blood from their fingers and laughed. Ruba said he could never forget the moment they gathered round the last scout – still alive but unconscious. Their faces were dark and glistening with filth as they chiselled off the top of his skull, then tore free tendrils of the revealed brain matter with their hands. The unconscious man’s eyes flickered open for a moment, before the weak threads of life that remained within him snapped as one of the savages tore away a large chunk of his brain.’ 
 Babak stared at Hattu for a time, then eyed the high track ahead. ‘This happened… up here?’ 
 Hattu nodded. ‘There are many rogues and bandits in this part of the world, but the Habiru are the worst of them.’ 
 Tempest cawed as if in agreement. Zephyr stretched her legs and flurried her wings. 
 Behind them, the farting noises faded with a lame, almost apologetic splatter, and the hilarity ended. All nearby had heard, and those who had not heard would surely be told the story at tonight’s camp. The vigilance had been restored. 
 With a childlike gulp, Babak slowed a little, then remembered his station and feared reputation. With a somewhat affected laugh, face cast skywards for added emphasis, he fell back towards his Kaskan company. ‘Savages, up here? Then my blade will be busy,’ he boomed, before stumbling on a rock and flailing rather less than majestically. 
 They travelled on along a mercifully pan-flat stretch of the Bargylus heights until they came to a narrow ravine that stretched across their route like a toothless smile. An ancient stone stele stood defiantly before them, proclaiming in Akkadian: The Valley of Bones. The border between Ugarit and occupied Amurru. There was a bridge, ancient but strong nonetheless. Then a shiver struck across Hattu’s skin: a man leant at one of the posts on the far side, motionless. The first sign of life up here. Friend? Foe? Hattu wondered. The man didn’t appear to have noticed their approach. 
 ‘Down,’ Tanku hissed. The three hundred fell from view. 
 ‘Shall I hail him?’ Kisna whispered to Hattu. 
 ‘No, what if he’s an Egyptian?’ Dagon hissed, crouching and waving for his mule-handlers to stay back. 
 Hattu’s eyes narrowed. There was something strange about the fellow. Zephyr, swooping across the valley drop, dived at the man, kicking against his head, then cutting up into the sky once more. The man shuddered and fell still. Hattu’s grey eye ached as he saw before anyone else just what was out of place: the open grin, the staring, black eyes. 
 He rose and waved Dagon and Tanku with him. They stalked carefully across the bridge, and came to the ‘sentry’. It was not an Egyptian but an Amurrite soldier. Or at least it had been. The skeleton was tied to the post at the far side of the bridge. On the bones hung fragments of leather and cloth. The skull’s jaw hung agape, and the top of the head was missing. Hattu’s felt frost settle upon his very marrow. 
 With a low growl, he drew his twin swords, cut the corpse’s tethers and let the body fall silently into the Valley of Bones, then waved the rest of the party over the bridge. ‘We are now in Amurru,’ he said to the men as they passed, ‘Pharaoh’s lands – be they stolen or otherwise. Be alert, be ready.’ 
 Kisna’s Spitting Bows archers jogged ahead to scout. Stay alert, Hattu demanded of himself as they crunched along the highlands. Every so often the air ahead would flash, the men muttering in trepidation before they realised it was just some exposed mineral catching the sun. They trekked for three danna like this, rising steadily up, the air growing cool as the sun began to drop, the rumble of boots and crunching of wheels and mules’ hooves growing hypnotic. Comforted by their unhindered progress, he scanned the pale, dusty ridge to his right. A rock there had indents and shadow giving it the look of a face. How odd, he thought. 
 And then it blinked. 
 Hattu stumbled, righting himself and shooting his gaze back to the spot. The ‘rock’ was gone. Or had the shadows merely peeled away? Or had his weary mind conjured it entirely? The cicada song rose in a shrill crescendo around him. 
 ‘Drink from your water skins,’ he barked. ‘Keep your eyes and minds sharp.’ 
 When sun set, he took to the fires with his men, listening in to their stories, feeding Zephyr and Tempest, enjoying a hare stew. The memory of the mutilated skeleton still clung to his thoughts, and he eyed the sentries lining the edge of the circular camp. Two every fifteen paces. Galmi and Natu stood up on one temple-sized boulder, peering out across the last vestiges of light to check for any distant movement. 
 ‘The camp is safe, General,’ Sargis said, holding out a skin of watered wine. ‘Now drink – even just a little. It will help you sleep.’ 
 Hattu felt words of protest rise in his lungs, then sighed them away and took the skin with a weary smile. 
   
 *** 
   
 Near Galmi and Natu, up on top of the large boulder, a pair of eyes blinked open, as if belonging to the rock itself. The rock shifted in the shape of a crouching man – a man coated head to toe in grey dust. The man reached down to pick up a fist-sized, jagged boulder, then rose on his haunches behind Galmi, the eyes trained on the back of his head. 
 ‘No,’ whispered a second shape, teeth and eyes white as he clutched the first’s wrist, ‘not here. Our people are gathered at the Cradle of the Moon. The chieftain told us to make sure they come that way and that is what we must do.’ 
 ‘The bird-man is their leader,’ the first added, sinking back onto his haunches, looking down into the Hittite camp where the green-cloaked one was feeding a pair of falcons. 
 ‘Then he will be the first offering,’ the second grinned. 
 Silently, the pair withdrew unseen, into the night.  
   
 *** 

 

 Sixteen more days passed and, gradually, the Hittite party picked their way along the spine of the Bargylus range, seeing not a soul along the way. While the going was tortuously slow under the hot sun, they found what looked like a reasonable trail across the heights – far less debris to clear from their path than the earlier stretch. 
 ‘We are only a few days from the southern end of this range,’ Hattu said. ‘There we will find the city of Amur. There we will find Danil.’ 
 ‘And then what? Dagon replied. 
 ‘Then we free him and return,’ he replied confidently, certain there would be a way, and slide a cold blade into Volca’s neck at the same time, he added inwardly. ‘We will return Danil to King Niqmepa, and Ugarit will remain a steadfast ally. Pharaoh’s conquests will progress no further. There will be no war,’ he said, anger creeping into his voice as he thought of Ishtar. ‘We will return to Hattusa as heroes.’ 
 The men nearby rumbled in a throaty cheer. 
 Up ahead, Tanku fell to his haunches on a small track through a jungle of stinging weeds. ‘This way was cleared recently,’ he mused, examining the snapped branches and twines, his neck extending and switching around like a hound’s. ‘The Gods are with us, it seems.’ 
 Hattu eyed the corridor through the weeds then looked further ahead to see a patch of disturbed scree: a large boulder had been shifted to present them with a way onwards along the mountain chain. Yesterday they had found rocks piled to bridge a deep crevasse. The day before, they found a sea of gorse that would have blocked the way ahead entirely, burnt to nothing, the way open. The day before that when presented with two routes, one along the eastern edge of the heights and one along the west, they had been about to go west when a knot of mountain goats had bleated and stumbled clumsily on the eastern path. The promise of goat stew for their evening meal justified going that way. Hattu silently sighed in relief every time they came across these small blessings, but the stony, callused general in him almost resented the removal of hardships. More, there was a nagging sense that this was too convenient… too good to be true. 
 ‘But what choice have we?’ said Dagon, reading his thoughts. 
 ‘Aye, quite,’ Hattu agreed, waving the men on past the shifted boulder. 
 At dusk on the twentieth day on the mountain spine, they came to a pair of ragged peaks, striking into the sky almost like goat horns, the setting sun hanging in the col between them, dripping with fire. Either side of the horn-peaks, the mountains dropped sharply to the lowlands – burning Nuhashi on one side and green Amurru on the other. 
 ‘We make camp here,’ Hattu barked. 
 The men sat in circles, talking quietly amongst themselves, feet freed from their boots and bellies full of the last of the goat stew. Hattu took a cup of gently-warmed wine with his stew, but when he lay down he struggled to sleep. Something wasn’t right. When he did at last teeter on the brink of slumber, he suffered half-dreams – of Ishtar, of Volca, and then of Kurunta One-eye, berating him: open your eyes, Son of Ishtar, see what is happening around you. One piece of good fortune is a gift, two is a boon… three is a trick!

 He blinked his eyes open and saw that dawn was breaking. His shoulders ached from lying in a poor position and his cloak had slipped off him during the night. He rose, tired, cold and sore, but welcoming the rising sun’s amber glow and the first touch of morning heat. The rest of the men were still sleeping soundly, and he decided it might be best to let them rest for a little longer. Rolling his aching shoulders, he eyed the horn-peaks of the col, the sharp, wicked looking pinnacles almost calling out to him. A morning climb was the best way to warm the muscles and chase away any nagging pains or pulls. ‘I will be back soon,’ he told the knot of sentries as he took leave of the camp. 
 Zephyr and Tempest flew overhead in the morning winds as he ascended a narrow scree path which wound around the two horn peaks like a circlet. The sheer drop at the side of the path was dizzying, and looking up into the dawn-streaked heavens seemed to suck away any sense of balance. He came to a point where the winding path ended, and the gnarled, western horn projected up into the blue – as high as twelve men. Tempest settled on the very tip, almost goading him. 
 ‘Aye, well, it’s easy for you, isn’t it?’ he chuckled. Unhooking his cloak, drawing off his belt and tunic and sliding off his boots, the dawn wind bathing him. He crouched to pat dust onto his palms, scraping the soles of his feet there too. Back pressed to the rock, he edged round the tapering remnant of the path on his heels – until he was on the horn peak’s western face – his toes poking over the precipice and the drop towards Amurru’s lowlands. He then carefully turned around to face the rock, and slid his palms across the vertical surface until he felt a shallow indent. Bracing his shoulders, he lifted one leg and searched likewise, the toes pressing down on a lip of rock... and he was away! Up he climbed, finding the next crimps and wedges thanks to the dawn shadows. Thank you, Arinniti, Goddess of the Sun, he mouthed over his shoulder towards the now half-risen sun. Near the top, the horn peak bent outwards in an overhang – the province of a master climber. His mind flashed with childhood memories, of climbing with his brother, Sarpa. You can do it, his dead sibling encouraged him. His heart hammered with fear and exhilaration as he sought precious crevices that would allow him to jam in a hand or foot and walk, like a spider, along the overhang’s underside. The first was shallow, but he slid his palm in and made a fist – so it locked tight. The next was generous, his foot sliding in up to the ankle. Soon he was hanging, the drop below him so vast it was just a blue-ish haze of infinity and shadow – ending in some dry, sharp ravine bed, no doubt. His tail of hair and Atiya’s braid swung and juddered as he worked his way like this along the underside of the horn-tip. It required immense effort, working every part of his body and demanding a cool head. At last, he crawled round the end of the horn and levered himself up onto the tip. His heart was racing with excitement and pride, his mind ablaze with thoughts of Sarpa. The space on the tip was tight – the width and the length of a man. Tempest was already perched up there, and seemed disinclined to move and give him extra space. The effort of the climb had brought him out in a sweat, that and the growing heat of the sun. He faced east, beholding the golden sea of dust that was Nuhashi, thanking the Gods that at least he and his men did not have to venture out into that baked wilderness, then turned to face west, one leg dangling into the overhang, the amber glow of dawn warming his back, chasing the night shadows from Amurru’s forest-cloaked lowlands. From here he could see patches of green woods, vein-like clay gullies and winding rivers, elephants bathing and trumpeting in the shallows of a small lake. Somewhere down there was the city of Amur. They had to be close now. Niqmepa had described it as a fortress – the only walled settlement in this country. His grey eye ached as at last he spotted it: several danna away, almost invisible on the southwestern horizon were it not for the searching fingers of dawn. White-walled, glinting with gold and standing proud of the endless woods. 
 That would be their task now: to set down from these heights and pick their way through the forests and vales towards the city. He imagined himself and Dagon leading the others – like Gilgamesh and Enkidu in their legendary trek through the cedar woods. The notion brought a smile to his face. 
 He noticed from the corner of his eye how the moon – pale and ghostly in the morning sky, hung near the southern horizon. Anyone looking at it from the camp would see it cradled between these two horn peaks as the sun had been at dusk yesterday. His lips moved in words of prayer to Arma the Moon God. 
 Then: shrieeek!

 The cry nearly sent him toppling off the peak in fright. He and Tempest now shot matching foul looks at Zephyr, who had swooped down beside them. 
 ‘Aye, soon we will descend – from here and from these heights entirely. You will feast on the worms of Amurru,’ he laughed away his momentary fright. ‘Then when we return to Ugarit with Danil, King Niqmepa will feed you hamsters stuffed with fat mice.’ 
 But Zephyr stamped from one foot to the other, shrieking over and over, flaring her wings. 
 ‘Stuffed rabbit, then?’ Hattu bargained. ‘Or perhaps-’ he stopped. The bird’s mood was something he had learned to read. While Tempest was stronger and faster than his sister, Zephyr seemed more alert and sensitive to unexpected movement. ‘What’s wrong, girl?’ Zephyr’s eyes grew wide and a shadow stretched over him from behind. He swung round, just as a Habiru – dust-clad and naked apart from a rough loincloth – rose up, a jagged rock in his hands, held high over Hattu’s head, his wretched face contorted with malice. No room to move, Hattu realised, lest he slip from the perilous height and plunge into oblivion. Only one way to go. He sprang up like a hare, slamming his right shoulder into the man’s abdomen. The pair hurtled, interlocked, rolling down the inner slope of the horn-summit and tumbling into the col between the two ragged peaks. They fell so fast that the Habiru yelled in fright, only for both to crash onto the flat floor of the col, then rolled over to the point where Hattu had left his cloak and boots. The fall knocked the wind from Hattu’s lungs, but the Habiru seemed unhurt. The savage rose, pulling a fire-hardened club from a band on his back and swishing it at Hattu. Hattu reached for his dagger and felt like a fool when he felt the empty air where his belt should have been – the Habiru between him and his cloak, tunic, boots, belt and dagger. 
 The Habiru brought the club round, whacking Hattu’s thigh and nearly knocking him from his feet. He was strong, and fast, swinging the club back quickly for Hattu’s ankles, driving him towards the precipice just a few paces behind. Hattu just managed to leap up and over the swipe. The man swiped again and again, until Hattu had backed away to the edge of the path, his heels touching fresh air, the hazy drop behind him. The mountain savage’s face split in a rotten-toothed grin and he rushed forward, club levelled like a pole, set to shove Hattu over the edge. But when two falcons swooped past his face, the Habiru flailed for a trice, and it was just enough. Hattu grabbed the end of the club and pulled right, levering the Habiru on at his running speed towards the precipice, over which he flew, thrashing and roaring, to his doom. 
 Panting, Hattu’s eyes snapped back to the Hittite camp. He saw just tents and lazy wisps of early morning campfires, a few dozen soldiers now awake and cooking breakfast. His heart slowed, relieved… until he saw that the pale grey rocks and the dusty path near the camp were moving, writhing.

 Habiru, closing in on his unsuspecting men from every direction, like ants upon spilled honey. 
 ‘Men of the Storm,’ he bellowed, cupping his hands around his mouth so his voice would carry – and it did, like thunder. He saw the tiny figures of his soldiers swing round to the sound, cups and bowls in their hands. ‘To arms… to arms!’ he cried. 
 But before the call had travelled the short distance, the Habiru struck. They rose to their full height and fell upon the Hittite camp, breaking into chilling, high-pitched screams as they rushed the Hittite men. ‘Hooo-waah,’ they screamed. They held clubs, stolen swords and axes high, some carrying rocks. A few of them wore ancient and mismatched armour no doubt robbed from mountain travellers of old. They caught the sentries on the edge of the camp unaware, and Hattu saw their brutish weapons swinging, dashes of red leaping from Hittite heads as the clatter and clamour of battle rose up to fill the morning sky. 
 ‘No,’ Hattu snarled, breaking into a breakneck run back down from the horn peaks, not wasting the precious time it would take him to collect his belt and dagger. He slid and staggered on loose ground as he hurtled, armed only with the crude club he had snatched from the assailant on the peak, and saw the hideous Habiru leaping at and clamping onto his men like wolves, clawing at their faces, biting at men’s necks, stabbing them in a frenzy. The Storm men screamed and flailed, only some having had the chance to snatch up their weapons. Hattu whacked one Habiru across the back of the head with the fire-hardened club, felling the rogue instantly, then used the cudgel to block the sword-strike of another. The club shredded, and the sword blade slashed down across his chest, ripping a thin red line. He roared, weakened for that moment which allowed a second Habiru to rush him with a spear. The man loped for him, wide-eyed, and it was only another lance thrown from the side which took the foe in the cheek, destroyed his face and ended his day. 
 ‘General!’ a voice yelled from the source of the life-saving spear. 
 Hattu twisted to see Tanku, white cloak streaked red, tossing crossbands and twin swords at Hattu. Hattu jinked clear of another Habiru axe swipe, caught the bands, rolled once, drawing both blades then stood to bring them scissoring together around the axeman’s neck. The head leapt clear of the body – which ran on for another half-dozen steps. Hattu swung and fell to one knee to slash the legs of another and drive one blade through the back of a third who had pinned Kisna down. 
 Stinking bloodspray tinged the air, carried on the dawn breeze, as more and more Habiru poured from the crevices and from behind rocks. Young Natu swung a Hittite war-axe, slicing down into the chest of one Habiru, then pulling the weapon clear and deliberately to the side, the three fangs jutting from the back punching into the side of another’s head. But for every one that fell, three more seemed to crawl out of the rocks. 
 ‘There are too many of them!’ Sargis howled, shoulder-to-shoulder with Captain Babak and two other Kaskans – each wide-eyed at these apparitions of men attacking them. 
 At just that moment, the big Kaskan Captain was barged from his feet and set upon by a cluster of Habiru. 

No! Hattu mouthed. 
 ‘Argh-’ Hattu heard another cry from behind and recognised the voice at once. 
 He spun on his heel until his gaze snagged on Dagon, on his knees, pressed there by two Habiru while a third stood behind him, his head painted in furious red dye and a cloak of eagle feathers on his shoulders. He held aloft a club decorated with fang-like metal-shards, poised and ready to come down on Dagon’s crown. ‘Hooo-waah,’ the crimson-headed one screamed. 
 Hattu’s head switched between Babak and Dagon, and only when Tanku ran Babak’s assailant through was his decision made. He ducked a thrown rock, skidded past a trio who tried to intercept him, bounding for Dagon. But the distance was too great and the red-painted Habiru chieftain’s club was already swishing down for Dagon’s skull. His heart screamed for it not to be so. In a last hope, he threw one of his swords like a skimming stone, the blade whirring round and round. The sword cut cleanly through both of the crimson chieftain’s wrists. The man’s hands, still clutching the club, fell to the ground. The two men pinning Dagon were stunned for a moment, before Hattu raced up and slashed his second sword across both of their necks in one swipe, then brought the blade down, to drive the point hard into the shoulder of the red-painted leader. The blade sunk to the hilt, the Habiru chieftain vomited blood, his head convulsing and his spurting arm-stumps flailing, before he slid off the blade like tender meat, onto his knees and folded to the ground. 
 Hattu pivoted round, expecting more to be rushing for his back, but the Habiru seemed transformed, gawking at their dead chieftain, fright curdling their faces as they now dropped away, shrieking and wailing. 
 ‘What’s going on?’ Tanku panted, still in warrior-pose, ribbons of flesh dangling from his spear. Hundreds of the dust and now blood-clad savages poured away as fast as they had emerged. 
 ‘Their leader is dead. It seems they won’t fight without him,’ Dagon rasped, standing, patting his crown as if disbelieving it had not been staved in. Hattu heard a scrambling noise behind him and jerked round to see a young Habiru scurrying away with the dead leader’s savage cudgel. 
 Kisna raised his nocked bow. 
 ‘Let him go,’ Hattu said, raising an arm to block the archer. ‘They have had their moment of surprise.’ He looked over the ransacked camp – scores of dead Habiru, and fourteen slain Hittite soldiers, some with their heads smashed in. His stomach turned over when he saw the empty skull of one dead man, and the sight of one fleeing Habiru, clutching a pink-grey, bloody mass of brain in his hand. 
 Nearby, Tanku offered a hand to the downed Babak. 
 ‘That skin of wine you owe me for saving you at the avalanche. Now I owe you one too,’ Babak said as he rose, shakily. 
 ‘Tonight, we will drink them together,’ Tanku said as he hauled the Kaskan up. The pair embraced. Around them, other Hittites and Kaskans were clasping forearms or embracing likewise. In this strange land, on the edge of death, old rivalries had at last been left behind. 
 Hattu waved away an asu healer who tried to tend to the diagonal cuts on his chest. He was bleeding but not heavily – the air would soon seal the wound. He looked to the horn col and the rising sun, then down to the west, across the haze of Amurru’s lowlands to the distant, glinting jewel of Amur City. ‘Our journey along this mountain spine is over. We will bury our dead and then we will descend from these wretched heights.’ 

Further from home, closer to danger, Ishtar whispered to him. Very soon, there will be war, and she will die…

 One hand rose to touch the bloodied tear across his chest – a brutal and mocking contradiction to his mission of peaceful diplomacy. I will do as I pledged to King Niqmepa, I will win his loyalty, put a halt to the Egyptian advance… and then I will return to you, loved ones, he swore. There will be no war, and she will come to no harm.





Chapter 8

The Fallen Land
Early Autumn 1294 BC

   
 A few danna north of the city of Amur, crickets buzzed and fireflies floated near a pistachio tree by the reeds lining a shallow river. Djet the Egyptian scout slid his knife over the scales of a baked, whiskery barbel fish held on a charred stick, drawing its skin off carefully. He pressed the tip of the knife into the flesh and saw that it was cooked through, then speared a chunk of the white meat with the blade tip and popped it in his mouth, humming in pleasure at the sweet nourishment. His jaw and short, squared beard worked with gusto, his jug-ears rising and falling as droplets of grease spattered down his bare chest and spotted on his white kilt. He licked the remnant grease from his chubby fingers with delight. 
 ‘You see, peasant,’ he said in clumsy Amurrite, his knife wagging like a teacher’s finger at the bound, yellow-eyed man before him, ‘you should have run far, far away from here.’ He munched a few more generous mouthfuls of fish, then gave the rather grubby looking scraps to the rock-faced chariot warrior standing by his side. ‘Or bent your knee to your new masters. Amurru is ours, and you are an outlaw.’ 
 The trussed man struggled against his bonds, his dark moustache rising as he ground his teeth. ‘My name is Iranzi, I was a cadet in the king’s guard before you came to steal my homeland, and you are masters of nothing.’ 
 Djet’s face fell and darkened, the fringe of his waxy black hair shading his eyes. ‘Do you know what my master, Chaset, does to the rebels in this land?’ he said, picking fish flesh from between his teeth. ‘Others like you languish in the city’s cellars. You, like they, will now suffer a slow death, for Chaset will feed them to General Saruc – an expert torturer. He prefers to work in the dark and only give mercy to his victims at dawn. One man each night will suffer his blades and hooks. We have more than two hundred subjects in the cells,’ he said with the air of a man savouring the prospect of a wonderful meal. ‘Now I just have to decide whether to take you back to the city to join them, or to cut open your neck you here, with the rest of your group.’ He glanced downriver to the dark shapes there: shapes of young men impaled on stakes, bodies bent and burst where they had been forced down onto the pickets, rectum-first, the sharp tips rising from their torn, gawping mouths like swollen tongues. ‘It was brave of you to attack us. But did you really think seven peasants with cudgels and stones could better an Egyptian chariot?’ Djet rocked back where he sat, roaring at his own words, strands of fish and saliva hanging from his teeth. The chariot warrior laughed too, taking his cue a moment too late to lend it authenticity. ‘There’s a stake there, peasant, just for you. Would you prefer that?’ 
 A low rumble of distant thunder sounded. 
 Djet started in fright, then looked up at the skies, annoyed by its timing. 
 Iranzi laughed. ‘You have the heart of a mouse! One day Amurru will be free again and I will tread on your bones.’ 
 Djet rose and swept a hand back to strike the young man, but halted when he heard another dull rumble, somewhere in the north. More thunder? Low, close, and growing closer. 
 ‘Amurru is an insignificant patch of land, peasant. Don’t you know that? Your home is but the first stepping-stone for Pharaoh to stride across all Retenu, and to rap his sceptre on the door of the Hittite lands. A war is coming, peasant, a war that will turn the world on its-’ 
 He froze as the thunder clapped – far closer than before. Too close. Strangely, it was rolling not across the heavens but across the land. How could it be? He peered at the staked silhouettes and blinked. They were swaying, moving. ‘By the feathers of Isis!’ he warbled, seeing that the seven staked shadows had become many. A wall of shapes, the rumble now a distinct shushing of legs moving through grass and the chink of jangling bronze. What was this: the spirits of the dead risen and multiplied? 
 He stumbled to his feet and backed away. ‘Get on the chariot,’ he wailed to the charioteer, who gawped, then tossed down his skin of water and pulled a whip from his belt with jerky hands. Djet jostled to try to get onto the carriage too, but the big warrior was lumbering and slow. ‘Hurry, you fool, let me aboard,’ he wailed. But, from the dark ether of night, two shrieking shapes descended from above and clawed at his eyes before swooping away again. Djet fell back from the chariot. In the throes of panic, the big charioteer snapped his whip and the vehicle surged away. Djet, left behind, uttered some animal noise of utter desolation. He twisted back round to see the night swirling, and a green-cloaked demon leaping forth from the gloom and straight for him: its odd-coloured eyes were alive with revenge, hair black as night, its two curved blades swinging together for his neck. 
   
 *** 
   
 The Egyptian’s headless body crumpled and Hattu ran through the space he had been standing, now just a cloud of blood-mizzle. He staggered to a halt, seeing the lone chariot speeding west… in the direction of Amur. Amur and its Egyptian garrison. Hattu’s blood froze: if the alarm was raised, if the Egyptians found out they were here... A sense of disaster shot up through him like a copper bolt. But before he could even draw the breath to give an order to his bowmen, he heard the fumbling of one already at work. 
 ‘Aim well,’ he whispered, watching as Kisna fell to one knee, nocked and drew his bow. 

Thrum!

 The arrow sped true, into the night air, vanishing into the blackness. Hundreds of breaths were held. Dismay spread like a chill wind when nothing happened for a time, and then: whack!

 The chariot driver’s head shot back, his arms shooting out to the sides as he slumped to his knees on the war car’s floor, before tumbling from the back. The chariot itself slowed a little and the horses, now freed of the tense reins, arced around to the left, away from the city and back towards them. Many Hittite breaths were expelled in relief – disaster averted. Hattu shuddered with a tense sigh of relief, stroking Tempest and Zephyr as they returned to settle on his shoulders. With a series of whistles and hushed calls, Dagon managed to coax and calm the two blue-dun steeds. 
 ‘Sir,’ Natu called on him from a hummock. Hattu climbed up to see what the young soldier had spotted. There, across the forest roof, stood Amur, its white walls picked out by the first of the dawn’s rays as the tip of the sun peeked above the Bargylus heights behind them. It was far closer than Hattu had realised. The fortified palace-city was perched high upon a square, man-made mound of terracotta earth overlooking the surrounding woods and gullies. A gold-adorned acropolis bulged like a crown from the northwest corner of the interior. The battlements and the flagged ramp leading up to the main and well-fortified eastern gate were punctuated with Egyptian sentries. Hattu had only ever seen a few of Pharaoh’s soldiers before, and never had he faced one in battle. In the torchlight he could see their fawn skin and striped headdresses. They wore white linen kilts with leaf-shaped ‘shields’ of stiffened linen fastened to the front. Each also clutched a more conventional, pale hide shield and a spear. From their belts hung war axes and khopesh swords – bent like the rear leg of a running leopard. 
 ‘Libyans too,’ Kisna spat, he and Hattu’s best men joining them atop the hummock, ‘devious bastards… and expert bowmen.’ 
 Hattu followed his gaze. Up on the eastern gatehouse a pair of men stood on the crenels, peering out into the night. They were paler than the Egyptian spearmen, barefoot, draped in giraffe-skin capes and not much else apart from leather sheaths hanging from their otherwise naked groins, dangling to their knees, some to their shins. 
 ‘All for show,’ Sargis scoffed. ‘Hung like mice on a cold day, I’d bet.’ 
 ‘The winter mouse, that could be your new warrior name?’ Dagon whispered. 
 ‘Pardon?’ Sargis frowned, cupping a hand to his missing ear. 
 ‘The hunter’s nous – a new warrior name for you,’ Dagon ‘repeated’, feigning innocence. 
 Sargis looked rather satisfied with his new moniker, while Babak, Kisna and Tanku stifled laughter. 
 Hattu gave them all a glare that could cut through stone. ‘The city?’ 
 ‘Anyway, yes, those walls are too high for a ladder assault,’ Tanku surmised, scanning the thick white bulwark. 
 ‘The dirt mound is high too,’ Dagon agreed. ‘Too steep for war towers – even if we could hope to build and roll such engines close enough to the place without being spotted. The only good approach is that flagged ramp up to the main gate, but they have more watchmen there and on the gatehouse than we have here, I’d say.’ 
 ‘The watch is thick on every other stretch of parapet too,’ Sargis agreed, eyes following the many pin-pricks of torchlight bobbing slowly and rhythmically from corner tower to gatehouse, and again around what looked like an inner, and higher, citadel wall. 
 There would be no quick night assault on this place, Hattu realised. It made him feel like a fool: he had led his small band of men into this foreign land in the hope of rescuing a king’s son. yet everything before him insisted there was no way it could be done. As a general, he had garnered plenty of practice in evaluating a city or fortress and deducing how best it might be taken: siege to starvation, assault, rams or towers, offering terms. This high, well-defended bastion offered no answer. With less than three hundred men, he could not hope to storm or blockade the walls. They would have to watch the place, secretly test its defences and find its weaknesses. It would take time. 
 A cool breeze searched under his cloak, blowing a handful of fallen, golden leaves past him, reminding him of the season. Autumn was here. Winter was not far away. His martial veil slipped and he thought of his beloved Atiya and little Kurunta. His own promise to return to them before the snows came echoed in his head, mocking him. At the outset of the mission, he had assured his men of the same thing. But as soon as the blizzards began it would be too late to travel back. Yet they could not leave here until Danil was freed. And as soon as the snows did recede it would be spring, and Danil would be slaughtered as Pharaoh’s men had threatened. In every direction he tried to turn his thoughts, chains clanked and groaned. 
 Just then, one of the dawn’s searching fingers stretched out over the hummock. ‘Back,’ Hattu said, waving his retinue downhill to join the rest of the Hittite party, hidden in a shrinking strip of shade as the morning light poured over Amurru’s cedar woods. 
 All around them, the cicada song rose to greet the sun and birds darted and flitted between trees. A snap of rope sounded next to Hattu. Sargis had cut the bound man free, then led him over, at knifepoint, before Hattu. He was sun-darkened and gaunt and his eyes were tinged with yellow, his black hair short and wild. He was young but his thick, dark moustache gave him the look of an older man. He wore tattered, grubby white tunic and loose trousers, with a ragged strap of dark leather running shoulder to hip – some remnant of a banded cuirass, Hattu reckoned. An Amurrite. He combed through memories of Ruba’s lessons to recall the fundamentals of the Amurrite language. 
 ‘Who are you?’ Hattu said, finding the groove of the foreign tongue. 
 ‘I am Iranzi of the king’s guard, watcher of the southern walls,’ he said proudly, taking a band of white cloth from his belt and wrapping it expertly around his head in the way Amurrite soldiers did. ‘Well, I was.’ The fellow beheld the men who had saved him with an air of fear and awe, then he noticed Hattu’s odd eyes and his long tail of hair. ‘Hittites? You have come to free my land? Where is the rest of your great army?’ 
 Hattu said nothing. 
 ‘You come to free my kinsmen, the ones they hold inside the city?’ the man continued. 
 It was like a whetstone across Hattu’s senses. ‘You know of the ones held in Amur? Prince Danil of Ugarit?’ 
 The young man’s face was blank. ‘I do not know of a Danil, but many of the local men have been rounded up and taken inside the city. My fellow soldiers and I tried to stand against the Egyptians too, but there were so many of them and-’ he started, then choked with a sob as he glanced back to the staked Amurrite men. 
 Hattu placed a hand on his shoulder, gesturing to Sargis, who sheathed his dagger. ‘Their bodies will be honoured as soldiers’ would.’ 
 A low moan rose from the direction of Amur – the sound of misery and pain, quickly followed by the savage lash of a whip and a shrill scream. All heads snapped round to peer once again at the mound-city, now glowing like a white jewel in the morning sun. 
 Each watched in stony silence as, on the walls, a ragged, swaying Amurrite peasant was driven by Egyptian spear tips to the highest point of the walls. His bare back glinted with sweat and dark blood from a criss-cross of scourge marks. The Egyptian pair jabbed their spears forward lazily, and the peasant fell from the parapet, screaming, his limbs thrashing as he plummeted, only to jerk violently halfway down, his neck wrenched to one side by the thin rope looped around it, the other end fixed somewhere on the battlements. Only now, Hattu noticed the blackened, still shapes hanging from other points of the walls, the white stonework stained dark brown and red around them. Rotting corpses of others who had suffered the same fate. The crows clinging to these cadavers, ripping and pecking at the putrefying meat, took flight and settled on the new, fresher specimen. 
 Iranzi hammered a balled fist into a tree trunk and swallowed another sob. 
 Hattu’s eyes blazed, fixed on the trio standing upon the walls, watching the execution. 
 ‘Those are the three heads of the snake,’ said Iranzi, ‘Chaset, son of Pharaoh Seti, leader of the force occupying our land,’ he said, pointing at the black-wigged young man wearing a glittering, golden pectoral. ‘Saruc the Torturer,’ he said of the one with a curled beard and dark tressed hair, glistening with oil and flashed grey at the temples, wearing an ostentatious Assyrian soldier-gown, patterned with turquoise and yellow chevrons bearing an emblem of a soaring eagle. ‘He is a mercenary driven purely by greed and a love of torture.’ Then he pointed to the third man. ‘And that is-’ 
 Hattu shook as he raised a hand to stay Iranzi’s words, his smoke-grey eye stinging as he saw just a little further, a little more clearly: the trident, the helm crowned with demonic horns, the plate-sized copper earrings and the red cloak, and the lines of a smile on the bastard’s wicked, handsome face. Volca. ‘I know who that is. I will never forget.’ 
 The Hittite men dug a small grave for the staked peasants and buried the bodies. Unconsciously, Hattu crouched by the grave, took one of Ruba’s sea shells from his purse and placed it on the disturbed soil. May your journey into the Dark Earth be painless, he mouthed, then looked into the sky. It was still early morning, but the remaining shadows were peeling back now even from this shady spot at the foot of the hummock. They could not hope to assault the city, and they dare not remain in these lowlands lest they be seen, he realised, seeing the wheel ruts and boot prints of regular traffic in the nearby earth. 
 Just then, a rumble sounded. Men, moving through the cedar trees towards them from the city. Then, voices. Egyptian voices. 
 ‘A patrol,’ Kisna whispered, his keen eyes fixed on the forest. 
 ‘We cannot be seen,’ Hattu said, turning to his best men. All wore blank expressions; all darting looks here and there for some suitable place to hide. The sounds were growing close – too close. There was no time to hide – the trees at the edge of the woods shook now, the Egyptians about to emerge. Hattu’s mind raced. At the last, he issued a shrill whistle and flicked his shoulders up. Zephyr and Tempest took flight, up, up… and then they plunged down into the cedar trees some way north of the Hittite men. Like water thrown up by pebbles tossed into a pond, a storm of brightly-coloured songbirds exploded from the canopy of green, trilling and chirruping in a panicked chorus. 
 From the nearby trees, Hattu heard sharp voices hissing, snapping at one another: ‘Something moves over there, turn north,’ one spat. Within a few moments, they were gone. 
 Hattu and every one of his men let go of a tense breath, as Tempest and Zephyr swooped back to their master. 
 ‘You cannot hide in these parts,’ Iranzi said. ‘Patrols like that one comb the lowlands every hour.’ 
 ‘There must be somewhere we can go, somewhere to take stock and think,’ Hattu demanded. 
 Iranzi’s yellow-tinged eyes rolled one way and then the other in thought, before he backed away, waved a beckoning hand and hissed: ‘Come, come with me.’ 
 They sped along a shallow gully for a stretch, then spilled out at its end, speeding into a warren of bushes, away from Amur and back towards the Bargylus Mountains. 
 ‘To the heights again?’ Hattu asked as they went, still moving on their haunches. 
 Iranzi pointed up to a sprawling peak near the southern tip of the range, ringed with woods halfway up. ‘The Hill of Souls. We will be safe there… perhaps.’ 
 ‘Where is he taking us?’ Tanku demanded – he and the rest unused to the Amurrite language. 
 ‘The Hill of Souls,’ Hattu translated, gesturing to the peak. 
 ‘The Mill of Voles?’ Sargis asked, confused. 
 ‘The. Hill. Of. Souls,’ Babak clarified, bawling in his good ear. 
 ‘No need to shout,’ Sargis scowled. 
 ‘The Hill… of Souls?’ Tanku remarked flatly. ‘First the Valley of Bones, then the Hill of Souls. For once, just once, it would be make nice change to be headed somewhere that didn’t sound like a demon’s lair. The Rabbit Pass? The Kitten Meadows?’ 
 ‘I don’t know about the Kitten Meadows, but I can hear the sound of mewling,’ Babak said with a triumphant grin. 
 Tanku swung his head round with a look of fury that quickly melted into a playful smile. 
 ‘It is bleak and high, but nobody will come looking for you up there,’ Iranzi tried to reassure them. 
 Hattu translated and added: ‘A place to think,’ he reassured Dagon, then twisted his head to call back to the men following. ‘A place to plan how we will break open the shell of Amur and find Niqmepa’s boy, Danil… and then how we will return home, victorious.’ 
 ‘By Tarhunda, let it be,’ Tanku growled, many others mutedly rumbling in agreement. 
   
 *** 
   
 In a night-darkened chamber, Volca stared at the pale moonlight reflection on the polished bronze shield. His eyes ran up over his green-painted, armless scale corselet, the wide gold band clinging to his sculpted right bicep, the pinned red cloth of his cloak and then his handsome face… and finally across the sight of his scabrous, skinless crown, just a ring of golden hair remaining. ‘They will all pay,’ he said equanimously. 
 He played it all out in his mind again: the people of the Isle of the Sherden rising up to put down his coup, scalping him and exiling him. The wretched Hittites falling for his deceptions, their king decaying to nothing thanks to his poison, only for them to chase him from their lands, robbing him of the station of power he had so nearly acquired there. Now Pharaoh had given him shelter, and once again he had worked his way close to a mighty throne. 
 He would work his way even closer, in good time. But the seeds of hatred, of unreaped revenge, had been growing too. The fruits they promised were just as tantalising as his dreams of power. The new Hittite King, Muwa, and his brother, Hattu, had been the ones to expose him and chase him from the Hittite realm. They would have to pay first, when he had power enough. That both still lived was irksome: he had lobbied Pharaoh Seti more than once to allow him to send instruction to the few precious men – venal, dissolute, cutthroat types – he had made acquaintance with in his time in Hittite lands, to guide them and their blades towards the two brothers. All it would take was a simple message. But Seti, damn him, refused, clinging to some scrap of honour between Great Kings. 
 Hearing a clamour from the hall nearby, he lifted the horned helm – a piece Pharaoh had commissioned for him to replace the one he had lost in his flight from the Hittite brothers. It slipped over his ruined scalp perfectly, and his narrow nose bent over a thin smile. 
 He strode to the hall. Fawn-skinned, bare-chested Egyptian nefru warriors stood like pillars around the edges, each lifting and stamping the haft of their spear once on the stone floor to salute him. He glided past the row of Amurrite peasant insurgents kneeling on the floor and passed under the giant birdcage suspended from the vaulted ceiling. Benteshina, the King of Amurru was slumped inside it, broken. He looked much older than his thirty-seven summers. But perhaps that was down to the tousled, blood-matted hair, the broken nose and smashed teeth… and the nightly ritual of watching his countrymen being flayed and tormented before him. Volca saw the cur was still rocking back and forth, muttering the same few words repeatedly, as he had been since that day the Egyptian storm had rolled into and seized these lands: One day the blade will turn, and the world will turn upon its tip. One day the blade will turn, and the world will turn upon its tip. One day the blade will turn, and the world will turn upon its tip…

 He climbed the stone steps at the far end of the hall and settled into the throne of Amurru, flexing his fingers on the knobbly workings of silver on the arms. It had taken some time to finally rest upon such a chair, yet this was but a petty seat of power. Once again, he thought of Pharaoh’s golden chair… 
 ‘Come, Saruc,’ a shrill voice echoed through the stony hall. ‘Let us choose who will die tonight.’ 
 Volca started, swinging his ice-blue eyes to the duo entering from the hall’s other side. Chaset, the pig-headed and pampered son of Pharaoh Seti. A mere boy who had inherited none of his father’s imperious looks, his chubby face and hooded eyes giving him the air of a slovenly and dim creature. But without him, Volca would not be here. Seti had assigned him to Chaset’s side as an advisor while he was away dealing with the Niblani uprising. He offered Chaset a beatific smile, and rose humbly to allow the Egyptian Prince to take the throne, all the while reminding himself inwardly: power in Egypt didn’t always require blood-ties. Seti’s father had been adopted. Perhaps if something happened to his two sons, the door to power might just creak open in a similar way? He clasped his fingers behind his back, satisfied for now. 
 In Chaset’s wake came Saruc, the Assyrian torturer, his pleasant face bright with enthusiasm. His dark hair, flashed grey at the temples, was perfectly preened into a tumbling aventail and his curled beard hung to the chest of his cream robe. His silver-threaded slippers squeaked as he paced back and forth along the line of kneeling men. 
 ‘It is almost dawn,’ Chaset screeched – a voice that could strip paint from a shield – shuffling around on the throne in impatience, ‘did you not say the darkness is best for your business?’ 
 ‘Indeed, Master Chaset,’ Saruc agreed. He paced once more along the line of five kneeling peasants, then stopped at one, an older man, his chin speckled with grey stubble. Saruc stroked the man’s head, smoothing his hair, then spoke to him like a doting father. ‘You will die tonight, and you will be grateful for the moment you do. For what is to come before then will be…’ he leaned in to whisper in the man’s ear, ‘insufferable.’ 
 With a clap of the hands, the two Egyptian brutes either side of the kneeling line pounced upon the older warrior and dragged him backwards. The man’s face contorted in confusion and fright, until they slammed him against a timber frame, pulling his arms and legs out to form an X before strapping leather thongs around his wrists and ankles then tearing off his grubby loincloth. 
 ‘A good hunter knows how to skin his catch,’ Saruc said, circling the bound man. He gently drew on a pair of white linen mitts and an apron, then took a small, curved knife, ‘lest the meat be spoiled.’ 
 Volca arched an eyebrow, intrigued. Now this would be a fine show. He imagined the bound man as one of the Sherden islanders who had peeled off his scalp. A taste of sweet, sweet revenge. 
 Saruc traced the tip of the knife around the old man’s waist. Volca’s lips rose at one side as he saw the red line that blossomed there like a belt. There was a hiatus, then a cry of pain as blood rolled down the fellow’s thighs and crotch in thick runnels. 
 The old man’s face spasmed in panic. ‘Ba’al, protect me. El, shine upon me.’ 
 Up in the bird cage, Benteshina coiled into a ball, hugging his knees. 
 Chaset squealed with laughter now, clapping his hands in appreciation. 
 Saruc cleaned and sheathed his knife, then held up one finger for calm, ‘Amateur skinners make the mistake of doing too much cutting and hacking,’ he said, ‘when it really only takes one careful sweep.’ He flexed his fingers and positioned each white-mitted hand near the crimson incision on the old man’s hips. ‘The rest of the effort is with the hands,’ he said, suddenly plunging his fingertips into the open wound, searching down under the waist skin with a sucking, snapping sound. ‘The secret is to be… quick!’ With a sharp, downwards, wrench of the arms, Saruc tore the old man’s skin down like a pair of trews, all the way to his knees. The noise the old warrior made was inhuman, like an animal mangled in a trap, his face agape and skywards. His genitals and thighs were now just skinless, red meat – glistening like the innards of a pomegranate. 
 Next, Saruc dug his fingers into the upper hem of the man’s skin, ready to wrench upwards as if tearing off a tunic. Chaset leaned forward on his throne. ‘Yes… yes!’ Volca’s eyes widened in anticipation also. 
 But the moment was spoiled – ruined – by the rattle of footsteps. An Egyptian messenger burst in through the main doors, his face dripping with sweat. 
 ‘Master,’ he panted, addressing Saruc. The torturer spun round like one interrupted from their evening meal. 
 ‘Masters,’ the messenger corrected himself, offering a curt bow to Volca and Chaset too. ‘On our patrol we found something, something strange.’ 
 Volca’s brow dipped. 
 ‘Downriver, we stumbled across a forest of stakes. Encrusted with blood as if men had been impaled upon them. Nearby, we found disturbed earth: when we dug at it we found the bodies of local peasants. They had dark holes in their chests.’ 
 ‘Djet,’ Saruc said. ‘I taught him how to impale prisoners.’ Then his demeanour changed, eyes narrowing. ‘But not to bury them. The enjoyment is in leaving the corpses there to rot.’ 
 ‘Where is Djet?’ Volca asked. 
 ‘He has not been seen since the night before last, Master Volca,’ said the messenger. ‘And… and we found this too,’ he drew from his bag a scrap of cloth, part of a yellow chevron sullied by dark brown bloodstains. 
 ‘Djet is dead,’ said Volca flatly. ‘Whoever killed him buried the staked men.’ He turned away to look out over the dark bands of blue night sky and the obsidian-dark woods and gullies of Amurru’s lowlands, wondering just how many more petty bands of Amurrite insurgents lurked out there. A nuisance, nothing more, he mused. 
 ‘There was something strange about the burial too,’ the scout continued. 
 Volca’s head turned a fraction so he could see the scout from the corner of his eye. ‘Strange, how?’ 
 The messenger’s shoulders rose in a shrug. ‘It wasn’t an Amurrite burial, I know that much. The bodies were laid out in an unusual direction. Each man was side-by-side, their heads pointing-’ 
 Volca’s skin prickled with a hunter’s instinct as he turned fully back to the scout now. ‘Towards the dawn. A little to the southeast?’ 
 The man’s eyes rolled from side to side in thought. ‘Yes, how did you know?’ 
 Volca took a slow, sweet breath. ‘On top of the soil, was there anything there?’ 
 The man licked his dry lips. ‘No, nothing. Well, there were a few shells.’ 
 Volca laughed long and loud. 
 ‘Something amuses you, Sherden?’ Chaset screeched. 
 ‘It is a Hittite burial.’ Volca said, turning back to the window again, regarding the black land with a keen, hawkish eye. 
 ‘Hittites, here?’ Chaset scoffed. 
 ‘We knew they would come, eventually,’ Volca reasoned. 
 ‘The Hittite Army cannot possibly be here yet,’ Chaset laughed, waving his palms upwards to rouse his nefru guards into sycophantic hilarity at Volca’s expense. ‘We have men watching the approaches from the north and they have reported nothing.’ 
 ‘Not an army then. A reconnaissance party, perhaps?’ Volca mused, irked by the boy-leader’s continuous disrespect. ‘We should increase the number and frequency of patrols, cast keener eyes across the land.’ 
 ‘I will not chase shadows, Volca,’ Chaset insisted. ‘Not on the basis of a grave mound and a sea shell.’ 
 But Volca was barely listening. The thorny vines of vengeance tightened around his heart. There were no Hittite garrisons near these lands. The closest was in Halpa, the Hittite Viceroyalty faraway to the north. That left only one possibility: the Hittite delegation that was despatched to Ugarit. His men in Hittite lands had passed news of this to him, describing the paltry size of the force… and the identity of the leader. ‘He is here,’ Volca purred. 
 ‘What? Who?’ Chaset snapped. 
 Volca spun on his heel and pinned the Pharaoh’s son with his glare. ‘Prince Hattu is here. Here to rescue Danil… just as we hoped. When Pharaoh returns to these parts to resume his conquests, we might just have for him a greater prize than he ever hoped for.’ 




Chapter 9

The Crimson Shore
Winter 1294 BC

   
 A surly sky rolled over the bay of Gubla and the grey waters of the Lower Sea crashed and foamed along the waterline in the skirling, chill winds. Five thousand dark-skinned Niblani warriors, wrapped in hides and armed with clubs and spears, backed towards the shallows in a panicked cluster, shouting and lamenting amongst themselves, weapons held out towards the crescent of Egyptian bronze pinning them against the sea in a maw of nocked bows, levelled lances, axes and swords. Horses whinnied from the vast chariot wing, front and centre, the golden war cars serried and ready. The Army of Ra was primed and awaiting the word of its master. 
 Pharaoh Seti, dead centre of the crescent, chose to make his army wait. He stared at the trapped rebels on the shoreline, his sun-darkened mien like stone, his sapphire war-helm and cuirass of crossed bronze-wings gleaming even in the grey gloom. 
 ‘Now you understand why we flushed these rats from the hills, Ramesses?’ Seti said quietly to the boy by his side, peeking over the rim of the chariot. 
 ‘I think so, Father. The hills are rough and full of perils. But these flat grounds are good for the chariots, and now there is no hiding place for the Niblani.’ 
 ‘Exactly. Now the Niblani will be punished for their rebellion. After this day is done, we can plan our return to Amurru.’ 
 ‘To see Chaset!’ Ramesses yelped in excitement. ‘I have missed my brother terribly in these last moons.’ 
 ‘We will be reunited with Chaset, and then the soldiers of Ra can roll even further north. Retenu entire will fall before me. I will march my men to within sight of the Hittite palaces in their wretched heartlands.’ 
 ‘I miss home, Father,’ said Ramesses, his tone at odds with Seti’s. 
 Seti cast a disdainful look down at his youngest. The boy had yet to develop a soldier’s heart. ‘Home? The world entire will be your home when our glory is complete. The kingdoms of Retenu were once ours, and they must be so again. Because prestige depends upon it,’ he raised his voice now with every clause, turning to address his serried ranks. ‘Because the Gods demand it!’ he boomed. 
 Now the crescent of soldiers exploded in an earth-shaking frenzy of cheering, weapons waving, battering against their shields. 
 ‘Army of Ra, Plentiful of Valour,’ Seti raised a hand, then chopped it down like an axe, towards the cowering Niblani. ‘Let death rain upon our foes.’ 
 With a terrible groan of many thousands of bows, then a collective hiss like a plague of adders, the sky turned from grey to black, as arrows sped into the air then plunged down upon the terrified Niblani rebels. The many shieldless amongst them spun and fell in cloudbursts of blood, clutching shafts that had pierced deep into eye-sockets, throats, shoulders and chests. They fell like grain sloughing from a pile. Terrible screams pealed across the bay, and the sand became a churn of red. Bodies splashed and floated face down, bobbing along the shoreline. 
 Seti’s eyes were unblinking, watching, waiting for the moment. 
 ‘Father, they are beaten. Look – see how they throw down their weapons. Some are on their knees, pleading,’ Ramesses said, tugging at the scales of Seti’s kilt. ‘They can live on as field workers now.’ 
 ‘I brought you here to harden you, boy, to encase your heart in stone. For it must be this way. A merciful leader is a weak leader. These men must die – all of them,’ he growled, his attentions on the fragmenting Niblani mass. Space. Space for chariots to pass through, for warriors to pour into. 
 He twisted to sweep his gaze across the crescent of waiting and eager soldiers behind him, his shoulder and chest muscles bulging as he swept an arm overhead, waving them forward. ‘Charge – Destroy them!’ 
 The crescent of bronze dissolved into a flood of running men and chariots jerking to life, converging on the trapped Niblani rebels like closing talons. ‘Drive!’ he snarled at young Ramesses, shocked and hesitant. But the boy snapped to life, thrashing the whip over the two white stallions so the royal chariot jerked forward as part of the charge. Seti felt the wind of the ride on his face, the salt-spray of the sea, the thunder of the blood in his ears. This would be the making of him. This would be the start of his glorious conquest of the world. 
 Forerunning chariots sped right up to the wailing Niblani cluster, the drivers tugging and squeezing the reins to drive the battle cars across the Niblani front, the archers on each car then nocking and loosing arrow after arrow, some hurling spears down into the shoulders of men, channelling the incredible force generated by the momentum of their chariot. This assault was enough to further break up the Niblani mass. Footsoldiers thundered into the depths of the Niblani lot, khopesh swords and spears spinning in a blur of bronze, blood flying like the chaff of a bleak harvest. Kneeling Niblani, hands clasped in pleas for mercy, were offed without a moment of thought. One took a spear through his begging mouth, another an axe, hard, into the vertex of his skull. 
 Seti drew and nocked his bow as his chariot sped into the enemy masses and closed on the central group of Niblani – the bald, bearded man at their centre the leader of the rebellion. His chest rippled under the eagle-wing armour, the bow shivered under tension and then: thrum, the arrow sped forth and slammed into the bald man’s shoulder. 
 ‘Curse you to the burning sands,’ Seti growled, seeing the rebel leader stagger backwards into the foaming shallows, clutching his wound, his protectors falling away around him. ‘Take me into the low water,’ he roared at Ramesses. 
 ‘But Father, we should wait for-’ 
 ‘Do it,’ he screamed. 
 The chariot bucked and jounced over wet corpses, then two fountains of thick spume shot up as the vehicle sped into the shallows, heading straight for the Niblani leader. Seti nocked and drew again. Thrum, the arrow sped straight for his face this time, but the man stumbled to his knees, the arrow instead shooting through the space where his head had been. 
 Enraged, heart aflame with battle-lust, Seti clamped a hand on the edge of the chariot and vaulted from its side, splashing down and lurching through the knee-deep, freezing waters. He sliced the head from one would-be attacker, then drew from his belt the fanged flail, lashing it out across the space between he and the struggling Niblani leader. The barbed whip coiled around the man’s neck. With one mighty pull, Seti wrenched the fellow back towards him, the force of it tearing skin from the wretch’s neck. He jerked the flail to free it, then drew out his golden sceptre. It was a weapon of ceremony, but by all the Gods, was battle not the most wonderful of ceremonies? 
 With a cry that split the bay in two, he hefted the sceptre and brought it crashing down on the Niblani leader’s bald head with a thick clunk. The man’s head spasmed and rebounded, seemingly undamaged, before his wide and stunned eyes rolled up in their sockets and blood seeped from the eyelids and his ears. ‘Who are you to divert me from my destiny?’ Seti cried like a bear, bringing the sceptre down again. This time the weapon made less noise, and it sank deep into the bag of skin and shattered bone that was the Niblani leader’s head. ‘You will walk in the blackness, spurned by the Gods,’ he seethed, bringing the sceptre down again. A jet of white exploded from the Niblani man’s eye sockets, then red-streaked, milky ooze followed. Seti grabbed the lifeless body by the hide collar and struck again. This time, like a drinking skin full of wine and mud, the ruined head burst, thick blood, bone pieces, brain and stinking mucus showering all nearby. 
 Seti stared at the stump that was left of the Niblani leader’s head, his face locked in a demonic rictus and dripping with filth. The journey to greatness had begun… 
 Then he heard a small voice, somewhere behind him. ‘Father!’ it screamed. 
 Every patch of his skin crept as he dropped the body, stood tall and turned to see, amidst the one-sided fray and some way distant from him, his chariot, on its side. Ramesses lay beside it, pinned on his back in the foam of the shoreline, a Niblani sitting on him holding a rock overhead, ready to bring it down upon his youngest’s face. 
 Seti, Horus of Gold, Lord of the Two Lands, Falcon King, Son of Ra, was a mere father again, frozen in horror, impotent, about to be robbed of one of his two beloved sons. At once the shell around his heart cracked. The rock came swishing down, and Seti heard a new cry, hoarse and sickening. His own, as he sank to his knees, one hand outstretched in the direction of his son’s last moments. ‘No!’ 
 But a bronze khopesh blade came round and embedded itself deep into the rock-holder’s back. The man spasmed, the rock falling aside and he toppling away into the shore of bodies. Ramesses scrambled back, crying, hugging his knees to his chest as he took shelter in the overturned chariot. 
 Seti staggered through the shallows, gawping, the filthy sceptre falling from his hand. All around him, cheers of victory rang out as the last of the Niblani were despatched. The day was won. But Seti cared not a bit. 
 He crouched by Ramesses, drawing him close, staring into the now-red waters. ‘What have I become?’ he whispered. ‘To prize the broken skull of an enemy over my own son’s life? By all the Gods, what have I become?’ 
 ‘Mighty Pharaoh,’ one soldier cried joyously, ‘The day is ours. The rebellion is over.’ 
 ‘Now the conquest of Retenu can continue,’ another boomed, eliciting a great cheer. 
 Ramesses sobbed into his chest. ‘Why do you so lust for war, Father, why? I care only for my loved ones – for you and Chaset. Were anyone to harm either of you then yes, I would make war with all my heart, a war of vengeance. But the greatness you seek, the war of reputation? It seems pale to me.’ 
 Seti hugged his boy tight, his eyes searching the blood-red sand, the question taking root deep in his mind. How many sons had died already in the taking of Amurru and in these Niblani wars? He tried to press back together the split shell around his heart, to find the fiery ambition that had driven him to prepare for this great campaign of conquest, but it was like closing a great bronze city gate that was stuck fast in the sand. He realised a strange thing: without Volca the Sherden by his side, it was even harder to ignore those strange, weak feelings. The promise of emulating the great Thutmosis seemed pale now – just as Ramesses had described it. Were there not more worthy things in a man’s life than war and glory? The very words sounded foreign as they scampered through his mind, and they would not stop. He stood tall after a time, his army falling silent. 
 ‘We will see out the rest of winter in Gubla.’ 
 ‘Pharaoh?’ one commander gasped. ‘There is still time to travel back into Amurru before the worst of the winter. There we will be better positioned to-’ 
 Pharaoh stared at him, withering the man in moments. ‘We see out winter in Gubla,’ he repeated, ‘I have much thinking to do. Come spring, I will know what is right.’ 




Chapter 10

Bronze and Blood
Midwinter 1294 BC

   
 King Muwa leaned on the half-wall lining the roof’s edge, the snow-coated city of Nesa spreading out before him. The ‘Hill of Ashes’, as it was known, watched over ancient crossroads where traders would pass in neverending flows during the warm months, the tolls exacted going a long way to keeping the Hittite treasury healthy. It even kept its beggars in comfort with its wide streets and fine wards. At this high palace reserved for royal visits, Muwa had enjoyed soft beds, fine garments and bounteous feasts in the months since his arrival. He cared not a bit for any of these fineries, longing with every passing day to be rid of them and to tackle the demons that had drawn him here. 
 He looked out over the countryside, cloaked in white too, bright against the moody grey sky. The Kestel hills, rising just west of the city, were like pillowy clouds. The nearest of them bore a brutal, dark scar across one face. The snowbound plain before the mine entrance was dotted with men – thousands of them, ready and waiting. An army of workers, gathered from Nesa and from every other city and town in the Kizzuwadna vassal region. After months of talks and preparation, the Kestel mines were ready to be reopened. The deepest seams of tin would be found, and new regiments would be armed and armoured well. He tugged the lacing from the purple-threaded gown he was wearing and let the overly-soft garment slide to the floor. Pulling on his soldier boots and dark, frayed and itchy – delightfully itchy – robe, he clipped his old warrior belt around his waist. 
 He turned towards the door leading back down into the palace, knowing his wagon would be ready to drive him out to the mine entrance and the waiting men. But he halted, seeing a man rise from the steps and onto the roof to stand before him. The fellow was freezing, his long black hair clumped with ice in places, his leather headband supporting a halo of snow. His lips were blue and he hugged the collars of his rough white jacket tightly together, shivering. 
 ‘My Sun,’ the man said through chattering teeth, falling to one knee and saluting with his left fist. ‘I bring news from Hattusa. General Kassu has returned from Troy. The Ahhiyawan raiding bands have been warded off and peace has been restored.’ 
 Muwa felt a shiver of pride. The ancient alliance with the Trojans would be even stronger now. But the fellow’s face told him there was more. ‘Go on.’ 
 ‘I have nothing more to report, My Sun.’ 
 Muwa frowned. ‘Surely you do. News of the West and… of the east? My brother, what report does he bring back from Ugarit?’ 
 The messenger gulped. ‘Prince Hattu has not returned, My Sun. There has been no word of him whatsoever.’ 
 ‘But he was to return before the cold season,’ Muwa said. 
 The messenger nodded, adding nothing more. 
 Muwa’s gaze darted, following the snow floating between him and the kneeling man as if each flake might hold an answer. He turned to the roof’s edge and scooped a handful of snow, letting it crumble between his fingers. No man could travel from Retenu back to these parts in this season. Where are you, Brother? he mouthed, struck with horror at the dozens of possibilities that danced through his mind. Worse, it was too late now even to send a messenger to Ugarit, to trace Hattu’s route. He made a decision there and then: as soon as spring came, he would have his fastest men set out. It eased his concern for a moment, only for a cloak of guilt to settle on his shoulders like the falling snow as he looked off to the east. While Hattu had led an ambassadorial sortie towards the troubling Egyptian borders, he – as king and deputy of the Storm God and Sun Goddess, expected to face the darkest foes and win – had ventured only a short way from home, across the Red River and into this tame vassal-region, directly south of the heartlands. To work a mine. Hardly the actions of a courageous king. 
 ‘You chose wisely, My Sun,’ another voice spoke. 
 Muwa turned to see that the messenger was gone and Uranda was there instead. She wore a robe as pale as the snow and her cheeks were rosy in the bitter air. ‘No. I let my brother convince me that he should march east with a mere escort. I should have made him take an army.’ He tossed down the remaining snow in his palm. ‘Or I should have gone myself.’ 
 Uranda stepped forward and took his hands in hers, rubbing them to give them warmth. ‘No king makes perfect choices every time. What matters is that you made your choices for the right reasons. Hattu is in the east to put a halt to a war – a war that would be a disaster for all. You are here because you know that the only thing that will inspire those people to enter the ancient mines is the sight of their king leading them into the bowels of those hills.’ 
 The words were fair and soothing. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close, her sweet scent reminding him of their bed in Hattusa. ‘But damn, if you weren’t here I would have lost my mind by now,’ he sighed. ‘And how I miss my boy.’ 
 Uranda kissed him lightly around the mouth. ‘Urhi-Teshub will be safer in Hattusa, and he will be well looked-after by Danuhepa and Atiya. Paa will teach him well, and the generals assured me he would be kept busy when he was not being tutored.’ She planted a full, warm and sensual kiss right on his lips and stroked a hand down his chest. ‘Now go, King Muwa, lead your people. Conquer the mines as you conquered my heart.’ 
 She left him standing there, emboldened and assured. He turned to look west, eyeing the mines with the look of a vanquisher, before striding down from the rooftop. Within the hour, his wagon brought him before the army of miners – men in kilts and winter cloaks, chisels and pick axes resting against their shoulders. They did not sport the muscled shoulders of warriors, or wear animal teeth in their long, dark hair in the way veterans did, but they were strong, willing, excited by the promise of shared reward and a stronger army to protect their lands. Muwa hopped from his wagon, a pair of Mesedi rushing to flank him. Jaru the Royal Metalsmith hobbled over to join them, his apprentice Lakki following like a faithful hound. 
 ‘I have called you here from the warm hearths of your homes in this most inhospitable month of the year. Why?’ Muwa boomed as he crunched to and fro before the army of miners, his breath clouding. He plucked an unattended pick from the ground and hefted it like a sword. ‘To slay the demon that lives within that cave.’ Their faces stretched in fear at the choice of words. ‘The demon,’ he said, holding a finger aloft, ‘is the lie – the lie that the deepest seams of tin are cursed and unreachable. The falsehood that it can never be ours.’ A hubbub of murmuring rose as men spoke of their own understanding of the caves – stories passed down from older generations. ‘March with me, let us face the lie and destroy it. Let us bring to the surface the precious tin. You will all be paid handsomely for your efforts. New regiments will walk encased in bronze to protect your families. You will be remembered as heroes – legends who strode into this dark cave and coaxed it to cough up its secrets. For our country, for our Gods,’ he cried, shaking the pick overhead like a battle sword. 
 The mass of men exploded in agreement. Muwa turned and led them into the wide, low granite maw of the mine entrance. Inside, the riot of echoing footsteps was deafening. The place was a honeycomb of caves and a nexus of scarred tunnels shooting off in every different direction, and the air felt like it had gone unbreathed, unstirred, for an age. White streaks made by the edges of the last miners’ tools, a generation ago, served as signposts, beckoning them down the widest tunnel. They passed a high pile of granite rockfall, pricked with white bones and shattered skulls, and the hubbub of voices quietened as if the miners were afraid of waking the bones. The search for the deepest seams – purple in colour, legend claimed – had meant death for those men, but still Muwa strode on. They had to go further. 
 ‘Left,’ Jaru guided them when they reached a fork, a scribe guiding them with the aid of an old tablet describing the mine’s labyrinthine tunnel system. A series of left and rights followed and then they descended a set of wide rock-cut stairs that seemed to go on forever, their ears popping so far down did they go. The air here was stale and the walls damp with rivulets of underground streams. Eventually, they came to a large chamber and a dead end – a solid wall of yellowish-gray bedrock. ‘Here it is, My Sun,’ Jaru said, eyeing the stone as if it was a god. ‘This is as far as they got before the shafts up above began to collapse.’ Upon the rock was a message, etched there by the last miners. 
 The scribe squinted and read the faded script: ‘Beyond lies the realm of death, the Dark Earth itself. Set down your tools and turn back, lest you wish to lie forever in this dark and silent tomb…’ realising this was not an entirely helpful thing to read aloud, he dropped his voice to a hush as he finished speaking, hoping the miner army would not hear. Unfortunately, the hushed words echoed around the cavern, crystal-clear. The men began to mutter and grumble fearful, snatched words. 
 Muwa’s top lip twitched in annoyance. He had not worked all summer to arrange this just for some ancient scrawl to scupper everything. He saw the noblemen from whose estates the miners had come, standing to the rear as haughty observers, standing out like peacocks amongst pigeons with their patterned robes and false charioteer’s belts. They too were jabbering amongst themselves, their words laced with concern. He had worked hardest of all to convince them to commit their subjects to this endeavour. Meeting their eyes in a continuous, sweeping gaze, he took up his pick axe, swung away from them and brought the sharpened tip round and into the wall of stone with a stark clunk!

 The sound rang around the chamber, echoing forever, the clamour of concern ending abruptly. 

Clunk! He went again, dust and grit spraying back at him. A slate-like section of the rock face slewed to the ground with a rumble, taking the grim etching with it. ‘For your Gods,’ Muwa panted, looking back at them, ‘for your country,’ he finished then swung back to the wall. Clunk, clunk, clunk.

 A fresh murmur rose amongst the masses, roused by the sight of their king at work – just as Uranda had said it would be. A moment later, they surged forward like a battle line and set to work, the chamber exploding with the sound of many tools biting into stone and soon, cheering, as large sections of stone crumbled away. Hours later, Muwa took a moment to step back – his robes wet with perspiration and caked in stone dust, his hair grey from it too. 
 Jaru watched with his hands behind his back, the ostrich neck craned and following every ingress made by the miners’ tools. Three new tunnels were hewn, each dozens of strides deep and gradually burrowing downwards. Lakki scampered up and down the new tunnels to check their depth every so often, overseeing the workers who fitted timber struts around the weaker sections. ‘This is a marvellous thing, My Sun. We might find the treasure in the rock within days. Days!’ 
 Muwa laughed and shook Jaru by the shoulder. ‘And they said it could not be done.’ 
 The nobles looked on in a mixture of grudging respect and awe. In the days to follow, Muwa, back aching and hands blistered, found himself joined at the rock face by old Jaru and the nobles too. Yet Jaru’s optimism proved premature: for half a moon they worked at the three new tunnels, the air growing cold as winter reached its depths. Day after day they went at it with no reward. Until one day when the rocky face crumbled in a shower of dust to reveal a natural cavern. Winking within were tiny traces of tin, embedded in the walls. A signpost to the legendary deepest purple seams. 
 They mined downwards from this cavern, and it was the first day of a fresh moon when they broke into a new cavity. Echoes and strange whispers rose and fell in those parts, and even the torchlight struggled to penetrate the gloom. But it was the first part of their prize: a great cave, this time criss-crossed with good bands of tin. 
 ‘Not the legendary deepest purple seams, but enough to cast fresh swords, helms and scale jackets for an entire regiment,’ Jaru proclaimed. Muwa turned on the spot, agape at the sheer amount of the precious metal. 
 ‘By the Goddess of the Earth,’ one nobleman cried aloud. 
 ‘More tin than I have seen in my lifetime,’ another boomed. 
 Muwa felt the ground shiver under him. Dust puffed down from above. He and Jaru looked at the natural pillar of rock in the centre of the chamber. It appeared to be mostly tin, rising from floor to ceiling. The puffing dust was coming from the ceiling around the pillar. He and Jaru shared a look. Jaru made eyes at Lakki, who grunted something at the workers bearing the strut-timbers. 
 But before the workers could get to work on securing and reinforcing the chamber sides, one of the overly-excited nobles now ran towards the pillar of rock, pick axe in hand. ‘Let the first harvest of tin be mine,’ he said as he swung his axe back. Jaru and Muwa cried out in unison. ‘No!’ 

Clang! the axe whacked into the pillar’s thinnest section. 
 A stark crack of breaking rock rang out. The pillar crumbled, the noble gawped up to the ceiling, and a massive chunk of rock came free and slammed down on top of him, destroying him like a mallet would a melon. A rain of grit fell, then larger rocks, battering the miners. The chamber shuddered violently. 
 ‘Out, out!’ Muwa roared at them, backing away to the entrance as the cavern jolted violently, great sections of rock now tumbling down. Jaru yanked him free of one falling monolith just as the showering fall became a deluge. The Royal Metalsmith shoved Muwa, hard, through the chamber entrance then leapt out himself. A breath later, the chamber collapsed in on itself. Many hundreds of screams rose before a dense cloud of grey dust spewed from the chamber mouth, blinding and choking those who had escaped. A moment later, all was still and silent. The chamber mouth was gone, filled – a slab of granite having slid down to cover the entrance like gritted teeth. 
 Muwa blinked, seeing Jaru, Lakki, a handful of nobles and less than half of his miner workforce blinking back at him, all agape. 
 ‘The God of the Dark Earth, Aplu, has spoken,’ one man lamented, tears cutting through the grey dust on his face. 
 Muwa thanked Jaru then thanked the Gods that he had not perished, then felt a great sadness for those crushed. It made him think of his brother, and pray for him too. Finally, he thought of Urhi-Teshub and thanked the Gods that he had not brought his boy here from Hattusa. 
   
 *** 
   
 ‘I will not!’ Urhi-Teshub insisted, sitting back from the table, folding his arms, twisting his head dramatically away to stare majestically out from the open window and across Hattusa’s snowbound citadel grounds. 
 Atiya sighed, her shoulders sagging. The broad knife remained in her hand, topped with a slice of rosy-skinned apple, hovering in front of the young prince’s mouth. But the boy’s lips were sealed tight as a clamshell. She saw the recalcitrant and playful glint in his eyes, and new this game had only just begun. He could be such a rogue – and his behaviour was only amplified now that Muwa and Uranda were absent in the southern mining lands. ‘You haven’t eaten all day. The orchards bore few barrels of fruit this year,’ she reasoned, ‘you should be grateful to have sweet apples – the boys in the lower town will be eating dry, hard bread.’ 
 ‘Then toss the apple down to them,’ Urhi-Teshub said. ‘We can watch them fight for it.’ 
 ‘Urhi-Teshub, you will one day be the leader of these people. Like your father. Would King Muwa like to hear you say things like that?’ 
 ‘I imagine he would, for it would mean he had incredible hearing,’ Urhi-Teshub sniggered. 
 A toddler’s giggle sounded from behind her. Little Kurunta, sitting on Great Queen Danuhepa’s knee, found it all too amusing when his elder brother threw a strop. Atiya cast her adopted boy a less-than motherly look. Danuhepa laughed and kissed the tot on the head. ‘The wonders of being a step-grandparent,’ she purred. ‘I can enjoy the easy moments and make my excuses when tempers flare.’ 
 Now Atiya arched an eyebrow at the Tawannana. ‘Perhaps you’d like to feed Urhi-Teshub and I’ll look after my boy?’ 
 Danuhepa looked towards the window with a look of feigned innocence and deafness. ‘My, it is snowing hard out there. Perhaps I should add more logs to the hearth?’ Up she got, leading the tottering Kurunta by the hand, crouching by the hearth to restock the crackling fire, letting the tot help by lifting a copper poker and prodding at the embers. The flames rose and a new heat filled the room, spiced with the scent of cherry wood. A bloodhound – one of Muwa’s dogs – slumbering on a woven rug there sighed in ecstasy, back legs stretching and shuddering, while her dozen tiny pups lay in a huddle at her belly, full of their mother’s milk and asleep. 
 Atiya looked at the still untouched apple slice, then enviously eyed the bloodhound and her obedient young ones. 
 ‘Maybe Urhi-Teshub and I should go over our lessons?’ said another voice from the far side of the room. ‘Hungry work, I’d imagine.’ 
 Atiya twisted to Paa, Urhi-Teshub’s tutor. Still, his mere presence made her feel uncomfortable, like trying to sleep when one knows a ghastly insect is somewhere in the room. But his teachings worked, tempering the boy’s lust for misadventure. Paa would take him through the epic poems and the lad would soon be repeating them along with him, unaware that he was learning. These sessions provided welcome moments of respite between the lad’s usual wildness. 
 ‘Very well,’ she said, twisting to offer the knife and the still-uneaten apple slice. 
 As if struck by lightning, one of the bloodhound’s many pups shot up, one ear aloft and the other folded over the top of its head. It scrambled over in a frenzy of tiny, skating legs, then bounded up to snatch in its little jaws the apple slice from the knife, before backing away, munching without a hint of guilt, ears flapping up and down comically. 
 Atiya trembled with fury, but just when she was about to scream at the puppy, it sat down and wagged its tiny tail obediently, gazing up at her with innocent eyes. 
 First, Paa laughed, then Danuhepa, then little Kurunta, who hopped on the spot and clapped his hands. Urhi-Teshub stared agog at the now fruitless knife. Atiya sighed – a sigh that rolled into a deep chuckle. She crouched and stroked the pup’s soft head and amber ears as it skipped past her to settle down by the hearth again at its mother’s belly, circling on the spot a few times before thumping down unceremoniously, its rear end landing square on another sleeping pup’s face. 
 Atiya set the knife down on the table and kissed Urhi-Teshub on the top of the head. ‘So next time, you’ll eat, yes? Else the dogs will have it.’ 
 Urhi-Teshub was still speechless. 
 ‘Bro-ther,’ Kurunta mumbled, still playing near the fire. 
 Atiya started, her head swinging to her own boy. Every word he spoke now was like a nail in the heart of the whispers about his weakness and the ridiculous rumours that he was possessed by some dark spirit. ‘What was that, my darling?’ she coaxed him. 
 ‘Bro-ther, foo,’ he said again, pointing at Urhi-Teshub, his bulbous eyes rolling a little in their sockets as he spoke. 
 Atiya and the tutor shared a proud and wordless look. For all she disliked Paa, the man’s lessons did seem to be rubbing off on Kurunta: the tot had often been in the room during Urhi-Teshub’s lessons, and she wondered if he had picked up words from the epic poems. 
 Atiya crouched by the hearth to look him in those watery, large eyes. ‘My boy, your father will be so proud when he hears you speaking. He will-’ 
 ‘Brother, foo!’ Kurunta bawled, his face wrinkling with infant rage, one arm batting Atiya’s copper moon necklace, sending it looping round to rest on her shoulder blade. Such strength in the strike, she thought, shocked and proud at the same time. He pointed a tiny finger at the plate with the apple – one slice missing – and the knife. 
 ‘You want more food?’ 
 ‘Brother!’ he exploded with rage now. ‘Bad dog took foo! Bad dog.’ 
 Exasperated, Atiya stood. ‘Urhi-Teshub, perhaps next time you should do as you are asked, so as not to upset little Kurunta?’ 
 Urhi-Teshub smirked and shrugged. 
 ‘Leave him to us,’ Danuhepa said, sidling over to the recalcitrant boy. ‘Paa will teach, and I will eat the rest of that del-icious apple.’ 
 Atiya watched as the pair took a low stool each and flanked the boy. The Great Queen began slicing the fruit. Paa started droning – he had all Ruba’s knowledge, but little of his charisma – about the tale of Illuyanka the demon serpent. ‘There was a great battle between the serpent and the Storm God, Tarhunda. You know that Tarhunda sometimes goes by another name. Now, what is it again?’ he said, clumsily feigning forgetfulness. 
 Urhi-Teshub’s eyes darted and then his face lit up in a gleeful smile. He batted his chest. ‘Teshub! My name!’ 
 ‘Yes,’ Paa laughed. 
 Like a striking snake, Danuhepa’s hand shot up to pop a piece of apple into Urhi-Teshub’s open lips. Without hesitation, the boy chewed, eyes fixed on Paa as the story continued. Even little Kurunta had calmed down, now sitting peacefully by the slumbering dogs, petting them. Atiya glared sourly at the lot of them. ‘Well seeing as I’m not needed here…’ she said. Nobody even noticed or replied. 
 She strode from the chamber, letting the door slam behind her. Gorru and Orax the Mesedi pair were standing there as ever. 
 ‘Princess Atiya, allow me to escort you,’ Gorru called after her, stepping forward to shadow her. 
 ‘Not now!’ she exploded over her shoulder and strode on, sending the hairy giant scuttling back to his post. Along the chilly palace corridor she went, seeking a place to let her temper cool, then up the stone staircase to the upper floor and along the wooden boards of the hallway there. She came to her and Hattu’s bedchamber. As soon as she entered, her anger evaporated… only to be replaced by a deep sense of sadness. 
 ‘Where are you?’ she whispered, opening the latch on the shutters to reveal the snow-blanketed acropolis grounds – busy with servants, cooks, maids, stablehands and sentries padding back and forth in the heavy fall. The freezing air touched her, stung her nostrils and searched inside her robes as she stared off into the eastern winter sky. She clasped her arms around herself and closed her eyes, thinking of Hattu, finding a spark of warmth in the chamber of memories. 

I will return before winter comes, Hattu’s words echoed in her thoughts. This was the true seed of her ire with the boys. She traced her fingertips down the braid he had tied in her hair in the nights before he had left, a thickness rising in her throat, willing into her mind an image of Hattu and his men trekking back home now. But she knew it could not be so given the snows. Even the people had started to talk: what had befallen their prince? ‘I asked you once before, when we were but children, Hattu: Come back to me. Do not break my heart.’ 
 She felt a sudden need to return to the boys. Speeding back downstairs and through the palace, she held the folds of her long robe in her hands, her amber earrings and moon necklace swinging. The boys would get another chance to eat, she mused, and this time they would eat in the company of a patient mother and aunt. She swung into the palace scullery, where a trio of servants were busy shovelling freshly baked bread from the ovens. She didn’t even have to point at one, before a baker placed it on a tray and bowed, handing it to her. She smiled, turning away and towards the dining chamber. Nudging the door open, her smile sagged when she saw that the room was empty. No, not empty, she realised, seeing the small shape near the hearth. One of the bloodhound’s puppies. Perhaps it might enjoy a corner of bread. 
 ‘Here boy,’ she said, stepping towards it. It was the impudent one who had stolen the apple slice, she realised, seeing its amber ears. ‘Here bo-’ she stopped, the breath held prisoner in her throat, her eyes enslaved by the sight of the poker lodged deep in the tiny, dead creature’s side. She dropped the tray with a clatter and backed away. 
 ‘Princess Atiya?’ said Orax, rushing in upon hearing the noise. 
 Atiya could not speak, gaze still affixed on the dead dog. What was this ugly, horrific thing? Who would commit such an act? ‘Who else came in while I was away?’ she said, her voice trembling. 
 ‘Nobody, Mistress,’ Orax insisted. 

Who was in the room? she asked herself. Kurunta, Urhi-Teshub, Danuhepa… and Paa? 
 ‘The Great Queen took her leave while the tutor finished the boys’ lesson, then those three drained away one by one too,’ Gorru explained. 

Paa, she mouthed. ‘Where are they now?’ 
 ‘The boys?’ Gorru said. ‘They are somewhere in the ground outside, playing with a leather ball in the snow.’ 
 ‘And Paa?’ 
 ‘With them.’  
 ‘Find the boys,’ she screamed. ‘Find them!’ 
 The clatter of the Mesedi pair’s footsteps rose then faded, leaving Atiya alone. She could not tear her eyes from the slaughtered pup. More than ever, she wanted Hattu here with her. 




Chapter 11

Hill of Souls
Midwinter 1293 BC

   
 Sixteen danna east of Amur, on the slopes of the Hill of Souls, snow tumbled gently. Tendrils of pale smoke rose into the crisp winter air from a small spur on the peak’s higher parts. A cluster of simple huts and bivouac tents were arrayed in a circle there. Hittite soldiers and mules trudged back and forth through the shin-deep snow, coming in from the wooded parts of the slopes, bearing baskets of winter berries or with limp deer and rabbits cast over their shoulders. More ferried armfuls of timber and hawthorn kindling – a firewood that would produce a good heat but little smoke and so keep their location secret. After four months in this fallen land, they had still not been spotted by the Egyptian occupiers. 
 But that in itself was no victory, thought Hattu, on his haunches, warming his hands over the fire, pinching the flesh to force the blood to flow, the cold stinging his nostrils and his breath clouding in the air. It had been a long and fruitless winter. His eyes worked their way across the southern horizon slowly once more, the smoky-grey one aching, affording him flashes of what lay even further in the distance. He could not see all the way to Amur, but he could spot the movement of the patrols across the countryside: shaking trees, disturbed birds, campfire smoke – rising in carelessly dark and voluminous plumes. 
 The Egyptian scouting parties had thickened soon after they arrived here: from groups of ten to packs of fifty, roving like wolf packs. They hadn’t ventured onto this hill or rest of the Bargylus slopes, however, and Hattu was quite sure he knew why. 

‘Hooo-waah!’ a distant cry sounded from the north, further along the Bargylus range. Hattu bent his head round to look that way. The Habiru knew of the Hittites’ presence here on the southern end of the sierra. Equally, Hattu knew they would no longer be no threat. It had happened on a climb one morning – amidst a wintry gale. He had found his way to the peak of the Hill of Souls and perched there, shielding his eyes from the driving snow and gazing east across the Nuhashi dustlands – now a strange grey in these deep winter months. Behind him, he had heard a gentle crunch of feet moving through snow. Swinging round, he saw the boy Habiru, the one who had snatched the club from the dying, crimson-headed leader, on an outcrop just below the peak. The boy and Hattu had stared at one another for a short time, the blizzard scudding around them, before the boy swiped a hand through the air in some gesture of respect or truce. A wretched but blessed armistice. 
 A scuffling and grunting broke his chain of thoughts: Dagon, Babak and Kisna hoisted a skinned, spitted deer carcass onto a frame over the fire, before squatting down to sit with Hattu. They poured warmed berry juice into cups from a copper pot. As the deer slowly cooked, Hattu sipped his juice, sour but pleasantly warming, eyeing Amurru’s lowlands through the flames of the fire, poring over matters. They had scouted down there, probing every hill, dell and meadow for a good approach to the city of Amur… but to no avail. Amur’s walls were like cliffs, and the tops never sported less than five hundred men. There was no way in. Failure rested on Hattu’s shoulders like a blanket. 
 He took an offered plate of deer meat and bread, tore a piece from the bread and chewed upon it. It was warm and delicious but his appetite was weak. I’d rather be chewing on turf in the streets of Hattusa, he thought. 
 He looked around his finest men, knowing all were surely thinking of the same thing. When the first flakes of snow had fallen around them it had been like manacles clacking shut around their wrists and ankles. There could be no return to Hittite lands now. Even if they could afford to abandon the mission to rescue Danil, the lofty passes through the White Mountains would be thick with snow – shin-deep here meant neck-deep in those towering heights. 
 ‘We are caught on barbed horns,’ Dagon muttered as he slowly smeared deer fat across his bare chest and arms – providing more warmth than any layer of furs. ‘Before spring we must break open a well-walled city to free this Danil and keep the alliance with Ugarit intact. But to do so we need an army. Yet we are in a strange land with no army and no hope of summoning one from friendly lands in time.’ 

There will be war, Ishtar purred in Hattu’s head, and she will die…

 Hattu put his plate to one side. 
 Kisna busied himself drawing lines in the snow with a twig, outlining the city of Amur and the hills and woods nearby. ‘The approaches to Amur are few, we know that much now. Even the Army of Ra must have struggled to take the place.’ 
 Tanku sat cross-legged in the fireside snow, scraping the bristles from his chin with the edge of a knife. ‘The Amurrites must have been lax in their watch when it happened. Now, the place crawls with sentries. Nobody could break into that castle.’ He stabbed his knife into the snow. ‘Not even an army of lions.’ 
 Hattu felt a memory rise from the deep and crawl across his tongue. ‘When a commander has few soldiers, he must recruit deception.’ 
 All looked up. All vaguely remembering Kurunta One-eye snarling this at them one day in their training year, somewhere high on the red fells near the Fields of Bronze. 
 ‘It is not lions we need, but mice,’ Dagon said quietly, nodding slowly, understanding. 
 ‘Eh?’ Tanku frowned. 
 ‘All we need to do is find the prison pens within and free Danil,’ Hattu explained. He noticed Iranzi had come to stand nearby, ‘and the Amurrite men. We can be like mice. Steal inside Amur in a way that only a mouse could, unseen, unheard. Ropes and blackened faces might allow a few men onto the battlements.’ He rose and moved over to Kisna’s snow drawing. ‘First past the outer wall. Then the inner citadel wall. Then…’ his words trailed off as he realised he had absolutely no clue as to the whereabouts of the city’s prison, or Danil. He dropped the twig. ‘We lack even the knowledge to do this.’ 
 ‘There is a way,’ Iranzi said. 
 All looked round. Iranzi, head and torso wrapped in white cloth to protect him from the cold, stood, looking over the snow map. Most of Hattu’s men understood him now and he them – teaching each other their respective tongues had helped pass these lonely and uncertain nights. ‘My great grandfather helped design Amur. When he used to tell me of it and all its quirks and secrets, I was young and I did not listen. But my Uncle Galeg, he absorbed the stories like sea sponge. Those walls are not impregnable. There are ways for a man to sneak in.’ 
 ‘Where is your uncle?’ Hattu said, rising. 
 Iranzi’s face slackened. ‘Where does a rainbow meet the earth? My uncle was with me in the woods in the days before you saved me. We were separated when hiding from a patrol. Now, he could be anywhere,’ he gestured westwards, across the lowlands of Amurru. ‘He has friends in many villages though. I would expect he is taking shelter with one of them.’ 
 Hattu and his men stood together, gazing down over the winter lowland of frosted woods, ice-veined gullies and snow-capped hills. There were many villages down there. Clearings spotted with huts, vales lined with farmsteads. Moving villages too – the homes of the nomads and passing traders. 
 Hattu took a slice of fatty deer meat from his plate, chewing a piece absently. It was tender, the succulent juices coating his tongue and lifting his spirits. ‘On our way up here, we passed a village at the foot of this very slope. Dozens of them saw us. They have not yet betrayed us. The other villages will be the same?’ 
 ‘Certainly,’ Iranzi said stiffly. ‘None wanted our land to fall under the heel of an Egyptian sandal.’ 
 ‘Most would surely seek to help us,’ Dagon cut in. ‘I saw one Egyptian patrol draw near these mountains yesterday. They entered the village down there, dragged out a man from his home and beat him until his wife brought for them some trinkets and copper cups. This is an occupied land, a land of hated masters.’ 
 Hattu sipped again on his berry juice, mulling over the idea. The key to Amur was in the shape of a man. This Galeg might be their only chance. ‘We will travel in small groups – of no more than three men – to each village. Iranzi, can you mark out their positions?’ He handed Iranzi a twig and gestured towards the existing snow map. ‘We should dress and act as Amurrites, speak Amurrite too. You can teach my men the most common words they do not already know?’ 
 Iranzi, already dotting out the locations of villages in relation to the Hill of Souls and the City of Amur, nodded. ‘It would make a change from teaching them how to swear in Amurrite,’ he grinned, flashing a look at Sargis and Tanku, both rather gormless as they obliviously chewed at their food. 
 Each day, small parties descended from the heights, picking their way down through the snowy stretches to reach the frosty flats below. Dressed in rough hides and barefoot – in the guise of shepherds, their long and distinctly Hittite hair wound up and hidden within headscarves – they soon became indistinguishable from the frequent clusters of wandering traders and herdsmen. When Babak and one of his Kaskan men went, both rubbed earth on their faces to disguise their now sun-burnished but clearly different skin. They even took goats and sheep with them and walked with shepherds’ crooks so as not to arouse suspicion. 
 Hattu watched keenly for their return each night. On the first night, there was good news: the men had spoken to a villager who knew of Galeg, and thought he might now be in a more westerly settlement. But on the second day, the party sent there reported that Galeg had moved on to a coastal village for fear of being caught. On the seventh day, the Hittites who trekked all the way to that shoreline village returned to the Hill of Souls to report that the occupants had never seen – or heard – of a Galeg. On it went like this for more than a moon, chasing whispers and shadows. The men brought back news and sometimes small gifts – the Amurrite villagers sympathetic to the Hittite cause – of wheat or wine. One day, Galmi and Natu returned to the Hill of Souls not with Galeg, or with gifts, but with a leather scabbard. 
 ‘One of the Egyptian patrols must have dropped it,’ said Galmi excitedly, on his haunches around the fire with a cluster of others that night, holding the scabbard proudly. 
 ‘Look at the stitching, the quality of the leather. It is a good find,’ Natu agreed. 
 ‘Only,’ Galmi added uncertainly, ‘it… smells, funny.’ He leaned forward cagily, sniffing the scabbard opening as a man might check forgotten milk. ‘A bit like cheese and,’ he leaned forward a little more, sticking out his tongue to touch the tip to the scabbard mouth, ‘tastes like it too. I wonder-’ 
 ‘That’s not a scabbard,’ Iranzi said casually, shaving the skin from carrots and lopping them into a copper vat, ‘it’s a penis sheath – from one of the Libyan archers.’ 
 Galmi’s head twisted round to Iranzi, aghast. As if he realised he was holding a venomous snake, he yelped and tossed the sheath into the fire. ‘You could have told me before I tasted it!’ 
 A beat of silence, then… 
 ‘Yes,’ said Iranzi with a bright, toothy smile, ‘I could have.’  
 The men exploded with laughter. 
 Spirits remained high as the search for Galeg continued, but none could find the man they sought. Then one day, something unexpected happened: while Hattu was waiting on two men from Sargis’ Mountain Wolves to return from their stint of searching, he noticed not two figures climbing back up the weaving mountain path, but three. His heart soared. They had found Galeg! His lungs swelled to call to the others – busying themselves skinning roots and butchering hares for tonight’s meal – when he realised with a horrible shiver that they were three strangers. 
 ‘Spears!’ he hissed. At once, the Hittite sentries dotted along the edge of the camp spur spun to grab their lances and face down the slope, bronze spear tips pointing like accusatory fingers. Kisna and five archers held creaking, trained bows on them also. 
 The three men halted, their faces agape in fright at the snarling, long-haired wall of men facing them above. 
 Hattu glared down at them: each wore a moustache and their skin was tanned like Iranzi’s. 
 One held out his hands to the sides. ‘We come in peace. Your men visited our village yesterday in search of Galeg.’ 
 ‘And he was not there,’ Hattu finished for them, still suspicious. 
 ‘No, but we thought we might help you anyway. Our people are suffering terribly under the Egyptian patrols.’ 
 ‘Can you fight?’ Tanku said, bumping his spear haft into the ground in a challenge. 
 ‘We once were part of the Amurrite army, before the Egyptians stole our land,’ the man replied. He drew from his back a long, cloth-wrapped pole of some sort, pulling the cloth away to reveal a lengthy spear topped with a claw-like tip. Another opened his cloak, revealing his white tunic and loose trousers underneath, his body strapped with dark leather as a form of crude armour. ‘Now we will stand with any who oppose the occupiers.’ 
 Hattu glared at the trio for a time, then thought of the men he had lost to the Habiru, and of the importance of keeping the Amurrite people’s sympathies. He flicked his head and the three climbed up and onto the spur. Over the following moon, more Amurrite men trickled up onto the Hill of Souls. Some were ex-soldiers like the first three, and some merely eager farmers. At first, he set them to foraging for berries and hunting for deer, boar, goat and hare on the mountain’s lower slopes. But when there were more than fifty newcomers, and they like his three companies seemed to be itching for more challenging tasks, Hattu assigned them – and Iranzi – to Sargis’ depleted Mountain Wolves and Kisna’s Spitting Bows. When more men came in, he let them train as a unit of their own. 
 So, by day, the Amurrites and the Hittite men not descending into the lowlands to search for Galeg climbed to the peak of the Hill of Souls for an intensive training session. The peak was clad in thick snow, and a bitter wind raged there every hour of the day. Hattu and Dagon watched from a nearby rock as the session commenced, their cloaks rapping in the gale, their bare arms and legs smeared with deer fat. 
 Sargis and Babak roared at the Mountain Wolves and the Soaring Hawks as they faced Kisna’s Spitting Bows and the now ninety-strong contingent of Amurrite volunteers. The Wolves and the Hawks stood like a wall, spears poking through the gaps in their shields’ slim waists. Kisna’s men, perched up on a long shelf of rock like crows, offered a covering barrage of blunted arrows as the Amurrites tried to shuffle round one way then another towards the flank of the opponents – like a boxer looking for a killer hook, their claw-spears longer than the Hittite lances. Both sides fought well and with passion, the Wolves and the Hawks winning by a narrow margin. 
 ‘Next, we storm the walls,’ Sargis said, reading Hattu’s signal. He ushered Kisna’s men down from the man-high rocky shelf and stationed the Wolves up there instead. The Wolves took their positions like parapet sentries, and the other three groups were tasked with storming this ‘wall’. Much shouting and swearing commenced. One of Kisna’s men attempted to climb the wall amidst a flurry of spear butts trying to poke him back down, but he was resilient, getting two hands and one knee on the top of the rocky shelf. But as he tried to lever himself up fully, Galmi of the Wolves dunted him hard on the shoulder with his spear butt. In retaliation, Kisna’s man stretched his neck forward and bit down on Galmi’s crotch with gusto, a hard chomp of teeth ringing out. Galmi’s scream was inaudible, but somewhere on the slope a pack of wild dogs began howling. On they fought, with the lone company atop the ridge holding its own. 
 ‘If it comes to it – if we have no other way – will we try to storm Amur’s walls?’ Dagon asked, reading the training, seeing into Hattu’s thoughts. 
 Hattu stared into the scudding spray of snow. ‘If it comes to it, aye. But we will find Galeg,’ he said quietly. 
   
 *** 
   
 One late winter’s day, many cold moons after the search for Galeg had started, Hattu awoke to the sound of his men speaking in sombre tones near his bivouac. 
 ‘We are chasing a spirit,’ young Natu said. ‘This Galeg does not exist.’ 
 Hattu felt the instinctive urge to confront the soldier, but then he noticed something: his breath was not clouding before him. The winter was almost over. Spring was nearly here. The time to rescue Danil was slipping away. He said nothing to Natu. Instead rising and eating a swift breakfast of bread smeared with goat fat. That day he left the overseeing of training to Sargis, while he and Dagon took a turn at visiting one of the nearby villages, Tanku and Babak going to another. If Galeg was still alive, then they would find him. Today. 
 They had to, or all would be lost. 
 Both wore linen wrapped around their heads and most of their faces as they descended from the snowy slopes and onto the frosty lowlands. The pair walked lazily so any patrolling Egyptian eyes would dismiss them as mere herdsmen. Zephyr and Tempest circled and banked overhead in the crisp, blue sky, somewhat mischievously swooping down at the handful of goats walking with them. They trekked through a rocky rift, the stone the colour of sunset, then crossed a small stream, part-frozen but fed by many meltwater brooks. Spring is almost here, Ishtar purred in his head. 
 At midday, they came to a boulder-strewn track, studded with shrubs and goat thorn, which wound through a jagged corridor between two steep hills jewelled with frost. The sounds and smells of life came from beyond – the tink-tink of tools, the low babble of voices and a sweet waft of woodsmoke. 
 They walked through the corridor until it opened into a pleasant, sheltered vale distinguished on one side by a pale green waterfall, the glassy waters winking in the winter sun as they toppled over age-smoothed chalky rock banded in cream and pale purple. Wooden huts and shacks were dotted around, brewers, tanners, smiths, bakers and carpenters at work on the porches of their homes and workshops, game drying on racks, women weaving, milking goats, grinding grain and washing clothes in the pool by the foot of the waterfall. The nearest people looked up at the newcomers with suspicious eyes at first. But, seeing just a pair of herdsmen, they relaxed and returned to their duties. It was only when Hattu entered the village chieftain’s hut – a pale mud cupola, gloomy inside – uninvited, that the chief’s bodyguard leapt to attention, scrambling up from a stool near the hearth and grabbing a pole to hold it like a spear. 
 ‘At ease,’ Hattu said, holding up the palms of both hands. 
 ‘Who are you?’ the guard grunted as Hattu drew his linen hood down, his long, tumbling locks falling free. 
 ‘Shalem walks,’ the knobbly chieftain said, rising behind his guard and placing a calming hand on his man’s shoulder to step ahead of him. ‘Those eyes, and that wild, midnight hair,’ he whispered. ‘You are not of this land. You are the ones hiding in the White Mountains. Hittites.’ 
 ‘Your one-time allies,’ Hattu replied quietly. 
 ‘Still. Always,’ the chieftain whispered. 
 The guard now lowered his pole a little, and the chieftain beckoned them to sit by the stone-ring hearth where asses’ dung burned with a low flame. A woman rose from the rear of the hut to bring them cups of hot root brew – sweet and earthy. 
 ‘You choose to dwell in the mountains?’ the chieftain said in disbelief. ‘You know what else lives up there, don’t you?’ 
 ‘We seem to have reached a level of understanding with the Habiru,’ Hattu said flatly. 
 ‘How many of you are there?’ asked the chieftain, his eyes sparkling with excitement. 
 Hattu hesitated, unsure of the wisdom of revealing their strength. ‘A few hundred,’ he said, not counting the ninety or so villagers they had already drawn to their cause. 
 The man sat back with a sigh, the excitement sliding from his face. ‘Amur will never be retaken by a small band like yours. One of my villagers – an acrobat – was taken into the citadel,’ the chieftain said. ‘Chaset, son of Seti, and his men enjoy watching dancers and he calls upon them most nights. He told me how every door is guarded and gated, every one of the high thick walls are walked day and night.’ 
 ‘Did he see or hear of Danil of Ugarit?’ Hattu asked. 
 The chieftain’s face stayed blank. 
 Hattu sighed and willed himself to believe that King Niqmepa’s son was still alive within the bowels of Amur. ‘It matters not. I came here to ask you about someone else. There is a man I am looking for. A man we must find if we are to have any hope of rescuing Danil. His name is Galeg.’ 
 ‘I want no trouble,’ the chieftain said. 
 ‘Then you must help us,’ Dagon cut in. ‘This is no way to live,’ he gestured to the door, through which the people worked with their heads down. ‘When will the next person be taken to Amur’s dungeons? When will the next trader, herder or farmer be beaten or murdered on the routes around the countryside? The only way to guarantee your people’s safety is to help us.’ 
 ‘But more than anything else, I want my people to be safe,’ the chieftain continued, unconvinced. 
 From the shadows at the back of the tent, a grubby hand rested on the chieftain’s shoulder. ‘Do not worry, old friend, these are good men, I can tell.’ 
 Hattu and Dagon straightened in surprise as a tall, unwashed man stepped into the light. He wore his hair in a nest of cloth like Iranzi, and bore the same yellowish tinge in the whites of his eyes, with deep age lines stretching out near his temples and lines of grey in his black moustache. 
 ‘Galeg,’ Hattu said with a shiver of realisation. 
 ‘Your nephew, Iranzi, said you could help us,’ Dagon added. 
 ‘Ah, then the young rogue is well? I feared for him when we became separated in the cedar woods.’ 
 Hattu nodded. ‘He is with the rest of my men now.’ 
 The age lines deepened as Galeg smiled. ‘In a mountain hideout? The boy never did listen to our great grandfather,’ he smiled, lost for a moment in some old memory. 
 ‘Galeg. Iranzi said you know the secrets of Amur. Is it true?’ 
 Galeg’s gaze grew wistful. ‘It is impregnable to an army,’ he said with a sigh, then grinned, ‘but not to me… There are tunnels built into the walls. Trap doors. Hidden chambers. Blind spots and more.’ He took a cup of hot root brew from the woman and settled down on a stool opposite Hattu and Dagon. ‘I will tell all I know, on one condition: that you take me back to your hideout with you. I want to be part of this. I want to see my country free again.’ 
 ‘I would pay you chests of gold, if I possessed such treasures, for the secrets you possess. But if joining our camp is all you wish then so it shall be: you will be a welcome addition to our lot,’ said Hattu.  
 Galeg lifted a cup and drank to toast the agreement, then shuffled and cleared his throat. Hattu primed his mind to absorb the man’s every word. For once in his life he wished he had a soft clay tablet to hand with which to take note of the details. 
 ‘The southern walls are the strongest and present the least opportunities,’ Galeg started, then smiled playfully. ‘Unless there is a full moon – you have to do this at night, you see, and a full moon would cast…’ 
 Hattu frowned. Galeg’s face had changed, slackening, his lip trembling, his eyes staring between Hattu and Dagon. The chieftain was the same. 
 Hattu twisted to the door to follow their gaze, a shiver shooting up his back. From the valley mouth: boots, and a shadow of approaching men. Egyptians. 
 ‘They come,’ the chieftain whispered. ‘Galeg, you must hide under the bales of flax,’ he gestured frantically to the rear of the abode. ‘Hittites, you must leave,’ he added, ushering them towards the back of the place, where a cloth drape covered a rear exit. 
 But Hattu’s skin crept and the blood halted in his veins as he saw one of the new arrivals emerge from the narrow valley mouth… Volca. This close he could see the pale, narrow features, the trident, and the horned helm. His father’s murderer wore a triumphant grin. Without a thought, he shot a hand to his belt, and the concealed short-sword in there, at the same time lurching towards the front door. 
 ‘By all the Gods,’ Dagon rasped, clamping his own hand over Hattu’s to prevent him drawing the weapon, and pulling him with the other hand away from the front entrance and towards the rear exit. ‘Come on.’ 
 The pair ducked through the draped exit and rose outside, pulling up their linen hoods again, striding towards the far end of the valley. But then… there was no far end. It was a box valley. A dead end. They looked at one another, hearts thundering in unison. 
 Dagon eyed the steep and high box-end of the valley. ‘You can scramble up there. You have climbed steeper heights.’ 
 Hattu looked his friend in the eye. ‘I could, but what about you? I’d rather die than leave you behind with that creature. You are to me what Enkidu was to Gilgamesh, remember?’ 
 ‘Then what do we do?’ Dagon said, his voice muffled by the linen scarf, turning to look over his shoulder. Volca, sitting on a white gelding’s croup, peered down at the villagers, almost daring one of them to meet his eye. With him jogged ten baleful Egyptian spearmen and a pair of mean-eyed archers. ‘We can only hope to steal past him and back out the way we came.’ 
 Hattu twisted to look back at Volca. ‘But damn, Dagon, I cannot pass by him and not act.’ 
 ‘The time will come when we will be killers. For now, we are villagers,’ Dagon whispered, drawing a part of the headscarf round and over Hattu’s face like a veil. ‘Think of Galeg, of Danil, of what it is all for… for Atiya, Kurunta… for the chance to hold this tide of war at bay. We must be strong, we must stay in control. Keep our heads down and walk as the others here do. Shuffle past him, be gone from this place. We can return later to speak with Galeg. For now, we know where he is – the key to Amur is within our grasp.’ 
 Hattu felt the air around him shudder, so strong were his emotions on sighting the vile Sherden so close, six years after the cur had poisoned Father and fled Hittite lands. His smoky-grey left eye ached as he stared, seeing every contour of Volca’s narrowly handsome face, the laughter lines and the dimples where there should have been punitive scars and scourge-marks. 
 ‘Don’t look at him,’ Dagon whispered, tugging down the brow section of Hattu’s headscarf to partly cover his distinctive eyes as they stepped edgily back towards the centre of the village. 
 ‘When I next do, I will have my blade in his guts – up to the hilt.’ 
 They walked, heads bowed, feet scraping along in the manner of tired goat herds. Hattu heard the Sherden’s voice, and it spilled like hot oil down his skin. 
 ‘What use have I,’ Volca laughed breezily as the chieftain offered him a tribute, ‘for a wooden bowl.’ 

You could turn it upside down and wear it on your skinless scalp, Hattu seethed, his eyes rolling to his right as they passed Volca and his men. 
 ‘It was my grandfather’s. He used it to bathe in the sacred falls,’ the chieftain explained. ‘It is the only treasure I have.’ 
 Volca tossed the cracked, ancient bowl across the ground, the piece splitting, the chieftain falling to his knees in horror. ‘You will have silver for me the next time I come – or you and your herd will become my property. Understand?’ 
 The villager looked up, aghast, then saw the Egyptian soldiers quarter-draw their khopesh blades with an ominous hiss, and it was just enough. He nodded hurriedly and looked down at the dust. 
 Dagon made a low rumbling noise of disgust, eyes flicking from the scene to the open mouth of the valley, just paces away. ‘We’ll have our vengeance before long, Hattu, just-’ 
 ‘You pair,’ Volca shrieked. 
 Hattu and Dagon’s bellies filled with ice. 
 ‘Where are you hurrying off to? Everyone must pay tribute.’ 
 The veil shading Hattu’s eyes quivered as he turned, slowly, to face the Sherden. The low winter sun was blinding Volca, who threw up a hand to shade his eyes. ‘What have you got for me?’ 

Bronze, sharp as a lion’s claws. A gift that will break your heart, dog, Hattu raged inwardly. 
 ‘Our goats,’ Dagon said, his voice muffled by the scarf across his mouth. 
 Volca beamed as if pleased, but Hattu recognised the look in the man’s eyes. He was happy not because of the tribute, but at the unsuitability of it – the chance to inflict punishment. ‘Goats? You were not listening when last I came? Do I have to drown you in the sacred falls,’ he spat, eyeing the beautiful waterfall as if it was a suppurating boil, ‘like the last one to offer me maggot-ridden animals? You herd the animals, you milk them and slaughter them for meat… then you trade the wares for silver and things to offer me. That is how it works.’ 
 Two Egyptian bowmen seemed to read some tacit signal from the Sherden rider, and stalked forward and wide of Hattu and Dagon. 
 Hattu thought of the six silver bars in his purse – taken from Hattusa’s strongroom to fund the journey and the peacekeeping mission to Ugarit. Peacekeeping, he thought, the phrase absurd. Ugarit, he mused, thinking of how much further they had come. The silver might buy Volca off, but then he would have to explain the markings on the bars – inlaid with the seal of Jaru the Royal Hittite Metalsmith. He felt his quickening breath moisten behind the face scarf, felt the cloth slip down from the bridge of his nose, saw Volca’s eyes screw up, head tilt a little to one side, crane forward for a better look. Just then, the Sherden’s eyes flicked to the right, where Zephyr and Tempest were standing on a shoulder-height rock next to Hattu. 
 ‘Lower your veil,’ Volca drawled, eyes rolling back to rest upon Hattu. 
 Hattu did nothing. 
 ‘I said… lower your veil,’ Volca repeated in a bestial snarl. 
 The two bowmen nocked and drew their bows, an arrow each trained on Dagon and Hattu’s necks. 
 ‘Very well,’ the Sherden said, raising a finger in signal to his archers. ‘Loo-’ 

Whack! a rock bashed against Volca’s helm from behind. The Sherden flinched, dazed, the bowmen turned to their master, then instinctively loosed at the fellow who had lurched from the chieftain’s tent and thrown the rock. Both shafts punched into the rock-thrower’s chest and he fell to his knees with a weak cry. 
 Hattu stared at Galeg’s wide eyes, and saw his lips rippling with a dying word. 

Run!

   
 *** 
   
 Volca snarled and brought his trident round and down, plunging the central tip into his kneeling attacker’s chest. The man’s eyes rolled up in his head and he slid clear of the weapon. Volca shot fiery looks at his ten spearmen, each of whom had failed to predict the sudden attack. The two masked villagers could drown for it, he decided – tie heavy stones to their boots and march them into the cesspool under the falls, that should do it. He swung away from the box-end of the valley and back to them… or back to the space they had been. Gone. Just the fading sound of running feet. 
 ‘Catch them!’ Volca raged. 
 Four of the Egyptians sprinted off down the narrow open end of the valley. Volca tried to heel his gelding into a trot after them, only to be stopped by a lancing pain in his head where the rock had struck him. He reined the beast in and threw out a hand to steady himself against the shoulder-high boulder near where the pair of men had been a moment ago. The two falcons had been sitting atop this rock. Falcons… Then he thought again of the taller of the masked pair. The face was hidden, but sometimes the eye could detect veiled things. The man’s demeanour, his broad shoulders, his stance. A warrior’s stance. Over the long winter there had been no further signs of Hittites being present in Amurru. He had begun to doubt his initial instincts about it all. Now, however, they came flooding back. 
 One of the Egyptians who had set off in pursuit came running back, breathless. ‘They are headed east, Master Volca,’ he panted, ‘the others are still on their heels.’ 
 ‘East?’ Volca cooed. 
 ‘Towards the wretched heights. The Hill of Souls,’ the man guessed. 
 Volca laughed once, the anger of the attack fading and a sense of anticipation building. 
 ‘Back to the city,’ he said in a low burr, before heeling his horse out of the valley settlement. 
   
 *** 
   
 Sweat lashed them both as they sped on through the boulder-strewn maze of foothills and gullies, splashed across streams. Each shot looks back as they went. It had been an hour at least, Hattu reckoned. 
 ‘We must have lost them by now,’ Dagon gasped, doubling over. 
 ‘Aye, but stay low,’ Hattu said, tearing off the headscarf and swiping a shower of sweat from his forehead – strands of hair plastered there. With a synchronized caw, Tempest and Zephyr spiralled down, resting on one man’s shoulder each. With every step, Hattu’s brain throbbed with the stark, bleak truth: Galeg was dead and the key to Amur had been buried forever. 
 With a grunt, he broke into a faster run, Dagon keeping pace alongside. The pair forged eastwards to the foot of the Hill of Souls and climbed the winding track up to the spur, into the chilly winds and through the remaining patches of snow. Come dusk, he saw the edge of the spur – jutting and masking the small camp it held. A moment later, the sentries posted there became visible: Two of Babak’s axe-wielding Kaskans, hair dyed orange, and a pair of white-robed, leather-strapped Amurrite men, dark faces hugged by their thick linen headscarves, claw-tip spears levelled at the pair approaching. If the day’s events had not been so grim, Hattu might have laughed at the sight of this ‘Hittite’ force. 
 The sentries sagged in relief, waving the pair up, punching recently-learned left-fisted salutes into the air. He readied to tell them about Galeg’s fate, but he noticed their faces already seemed dour. 
 ‘Bad news, General Hattu,’ one of Babak’s men said as they climbed onto the spur’s flat surface. 
 ‘One of our men has been captured by the Egyptians,’ an Amurrite added. 
 Hattu’s stomach fell into his boots. ‘Who? When?’ he snarled, tearing off his herder’s clothes to stride in his white tunic and bare feet towards the main fire – low and crackling under a pot of thin stew. Babak was sitting there, legs crossed, head bowed. 
 ‘We went to speak with the villagers by the Eleutheros River,’ the Kaskan captain explained. ‘They knew nothing of Galeg. But when I went to gather water from the banks to fill our skins for the return trek here, I heard the lapping of oars, I ducked down in the reeds and watched: Chaset stepped off the boat first, with twenty nefru in tow. The Pharaoh’s son beat an old man to death merely because he was in a foul mood. Chief Tanku did well, tethering his pride and temper and acting the part of a mere farmer well. But Chaset spotted his boots – the upturned toes sticking out from under his simple robes. They tore off his headscarf and saw his features and they knew he was no Amurrite.’ Babak’s voice dried up. ‘I wanted to help. I tried to come round on the enemy’s back… but… I did nothing. I let my comrade be taken into that foul, white-walled city.’ 
 ‘You had no chance of defeating twenty Egyptians,’ Hattu said flatly. ‘Much better you returned to tell us of this.’ 
 ‘To tell you that I have ruined this entire journey?’ Babak said, despairing. ‘Now they know. The Egyptians know that we are here.’ 
 Hattu’s heart sank and his mind reeled. Until Babak had said those words, his only concerns had been for Tanku. He flopped down to sit, cross-legged, opposite Babak, combing fingers through his hair, head bowed. ‘Was there anything else?’ 
 ‘I heard Chaset’s boasts. He talked of some Egyptian spring ceremony,’ 
 ‘Shemu,’ Hattu said, remembering Ruba’s teachings. ‘The rebirth of the sun. Like our Purulli celebrations to mark the first rains after winter,’ he said, looking up and around at the now thick cluster of men gathered around him. 
 Babak nodded. ‘Aye, Shemu. At this ceremony, Tanku and all other prisoners will be executed.’ 
 ‘Danil too,’ Dagon said quietly. 
 Hattu’s blood slowed like ice-flow in a winter river. He let his head roll back and stared at the skies, hearing his men’s questions rise around him. Tanku would die and so would Danil. The alliance with Ugarit would crumble to dust. The scales of war would tip and the northern vassals would capitulate. 

There will be war… and she will die.

 ‘Spring?’ Iranzi said, looking up and around the mountain hideout and the peaks above – where the snow had recently lain in thick blankets, it had now receded into shallow patches. A colony of bats rapped across the dusk sky, freed of their hibernation. ‘Spring is declared in these parts once the thaws begin and the rivers run high. It will happen within days.’ All around them, the noise of chuckling water grew conspicuous: myriad rivulets of meltwater trickling away from the snowy peak. 
 ‘It will be tomorrow night,’ said another Amurrite, his face grave. ‘I heard talk of it when I was in the near village this morning.’ 
 ‘There is only one thing we can do. We must find Galeg tomorrow,’ said Babak. ‘We must find him and work out a way to infiltrate Amur. We can save Tanku and this Danil too. We can save our comrade and secure the loyalty of Ugarit still.’ The bold words seemed to jack confidence back into the Kaskan, who sat up straight, looking to the others and then to Hattu. 
 Hattu looked to Babak and his officers, then to Iranzi. ‘We found Galeg today,’ he said flatly. 
 All fell silent, rapt. Iranzi’s face lifted in joy. 
 ‘He gave his life to help us escape an Egyptian patrol,’ Hattu said, his heart aching for Iranzi, whose face collapsed. ‘He died a hero.’ 
 Moans of despair rang out. Iranzi’s eyes moistened and he turned away. 
 Hattu stared at the semi-frozen dirt before him, at a loss. 
 ‘But did he tell you his secrets?’ a voice asked. 
 Hattu looked up. Iranzi, face wet with wiped-away tears, repeated: ‘Before he died, did he tell you the secrets of Amur?’ 
 All were quiet again, all eyes on Hattu. He looked to Dagon, then stood, sucked in a breath and proclaimed: ‘Yes.’ 
   
 *** 
   
 That night, on the eve of the Shemu celebrations due to take place in Amur, Hattu sat by the fire on the hill spur. He had tried to convince himself it was a noble lie he had told his men, but to no avail. 
 ‘So we come to the final resort, to storm the walls,’ Dagon said in a whisper. 
 ‘I see no other option,’ Hattu replied. ‘I can word it to give them the belief that they are assaulting a weak spot in the walls.’ 
 ‘There are no weak spots. Or if there are, any hope of finding them died with Galeg. We cannot take Amur by force,’ Dagon said. ‘We have a few hundred men against a garrison of nearly three thousand – a monstrous reverse of numbers. We have no siege equipment. It cannot be done.’ 
 ‘My mind churns right now, friend, to find a way that tells me we can. I have these few hours before dawn comes,’ Hattu said then tried once more to imagine how a reckless assault on Amur’s walls might play out. His three companies and the Amurrite volunteers each coming at a different side of the walls. Surely then, one at least would go undetected. If they could scramble up the steep slopes of the mound upon which the city stood, and perhaps take ladders of lashed wood… then slowly climb up from the foot of the walls… under a storm of Egyptian arrows. He saw in his mind the sight of dying men falling from the ladders, riven with shafts, of a thin carpet of dead. Of any who might make it to the parapet, sliced like fruit by Egyptian swords. 
 ‘I believe in you, and I always have,’ Dagon said. ‘But do not let pride blind you. My heart splits to think of poor Tanku in the clutches of those rogues in Amur, but if you were to die too in trying to save him…’ 
 ‘I will not lead the men to their deaths,’ Hattu said. ‘I will find a way.’ 
 ‘Then I will put my mind to it also, by Tarhunda’s grace,’ Dagon smiled, failing to mask the despondency in his eyes. 
 That night under a sickle moon, the small force on the hill spur entertained themselves, merry on a weed brew perfected by Sargis… and boosted by Hattu’s lie. Hattu, seated alone at the fire, watched as they wrestled in the thinning patches of snow and gambled trinkets in games of ‘scarabs’. Captain Babak – who was greatly missing Chief Tanku – and his Soaring Hawks joined in; any remaining animosity between the mountain men and the Hittites had been blown away by the shared hardships of these lands. He even spotted a Kaskan, an Amurrite and young Natu from the Wolves engaged in a rather less savoury game: standing side by side, each urinating furiously, pained looks of concentration on their faces as the steaming liquid arced out across one of the few remaining patches of snow, each man trying to achieve the greatest distance. Others cheered and laid bets on the winner. The contest ended when the Kaskan strained too hard and – with a noise like distant thunder – soiled his loincloth. 
 ‘Halki’s balls,’ Natu choked, holding a hand over his nose and mouth as the onlookers scattered. 
 Hattu heard the strange sound of his own laughter. It reminded him of another time and another place. Of Atiya and little Kurunta, so far away. There could be no return to them, until he could find a way to prize open the stony shell of Amur. An impossible task. His heart sank to new levels of despair. 
 The city could not be taken. So what other options were open? To scuttle back to Hittite lands in disgrace, the vassal lands toppling in their wake? He began to churn over his thoughts again when he felt a presence, right behind him. He dropped his bowl of barley stew and spun round, sword in hand. Iranzi. Hattu was impressed; he hadn’t heard a sound. 
 ‘By the Gods,’ Hattu sighed. 
 ‘My uncle did not tell you anything, did he?’ Iranzi asked. 
 Hattu considered bluffing, but could not. The fellow deserved better. 
 ‘I thought not,’ Iranzi said with a half-smile. ‘I could see the sadness in your eyes when you returned.’ He sighed, chewing on a hunk of bread absently. ‘So what can we do?’ 
 Hattu stoked the flames with a twig. ‘My old tutor, Ruba, used to insist that choices were the making of a man. Now, I find myself with a barbed choice on my plate: to be a wise man or a fool?’ The hawthorn branches in the flames crackled and snapped. 
 ‘The choice is simple,’ Iranzi said. ‘You must be a wise man. It would be my choosing, every time.’ 
 ‘Yet it comes to this,’ Hattu gestured to the men on the spur. ‘We can assault Amur like reckless fools and die surely. Or be shrewd, accept defeat, retreat from these parts and live to fight another day, as a wise man would.’ 
 Iranzi’s face slackened in realisation. ‘Then I would be a fool, gladly. As would any of my fellow countrymen. They see you as their leader now. They will fight for you, march with you, do as you need them to.’ 
 Hattu eyed the local contingent near the fire, most bearing their own form of armour in the Amurrite style: ninety-eight men had been recruited from the nearby villages. They were skilled and numerous enough to form a company. If an assault on the city was to be their only option, it would only be right to honour these brave men with a rightful place in his force, he mused. He rose, gathering them round. They listened, rapt, standing tall. ‘You came to me professing your love for these lands, and that shall be your name – the Sons of Amurru. But you shall need a captain to lead you… ’ He halted for a moment, apparently thinking, but in reality he had identified the right man long ago. He picked up a hardened leather Hittite helm with a long, black, trailing plume – the mark of a leader of one hundred – then handed it to Iranzi. ‘You will lead these men, Captain.’ 
 Iranzi’s eyes widened, his chest swelled. He placed the Hittite helm over his Amurrite headscarf, then raised his left fist in the Hittite way. ‘Yes, General Hattu.’ The rest cheered and so did the other three companies watching on. 
 Hattu eyed the flat line of them. ‘You are now part of the Storm Division, an ancient army of the Hittite Empire, of the Storm God Tarhunda himself.’ 
 The company raised their left fists like Iranzi and barked out as they had seen the Hittite companies do. It was a fine moment, but he heard the whispering of some men: ‘Now is the moment. The General is about to share Galeg’s secrets and the plan for breaking Amur.’ 
 ‘Tomorrow, we will all march together down from this spur and towards Amur.’ Every face turned to Hattu, eager to hear the plan at last. ‘I am still considering the last pieces of our approach, and I will announce it before the fire dies. Until then enjoy your beer and nourishment.’ 
 With a burst of cheers and a few sighs of frustration, the men returned to their entertainment. Hattu sat back down by the fire. Over the joviality and sounds of his men’s hope, he heard the gargling of meltwater brooks – now streams. The sound – the sound of spring – grew deafening. He cupped his hands over his ears to block out the noise. Spring was here. It was too late. There was no plan but one of blunt attack, one that would lead everyone around him tonight to their deaths. 
 He gazed absently at the small group of men on the other side of the fire. They sat around Iranzi, who entertained them by taking his short sword, tilting his head back and expertly lowering the blade, tip-first into his throat. All the way to the hilt he went. There was a last flash of metal before it disappeared. Hattu stared at the spot it had been, not taking in Iranzi’s skilful withdrawal of the weapon, for his mind had travelled on. His skin caught light with a fiery realisation. 
 He and Dagon looked at one another across the fire, the Chariot Chief seeing it too. 
 There might just be a chance. 
 A chance as slim as the sickle moon, but a chance nonetheless. 




Chapter 12

Spring Thunder
Spring 1293 BC

   
 Tanku sat, naked and cross-legged in the cell, the stale air clotted with the stink of brimming waste buckets and unwashed bodies. The strange thing was that there was not a single scratch or bruise upon his broad, sculpted form. Yet a deep sense of unease lurked within him like a serpent. A sureness that, very soon, his lack of injury would be addressed. 
 He eyed the corpse of an Amurrite lying on the far side of the cell. Only hours ago, that poor wretch had been dragged in here, groaning, flesh hanging in ribbons from Saruc’s blades and whips. Tanku had comforted the fellow as he slipped towards death. In those last hours, the man had told Tanku about his life: tales of his family, his times and his trade. That last topic had almost caused Tanku to roar with wry laughter – for the man revealed himself to be none other than Galeg’s apprentice! The Gods were truly cruel: granting Tanku access to Galeg’s knowledge only now when he was inside this damned citadel and locked in a cell – when it was too late to be of use. The poor man had talked fondly of his teacher, before slipping into death with a pained sigh. 
 Thunder boomed somewhere outside, causing Amur’s stony floor to shiver, and footsteps sounded, coming towards his cell. A shiver shot up Tanku’s spine as he turned away from the corpse and to the sound. 
 The cell gate groaned open. 
 ‘Up, dog,’ the first Egyptian soldier grunted, bashing him on the shoulder with the haft of a spear. 
 Another oily-skinned Egyptian did likewise. Tanku rose to his feet. As the pair marched him up the wide stairs and through Amur’s, long, stony torchlit corridors, lightning flickered, casting shadows everywhere, and a rainstorm drummed on the roof above. He thought of the lesson Kurunta One-eye had been loath to teach his pupils. If you are captured, and there is no hope of escape… do not fight. He knew he was to die, and he was not afraid, but he did not want it to be a drawn-out affair, so he dipped his head a little as he walked, mouthing to himself: Be submissive, and death will come quickly. He felt a thickening in his throat, heartsick for those he would never see again. Mother, I love you. Thank you for my life.

 They came to the cavernous throne room as Thunder cracked and pealed directly over the city. Chaset was seated on the throne atop the stony dais, hood-eyed, barefoot and kilted, wearing an obscenely precious pectoral of cascading gold plates and lapis lazuli stones. Volca stood by the prince’s side in his horned helm, resting his weight on his trident. Saruc the Assyrian stood on the floor ahead of Tanku, wearing patterned soldier-robes. Dotted around the edges of the hall, twelve Egyptian guards stood like statues, faces hard. There was something else which Tanku had not expected. There, beside Chaset’s throne, was a third figure. King Benteshina, kneeling like a slave. He seemed dishevelled and distant, his collar length hair knotted and tousled and his plain robe greasy and smudged. His lips flickered over and over, mouthing silently: One day the blade will turn, and the world will turn upon its tip…

 The king met Tanku’s eye, his pupils flaring in fright before a fresh sheet of pale lightning shuddered through the hall and he looked away again. 
 He noticed something else, Benteshina’s chin was crusted with blood. Tanku frowned, peering, until he saw the thin cord coming from the man’s lips. It hung semi-taut, stretching up then looping round Chaset’s left hand like a leash. 
 ‘Ah,’ Saruc said, eyes brightening as he noticed Tanku’s confusion. ‘Our Hittite friend has not seen my latest invention. Prince Chaset, if you would be so kind…’ He motioned to Chaset, who moved the hand with the cord forward a little, grinning. With an animal moan, Benteshina lurched forward by the same distance, throwing out his hands to land on all fours. ‘The cord’s other end sits in his guts, you see,’ Saruc explained. ‘and tied to it is a stout and sharp hook – suitable for catching swordfish. What better way to have a vassal king remember his place?’ 
 A sharp pang of sympathy crept into Tanku’s heart. He cared little for foreign kings, but no man deserved that. 
 ‘So, will you speak now, wretched Hittite?’ Chaset screeched, stealing Tanku’s attentions. The Pharaoh’s son gazed down at him languidly, the hooded eyes unsettling. ‘There is nobody here to admire your stubbornness. So I will grant you one last chance for a quick, clean death: where is the rest of your party?’ 
 Tanku knew he should stick by Kurunta One-eye’s advice and lower his gaze, but the submissiveness evaporated like morning mist, and he stared, hard, at Chaset. An age passed. 
 ‘Tell me!’ Chaset shrieked, thumping the flats of both hands against the arms of the throne like an unruly child as the thunder rolled again with a matching anger. 
 Volca held up a calming hand. ‘Allow me, Prince Chaset.’ 
 Chaset puffed with anger and threw his arms out, before folding them. ‘Very well.’ 
 Volca sighed and took to strolling around the edge of the dais, back and forth. ‘So, Chief Tanku. Where is he?’ 
 Tanku slowly turned his stare to the Sherden. It was the impassive demeanour of a confident warrior. A bronze shell. ‘Who?’ he said. ‘I travelled here alone.’ 
 Volca halted in his stride and leaned forward. ‘You travelled here with Prince Hattu. I know this. Well, the Son of Ishtar has made his final mistake. Right now, a detachment of my men marches for the Hill of Souls. Prince Hattu will be found, and brought here too. He will be flayed alive – a fine spectacle for the Pharaoh to enjoy… on his imminent return.’ 
 Tanku’s veins flooded with icewater. Egyptian soldiers were headed up to the Hill of Souls? Pharaoh and the Army of Ra were returning to Amurru? Hattu and the others had to abandon all hope and flee this fallen land… now. He had to warn them, he realised, looking at his bonds and at the well-guarded edges of the stony hall. His heart plunged to new depths. 
 ‘It seems my suspicions were correct,’ Volca purred in Chaset’s direction, his eyes never leaving Tanku. ‘They are up on the Hill of Souls.’ 
 Tanku breathed slowly through his nostrils to calm himself, returning his gaze to the Sherden, his face set like a teacher telling a pupil a basic truth. ‘They are not. You are wrong,’ he lied. ‘Now ask me again where my comrades are, and once again, I will not tell you. It would be preferable that you kill me, for at least I will have to stomach the sight of you no longer.’ 
 ‘Oh, you will die, do not worry about that,’ Volca said, leaning forward, the torchlight twinkling on his horned helm. ‘But first, if you will not speak of your comrades, then tell me instead… of your fears. Your darkest fears.’ Lightning shivered silently through the high windows, casting Volca’s face half in shade, half in glaring white. 
 Tanku felt a chill pass over him. Fearless Tanku, people had always called him. The stone-hearted regimental chief. Some even claimed he must have had Kurunta One-eye’s blood in his veins. But they had never been privy to the things hidden deep down inside, under the carapace. The things that he had only ever shared with Hattu… or so he had thought. 
 Tanku searched the Sherden’s eyes, then watched in horror as Volca made slow, creeping motions with his fingers. How could he know? How? Cold sweat droplets shuddered on his chest and brow as his heart struck up a rhythm like one of Colta’s stallions.  
 ‘I heard you,’ the Sherden purred. ‘During my time in your wretched army… I heard you, whispering and whimpering to the odd-eyed prince.’ 
 Tanku stared. 
 ‘Saruc. He is yours now,’ Volca said with a wave of the hand. 
 Tanku heard a low grumble of a heavy object being dragged across the stone behind him, in time with the thunder. His head and chest seemed to swell from within, as if a tangled, jagged weed had taken root in his heart and was rapidly growing and writhing to fill every part of him. Cold, hard pangs of dread came one after the other, successively faster, the insides of his mouth growing numb and his throat closing up as if under the press of a strangler’s hands. The world under his feet violently swung and spun – all sense of direction and balance now a confused mess. This was fear. 
 ‘Come, brave Hittite Chief,’ Saruc said brightly. ‘You lead a thousand men, do you not? You have fought in scores of battles, no? All you have to do here, is turn around. Turn, see the device my men and I have put together for you.’ 
 Tanku felt the hands of the two escorting Egyptians twist him away from the dais and towards a strange wagon. It was resting on three axels and six wheels. The base of the wagon was made of cedar wood, and rose only a foot’s length or so, and from there on up rose a cage of copper gauze. The pair guided him a step closer to the front end of the ‘wagon’ where a section of the copper gauze was hinged like a door for an animal to pass through… or a human. One of the Egyptian guards hooked a spear around a handle and the small flap whined open. 
 Tanku stared through the gauze, saw the blackness within. Then, a flash of lightning revealed it all in one horrible moment. Veils of grey web hung like the ether of a nightmare, floating in the barely-present draught passing through the hall. Just before the lightning faded, he saw the webs twitch, saw the many shiny, eight-legged creatures within this wretched wagon. So many of them, covering the floor, clinging to the webs and the insides of the gauze walls and ceiling. All different shapes and colours, some all-black, others striped in angry orange, some with blood-red, bulbous backs and glistening clusters of eyes. A terrible fear struck him like a blast of icy air. 
 ‘Climb inside,’ Saruc said gleefully. 
 But Tanku was numb, paralysed. He could not even think to resist as the two Egyptians bundled him inside, head first. There was a moment of chaos as he tumbled into the cramped space – only a little longer and wider than him – then came to a rest on his back, the hundreds of disturbed webs sticking to and settling upon his naked flesh. Like a slab of stone he lay there, eyes fixed on the biggest of the spiders hanging above him, its many eyes glistening in the wagon-cage’s low light, regarding him, its legs flexing and unflexing like a hand deciding whether to make a grab. He felt the many denizens of the broken webs clamber and scurry across his skin. A trace of lightning betrayed the giant spider hovering over him. Its legs had fallen still. Thunder crashed and suddenly it dropped. It grew enormous, falling upon his lips. Scurrying, tapping and scratching noises sounded all around him, spindly limbs scraping and investigating his scalp and ears. Finally, a black, hairy shape crawled into view. The giant spider raised one leg and tapped at his staring, open eyes. 
   
 *** 
   
 Saruc let out a long sigh of delight then turned to the dais, offering his palms to the sides as if in search of applause. Volca gave him a single nod of grudging respect, watching as the spider-wagon was rolled carefully away by a trio of Saruc’s helpers and into a windowless antechamber. 
 ‘How long shall we let the Hittite oaf suffer before I can go in and take a knife across his throat?’ Volca said. 
 Chaset’s top lip twitched. ‘Sunrise. My father will be here by then with the Army of Ra. It is only right that he is here to see it.’ The Prince’s eyes narrowed maliciously. 
 ‘But the Amurrites will have their necks opened tonight, aye?’ Volca bargained. 
 ‘Of course,’ Chaset purred, glancing over at the bound men who were led in and forced to kneel, like prize cattle awaiting slaughter. 
 Volca stared at the open arched windows, freckled with winking stars. He thought of the Hill of Souls, and smiled. ‘When Pharaoh comes with the Army of Ra tomorrow, he will have an even finer prize.’ 
 ‘This Wretched, odd-eyed Hittite Prince?’ Chaset laughed. ‘Where will we find him? The oaf would not tell us.’ 
 ‘He and his men are on the Hill of Souls,’ Volca insisted, ‘I know it.’ 
 ‘You really think they’ve been up there since we found that strange grave? What kind of animals would spend a winter in those cold heights?’ Chaset said, his face scrunched up with distaste. 
 The answer danced on Volca’s tongue: The Hittites – they sleep on rocks and bathe in ice rivers. ‘My men will find them tonight and bring them here like trussed game,’ he said. 
 ‘Your men?’ Chaset screeched. ‘That’s twice tonight you have referred to my nefru soldiers as your own. Be careful with your tongue, Sherden. You are nothing but a servant to me. You have no men, no true station… nothing.’ 
 Volca imagined thrusting his trident, hard, under the young man’s chin and up, but said nothing, focussing on the prospect of leading Hattu, in chains, before Seti. He set about planning how he would do it: when the nefru raided the Hittite hill camp and brought Hattu back here, he would have them keep him from sight in one of Amur’s gatehouse chambers. Tomorrow, when Pharaoh came, an oblivious Chaset would greet his father in his usual oily and transparent way, crowing about how he was holding a mere Hittite Regimental Chief in a spider cage. Then, then, Volca thought – he could lead Prince Hattu out to trump Chaset’s boasts. 
 Slaves brought in tables and laid out fruits, wine vases and pots of milky-white yoghurt and sun-gold honey. Musicians drifted in from the side doors, Egyptians playing sistra flutes and the strings of lutes, the soft melodies at odds with the frequent crashes of thunder. Gradually, the twenty senior officers from the nefru garrison arrived too, taking their places at the feasting tables, striking up a hearty babble of chatter and laughter. A while later, a thick troupe of thirty dancers and acrobats filed into the hall then burst into sequences of spinning, leaping and bending in all manner of shapes, the trailing ribbons on their bright robes and headscarves twisting and whirling in their wake, the shadows cast by the lightning turning the thirty into many more. The watching men cheered them on as one dancer tossed a blazing hoop in the air and another dived through it. That pair were nimble, but the others were clumsy – at times comically so – much to everyone’s amusement. 
 Chaset rose from his throne, lifting the end of Benteshina’s gut-hook leash with a sharp tug. Benteshina jolted forward with an animal howl, scrambling on all fours as Chaset led him down from the dais towards the nearest feasting table. The young prince picked up a halved pear and laughed at the entertainers. Unbefitting of a royal son, he started yelling and egging on one clumsy dancer, flecks of fruit spraying. The dancer tripped and fell, knocking over a clay vase of wine. The blood-red liquid leapt from the vase and hovered in the air for a moment, before splattering down and spraying Chaset’s sandals and the hem of his royal kilt. 
 The music fell silent and all around the room gasped. 
 Chaset trembled with fury, thunder rolling and rain lashing outside. ‘When you were dragged from your mother’s womb did they cast your wits to the flame?’ he hissed at the dancer. He motioned towards one of his guards. ‘Give that fool to Saruc,’ he said, then turned to find another, more skilful dancer. He found one, nimbly walking on his hands, then springing upright, before walking along the edge of a table on his toes. ‘You, entertain me. If you want to keep your skin, show me what you can do.’ 
 The man answered the prince’s call obediently, hopping down from the table, slowing in his dance, then gesturing back to the officers at the table, slowly raising his hands and wiggling his fingertips to bring them out in a supportive crescendo. When they were at fever pitch and Chaset was rapt, the man tilted his head backwards. Then he reached into his mouth and began to draw something out… 
 Volca saw what it was before anyone else. He had a trice in which to intervene. He chose not to. 
 With a flash of bronze, Chaset’s head spun clear of his body, bounced across the feasting table, and rolled to a halt near the back end of a cooked hog – the wig shooting off in another direction. The dancer’s arm was still extended in the death blow, the bronze short-sword that had been concealed in his throat gleaming in the torchlight. His moments-ago sycophantic expression was now hard as stone, his yellowish eyes wide like a hunting wolf’s. 
 ‘For my people, for my land,’ Iranzi said in a low, molten burr. 
 There followed an odd moment, every face in the hall gawping at the sight of the royal son’s beheaded body, swaying. It lasted a mere heartbeat, before the Egyptians nearest Iranzi leapt to their feet, going for their swords. That was when the hall erupted in a chorus of cries as the rest of the dancing troupe pounced upon the officers, some pulling out small, hidden knives and plunging them into chests, others butting the officers or hammering fists into their faces. In a heartbeat, the hall was a riot of bodies rolling over tables, plates flying, food too. Torches fell from sconces and the dusty drapes hanging on one wall caught light. 
 Thunder smashed outside, dazzling lightning flickering through the hall. Volca’s eyes widened as he took a step backwards on the dais, seeing the dancers for what they really were, his gaze snapping onto the odd-eyed one locked in the midst of the struggle. He lifted a spear like a javelin… 
   
 *** 
   
 Hattu cupped his fist in the palm of his other hand then drove his bent elbow into the jaw of one Egyptian. The man’s head snapped back with a shower of teeth and a gout of gloopy blood, his black wig falling from his scalp and the wicked blade he had been bringing round for Hattu’s neck slipping from his grasp. Hattu drew his twin swords from the straps on his thighs where they had been concealed, then brought them round just in time to block the slice of another attacker. He booted this one away, straight onto the end of a stolen knife held by Babak. His battle-gaze swung and latched onto the demon atop the dais. Volca’s and his eyes met in a shiver of lightning. Saruc the Assyrian torturer-general had backed away up there too, fingers at his lips like a fretting mother as he watched the riot. 
 Hattu noticed Volca’s body jolt as the Sherden sent a spear sailing through the air towards him. He jinked, the lance tearing across his robe and grazing the skin, before he hurled one of his twin swords across the fray, watching as it skimmed past Volca’s ear. The Sherden grinned like a fiend, then their gaze was broken when a fresh line of eight Egyptian sentries rushed into the hall. Hattu backed away, his remaining sword ready for the onslaught. But these men had long, wicked spears, he snatched up a stool to use as a shield of sorts. 
 The Egyptian sentries leapt into combat like men ablaze. Hattu booted over one feasting table then leapt up onto another to slice the hand from an ox-like Egyptian spearman about to deal a death-blow to Sargis. His next foe was a different prospect, nimble, twisting out of his reach, leaping and rolling like an acrobat, nicking Hattu’s skin with his every retaliatory spear strike, shreds of wood flying from the stool-shield. The foe took to goading Hattu, pulling mocking faces, until Hattu threw the stool at him, stunning him, then caught hold of his pectoral and drew him close to smash his forehead on the bridge of the man’s nose. Face ruined, the Egyptian wilted. No sooner had the eight fresh Egyptian been tackled than Hattu heard noises of confusion and calls of alarm from the barrack quarters below Amur’s acropolis. Through the high windows he saw a dozen then a hundred torches sparking into life down there in the lashing rain, the lights then bobbing into a mass, coming up the steps towards the citadel hall. 
 ‘Seal the hall doors,’ he roared. The Hittite men, now despatching the last few Egyptians with heavy blows, did as they were bid. A small group of his men sprinted from the hall towards the throneroom’s high, arched doors. With a mighty boom, the locking bar fell into place. 
 Hattu turned his feral gaze once more to the dais and Volca, now stripped of soldiers, just Saruc with him, the Assyrian clinging onto him and whimpering. With a swing of the arm, Volca shook Saruc off, pointed his trident at Hattu like an accusing finger, then swept it round to decapitate the torches blazing up there. His nightmarish form dissolved into the darkness that fell over the throne. 
 Hattu’s eyes widened as he heard a grinding of stone up there. A passageway?

 He lunged up the steps, carefully stalked into the darkness, sword probing the shadows as he stepped behind the throne. He found his second, thrown sword on the floor where Volca had been, but the Sherden and Saruc were gone. He reached out and touched the cold stone wall at the back of the dais, then ran his hands along it until he found an opening, only chest-high, the disc of stone that had been concealing it had been moved to its side. A passageway indeed. Ducking, he scuttled in and along the low duct, his many teachers – old Ruba, Kurunta One-eye, Father, even – screaming in his thoughts, decrying his lack of care to pick up a torch. The darkness was formless in front of him, and he guided himself by the sounds of scraping and panting up ahead and with one hand which he ran along the wall of the cold passage. For a dreadful moment, he heard such noises behind him too. 
 ‘We’re with you, General,’ Babak and Iranzi panted, just a few paces behind him. 
 On they went until, all of a sudden, the tight, enclosed space around them vanished and they stood tall in the darkness of open night. Rain soaked them in moments. Hattu swept a long lock of damp hair from his eyes, seeing crenelated white walls wrapping them, stars overhead. Lightning flashed: they were high on Amur’s citadel terrace, the rain falling in billowing clouds. A whinny brought his, Babak’s and Iranzi’s head swinging to one spot in the darkness. A postern gate – no wider than a chariot and only a little taller, lay open, leading directly out onto a steep, dusty slope and the countryside beyond. One of the weak spots Galeg must have known about – invisible to any outside thanks to its oblique angle. Volca was on the croup of his gelding, awkwardly heeling it round from the gate to face his pursuers. Saruc was trying to climb onto the back of a mare likewise, badly. 
 ‘In search of Danil, are you?’ Volca spat, turning to face the trio. 
 Hattu slowed, Babak and Iranzi flanking him, mindful of the Sherden’s raised and trained trident. 
 ‘Where is he?’ Hattu snarled, rain running in streamlets down his sloping nose. 
 ‘Not here, never was,’ Volca triumphed. ‘I was in Ugarit before you, and held some very interesting discussions. I knew you and your plague-race would travel to Niqmepa’s palace, and I knew I could draw you here. Danil was a lure, cur, and you followed it, blindly. Now, you’ve walked onto the end of a hook.’ He swept his trident around as if to indicate the lower parts of Amur’s grounds, where the hundreds of torches now numbered thousands, all jostling around the base of the citadel hall. ‘The nefru will beat down the citadel gates, and seize you. Then I will deliver you – the invading Hittite Prince – before Pharaoh Seti. For he is on his way, right now, his army in tow. He will be here at dawn.’ 
 A cold hand stroked Hattu’s spine, and the fading thunder rumbled for an age. He barely noticed Volca’s arm tense, ready to throw his trident, nor did he hear the footsteps racing up behind him… 
 Galmi burst from the tunnel end, slid to his knees, bow nocked. Thrum! the arrow flew true for Volca’s eye, but the Sherden dipped his head and the arrow zinged from his helm. 
 ‘Ya!’ Volca snarled, jabbing his heels into his mount and bringing it round, speeding through the postern and out into the blackness, trotting down the slope outside and then veering south across the countryside. Saruc followed closely behind, albeit mounted backwards on his horse and clinging on with white fingers, the steed heading east at haste. 
 Hattu stood there for a time, staring at the night, then crouched, stabbing a sword into the wet earth. A moment later, he heard the rising babble of voices, coming around the city’s northern walls. 
 ‘General,’ Babak gasped, pulling Hattu back just as Egyptian arrows thudded down into the spot where he had stood. Archers on the battlements spilled round across the walltops above the postern, one cutting a rope that sent a thick bronze grating slamming down, blocking the slender exit. 
 The Egyptians on the walls loosed once more, and some leapt down, drawing swords. Hattu and his men piled back into the passageway, arrows clacking on the stonework behind them. They spilled back into the Amur throneroom and, in a frenzy of activity, Babak, Iranzi and Galmi organised a hasty blockade of the passageway, rolling the stone back over the entrance and piling up chairs and tables behind it too. The crude barricade shook and shuddered, and he heard the curses and oaths of foes in there seeking to push through. Worse, beyond the throneroom doors, he heard many hundreds of Egyptian voices shouting to organise a battering ram.  
 It brought home the wicked reality of Volca’s words. They were trapped. The plan had been hasty, but Hattu had impressed upon them all time and again, even on the way here and even after they had intercepted the dancer wagon: do not fear the heavy garrison – we will steal into the very heart of the city. Yet, robbed of time and options, he had not thought about how they might escape. 
 And at the last, Hattu could only think of one thing. Of Danil, of the quest that had brought them here. 

Niqmepa, you betrayed me. There was never any hope of securing your loyalty. You sent us here to die.

   
 *** 
   
 Saruc lay flat on the mare’s back, his head only a finger’s width from its rump, for over an hour – although it felt like a lifetime. The thunderstorm eased and the rain halted, steam rising from the land around him. Only when the creature slowed from exhaustion did he dare loosen his grip. He slid from its back and landed on strewn boulders and jagged roots. The stupid beast had taken him into the lower parts of the Bargylus slopes, he realised. He looked up, trying to get his bearings: this was a quarry-like place. All around him were rocky slopes dashed with scree and the merest of silvery light, pools of vapour rising from the lying rainwater. The new moon framed a skeletal, long-dead cedar tree a good way above him. 
 Suddenly, he became acutely aware of the fact he had nothing on him. Just his vivid, chevron-patterned soldier robes, brown belt and boots. No weapons of any kind, nor water or meat. He turned to the horse and wondered if he could bash its head in with a rock if he needed to eat. The creature seemed to read his thoughts, quickly turning from him and trotting away into the night. At that moment, he felt extremely cold, the silent but steady mountain breeze cutting through his damp robes and right to his bones. To walk south, or to find a rock to take shelter behind? No, the night would be tortuously long, he decided, and it would be best to head south – Volca had ridden that way and he would have to find the Sherden in order to receive his payment for his efforts over the last year. So he planted one foot forward onto the modest rubble-strewn slope that would take him a little further south. Up, up he went. 
 Then he heard a noise from somewhere to his left. 

Hooo-waah!

 He froze, a shiver dancing on his neck like a prickly scarf as he turned his head slowly in the direction of the sound. Nothing: just the new moon and the silent, cold, rocky mountains. Up and up he went again, dreaming of the estates he still held in Assyria. He imagined the taste of dates, saw himself lying with the fat harem women, pouring wine on their breasts and guzzling it as it trickled over their nipples and soaked his beard. Despite his habit of wearing grand military robes, he had never possessed the nerve to be a real soldier, but he was skilled at torture, and Chaset’s men had told him there would be plenty of opportunity for such in these lands. It had been worth it, he told himself. When he received his payment purse and eventually did return to his plush estates, there would be no need to tell anyone of this ignoble end to the affair. 
 His hand stretched out to grab a dead root to aid his ascent, then froze. The dead root was in fact a pair of grey, dust-coated legs. 

Hooo-wah! the Habiru warrior trilled. 
 Saruc’s neck bent to look up at the inhuman creature, as pale as the mountainsides, the innocent eyes staring and unblinking, something like a smile spreading across the savage’s features. His heart rose into his mouth and he broke into a crazed scramble, up and past the Habiru man. In a flash, he reached the top of the hill. He glanced back, seeing that the savage had not moved, merely turning its head to watch him. Regardless, Saruc sped along a high ridge. It led east rather than south, but that did not matter: he could recover the distance later. Stones slipped and tumbled away down the steep slopes either side of him as he went. The ridge grew narrower and climbed higher and hours passed, his strength sapping with each stride as he glanced around at the rising vapour, the ribbons of shadow and the silvery peaks. Even worse, the route seemed to be bending round to the north and then the west again – taking him in a giant loop. He slowed when he saw, down below, the desiccated, long dead cedar tree. He had come back on himself. 
 ‘No,’ he panted, his legs shaking with fatigue and his battle robes now slick with cold sweat. 

Hooo-wah! a voice called, right behind him. 
 Saruc spun on his heel. The Habiru from before was right behind him. He flailed and lost his balance. In a flash of damp scree, sky and stars, he fell down the mountainside. He gathered pace like a tumbling boulder, and felt sure he would sustain some horrible injury. Only when he reached the bottom of the slope, by the cedar skeleton, the spinning world began to slow and he realised he was well. Until he looked at his left leg – bent horribly at the shin, with a fang of white bone poking clear of the skin. His chest began to pulse with snatched breaths and his panic welled in preparation to scream, only for it to halt in his lungs as he saw the still, empty night around him change. 
 Through the rising columns of vapour, they emerged. Hundreds of Habiru, clad in dust and naked like the one who had startled him and caused him to fall. One – young, his head painted red and an oversized cloak of eagle feathers on his shoulders – seemed to be their leader. They stepped towards him, their circle closing in. his head snatched in every direction, seeing that there was no way out. Soon he could see nothing but a ring of them: their bodies and eager, wide-eyed faces. 
 When they were close enough, they reached down for him, stroking his face and hair, making soft noises like birds and cats, others jabbering in a crude tongue. For a moment he thought he was dreaming, until he saw one crouch before him and hold the tip of a crude implement against his forehead. A chisel? Saruc guessed. He tried to move his head back to see for sure, but he could not – many of the other hands were holding his head in place. Now the chisel-man lifted a heavy rock in his other hand. 
 ‘What are you doing?’ Saruc asked softly. 
 The Habiru paid no attention to the question, and brought the rock down upon the chisel handle with a thick, reverberating tink.

 Saruc’s head flashed with lights. Irrelevant memories scampered across his thoughts, tangled with one another and fell in a heap. 

Tink, tink, tink…

 There was pain, and thick, warm runnels of blood sped down his face as the chiseller worked his way around the top of Saruc’s skull. He realised what was happening to him. 
 It was beautiful. 
 It was horrible. 
 He saw the other Habiru flexing their fingers, all gazing at the top of his head. 
 After a time – although time was a confusing notion for Saruc now, stunned as he was – the chisel man began working the tool-end into the crevice in his brow and began levering down on it, hard. Crushing, other-wordly pain shot through Saruc’s face. He heard himself roar out some plea, some rationale about needing to return to his estate in Ashur, about sharing his purse with them. With a snap and crackle of skin and sinew, a groan and crack of breaking bone and then a pop, the pressure lifted. Saruc saw the top of his skull land nearby. He looked up and around the ring of Habiru. Their eyes were different now: hungry, sharp. They pounced upon his open skull as one, pulling, ripping and devouring his brain. 
   
 *** 
   
 The dawn sun rose and stretched through Amur’s throne hall to reveal a litter of cold grey ashes, shredded tables, smashed amphorae, bloodstained walls and gawping corpses – Prince Chaset’s headless cadaver more prominent then most. A persistent thump-thump-thump of a battering ram sounded from the hall’s doors, shaking the place, dust falling in puffs. A clamour of Egyptian voices rose and fell with every renewed effort. From the passageway, the sound of metal tools picking and levering at the great stone blocking the secret corridor was grating and constant. 
 ‘The doors will hold, for a time,’ Sargis reported less than confidently, ‘and we can drag more stone slabs over to block the passageway. What now?’ 
 Hattu sat on the throne, now wearing his green cloak over his bare chest, staring. 
 ‘General,’ Sargis pressed, the confidence in his voice faltering a little as plaster puffed down around the gate and one of the timbers made a catastrophic crunching noise. 
 Hattu barely heard. He looked up, around his men, twenty-three remained of the thirty he had led in here to rescue Danil and the rest, waiting in the countryside outside. They had been tricked: sent here by King Niqmepa to hunt for his phantom son. Ugarit’s loyalty had never been in the balance when Hattu went to visit Niqmepa: it had already swung deviously towards the Egyptians. 
 ‘General Hattu…’ Babak cried. 
 Hattu blinked and saw for himself the morning sun creeping across the floor and the blistering wood of the throneroom doors. Thump-thump-thump had become crunch-crunch-crunch.

 He rose from the throne, waving a hand. ‘Have the men lift what water skins and light provisions they can find in here. Be ready to move, on my word,’ he said. 
 ‘But how, General? And where? We are trapped in here,’ Iranzi gasped, head flicking from the hall doors to the barred passageway. 
 Ignoring the latest impossible question, Hattu flitted down the dais steps, clearing his men out of the way like the prow of a ship, picking his way across the dead 
 ‘One day the blade will turn, and the world will turn upon its tip,’ a weak voice said. 
 Hattu twisted to see King Benteshina, standing, shaking, the gut cord hanging from his lips. 
 ‘Rest, Majesty. I will have an asu healer remove that thing from you,’ Hattu said, knowing full well there was probably no need – for everyone in this room was moments from being butchered. 
 The words did not seem to penetrate in any case. Benteshina simply continued whispering to himself. ‘One day the blade will turn, and the world will turn upon its tip. One day the blade will turn, and the world will turn upon its tip…’ he began slapping his temple with the heel of one hand. ‘Why can’t I… remember?’ he wailed like a child. 
 Hattu motioned to Natu, who stepped over to comfort the king. Hattu strode on and stepped into the antechamber. In it sat Tanku upon a stone bench, kilted, head bowed, elbows resting on his knees, a towel wrapped across his mighty shoulders and his white cloak folded neatly next to him. Babak was with him, an arm wrapped around the big man’s shoulders. Such a strange and wonderful sight to see a Hittite and a Kaskan share such tenderness – especially given the earlier animosity between this particular pair. Babak whispered some words to the big man and squeezed with his arm, then knocked his forehead to Tanku’s in an instinctive soldier’s way, before standing and offering his place on the bench to Hattu. 
 Hattu sat next to the chief. ‘That cursed wagon now serves as part of the barricade.’ 
 Tanku’s head twitched a little. ‘And the spiders?’ 
 ‘Iranzi and Babak brushed them out of the wagon and tossed them from the window.’ 
 ‘Then they were not killed? Good,’ Tanku said quietly. 
 ‘I did not think your concern would lie with the welfare of the spiders.’ 
 Tanku shook his head. ‘They did nothing but that which they are bound to do by the Gods. I realised that – as they dug and scraped in my ears, crawled over my eyes, bit my flesh,’ he held out one thick, muscle-knotted arm, riddled with red dots where some of the spiders had bitten him. ‘There is nothing to fear from spiders. It is the men who put me in that cage who are truly the stuff of nightmares. Most clearly, I remember not the spiders crawling over me, but the sight of the three bastards, watching. What kind of man savours another’s suffering?’ 
 Hattu repeated Babak’s gesture, wrapping an arm around Tanku and pulling him close. 
 Tanku, face part-hidden by his loose hair, almost smiled. He held up his other hand, twisting it slowly. Hattu saw that a small spider was on the back of it, walking in time with the twisting hand. ‘They succeeded only in breaking my one and only fear. Now I am truly unafraid. Gods help the next man to challenge me.’ 
 ‘I fear he may not be that far away,’ Hattu said. ‘We are trapped in here and the Egyptians are but moments from breaking in.’ 
 Tanku’s head lifted. He set the small spider free then drew his loose hair back and knotted it at his crown. ‘No, you are free, we all are.’ 
 ‘There’s no way out, Tanku. They surround us. I led all these men to their deaths.’ 
 ‘You don’t understand,’ Tanku said, ‘in the cells there was a man next to me. Galeg’s apprentice.’ 
 ‘Where is he?’ Hattu whispered. 
 ‘Dead. But before he passed, he told me of-’ 

Crash! went the gates, shuddering violently. 
 Tanku rose and strode from the antechamber, swishing on and buckling his white cloak over his bare shoulders. Hattu watched the chief walk, his lips moving, his eyes tracing across the floor, his fingers flicking up, counting across then down the way. At last, Tanku stabbed a finger at a flagstone near the northern edge of the room. ‘Help me,’ he said. But in moments he had a spear like a lever under the stone, almost prizing it free on his own. Babak and Hattu lifted it clear and gawped down into the black hole below. Tanku plucked a smouldering torch and tossed it into the drop. 
 Steps. 
 ‘Exactly where he said it would be,’ Tanku cooed. ‘This leads to the brook, about two hundred paces north of the city mound.’ 
 ‘We must go, now,’ Hattu hissed, waving the others close. ‘The doors will collapse within the hour. Dagon awaits outside, he and the rest of the men hide in the woods just east of here. If we can steal out unseen while the Egyptians batter at the doors and the passageway then-’ 
 ‘Prince Hattu,’ a weak voice said. 
 Hattu twisted to see King Benteshina, standing, shaking, the gut cord still hanging from his lips, the most ill-fitting look of boyish delight on his face. 
 ‘Come with us, Majesty,’ Hattu said. 
 The words did not seem to penetrate. Benteshina’s face opened up in a joyous smile. ‘I have remembered the rest of my uncle’s wisdom.’ 
 Hattu shared a glance with his officers. 
 ‘We Amurrites live on the edge of a sword. Two mighty hands rest upon the hilt: one Egyptian, one Hittite, each straining to turn the weapon upon the other.’ 
 Hattu felt a terrible sense of something awry, seeing the maddened glint in Benteshina’s eyes. 
 ‘One day the blade will turn, and the world will turn upon its tip…’ Benteshina continued, stepping backwards, stopping at the besieged throneroom door. ‘Come that dawn – that dawn of war – the King of Amurru must bend his knee – to the strongest… whomever that might be.’ 
 Hattu and Tanku frowned. 
 ‘I’m sorry,’ Benteshina said, his joyous expression sliding away like fat from a hot knife, the most compelling look of sadness taking its place as he turned, scooped both hands under the locking bar and heaved it up and out of place. 
 ‘No-’ Hattu and Tanku roared in unison, throwing out an arm towards the door as if they could halt Benteshina from here. 
 But, like a roaring flood rising from nothing, the doors crashed open, barging Benteshina out of the way like sapling. The bronze-tipped ram surged in, a mass of Egyptians with it, their screams of war filling the throneroom, their headdresses flailing and their khopesh blades raised and gleaming. 
 ‘Go, go!’ Hattu yelled, bundling Tanku with him as he and the others crushed into the floor tunnel. They sped down and through the cramped space, each privately questioning the sanity of Galeg’s apprentice in the cells. What if it was a dead end, or simply led to a pit of spikes? 
 But they burst clear of the other end, into stark brightness and growing heat of Amurru’s countryside, already baked dry of the previous night’s rainstorm. As the twenty-three men splashed across a shallow brook, a rabble of Egyptian nefru came spilling from the tunnel in close pursuit. Hattu glanced behind him: only fifty or so were in chase, the rest still in the throneroom unawares, or perhaps in the tunnel and on their way to aid the chase. Hattu twisted his head eastwards and looked into the sky. There, two dots circled tightly around the honey-gold dawn, diving every so often the returning to making great loops: Zephyr, Tempest!

 ‘With me,’ he bellowed, leading the small knot of men across a meadow towards the cedar trees below the birds. 
 The Egyptians were swift, gaining fast. But when they came close to the woods, a wall of one hundred Hittite archers stepped from the shade of the trees, Dagon and Kisna marshalling them. Kisna saw them, and cried: ‘Spitting Bows… loose.’ 
 With a thrum, one hundred arrows sailed over the heads of the running Hittites and plunged into the pursuing Egyptians. With a chorus of screams many of them fell. Another volley and more fell. Finally, the pursuers slowed and broke off. 
 ‘Chief Tanku!’ the men cried as they reached the woods, hundreds of salutes being thrown again and again from the archers and the spearmen just behind them in the forest shade. Dagon embraced Tanku, then Kisna too. 
 ‘Where is Danil?’ Dagon asked as the waiting men gave spears and shields to the Amur rescue party. 
 Hattu shook his head once, and Dagon’s face fell. ‘We must be swift,’ Hattu said to all of them, demanding their attention. ‘We must get away from these parts.’ 
 ‘Hattu?’ Dagon frowned. 
 ‘Something Volca said,’ replied Hattu, turning to look south. ‘Trouble approaches.’ 

War is a certainty now, Prince Hattu! Ishtar hissed. You know what that means…

 Hattu shook his head frantically, eyes darting. 

She will die!

 ‘General, a dust storm rises,’ cried Natu, up near the top of one cedar, shielding his eyes from the sun and looking south. 
 The words tore Hattu from his tangled thoughts. He and all others twisted that way. A wall of dark cloud was rising indeed, sweeping north from the southern edge of the lands of Amurru, combing north towards the city of Amur. 
 ‘That is no storm,’ Dagon said in a whisper. ‘That is the Army of Ra.’ 
 A paean of trumpets shrieked from the direction of the dust wall. Hattu had never heard the likes before, but he knew at once what it was. The sound of Pharaoh’s army is like a dark spirit reaching inside you and clawing at your heart, Kurunta One-eye had once described it. 
 Hattu turned back in the direction of the Bargylus heights, seeing the hazy blue outline of the Hill of Souls. Shelter? Hope? he wondered. 
 ‘No,’ Tanku said, guessing Hattu’s plan. ‘Volca claimed he sent men up there last night.’ 
 Hattu’s eyes darted in thought. ‘But our supplies are up there – our grain, our salted meats, our mules and our only wagon.’ 
 ‘They may not have found our camp – the hill is sprawling and the spur is well-disguised,’ Dagon reasoned. 
 ‘We have to try,’ Hattu decided. ‘Back to the camp,’ he roared, he and his men breaking once more into a run. 
   
 *** 
   
 The soil of Amurru shuddered. Volca gripped the reins of his gelding as it slowed in fright at the wall of dust into which they had almost run. His throat dried of moisture as he gawped at the golden mass. ‘The Army of Ra,’ he croaked. In his six years in the Egyptian court, he still could not help but marvel at the sight. Ten thousand professional soldiers, reared on the banks of the River Iteru – the arterial waterway that ran the length of Egypt – sworn to fight and die for the Egyptian Sun God. Back to continue the much-talked of conquest of all Retenu… and then the Hittite lands, perhaps? 
 First came a wall of many thousands of Egyptian infantrymen, serried in Sa blocks. They were no mere nefru, these were menfyt: musclebound Egyptian veterans more scar than skin, their headdresses and standards – topped with striped feathers, rising suns, lion effigies and jackal heads – bobbing in time with their lockstep stride. Behind them was a wagon, upon which a lone figure stood. Pharaoh Seti stared northwards, chest wrapped in golden wings, sapphire helm ablaze with reflected sunlight. Before, behind and flanking Pharaoh’s wagon, the royal corps of the Strongarms marched, scales glittering like treasure, zebra-hide shields bright. Further back, a huge train of wagons rolled, heaped with five hundred disassembled war chariots. Screening the flanks of this arsenal marched thick bands of coal-skinned Medjay archers, Libyan bowmen and native Egyptian bowmen. 
 The flanking archers and infantry of the Army of Ra arced around Volca like pincers, Pharaoh’s famously withering gaze upon him. The army halted, the land fell silent, the dust sticking to Volca’s eyes and throat. 
 ‘Mighty Pharaoh,’ Volca fell from his horse and knelt, averting his gaze from the King of Egypt as all good subjects should. ‘I was riding forth to greet you,’ he lied. ‘Amur was assaulted last night. A force of Hittites attempted to wrest the place from us.’ 
 Seti’s lantern jaw worked, his eyes peering down at Volca as an elephant might regard a grub. ‘What are you trying to tell me, Sherden?’ 
 ‘That they were beaten,’ he said, daring to look up. The Hittites are right now trapped in the bowels of Amur. ‘Amidst them is none other than the odd-eyed prince, Hattu, brother of King Muwa.’ He waited for Pharaoh’s joyous reaction, but there was none. 
 ‘The Hittites will be released. King Muwa will pay a ransom, and he will accede to my eternal possession of Amurru.’ 
 ‘My Pharaoh?’ Volca gasped. ‘Amurru is just the first step on a journey of a thousand strides, you said.’ 
 ‘There will be no war,’ Pharaoh said flatly. 
 Volca’s eyes darted, his mind racing. Hattu was to live? Pharaoh was to seek peace with the Hittite King? A terrible thought overcame him then: of King Muwa and Seti engaging in talks – long-neglected in the build-up of tensions. Of Muwa describing to Seti the nature of his father’s death – by a poisoner’s hand… by Volca’s hand. He had seen what had happened to a courtier suspected of stealing food from Seti’s table – fed to the crocodiles. What would happen to a poisoner who had worked his way to Pharaoh’s side? But then Seti said something that blew every other thought away. 
 ‘Where is my son?’ 
 Volca’s blood slowed to a standstill. ‘Majesty… he… Chaset…’ 
 Only now he noticed the wide-eyed young Ramesses, beside Seti on the wagon, hanging on Volca’s every word. 
 ‘Pharaoh,’ another voice panted. Volca swung to see Sa Commander Khaldun, Commander of the Hornets of Sutekh, breathless and sweating, having run all the way from Amur – now just a white jewel in the north. He sank to one knee before Seti. ‘Chaset is dead.’ 
 Pharaoh’s whole body broadened and rose, his eyes catching light like a man lost in madness. The air crackled and spat as if a thunderstorm was gathering. Ten thousand voices rose up in laments and murmurs. Ramesses crumpled to a heap, sobbing. 
 ‘Chaset was killed by Prince Hattusili and the Hittites,’ Khaldun continued. ‘Now they have escaped the city and fled towards the Bargylus range.’ 
 Volca was sure he saw a glassiness pass over the Pharaoh’s eyes, and that was the only outward show of emotion. ‘Who was guarding my son when it happened?’ 
 ‘I… I was,’ said Khaldun, now shaking. ‘But-’ 
 ‘I can confirm that Khaldun and his Sa were charged with guarding poor Chaset,’ Volca said quickly, moon-eyed, his neck lengthening like that of an affable beggar. ‘Well, at least he should have been guarding him.’ 
 Khaldun stammered, glancing over at Volca in horror, unable to articulate a response. 
 Pharaoh Seti hopped down from his wagon, his towering frame exaggerated by the fact the soldiers nearest dropped prone around him, chanting in exultation. He ushered young Ramesses into the arms of a slave. ‘Don’t let him see any of this,’ Pharaoh demanded of the slave. With that, he snapped his fingers and swung one in the direction of Khaldun. Four men rose, reading the signal, pouncing upon Khaldun then pinning him to the dirt, holding an arm and a leg each. Khaldun screamed, begging for leniency. 
 Seti drew from his belt a ceremonial fang-dagger, then bent at the waist and ripped the tip of the fang diagonally across Khaldun’s belly. Khaldun’s eyes bulged and a fresh scream was muffled by a hand of one of his restrainers. Seti regarded the deep, long wound and the black, viscous blood spilling from it, then plunged a hand inside, rummaging for a moment, expressionless, before wrenching free a loop of intestine. He pulled the blue-grey, steaming gut rope, backstepping for several strides to stretch it before throwing the dripping and stinking length of innards down into the dust with a wet slap. Flies descended in moments, crawling over the entrails, swarming around the wound. In shock, Khaldun’s screams faded to nothing. He craned his head up to look at his now empty belly cavity, then passed out. 
 Sweat stole down Volca’s back as he waited on the same hands to slam down on him, to pin and eviscerate him. But it did not happen. He realised he had been spared. 
 ‘I came here to cut the sinews of war,’ Seti said at last. ‘Only to find that my son has been murdered. And so war it will be. The Hittite prince will be found, peeled and burnt. His brother, their enfeebled armies, their bleak cities… all will fall.’ 
 Volca’s skin crept with delight. 
 ‘The first step will be revenge. It falls to you, Volca, to apprehend his killers. You will be my vanguard, my hunting hound. I grant you the rank of overseer and I give you one hundred chariots and two thousand Ra veterans…’ he peered at his sea of wagons, ‘and other means of making war.’ 
 Volca frowned, seeing the strange crates aboard one wagon. 
 ‘Pursue these fleeing Hittites before they stray too far from us,’ Seti continued. ‘Make sure that they do not retreat north and back to friendly lands. The rest of my army will remain here with me to observe my dead boy’s journey into the Field of Reeds. After a time of mourning, we will follow in your wake.’ 
 Volca, quaking in relief, stood then genuflected. ‘I will do as you ask, Pharaoh’ 
 As he backed away, he wanted nothing more than to be gone with the force Seti had assigned him, away from the threat of the Pharaoh changing his mind and on the heels of Hattu and his ragged band. But Pharaoh stepped closer to him. So close that Volca could feel the heat and smell the stink of Khaldun’s blood on his arms. ‘I have something else to ask of you,’ Seti said privately. ‘You once asked me for something, and I denied you. Now, I grant you your wish…’ 
 Volca’s eyes widened in disbelief as Seti whispered on into his ear, his heart surging high in his chest with delight and a knavish smile spreading across his face. 




Chapter 13

No Way Home
Spring 1293 BC

   
 Hattu crouched midway up the Hill of Souls behind a scarp of rock, his smoke-grey eye aching as he saw the Egyptian nefru crawling over their spur-camp just as Tanku had feared. They were kicking over the shelters, ripping open the few sacks of grain, chewing on the salted meat, snapping at one another in clipped tones. ‘They are not here. Master Volca will be angry,’ one said. 
 ‘Five hundred,’ Tanku muttered. ‘Volca sent just two Sa units of Egyptian nefru to face four hundred Hittite soldiers? Then he is more foolish than I thought. This will be no contest.’ 
 ‘There would be no point in fighting them,’ Hattu answered, cupping a hand over Tanku’s knuckles as the big man tried to draw his sword. ‘We might win back the camp, but our supplies are ruined and more Egyptians would fall upon us soon.’ 
 ‘Aye,’ Tanku growled. ‘Shame.’ 
 Hattu turned away from the scarp and looked down to the four crouched companies hanging on his every word. ‘The camp has fallen,’ he whispered. ‘We cannot go back ther-’ 
 A shrill cry from above cut him off. His head swung to look back up the slope. One nefru was staring downhill right at him, pointing. Hattu braced, hands going for his twin swords, but the rest of the enemy soldiers did not race downhill for him as he had feared. Instead, another nefru leapt atop a rock and began waving a staff topped with a golden monkey back and forth into the sky. 
 ‘What are they doing?’ Tanku hissed. 
 ‘Signalling,’ Dagon said, rising to the scarp edge with them. 
 ‘Signalling what?’ Sargis snapped, rising too. 
 ‘That,’ Dagon replied. 
 All heads looked back to the west, across Amurru’s lowlands in the direction of the city they had fled that morning. Churning up from the rolling hills and grass fields was a plume of dust – smaller than that they had seen this morning but substantial nonetheless, and speeding towards them. Hattu spotted a horned helm, winking in the sunlight, crowning the warrior aboard a speeding chariot. 
 ‘Volca, Iranzi quailed. ‘He has an army of veterans and… chariots.’ 
 ‘A detachment from the Army of Ra,’ Hattu agreed. ‘Move,’ he demanded, waving his force on around the southern side of the hill. 
 ‘Where can we go?’ Sargis argued as they went. ‘Pursuers in the west, at our backs, South lies Egyptian Gubla, north is the Bargylus spine and that will only lead us back to treacherous Ugarit.’ 
 Hattu, gasping for breath like the rest, slung a hand ahead, pointing eastwards as they came round to that face of the mountain: the land beyond was pan-flat as far as the eye could see. After a danna or so, the green, deep-gold and red-clay colours of Amurru faded into a pale gold sea of dust. Nuhashi, the burning land. Hattu had regarded those expanses on their journey along the mountain spine to Amurru and on his morning scrambles up to the peak of the Hill of Souls. The place had always seemed like a bleak and barren edge of the world. Now, it had to be their path. ‘East. Into Nuhashi. We have no other choice.’ 
 ‘We cannot, General,’ Iranzi pled. ‘Men do not trek out there unless they are equipped with wagons and water barrels. We have nothing but that which we set out with before dawn.’ He patted the sagging water skin hanging from his belt. ‘When I was a boy, my older brother and his friends played games, daring one another to run as far into the Nuhashi lands as they could. My brother was a fine runner, with long legs and lungs like bellows. He ran out there one day and never returned.’ 
 Hattu, noticing the Egyptian nefru above them again – having circled the higher parts of the hill to track their movements – and the nearing dust cloud from the west, knew they had no time to bicker and debate. They had to move, now. He closed his eyes and saw the hexagonal map table from Hattusa’s planning room. He thought of the pale blue ink band that ran south to north, near the eastern edge of the Bargylus Mountains. It was out there, just a little further than the eye could see. But it was out there. ‘It is not all baking wilderness. The River Orauntis is a short march from here if we head due east. If we follow its banks we will find the City of Kadesh. The King of Kadesh will shelter us. If we move off now and keep going we might reach it by dusk.’ He looked around the men, seeing they were unconvinced. Likewise he could not help but recall the meeting in Hattusa’s map room: all discussions had been centred on the loss of Amurru, but Kadesh had been oddly quiet in this last year. He pushed the thoughts from his head – there was no time for doubt when it was their only option. ‘We might petition him for boats or wagons to take us north – all the way north, back to the White Mountains. A way home,’ he said, catching the eyes of the Hittite and Kaskan companies, then looked to Iranzi and his Amurrite hundred, ‘a new home – a sanctuary.’ 
 Now he saw their weary and frightened eyes sparkle. ‘General,’ a number of them rumbled as one, punching left fist salutes into the air. 
 They raced downhill and left the Hill of Souls behind, kicking up a dust trail of their own. The force pursuing them would have an easy marker to follow, yet Hattu knew there was no time or means to avoid this. On the flat ground below, they moved fast but in time, the officers calling for ordered steps, demanding marching songs to keep the men in time and in decent spirits. The patches of grass became bare and desiccated and, by mid-afternoon, the sun’s heat seemed to be turning against them. Men muttered dry-lipped prayers to Arinniti for mercy, corks popped from drinking skins already sucked nearly dry. Hattu shot looks behind him, seeing only weltering air and the now chimeral outline of the Hill of Souls and the rest of the Bargylus range fading away. No sign of the pursuers? 
 ‘We’re outrunning them,’ Natu snarled triumphantly, seeing it too. Men cheered, or mostly croaked, in delight and hope. Hattu said nothing, eyeing the way behind them with suspicion. 
 Dusk came and with it, merciful shade and a cooling of the air. Still, ahead of them was nothing but flat emptiness. Hattu kept them moving, his mind’s-eye on the map table, knowing they had to be close to the River Orauntis, certain that he could not afford to let them stop and sleep without having water nearby. First, he heard the dry, monotonous crunch of boots change into a shushing sound, and then he felt a cool, brushing sensation on his shins. Grass. Next, he heard the sound of a thousand gossiping voices. ‘Slow,’ he hissed, his four hundred dropping into a cautious walk as the grass became tall stalks of wild emmer wheat and reeds. Then he saw it, in the pale moonlight: the ribbon of water striking across the land just ahead of them, the stars and moon reflected in its busy surface. The waters chattered on endlessly. 
 ‘Reminds me of my wife,’ Sargis mused with a playful smile. 
 A chorus of whispers and muted cheers spread amongst them, until Dagon silenced them with a few sharp chopping hand motions. ‘On the banks, look.’ 
 Hattu peered ahead. A group of men sat and stood near a small glow of fire embers. 
 ‘Boats,’ Tanku said, pointing at dozens of long, low shapes bobbing near the banks, moored for the night. ‘Fishing skiffs.’ 
 ‘But not all of them are fishermen,’ Hattu replied, gesturing towards the figures by the fire. ‘See how the two there glint in the moonlight?’ 
 ‘Soldiers, Egyptians,’ Sargis realised, eyeing the pair. They stood near the fire, resting their weight on spears, their headdresses and khopesh swords hanging from their belts cast in sharp relief. One carried a torch. Many more such torches bobbed further down the banks. Hattu peered south. There, almost indiscernible in the blackness of night, a huge, pure-black shape loomed. The shape of crenelated battlements, sloping walls, and a few more winks of torchlight around and near it. All around it, the moonlit waters of the river rolled. 
 ‘A city,’ Babak cooed. ‘A city that floats on the water?’ 
 ‘Kadesh,’ Iranzi smiled. ‘It sits on a river island.’ 
 Hattu’s soul froze. ‘And it is Pharaoh Seti’s.’ 
 ‘Listen,’ Kisna whispered. 
 All fell utterly silent, crouched there in the reeds. Over the odd whisper of the rushes, they heard the fishermen chatting with the pair of Egyptian soldiers. One of the sitting fishermen said something in broken Egyptian in a pleasant tone, handing a plate to one of the soldiers. A waft of charred, succulent fish drifted across the short distance to the Hittite force. None of them had eaten since dawn, and every mouth moistened. Babak’s belly gurgled treacherously, the big, fiery Kaskan’s face creasing in guilt like that of a boy who had misbehaved. 
 The Egyptian soldier by the fire munched happily on the meal, the other laughing and joking with the fishermen. 
 ‘We have to move upriver,’ Babak said, ‘if we are to get close enough to the banks to draw water.’ 
 ‘No,’ Hattu replied. ‘We need those boats. They are now our only our way north.’ 
 ‘We can’t afford to fight these soldiers and fishermen,’ Dagon advised. ‘Sound will carry well in these parts, and if the garrison of Kadesh is roused, we don’t stand a chance.’ 
 ‘There will be no fight,’ Hattu answered. 
 ‘How do you know?’ Tanku asked. 
 But Hattu was already listening to other words – those of the fishermen, chatting amongst themselves in Kadeshi, which the Egyptian soldiers clearly did not understand. But it was a language old Ruba had long-ago taught Hattu. 
 ‘I pissed on the fish before I cooked it,’ one said. ‘This ox-brain thinks it is delicious!’ 
 The fishermen rumbled with laughter. The soldier eating the fish joined in too, clearly thinking he was part of the joke instead of the butt of it. 
 ‘Those fishermen will help us,’ Hattu said. 
 ‘How can you be so sure?’ Babak said. 
 Dagon met Hattu’s eyes and read what had happened. ‘A thousand tongues talk inside the general’s head. He hears what we do not.’ 
 The soldiers finished their meal then made their way on along the banks to the north on a lazy patrol. Hattu approached the fire with Tanku and Dagon flanking him. The fishermen rose from their seats in fright, eyes switching between the trio, heads flicking to the not-long departed soldier pair, one’s mouth opening as if to shout. 
 ‘At ease. We wish you no harm,’ Hattu said in Kadeshi. 
 ‘Who are you?’ the lead fisherman – a haggard fellow – said, peering at Hattu’s eyes. ‘You speak my tongue but you are not of these lands.’ 
 ‘We are men who care little for Pharaoh’s soldiers. Men who wish to use your boats to sail downriver to the north.’ 
 Hattu fished in his purse and found one of the six tiny bars of silver in his purse. He held it before the fisherman, who gawped. The other two whispered in excitement too. ‘We will need all of these boats though, and supplies too,’ Hattu added. With a slight wave of his hand, his nearly four hundred strong force rose from the reeds behind him. 
 The fisherman gawped. ‘I cannot do as you ask. These skiffs are not all ours. We merely watch them for the other fishermen – the ones who live in the countryside and come here in the morning to sail. It has been a bleak winter for us. The King of Kadesh has ignored us since he threw his lot in with Pharaoh Seti, and we have been left without aid. These boats need to sail tomorrow, not northwards but upriver to the rapids where the carp are spawning. We need the food. I have seven boys and four girls.’ 
 Hattu translated for Dagon and Tanku. 
 ‘Busy man?’ Tanku mused, making eyes at the fellow’s crotch. ‘I’m surprised he’s not worn it out.’ 
 ‘What did he say?’ the fisherman said. 
 Hattu looked at Tanku askance, then back at the fisherman. He was not a greedy or opportunistic man, Hattu judged, and so he paid what he thought the man would need to feed and protect his villagers. He lifted out another silver bar. ‘Would this change things – enough silver to buy for your families plenty vegetables, grain and meat?’ 
 The man’s eyes looked set to pop from his head. He looked at the other two then back to Hattu. ‘I will rouse the owners of the other boats and bring them here. We will sail you downriver as you ask.’ 
 Hattu looked over his shoulder, past the reeds and his men, and off into the blackness of night behind them. Even though it had been some time since they had seen that wicked dust cloud following them, he knew they were being pursued. They could not afford to burn time. ‘Be swift, fisherman. We must be away from here before dawn comes,’ he said, keeping the two silver pieces in his hand. ‘Remember the reward that awaits you if you do as I ask.’ 
 The man nodded and he and his two fellow fishermen muttered and planned who would go where, before the three split up and sped off through the reeds, one taking a skiff and paddling across the river to rouse the fishermen who lived on that side. 
 ‘You trust them,’ Dagon said, more an observation than a question. 
 ‘I have to,’ Hattu replied. ‘Once we’re on the river, the currents will pull us homewards.’ 
 Splashing sounded all around them as the rest of the men quickly lined the banks of the Orauntis to scoop handful after handful of water into their parched mouths. Thirsts slaked, they sat on their haunches near the dying embers of the fishermen’s fire, toasting what scraps of bread they had in their leather bags. Tanku caught a carp with his hands, gutted and skewered it and set about cooking it so all could have a few flakes of its flesh. 
 Hattu strolled around the edges of the gathered men with Dagon. The pair sat on a riverside hummock, gazing across the night sky. Zephyr and Tempest joined them, playfully pecking at Dagon’s offered fingers. Hattu’s heart ached at the thought of the huge journey ahead, at the distance between him and his loved ones. Then his mind darkened as he thought over the storm he had brewed: the tangled mess of King Niqmepa’s deception, and the headless Egyptian Prince lying back in Amur’s halls. 
 ‘Everything you did, you did to avert war with Egypt,’ Dagon said softly, reading his thoughts. ‘And you will be home with them, soon.’ 
 Hattu’s troubles eased. Dagon had a way with words, his tongue as sharp as a spear or as soft as a summer breeze as the situation required. He looked at his friend, the moonlight showing nothing of his plague scars, his eyes closed in some reverie. ‘I know it will be so. Every night in these lands I have lulled myself to sleep with memories of home: of old Colta and his nags at the chariot stables, of Father shuffling around with his cane at his home in the lower town. Then I look up and I see you and Atiya on the citadel walkways, her cradling your new lad in her arms. I sleep well most nights.’ 

Atiya! Hattu mouthed. Thoughts of her were like a warm fire in a roomful of memories. He felt a stinging behind his eyes, but blinked it away. ‘No dreams of Nirni?’ he said with a half-smile. 
 Dagon shrugged, feigning disinterest. ‘Hmm? I suppose.’ Then he ducked his head down with a chuckle and a broad smile. ‘Always.’ 
 Sargis brought the pair a few flakes of white carp meat on the flat of a knife. The flesh was warm, sweet and tender, flaking away to nothing but chasing away the worst of their hunger pangs. Dagon rose and stepped down from the hummock, Hattu’s falcons taking flight at the same time. ‘I will organise a watch of sorts until the fishermen come back.’ 
 Alone, Hattu gazed around. His eyes stopped on the black outline of Kadesh once more. If all went to plan they would be gone from these parts before the light of day arrived and so he would never set eyes upon the place in all its glory. He felt his heart rise, imagining the boats spiriting them north, closer to home, closer to Dagon’s dreams. He didn’t notice the grey veil of sleep creeping up and over him, until he was under it. 

You will see this city again, Ishtar purred. Oh yes, Prince Hattu, you will return here to sow the ground with bones. A flash of fire exploded inside his mind, and through the eyes of sleep, he saw the black outline of Kadesh change, shimmering with a blinding light. All around him, the bare earth around the sun-white city began to crack and sprout bleached white skulls. These juddered and rose as skeletons entire, the staring eye sockets and pitiless rictuses glaring at Hattu, each bony set of hands bearing a shield and sword. So many of them, as far as the eye could see all around the city, like a plain of wild wheat. Silent, staring. From their bones hung rags: scraps of various colours and materials – rotting remnants of armour from every corner of the known world – and some skulls bore strange war helms. Then with a clack, the skeletons fell into a warrior’s crouch and raised their swords, before lunging for him in their thousands, jaws falling open to emit a chorus of piercing shrieks, causing the dream ether to tremble and shatter. 
 His whole body jolted as he awoke. Then he realised that the hummock upon which he sat was shuddering too. From the distance, thick claps of noise – like stony thunder – echoed. Then, as quickly as the whole thing had begun, the ground fell still. Another earth tremor. He heard his men whisper in fear. No sooner had he turned to them than he found a gormless stranger standing right there, a pace from him, reeking of raw fish. Pure instinct had him leaping to his feet, going for his twin swords, before he saw the trio of fishermen he had paid just behind this one, coming up the hummock, followed by dozens more of their colleagues. 
 ‘It is time to sail,’ the haggard one of the three said. 
 Hattu’s shoulders relaxed. He cast one last look at the black outline of Kadesh and grunted in agreement. 
   
 *** 
   
 The waters of the River Orauntis creamed and chuckled under the bow of the lead skiff as it slipped speedily downstream under sail – the haggard fisherman guiding it expertly with one hand on the tiller and the other on the ropes controlling the triangular sail’s spar. Twenty Hittite soldiers lined the sides and thwarts of the simple, leaf-shaped ship and each of the seventeen similar boats behind it. Each boat carried a half dozen or so sacks of precious supplies brought by the fishermen: water, fruit, grain, bread loaves, forty salted carp and jars of honey.

 Captain Sargis shielded his eyes from the baking sun as he gazed longingly over to the palm-fringed banks in all their silty safety and shady comfort then frowned, looking down into the opaque blue waters by the boatside. He seemed enchanted by the shimmering, jewel-like surface as a cat might be engrossed by a moving light. He leaned a little closer to it when he saw something moving underneath. A carp leapt from the waters, flicking spray up at him with its tail. Sargis shrieked in a rather womanly fashion, and the other incumbents of the boat rumbled in laughter. ‘Rivers should not be this deep or wide,’ Sargis remarked sourly, shuffling back from the edge and folding his arms. 
 ‘That’s what we all said about your mum,’ Kisna replied lazily, lying back on a pile of sacks, slicing moist chunks of flesh from a pear, Zephyr and Tempest perched on the edge of the boat next to him under the mistaken impression that he might be eating worms and be unable to finish them all. 
 Sargis looked blankly at him, turning his good ear to hear better. ‘Hmm?’ 
 Kisna grinned, nodding to his eating knife. ‘I said I nearly cut my thumb.’ 
 Oblivious, Sargis turned away to continue regarding the river’s surface with suspicion. 
 Hattu looked around his men on this boat and back at the others. They were darker-skinned from their time in these parts, some even sporting sun-bleached streaks in their dark hair. Babak – like his Kaskan hundred – now had the look of an old leather shield, his once-pale skin now burnished and mottled with dark freckles, giving his fiery hair and tied beard an even more nightmarish look than usual. Many of the Mountain Wolves and Spitting Bows were as dark as Iranzi’s Sons of Amurru – their battle scars pinkish-white in stark contrast. But most tellingly of all they looked content, hopeful. They had enjoyed a full breakfast of fish and bread, berries and water… and now they were going home. 
 Dagon swirled a frayed length of rope on the deck between his feet. ‘Two ingots of silver to ride on a floating barrel that stinks of fish,’ he chuckled 
 Kisna pulled a look that suggested he was considering another mum joke, but whatever it was, he kept it to himself. 
 Hattu scanned the banks further downriver, hemmed by a thin band of crop fields and lush palms – defying the blazing, flat expanse of gold just beyond on either side. The wind of the voyage furrowed his thick, black locks, billowing freely, the beryl-tipped braid bound by Atiya snapping and dancing like a banner. It reminded him again of home, and with every kink and meander of the river, he turned his head to focus on the north, searching for the sharp westwards bend that would mark their disembarkation point. If the hot tailwind kept up then they should see it maybe even before the light faded today. There, they would be within a short march of the White Mountain spurs. 
 ‘General,’ Tanku said, kneeling on a small platform near the stern with the haggard fisherman. ‘The river changes, up ahead.’ 
 Hattu’s eyes swivelled to follow Tanku’s gaze. The silky blue waters were different there – disturbed, flashes of white churning against something… something murky and brown, stretching across the river. 
 ‘A bridge?’ cooed Kisna. 
 Hattu’s grey eye ached, seeing more than he cared to. A dozen or more taut ropes had been thrown across a narrow section of the river, the ends tied to palms either side, planks laid across parallel ropes to form a bridge. Tied there in the middle, like a hand raised demanding any travellers should halt, was a staff. Hattu peered at it. A wooden shaft, topped with a golden, rising sun. Not a bridge, but a barrier. Now he saw, on either side of the rope bridge, the masses of Egyptian soldiers crouching in the frond-shade of the palms. All those on the boat with Hattu spluttered in fright and horror. 
 ‘We must turn the boats back,’ the fisherman wailed. ‘They will crunch together and be ruined on those ropes.’ 
 But Hattu heard nothing. For at the eastern bridgehead, Volca waited, an arm raised, a line of Libyan archers kneeling near him, bows nocked and drawn. He saw the Sherden’s lips move and the Libyan bows jerk. 
 ‘Down!’ Hattu cried, leaping to grab the fisherman and pull him down. Thick thuds of arrows meeting flesh and splashing into water sounded all around. Hattu heard the haggard fisherman sigh, the body falling from his grasp, an arrow lodged deep between his shoulders. The boat swerved wildly out of control, tilting and twisting in the rapids and currents nearer the rope-bridge, the sail falling limp them billowing madly as it caught the wind again, the spar unmanned. Hattu rolled over and over as the boat nearly capsized, only Tanku and Dagon’s swiftness to grab the opposite side and use their bodies as ballast prevented it. 

Thrum, more arrows. Splash, a dozen more Hittites and fishermen toppled into the river. 
 ‘Pull to the shallows,’ Hattu roared, head twisting to the western banks. But there, emerging from the palms was a thick band of Egyptian veterans, lances levelled. Any to land there would be slaughtered. Worse, the boats were now but a spear’s throw from the wretched rope bridge where they would overturn, break up or become snared. The eastern banks offered the only hope. He pushed up onto one knee and sprang towards the stern and seized the tiller, veering the ship sharply towards the eastern banks. ‘Do as I do,’ he called back to the other vessels. 
 With a crunch of reeds and a grating of keels on silt, the ragtag fleet ground onto the Orauntis’ eastern verges. Splashing feet, chaotic shouting and then the crunch, crunch of boots on shingle. The fishermen fled south through the reeds and along the riverbank while the Hittites sped through the thin palms, due east. Hattu snatched looks downriver, seeing Volca there, madly waving to his men. Arrows whacked down on the grass and crops around the Hittites’ feet, but they were swift, racing until the grass became mere tussocks and then vanished almost entirely, leaving the narrow vein of fertility along the river’s banks and speeding out into the blazing glare of the sun. Ahead lay no more rivers. Ahead was merely burning infinity and a certainty of thirst and death. 
 A whinny of many horses sounded, coming from somewhere within the palm thickets behind Volca, quickly followed by the snap of whips and grumble of wheels. ‘Ride them down,’ Volca’s voice carried like a gull’s shriek. ‘With me – ya!’ 
 Hattu’s skin crawled with terror as he felt the ground shiver with a chariot charge. He snapped his head round to look back, eyes locking onto the crazily whipping dust plume bursting from the river’s edge and onto the baking land. A bent-bow of golden chariots: jostling, speeding for their backs, Volca dead-centre. 
 ‘Run… run!’ he cried, despite knowing that his infantry had not a hope of outpacing chariots – especially not nimble and speedy Egyptian cars. 
 He and his men sped on into the hopeless, burning infinity. The chasing vehicles were soon close behind. Those on the flanks raced into the lead, like a maw opening to swallow the stunned Hittite men. 
 The spirits of Father and Kurunta One-eye screamed orders in his mind. Turn, face, lock shields. Form a circle!

 But Hattu knew they were both wrong, for no half-regiment like his – hardy and Hittite as they may be – could withstand assault by a rampaging Egyptian chariot force. He swept the idea from his head and searched for another. But they only had moments. 
 ‘Do not lose heart. Keep going,’ he rasped, lungs and heart pounding. 
 ‘To where?’ Kisna cried, eyes sweeping across the flat, featureless eastern land ahead. 
 ‘Slaughter them – the murderers of Prince Chaset. For the Horus of Gold, the Falcon King, he who rages like a panther!’ Volca screamed. 
 Some of Hattu’s men threw down their shields and let their helms topple from their heads such was their fright and desperation. He could hear the shrieks and individual curses of the Egyptians behind them now, rocks cracking under hooves. With a series of grunts and a whoosh, a flock of spears and axes smacked down near Hattu’s feet, some plunging between the shoulders and calves of those running nearby. Dozens fell, Galmi’s chest exploding as one Egyptian lance burst through from behind. Then a whirling noise sounded and the enemy infantrymen loosed a cloud of spinning hunting clubs. These bent wooden sticks, painted brightly and shaped like thick ribs, whacked on the backs of men, breaking limbs and cracking skulls. A score more fell. 
 Hattu felt his legs burning, knew the Egyptians were almost upon them, knew that he and the others could not run like this for much longer. He twisted to see the foremost Egyptian chariots spearing the trailing men of Hattu’s force. The speedy barefoot enemy runners alongside butchered those who fell, wounded. Dozens more were stricken, falling in a thrashing mass of limbs, their screams cut short as they were trampled under hooves and wheels. Hattu heard a groan of bows then felt a heavy punch in the shoulder blade, along with a metallic zing, as an arrow shaft struck the hilt of one of the twin blades sheathed on his back. An empty mercy, he realised, knowing the marksman would already have drawn and nocked again, and would not miss twice. 
 But then, like a thunderstorm stolen away by the hand of a god, the din behind them fell away as the Egyptian war cars inexplicably slowed. Bewildered, Hattu flicked looks back to see Volca’s handsome face spoiled by fright, the Sherden’s driver pulling in the reins. 
 Then he looked forward again and saw why. Up ahead. A fissure. Stretching across the earth for miles like a demon’s smile. A recent rift – the work of the earth tremor they had felt near Kadesh? No way across. A plummet into the fissure and certain death – or certain death anyway on the end of Egyptian blades. He saw Tempest and Zephyr shrieking and circling over one part of the cleft. Dagon was racing ahead of the others towards the birds. Hattu watched as his friend blazed over the fissure edge. Choosing a death plummet instead of butchery on the end of Egyptian blades? Hattu’s heart froze, until he saw Dagon seemingly walking on air, loping on over onto the far side. ‘A bridge,’ he screamed to the others. At once, the Hittite party funnelled towards the spot Dagon had crossed. Hattu saw the precarious outcrop of baked gold stone that had been standing right in the path of the fissure. It had fallen like a tree as the cleft opened, landing awkwardly to span the gap. 
 ‘Go, go, go!’ he urged his charges. They sped across, arms swinging for balance, three abreast. Hattu glanced back to see Volca’s face now flushed with rage and realisation. The Sherden cried out and brought his army forward once more. ‘Don’t let them cross,’ he boomed. 
 Hattu bounded over with Tanku and Kisna flanking him, dust puffing up as the stone pillar groaned and shifted under their weight. As soon as he set foot on the far side, Egyptian arrows skated and ricocheted all around them. Volca was leading the charge for the bridge, face set in a hunter’s rictus. 
 ‘Break the bridge,’ Hattu rasped as soon as the last of his men had crossed, grabbing a spear and wedging the haft into the tiny gaps between the bridge end and the fissure side, levering and twisting. 
 ‘Help the general,’ Tanku bellowed. Several dozen others rushed to the scene. But the bridge was stuck fast – its great weight refusing to budge under the efforts of the exhausted Hittites. Hattu saw Volca’s chariot raced to just a spear’s throw from the bridge. Closer, closer, and then the Sherden leapt from his war car and thundered onwards on foot, joined by a swarm of infantrymen. 
 ‘Push!’ Hattu cried. 
 Closer and closer, Volca and his men came. To the far side, then six Egyptians raced out across the bridge. At just that moment, the stone shard shifted and shuddered, then toppled into the inky abyss, the six shrieking as they fell into the deep unknown. 
 Volca’s face widened in horror, skidding to slow himself right before the precipice. Three of his men failed to slow in time and thrashed on out into the abyss where solid stone had been a heartbeat ago. 
 As their death echoes faded, Hattu staggered back from the edge, snatching for breath, looking up from the black depths and to the far side. Volca’s expression was bestial as he waved the rest of his army to the edge of the fissure. ‘Archers!’ 
 Hattu barely had time to react before an arrow plunged against his spear shaft and quivered there. Several dozen others brought a ragged shield shell of sorts around them and in moments all were behind this scant protection. Missiles battered down, but only a few Hittite men were stricken. Through the cracks in the shield screen, Hattu saw Volca, eyes ablaze, watching as his prey backstepped away from the dark scar in the ground. 
 ‘No horse or man can leap that gap,’ Hattu tried to calm his men, ‘and there will be no other bridge – that fissure was torn by the recent tremor.’ 
 He glanced in the direction of their backstepping retreat: dusty wadis, winding and intricate, stretched out there like a maze. ‘Fall into the closest defile, it will shelter us from their arrows and we will soon be out of their range.’ 
 But just then, with a series of shouts and a voice boomed like a vengeful god cursing them all: ‘Fare well in the burning lands, Hittites. But know this: your time will be short.’ Volca paused as his men began tossing looped ropes across the fissure in search of a hold that would serve as the first parts of a bridge. ‘Out here, you are my prey. My ranks will find you and slice you down before any one of you can reach the northern routes to the White Mountains. You will never again see your homes.’ he raised his trident, pointing it directly at Hattu. ‘Even if you did make it home, you would be dismayed by what you found there…’ 
 Hattu’s blood ran cold. ‘What did you say?’ he roared, breaking through the shield screen, only for Volca to laugh aloud and Tanku to haul him back in before a pair of Egyptian arrows nearly took him in the throat. 
 A tumultuous roar rose from the Egyptian force as Hattu and his men sank into the nearest of the wadis. As soon as they were out of sight of their foe, they lowered the shield screen and ran, due east. After a danna or more they halted, breathless, finished. Hattu met the eyes of each of his men – all looking to him for direction. 
 ‘It will take Volca many hours, maybe even a day or more to build a sound bridge and bring his army across. We can afford a short rest.’ 
 But he could see that they carried only scraps of rations – most thrown down on the flight from the pursuing chariots – and just the water they carried on their belt loops to drink. They were lost. Not even the spirits of dead leaders spoke to him. There were no swords to draw through the fire here. They were in the blaze now. All he knew was he had to try, despite the absence of hope, he had to try. Yet Volca’s words clanged in his ears, over and over. 

Even if you did make it home, you would be dismayed by what you found there…

 Had he heard the Sherden correctly? Thoughts and imaginings stung and bit him, weariness and thirst stealing his powers of concentration. He shook his head, hard, then crept up the wadi side on his haunches. The arid landscape all around was devoid of life. Zephyr and Tempest settled upon his shoulders. He silently thanked both of them for guiding Dagon to the stone bridge, then wept inwardly to think the two birds would likely stay with him stubbornly until he died out here. 
 ‘Which way now?’ Tanku said, arriving next to him, squinting in the noon sun. 
 ‘Whichever way will bring us to water,’ Babak suggested, eyes scanning the silvery heat band that hung in every direction. 
 ‘We cannot go back west,’ Hattu answered. ‘We cannot return to the river.’ 
 ‘North, then, as the river flows,’ Iranzi suggested. ‘That way will take us towards the White Mountains, no?’ 
 ‘It will,’ Dagon said. ‘But across this baking waste and on foot, no man would make it as far as the mountains, could they?’ 
 Hattu thought of the pale stretch on the hexagonal map table again. The barren, burning wastes of Nuhashi. 
 ‘There are Oases dotted along the way,’ Iranzi said. 
 Hattu’s eyes narrowed. Hope? ‘You are sure of this?’ 
 Iranzi hesitated for a moment, his tongue poking out to moisten his dry lips. ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘The Oasis of Belsara lies just over a day to the north.’ 
 Kurunta One-eye had always told Hattu that the best generals understood their own weaknesses. Hattu had always known that one of his weaknesses was his inability to spot false words. This time, he had no such difficulty. Iranzi wasn’t confident at all. But were they false words or merely uncertain? He realised the rest of the men had seized on the idea, regardless. Hopping north through the semi-desert from oasis to oasis, edging closer to home. To sanctuary. What other option was there? Due east was pure desert – a sea of dunes. South would take them back towards Kadesh. West and they would run into Volca’s force. And every moment they hesitated, Volca’s bridge was surely edging closer to completion. 
 ‘Form a marching line,’ Hattu said, turning his eyes to the northern horizon and the blinding heat haze. 




Chapter 14

A Shadow in the Heartlands
Spring 1293 BC

   
 A fresh wind whistled around Hattusa, chopping and roaring up on the highest parts. Posted on the parapet of the acropolis’ Sun Gatehouse, Rapanu the Golden Spearman leaned against the triangular baked-mud merlons, eyed the twilit sky and sighed. Nobody had seen or heard from Prince Hattu in over a year. Most now feared the worst – some soldiers holding solemn rites, beseeching the Gods to spare him, others asking merely that he have a safe route into the Dark Earth, land of the dead. Worse, with King Muwa still a long way south at the Kestel mines, there was no single, commanding voice to raise the hopes of the soldiers and the people. It was a troubling time. 
 The wind rippled his white tunic and brought with it the scent of malting barley, scattering his dark thoughts. Beer, he mused enviously, his nose rising and twitching like a hunting hound’s as he turned to the west, looking down over the torchlit maze of the lower town. The rich aroma came and went in wafts which carried also the velvety laughter of drunken comrades and their paid-for female companions in the arzana
houses down there. Nearly half of the fifty-strong acropolis guard unit had been given the night off. Golden Spearmen? one of his friends had cooed as the group had left to troop past Rapanu and on down to the drinking dens. We’ll be purple spearmen, more like, he had said, doing a pelvic thrust into the fresh air. Rapanu grumbled now as he had then. It felt as if he was missing the best night of his life. 
 Further afield, wagons were rolling in from the croplands west of the city. He saw small figures of the lower town guard at work on the Tawinian Gates, checking every entrant carefully in case they were an enemy in disguise. It had happened before, a Kaskan rogue leading a wagon inside – a wagon packed with bandit foes who set about pillaging a ward of the city before they were caught and hung from the acropolis walls by their ankles. For days, they were picked at by crows and vultures, the men shrieking and the birds shuffling and scratching around to tear skin and meat from their bodies. 
 A rough skrit-skrit-skrit sounded beside him. For a moment, it was as if the memory had come to life. Then he turned to see that it was just Gorru the Mesedi
scratching up and down under his high bronze helm. Tradition dictated that every gatehouse had to be guarded by two men: one Golden Spearman and one Mesedi, so each would keep the other honest. But why him? Rapanu grumbled, eyeing Gorru. While his Golden Spearmen friends were running their hands over the smooth flesh of whores by the warmth of crackling alderwood fires, he was stuck on a frozen parapet with this sweaty, unshaven ape – who was now cramming a wedge of bread into his mouth with absolutely no decorum, crumbs spraying everywhere and falling inside the collar of his bronze scale corselet, some coming to a rest on the thick, black curly hair sprouting there. 
 Rapanu dunted the haft of his gilt lance on the parapet walkway. ‘Right, now that you’ve managed to get at least half of your meal into your mouth… we should seal the clay.’ 
 Gorru’s head swung round. ‘I suppose,’ he said, spraying crumbs over a despairing Rapanu. 
 The pair descended the steps inside the rightmost of the two stout square towers that flanked the gates and emerged onto the acropolis’ carmine-red flagstones. They came to a small green granite trough set against the turret’s colossal limestone foundation blocks. Rapanu lifted the wooden lid from it and scooped a hand in, drawing out a ball of damp, red clay. Wordlessly, Gorru lowered a hinged, reinforced ash beam across the back of the gates, slotting it into place in two bronze holding brackets, then looped and locked a heavy bronze chain around it, clipping the two ends – two semi circles that joined and clicked to form a flat medallion – together, effectively shackling the gates shut. Rapanu stepped over to press the palmful of clay onto the metal disc, then lifted a small sun-disc seal from his purse: the seal of the royal guard. He pressed it into the soft clay which was already beginning to dry out and harden. Now nobody could pass or out of the citadel without the seal being broken – without the king’s will being violated. King Muwa might still be absent, in southern Kestel mines, but there were still people of high station up here who had to be protected. It was a ritual observed night after night, and vital here at the only gatehouse which connected the acropolis directly to the countryside. 
 ‘Right, I’ll take first shift against the gate,’ Gorru volunteered somewhat quickly. 
 ‘What a surprise,’ Rapanu muttered as Gorru gleefully slid down to sit, back against the join of the gates, taking off his helmet and folding his arms, shuffling to find a comfortable position in which he could sleep. Now – even if the chain and locking bar were somehow removed – nobody could open the gates without waking him. That was the theory, at least. Rapanu was just about to climb back up to continue his part of the shift on the gatehouse parapet, when he heard the clack-clack of wooden poles. He turned to see the young Tuhkanti, Urhi-Teshub, lurching back and forth in battle with a boy slave. The boy slave was giving his all against the Chosen Prince, and Rapanu could not help but marvel at Urhi-Teshub’s skills in blocking and striking back. One day this lad would be king, and the sight of him so strong and nimble at such a young age was heartening indeed. 
 A sense of duty overcame him after a moment or two: he had seen how Gorru and Orax had been devoted in their protection of Princess Atiya and little Kurunta since Prince Hattu had left. He glanced up at the sky – dusky now: no boy should be out at this hour, Chosen Prince or not, he mused. 
 ‘It is nearly dark, My Prince,’ he called down from the gatehouse. ‘You should go inside, stay warm and safe.’ 
 Distracted, Urhi-Teshub missed a block, and the slave boy’s pole cracked across his knuckles. The Chosen Prince’s face bent in a snarl of pain. ‘But… but, I was almost winning – I had almost chased off the bad man. He was trying to take the acropolis but no!’ he boomed heroically. 
 The bad man? Rapanu cocked an eyebrow at the phrase. The slave boy was bare-chested and filthy. A grubby urchin, maybe, but hardly a man and certainly not bad! ‘Perhaps the bad man has had enough. Let him be. He is not really an enemy, is he?’ he joked. 
 Urhi-Teshub stared up at Rapanu, face confused, then blank. ‘Oh, I see,’ he said. ‘Very well. Until morning,’ he finished, resting his pole over his shoulders and looping both arms over the ends, then sauntering back towards the palace doors. 
   
 *** 
   
 ‘He will come home,’ Atiya said, her voice tight and high as she bounced little Kurunta on her knee. ‘For you, for me. He will come home.’ 
 She stroked the thin dark locks that were now almost covering the tot’s head. They made him look a little less sickly, she thought, although his bulbous eyes and stick-thin limbs soon gave it away. But he could walk well and he always had an appetite, so damn those who said he would die in childhood.  
 From up here on the palace balcony and despite the fading light, she could see across the green and rocky heartlands for many danna – still and deserted like much of the acropolis. In contrast, Hattusa’s lower town was a riot of colour and activity. The last days of the Purulli Spring Festival were underway: people clustered along the sides of the main way, at the taverns and eateries, many still clad in bright fabrics, ribbons tied into their hair. The scent of hops, roasting meats and stews and the clack and clatter of beer cups rose up in waves. 
 ‘One day I will take you to see the celebrations,’ she cooed to little Kurunta. ‘With your father,’ she added quickly, stricken with guilt at not automatically imagining them as a three. Unconsciously, she took one of his withered arms and wiggled it playfully. He did not have the strength to wriggle back. ‘One day you may even lead the serpent train,’ she added hopefully, thinking of earlier in the day when a train of young men and women wore on their heads a vivid red and honey-gold serpent costume, writhing down the main way. 
 A door creaked behind her. She swung in her seat. ‘Danuhepa?’ she said. ‘Great Queen?’ 
 But the Tawannana was not there. The door creaked again and she saw that it was merely the spring breeze that had caused it, but it had turned her blood to ice. It always did these days – ever since Paa the tutor had slain the pup. The man had protested his innocence vigorously and persistently, but Atiya knew nobody else could have done it. And in front of the two boys! If he could do that then it cast a horrible light on what had happened that day at the chariot fields when little Kurunta had almost been run over. Had the tutor pushed the boy out into the war-car’s path? She had turned the whole matter over in her head like a farmer ploughing a field for days. In the end, the tutor had been set to lose his head at the edge of Orax’s sword, but she had been stricken with guilt and doubt at the last moment, and instead ordered that the tutor be banished from the heartlands. But even with him gone, she could not shake off the image of the poor, slain pup – the memory like a presence that haunted the palace. 
 Big Orax and Gorru had been heroic, standing watch near her every day since, just as Hattu had demanded of them. Today, however, they had been split up: Gorru summoned for a stint on the acropolis gates and Orax required to marshal the parade of the effigies: silver statues of Arinniti the Sun Goddess and Tarhunda the Storm God being transported and displayed around the various wards of the city. Both had questioned the strange orders, but in this leaderless city, they could not afford to protest too much. 
 So off they had gone this morning, Danuhepa insisting she would stay by Atiya’s side. Indeed, Danuhepa had been her ever-present companion in Hattu’s absence. But at noon today she had risen and left, vanishing into the lower floors of the palace, muttering about some untended duty. She had been away for hours now, and this extended spell without her or the two big guards felt strange, lonely. 
 She heard a strange noise once again – like a single droplet of rain landing in a pool. Her head swivelled to her drink: a cup of berry juice on the small table next to her. The surface was settling as if recently disturbed. She thought nothing of it and lifted it, drinking a good mouthful to dampen her dry mouth. 
 She kissed Kurunta’s head with her wet lips, then leaned back, reaching up to stroke her temple braid and conjuring an image of Hattu. Her heart plunged as, all over again, she recalled his oath – to return to her before the snows. She saw flashes of imagined fates: of Hattu as a corpse, as a prisoner of some foul enemy. She pulled Kurunta close and kissed him again. ‘Your father will come back to us,’ she said, her voice weak with emotion. 
 ‘Ah, now… I’m not so sure about that,’ a voice said. 
 Atiya’s heart leapt into her mouth. She twisted to see the shadowy figure standing in the drapes. Who was it? How long had it been there? 
 Before she could ask either question, a sharp pain stabbed through her gut. She clutched her belly, screaming silently. 
 ‘Even if he does come back, you will not be here to see him,’ Paa the tutor said, stepping from the drapes. 
 Atiya slid from her chair onto her knees, tears of agony flowing down her cheeks. Kurunta stumbled from her knee and fell, moaning weakly. ‘Paa?’ she winced. 
 ‘I know you never liked me,’ Paa said, crouching to be eye-level with her, ‘but I did not kill that mutt. And why would I push a tot in front of a chariot?’ He waved a didactic finger. ‘Yet you branded me with these crimes, had me exiled, shamed my name. For the last four moons I have lived in a goatskin shack on the edge of Pala, freezing, hungry, broken.’ 
 Lightning-pain shot through Atiya again, doubling her over. 
 ‘But then the Gods saw to make things right,’ Paa continued. ‘Years ago, I was offered riches and station by a man who worked for the king. A Sherden by the name of Volca. Do you remember him?’ 
 Atiya felt bile rise in her throat. The mere mention of the name was like a nightmare unleashed. 
 ‘Now I never took his gifts and refused to do the things he asked. Up until winter just passed, it was the right choice. Then… you had me banished. At the next full moon, I received a missive. A tablet from the eastern edge of the world, from the Sherden. He tells me that Prince Hattu is being hunted there like a dog – a dog who deserves to die. And he asked me once again to do the things I previously refused to. This time I had no qualms, and so I returned to taint your drink with his potion.’ He tapped her cup twice. ‘It will burn like molten copper, Princess, and it will be a slow descent into death.’ 
 Atiya looked up, mouth agape, trying to speak. ‘Ha-Hattu?’ 
 Paa looked down his nose at her, his weak chin tucked into his neck, making a dozen thin furrows of fat. ‘Your husband’s corpse will be stuffed and kept in Pharaoh Seti’s treasure rooms,’ he said, before stepping past her, leaving the balcony and melting into the palace. 
 Atiya coiled into a ball and screamed, the pain in her abdomen unmatched by that in her heart. 
   
 *** 
   
 Gorru dug meticulously into his ear with his little finger, drew it out and examined the boulder of orangey wax he had harvested and grinned in self-congratulation. 
 ‘You filthy bastard,’ Rapanu winced. ‘Every orifice of yours should be boarded up, I tell you.’ 
 Gorru pinged the wax away and sniffed. ‘Self-sufficient, I say. Next time we’re stuck in a snow cave and we need a candle, don’t come crying to m-’ 
 ‘Whoa!’ Rapanu said, suddenly distracted, swinging towards the figure fiddling with the Sun Gate’s clay disc behind them. ‘What do you think you’re up to?’ 
 The figure swung round. 
 ‘Paa?’ Gorru said. ‘What in the realm of Aplu are you doing here.’ 
 ‘I,’ the ex-tutor began, sweat beads rolling down his forehead. ‘I…’ 
 ‘You were exiled,’ Rapanu finished for him. 
 Paa’s face wilted into a weak smile. ‘Hmm, you see, I meant to be done and out of here before the gates were sealed and, well, I’m sure I won’t come off best here, but,’ he fell silent as he rummaged inside his grey cloak. 
 Gorru and Rapanu watched, perplexed, then gawped as the awkward tutor pulled out a thin blade, sweeping it round towards Rapanu’s neck. 
 Even quicker, though, was Gorru, who fell to one knee and rammed his spear up, taking the assailant under the armpit. Paa fell from the tip in a shower of blood, shuddered and spasmed, and was still. 
 Panting, Rapanu helped Gorru up. Gorru used his bloody speartip to nudge the corpse. Pink froth bulged from the dead man’s lips. 
 ‘Princess Atiya has been poisoned,’ another voice trilled across the acropolis grounds. Great Queen Danuhepa, shuffling from the palace, skirts gathered, her beauty spoiled with shock, her eyes on the dead man. Urhi-Teshub came with her, leading little Kurunta by the hand. 
 ‘What?’ Gorru gasped, seeing three asu healers run from the nearby staff buildings, carrying water, towels, instruments and urns, speeding into the palace. 
 Urhi-Teshub slowed before the poisoner’s corpse, staring. 
 ‘Is he dead?’ Danuhepa snapped. 
 ‘His best days are behind him,’ Gorru replied glibly, then sighed in dismay. ‘How did this happen?’ 
 ‘The Ramp Gates were open today,’ Rapanu reasoned. ‘He must have sneaked in earlier, in-between all the comings and goings during the serpent walk.’ His eyes drifted from the acropolis walls to the palace itself. ‘But the palace doors were barred and guarded at all times.’ 
 Nobody said a thing. 
 ‘There is only one palace door that goes unguarded,’ Rapanu said at last. ‘On the northern side. But it is locked and can only be opened from inside.’ 
 Gorru’s face drained of colour. ‘Then someone must have unlocked it and let him in. Someone inside.’ He thought the next words but did not dare speak them: Someone with the key.

 His gaze wandered from the cadaver to the figure of Great Queen Danuhepa. 




Chapter 15

The Deepest Seams
Spring 1293 BC

   
 The dark smithy workshop perched by the Kestel mine was a world of shadows, night-black, choking, the sepulchral air bending and warping, demonic faces uplit by fire and showers of sparks. A song of hammers and rippling fires rose and fell while men carried clay urns on the ends of tongs, brim-full with what looked like molten sun. King Muwa’s lungs felt as if they carried glowing coals instead of life-giving breath. His dark cloak and tunic seemed to be at once drenched with sweat and on the cusp of bursting into flame, such was the heat. The noblemen of Nesa, standing in an arc with him around a bloomer pit which glowed like a dragon’s belly, mopped at their damp brows, some discarding their patterned outer robes and faux-warrior belts to gain a modicum of relief. 
 Muwa cared not for the heat, nor did he even feel it, for his mind was elsewhere. In his head, he was a boy again, with Hattu in the alder woods, shooting bows and swimming in the Ambar. Where are you, Brother? he wondered for the thousandth time since winter had come and gone. His messenger had set off for Ugarit, to trace Hattu’s path, four days ago, but it would take the man a moon or maybe two to return with news. 

Clang! a smith’s hammer struck down on a white-hot blade resting upon an anvil, striking him from his thoughts also. He looked up to see Jaru perched like a crow at the far edge of the pit, his gaze locked on its glowing bowels, gauging the mood of the fire – now white-hot after several careful hours of tending to the coals and kindling within. Lakki the apprentice was on his knees at the pit’s edge, gently stoking the coals, sometimes adding more. ‘Slow… steady,’ Jaru purred. 
 The metalsmith rose and strode around the rim of the pit. He held in his hand a small cylinder of tin – silvery in colour and no bigger than a finger. Tossing it and catching it like a slinger searching for a target, he held it up to his ear, and his grin grew wider. He halted in his circuits near Muwa, carefully offering it up to the king’s ear. 
 ‘Do you hear it?’ He whispered lovingly like a mother to a husband listening against her tummy for a baby’s heartbeat. 
 Muwa had always known Jaru was slightly unhinged. But now the man wanted him to listen to a lump of metal? ‘By Tarhunda’s grace, man, I-’ he halted. A faint, high-pitched crackling sound met his ears. Then another and another, coming in waves in the way a man sees first one star in the skies and then many. 
 ‘The cry of the tin,’ Jaru purred, his doting eyes wet with emotion, realising he had entranced another non-believer. He peeled away from Muwa, returning to his circles around the pit. He took to bending the soft, precious ingot with ease, into a U-shape and then back to straight. He then held it up like a teacher’s finger, pointing at the gathered Hittite noblemen. ‘Just one ingot of tin,’ he said, lifting a fine bronze sword – mighty, golden and gleaming – from a rack, ‘lends vital strength to nine ingots of copper, and gives us a ferocious weapon.’ He weighed the sword in his hand then spun on his heel, bringing the blade round at shoulder height to chop through a thin pole of copper resting against the workshop’s filthy walls. The copper rod halved like a stalk of wheat, the top part clanging dully to the floor. The sword went on to crash against an old breastplate of bronze, denting it heavily. He spun the blade deftly in his hand then slid it back into the rack. 
 The gathered nobles murmured, impressed. 
 Jaru threw out his hands. ‘But tin is precious, yes? So why not be sparing with it? That would solve our problems, aye?’ 
 More murmuring and an air of agreement. 
 Jaru approached the sword rack again, his face curling as if he had detected a bad smell. He drew a blade, similar-looking to the first, but reddish-orange in colour. He hefted it as if it was a plague weapon. ‘This is from the batch our new recruits carry – made with one tin ingot to fifteen copper. Blades with too much copper, make battle a little more…’ he swung the weapon at a second test rod. This time there was an ugly clunk of metal as the rod bent a little and the sword did too, twisting horribly, ‘…disastrous.’ 
 Gasps of dismay rose from the watching nobles. Some men insisted to others they knew this already. Muwa glanced sideways at them. These men had to believe. Despite the mining disasters so far, they had to believe, to try again. 
 ‘There are many wise minds amongst you,’ Jaru said. ‘Tin is painfully difficult to mine, and copper-heavy weapons are too soft. So what is the answer?’ 
 Silence. Then: ‘Use less of both. Less copper and less tin, but keep the proportions the same – one to nine.’ The nobleman’s face lifted in glee as he realised he had solved the riddle. ‘Thinner swords and axes!’ 
 The others were just breaking out in a rumble of congratulation and envy, when Jaru’s laughter boomed throughout the smithy. He said nothing, simply stepping over to take a third and final blade from the rack. He eyed the piece, his face in a scowl. It was golden like the first but, even in the low light, Muwa could see how much more slender the blade was – almost reed-thin. ‘Like this, you mean?’ 
 The noble who had piped up looked a little crestfallen, as if he had just seen a competitor snatch his idea. 
 Jaru stared at him, tensed his old body and swung out his sword to the side. With a sharp clang, the copper rod bent, but the blade snapped at the hilt, sheared. 
 ‘Thank you, Jaru,’ said Muwa, who then turned to face the nobles. ‘This will be the fate of our armies, if we do not bring more tin to our armouries. Each of you has grown rich from the trade caravans in these parts, and I admire your nous in such areas.’ 
 They nodded and rumbled, pleased to hear such words from their king. 
 ‘The shrewdest amongst you will see that the trade roads, the cities, the heartlands themselves, can only be protected by turning our eyes from the markets for a time… and back to the caves.’ 
 The nobles fell quiet again. ‘I understand, Labarna,’ one noble said with a respectful bow, ‘but my men might not.’ 
 ‘The disasters of winter still haunt those who survived them, and terrify the new miners,’ another added. ‘They talk of those caves as children talk of nightmares. They say it is not a mine but a maw, swallowing men into the Dark Earth. Yet you ask them to go deeper still than any soul has ever ventured before…’ 
 ‘They speak of the curse that was etched upon the rock face: Turn back, lest you wish to lie forever in this dark and silent tomb,’ wailed one man, eyes wide and hands outstretched for dramatic effect. ‘They believe that by smashing that rock face, you brought the curse to be.’ 
 ‘Wise Women and priests,’ yelped another. ‘That is the answer. Have them dissect animals and pray at the mine’s entrance for the duration of spring and then we might entice the men back come summer?’ 
 A few rumbled in agreement. 
 Muwa stifled the angry reply he wanted to give. Wise Women? Priests? Waiting until summer? But the nobles were right, damn them – the disasters had scared the workers off. The days following the cave-in last year had been hard, honouring the dead as best they could with offerings of wine and oil at the sealed mouth of the dire ossuary. Yet that had not been the end of their efforts. New teams of men had been raised from the streets of Nesa’s slum wards, and more still came in from nearby Kummani – hearts buoyant with the continued promise of reward as they set up a shanty town on the knoll just by this workshop. They descended into the gloom and followed another tendril tunnel. This time, seven hundred died when the tunnel collapsed – all because one man failed to notice the signs of rot in the struts. Then there was the third incident – a collapsed chamber mouth that had blocked several hundred more men in a dead-end until they suffocated – and that had knocked all remaining hope from the workers. 
 He looked up and around the gathered noblemen, anger rising. Then he thought of Urhi-Teshub, back in Hattusa, safe and well. How many parents, wives and children in Nesa had been stricken with grief after the disasters? Their king and their king alone had drawn those sons, husbands and fathers to such a foul end. They needed to believe again – nobles and workers alike. In the tin… and in their king. Homilies alone would not suffice this time. 
 ‘Go home,’ he waved a hand towards the door, where a convoy of wagons waited to drive the noblemen back to Nesa. ‘Sleep well tonight, enjoy the time with your families. When next I come before you and the men I wish to employ in the mines, I will show them what they need to see. I will give them back their belief.’ 
 The nobles looked at one another, unsure. But they saluted earnestly, genuflected and slowly drifted from the workshop. Muwa stepped outside as the last of the wagons drew away, back towards nearby Nesa. Jaru came to stand beside him, watching the noblemen’s wagons go. They eyed the shell of the redundant miner colony rising over the knoll adjacent to the workshop, then gazed at the arched entrance to the Kestel hills, crowned with haloes of golden light from the dying sun. He could almost hear the screams of those who had died in there… and the cry of the tin. 
 Jaru began muttering some plan about building a new cupola-topped bloomery pit and once again attempting to draw good iron from the rocky ore. But Muwa did not hear a word of it. His eyes were instead fixed on the mouth of the mines – grey granite lips, with hanging stalactites within like teeth. The blackness in there was taunting him. No man had set foot inside since the last cave-in. He sucked in a deep, baleful breath, scowling at the stubborn mines. ‘Tomorrow night, Jaru, we might talk of your theories. Or, we may not need to.’ 
 ‘Labarna?’ Jaru said, suspicious. 
   
 *** 
   
 ‘When I was a boy, Hattu and I did worse than this,’ Muwa said, crouching, his voice echoing ahead of him through the arterial tunnel like an army of supporters. But there was nobody in there, nobody in the vast mine at all except his small party – just Jaru, Lakki and two Mesedi behind him. 
 ‘My Sun, this is madness,’ Jaru moaned. 
 Muwa rose and swung to his metalsmith. He plucked the silver sun circlet from his brow and handed it to Jaru. ‘No more than your crazed iron theories, my friend.’ 
 ‘That tunnel is not safe. It is not even a tunnel,’ Jaru continued, eyeing the tapering black burrow that led sharply downhill. It was the deepest, furthest point of the previous excavations. ‘This is a job for one of the miners, or one of your soldiers.’ The two Mesedi shared a nervous glance. ‘Me, even,’ Jaru insisted. 
 Muwa unclipped his black cloak and gave it to one of the Mesedi. ‘No, it must be me.’ the two Mesedi visibly slumped in relief. ‘I will bring back purple tin from this burrow. Else the men gathered in Nesa, brought here by a promise of good mining and fine reward, will not believe.’ 
 ‘But what if it’s a sheer drop down there?’ Jaru clucked, pointing to the part where the sharp, scree-lined slope of the burrow became pure blackness. 
 ‘You are like an old hen sometimes,’ Muwa laughed despite a tingling fear taking root in his belly. He took up a simple chisel, a water skin and a small pick axe, wedging all three in his belt, then tucked his hair behind his ears, took Jaru’s torch and turned back to the tunnel. ‘I will be gone for an hour at most. You can worry about me after that.’ 
 Unnoticed, Lakki had equipped himself likewise, and stepped over to the burrow mouth. ‘If you allow it, My Sun, I will accompany you,’ said the toothless, shaggy-haired apprentice. 
 ‘Very well,’ Muwa agreed. 
 Before Jaru could protest any further, Muwa sank once more to his haunches, reached out with the toes of one boot to prod at the scree floor of the downwards-sloping tunnel, then pushed off to slide down on his soles. With a spit and crackle of shifting gravel, he glided slowly down into the blackness, the torch held up in one hand to light his way and the pick drawn and held backwards in the other to act as a rudder or a brake should he need it. He shot looks up and behind him, seeing Lakki sliding down in his wake, with the exasperated Jaru and the two gawping Mesedi up there growing smaller, turning into a detached bubble of orange as he sunk deeper into the ground. 
 He thought of his plan: to find a fresh and rich seam of the fabled purple tin, hew from it a healthy ingot like that Jaru had paraded in his sword demonstration in the smithy, then hold this up to the crowds. They would believe and they would come back here to fill the shanty mining colony and to bring the treasure from these depths. If they saw that their king had done so; if they believed that the Gods willed it. 
 The slope steepened just then, sharply, and Muwa’s belly twisted in fright at the thought of a sheer drop into a neverending abyss just as Jaru had predicted. But after a heartbeat, the slide levelled and he broke into a jog to slow down upon a flat surface, coming to a walk. It was cold and black as midnight. 
 Lakki pattered down behind him. ‘A natural tunnel,’ he whispered. 
 ‘Aye, and it leads this way,’ Muwa beckoned. 
 Holding his torch up he saw that the tunnel was a good size for walking. It was long, too. As he and Lakki picked their way along it, Muwa thought of last night – spent in Uranda’s arms. They had eaten a meal of sweet bread and glazed fruits before making love three times. After that they had fallen into a doze, still interlocked. They whispered of when they might return to Hattusa, to see young Urhi-Teshub. Perhaps news from Hattu might have arrived there too – maybe his brother was even back in the capital now? The notion heartened him and his stride grew more purposeful. But each step did strange things: for every one of his and Lakki’s strides, he heard an echo. One step – two echoes. But up ahead the shadows rolled and roiled, peeling away from the torchlight. His mind played horrible tricks on him, making faces of simple indentations on the rock and turning shadows into scuttling figures. It was a foolish fear, he told himself. He and Lakki were surely the first men ever to venture this deep, and there was no living thing in these parts… 
 He and Lakki shared a muttered and weak joke, but it did not fend off the horrible sense of danger in his heart. Had he come too far? Had he angered the Gods? He thought then of Hattu and his brother’s sometimes morose moods. It happened when he allowed himself more than a few cups of beer or wine. Talk of Ishtar, as if the Goddess was like a demon to him, as if the maddened dreams Father had once suffered of her now lived on in Hattu’s mind. Now the chills on his back and neck were like ice. 
 His heart nearly squeezed through his ribs when he bumped into something. Solid rock. He held up his torch, seeing the depressing sight of the tunnel ceiling sharply dropping immediately before him, becoming chest-high. With a sigh and a look at Lakki, he crouched and continued on, doubled over, the apprentice behind him. 
 After a while, his back was sore from bending and his shoulders were somewhat bruised and scratched from scraping against warts of rock bulging from the low ceiling. It made him think of some of the miners he had seen in his time: men who walked bowed at all times, with huge, scabrous humps on their backs, formed from years of working in these conditions. It fostered in him a strong respect for those hardy workers. 
 ‘And most men think the smith’s workshop is unpleasant?’ Lakki chuckled behind him. 
 Muwa guessed that, by now, more than an hour had passed. He imagined Jaru somewhere up above, pacing to and fro like an old woman. But he felt fresh enough to continue. He did not feel weak. Maybe a little thirsty. It was no longer cold, he realised. The air down here in this confined space was stale and hot and did not feel like air at all. It was even less nourishing than that in the smith’s workshop. He tugged off his tunic, letting it drop to the ground, continuing in just his kilt and boots, Lakki too dispensing with his outer garments. But the relief was momentary, his tongue soon dry as dust and his body slick with sweat. So he reached down for his water skin, halting for a moment, to untie it. His fingers were shaking, he realised, but he would feel better in a moment once he had taken a drink… 

Splash!

 The water skin fell from his shaking fingers and splattered onto the tunnel’s rocky floor, the liquid escaping into invisible cracks before he could even think about salvaging it. The sight of it vanishing added a sharp edge to his thirst. Lakki stared at it too, licking his gummy lips in despair. Muwa looked back along the half-height section of tunnel. Perhaps it would be best to turn around now, he mused. But almost as soon as he made the decision, his torch began to gutter. In a few moments, the last embers winked and died, releasing coils of sweet-smelling smoke. 
 ‘My Sun,’ Lakki gasped from the darkness. 
 Muwa’s heart sank. His mouth grew dry as sand and his heart began to race. For a moment he was not sure which direction was which, his hands reaching out to reassure himself where the passageway’s two sides were. He almost used those rocky walls to balance as he tried to control his breathing. When he did, his heart slowed, the blood pounding in his ears died to a dull thump-thump, and then silence. 
 ‘We should go that way – look,’ Lakki spoke from the blackness. 
 Up ahead, there was a strange glow. Light? Or the colours one sees behind closed eyes? But it seemed close and had to be worth exploring, he reasoned. On they went, bent double, the rasp of their own breaths deafening, trying to ignore the sensation of hopelessly wandering deeper into a maze. He came to a point where – by touch alone – he could detect that the low tunnel split into four thin veins. He chose the one that the glow of light seemed to have come from. Was the glow still there? He couldn’t tell. He came to the end of the first fork only to find another and then another. On they went, staving off the disquiet that when they had to retrace their steps, he would struggle to remember which path was the right one. 
 The sounds within the tunnel became strange, robbed of their echo and muffled. Every scrape of his foot sounded like it was happening right next to his ear. Worse, the tunnel was now so tight that walking bent-double was no good. He had to drop onto his hands and knees and shuffle along like a dog. The size of his body seemed to plug the tunnel in places, the walls and ceiling gripping him like a thief’s hand in the tightest sections. Now his thirst was rampant and his head spun. He lost all sense of time and direction, and then felt the ceiling press angrily down on his already-scraped back. He knew he could not carry on this way. But when he tried to turn around he felt those stubborn rocky hands grip tight. He could not turn, nor even twist a little to see behind him. What would there in any case? More blackness and a sweating Lakki. Now he heard his breaths coming and going in the burrow-like space, fast as a galloping horse’s. 

If I can’t turn then… he realised, looking ahead into the blackness. The glow was gone, if it was ever there. There was no other option: forwards or nothing – and Lakki was right behind him, the apprentice’s hot breaths on the backs of his legs. Thus, he fell flat to his belly, pulling himself on his hands, then worming along as best he could. He moved a mere-hand’s width at a time, and each such movement robbed him of more strength. He heard weak, pained wails of effort and for a moment thought they were from Lakki, before realising they were his own. The warren began to twist and turn like a labyrinth, forcing him to bend his knees and hips to slither round, sometimes twisting to face up and then down again, cold, hard rock scraping off his face and sometimes clouds of dust or mouthfuls of dry, choking earth falling from the sides of the burrow-like space. In parts he dropped down and in other parts he had to claw his way up. Eventually he came to a section that was impossibly thin and twisted. He shrugged and contorted but found himself stuck fast on his side, arms pressed to his flanks, bound there by the tunnel floor and ceiling, legs at a right angle where the tunnel bent sharply. No leverage, no space, no air… 
 ‘Lakki. Push the soles of my feet if you can.’ 
 Silence. 
 ‘Lakki? Lakki!’ 
 Nothing. Not even the sensation of the toothless apprentice’s breath on his legs. 
 He was alone. Panic surged through him like leaping silver hounds. His mind flashed with images of last night in Uranda’s arms again. What a fool, to have left such comfort and safety for this. This! he wept. He recalled then the cursed etching: Turn back, lest you wish to lie forever in this dark and silent tomb. His breath came in rapid, stale gulps as his mind raced through memories of him and Hattu hunting deer in the Sacred Woods outside Hattusa, of Father letting him drive the royal chariot, of carefree and blissfully wasted days playing games in the banks of the Ambar. He closed his eyes, the lids slick with runnels of cold sweat, and mouthed oaths of mercy – not for himself, but for his loved ones. Gods, watch over Urhi-Teshub and little Kurunta, he mouthed, making fists of his useless hands. As he did so, a fingertip of one hand stroked the edge of something in his belt. He had forgotten about the chisel. His eyes widened in the dark. His fingers writhed, madly seeking the chisel hilt. He clasped it, and arched his wrist away until the joint felt as if it was going to break… but it was just enough to free the tool from his belt. It was with a lamb’s strength that he probed out in the unseen space by his sides with it. The chisel’s end brushed and slid along the tunnel’s sides uselessly. And then… purchase. 
 With what energy he had left, he pushed down on the chisel with a weak whimper. The effort delivered the most meagre sound of weight moving over a stone surface as his shoulder edged ahead by the width of a finger, his midriff sliding round the sharp bend in the tunnel by the same amount. He wriggled and writhed and felt his body shift by the same distance again. His heart surged, and a moment later he pulled his chisel hand up and free of the tunnel’s side. With a madman’s laugh, he slapped the free hand on the ground before him and pulled. More and more, he edged forward until his body was free of the wretched bend. 
 More, he heard his laugh bounce around, the sound suddenly free. The space ahead was different. He staggered onto his knees and then his feet. A cavern! he realised, shaking his head to clear the webs of panic still clinging there. The blackness was gone too. Light – an eerie light, creamy and turquoise, dancing across the cavern ceiling. He staggered forward to gaze down into a small pool, the strange moss clinging to the rocks within was glowing, and gentle ripples in the water were casting the glow up onto the ceiling. Not daylight but a cruel lure – for the cavern was sealed. A dead end. This truly was not the world of men. He gazed at his reflection in the pool, cursing his actions. Then came the most wretched part of it all: in the reflection he could see, above him, thick bands of purple tin ore in the ceiling. The legendary seams. Untouched. Whoever found his bones in here one day would find on his skull a dry and mirthless smirk. 
 He trod across to a broad, shin-high rock by the pool, slumping down upon it and dejectedly scooping a handful of water to his lips. It was fresh and clear, but to Muwa, it tasted like sour milk, and he drank no more. He drew in a breath, let his head loll forward and sighed deeply, falling silent. Lakki had died in one of those tunnels, he realised, almost certainly blocking the way back. Another corpse in the name of this damned tin. He stared into the surface of the glowing water, seeing the reflection of his weary face, knowing he would be the next to die. He saw Lakki there too, the spirit of the toothless apprentice floating just behind him. 

No, not a spirit… he realised, his flesh creeping. 
 It was Lakki truly, crawling along the top of the piled rocks behind him like a spider. Muwa’s heart froze, seeing the wicked silvery sickle-blade in the man’s hand. Muwa’s body tensed, swinging round as Lakki sprang, the sickle blade came for him. In one fluid motion, Muwa brought up one wrist to block the apprentice’s sword arm. With a shared grunt, the pair fell apart, and Muwa backed away. ‘Lakki? What is this?’ 
 His eyes flicked over the apprentice’s baleful features, uplit in the ghostly glow from the pool. 
 ‘A message from Master Volca,’ Lakki hissed through his toothless gums. ‘He passes on his best regards. He insists that you need not worry about your brother, Hattu. Right now he staggers aimlessly in the hot wastes of the east. But Volca and Pharaoh Seti will catch him… and give him a good burial.’ 
 Muwa saw the fellow’s thighs tense, tugged the small pick axe from his belt and swung it round, just as the man’s sickle blade came down for him. A race to the death. 
   
 *** 
   
 Jaru, irritable at the best of times, was now struggling to remain still for more than a blink. Up and down he paced in the cavern, long neck stretched, head turning and remaining level like an ostrich’s, eyes fixed on the dark hole Muwa had disappeared into. The hole he had let the Hittite Labarna wander off into. Nearly four hours ago. He shot a sour look at the two Mesedi. ‘Why didn’t you stop him?’ 
 The pair looked at each other and muttered something about not wanting to interfere with Jaru’s mining project. 
 ‘Oh, so it’s my fault, is it?’ Jaru snapped. ‘Well I thought you were the king’s bodyg-’ 
 He halted, mid-stride and mid-sentence. All heads swung back to the hole. A dusty, shaking hand – knuckles bloodied – slapped onto the lip of the downwards slope, then a grey-haired, weary old man rose into view. No, Jaru realised, it was King Muwa, his hair caked with pale dust, his face sunken, eyes bagged and black-rimmed. 
 The two Mesedi rushed over to help him up from the last small stretch of the slope. He crumpled onto his knees once free of the burrow, and held something out to Jaru. Jaru took it and gawped: a chunky strip of faintly-purple tin. 
 ‘You found it? The miners will return now. The tin can be had. No more thin and soft weapons for our new soldiers,’ Jaru enthused. ‘We can fashion a stock of swords and-’ 
 His words were cut short when Muwa wrenched a heavy object from his belt and tossed it to the ground. Lakki’s bloodied head bounced to a halt by Jaru’s feet, looking up at him in a silent, toothless death-scream. 
 ‘Labarna?’ Jaru yelped, hopping back. 
 ‘Your apprentice shed his snake’s skin down there,’ Muwa panted. ‘He tried to sheathe his knife between my shoulders.’ 
 ‘My Sun, I don’t underst-’ Jaru started. 
 Rapid footsteps halted him, and he turned to see another Mesedi loping down the slope from the upper caves. ‘My Sun,’ the Mesedi cried, skidding to a halt and saluting before Muwa. ‘Bleak news from Hattusa. The acropolis was infiltrated by an intruder.’ 
 Jaru’s neck stretched. Muwa rose. All eyes were on the messenger. 
 ‘Princess Atiya was poisoned. She is in a grave condition. She clings to life, but for how long, we do not know.’ 
 ‘Poisoning…’ Jaru said, his mind spinning back to King Mursili’s demise. 
 ‘Aye, Metalsmith. Poisoning,’ Muwa surmised. ‘By men following orders from Pharaoh Seti’s camp. By men of Volca.’ He spat at the severed head. 
 ‘Volca!’ all others in the cave said in unison. 
 But Muwa stepped forward as if to see more clearly into his own thoughts, his face wrinkled in concern. ‘Atiya, me and… Hattu. He mentioned Hattu!’ He swung to Jaru. ‘That bastard said Hattu lives,’ he gasped, grabbing Jaru by the shoulders and shaking him. A look of joy rose on his face and fell twice as quickly. ‘But he is in grave danger,’ he croaked, eyes wide and lost. He glanced down over himself: filthy, exhausted, many, many danna away from his last sibling. The mighty Labarna of the Hittites, with no clue as to his brother’s exact whereabouts and only a patchwork, understrength army largely chained to the fields, many of the remainder without good arms or armour. The messenger to Ugarit would not save his brother now. He glanced at Jaru, at the sliver of tin, then at the mine hole, his eyes flicking in deep, racing thought. ‘We need to summon the army of miners, and a wing of smiths too.’ 




Chapter 16

Into the Inferno
Spring 1293 BC

   
 Hattu’s eyes were like slits, staring into the bending, warping air ahead. Thud, thud, thud, the boots of the Hittite expedition drummed as they rumbled across inner Nuhashi. Thud, thud, thud, went his exhausted heart. The burning land, most called it: golden dust, flat and featureless in every direction, bar the occasional dust dune or shallow wadi. Ribbons of molten, silvery heat danced in the air, fierce and unrelenting, and the sun blazed in a cloudless sky, searing the skin on the back of his neck and sizzling on his already burnt, bare arms. The Egyptians lived in lands as hot as this – how? 
 There was not a drop of shade. Sometimes, pale dust carried in the air upon a mockingly illusory breeze, sticking to their faces and coating the backs of their throats, and other times a true and fiery gust would rise and sting like a scorpion’s tail, casting glowing particles of grit into their eyes, throat and nostrils. Hattu’s head slumped and he stared at the cracked, arid earth before him as he went, sweat droplets stealing down his nose with every few heartbeats, like rodents abandoning a doomed vessel. They passed skeletons of goats, sheep and hunting cats every so often, the bones bleached whiter than cloud. Zephyr and Tempest landed every so often on these cadavers, pecking in hope but finding only scurrying insects. Withered, colourless tendrils of what was once grass lay limp here and there, and the only other sign of vegetation was the occasional tamarisk tree, dusty branches raised like skeletal hands held up to shelter from the sun. The only signs that they were on a track of any sort were the piles of long-ago deposited and now desiccated asses’ dung dotting the way. The rest of his men were suffering too. Even big Tanku looked shaky on his feet, his dry tongue swiping out every so often uselessly in an attempt to wet his cracked lips. When one of his infantrymen offered him a water skin, Tanku reached out for it, then noticing it was almost empty, waved it away. ‘You have the last of it. I’m not thirsty,’ he said, his dry throat stealing his last word. The Kaskan hundred seemed to be suffering most. Babak walked with his tongue lolling like a dog, his ears and forehead blistering in this new, more intense heat. ‘We’re lost,’ the Kaskan rumbled, ‘lost as a tic on a bear’s arse.’ 
 Days of this, they had endured, and it felt like moons. 
 Hattu shot a sideways look at Iranzi. The Oasis of Belsara lies just over a day to the north.

 He edged over to march alongside the Amurrite. Just when he moved his lips to speak, a shuffle and a thud sounded. One of Sargis’ men had collapsed. 
 Iranzi looked back then patted his thick linen headband. ‘Take off your helmets. They will cook your mind.’ He moved over to the fallen soldier and helped him to sit up, then prized off the fellow’s helm and took a handful of the man’s tunic. With a violent jerk, he ripped a thick strip of cloth from the garment then took his drinking skin and tilted a little of what was left in it onto the cloth. ‘Use a splash of your water to wet some cloth, then tie it around your head. It will offer you some comfort for a time.’ 
 Hattu did as instructed, tugging his tight tail of hair free, allowing it to spill around his shoulders like a veil then tying a strip of cloth around his brow, the wet material cool and blissful on his scalp for a precious few moments. All too soon though, it had dried out. The men dispensed with their tunics altogether soon enough, wearing just their kilts and boots. Those who had not thrown away their shields in the flight from Volca’s chariots carried them overhead for a modicum of shade. 
 Hattu felt his every thought turn towards the last gulp of water in the skin sloshing from his belt. Hittites could roam the heartlands for days with just a single skin like this – stopping at every well-known and sacred waterfall, high lake or tarn to refill it as needs be. But here there were no rivers, not even a stream. Yesterday, they had stumbled upon a small sinkhole of brackish water, surrounded by a wide border of mud. Recent animal tracks and droppings covered the ground, indicating the water was drinkable… until they saw the gaunt, grinning corpse of a desert dog resting just below the surface, its flesh putrefying and the surface of the water oily and iridescent. Next, they had come to the edge of a steep-sided wadi, wide as a wagon and deep as a well. Down there they heard an enchanting sound: of water gurgling. They had peered down to see the merest thread of water snaking along the wadi floor before vanishing into the dust again. They had no rope or buckets. Hattu knew he or any of his strongest men could climb down that awkward gap and reach the water, but to what end? Risking their neck to scramble down there and fill two, maybe three skins. By the time they climbed back out, they’d need to drink those three skins to slake the thirst of their efforts. 
 ‘Tell me again of this Oasis of Belsara, Captain,’ Hattu asked Iranzi quietly, ‘and this time, tell me the truth.’ 
 Iranzi looked ashamed for a moment. ‘I… I know there is an oasis of that name out here. There… there has to be.’ 
 ‘Why?’ 
 Iranzi’s head slumped. ‘Because it was to there my brother set out. That was his challenge: to run into these lands and to bring back a cup of sweet dates from the palms at the Oasis of Belsara.’ 
 Hattu’s blood ran cold – and despite the heat it was not a pleasant sensation. ‘The brother who never returned?’ 
 Iranzi didn’t answer. Instead he pressed his case. ‘Trust in me, General Hattu. The oasis is out there. I even met Belsara once, when he travelled from the oasis to Amurru. He spoke with my father, gave my brother and I some of those famed dates.’ 
 Hattu tilted his head towards the sun, mouthing a word of prayer to the Gods. On they went, rasping, wilting. At one point he saw a silver pool, tinged with blue. His hopes soared, only for the pool to vanish and be replaced with more baking, dry dust. In his mind’s eye he saw Ishtar towering there on the mirage site. 

You tried to stop war but you could not. And now she will die.

 Her words rattled like a cobra’s tail. Hattu’s heart tore in half, and he had not the moisture within him to shed a tear or make a sound. 
 Night came and no sign of the oasis. Hattu gathered his officers around a low fire, under a canopy of silvery stars. Bellies aching with hunger, they had a meal consisting of only the single and final draught of warm water in each of their drinking skins and a few scraps of bread. 
 ‘We should sleep early and rise before the sun,’ Hattu mused, toasting a lump of bread on the end of a twig. ‘For a few hours at least, it will be cool and we might not suffer from our thirsts too much.’ He plucked the charred bread from the end of the twig, broke in in two pieces and handed each to the men sitting either side of him, who in turn broke and shared the meagre morsel. 
 Iranzi sat on the other side of the fire, head hung in despair. 
 They slept soundly thanks to their exhaustion, then rose as planned. The trek was still none-too-pleasant, many heads throbbing with thirst, and when the sun did come it was like the eye of a torturer. Some sucked on rags wetted with the last droplets of their water skins. Others took small pebbles from the ground and sucked upon them to conjure a little saliva to their mouths. Hattu walked with his eyes closed. The thought of a splash of cold mountain water in the heartland highlands was tortuous. The notion and of a walk in the deep snows in just kilt, boots and cloak – the cold thrill of it. 
 A toad’s croak startled him. A small, golden toad riddled with dark-green warts was glowering in his direction. Zephyr launched herself from Hattu’s shoulder and sped for the toad, which quickly buried itself under the dust. It was the first sign of life for hours. Life… water?

 He heard a few of the men muttering, saw a chimeral glitter ahead. This time, he refused to believe it, sure the mirage ahead would slip away into nothing. Until the warm morning air became threaded with the cool, clean promise of… water. A cluster of date palms emerged from the blistering haze first, followed by a smattering of twenty or so huts – simple mud or stretched-hide homes, like upturned bowls. A handful of figures wandered around near the huts, and he could hear their muted voices, the bleating of goats, tinkling of goat bells and braying of a lone mule. 
 The people now slowed in their duties, shielding their eyes and peering at this train of strange newcomers approaching from the south. They spilled from the edges of their haven and around the Hittites. There were forty or so of them – all men. Hattu sought out their leader. It was not hard to find him: dressed in a belt of copper rings, an ankle-length kilt and a pectoral ring of white feathers. His curly white hair glistened in the rising sun as he stepped forward, arms extended. 
 ‘Welcome, travellers’ he cooed, his winged eyebrows – dark in contrast to his hair – lifting as he regarded their features and garb. ‘The oasis welcomes you. I am Belsara.’ 
 Hattu – mind addled from the baking heat – felt a prickly sense of discomfort. He could not place it until the man spoke again. 
 ‘To where are you headed?’ Belsara continued. 
 Hattu’s eyes narrowed. ‘You speak the Hittite tongue?’ 
 The man grinned. ‘Indeed. It has been a long time since we had Hittites in these parts.’ 
 Hattu eyed him for a moment, then glanced back over his exhausted men – all wearing headscarves covering their distinctive long, dark hair and few wore even a scrap of obviously-Hittite clothing. How had this Belsara identified them as Hittites so quickly? Maybe he had spotted their upturned boots? He felt a wave of nausea and dizziness pass through him. There was no time for doubt and delay. ‘My men need water. I will pay you for it.’ 
 ‘Of course,’ Belsara said. Please, bring your soldiers to the oasis and have them drink and take rest in the shade before the sun rises in full. 
 Hattu waved his men towards the fecund patch of palms, weeds, roots and the glassy pool of blue – no bigger than a peasant farmholding, but as valuable as a king’s treasure to the parched Hittite men. 
   
 *** 
   
 Hattu drew off his headband and ducked underneath the cold, pure, wondrous oasis waters, bubbles shooting from his nostrils as he swam in a tight circle, before rising, throwing his soaked hair back, replacing the headband and then taking a few handfuls of water and drinking deeply. It was so gloriously cold his teeth ached and when it reached his belly he felt those blissfully icy fingers of liquid searching out to dampen the parched extremities of his body. He lashed helmetfuls of water over himself and then stood, knotting his wet hair atop his head in a swirl, taking a moment to whisper a prayer to the gods. Now I will return to you, he mouthed, taking the beryl stone on the end of Atiya’s braid and kissing it, thinking of little Kurunta too, his heart lifting, both of you.

 He waded from the water, enjoying the sounds of his men at play, then stared out to the east: the sea of dunes began there – the true desert where death reigned – crest after golden crest of sand, combed by the winds. Oddly, he noticed a recent trail of footprints leading out there, to the nearest dune. 
 ‘So tell me, Hittite: what brings you to this edge of the world?’ a voice spoke behind him. He swung to see Belsara, jovial and keen-eyed. Hattu sat with him in the shade of a linen awning, telling him of their quest – keeping the grimmer details to himself – while the men continued to splash and drink in the oasis waters. They spoke all afternoon too, and eventually Hattu broached the subject of their goal – of reaching the White Mountains in the north. Belsara looked to the northern horizon, where more baking emptiness awaited. ‘That is a monumental trek, my friend. You say you are being pursued, but a chase in these parts is won by the man who measures his pace and picks his route carefully. There is no sense in you forging on at haste. You must stay here at least for tonight, build up your strength, and let me describe to you the markers you must follow.’ 
 Hattu looked over his shoulder to the south and west, wondering what had become of Volca and his Egyptian force. Perhaps they had strayed wide of this place or were far from reaching it even. The notion of a short stay here seemed comforting and prudent. 
 Just then, a delicious scent rose from the circle of space in the centre of the huts. ‘Baked, charred flatbread, rich root broth seasoned with spices from distant lands, and dates cooking down into a syrupy stew,’ beamed Belsara. ‘Tonight, you will sleep with full bellies on soft frond-beds.’ 
 Hattu’s belly groaned and the oasis chieftain rocked with laughter. 
 ‘The feast will soon be ready,’ Belsara chuckled, then rose and wandered off to the cooking fires. Hattu sighed and looked back over the oasis pool and noticed that one figure remained clad in the dust of the march, not yet having bathed in the waters: Iranzi, sitting on his haunches at the pool’s edge, sipping from a handful of water, watching everyone carefully. 
 He made to step over towards the Amurrite captain, when the dull clunk of a hammer on a crude bell summoned all in the village to the fire. The feast was ready. As the light faded, they sat cross-legged, clean, refreshed, devouring the bread and broth then wolfing down the date pudding. The oasis people entertained them – women now emerging from the huts to sing songs and dance around the fire as the night wound on, the men bringing endless jars of date wine out for their visitors. Hattu refused the wine, but happily took a second portion of date pudding. 
 ‘You see, there is a second watering hole three days’ march north of here,’ Belsara explained to him. ‘But you would be wise to wait before heading out. Dust storms are rife in the north at the moment. More, we have trade caravans passing through here every so often, and some will happily barter and take silver from you in exchange for a wagon and some mules. Then you could pull a wagonload of water instead of just that which you could carry on your belts.’ 
 Hattu nodded, pleased by the idea: no more extreme discomfort for his men. ‘When is the next trade caravan due?’ 
 Belsara stared into the flames of the fire. ‘Soon. Two days.’ 
 Hattu slowed in his chewing, the flavour of the sweet, syrupy date mixture paling a little, the reality of matters rising in his thoughts again, the image of Volca’s men racing closer arising in his head. ‘I don’t think we can afford to wait that long, unfortunately.’ 
 ‘But why not? A wait of two days might save you three days or more in the journey overall.’ 
 As Hattu weighed the idea in his thoughts, he noticed the swaying hips of one curvy oasis woman as she danced. He thought of Atiya, of Muwa, of the boys, of home… of Volca’s strange words back at the rift. By all the Gods, they cannot be in danger, can they? Not in Hattusa, the fortress within a fortress
– surely!

 He sighed, looking for a distraction. He caught the dancing woman’s eye then, expecting some sultry look. She was smiling, certainly, but her eyes were not, and her face was gaunt. She seemed tense. Nor did any of the other dancing women seem as happy and flirtatious as their gyrating bodies suggested. Odd, he thought. He watched the gaunt-faced one for a while, furtively. He noticed how she kept looking beyond him, onto the dune sea just east of the oasis. Then he remembered a nugget of old Ruba’s advice: watch the eyes, see the soul.

 ‘Your women must be tired,’ he said. ‘Perhaps they should be allowed to rest?’ 
 Belsara smiled at this. ‘Or perhaps not.’ 
 Hattu tilted his head to one side in acquiescence. Generals past had told him of the different customs in far-flung parts of the world. Never interfere, Nuwanza the Master-Archer of old had advised him. 
 So he took his leave and trekked around the fire. He passed Tanku and Dagon, locked in a game of quick wordplay that Tanku was doomed to lose, on by Sargis and Babak, swilling on the date wine and outdoing one another’s stories for the amusement of others while one of the local women massaged a white paste into their sun-blistered shoulders. And then there was Iranzi, sitting alone, back from the fire. 
 ‘Captain, why do you not relax with the others? You should have no shame anymore – you led us here as you claimed you would,’ Hattu said, sitting by his side. 
 ‘I always dreamt that one day I would find this place for myself,’ Iranzi said. ‘That I would arrive here and see my brother waiting on me. That he would tell me the story of how he had no choice but to stay here instead of returning to us in Amurru. That was the dream, General Hattu.’ 
 Hattu sighed. ‘We can ask these people. Perhaps he did make it this far. Maybe he travelled on or was diverted when he tried to return?’ 
 Iranzi looked up and shook his head, an expression of disdain on his face. ‘Asking these people will be no use.’ 
 ‘Why?’ Hattu asked. 
 ‘Because these men are not of this oasis.’ Iranzi jabbed a careful finger in the direction of Belsara, laughing and joking by the cooking fires. ‘He, is not Belsara.’ 
   
 *** 
   
 Belly full, Hattu lay down and stretched out on the open-air frond-bed. He had no intention of sleeping, holding a dagger in one hand, concealed under his cloak. His mind cried out, trying to coax him into a much-needed slumber, but Iranzi’s revelation could not be drowned, rising continually to the forefront of his mind like a bloated corpse. What had happened here? That a new leader had taken over was not surprising: things like that happened all the time in remote parts. But why would he call himself by a false name? Night rolled on and exhaustion pressed at him, willing him to sleep. When it did, he pressed the pad of his thumb against the dagger’s edge, the sharp sensation jolting him. Two of the Mountain Wolves stood guard nearby, giving him some reassurance. It was only when he thought he could see the black eastern horizon turning a shade of navy blue that he felt his eyelids growing heavy. He slipped into a light sleep. After a time, he began to waken, confused by the coppery scent of blood… and the cold edge of a knife on his neck. His eyes shot open and he clasped for his dagger. Gone. His eyes rolled round to see the gaunt-faced beauty who had danced for him at the fire. 
 ‘Don’t make a sound,’ she whispered, the bloodied knife pressing at his neck. 
 Guided by the end of her knife, he rose, silently. Both of his guards were gone, he realised. There was another figure – an oasis man – lying nearby in a pool of blood, his throat ripped open. He stared for a moment until she nudged the blade into the back of his neck, prompting him to walk, driving him from the settlement and onto the night-cool dune sea, east of the oasis. They walked for a time. ‘Where are you taking me?’ he whispered. 
 She pushed him on towards the nearest dune. ‘To show you death, Outlander,’ she hissed. 
   
 *** 
   
 Belsara awoke early that morning with a sense of anticipation the likes of which he had not felt since childhood. Had the killer done their job during the night? If the Hittites come past, the Egyptian runner who had arrived here yesterday morning had said, keep the prince and his men here. But Belsara had an even better idea: have the killer cut the prince’s head off during the night. What reward might that bring? He peeled the linen veil from his hut door and poked his head outside. Commotion. Good!

 ‘If you’re behind this, you Kaskan pig, I’ll gut you here and now!’ one voice rasped. 
 The Hittites were clustered around the site of their leader’s empty frond-bed. The two falcons were perched on the towering one called Tanku’s meaty arm, shrieking in panic. Tanku had the sunburnt one named Babak by the collar of his tunic, who had one hand on his jagged sword hilt, poised to draw and use it. ‘Get your hands off me you Hittite dog. How do we know it was not you? I never trusted you, not from the start, and despite everything that has happened.’ 
 ‘What has happened?’ Belsara wailed for their benefit while his heart soared with joy. 
 ‘General Hattu is gone,’ the one called Dagon said, his plague-scarred face long and lined with concern. 

Aye, and so are the two watchmen who were standing guard near his bed, Belsara noted with great satisfaction. ‘Gone… where?’ he gasped. 
 ‘We don’t know,’ said Tanku, still holding Babak with bulging, shaking arms. ‘We woke and he was… gone. And who was sleeping closest to him… but a cutthroat Kaskan pig!’ 
 ‘I did not waken all night. Perhaps while he all slept he was in fact murdered by a jealous Hittite underling?’ Babak spat, then dropped his shoulders to wriggle clear of Tanku’s grasp, before tearing his jagged sword from his belt. Tanku swept his own curved blade out too, and the pair faced each other swaying, locked in a murderous glare. 
 Triumphant, Belsara stepped between them, hands up like a high priest. ‘At peace, my guests. Your general most likely took a walk a little way to the north to reconnoitre the way ahead. Last night he was quite set on my suggestion of taking a few days here to plan the route, so he will return soon enough. Now sit, wait, and we can eat and discuss matters further.’ Until the Egyptian force pours into view and guts you all like desert mutts, he added inwardly. ‘Come, come,’ he said, turning to lead them past the palms and towards the fire area. It was a moment of utter triumph and contentment. 
 Until a tall, odd-eyed warrior in a green cloak stepped out from behind one hut and stood before him, blocking his way. 
 ‘Gen-General Hattu?’ he stammered. Then he looked down at the bronze sword Hattu held, tip pointing into his armpit. Belsara’s face fell agog, his lips and tongue moving without further sound. He glanced back at the rest of the Hittites, the concern and anger on their faces gone, replaced with impassive glares all fixed on him. Tanku and Babak wore hard grins, their animosity absent. Belsara turned back to Hattu. 
 ‘I am General Hattu, yes, but you are not Belsara,’ Hattu said without a note of tune, his long dark locks drifting across his emotionless face in a hot breeze. Then he glanced to the eastern sands, and the nearest section before the dunes began. The breeze picked up and blew a cloud of top-lying sand up and away in swirling coils. As it did so, it exposed slightly darker patches underneath. Fifty or so regular, rectangular pits that had been dug and filled in again in recent times. ‘Belsara rests with his men in those graves.’ 
 ‘Prince Hattu, you are mistaken. Ask my men,’ Belsara pleaded. 
 The broad-hipped, gaunt-faced woman stepped out from behind Hattu, flanked by the two Hittite night watchmen. Her face was streaked with recently-dried tears. 
 ‘I’d rather take the word of Kala here… the real Belsara’s widow,’ Hattu replied. ‘She told me how you arrived here several moons ago under Pharaoh Seti’s pay, slew her husband and his men and buried them in the dunes then took her and the other wives as your slaves. Mercenaries and cutthroats, she said of you.’ 
 Kala lifted a linen sack from behind her back and tossed it down. From it rolled the gawping head of one of the men who had welcomed Hattu to the oasis the day before. ‘I cut your assassin’s neck open as he stalked towards the Hittite prince’s bed,’ she growled. ‘Just as you and your men slit my husband’s throat.’ 
 With a sudden scuffle, Belsara’s men were seized by the Hittite soldiers. 
 ‘Please!’ Belsara wailed at Hattu. ‘Show us mercy! Nobody in your party has been harmed.’ 
 ‘These women have lost their husbands. Their fates, like yours, False Belsara, are in the hands of those you widowed,’ Hattu said, sheathing his sword and stepping away. Belsara’s eyes bulged as he saw the knot of vengeful women, armed with weapons taken during the night. 
 ‘Kill them,’ Kala said without emotion. 
 Hattu nodded to those holding the mercenaries. With a hiss of drawn swords and then a soft shush of bronze piercing and ruining flesh, the mercenaries slid from the blades with wet groans and sighs and were still. Belsara’s eyes bulged from his head, his hands waving before him like a shield, wondering why Kala had not run him through likewise. Soon enough, he found out. 
 Rough hands drew the cords tight, roping Belsara’s arms to his sides, fixing him upright and backwards upon the oasis’ lone mule. He twisted his head as best he could to look over his shoulder, seeing that the mule’s eyes were fixed on the water bucket suspended above its head by a simple wooden pole. Beyond the mule lay the infinite, white-hot dune sea. Belsara’s guts gurgled and pressed down hard, demanding to be released. He twisted his head back to face the oasis again, staring at the tattered ranks of the Hittite force, who stared back at him. ‘No… no! Cut my throat,’ he pleaded, extending his neck. ‘Split my skull. Please, kill me. Do not send me out there. You do not realise what happens to men who wander out there.’ 
 ‘Oh, I do,’ Kala said quietly. ‘It takes many days of suffering before thirst will kill you, and by then your skin will have blistered and peeled. Your mind will crumble with the hopelessness of it all. Perhaps you need a distraction…’ she stepped forward and roughly shoved a hand up under his tunic. The False Belsara yelped as she grabbed his genitals, then gawped as she brought a small dagger up with and – with one clean swipe – sliced them off. His face stretched in the beginning of a horrible shriek. Kala shoved the bloody mess of severed flesh into his mouth, then one of her comrades tied a grubby gag around his face to keep it in there, while another stepped forward and packed a handful of salt against the bleeding wound between his legs. As he thrashed and spasmed with agony, Dagon stepped towards him and snapped a whip. The mule ambled forward, its eyes fixed on the water bucket. The beast brayed and drank as tiny splashes of water fell from the rim, walking east towards the dunes. The infinite dunes. Soon, the False Belsara melted into the silvery haze of dry heat and his muffled pleas faded into the empty, blazing nothing. 
   
 *** 
   
 ‘The mule will reach water, no doubt,’ Kala said as man and beast vanished behind the first fold of dunes, ‘but the False Belsara will be but a desiccated sack of skin before then. It will be a horrible death.’ 
 ‘What about the others?’ Hattu said, looking over the cadavers of the forty mercenaries. ‘We should bury them before we leave. This place is your home after all.’ 
 Kala shook her head, placing a hand on his bicep. ‘No longer, Prince Hattu. This place is but a wretched memory. We will be moving on to find a new home.’ Her face dropped, eyes peering past Hattu’s shoulder, to the south. ‘And you should too, swiftly,’ she said, her voice suddenly tight and troubled. 
 Hattu swung round to see, rising from the south a thick spiral of dust. ‘Volca is coming. He knows we’re here. How?’ Hattu gasped. 
 ‘Earlier in the night,’ Kala stammered, ‘the false Belsara: he walked into the dunes with a bow and loosed a blazing arrow.’ 
 Hattu backed away, his hand stretching out for a moment to trace along Kala’s arm then slide from the end of her fingers. He turned to his men and yelled: ‘Take up your skins, your spears and shields… and move… move!’ 




Chapter 17

City of the Dead
Summer 1293 BC

   
 For a month they moved like rats through the baking lands, Volca’s force close behind. They hid in a desert gully for days, hoping the Sherden would abandon the chase, only to emerge and be spotted by an Egyptian scout, who blew a horn to summon the rest. They fled out into the dune sea, sure the Egyptians would not follow into those badlands, only to see the clouds of sand and dust rising up from their pursuers, a few danna behind them. They doubled back on themselves and even came once again to the oasis, in dire need of water. It was not a journey home, but a hunt, a battle of wills. 
 One day, in the scorching heat of high summer, they tried to strike north once more. Hattu, lips cracked and blistered from the heat, feet raw and aching, looked over his shoulder. The horizon is clear, he thought, no signs of glinting armour and no… his thoughts froze as two horns of dust spiralled into the air on the horizon behind them. 
 ‘Move!’ Tanku bellowed by his side, hitching his spear and jogging to the head of the ragtag force. 
 ‘The plumes are thick and high,’ Dagon rumbled, moving alongside Hattu. ‘They are close. We have nowhere to hide today – no wadis, no caves. It will take them a few hours to run us down. If they catch us in the open like this…’ 
 ‘They won’t,’ Hattu snarled. ‘We will find a hill or a wood that we can make defences of.’ 
 Tanku’s face crumpled in dismay. ‘General, this land is as flat as Sargis’ wife’s chest.’ 
 Behind them, Hattu was sure he saw Sargis’ neck extending and his brow creasing as if he had heard his name being used. ‘Hmm?’ Sargis said, cupping a hand around his missing ear. 
 ‘He said today will be an extreme test,’ Dagon clarified tactically. 
 But Hattu was busy scanning the landscape. Pale, golden sand for an eternity, pastel-blue sky casting light on every part of it – not a nook of shade, a hill or a stand of trees to be seen. Every time he looked over his shoulder, the dust horns were thicker, closer. 

The first horns of a great conflict. Ishtar reminded him in a honeyed tone. There will be war, and she will die…

 Hattu snarled behind pursed lips. If this is it for me and my men, then the rest of your bleak verse vanishes like ashes in the wind. So let it be. Bring Volca’s hounds upon us. I will laugh as his spears tear me apart and your vision dies with me.

 Hattu blinked, realising the column was slowing.
‘Move, move!’ he demanded, turning to face them, backstepping. 
 ‘But sir,’ Kisna rasped. 
 He saw the look on Kisna and Tanku’s faces. As if they had seen a dead man rising, ahead. With a shiver that belied the infernal heat, he twisted to face forwards again and saw it too. It was more incredible than a spirit reborn… A town, rising from the silvery bands of heat on the featureless landscape. A walled settlement on a low dirt mound. Lintels of pale, weathered stone, mud-brick battlements the same colour as the infernal dust. 
 Hattu’s eyes darted in every direction, over the town then deep into his memories, seeing the hexagonal map table back in the planning room in Hattusa. His eyes widened as he realised what this place was. ‘Qatna,’ he muttered. For some reason the marking on the map table was faded almost to nothing, as if somebody had tried to rub it out or obscure it. His smoke-grey eye ached as he appraised the place. Silent, still… and the gates lay open. 
 ‘Men of the watch,’ he boomed, hailing the sentries. His words echoed away into the desert. No reply. ‘Men of Qatna,’ he tried again. Deathly silence. 
 He, Dagon and Tanku shared a look, then each glanced over their shoulder to the horns of dust, tall and thick, closer than ever. 
 Hattu turned his gaze back upon the fortified city. ‘Forward, slow march. Shields together.’ 
 The regiment gathered in a tattered line. Those with shields clattered together into a wall, those without standing behind. Spears poked through the gaps between and they began a slow step towards the gatehouse. As they drew closer, he and the approaching line saw the city gatehouse for what it was: not open in invitation, but broken, ruined. The gates were listing on bent hinges, hanging inwards against the interior of the gatehouse. The stocky turrets and low walls, so pale as to be almost white, bore no sentries and no sign of concealed men. The heat haze slipped away as they stepped closer and, like a harem girl washing the paint from her face, revealed jagged black cracks in the mud-brick defences and absent merlons gaping like missing teeth. Most telling was a V-shaped section that had been beaten down entirely in some long-ago siege. 
 Yet Hattu saw not broken gates, but a blind spot, a killing ground. What if this was a trap? He glanced along the line at Kisna and then made eyes towards the pale, cracked corner towers at either end of Qatna’s south-facing wall. The archer captain read the tacit order. With a sharp command, he drew his remaining archers back from the advancing line. They split into two groups and stole wide to the two corners. Some carried coils of rope, tipped with bronze hooks, and they threw these up to the town battlements where they caught fast and allowed a handful of bowmen to climb up and onto the parapets. These men would have eyes on any trap soon enough, Hattu realised. 
 As they approached the broken gates, a hot, susurrating desert wind wept through the gap. ‘It is a city of spirits,’ Babak said with a barely disguised gulp, his face – still smeared with streaks of the white soothing paste the oasis women had given him – slackening. 
 At just that moment, Kisna popped up from behind the gatehouse parapet, handsome face and hair white with blown dust. ‘Nothing in here,’ he yelled. 
 Babak started and made a noise like a man waking from a dream where he is falling from a great height, then stifled the noise with a strategic cough. 
 A band of shadow passed over Hattu as they marched up the short mound slope and in through the gatehouse. ‘The Way of Shalem,’ Iranzi remarked in a breathy whisper as they walked cautiously down a broad avenue which seemed to lead to the heart of the place. ‘Oriented to catch the dawn light.’ The avenue was hemmed with a warren of houses and temples, pale or earthy red, the flat roofs and walls broken like cracked skulls, desert dust piled up in golden drifts against the foot of the walls. Some dwellings were stained black. Men gasped and muttered, and Hattu saw why: scattered here and there, only half-buried by the dust, were grinning skeletons, the bones bleached pure white by the sun. Some lay on the avenue-sides, some half-dangling from the battlements, one was nailed through the chest to a lone palm tree. Some still bore the frayed scraps of leather armour, but most had just rags of civilian clothing and many were of children and even toddlers. 
 Now Hattu remembered overheard conversations about the fate of Qatna: overrun by raiders and never repopulated. Lost. ‘This place is not a city,’ he muttered as they reached a square at the heart of the settlement, where a stone well stood, ‘it is a grave.’ 
 The grim remark was greeted with a low, baritone bleat. A grumpy-looking sheep poked its head around one corner, scowling at Hattu. 
 ‘The woolly fellow would disagree, it seems,’ Dagon mused. 
 ‘A flock – a wild herd,’ Iranzi cried, stepping forward to look down the lane from which the sheep had emerged. There were thirty or so of them – grazing on the tufts and hardy roots that grew in the shady corners of this place. ‘They might keep us in milk and, if needs be,’ he stopped and looked apologetically at the sheep, ‘meat. I love a good bit of sheep, me.’ 
 Tanku arched an eyebrow at this. ‘We never did teach you the Hittite word “hurkeler”, did we?’ 
 ‘We have walls too, shade and a well,’ Kisna noted. 
 ‘None of which will matter if we do not act quickly,’ said Hattu, staring back through the wall breach to the southern horizon, seeing the dust plumes now billowing richly. His gaze drew in to regard the breach and the broken gates. ‘Blockade the gates with whatever we can find in here,’ he said, looking around the streets at the strewn wagons, barrels and furniture. 
 ‘And the breach in the walls. We can fill it with the same,’ Tanku suggested. 
 ‘Ye-’ Hattu started, then paused, eyeing the breach. His men threw him sceptical looks. ‘No,’ he said, eyeing the flat and wide “Way of Shalem”. The buildings on its sides were crammed together with no gaps so as to leave only enough space for a man to shuffle between them. Then he noticed a nearby storehouse, crammed with shelf after shelf of clay pots and urns. In his mind’s eye, he saw Kurunta One-eye nodding with a shark-like grin. You know what to do. ‘Chief Tanku, take one hundred men and clear the breach of rubble, make the ground there flat.’ 
 ‘Sir?’ Tanku protested along with several others. ‘Clear the breach of rubble?’ 
 Hattu, having long ago learned never to repeat an order, swung away from them and addressed Iranzi and Natu. ‘Now, I need a team of diggers. Iranzi, Babak, bring your soldiers over here…’ 
   
 *** 
   
 With a thunder of hooves and wheels, Volca’s one hundred Egyptian chariots slowed in a great golden line like a skein of geese, Qatna in their sights. He noticed the froth gathering on the warhorses’ flanks: it was not normal to ride down enemies on these nimble battle cars over such great distances, Pharaoh’s men had insisted. They were for quick, short manoeuvres on a battlefield, they had implored him. But now that he was an overseer, they had no authority to stop him doing as he pleased and so the chariots had ranged several danna ahead of the two thousand footsoldiers Seti had granted him. Now, after more than a month of dogged pursuit, his prize waited.  
 He flexed and unflexed his fingers on the rail of the chariot, seeing the dashing, shouting, pointing Hittite soldiers spilling across the town’s battlements. His haste had been key here: they hadn’t even had time to block up the broken walls – a gaping V-shape. Through the gap he could see all the way down a broad avenue to the town centre – a vital well in an open square. 
 ‘There,’ he advised his driver. ‘Take us in to that square. In that space we can circle and shower them with arrows.’ He flicked his head down towards the sweating, barefoot and bare-chested man sprinting alongside his chariot, clutching bronze daggers in each hand and a club strapped across his back. ‘Our runners can dash out into the smaller alleys and streets to stab and bludgeon them.’ The driver nodded and made to raise his whip, the hundred other chariots watching and ready to mimic the lead vehicle’s actions. ‘But remember,’ he spoke to them all, head twisting one way then another, the sunlight catching the horns on his helm, ‘kill every single one of them, apart from the prince. He is to die slowly and horribly for Seti.’ 
 A whip snapped high above the traces and the lead chariot lurched forward. The others came with it like the wings of a soaring bird. Volca’s blood caught light, his mouth agape in a feral scream, his trident levelled as the town grew larger and closer. The wings of the chariot formation folded in like a spearhead as they raced closer to the narrow V-shaped breach. The Hittite archers on the flanking sections of curtain wall loosed a handful of arrows and tossed a few spears, but shooting a speeding chariot was no easy feat, and most of the missiles thumped down into the space where a vehicle had been a trice ago. Two chariot drivers were struck and one horse took an arrow in the neck, but the stiffened linen apron the creature wore protected it from harm. They sped up the low dirt mound upon which the city sat, then, with a brief echo, speared through the V-breach and into the town to hurtle along the broad avenue. All too easy, Volca thought. The Hittite numbers were thinner than even he had imagined – the many skirmishes and near misses during their pursuit over the summer must have offed more Hittite men than he had realised. 
 ‘Get to the well,’ he growled as they reached the mid-point of the avenue, ‘then circle and turn your bows outwards – to the men on the battlements and to any who-’ the word jarred in his throat as a sound of shattering clay rang out. The two horses pulling his chariot suddenly spasmed and dropped, mid-gallop, down into the earth. Sky and ground changed places as he was catapulted over the rail, over the horses, over the strange, shallow pit into which beast and car had foundered. Volca landed badly at the edge of the pit, seeing many more of the leading battle cars suddenly plunge down as the surface of the dusty avenue gave way beneath them with a pop and crunch of clay breaking underneath. He saw shards and splinters of the hidden terracotta pots leap up from the pits as the weight of the chariots caused them to collapse. Warriors and drivers were thrown like him, one driver landing face-first in the jagged mess of broken pottery, blinded and robbed of his nose in that instant. But the worst of it was the dozen or more chariots immediately behind, which rammed, hard, into the backs of the pit-lying vehicles, some exploding in a riot of wooden splinters and wheels spinning free of carriages. 
 Volca staggered to his feet, ducking back to one side as the rest of the Ra chariots blazed on, skilfully jinking round the small pockets of carnage and on towards the way’s end and the square with the well. ‘Yes, onwards, and make the Hittite dogs pay.’ 
 No sooner had the cry of encouragement left his lips than a heavy scraping sound arose. Then, from the end of the Way of Shalem, two large wagons, one rocking wildly on buckled wheels, rolled out to meet, clacking together like closed doors. The leading chariots slowed, the horses making it quite clear that they would not rush headlong into a parked pair of wagons, and the momentum of the Ra war cars ebbed. The rearmost were now bunched up in the avenue too. 
 ‘Back,’ Volca croaked. But with a low, ominous rumble and a thud, he knew it was too late. He turned his head to see the second pair of wagons that had now closed the alley off at the other end too. 
 Twenty Hittite archers climbed up onto the wagon tops. His blood ran cold as ice as he saw from the corner of each eye the buildings either side of the road come alive too: Hittite soldiers rose into view from the rooftops, archers kneeling and nocking their bows, spearmen rushing towards the roof edges, and more coming between the suffocatingly narrow gaps between buildings – Kaskans no less, and some damned Amurrites too. 
 ‘Loose!’ Kisna bellowed, unleashing the first arrow. It flew true, right for Volca’s neck. But the Sherden was already dropping down, into the pit in which his chariot had crashed. He ducked under the thrashing hooves of one of his still-downed horses, pinned there by the reins of the broken chariot, hearing the whack of the arrow ricocheting from the ground where he had been standing. More arrows, spears and slingshot battered down on the trapped chariot core. The Egyptian archers aboard each battle car shot back but, stationary, the chariots offered no advantage. Hittite spearmen shielded their archer comrades between shots and only a few were struck by Egyptian arrows. From their expertly-secured high ground, the Hittite archers rained arrows down. Egyptian drivers and warriors jerked and spasmed, slamming back against the sides of their chariots, slumping down or draping over the sides like wet rags, backs and chests riddled with shafts. 
 ‘For the God of the Storm!’ a familiar voice roared. 
 Volca dared to raise his head enough to see out of his hiding-pit: from the roof edge of the nearest street side, a wall of Hittite spearmen surged to the brink and leapt, shields and lances clutched in hand. Centre-most was Prince Hattu, his face set hard, grey eye ablaze, looking so much older than his years. Mid-leap, Hattu reached up to his shoulders and tore free his twin blades. They plunged down upon the chaos, swords clashed and men screamed. Volca’s and Hattu’s eyes met across the fray. 
   
 *** 
   
 Hattu crouched where he landed, one foot forward, both swords held out to the sides, his hair lashed across his face with sweat, part-masking his baleful rictus. Volca crept from his hiding pit, raising his trident like a hunter. Tanku and an Egyptian warrior of equal size flailed past, locked in a struggle, obscuring Hattu’s view for an instant. When they passed, he saw Volca in full bound towards him. He drew in a shoulder and bent backwards, only just avoiding the central tip of the Sherden’s weapon. But Volca loped on past Hattu then swiped the trident round like a club for Hattu’s legs. Hattu leapt and landed on one foot, before springing forward, swishing his blades like shears for Volca’s neck. The Sherden was quick, though, throwing up his trident before his face like an unbreakable arm, and true enough, Hattu’s twin blades clanged against each of the outer prongs. 
 The severed head of the Egyptian warrior Tanku had been fighting spun through the air between them, spraying both with blood, then Tanku leapt over to Hattu’s side. A moment later, Dagon joined him too. 
 Volca backed away a step, eyes flicking to each of them. 
 ‘Now you will pay for your crimes, Sherden,’ Hattu hissed, knowing Tanku and Dagon had his back and flanks, lining up for a strike at Volca. 
 ‘Have you heard from home recently, Prince Hattu?’ Volca said in an absurdly equanimous tone. 
 The comment threw Hattu. ‘What did you say?’ 
 Volca struck down on the ground between them with the trident tips, scooping up and tossing a puff of dust into the air. Hattu wretched and blinked, blades held up in an X lest Volca pounce. But when the dust cleared, Hattu saw the Sherden was gone. 
 ‘Bastard!’ Tanku growled, pointing with his spear to the top of the twin wagons blocking the way near the wall-breach end. Volca was clambering up there. he speared one Hittite archer then kicked another from the wagon top, a few panicked Egyptians doing likewise having abandoned their chariots. 
 ‘I’ll explain in full, when I have my trident at your neck,’ Volca yelled back. ‘My forces will cordon you in here, and you will starve within these walls.’ As the Sherden spoke, the horizon visible through the V-breach glittered. His infantry had arrived. ‘My soldiers are here. Pharaoh Seti will come here too with the rest of the Army of Ra. Then, it will end for you.’ 
 Tanku snarled and hurled his spear. It flew strong and true, right for the Sherden’s forehead, but Volca leapt down from sight on the other side of the wagon and the lance sailed through the air harmlessly. 
 The clamour of battle faded quickly, replaced by the exhausted and agonised cries of wounded men and animals. 
 ‘Tend to the injured,’ Hattu snapped at the pair of asu healers from the Mountain Wolves who were carrying a platter with a water bowl and bandages. He twisted to the wall-breach. It had served its purpose as a lure and now it would merely be a weakness. ‘Chief Tanku, you can now have your men fill up that fissure.’ 
 ‘Gladly,’ Tanku remarked. 
 Sweeping his green cloak back from his shoulders, Hattu strode between two houses and came out of the avenue snare, then hurried up the crumbling stony steps to the town battlements. Volca’s hundred chariots were no more – the surviving crews now loping back from the town walls shorn of horse and vehicle. Hattu saw only a score of his own men wearing wounds and just five dead. A fine achievement, but largely meaningless. The enemy leader still lived and now some two thousand Egyptian menfyt too spilled out to form a noose around the small town. Tempest and Zephyr came to rest on his shoulders, each screeching in disapproval at the Egyptian blockade. 
 ‘Nearly ten of them for every one of us,’ Dagon said, glancing over the two hundred and eighty-three men that remained of the four Hittite companies, then peering out at Volca’s lot with Hattu. 
 ‘I hoped we might break his chariots and slip onwards from this place before his infantry arrived,’ Hattu said. ‘I would not have risked the avenue trap for any other reason.’ 
 ‘I know,’ Dagon said. ‘The men realise that now too. You have won us a temporary sanctuary, at least, and they are thankful for that.’ 
 Both looked down to see Tanku’s men now rolling the wagons across the wall-breach, others bringing baskets of rubble and sand to pile into the gap, slowly – if a little crudely – sealing it off. Their gazes drifted further afield, sweeping over the hoop of Egyptians now encircling the city, who were now setting up an inwards-facing palisade of their spears and shields. 
 ‘We might save a number of their horses down in the avenue,’ said Dagon, ‘and I could probably repair a few of the chariots, but no horse would charge a line of spikes like that. And we don’t have enough foot soldiers to rush any one point and hope to get away. The rest would pour upon us if we even tried. Equally though, we might be able to hold these walls against his men. Our only hope of surviving is to stay in here.’ 
 ‘For how long?’ replied Hattu. ‘Time is on Volca’s side. He can enjoy supply convoys while they wait for Pharaoh’s Army of Ra; we have a well but little food. Our only hope is to escape this town before Seti arrives. For when he does, his numbers will soon enough grind this place and everyone in it to dust. 
 ‘Escape? But there is no way,’ sighed Dagon. 
 ‘There has to be,’ Hattu swore. 




Chapter 18

An Ancient Evil
Midsummer 1293 BC

   
 Over the seven days which followed, they set about bolstering Qatna’s shaky defences. Captain Sargis and the Mountain Wolves completed the repairs to the V-shaped breach in the walls, piling rubble until it was almost the same height as the battlements and providing a flat enough surface to allow wall sentries to patrol across it. Chariot Chief Dagon organised the pooling of their rations of salted meat, flour and wine, storing them in the cool of one of Qatna’s deserted houses to keep the fare fresh for as long as possible. Kisna arranged and helped in the grim task of gathering up the battle-dead from the Way of Shalem and preparing pyres from the wooden chests and barrels scattered around the town’s streets. To these funeral fires, they added the bleached white skeletons of the original Qatna people. Men searched the houses and storerooms for anything of use, and Iranzi set about making a vat of wine from the roots growing in the city walls. 
 Hattu sat on the shaded step of what appeared to be a deserted scribe’s house, eyeing the two halves of the broken tablet he had found within. He blew the dust from the etched words. It was an ancient language, but fragments of the writing stoked distant memories, and he heard Ruba articulate a series of sounds slowly. 

The roaring… well was once a gift… of Gods…

 His eyes scanned the text over and over, picking out more familiar markings. 

Then the roar died to a whimper. First… the soldiers left… then, the raiders came.

 He glanced over to the pyre, and felt a knot of sympathy for the people who had perished here. 
 A grunt sounded near the heart of the town. Hattu looked towards the well. Babak was there, carefully feeding a rope through his fingers. The Kaskan and one of his men had been tasked with rigging up a bucket and seeing if there was still water down below. The roaring well, he realised, now a whimper. The omens were bleak. 
 Babak and a fellow Kaskan got in each other’s way, the soldier stepping on his captain’s toes and both letting the rope slip through their hands. 
 ‘You bloody idiot!’ Babak berated his man as the rope and the bucket on the end plunged down, uncontrolled. 
 ‘I didn’t know you were behind m-’ 
 A splash ended the recriminations. 
 All nearby turned, spellbound, as Babak and his man hoisted the rope up again. The leather bucket rose into view, swaying heavily. 

Water? Hattu mouthed in hope, rising from the step. 
 The Kaskan captain met the eyes of the watchers as he unhooked the bucket, held it up to his lips and gulped a mouthful. 
 Silence. 
 ‘Gah!’ Babak spat, plonking the bucket down with a splosh. 
 Hattu’s heart plummeted. ‘The water is no good?’ he ventured, thinking of the oily and brackish pool with the dog-corpse they had come across in the desert. 
 ‘It tastes like sweat and onions,’ Babak winced, his fiery beard dripping, then his face split in a grin, ‘but by the Mountain Gods it is wet!’ 
 Later that day, Sargis reported two finds: first, three bales of night-black yarn stored in a byre; then, more interestingly, one hundred spears and twenty quivers full of arrows in a secret armoury under one of the larger houses near the well square. Hattu had them taken to points around the battlements, so the archers and spearmen – one company assigned to watch each of the town’s four sides – would be well-stocked, should Volca decide to try anything. 
 An entire moon passed, and the men sang heartsick songs: of home, of the savage splendour of the Kaskan uplands, of vanquished Amurru, of the heartlands and the gruff call of wild lions that roamed near Hattusa. Every day at dusk, Hattu took to the battlements, glaring out at Volca’s tent – white with blue, red and green motifs around the base and apex – like a pale jewel in the bronze ring encircling Qatna. Most nights, he saw the Sherden sitting outside this pavillion with his Egyptian officers. Hattu felt a deep suspicion of the wretch’s inertia. Why no movement of his men – no sign of diggers undermining the walls, no battering rams being fashioned from what wood they had on their wagons? 
 The Sherden sat a little straighter, staring back. The pair remained fixed like that, engaged in a silent battle of wills. 
   
 *** 
   
 Volca leaned forward on his reed lattice stool, peeling the skin from a fig, scraping his teeth over the juicy flesh within. His eyes peered through the balmy dusk heat, never leaving the long-haired, bronze-vested figure up on Qatna’s walls. 
 ‘Time is not your friend, Prince Hattu,’ he said, licking and sucking the strands of fig flesh from the gaps between his teeth. ‘I am now your jailer, your master.’ He had whispered these words every night of this siege and the notion lifted his spirits again, but the effect was waning. Seti would no doubt praise him for keeping this Hittite rag-tag band penned in here until he arrived with the Army of Ra, but it would be a pale reward and the achievement would soon be forgotten; surely as an Overseer, it was incumbent upon him to not just pin the Hittites here, but to prize open this clam of a ruin, smash the defenders, and to take Prince Hattu in chains to present to Seti on his arrival. That was the step up the golden ladder, towards the true prize. He rolled his eyes round across his siege lines. Beyond a Sa commander, directing his two hundred and fifty soldiers in a sunset prayer to Ra, the supply wagons rested. They had few digging tools and the ground was rocky underneath the golden dust, so a tunnel was out of the question. They had little wood – enough only to make a single battering ram or maybe a dozen siege ladders – not enough for a certain victory. To break Qatna, he would have to find another way. 
 He watched a man carrying water skins taking a ridiculously wide berth around one wagon. Upon the vehicle was an ancient, dark-wood chest. Volca regarded the black dog crest upon its lock – Anubis, the God of Death. Now he remembered what was in there. He had been bored and disinterested when Pharaoh told him of it, but now he was thrilled. This would be the knife that would prise open the clam. 
   
 *** 
   
 Seven more days passed. The Hittite companies became agitated, knowing that every sunrise meant Pharaoh Seti and the mighty Army of Ra was surely nearer, that their doom was closer. 
 One morning near a low cooking fire in the square, Hattu ate a bowl of barley porridge – warm, thick and creamy thanks to the urn of milk taken from the sheep. He looked around, seeing his few companies of men training around the square, some climbing up the walls of the mud-brick buildings, others leaping over simple obstacle courses, one group honing their weapons obsessively. They would not let him down, no matter what happened. 
 Despite the sense of impending danger, their morale remained strong – as vital an asset for any soldier as his sword. Indeed, Babak and Tanku were sparring with clumsy insults as usual, much to the enjoyment of the others. 
 ‘I thought there had been another earth tremor last night but it turned out to be some big oaf snoring,’ Babak mused, making eyes towards Tanku. ‘No bastard in the camp got a wink of sleep last night thanks to it. Let’s hope Volca and his dogs suffered similarly.’ 
 Tanku swung a sour eye at Babak, then grinned. ‘Snoring? Was there? Strange, I slept soundly.’ 
 Hattu smiled momentarily, before the burden of leadership settled on him again quickly. He looked up to the sky, hoping for inspiration, and saw Zephyr and Tempest soaring. They were not trapped here. With their wings they could glide to safety at any time. He imagined for a moment crafting wings for his men to soar away from this place, but the image only put him in mind of Ishtar and the winged-Goddess’ incessant whisperings. 

There will be war… and she will die.

 He heard her and he heard Volca’s strange riddles in the same burst of mind-chatter. 

Have you heard from home recently, Prince Hattu?

 ‘Damn you. Damn you both,’ he rumbled. His skywards gaze had now stretched off into infinity, probing the sapphire expanse. Zephyr and Tempest were but specks on the periphery. Then there was a third speck, high up there. 
 A whirring noise sounded. The clatter of training men and of spoons scraping bowls halted, and all heads looked up. Hattu stared at the third speck: it was flailing now, speeding through the air, scattering his two falcons. Some kind of beast with a small head and a long, flapping tail. It shrunk and shrunk as it rose higher and higher… and then it seemed to halt, before growing, rapidly, as it plunged towards the earth, coming right for Hattu. 
 Sargis dropped his porridge bowl and lunged over to shoulder Hattu from the stool on which he sat. Both men tumbled in a tangle, coming to rest a few strides away. Both looked up just as the flying thing whacked down, splintering Hattu’s stool. 
 ‘What in the realm of the Gods is that…’ Babak whispered, stepping over towards the still, peculiar object. 
 ‘Stop!’ Dagon barked, throwing an arm across Babak’s huge chest. 
 Hattu stared at the object: a heavy slingshot with a cloth of some sort tied to it. A garment. An ancient tunic, no less, going by the threadbare, frayed, discoloured state of the stitching and the patterns of green and yellow upon the breast. In its day, it had most likely been a rich man’s attire. A king’s gown, even. The odd vestment lured Hattu forward a step or two, his eyes darting across the hanging dust and tiny strands of light fibre which had risen up like spirits from the garment. 
 ‘General – halt,’ Dagon repeated. 
 ‘Dagon?’ he said. 
 ‘Why would our enemy toss a tunic into our stronghold? Look at it. See the dried stains near the neck. Dark yellow and brown. Blood and pus.’ 
 Hattu’s eyes widened. Then his heart fell into his boots. ‘Plague,’ he hissed, now backstepping as if hit by an icy blast of air. 
 The plague had once been king here, ravaging all Retenu, harrowing parts of Egypt and Assyria too. Hattu’s grandfather had even brought it back from his campaigns in these parts – parading through Hattusa first in victory, then falling ill like many of his soldiers and citizens and dying horribly. Hattu recalled his days of youth, seeing plague victims in and around the slum wards of Hattusa: men riddled with boils who still had hope in their eyes that the Gods might save them, then those whose boils had burst and wept like suppurating, purulent battle wounds, leaving trails of yellow pus and blood wherever they crawled. These ones had little hope in their eyes, just haemorrhaging blood, that turned the whites as red as sunset. He had also witnesses men in the final stages of the blight: shivering heaps, coiled into balls in dark corners, vomiting and defecating blood and parts of their intestinal sheaths. These men had no hope, other than that the end might come quickly. But the plague had lifted. It had been five years since last Hattusa had suffered a plague-death. Likewise Egypt, Assyria and the many kingdoms of Retenu too now talked of it as a thing of the past. All had been thankful it was gone. But by keeping this tunic, someone had caged the disease. 
 ‘Get back,’ Hattu urged his men. 
 The circle of onlookers widened, their voices rising in fear. 
 ‘The Royal Asu never managed to heal anyone who caught the plague,’ Tanku said, his voice tight, his spear levelled instinctively as if he could fight the thin cloud of motes hanging over the tunic. They were spreading outwards, slowly and silently. 
 ‘No,’ Hattu agreed. ‘But he did work out how to stop the spread. The particles in the dust – they carry the blight. If one breathes them into their lungs, they are doomed.’ Worse, he realised, if even one man became infected then the dormant disease would be reawakened, for everyone in the town. 
 ‘What do we do?’ Sargis moaned, he like most others drawing up the collar of his filthy tunic to cover his mouth and nose. 
 ‘First, let the dust there settle. Then bring me some oiled leather.’ 
 Near noon, Hattu approached the cursed tunic, a mask of dark leather wrapped tightly around his nose and mouth. Dagon was by his side, protected likewise. 
 ‘General, let me or Kisna do this,’ Tanku pleaded. 
 Hattu shook his head. ‘If you or Kisna contract the blight while we’re caged in here, then we will all get it, regardless.’ 
 The pair crept forward, carrying poles. Sargis approached from the other side, holding an oiled leather sack, seamed tightly, with the neck looped in rope ready to be drawn tight. Hattu and Dagon poked carefully under the tunic, lifting it, taking care to disturb it as little as possible lest more fibres or dust rise and drift onto their skin where it might be inhaled later. Sargis extended the leather sack using two poles to keep it distant. The watching regiment held a collective breath as the tunic was lifted up and over the sack, then dropped in. Sargis pulled the loose end of the rope tightly and the sack yanked shut. 
 Each looked to every other, eyes doubting the air between them, suspicious of the desert dust and fearful of every gentle and dog-hot breath of breeze. 
   
 *** 
   
 Volca enjoyed dreams of glory, of burning the people of the Isle of the Sherden who had chased him from his homeland. He woke feeling rested and content, realising it was early morning. The cool shade of his tent, the satisfying meal of lamb boiled in yoghurt he had enjoyed the night before and the tickling anticipation of the disaster that was about to spread through the trapped Hittite ranks had him feeling most gleeful. He rose from his bed – raised from the ground, soft and comfortable given his overseer rank – and caught sight of his ruined scalp head, reflected in the horned helm sitting on an armour stand at the other side of his tent. With a sneer at his own likeness, he lifted the helm and covered his shame. 
 It would take a day or so for the earliest victims to begin showing signs of the plague. Foul guts and constant sweating would be the start of it. Then their skin would swell and their muscles would waste. Within weeks, the boils would begin to rupture and not a soul in there would survive. 
 He lashed his tongue across his lips and realised he was thirsty. But the jug by his bed was empty. 
 ‘Water,’ he snapped so as to be heard by those outside. 
 But there was no response. Of course, he realised: he had woken early such was his excitement. His slave was no doubt still sleeping. 
 ‘Guard, get me some water,’ he called through the hide, thinking of the two-man guard an overseer always enjoyed. 
 But all he heard in reply was a confused shout and a yelp… then a deep, baritone bleat. 
 Picking up his trident, he swept his tent flap back and leapt outside, only to be confronted by the sight of rising chaos, a one-eyed sheep strolling lazily through a sea of toppled stools and hastily abandoned fires, slurping and nuzzling at dropped food. Around its neck was tied a strip of cloth. Volca’s eyes bulged as he recognised the rag – a strip from the plague tunic. Now he, too, backed away as the one-eyed sheep ambled towards him. All along the blockade lines, other sheep milled casually, thin strips of the tunic tied around them. Animals were never affected by the plague, but any of his men would be if they came close enough. 
 ‘Back,’ Volca roared at the sheep nearest him. The sheep’s head rose and it did the opposite, sauntering closer in interest. From the walls of Qatna, a great, stirring and derisive cheer rose up, the Hittites lining the battlements waving their fists and weapons in the air. 
 With a chorus of panicked shouts, the Egyptians poked and prodded the sheep with their spears, guiding them from the blockade circle and off out into the desert. Everything the animals had touched or come near was put to the torch. 
 Volca stood amidst it all, glaring at the Hittites on the walls. Then, in a moment of blind fury, he strode forward, Egyptian veterans coming with him and throwing up their shields around him when he walked on into the range of the Hittite archers. A few arrows thudded down near him, but when Hattu raised a hand, they stopped. 
 ‘What do you have to say, Sherden?’ he boomed from up there. 
 Volca rummaged in his leather purse and pulled out a stoppered clay vial, no bigger than a walnut. He nudged the shields of the menfyt warriors out of the way for a moment and hurled the vial up towards Hattu. Hattu’s hand shot out to catch it instinctively. Instantly there were murmurs and wails from the Hittites that it was another plague item. 
 ‘What you hold in your hand there is no disease, Prince Hattu,’ he said, his words pealing around the desert like a bell. ‘It is in fact a cure.’ 
 Silence. The bows of the Hittite archers, trained on Volca, creaked, but the menfyts had him well covered with their shields again. 
 ‘I asked you if you had heard from home. Well let me be the one to pass on the news. Your wife’s blood will be thick with poison by now.’ 
 He waited a moment until Hattu swayed, one hand clutching a merlon for balance. ‘What have you done?’ 
 ‘You hold there the only chance she has of living,’ Volca enthused. ‘You might make it back to her in time, but only if you dare to break from this city and through my lines. Well, brave Son of Ishtar… do you have the courage – to burst from this town and run the gauntlet of my spears?’ 




Chapter 19

Black Moon
Late Summer 1293 BC

   
 At dusk, Hattu stood upon Qatna’s walls, gazing not at the unbroken blockade circle, but at the vial, Volca’s sick taunt taking root in his heart. It could not be true. Volca was here – how could his poisons reach all the way back to the heartlands, to the city of Hattusa, onto the royal acropolis itself and into Atiya’s veins. It was a lie. It had to be. But he had to get out, to get home and to see for himself. He looked to the northern horizon and saw in the pale dusk light the outline of some distant bluffs. For a moment he longed to be there, free of this noose and climbing, high enough to feel the winds, high enough to see all the way home. 
 Just then, old Ruba spoke to him. You cannot fly from this place, Hattu, but there is a way.

 ‘Tell me,’ he whispered. 

You already know, said Ruba, you’ve been staring the answer in the face ever since you got here.

 With that, the spirit memory of the old tutor was gone. 
 Hattu felt a ringing in his ears, growing louder. Madness rose within him and he paced along the battlements back and forth in search of Ruba’s answer. At a loss, he could only imagine what it might take to orchestrate a sally and break free. Babak the Kaskan would understand, he and his kind well-used to reckless attacks. ‘Yes,’ he decided, punching a fist into his palm, swinging, filling his lungs, ready to shout down to the men. 
 But Dagon and Tanku were there, right behind him. 
 ‘Don’t do it, General,’ Tanku said. 
 ‘You know it is what Volca wants. Sally from this place and we all die,’ Dagon agreed. 
 Hattu swung back to face the desert, resting his hands on the merlons and letting his head slump. 
 Three more days passed, each tortuous for Hattu. 
 On the third night, he sat by the fire, back resting against the well, buried in his thoughts. Most of his men had turned in for the night while his officers remained awake and talking in low tones nearby. 
 ‘Volca knows he cannot outwit us,’ Kisna said, he and Tanku taking long pulls on a skin of the young root wine. 
 ‘That is what I fear,’ said Dagon. ‘He is desperate for victory. Desperate men do wild and unexpected things.’ 
 The statement cut through Hattu’s thoughts. He looked up from the vial in his hands and glanced around his men. There was something odd about this night. In the fading light of the fire, their faces seemed darker than usual. Perhaps it was just his eyes adjusting. He looked up to the night sky to see a glorious, sparkling streak of stars, cast across the heavens like a handful of silvery sand. But the city walls were pure black and the houses too – like inky blocks of nothingness. Where was the moon? He looked this way and that, finally spotting the near perfect black orb hanging in the sky. A new moon, throwing this blanket of darkness across the land. A shiver crept up his back. 

Desperate men do wild and unexpected things, Dagon’s words lingered in his thoughts. 
 ‘When was the last report from the wall sentries?’ he whispered to Dagon. 
 ‘Not long ago.’ 
 ‘And all is well?’ 
 Dagon shrugged. ‘Seemed to be. But the picket ring is still there, if that’s what you mean,’ he said glibly. 
 ‘Aye, torches blazing as always,’ Iranzi added. 
 The shiver on Hattu’s spine grew stronger. He rose, striding for the mud-brick steps leading up onto the northern walls. 
 ‘General?’ Tanku said as Hattu swished past. 
 He reached the battlements, Tanku, Kisna and Dagon coming with him, confused. Resting his palms on the merlons, he peered out to see the ring of glowing torches as the sentries had reported… and the black countryside within and beyond it. Like pools of obsidian. Hattu heard the croak-croak of crickets, rising everywhere. 
 ‘Kisna, put light on the ground down there for me,’ he whispered. 
 The archer captain frowned in confusion for a moment, but took his bow, nocked a cloth-tied arrow and touched the rag to a wall sconce. With a wink and a thrum, the missile sped down into the ground below the walls, within the siege ring. All four of them stared at the halo of light. The dozens of Egyptian menfyt down there, creeping towards the walls, froze and stared back up. 
 Hattu’s lungs swelled as he saw the cane ladders, hooks and sharpened bronze they carried. ‘Every man to the walls,’ he screamed. ‘Fire archers – give me light!’ 
 At once, quiet, sleepy Qatna exploded with noise, the silent and stealthy approach of the Egyptians bursting into a crescendo of war cries and the small band of Hittite defenders bawling in alarm and shock, speeding to the battlements. As a score or more blazing arrows were launched, the situation was revealed in a demonic, orange light: from every direction, Volca’s force was speeding in for the walls in its entirety like a strangler’s hands. Hattu spotted the Sherden down there, face wide with glee. 
 The ground trembled as the Egyptians thundered to the base of the walls. The ladders rose like striking snakes. Hattu filled his lungs to urge more spearmen onto the parapet, still thinly-guarded, when he saw a kneeling cluster of Egyptian bowmen, arms jerking once. An instant later the night sky was alive with a growing thrum of death. 
 ‘Shields!’ Hattu cried to those of his men who had made it to the defences. He threw himself down and against the back of one merlon just as the hail hammered down, spitting, cracking and bouncing from the defences. Dust puffed past his face and he heard tight and wet gurgles and screams, seeing from the corners of his eyes Hittite sentries pirouetting and plummeting, riddled with shafts. An instant later came the clack-clack of ladders slapping into place against the walls and then a vicious, bird’s-beak bronze hook clawed around the merlon behind which he was sheltering. The needle-sharp point sunk into the baked mud and the hook shivered for a moment before, with a violet crack, the entire merlon vanished behind him in an explosion of grit and dust. For an instant, he flailed, nearly falling out with it, before scurrying along to the next merlon, chased by a blizzard of Egyptian arrows. He saw Tanku and Sargis on the streets just inside the walls, trying to lead the rest of the force up onto the battlements to support the rapidly thinning sentries but pinned by the Egyptian arrow hail. 
 His eyes darted this way and that, cursing Volca for his reckless pursuit of glory and victory, cursing himself for not seeing the danger of the black moon sooner. Should the enemy have assaulted the walls by day, Hattu knew he could organise his small force to hold them off. But a sudden night-siege like this? No man or God could predict the outcome. For the first time he began to truly doubt Qatna’s defences. 
 An Egyptian head rose to the top of a ladder next to Hattu, the menfyt warrior ripped with muscles and dripping with battle-jewels including a golden collar with spikes. His face was broad and animal-like, a thick, pale linen headdress wrapping his brow and hanging down his neck like a snake’s hood. The brute carried an enormous mace on his back – almost as big as a spear. Hattu drew his twin swords and lashed out to cut the brute down before he got a foot on the wall, but the giant threw up a forearm, catching the strike on a bronze bracer. The impact was jarring, throwing Hattu back. The Egyptian warrior drew his giant mace and swung it round, the tip – a ball of bronze swirled with razor-like spirals – slashed across Hattu’s chest, ripping scales from his jacket. A finger’s-width closer and the strike would have caved in his armour and his chest. 

Smash! the mace came down from his next strike to leave a crater in the battlement walkway, spidering cracks shuddering away from it. Hattu could only edge further and further away until he backed against the side of a turret. The door leading inside was barred from within, and the sound of more fighting rose behind it. Nowhere to go. The brute realised this and stomped closer, hoisting his mace overhead again with all his might. Hattu knew he was quick, but not quick enough to run the brute through the chest before the mace came down. But the mace did not come down. A lashing noise rang out. The giant’s face changed: from feral and triumphant to confused and angry, his arms straining but the mace remaining above his head. 
 ‘Be quick!’ Dagon shouted from behind the brute. 
 Hattu saw his friend there, the leather chariot whip normally used to drive Thunder and Rage extended and the end coiled around the giant’s mace shaft, holding it above the warrior’s head. Dagon was braced like a member of a tug of war team, the giant’s limbs trembling and edging to victory, Dagon’s boots slipping and skidding as he clung on. 
 Hattu lunged forward and drove his first blade up and into the armpit of the brute, and the second into his heart. The light and the malice left the foe’s face in a breath as blood came in gouts from both wounds. As the giant toppled away, buckling over the parapet and falling to the ground outside, Dagon jerked his whip back into a coil. Arrows spat and skimmed all around them and he saw his captains and officers bellowing and crying out hoarsely, beating back sudden bursts of scaling Egyptians, pushing back some of the warrior-laden ladders with spear hafts and throwing the quivers and spare lances they had stowed up on these defences to men crying out for replacement missiles. 
 A Hittite archer kneeling atop the turret behind Hattu took a sharpened throwing stick in the side of the head. The blow stunned him and left him prey to the spinning axe that flew up and ruptured his forehead. Two spearmen were plucked from the wall like fish by the Egyptian siege hook, and the front of a third’s rib cage was torn off by the lethal point – the rack of bone and meat stuck on the hook when it was retracted back to ground level while the poor spearman screamed and gawped at his exposed beating heart and swollen lungs. A simple rock thrown from below crushed the poor fellow’s unguarded heart. 
 Another trio of Spitting Bows archers were pinned in beside a tower by the constant rain of arrows from an Egyptian archer contingent on the ground outside. Kisna saw his men in trouble. By putting his head round the left-hand side of the merlon he was hiding behind, he drew the arrows of the troublesome bowmen, who loosed shaft after shafts at him, draining their quivers. As they paused to nock again, he appeared round the right-hand side of the merlon, and shot the nearest to him. The gap in time allowed the pinned three Hittite archers to run for another spot on the walls. 
 Hattu saw Sargis, locked in a clash with a Libyan archer atop the gatehouse – the foe with blades fastened to the ends of his bow. Sargis leapt as the Libyan swiped the bow for his legs, then retaliated with a swipe of his sword which lopped off the Libyan’s penis-sheath near the root. Sargis’ face twisted in a victory snarl, but the Libyan roared with laughter. ‘Ha, you fool: you failed to injure me, for I am hung like a mouse!’ he cackled. 
 Sargis’ face bent into a look of confusion and absurd amusement, before he rammed his sword, hard, up into the fellow’s crotch. ‘Rather embarrassing last words,’ he hissed as the man slid off the blade, a look of white-hot agony creasing his face and a mouse-like squeak escaping his lips. But a trice later two burly menfyt veterans rushed Sargis, driving him back with their milling swords. 
 ‘They have too many spears,’ Dagon rasped, ducking for cover with Hattu as another Hittite fell, riddled with arrows. 
 ‘We’ve fought in sieges before, as attackers and defenders. There is a moment when the wind changes, when the balance of numbers tilt and the defenders begin to crumble. The wind has not yet changed,’ Hattu snarled, rising to block the strike of an Egyptian soldier leaping onto the parapet from a ladder, then barging the man from the walls with an elbow. ‘It will not change.’ 
 For the next few hours Volca, orchestrating things from near the blockade torch circle, periodically sent fresh waves of men forward, testing Qatna’s desperate defences. A party of them headed round the city towards the barricaded but unstable southern gate and were driven off by a hail of sling stones cast down by Iranzi and his men, inaccurate but numerous enough to break the Egyptians’ nerve. Another group made clever use of noise, one or two men blowing whistles and trumpets outside the western walls, shouting and howling to simulate an attack whilst the real one came in quietly from the east – this stretched the meagre Hittite wall guard almost to breaking point. Others attempted to concentrate the ladders at the southern walls but found Hittite men waiting up there with hastily prepared cauldrons of boiling water. These attackers fell away in clouds of hissing steam, screaming, the skin blistering and slipping from their bodies. As each threat arose, Hattu sent small pockets of warriors to deal with them and he constantly roved the defences, watching for where the next attack might arise. 
 Dawn came like a fiery vulture keen to see what feast was on offer. Shafts of deep pink light illuminated knots of men still locked in combat, faces sprayed with black blood, chests rising and falling in exhaustion, heads lolling, weapons hanging like great weights. All around the foot of the town walls, inside and out, bodies lay, piled up towards the stonework, mixed in with the drifts of dust. More than one hundred Hittites lay dead, and more than four times that number of Egyptians. 
 Hattu, throat dry as salt, placed one foot on the chest of a spasming Egyptian and tore one of his two blades free, then lifted the second from the flank of another. Almost numb to it all, he turned to see the next horror coming for him, but there were no more. With a boom-boom of drums and a lone, shrill note from a trumpet, the clamour of Egyptian warriors around the town and those who had formed bridgeheads on the walls peeled away. 
 The Hittite defenders swayed where they stood, gazing in confusion at their retreating enemy. Then, when the trumpets and the distant drums sounded again, they realised that they had not won. Hattu peered at the horizon, seeing it glitter as if a golden ocean was spilling towards the town. Pharaoh Seti was here with the Army of Ra. He looked around his men, less than two hundred strong, then around the broken defences of the city. His mind spun crazily, thinking over their months in this place, seeking some crumb of possibility… but there was only one stark truth, throbbing at the centre of it all. 
 There was no way they could hold the place against the forces coming for them. And there was no way out. 
   
 *** 
   
 A few hours passed before the Army of Ra arrived at the siege line. When they did, it was as if a god had cast up a wall of dust to block out the sun and the sky. Thunder rose as nearly ten thousand rolled across the Qatna plain to join the unbreached blockade. Wings of golden chariots. A core of crack, bronze-clad Strongarm warriors, then wave after wave of menfyt, marching in Sa blocks, and Medjay and Libyan archer brigades. 
 Six slaves carried Pharaoh Seti high on a rush chair. Volca fell to one knee, clutching a hand across his breast. ‘Horus of Gold, I have done as you asked. The Hittite Prince and his bandits are inside the town.’ 
 Seti said nothing, glowering past Volca from his rush chair. ‘Why haven’t you taken this miserable shell of dry mud, Overseer?’ 
 The statement was like a burning brand on Volca’s skin. With an acid look sideways in both directions, he dared any one of his forces to speak up about the many failed attempts to do so. ‘I did not want to steal Pharaoh’s glory,’ he said. 
 Seti’s lips shifted a little, maybe in annoyance. ‘This Prince Hattu, he has odd-coloured eyes, yes?’ 
 Volca nodded. 
 Seti raised his voice so all could hear. ‘Then whichever man brings me the prince’s eyes in a rag, I will reward with a pectoral of silver.’ 
 The Army of Ra exploded in a deep and throaty cheer. 
 With a flick of one finger, trumpets blared, shaking the ground underfoot. A detachment of men rumbled forward, bodies glistening with sweat from the march, teams of three carrying siege hooks and ladders, and two groups of twenty carrying giant battering-ram logs, hewn to points, on beds of leather strapping, with runners holding shields that would form a protective canopy once they entered Hittite archer range. 
 ‘Smash the gates,’ Seti boomed. 
 Volca masked his shame by turning his attentions on the town. The Hittite sentries on the wall appeared to be braced, each standing their ground on the dilapidated battlements, stock-still in the face of the wall-breaking force coming for them, their long hair rippling in the soft desert breeze. He almost felt a hint of admiration. More, when they had the composure not to loose arrows wastefully on the approaching ram teams – now covered with a shield roof – he almost offered a cocked eyebrow of respect. 
 But then the battering rams reached the northern gates and still, the sentries did nothing. Even the teams with ladders and siege hooks went unmolested, right up to the base of the walls. They were reticent but still threw up their ladders and began climbing, holding shields overhead as they ascended. 

Boom! the first battering ram went. 

Boom! went the second. The broken, badly barricaded gates crumpled in a storm of dust and splinters in moments. 
 Pharaoh Seti and Volca peered into the swirling cloud of settling debris. Volca felt a terrible twist of apprehension, sure the majority of the Hittite force might be waiting there to sally. But what chance would they stand? The thought helped to expel the unease. Yet the cloud settled and the interior of the city lay beyond. 
 Nobody there. 
 A cold stone settled in Volca’s belly. 
 Just then, the ladder-climbers reached the parapets. Volca braced for the Hittite sentries up there to jerk into life and defend for their lives as they had done last night under the Black Moon. Instead, the first of the Egyptian climbers leapt onto the walkway, screaming and slashing the head from the nearest Hittite. Straw flew up into the air and the ‘head’ fell all the way down to the ground outside, bouncing in a spray of more straw, the long black yarn serving as ‘hair’ wafting away. 
 The stone in Volca’s belly pressed down, hard. He saw from the corner of his eye, Seti’s granite face tighten. ‘March inside,’ the Pharaoh said calmly. 
 Volca’s legs felt like melting fat as he walked, fronted by a U-shape of Strongarms. Clank-clank-clank, they went, edging across to the gates, then slowing a little as they entered. The place was still as a tomb. Still, Volca eyed each of the narrow lanes and alleys with suspicion, remembering well the pit-riddled Way of Shalem that had claimed one hundred of his chariots – another blunder he would have to account for… if Pharaoh let him live that long. 
 But on they went, finding that the avenue had been filled in and was sound. They reached the square. Nothing. Volca turned slowly, stifling the urge to call upon Hattu, to see the Son of Ishtar’s hopeless last stand. 
 Instead, he turned to see Pharaoh Seti, now on a chariot, and the rest of the Strongarms, flooding into the city and along the way in his wake. They spilled into the square, the Pharaoh’s chariot ground to a halt and the Strongarms fringed the edges of the space, watching for movement in the streets. A painful silence settled. 
 Someone told a joke and laughed alone. 
 ‘Well?’ Seti said in a low, patient voice. 
 ‘They are hiding in the houses,’ Volca realised, looking at the shady doorways of the many homes. A ball of weed bounced past one home, carried by a light breeze. Soldiers edged into many of the houses and stepped back out into the blistering sun, shaking their heads, barking one-word reports. 

Empty.

 ‘Where are they, Volca?’ 
 Volca was sure his belly was about to purge itself into his loincloth. All he could see, hear or think about was the fate of Khaldun, the Sa commander who had failed Seti at Amur by causing Chaset’s death. He backed around the square, eyes searching everywhere, everything. ‘They must be here.’ 
 ‘Give me an answer, Overseer, before my anger rises any further.’ 
 His heel struck against something. He turned around and gazed at the well. Frayed vines were tied to the timber frame over the well mouth, hanging down into the depths. The dark oculus gazed back at him like a triumphant cyclops. Why would men climb down into the waters of a well? He gingerly took a smouldering siege torch from one of Seti’s warriors and tossed it down there. The torch fell with a whoosh. After a time, a clack sounded and echoed as the torch fell still. Volca stared at the snaking ribbon of moving water down there, the torch lying on a shelf of rock lining the water’s edge. This was not a normal well, drawing on groundwater, but a shaft tapping into a weak underground stream. A stream that must once have been a river, going by the size of the smooth, stony underground corridor through which it trickled. Such waterways ran for miles. 
 ‘No,’ he trembled, then grabbed the edges of the well, roaring down there. ‘Nooo!’ 
   




Chapter 20

The Cursed Draw
Early Autumn 1293 BC

   
 Some twelve danna west of Qatna, a shallow, dusty wadi was the scene of combat that would be remembered throughout the ages. A pair of sand cats eyed each other balefully, a filthy strip of bacon rind discarded by a passing nomad the prize coveted by both. They each wiggled their hips, the fatter of the two one throwing in a grrr and a hiss for good measure. The other, sporting three black stripes on each leg, then sprang forward, running side-on towards its foe with a warlike gurgling noise. The fat one rose up on its rear legs ready for all-out warfare… when a rock shuffled and shifted on the wadi-side. Both cats leapt the height of a man into the air, then landed and wheeled on the spot, dust flying, tails high, before bolting off together, friends again, up and out of the wadi to hide in the brush above. 
 The rock shifted and rolled away from the wadi-side like a tombstone. Tanku stumbled from the dark tunnel it had revealed. Doubled over, soaked from foot to waist and dust-coated from the chest up, he groaned and stood tall, stretching, grinning up at the sun. ‘Arinniti, Goddess of the Sun, your light is like a treasure,’ he croaked, falling to one knee and cupping both hands over his heart. 
 Behind him, Dagon, Hattu and Sargis came, equally bedraggled, but overjoyed at the sight of the dusty patch of nothingness here in the wadi and beyond. Streams of men followed, sliding to their knees or flopping back to sit, breathless after their hasty flight along the underground stream. 
 Hattu raked his fingers through his hair – part of him sure this was a dream and that he would any moment wake up and be back in Qatna with Pharaoh’s men around them. But he looked up and around the free, open lands and sighed fondly: ‘I could not fly from that place, old Tutor, but there was a way, as you told me.’ Indeed, the answer had been staring him in the face as Ruba had claimed: the ‘roaring well’ he had read of in the broken tablet on the day they entered Qatna – that was the clue, the well was a tunnel into what had once been an underground river. The rest had been a flash of panicked inspiration, stuffing helms and tunics with hay and using the yarn like hair then climbing down into the well – all with no guarantee where the underground channel might lead them. 
 ‘Do you think they’ve worked it out yet?’ Kisna said, coughing and spitting the dust from his lips, his neck long as he peered in the rough direction of Qatna. 
 ‘They have, I can feel it,’ Iranzi said, crouching on the lip of the hollow, using his claw-tipped spear like a shepherd’s crook for balance as he peered distrustfully into the dusty landscape. 
 ‘We must make haste, to the north – to the White Mountains,’ Kisna fretted, gazing off into the north. 
 ‘Those mountains are far, far away,’ said Babak. ‘On foot, we cannot hope to get there before Seti finds and falls upon us. Right now, he will be organising his men to hunt us.’ 
 ‘It is true, we have to make for the White Mountains,’ said Hattu. ‘It is also true that we cannot outrun Seti,’ he continued, sweeping back his hair, plastered to his face with sweat and dust, looping it atop his head, ‘but we can outwit him,’ he concluded with a certainty he did not feel. Seti’s reputation was golden – as an inspirational leader and as a master of perhaps the greatest army in the world. 
 As the last of the men spilled from the tunnel he counted his bedraggled force – now barely two hundred strong. He punched a fist into his palm to steal their attentions. ‘Deception allowed us to thwart Volca, and it can save us from Pharaoh too. When we are few, we make him believe we are many. When we are many, we make him think we are few. When we are close to him, we make him believe we are far away. When we are far away, we make him think we are close.’ 
 ‘How?’ said young Natu, he and those around him with cracked lips and blistered, faces gaunt, long hair tangled and long-untended. ‘With respect, General Hattu,’ he added. 
 Hattu crouched in the sand and drew a series of jagged lines to depict mountains, then traced a single, long line towards it. ‘Seti will run us down all too easily if we simply make a line for the north and the White Mountains. Indeed, he will beat us in any sort of race, what with his supplies, his scouts and his chariots. He can stride ten paces for every one we take. So… so we must make him stride twenty paces for every one we take,’ Hattu said, drawing the splayed fingers of one hand over the crude drawing so it was no more. ‘Cover our tracks,’ he said, raising a finger as if to pinpoint the idea. 
 ‘Even better, make false tracks,’ Dagon added. ‘Send him on the wrong path. Give ourselves the time we need.’ 
 Silence, then Tanku spoke: ‘I hear no alternatives, and every moment that passes is a moment lost.’ 
 More silence. 
 ‘Then so it will be. Drink your skins dry,’ Hattu said, gesturing to the bulging leather pouch each man carried – replete with the waters of the underground stream, ‘then return to the stream and refill. Eat what you can too,’ he said, patting his own leather bag – stuffed with bread, sheep’s cheese and salted mutton prepared in Qatna – ‘and be ready to move off within the hour.’ 
 As the men went about their business, Hattu climbed the short few steps up to the lip of the wadi, a hot wind bathing him. He sensed another beside him. ‘I am going to have to ask you to perform a hazardous errand, old friend,’ he said quietly. 
 ‘I guessed as much,’ Dagon said, peering out into the baked land with him. ‘The plan is a good one, but it is not enough.’ 
 ‘We can evade Seti and his forces for a time, but I fear we will need more than these few hundred foot soldiers to reach the White Mountains. And reach them we must,’ he said, taking out, throwing up and catching the vial Volca had given him. 
 ‘Tell me, what am I to do?’ Dagon said. 
 ‘Pick a small set of men. Twelve or so. You are the best judge. When we leave here, we will be heading northwest. I want you to steal northeast, and see if you can find a way to the city of Halpa. Tell Viceroy Talmi of our plight and raise what you can of the garrisons there. Then come back south to find and rendezvous with us, to screen and shield us for the last stretch of our dash to the White Mountains.’ 
 ‘There are chariots in Halpa, and a contingent of spearmen,’ Dagon said. 
 ‘They are few, but few might be enough. We need only escape into the mountains, not beat Pharaoh’s men.’ 
 ‘But damn if only Thunder and Rage were there too,’ Dagon said fondly, ‘I would ride them to Halpa more swiftly than the wind.’ 
 ‘I have missed them too,’ Hattu said with a smile. He looked across the dust, seeing Zephyr and Tempest hopping comically back and forth, each holding the end of a disgusting strip of bacon fat in their beaks, locked in a tug-of-war. ‘This winged pair might even admit they have missed tormenting and swooping at our horses.’ 
 Dagon’s face creased in thought. ‘How will I find you? If… when I return with the men of Halpa, how will I know where you are?’ 
 Hattu’s looked at his birds again. ‘I will send Zephyr and Tempest up at dawn every morning. I will have them circle tightly as we have trained them to do, then swoop and dive and return to circling.’ He jabbed a finger at the heavens. ‘Watch the skies, old friend.’ 
 The pair clasped forearms. Dagon’s face creased in a smile, his plague-scars stretching. Hattu knew he was disguising sadness. He realised then that barely a day had gone by without he and Dagon spending time together – on the march, at the Fields of Bronze, in battle, in the rowdy and beer-filled arzana houses or simply talking and strolling the battlements of Hattusa. Gilgamesh and Enkidu indeed. ‘Go, friend. Know that when next we meet, it will be to seal our return home.’ 
   
 *** 
   
 The small Hittite column swept northwest, then northeast, then due west and then north, like a boat tacking through a recalcitrant headwind. Hattu moved up and down the length of his marching ranks every so often, encouraging and cajoling the men near the front and middle, and checking on those at the rear. These ones carried dry branches – wide and leafless, the ends like spindly fingers, trailing along the dust in their wake and erasing their tracks, a gentle hiss rising from them like desert snakes. Every so often, parties of men spiked off tangentially to the west or east, carrying their dried branches upright like spears, marching a few danna to leave a credible train of footprints before lowering their branches and carefully angling back towards the column. Like this, the dusty lands of Nuhashi were ribbed with phantom tracks that sprang from nowhere and vanished into nothing. 
 Kisna laughed, backstepping and admiring the broken labyrinth of markings. 
 ‘We’ll do this for another few danna, then simply cover our main route,’ Hattu mused, ‘lest Seti spot a pattern and deduce our real bearing.’ 
 They made good headway, men panting and gasping, their boots rubbing on raw ankles but none complaining – each spurred by the chance of an escape from these cursed lands. A dust storm rose and lasted days, slowing their progress but blessedly covering and distorting their tracks too. They walked through these stinging sands with cloths over their faces, shouting to one another to keep together – most men blinded and disoriented by the ferocious and suffocating assault. 
 The dust settled. Days rolled by and they were fortunate enough to pass streams and rock pools that dotted the land. More, the heat was seeping from the sun and the air turned fresher as autumn arrived. But still, there was no sign of the White Mountains: the north was still just endless stretches of golden nothing. At times it felt like they were mules, desperately seeking the carrot they felt should be dangling before them. Hattu waited twelve days before beginning the ritual of rising early to send Zephyr and Tempest up into the dawn sky to circle and swoop. In truth, he knew it was at least a day or so too early to hope that Dagon might have forged north, summoned help and returned close enough to see such signals, but then again, he had learned the hard way never to underestimate his closest comrade. Days went by though, with no sign of Dagon and no sign of this wretched desert ending. Now Hattu began to worry: had he sent his friend to his death? 
 It was the following day when the horizons finally changed. First, Natu shouted from the rear of the column, halting them. All twisted to look at the young soldier. He was peering south, in their wake. ‘Another dust storm rises?’ he croaked. 
 Hattu’s eyes tapered, seeing the golden smog back there. It was distant… and it was no mere dust storm. 
 ‘That is no dust storm,’ whispered Tanku. ‘Pharaoh has deduced our route. He draws near.’ 
 Hattu offered him a nod, said nothing and barked the column on at a renewed pace. But within hours, they halted again; this time, it was to the northern horizon they all gawped. 
 ‘Goddess of the Earth, is that real?’ Sargis lifted a hand to shade his eyes. 
 ‘A wall thrown up by the Gods,’ Hattu whispered. Not the White Mountains, but a ridge of sandstone cliffs. They ran from east to west, and were banded in terracotta and gold and the top was as level as a parapet. He stared at the apparition ahead for a long time before he could convince himself it was not a wall built by giants. They stretched four times higher than Hattusa’s walls, he reckoned. 
 ‘They stretch as far as I can see, east and west,’ Sargis reported. 
 There was no way through except… Hattu’s eyes snapped onto the vertical sliver of pastel-blue sky, about a danna west of their current location: a narrow break in the bluffs. ‘A draw,’ he burred. No man or beast could travel further north except by taking the huge detour around the sides… or by going through that tight pass – its sides like fists of rock. His eyes sharpened on the small slope nestled in one side of the draw. Atop it was a small fortress – mud-brick, recent too, square with three walls and the draw-side making up the fourth. 
 ‘Egyptian,’ said Tanku. 
 ‘I see golden fan standards on the parapet, General,’ Iranzi said, his voice falling with dismay. ‘A place like that could house five hundred men, I’d say.’ He looked over the Hittite contingent – more than three hundred men fewer, a weary band with no siege capability – and said no more. 
 ‘They haven’t spotted us yet,’ Sargis commented. 
 Hattu quietly thumbed his braid and thought of home, seeing Atiya and little Kurunta in his mind’s eye, the image fading more with every passing day, the vial weighing heavily in his purse. Guide me, he said inwardly, combing over the wisdom of his many teachers, guide me through this place and home to her.

 ‘Seti is no fool,’ a strange voice croaked, sending the hearts of every Hittite warrior lurching into their throats. 
 Hattu spun, hands swinging up to his twin blade hilts. His eyes pinned an old goat of a man, knees bulging from his twig-legs, bent nearly double. He was leading an equally emaciated donkey laden with two baskets heaped with rolls of white and blue-striped linen. ‘What did you say?’ 
 ‘Merely what you were thinking,’ the old man replied, his bald, sun-freckled scalp beaming with a light sweat. Then he eyed Hattu’s sword hilts and laughed. ‘You’d be fine with just one. I’m unarmed.’ 
 Hattu’s eyes remained on the old fellow but he tried to pick out everything and anything on the periphery: movement, shapes, flashes? No, nothing. This old goat was alone. He relaxed a fraction. 
 ‘The Egyptians came here in the spring. I watched them from up high,’ the man pointed to the tops of the bluffs. ‘They were bragging and trumpeting about Pharaoh crushing a Hittite army that had fled to Qatna.’ 
 Hattu would have laughed had the situation not been so grave. ‘This is no Hittite Army, old man. This is a mere ambassadorial escort.’ 
 ‘Ah, then you are Hittites,’ the old fellow grinned. 
 Hattu cursed himself for giving away so much because of one pale and unintended slight. 
 ‘I was pretty sure you were anyway,’ the old man continued, ‘with hair like women and high helms and those strange, upturned boots.’ 
 ‘Back to your story, old goat,’ Tanku prompted, stepping forward. 
 The old fellow waved a single hand of supplication. ‘They built that fort in the spring, on Pharaoh Seti’s orders – to seal off these lands in case the Hittites tried to escape. Two Sa bands garrison the place.’ 
 Five hundred men indeed, Hattu realised. He thought of the efforts to hold Qatna. With only one man to ten of Volca’s, they had managed to keep hold of that tumble-walled town for more than two moons. The Egyptian lot in this expertly-positioned fort needed only delay Hattu and his men for just a few days and Seti, surely, would be on their backs. They would be butchered. Volca the Sherden would never pay for his crimes. Atiya would… 
 He looked east to disguise the welling grief in his heart, then twisted to look east and west along the bluff’s length. 
 ‘Aye, you could go round,’ the man said, reading Hattu’s thoughts. ‘But it would take you three days in either direction, and I don’t think you have that much time to waste,’ he turned his eyes to the south and the closer, larger band of pale-golden smog on the southern horizon. 
 ‘Then we go through that draw,’ Hattu said calmly, his grey eye aching as he scoured the tight passage and the cursed fort, searching for the chink in the draw’s stony jaws. 
 The old fellow cackled. ‘Through the draw? The fort is unbreakable… untakeable!’ 
 ‘No fort is unbreakable, old man,’ Hattu said. ‘Now tell me, where do you hail from?’ 
 ‘Me? I roam these lands. I have a haircloth tent up on top of the bluffs – there is a stream and a palm grove up there – good for dates and roots that can be cooked into stew. You know, the other day I put some dates in with the roots and added a pinch of salt. Delicious it was, you’d never have thought that wou-’ 
 ‘It was lovely, I’m sure,’ Hattu cut him off. ‘Now how does an old fellow like you get up there? Surely you don’t sleep in the open for three days as you trek all the way round these cliffs?’ 
 ‘No, I take the winding path,’ he pointed towards the draw. Beyond the fort, a little way into the passageway, a golden stripe zig-zagged up its inside. ‘They let me through and up there because I wash their garments for them in a stream at the palm grove,’ he flicked his eyes towards the two large, linen-heaped baskets on the donkey’s back, shrugging apologetically. 
 Hattu’s teeth worked behind closed lips. He stared at the Egyptian fort, seeing nothing but sheer, hard walls and a small but tricky scree slope to reach even the base of them. The gate on the south-facing wall was well-protected by two flanking towers. No way in from the three walled sides, and no way to squeeze past without being under the full attentions of the garrison. 
 ‘We go through that draw,’ Hattu repeated calmly. ‘And although part of me likes you, old man, I must insist that you stay with us for now. You and your donkey will be fed and looked after well.’ 
   
 *** 
   
 That night, they made cold camp a little way west of the draw, out of the line of sight of the Egyptian fort. Far to the south, a faint glow marked the camp of the pursuing Army of Ra like a looming nightmare. Once darkness had descended, Hattu and Kisna crept across the countryside, hugging the shadows, until they could see the draw fort, the pair then settling in silence atop a rock, watching the fort like rapt pupils, studying it for weaknesses. Torchlight betrayed the fort’s watch system: twelve men on the three stretches of battlement. Regular and thick patrols marched out of the fort and around the lowlands at the base of the cliffs. There were no weaknesses. 
 As the night wore on, Hattu’s mind grew weary, finding no answers. To fend off the night chill, he wrapped his green cloak tightly around himself, but this made him drowsy as well as warm. He felt his head nodding forward and could not stop sleep from taking him. From the mist of slumber, a memory of old Ruba came to the fore. Hattu was a boy in his scribal classroom again – on a day when the boys were being impatient and unruly. Lessons are dull. Tell us a riddle instead, tutor, one boy demanded. The old tutor, not easily goaded, amiably tilted his head to one side in acquiescence, then took to pacing back and forth: Very well. There was once a blind man whose sight could not be restored. Yet one day, he entered a house, and when he stepped out he could see. What could this house possibly be? Silence. Many young faces pinched in thought. Ruba let an age pass, before extending his arms. A school. Many gasps and sighs of understanding. Every single boy paid attention to the lessons which followed, rapt. There is always a way. To make the blind man see. To pass through the locked door, to burn the wet wood, to tame the untameable stallion.

 He jolted awake, his blurry vision sharpening, something shaking his shoulder. 
 ‘Hattu, get down,’ Kisna whispered. 
 The pair pressed down onto their bellies, watching as an Egyptian patrol passed right below the rock upon which they were sitting. Hattu, mind draining of sleep, watched them march on past. Every two hours, these patrols went… and the watch on the walls changed too, he realised, seeing the men up there now still settling into place. Two hours. The timespan sank into his mind like a seed. 
   
 *** 
   
 Sa Commander Mistry, leader of the Bulls of Nubia and the Asps of Iteru, scowled as he shielded his eyes from the morning sun. The diagonal scar across his face wrinkled as he regarded the southern approaches to the draw, his pale blue and white linen headdress giving him the look of a hooded snake. ‘Where is the glory in watching an empty land?’ he seethed, thinking over the months he had spent watching this dusty gap. Now, as the dust cloud in the south attested, the Army of Ra was less than a day away, the Hittite rabble they chased would surely fall to Pharaoh’s fastest chariots this very morning. They would have
the fame of parading the corpses of the Hittite Prince and his soldiers. They would have the pectorals and jewels Pharaoh had talked of as a reward. Mistry’s reward would be a bare acknowledgement for languishing here all spring, summer and autumn. Something in him almost willed the Wretched Fallen Ones and their prince to evade Pharaoh. ‘Come,’ he purred, leaning a little over the battlements, imagining them speeding towards this draw in some desperate attempt to pass through it, envisioning them on the ends of his spears like fish, ‘bring the glory to me.’ But the semi-desert was silent and unmoving as always. 
 Then it winked. 
 It was a flash, no more. The distant horizons often tricked men with visions in these parts. But this was sharper than a mere mirage, wasn’t it? He desperately tried to convince himself it was as he stared at the spot the flash had occurred. South of the fort, but too close to be Pharaoh’s men. 
 Again, a golden blink. Bronze? This time it had shifted a little more to the east. His tongue lashed out to wet his rapidly drying lips and his eyes were like a cat’s, fixed on a promise of a plump mouse. 
 Once more, a flash… this time a little further east again. 
 ‘They’re here,’ he said in a low drawl. 
 ‘Sir?’ the sentries nearest him said in unison. 
 ‘The Hittites are here,’ Mistry said, pushing back from the parapet and snapping to them: ‘They’re here and they’re going around, to the east.’ 
 ‘But Pharaoh is in pursuit?’ one sentry reasoned. 
 ‘Look south, dog: the dust of Ra is still far behind. We must act.’ 
 ‘But sir, Pharaoh commanded us to hold this fort. He said we must not be drawn from it for any reason.’ 
 Mistry drew out a cane and thrashed the man across the face, sending his thick, black bowl of hair flailing and his head snapping back. The sentry fell, clutching the wound, saying no more. ‘Sound the horn, summon the men.’ 
 ‘How many?’ another sentry dared to ask. 
 ‘Leave the Asps of Iteru here – enough to hold this pass easily should the need arise. I will lead the Bulls outside to intercept the Hittites.’ 
 The sentry bowed and backed away. A moment later the fort was alive with activity as the Bulls of Nubia assembled. Soon, the twin rows of bare-chested Egyptian spearmen and bowmen spilled out from the barrack buildings, white headdresses bobbing, hide shields, bows and lances held proudly, Mistry took his place at their head and the fort gates groaned open. The mild autumn winds hit him. After an entire summer waiting in this accursed choke-point, it was like delving into a soothing, warm pool. 
 ‘Bulls… forward!’ he snapped. Two hundred and fifty fresh, eager and well-armed soldiers speared south-eastwards into the heat haze, towards the flashes, to hunt the Hittite Prince and his band. 
   
 *** 
   
 Yeni watched the bulk of the Egyptian garrison go. His cheek was on fire from Mistry’s cane-strike, and he felt torrents of latent bravery rise now that the bullying Sa commander was gone. But it would be a fool who stood up to an officer anyway, he thought. I’m wise, if not brave, he consoled himself. 
 An hour passed, and Yeni’s eyes grew tired of the sight of the empty wastes. ‘Yeni, your stint is over,’ a colleague said gruffly, treating him with as little respect as any other. 

Good, thought Yeni. A bowl of porridge and a drink then I can close my eyes, curl up in my cot and forget all this for a while, he mused, thinking of his wife and boys back in Memphis. Once, harvesting emmer wheat on the palm-fringed banks of the River Iteru had been his only concern. Every night had been spent with his loved ones. Then Seti had become Pharaoh and shaken the land with his demands for warriors to fill new brigades. Sourly, he twisted away from the parapet, but as he did so, he noticed something. In the south, a shape was emerging from the haze, closer than the still-distant smog which marked the approaching Army of Ra. He froze there, peering. 
 His replacement barged past him, muttering some curse. ‘You are a waste of a shield, Yeni, go and eat and sleep and stay clear of the real soldiers.’ 
 But Yeni didn’t even hear the man. His eyes remained locked on the near haze. Until he saw it take shape: a twin-column of bare-chested men, their white headwear bright like snowy mountaintops. Mistry was back already, and without any prize. The commander’s mood would no doubt be even fouler than before. 
 Yeni trudged down the timber steps into the fort interior, taking a long-handled copper bowl from the hook he had left it on and lining up by the porridge vat. A spoonful of the roasted then softened and milk-cooked grain was dumped into his bowl and he sat to eat, swirling the thin, salty mixture over his tongue absently. 
 He heard calls from up on the battlements. 
 ‘Sir?’ one wall sentry shouted down to the approaching Mistry. 
 Mistry’s muffled response rose up from the narrow defile outside. ‘They made it round the bluffs. They are in the north. We are going to try to intercept them there. Hold the fort until we return.’ 
 ‘Yes, sir,’ the wall sentry shouted back down. 
 Yeni realised that the Hittites must have been quick indeed to steal round to the north in, what, just a few hours? They didn’t have horses or war cars, he had been told. How had they managed it, he wondered? He stirred his porridge, seeing in its surface a game: a game where the objective was to convince your opponents that a lie was the truth and the truth was a lie. He set down his bowl and climbed the steps again, seeing the backs of Mistry and the men of the Bulls, forging north. Something was awry, he realised. He peered at the bare, dusty backs of Mistry’s ranks, the bobbing headdresses, as they trooped on through the draw. Then he saw one ranker’s back – pale as milk. None in the fort garrison had such skin. Was that a tendril of red hair spilling from under the headdress? At just that moment, Mistry turned and stole a glance back from the head of the column. The pale blue stripes on his headdress peeled away just enough to reveal eyes. Such odd eyes. One storm-grey, one dark brown. Finally, Yeni saw the game for what it was. 
 Transfixed, he realised he could right now call out, reveal the impostors walking by below, and be a hero. Yet, as if pulled by the strings of a god, his fingertips rose to trace the swollen cheek where Mistry had struck him. Mistry would be accountable for this… and Pharaoh would be here soon. He turned quietly away and descended the steps to finish his porridge. 

I’m wise, if not brave, he consoled himself. And woe betide those who mistreat me…

   
 *** 
   
 Six danna southeast of the draw, the real Mistry spat dust from his lips and beheld the scrawny wild goat they had been following all this time. The beast had two pieces of bronze strapped to its back, polished to catch the sun. The goat slowed, turned around and beheld Mistry with a bemused look, then took to chewing on a dried-out tussock of weeds. 
 He fell to his knees, and let out a roar that might have wakened the gods. When his lungs were spent of air and raw, he rose and swung to his men, drawing out his cane and searching for a soldier upon whom he could take out his frustrations. An older warrior who had the look of a gormless frog caught his eye, but he took just one step towards the man when he saw the smog of dust in the south had now become a churning wall, billowing close and high, the wash of bronze-clad men stirring it now visible to the eye. 
 ‘Pharaoh is here,’ the frog-faced man said. 
 Mistry’s face fell slack and his bowels began to boil with terror. 
   
 *** 
   
 ‘They robbed me of your washed robes,’ the old fellow moaned as they bundled him inside the draw fort. He shook his twig-like arms – still marked from the ropes that had bound him to the palm-stump where Seti’s forces had found him. ‘I did not know why at the time.’ 
 Seti stepped before him, towered over him. ‘They took the robes and headdresses so they… the murderers of my son… might steal through this draw in the guise of Egyptian soldiers,’ he said calmly. 
 Volca, standing nearby, noticed how Seti’s eyes darted over the old fellow. It was what the Pharaoh did in the moments before ordering a cruel death – like a butcher regarding a carcass and identifying the choicest cuts of meat. ‘He helped them,’ Volca urged, eager to see another of Seti’s legendary executions. 
 Seti twisted his head to Volca and pinned him with a copper-rod stare. ‘You, Sherden, are in no position to judge.’ 
 Volca froze, realising Seti was now regarding him in that cold, cruel way. A terrible hiatus passed, the gentle moaning of an autumn wind rising and falling through the draw. 
 ‘You live on only because you walked in the Hittite palaces for so long,’ Seti said at last. ‘Were it not for what you have up here,’ he tapped his temple, ‘then you would be staked out in the sun by the walls of Qatna.’ 
 Nobody spoke. Somebody had to pay for this – to relieve the Pharaoh’s simmering ire. A scuffling of boots sounded, and two men of the Asps of Iteru dragged Mistry, their Sa commander, over. The man’s face – spoiled by an old, diagonal scar – was twisted in horror. 
 ‘I, I saw the Hittites, I left to catch them and I… I thought it was them.’ 
 Pharaoh stepped over to the man, flashed up a hand, caught his tongue then yanked on it, hard. With a groan of stretched muscle and sinew, the tongue came a good few hand-widths free of Mistry’s lips. Seti flicked up a dagger with his other hand and sliced it free. Mistry fell to his knees with a wet scream, blood haemorrhaging from the tongue-stump. 
 ‘Bind his hands and nail him to the rock,’ said Seti. 
 Volca felt a warm sense of relief and anticipation as he watched the two soldiers hoist Mistry up onto the roof of the barrack house. He was safe, a grim execution was to come, and all was still to play for. The soldiers turned Mistry upside down and then a third – a man named Yeni – hammered a bronze bolt through his crossed ankles and into the rock. With an animal moan, Mistry spasmed there like a fish on a line as the three soldiers backed away and returned to the fort floor. Runnels of blood raced from the brutal wound and glistened on down his bare chest and head, falling like a gentle rain onto the fort floor. In moments, the strength drained from him and he hung limply, alive but ruined, eyes bulging and darting. A short time later, carrion birds began to circle and gather on higher ledges, seeing the bloody treat nailed to the draw side, but wary of the people a short way below. 
 ‘Come, carrion hawks, feast upon him,’ Seti whispered, looking up at the dangling man, his eyes still ablaze with fury. 
 The first of the birds – a hooded vulture – took a chance, flapping down to perch upon the soles of Mistry’s feet. It pecked and inspected the blood around the bronze bolt, tearing free a piece of skin from his ankle. Mistry shuddered and whimpered. Another flew past Mistry’s face and swooped upwards again. 
 ‘More,’ Seti seethed, as if commanding the birds like one of his armies. 
 Volca watched, rapt, the hanging man’s angst most thrilling. 
 A few birds perched on the barrack roof’s edge, shuffling, growing bolder. 
 ‘Father,’ a voice spilled through the fort, accompanied by pattering footsteps. 
 All heads turned, Pharaoh Seti’s too. 
 ‘We must not linger here. Every moment that passes is a moment lost,’ Ramesses said. ‘Chaset’s killer must pay for his crimes.’ 
 After a long pause, Seti nodded and turned from the hanging Mistry. ‘Have the men prepare to march,’ he ordered the knot of officers nearby, who then ran off to shout to the Army of Ra, halted outside at the draw mouth. 
 As all attentions shifted away from Mistry’s demise, Volca’s mood soured, knowing he would not get to see the most enjoyable parts of a carrion hawk death. The boy Ramesses was a bothersome one. As a youngster, he had been a peripheral figure in court affairs. But now, at eleven summers, he was an ever-present on campaign with his father. The boy could even steer Seti’s will. Seti may not trust me anymore, Volca thought, but perhaps the boy – a boy who is now heir to the Land of Egypt – might be worth tolerating for the time being. Tolerating. Manipulating…

 Seti summoned Volca and another skull-faced overseer wearing golden bands around his elongated neck. ‘The Hittites are in the north – the last stretch of land before the White Mountains. They cannot be allowed to escape.’ 
 ‘The Gods say they will not,’ said Volca. ‘It is autumn now and winter is near – too near. Soon the snows will come and the mountain passes will be blocked.’ 
 Seti made a low grumbling noise. ‘Regardless, I will not leave this affair in the lap of the Gods. Sherden, you will ride with me. I will be splitting the Army of Ra in two,’ he said, then turned to the skull-faced overseer. ‘You, Pawara, will command one half, I the other. Like twin horns, we will sweep north and pincer this Wretched Prince, my son’s killer. He is shrewd, but he will not outsmart me again. I will have my vengeance.’ 
 The trumpets blared, and the Army of Ra moved through the draw and on to the north. From the draw side above the abandoned fort, Mistry watched them go. There was a moment of relief when he realised they were not there to torment him anymore, and his mind began to conjure dreams of how he might shuffle free of this bronze bolt and… 
 A vulture clamped its talons onto the underside of his jaw, startling him. The bird craned its head down, the red face staring into Mistry’s eye for a moment, before it jerked forward, speared its beak into his eye and ripped it free of the socket. Mistry screamed and another bird caught hold of his tongue stump wrenching and tearing at it. In a breath, he was festooned with feasting scavengers. 




Chapter 21

The Fading Light
Early Winter 1293 BC

   
 Hattusa’s acropolis groaned with stiff winter winds, the first snows scudding past the palace, rattling the shutters, causing the torches to gutter and roar. Atiya’s listless gaze was fixed on the ceiling timbers, the flames of the cherry wood fire reflected in her eyes. It had been this way for six moons now. 
 Muwa knelt by the bed, her hands clasped in his, his forehead against her bony knuckles. Danuhepa, sitting on the opposite side, brushed at the princess’ hair, stiffly at first, then slowing when large clumps came away with little resistance. She balled some of the hair from the comb, rolling it in her fingers, her eyes gazing into the past. ‘It was like this with your father in his… final… days,’ she whispered towards Muwa. 
 Muwa’s head rose, his bloodshot eyes rolling up to meet hers. He said nothing. A seed of resentment had settled in his heart as soon as he heard what had happened to Atiya: why had Danuhepa not been there? She breezed around the palace, calling herself the Great Queen, Mother of all Hittites, Mistress of the Palace. Almost every day since Hattu and Atiya had wed, Danuhepa had been like a mother to both, caring, advising, guiding. But on that day, of all days, why had she not been at Atiya’s side. All this talk of the locked door in the north end of the palace. What dog had unlocked it and let the murderous Paa inside? 
 The wind picked up and the shutters chattered again, a chill sneaking into the room, stealing the heat from the hearth. Somewhere outside, a bird shrieked in the blizzard. Every mouth in the room snatched in a breath. ‘A falcon?’ Muwa dared to whisper. 
 With great difficulty, Atiya sat up, shaking. ‘Hattu?’ she croaked weakly. 
 Danuhepa helped ease her down again. ‘Those are not Hattu’s birds. But he is on his way home, right now, I am sure of it,’ she said. 
 ‘But the winter is here again. He once told me of… of the… White Mountains. They are like gates, he said, blocked with snow at this time of year.’ 
 ‘No gates will stop him from returning to you,’ Danuhepa insisted, stroking a thin lock of hair from her sweating brow. Within a few breaths, she had fallen into that listless, dream-like stare again. 
 Muwa stared at Danuhepa. 
 ‘I know you disapprove,’ Danuhepa said quietly, eyes glancing up to meet Muwa’s. 
 ‘You feed her hope when you should not, Tawannana,’ Muwa replied. 
 Danuhepa shook her head slowly, stroking Atiya’s arm. ‘Belief is a powerful thing, Labarna.’ 
 ‘Like your potions?’ Muwa said tersely, nose wrinkling as he looked at the tray of clay cups by the bed. 
 Danuhepa shrugged to pull her bear fur cloak a little higher on her shoulders. ‘The Wise Women use all manner of potions and powders on her, and you do not question them.’ 
 ‘But they are blessed and chosen and you are not one of them, Tawannana. Some might describe your endeavours as… witchcraft.’ 
 The fire crackled and snapped as one of Muwa’s eyebrows arched. 
 ‘In Babylon, they call it medicine,’ Danuhepa scoffed. ‘These potions eased your father’s pain when he was poisoned, and they seem to be relaxing Atiya too.’ 
 ‘Then you assume the intruder used the same poison?’ Muwa asked. ‘The intruder who passed through a locked door to enter the palace.’ 
 Danuhepa glared at him. ‘I do not like the whispers that walk with your words, Labarna. You think I know more about this than I let on? The symptoms are similar to those Mursili suffered. It is a logical deduction that the poisons were the same. And did the poisoner pass through a locked door? I doubt it, but I can’t explain how he found any other way in.’ 
 The pair remained locked in a distrustful gaze. 
 A light squeal cracked the tension: little Kurunta, sitting up by the hearth, playing with wooden shapes. Uranda and Urhi-Teshub sat there too. They built towers with the shapes, Kurunta yelping with amusement every time the tower inevitably toppled over. 
 ‘No,’ Muwa said in little more than a baleful whisper, ‘you do know something. I saw it the day I returned here from the southern mines. The look on your face when I asked you if there was anything else. I know a liar when I see one, and by the Gods, I-’ 
 ‘Husband?’ Uranda twisted round from the hearth, a look of reprimand on her face. ‘this is neither the time nor the place.’ 
 ‘It is for me to decide on both time and place,’ Muwa rumbled. ‘Every day that passes with the mystery unsolved is like a cruel pin in my heart. If I have to turn this city over to find out-’ 
 Just then, a squeal sounded behind Uranda. All swung to see Kurunta there, his face creased in agony. The tot was holding his lower leg, rocking back. A shriek poured from his lips that rang through the halls of the palace. 
 Atiya barely stirred. 
 ‘What happened?’ Muwa gasped, sliding over on his knees to the lad. He prised Kurunta’s hands from his leg to see a raised red lump, the skin blistering. A coal from the fire lay on the floor, clear of the hearth. 
 ‘The coal leapt from the flames,’ Urhi-Teshub said, gawping at the wound. He leaned over and scooped the lad up in his arms, cradling and comforting him. 
 ‘I will fetch an asu healer,’ Uranda scowled, rising to stomp off. 
 Danuhepa remained seated by the bed, oddly quiet. 
 The gentle fire crackled and spat, its moment of rage seemingly fleeting. 
 Muwa rose too, scruffing Urhi-Teshub’s hair. ‘You are a fine boy,’ he said. ‘A skilled charioteer, Colta tells me, and a skilled swordsman too, If Penti’s reports are anything to go by. He marvels at your speed with the blade for one so young.’ 
 Urhi-Teshub beamed. ‘I have further practice with him later today in the Great Barracks. I should go and prepare.’ He rose, handing little Kurunta to Muwa. As he made to leave the room, he turned back, asking the question of the Labarna and the Tawannana: ‘I heard what you were saying. Uncle Hattu will return, won’t he?’ 
 Muwa thought of the many long days he had spent at the hallowed Rock Shrine outside the city too – adorned as High Priest in dark blue robes and cap – praying for his brother’s safe return before… he looked over to Atiya once more and sighed. 
 ‘I hope with all my heart he does. I have done what I can to make it so, and now we can only pray it is enough,’ he whispered, his heart breaking at his son’s concern. 




Chapter 22

A Boy and a Falcon
Early Winter 1293 BC

   
 After their deft deception at the draw, Hattu’s column veered north across the Nuhashi flats. Behind them in the south, the dust wall of the Army of Ra rose across the horizon. Day after day, it grew larger and closer until one day, the men heard a paean of shrill and chillingly near trumpets. They sped on, desperately scanning the northern horizon for signs of the White Mountains – the gateway to Hittite lands and an escape from these flat expanses upon which the Egyptian army would surely destroy them. 
 Short of water, they edged a little westwards too until they came to the banks of the Orauntis. They followed the river northwards, stopping every few hours to slake their thirsts. On the far banks and several danna west, the Bargylus range shimmered – like a ghost of the previous winter. As Hattu crouched by the shallows to drink from cupped hands, he eyed the heights, thinking of Amurru, hidden beyond, and a little way north, Ugarit. Two wretched lands, walled by those mountains. But it was in the small party’s wake that the true danger loomed. He glanced that way, and something odd struck him: no sign of the tell-tale dust cloud, for the first time in days. 
 He stood, eyeing the empty southern horizon with suspicion, then shaking the water from his hands and urging the men not to waste a moment. ‘Onwards,’ he barked. 
 They hugged the Orauntis’ banks. Over the next few days the fresh autumnal air turned biting, and then they woke to a patina of winter frost each morning. Chill winds nipped the sides of their faces as they trekked, using their spears as poles to fight against the cutting breeze. Hattu wore his tunic, his bronze jacket and his thick cloak – clasped at the breast and the neck to hold in more warmth. His nostrils stung and his breath clouded before him as he eyed the way ahead – still no sign of the White Mountains. And where is Dagon, he thought? His friend was now well overdue. 
 A lone snowflake tumbled through the air and landed on his nose, scattering his thoughts. A moment later, a thin fall drifted around him, silent and light. He slowed, a chill realisation creeping over him as he saw, at last, a hazy outline of jagged tors in the north: the White Mountains. The ragged peaks were as white as cloud. 
 Voices rose behind him in dismay. The heavy snows had begun. The routes would be blocked. Winter had won the race. Now Seti would surely slaughter them upon these open flatlands like penned sheep. 
 He slowed, his mind spinning. To blunder on towards the snow-clogged heights would be folly. The enemy approached from the south and desolate nothingness lay to the east. An age passed as Hattu switched his head in each direction, seeing fire in every part of the horizon, seeking the sword that would not break. 
 ‘The men are growing anxious, sir,’ Tanku said quietly, just behind him. 
 ‘I will lead them home,’ Hattu insisted sombrely, the light snow resting on his dark brow and aventail of hair – giving him the look of some hoary old warrior. 
 ‘How?’ whispered Kisna so the ragtag band of men would not hear. ‘The White Mountain routes are filled with snow – I can see even from here.’ 
 Hattu turned to the west once more and the hazy, low rampart of the Bargylus range. He remained, staring that way, for some time. 
 ‘Ugarit?’ Sargis whispered, guessing his thoughts. ‘King Niqmepa is no friend and will offer us no shelter,’ he said as if questioning Hattu’s sanity. ‘Remember who tricked us with false tales of his kidnapped son? Sent us out south into Amurru in the first place and onto the end of the Egyptian spears?’ 
 Hattu drew in a deep breath. ‘But if we can strike through his lands and to the coast,’ he began. 
 ‘But even the Bargylus Mountains are white in the highest parts, and they were nigh-on impassable in the summer months anyway,’ Babak interrupted. ‘Like a natural defence to stop raiders coming in from the east, you said when we were travelling along the range’s spine.’ 
 ‘Aye,’ Hattu agreed, ‘but remember also the valley bridge in southern Ugarit – the one with the corpse roped to the far bridgehead.’ 
 ‘The Valley of Bones,’ Kisna said with a shiver. 
 Hattu wagged a finger, meeting each man’s eye. ‘Well that valley cuts through those mountains, east to west, and leads into the Ugaritic pastures and… to the coast. We should be close to it now. With such small numbers, we might steal through the valley and then across the Ugaritic flatlands unseen. Pharaoh will not expect us to make this change of direction. He will push on towards the White Mountains thinking we are still headed that way. It might take him a few days to realise we are no longer ahead of him.’ His head swam with the blossoming plan, the sword in the fire and enduring the flames. ‘In that time, we can reach the Ugaritic coast then we can sequester a boat – a few private fishing ships even, just as we did on the banks of the Orauntis – and slip away.’ A moment of silence followed, and then he heard in his head the metallic crash of a sword shattering and a roaring bout of laughter. No commander could truly believe such a fragile plan. But he saw the look in the men’s eyes: fading glimmers of hope, kept alive only by his falsely-confident words. He sucked in a lungful of air and spoke with the assurance they all needed: ‘It is simple: if we want to live, we must try to strike across Ugarit and to its coast.’ 
 None of them spoke against the plan. Tanku made voice for them all when he turned and barked the followers on with spirit and passion. They waded across a shallow section of the Orauntis using a rope guide. For the rest of that day, they moved fast towards the Bargylus slopes, Hattu compelling his men to run for stretches. He imagined Kurunta One-eye running by his side, challenging him to go faster, frost and earth flicking up in their wake in the low winter sun. By the following afternoon, they reached a point where the mountains were cleaved by a deep vale – as wide as a meadow, with almost sheer sides of burnt-gold rock. It ran west, cutting across the mountain spine and leading right into the Ugaritic lowlands. 
 ‘Is this it?’ Tanku said quietly. The shape of the valley caught and amplified his words, which echoed over and over. The big man blushed. 
 ‘Aye, it must be, Hattu said, eyeing the rocky sides and the floor, which wove and wound like a snake so as to hide the far end, several danna away. ‘The Valley of Bones.’ 
 Tanku squinted and cocked his head to one side. ‘No chance of renaming it – the Gerbil Dale, something like that?’ 
 Hattu flashed him a wry grin, then swung to face the men. ‘We will find lee from the winds inside the valley and make camp,’ he announced. 
 Before they entered the Valley of Bones, Hattu found a finger of rock, scaled its sides and let Zephyr and Tempest soar high – higher than any day previous. He gazed out into the northern distance, across the Nuhashi flatlands they were about to leave behind, desperately trying to find that thread of hope again: Dagon, where are you? Come back to us. I cannot bring myself to escape this land without you, yet I cannot halt in leading the men at haste from the dangers here. He touched a hand to his purse and the clay vial. Volca’s taunts were no doubt fake, but I cannot assume so, and I cannot hesitate for one moment. Where are you, friend?

 The silent land offered no answers. No sign of Dagon in the north, and no sign of Seti in the south. 
 Inside the rocky corridor, every footstep and cough was amplified treacherously. But there was no sign of Ugaritic patrols. Nobody knew they were here. As darkness came, they reached a good camping spot about halfway through the valley – grassy and clement, cupped in the shelter of an indent in the northern valley-side. Under the light of an argent moon, they set up their tents and kindled fires. 
 Hattu posted men east and west, to watch both directions along the valley, then at dusk he eased himself down against a large boulder, his bones sighing and his muscles easing. For the first time since their hasty flight from Qatna, he allowed his guard to drop, prizing off his boots and gazing up at the moon as a colony of bats rapped across its face, chattering and squeaking. 
 Tanku slid down next to him, bringing him a quarter-cup of wine – each man having the last of their meagre supply tonight. Babak and Iranzi joined them, crouching on their haunches, holding flatbreads over the fire on twigs. Chief Kisna and Captain Sargis came too, with circles of others settling nearby. The firelight betrayed the lines at the edge of each man’s eyes – despite Iranzi being the oldest at twenty-six summers. Every face was smeared with dust and dirt, each man looking more like a beggar than an officer, haggard and exhausted. The Kaskans’ pale skin was now well sun-burnished and the Hittites’ usually night-black hair streaked with sun-bleached, lighter strands. 
 ‘We’re almost there,’ he croaked to his charges, who grunted in hope and cheer. He lifted the cup to his lips and drank and so did they. The first mouthful of wine flowed across his tongue and warmed his blood and his belly instantly. 
 ‘Tell me once more, General, about the city of Hattusa,’ Iranzi said with a glint in his eye. 
 Hattu gazed into the flames, seeing it for himself. ‘High as the mountains around us, hard as the bedrock upon which we sit, craggy, windswept… and wonderful. Within its mighty defences, turquoise springs, pools and fountains gurgle, happily captive. The temples are a wonder to behold – polished stone pillars in all colours, gardens bright with blooms through summer and winter. The royal brewhouse sends out wagon after wagon of barley beer through the city, to the taverns and arzana houses.’ 
 ‘Beer,’ Tanku said like a man pining for a lost loved one. 
 ‘Whores,’ Kisna chuckled with a demonic, bulging eye and the tip of his tongue poking from his lips, rubbing his thighs for a moment. 
 ‘Chores?’ Sargis frowned, misunderstanding, his bad ear turned to Kisna. 
 Hattu choked a chuckle, then looked to Iranzi. ‘Each of you will have a place there. Your men will be billeted and valued as part of the Hittite Army.’ 
 ‘Famed, fearless, hardy,’ Kisna purred, sinking another mouthful of wine. 
 ‘And if you’re lucky,’ Babak said, ‘General Hattu will even drag you half way across the world on your first mission.’ 
 Hattu looked at Babak. Babak grinned like a child. Tanku slapped his thigh and roared with laughter and a moment later all joined in. The joy was just taking hold, when Hattu saw the men watching the eastern end of the camp – the direction of the valley opening through which they had come, grow suddenly animated. Shouts, waving hands. Alarm. 
 A cry rose up. Hattu’s skin turned to ice. He tossed his wine cup down and leapt up, forgetting his boots, helm and bronze jacket as he stumbled away from the fire towards the source of the cry. His men came with him and the rest of the camp rose too, spears and shields being tossed to men without them. But Hattu knew it was too late when he saw the black mass coming through the valley in the near-black dusk light. 
 A shadowy force was upon them! 
 ‘Form a line,’ he roared, seeing his few, exhausted soldiers panting and swaying with the effort of just standing. ‘Form a li-’ 
 But the cry faltered when he saw the train of spearmen spill into view – twin columns, each thirty abreast, rank upon rank of them. Hittites. Nearly two thousand muscled, kilted, scarred Hittites, black hair flowing in the night, helms, shields and leathers shining like the shells of beetles. 
 ‘By the Gods,’ he whispered. 
 ‘A gift from Tarhunda?’ Chief Tanku uttered. ‘They are Storm men, our men – the rest of my First Regiment,’ he croaked as the men proudly saluted their burly chief, ‘and the Second Regiment too.’ As they bawled in greeting to him, he strutted before them, beating a fist against his chest, screaming back at them in a gleeful frenzy before they surged forward to surround and lift him like a trophy. 
 Kisna laughed, tears streaming down his face. ‘All the way from Hattusa?’ 
 ‘Thank you, Muwa,’ Hattu whispered into the night air, knowing his brother – even though starved of communication – had not given up on them. 
 The night erupted in a riot of cheers and embraces. 
 ‘How did they know to find us here?’ Hattu asked the night ether. The answer came in the form of wheels, crunching on earth. An arrowhead of wagons, laden with disassembled chariots, followed by a herd of unyoked battle-horses. He saw the face of the driver on the lead wagon: ‘Dagon!’ he cried. ‘Talmi!’ he gasped, seeing beside Dagon a man some thirteen summers older than him, as tall as a pine. He wore his hair in a ball atop his head. The Viceroy of Halpa was here, the chariots of that fortress-city in tow – forty war cars stowed on wagons. 
 Dagon leapt down from the vehicle and came to Hattu, the two embracing like the rest. ‘It went better than we could have hoped. We reached Halpa to find that King Muwa had sent these two Storm regiments there to find and aid you,’ he batted the bronze helm one wore. ‘Newly armoured too.’ 
 ‘But the fields, the weak harvests,’ Hattu began. 
 ‘To the pits with the harvests. Our families have grain enough,’ said one of the newly-arrived captains, ‘and I would march on a ration of grass and goat piss if it meant we could find Chief Tanku and you, General Hattu,’ he said, bashing a fist against his chest then pumping it high. ‘We came to guide you home, and so it shall be.’ 
 ‘As well as the forty chariots of Halpa, Muwa sent another forty from Colta’s stables,’ Dagon gestured to the train of wagons bearing more battle cars, behind the marching Storm men. Amongst the herds of horses, Hattu spotted two sorrel-red ones. ‘Thunder, Rage,’ he whispered fondly. 
 ‘Aye, they too trotted all the way from the heartlands to find and save us,’ Dagon grinned. ‘They found us, and now we have found you – I saw Zephyr and Tempest soar high earlier, may the Gods bless them with fat worms to eat – and can escort you from this wretched place.’ 
 Hattu laughed hard, embraced Dagon even tighter, then parted to clasp forearms with Viceroy Talmi. Next, he stepped over to Thunder and Rage. He pressed his face to each beast’s muzzle, whispering loving words and stroking their manes. His heart surged as he saw the newcomers passing round full skins of wine from their supply wagons. The promise of home spiced the air, laced his thoughts, buoyed his heart. 
 ‘As soon as dawn comes, we can speed through this valley, spill from its western end and forge across Ugarit’s lowlands and to the coast. Treacherous Niqmepa will think twice about assaulting a force like this. We will find boats. We will put to sea. We will reach home. By all the Gods, Dagon, it is all I have been able to think about: to see my brother, to see Atiya and little Kuru-‘ 
 Dagon’s face slackened – completely at odds with the ebullience all around them. 
 ‘Dagon?’ Hattu said, a cold nail hammering into his chest. 
 Dagon’s lips moved but he could not speak, then he dropped his head with a deep sigh. 
 Hattu gripped his shoulders and shook him. ‘Dagon, what has happened?’ 
 Dagon looked up, slowly, his eyes wet with tears. ‘The Storm men who marched from Hattusa brought bleak news. Assassins struck in the heartlands while we have been away. Volca’s taunts were not false.’ 
 Hattu’s blood ran cold. The crowds around them realised that Dagon was imparting dire news. Silence befell the Valley of Bones. 
 ‘They tried to kill King Muwa.’ 
 ‘But my brother is well,’ Hattu snapped, ‘he must be – for he sent the relief regiments.’ 
 ‘He sliced the head from the assassin in the Kestel Mines,’ Dagon said. ‘But… but the other killer struck in Hattusa while he was not there.’ 
 Hattu felt his stomach rise. ‘A… Atiya?’ 
 Dagon clasped his hand around the back of Hattu’s neck, drawing him close so their foreheads touched. ‘It was a poisoner. As Volca said it would be. Paa, the tutor. He had some dealings with Volca when the Sherden was Gal Mesedi.’ 
 Hattu’s heart turned to ice and cracked. ‘Then Volca has poisoned my beloved as he poisoned my father… ’ he whispered through numb lips. ‘My wife is… is… dead?’ 
 ‘No,’ Dagon shook him. ‘She is not dead. She is not dead. The Wise Women tend to her and they ward off the tendrils of the Dark Earth,’ Dagon said mournfully, ‘but she does not have long. When these Storm men left Hattusa two moons ago, the Wise Women and priests were already chanting the final songs in her name.’ 
 Hattu pushed away from his friend, striding, circling, raking his hands through his hair then clutching and pulling on the braid Atiya had woven as if tolling a bell. Images of Atiya, of Volca, of the Goddess Ishtar spun crazily through his thoughts. His breathing slowed, and he felt his hand move numbly to his purse. He drew from it the clay vial Volca had given him in Qatna. A drop of this might save her…

 He held the vial high, regarding it in the light of the moon. A gift from a poisoner, intended as a taunt… ‘A cure?’ he muttered amongst the crazed chatter in his head. 
 ‘Prince Hattu?’ Viceroy Talmi said, stepping towards Hattu. 
 ‘We must move west… right now,’ Hattu cried, staggering past Talmi and staring in that direction, then spinning to face the rest, maddened, eyes wide, ‘now! Load our things onto the wagons, bring the men together in a column…’ 
 ‘Prince Hattu, we must not,’ a captain began. ‘It would not be safe to enter Ugarit in darkness and-’ Hattu shoved the well-meaning captain away. 
 ‘General, the men have travelled hard today and the horses and mules are exhausted,’ said another. ‘We must rest and eat before a push for the coast.’ 
 With a hiss, Hattu drew his twin swords, pointing them at the man in Talmi’s retinue. ‘Another word, and I will strike your head from your neck.’ He took a few paces towards the man then stumbled, falling to one knee, grief and sheer exhaustion robbing him of his strength. 
 Tanku and Dagon came beside him. ‘Hattu,’ Dagon said. No titles, no rank. Just Hattu. ‘These men are right. We must rest for this short night, and then refreshed, we will speed west with all the greater haste come dawn.’ 
 ‘By all the Gods, I will walk to the ends of the earth for you,’ Tanku added. ‘But tonight, it must be rest.’ 
 Hattu felt numb as he tried to rise, heard his own voice lashing out with fiery replies, felt hands guiding him to the nearest campfire, felt a dull thud as they helped him sit there, then a plonk of a cork being drawn from a wine skin brought from Halpa. A moment later, and he had drained almost half of it, the wine hitting him hard, dulling the storm of angst in his mind. ‘Tomorrow, the coast, home. Tomorrow, the coast, home,’ he repeated over and over. Time melted into a haze of blackness, and he slumped back where he sat, falling into a wine-fuelled slumber. 
 No dreams, no Ishtar. Deep, restful sleep. 
 He woke gradually, feeling nothing at first but the thunder of a wine-headache. Through blurry eyes, he sat up, realising he had been undressed and laid in his bedding by his men. It was still dark. Looking over the camp, he saw that the two thousand or so around him were asleep, most still dozing off their wine-thick heads. A few more breaths of merciful ignorance passed before the details of Atiya’s plight came back to him like a whip of fire. He sat up and wiped a hand over his face, instantly awake. The mantra returned to him: The coast, then home. The sky was still dark, striped with sapphire to the east. An hour until dawn proper, he reckoned, until they could be up and on their way.  
 He stretched and rose, head awash with a deluge of thoughts, then made his way absently to the tethered chariot horses, cropping at the sparse grass on the valley floor. He rested his face against Rage’s sorrel-red muzzle, the stallion butting gently against him in a show of affection. He thought of the day he and Atiya had groomed the steed together, petting and stroking him, sharing tales of their early days together. The memory made his heart bleed. He tore a handful of grass from the ground and turned to Thunder to feed him, when he noticed the steed’s odd stance: pawing at the ground, its ears flat against its skull. Hattu’s senses sharpened like a knife. ‘What’s wrong, boy?’ he said, eyes sweeping round the valley to look along it, east and west. Nothing. Then his gaze crept up the valley’s rocky, near-sheer southern face… and snagged on the shadow-shape up there. The shape of a man in a scorpion-tail helm. 
 He blinked and rubbed his eyes, but the shadow-shape was gone. Imagined? He shook his head and peered up there once more. The scorpion helm could mean only one thing: a Ugaritic soldier. But damn, if Niqmepa’s men spotted them now, they would never make it to the coast unassaulted. 
 He paced back to his bivouac, drew on his swordbands, kilt and green cloak. After draining a skin of chill water to slake his thirst, he picked his way between tents and smouldering campfires to the western end of the camp. Tempest and Zephyr flapped down to settle on a shoulder each. 
 ‘General Hattu?’ said Natu, posted at the camp perimeter. ‘You are well?’ 
 ‘I will be well when I set my eyes upon the lowlands of Ugarit, the path we might take to the coast… the road home,’ he drawled, eyeing the precipitous gorge sides ahead, knowing there had to be an eyrie somewhere along there that would give him a good vantage point. 
 ‘Then let me come with you,’ replied Natu, picking up his spear and taking a step forward. 
 ‘No, watch the camp. I will return before the sun rises.’ 
   
 *** 
   
 Hattu’s footsteps echoed quietly through the dark valley. Silently, a pink light crept across him from behind, peeling the shadows of night away. He glanced back, seeing the fiery orb of the sun peeking out from the eastern horizon, knowing he should turn back as he had told Natu he would, but knowing also that he could not until he had found a high point from which to cast his eyes over the way ahead. He passed under the bridge where they had found, more than a year ago, the skeleton roped at one end. The conduit was so high it looked like a string from down here – and Hattu saw a shattered pile of dusty bones, realising this was the very same corpse they had cut free and pushed down here all that time ago. Then he spotted the vines hanging down the valley face above the skeleton. Weak and few, he realised, no good for climbing up there. But on the northern side there were more and they looked stronger. A potential climb. He swept off his cloak and swordbands and laid them across a small boulder, then stretched his arms and legs as he read the rock, plotting the way up. 
 Zephyr now squawked in reprimand and Tempest shot him a disapproving look. Hattu tossed the pair a sliver of salted meat from his purse as a distraction. ‘I will be swift,’ he promised the two. 
 Then, without another thought, he took a run at the vertical face. With a leap, he caught one vine and walked up for a way, then, when the vines ended, he stretched up to clasp a jug-hold with one hand and a crimp with the toes of the opposite foot. Crevices and ledges presented themselves to him and distracted him from the time the ascent was taking. Soon, he was near the top, and the air felt fresher up here. He glanced down, contradicting the climbers’ mantra, and realised just how high he was. His cloak, below, was like a thumbnail-sized patch of green. He looked up again: a few more handholds and he would be at the top. 
 ‘Help!’ a light voice cried in a strange Akkadian dialect. 
 Hattu almost lost his grip, so unexpected was the shout. Dust sprayed down and into his grey eye, blinding him. ‘Urgh,’ he spat the dust from his lips. With his good eye, he looked all around and saw the most unexpected thing: clinging there on the rock face was a fawn-skinned boy. He had climbed up and into a blank spot – a stretch of rock with no hand or foothold either side of him or above him. An easy mistake to make, and one Hattu had made more than once when he was the boy’s age – ten, maybe eleven summers, Hattu reckoned. His straight hair was waxy and dark, hanging to the nape of his neck at the back and to his temples at the front. ‘Stay where you are,’ he shouted, realising it was an unnecessary command. 
 The boy too nearly fell when he heard the shout, his head swinging round to see Hattu. ‘Who… what?’ 
 Hattu spidered across the rock face, finding a set of good holds just above the lad, then stretched down, angling one leg like a pole towards the boy. ‘Grab hold.’ 
 The boy seemed dumbstruck for a moment, but then he reached out, shaking, and clasped Hattu’s ankle. 
 ‘Now climb, reach for my kilt belt,’ the boy did as instructed, ‘now my shoulder,’ first a small hand then a bare foot pressed on Hattu’s shoulder as the boy scrambled up and eventually onto the flat top of the valley. Hattu followed, levering himself up and sucking in a breath of fresh morning air. He crouched on one knee, pressing a balled fist to his dust-blind eye. The boy, nervously looking over the drop he had just avoided, wore a fine kilt, blue, embroidered with a saffron-yellow thread. Not a poor child, he guessed – probably the son of a Ugaritic farming magnate or trader. 
 ‘I owe you… my life,’ the boy panted. 
 Hattu snorted once in amusement. ‘I owe you a telling off for climbing without reading the rock, but then people told me the same when I was your age… and I didn’t listen either.’ 
 ‘I mean it,’ the boy said with an air of confidence more apt for a grown man. ‘You saved me and I will never forget that.’ Hattu heard a screech above and behind him, and instinctively held out his bracer-clad arm for one or both of his birds. But a mass of feathers swooped over his head and instead landed on the boy’s wrist. The boy stroked the falcon’s neck, gazing at her lovingly. Yet when a sparrow sped past overhead she was off again, startling the boy. 
 ‘Wings of Thoth, come back,’ he demanded of her. 
 ‘The words are wasted on them,’ Hattu laughed. ‘You cannot tell a falcon what to do or punish it for disobeying. A falcon’s spirit is free and they abide no master.’ Now Zephyr and Tempest confoundingly landed on his shoulders like model pupils. 
 The boy half-smiled. ‘My father says the same of me,’ he gestured to the valley below, then stretched onto his toes, looking westwards. ‘Now, I must return to him. For today is to be a busy day.’ 
 ‘Come then, let me see you some way back,’ Hattu said. 
 They strolled westwards along the bluff-top, Wings of Thoth returning to settle on the lad’s wrist. ‘What does your father do: shipping, land working?’ Hattu quizzed, wondering if he might mine some useful information from the lad. Overnight, his rag-tag band of just under two hundred men had become more than two thousand. Still, he planned to avoid any contact with King Niqmepa if possible, but it would be more difficult with such a large force. Any information about ongoing harvest work or the location of fishing fleets would be priceless. 
 ‘No,’ The boy pirouetted on his heel, backstepping as they went, raising one hand behind him for balance, his front-facing arm stretching out as if holding a weapon. ‘He is a conqueror!’ 
 Hattu’s good eye narrowed a little, tears still streaming from the clenched, dust-blinded one. ‘Your father is a soldier?’ he asked, seeing the valley top drop away and the lowlands of Ugarit gradually revealed ahead: green pasture, hills, winding tracks… winding to the coast. 
 ‘My father is a general – the greatest of them. Chosen by the Gods.’ 
 Hattu slowed in his steps. ‘What is your father’s name?’ 
 The boy snorted as if Hattu had just asked him what colour was the summer sky. ‘The Falcon King, He of the Two Goddesses, Horus of Gold, Use-mare, Son of Ra …’ 
 The boy’s words were like slow, steady drumbeats, and as he listed the appellations, the bluff edge peeled away with Hattu’s last few steps, the western mouth of the valley being gradually revealed. A drone of men and whinnying of horses sounded from down there, the stench of sweat, woodsmoke, dung and hay rising up. 
 ‘…King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Pharaoh Seti,’ the boy finished, his chest puffed out and his stride long. 
 But Hattu knew that now, for his eyes had fallen upon the huge Egyptian camp down below, plugging the valley end, barring the way west. His belly flooded with ice-water: The Army of Ra was not east of here, searching the routes north to the White Mountains. The Army of Ra was here. Here!

 Seti had probably unpicked his plan as far back as the day they had slipped through the draw, second-guessing their move for the Ugaritic coast and marching, fast, up the coastal lands to come here and block the way. Hattu noticed how the end of the valley had been prepared like a dam: a low earthen rampart plugging and commanding the valley’s western exit. Veteran menfyt milled around here, perfecting the redoubt, stacking spears and quivers. Beyond the rampart stretched a sea of white tents. In the centre stood Pharaoh’s grand marquee, banded with colours and pegged with golden staffs. Here, thousands of men whetted their spears and khopeshs, their commanders and overseers walking amongst them, beating chests and regaling their charges with tales of past glory. Stablehands walked battle horses – hundreds of them – in tight circles behind the camp, and the tink-tink of hammers sounded – groups of engineers fitting wheels to axles, bringing together scale horse aprons, reins, bits, buckles and pins. Chariots too, hundreds of them, Hattu thought, his mouth drying to sand. They had been camped here for a few days at least, he realised, going by the look of the place. His stomach twisted sharply: if he had led the Hittite force along here in a blind stagger last night… 
 The west offered no way home, only death. At once, he realised that he had to get back to the camp, to rouse them and lead them at great pace back east, out of this valley, into Nuhashi… into a hopeless flight once more… perhaps to Halpa? He tried to convince himself it might be possible, chasing from his thoughts the image of Egyptian chariots riding them down and slaughtering them. His mind pored over the idea while his eyes drank in the sight of the enemy down below like a bitter beer. 
 ‘Father says he will kill many men today. Hittites,’ the lad said. 
 Hattu realised at once that the boy was none other than Ramesses, heir to the Egyptian throne… and that the lad was oblivious to his identity. 
 ‘He covets the head of one enemy more than the rest: their leader, the one with the green cloak and the odd eyes. The Prince of the Wretched Fallen Ones.’ 
 ‘Your father expects these Hittites to come this way?’ Hattu said. 
 ‘Yes,’ said Ramesses. ‘And they will.’ 
 ‘How can you be so sure?’ 
 ‘Because they are already in the valley – near the centre,’ said Ramesses. ‘Father has made arrangements. The Hittites will be crushed like olives in a press,’ he said. 
 Hattu felt dread crawl over his shoulders and neck. He realised that the boy had stopped by the top of an ancient set of rough, rock-cut steps that led down to the valley mouth and into the Egyptian camp. 
 ‘Will you accompany me?’ he said. ‘My father will be most grateful that you helped me. He will give you date wine and goose meat and a fine reward I’m sure.’ 
 Hattu stared at the lad. 
 ‘Friend?’ the boy reiterated, gesturing down towards the camp. 
 Hattu looked Ramesses in the eye. ‘I won’t be able to take up your kind offer, but I thank you for it. Go, return to your father and his army. But first, tell me this: why does your father crave war?’ 
 ‘First, it was for pride and glory,’ Ramesses said. ‘But he saw that there was little glory in war. Then… it was because the Hittites murdered my brother, Chaset. The Hittite Prince and his men struck his head from his body. My father can never forget, never forgive. Nor can I.’ A tear stole down Ramesses cheek and he swept it away angrily. ‘I once was sickened by my father’s love of war, but now I understand. If the odd-eyed prince steps before me today, I will not hesitate to kill him.’ 
 A cool breeze circled between the pair. The lad had pledged his life to Hattu and sworn to take Hattu’s away in the space of a short walk. ‘I should go,’ Ramesses said, hearing the barking of voices and seeing the gold-poles and rush chair being set down outside the grandest of tents down there. The lad made to turn away and descend the steps, but stopped, twisting back. ‘Your name,’ he called to Hattu, ‘I never caught your name.’ 
 Hattu at last blinked open his smoky-grey eye – red and rheumy round the edges. 
 Ramesses stared, his face draining of colour, hatred and shock pinning him to the spot, freezing his tongue. 
 ‘I came to this edge of the world only to seek a way other than war,’ said Hattu. ‘Your brother died only because he stood in the way of that dream.’ Slowly, Hattu turned his back and walked away, his tail of hair swishing behind him, Zephyr and Tempest taking flight either side of him like outriders. 




Chapter 23

The Fury of Ra
Winter 1293 BC

   
 Hattu broke into a run, and when he returned to the point on the bluff-edge where he had helped Ramesses, he scaled down at haste, leaping the last stretch to thud down on his haunches by his discarded cloak and swordbands. He swept them on and set off at a sprint, images of the Egyptian army at the valley end coming in lightning-flashes like memories of a nightmare. 
 When he came within sight of the Hittite camp, all was peaceful: his kinsmen were still strewn in sleep, rested and well-fed, campfires smouldering gently, wisps of lazy white smoke rising in the dawn light. The sentries posted on the camp’s western edge seemed at ease too, but then they saw the speed of his approach. 
 ‘General Hattu?’ Natu said, eyes widening when he saw the look on Hattu’s face. ‘What did you see out th-,’ 
 ‘Rise!’ Hattu bawled, barging past Natu and into the centre of the camp. 
 Dozens of men woke groggily, blinking, rubbing balled fists against their eyes. 
 ‘General?’ one man nearby said, mid-yawn. 
 Hattu snatched up a stick and a cooking pan, clanging the former against the latter. ‘The Army of Ra is here, here. Now, rise!’ 
 The words settled like a fine mist for a moment, all disbelieving, before every single one of the slumbering men swung bolt upright in their beds, those already awake and crouched by the fires as they cooked breakfast shot to their feet, pans and spoons falling from their grasp. 
 ‘Strike the camp,’ he went on, leaping onto the berth of a wagon so his voice would carry, punching a fist into his palm. The camp exploded into a frenzy of activity and noise. Men cried out as they leapt out from under their bivouacs, threw on tunics and pulled on boots, ran to and from supply wagons, leapt over and stamped out fires, slung blankets, cups and plates into bags. It was a din of oaths, scraping boots and thudding feet. 
 ‘Leave anything you do not need,’ he demanded, waving men this way and that. 
 A knot of generals and officers had gathered around the foot of the wagon, hurriedly throwing on their cloaks: Chariot Chief Dagon, Chief Tanku and Viceroy Talmi. Captains Kisna, Babak, Iranzi and Sargis were there too. All looked up at him with wide eyes. 
 ‘Seti awaits at the valley’s western end,’ Hattu explained, hopping down from the wagon. ‘They stand guard on a low earth rampart, blocking the way into the Ugaritic lowlands.’ 
 ‘Do they know we are here?’ Dagon asked. 
 ‘Aye, and so we must move like hares, lest they realise we have spotted their earthwork and decide to come this way.’ 
 ‘But there is only one way to flee,’ said Kisna. 
 ‘East, back into Nuhashi,’ Hattu agreed, cursing inwardly. ‘But with the enemy this close we must bring the men to arms. Chief Tanku, ready the spearmen.’ He lifted his arms as a pair of helpers rushed over, drawing his bronze jacket on and fastening it with leather thongs, then belting on his scale battle kilt. He swung to Dagon and Talmi: ‘Assemble the chariots – leave the supply wagons behind.’ 
 ‘But if we are fleeing east, we will need our water barrels and bread,’ Talmi said, his eyes glinting as he peered into the dawn sun and in the direction of Nuhashi. 
 ‘They will slow us down too much,’ Hattu said as a helper handed him his conical bronze helm which he slid on and tied the leather chinstrap. Finally, he clasped Captain Kisna by the shoulder. ‘Gather your bowmen.’ 
 Spears were tossed to those without them, quivers were thrown, shields handed out frantically, helms, leather and bronze jackets passed from nearby comrades. They gathered at the camp’s eastern edge to face the dawn, forming a column, as Talmi and Dagon screamed instruction to the charioteers and their engineers behind them, speedily clipping, pinning and hooking together the disassembled chariots. Hattu clasped a hand to Dagon’s shoulder. ‘We have little time, friend. I will lead the infantry on to the east, you bring the chariots up as soon as you are ready.’ 
 ‘May the God of the Storm be with you,’ Dagon agreed, then turned back to help the two hands lifting a yoke and bridle onto Thunder and Rage’s shoulders. 
 Hattu plucked a spear and shield from a pile then stepped before the infantry, ready to move out. He gave Chief Tanku a nod, and the big man roared to his charges: ‘Men of the Storm, ad-vance.’ 
 With a rumble of boots, they sped eastwards. Hattu watched the bends and twists of the Valley of Bones peel away, eager to see the expanse of golden dust and blue sky that was Nuhashi. Treacherous, arid, execrable Nuhashi. For months it had been their prison. Now it was their one, desperate hope. 
 ‘General Hattu,’ Kisna called from the ranks behind. His voice was tight with alarm. Hattu looked back and saw the hawk-faced archer captain’s head bent up, eyes nailed to the top of the southern valley wall, on their right flank. ‘I saw something up there.’ 
 Hattu looked up there too. Nothing. But he trusted Kisna implicitly – the archer would not have called out for no reason. He threw up a hand to halt the men. The din of boots faded and they fell still, more than two thousand breaths being snatched and expelled in quick succession. Hattu watched the height carefully for a moment. Still nothing. He began to raise a hand to continue the advance, when a small pebble tumbled from the valley top. 

Clack, clack, clack, it went, plunging and bouncing every time it hit a rocky wart bulging from the near-sheer sides. The pebble came to a rest by Hattu’s boots. He stared at it, and then rolled his eyes back up to the heights. Like an army of cobras, a thousand men stepped up to the precipice, half-clad in morning shadow. Coal-skinned Medjay archers, wrapped in leopardskin kilts, clutching stave-bows and twin quivers. Their commander, a bulky giant in a golden headdress hanging like a lion’s mane, grinned, his teeth bright against his coal-dark features. 
 A scuff sounded high and behind. Hattu swung on his heel to the northern valley top. Another thousand bowmen. Pale-skinned Libyans this time, their giraffe skin capes fluttering, nocked bows and penis sheathes pointing down at the valley floor like accusing fingers. Their overseer scowled down upon the Hittites, as did the hairless monkey on his shoulder. 
 ‘Let the skies turn dark,’ the lion-maned Medjay leader drawled in time with the Libyan commander, ‘and the ground crimson.’ 
 Two thousand bows creaked. 
 He heard his men whisper oaths and garbled words of disbelief. 
 ‘Shields!’ Tanku roared. His cry was still echoing when the hail was loosed. Two thousand missiles plunged down for them like angry adders. Men threw up their shields like a roof but many were too late, jerking and spasming, blood spouting, screams scoring the air. Hattu stared at the arrow tip that had burst through the rear of his own shield, halting a finger’s width from his face. An instant later the steady, ominous creak of bows rose again. 
 ‘Move, move!’ Hattu bawled. They shambled eastwards, along the valley, the roof of shields ragged such was their speed. The next Egyptian volley was deadlier, catching stray arms and legs of running men, who fell from the column like goods from the back of an unsteady wagon. The Medjay and Libyans scuttled along each valley top, matching the Hittites for speed, loosing another two salvos, striking down another score of Hittites. Hattu recognised the twist in the valley just ahead: the eastern exit was obscured by the snaking kink, but he knew it lay just beyond. In moments they would be out of the sights of these lethal archers and- 
 ‘General,’ Tanku rasped, running by his side. ‘Why does the valley wall move?’ 
 Hattu peered ahead: the morning shadows on that nearest bend were swaying, writhing. A few paces later the bend peeled away. The Hittites staggered to a halt, panting, gasping. The two wings of archers on their flanks, high above, did not matter anymore. 
 For a wall of Egyptian menfyt, many ranks deep, stood before them like a stopper in the valley end, the way back onto the wide and open lands of Nuhashi barred. Hard faces, baleful eyes, bright headdresses fluttering, golden fan standards held high, axes, khopesh swords and lances trained on their prey. A skull-faced overseer in a shiny black wig and a stack of golden bands around his neck stood high on a lone wagon amidst his charges, his fearsome gaze locked on the Hittite band. 
 Hattu’s soul froze as his eyes counted sixteen Sa standards. ‘Four thousand men,’ he whispered. He cursed himself for not taking a count of the standards at the rampart camp he had seen at dawn: if he had, he might have foreseen this tragedy. Nearly half of the Army of Ra was here, barring the route back out into wide-open Nuhashi. There were no wells, no passageways, no clever deceptions to be had here. They were trapped in this valley. 
 Ramesses’ words taunted him: The Hittites will be crushed like olives in a press.

 The skull-faced overseer’s lips parted to reveal a rictus of grey gums and long, yellow teeth. He raised a hand and barked some sharp command. A man by his side on the wagon lifted a golden trumpet to his lips and blew a shrill note that filled the valley and shook the air. Then, two others behind the overseer raised their right arms in time and dropped them in unison, striking a palm each against the barrel drums strapped around their necks. 

Boom, boom, boom, boom, they went, and now the wall of menfyt jerked into life, each throwing out a leg to march forward, lockstep, faces set like stone. The overseer’s wagon jolted forward too, the wheels crunching over rocks, the standards on board swaying. It was as if a colossal crucible had been knocked over and a tide of molten bronze was rolling towards them, slow and inexorable. 
 Hattu backstepped as did his men, eyes flicking along the enemy front. There was no weak spot. All the while his shield shuddered and shook as the archers on the valley sides above continued to rain shafts down upon them. Screams split the air every few breaths as careless or exhausted Storm men crumpled, riddled with shafts. The Egyptian trumpets keened every twentieth thump of the drums, like a hunting hawk closing in on its prey. The Hittites paced backwards for what felt like an eternity, watching the folds of the valley slip back into place between them and the open lands of Nuhashi. 
 ‘We have to do something,’ Iranzi panted. ‘We’re almost back at the camp.’ 
 Hattu, Tanku and Kisna shared a look under their precarious shield roof, each man’s mind rolling back over their shared years in the army. ‘If we are driven all the way to the earth rampart I saw this morning, then it is over for us,’ Hattu said. 
 ‘Then we must drive through these bastards, like a spear,’ Tanku growled, flicking his head at Skull-face and his thousands. ‘Force open the way to the flat lands beyond.’ 
 ‘We are outnumbered two to one,’ Kisna said. ‘But if we charge into them then at least their archers will stop shooting for fear of hitting their own men. But to break all the way through?’ he said, leaving his own question unanswered. 
 Hattu eyed the deep, dense enemy ranks pressing towards them. This was a battle that could not be won. The realisation cut his heart into pieces. He pitied not himself but his close friends and the two thousand Storm Men who had marched all the way from Hattusa to save him… and for Atiya, who would never now receive the vial that might save her. 
 He closed his eyes tight. A one-eyed demon stood there in the blackness, bald head gleaming and the lone silver braid of hair dancing in some ethereal wind. A battle we cannot win? Ha, there is no such thing! Kurunta One-eye mocked him, then grinned a shark’s grin. Do not underestimate yourself, Son of Ishtar, he used the term like a herder might use a brand to drive a reluctant animal onwards. You are the most skilful I ever trained, the finest general these men have ever known… now fight, live, show the Goddess herself that SHE should fear YOU.

 His eyes snapped open. A surge of belief rose from the pit of his stomach, crackled through his veins and raced across his skin. ‘Slow the retreat. Form a wedge,’ he snarled, ‘be ready.’ 
 The order filtered down the backstepping column, which dropped to half pace then widened at the rear and tapered to a point at the front, the men now whispering and murmuring in fearful excitement. Their prince was going to lead them through the enemy ranks and to safety. Hattu took his place at the head of the wedge. Chief Tanku was behind him to his left, Captain Sargis on the right. Kisna, Iranzi and Babak formed the next rank.  
 ‘Bring your shields down and forward,’ Hattu yelled. Tentatively, the men lowered their roof of shields, holding them instead over their bodies, baleful eyes peering over the rims. Kisna had been right: the archers on the valley tops had now stopped shooting, so close were the Egyptian infantry to the Hittite force. With a concerted stamp of Hittite boots, the retreating wedge halted altogether. The approaching wall of Egyptians did not slow as they came to within forty paces, but the looks on their faces changed: confusion, uncertainty. Hattu stared at the nearest of them, his head dipped like a bull’s, eyes ablaze, his green cloak and hair rippling in a sudden breeze, spear arm pulsing with anticipation. Around him, he could sense his small army stirring at last: hearing the blood lust in their rising voices and seeing from the corners of his eyes their jerky, aggressive movements. ‘Men of the Storm,’ he boomed. ‘Fear is most acute in the moments before battle: uncertainty plays terrible tricks on a man’s mind. But ask yourself this: is there anything you would not do right now to be with your loved ones again?’ 
 ‘No,’ they cried out in bursts as the Egyptians came to thirty paces. 
 ‘Then see them, there, just behind these southern warriors. Fight like lions and we will reach them. Fight with thunder in our hearts, as all Hittites do.’ The men exploded with passionate cries and battle vows. 
 Twenty paces. The nearest Egyptians now beheld Hattu with looks of incredulity, as if certain they were facing a madman set on throwing his life away. The skull-faced overseer cried some jagged order and they levelled their spears, tightened their grips on their swords and sank into battle crouches, pace quickening in time with the drums, like predatory cats coming within range of their quarry. 
 Likewise, Hattu braced, one leg bent like a sprinter waiting to burst forwards. Every man with him did the same. ‘Know that Tarhunda the Storm God stands in line already, his lungs and heart are full, creaking with caged thunder,’ he raged, stoking his men’s cries on to greater heights. 

Excellent, Kurunta One-eye screamed. Now play me a song of war!

 ‘Pip-ers,’ Hattu roared as the enemy closed swiftly to ten paces. Four men sheltered in the heart of the wedge, bearing not swords or spears but dark green bags sprouting with bronze pipes, swelled with breath. In perfect time, a high, skirling and frantic song rose from the Hittite pipes and the war cry soared to a level that seemed to shake the valley bedrock. ‘Haaaaa!’ Tanku shook with a thunderous yell, his face red with effort. And to counter the shrill Egyptian trumpet blasts, the Hittite horns keened one long, low note, like a bear roaring back at hyenas. 
 ‘Charge!’ Hattu screamed. 
 Like a thrown lance, the wedge surged forward, every mouth wide open in a visceral cry. They plunged straight for the heart of the Egyptian front. Hattu saw the valley jostle before him, saw the serried front of muscled Egyptian giants bracing for the impact. 
 Five paces, four, three… 
 At the last, he, Sargis, Kisna and big Tanku yelled in unison as the wedge lanced into the Egyptian wall: ‘Tarhunda, clad my heart in bronze!’ 
 Hattu leapt high and brought his shield down to block three spears that licked out for him, crunching down amidst the three spearmen then spinning on his heel to bring his lance round across the chest of one assailant before spearing the second in the neck. His speed seemed to shock even the most fearsome Egyptians as he elbowed the third man in the jaw and rammed his spear up into the gut of another before ripping it back to parry a double blow from two more. Khopesh swords streaked across his shield and skated off his bronze vest. One ripped across his bare knee but he felt nothing, numb to pain as he always was in the wretched chaos of battle. Axes hurtled through the air and lances flew in every direction. A vile waft of loosened and torn bowels rose as dead men fell. The din of war cries had fallen now, replaced by grunts, screams, clattering bronze and crunching shields. Blood soaked him as he shouldered on into the enemy masses, trampling over fallen foes, Hittites at his back, Tanku and Sargis ploughing similar furrows into the Egyptian masses either side of him, punching, barging and running men through. The wedge forged deep into the enemy wall, shattering that lockstep advance. Even the enemy war drums faltered for a moment. He slashed away one Egyptian blade then headbutted an axeman, and through the mist of blood and sweat he saw the rear ranks of the enemy. Salvation! 
 ‘Push!’ he roared, blocking a ferocious khopesh strike, then throwing himself forward, elbowing two men out of his way and running a third through. But, like a branch bent back to its limits, the Egyptian masses pushed back, their shock fading and their massive numerical advantage taking hold. In a breath, the sight of the rear ranks was snatched away and replaced by a maw of enemy spears. 
 Shields locked against shields, cries of bravado became groans of pain and fading strength. Hattu found himself being driven back, spears stabbing over the top of his shield like lizard’s tongues, khopesh blades milling and hacking at the top edge of the hide screen, just finger-widths from his head. A piper fell silent as an arrow pierced his bag and went on into his chest; he fell to his knees, and another two arrows whacked into his neck and arm. 
 ‘Yes, yes!’ the skull-faced overseer gushed from his wagon vantage point as Storm men spun and fell in a tangle, shields crumpled and shredded. As the Hittite push disintegrated, two enemy spearmen – one bearded, one hatchet-faced – converged on Hattu, recognising him, knowing his head would be the key to treasure and fame. The bearded one’s sword made a ruin of Hattu’s shield, which dissolved in a frenzy of wood and leather. As the flapping remnant fell from his grip, he brought his spear round just in time to forfend the hatchet-faced one’s mace blow, batting the vicious, bronze-spiked cudgel out of the assailant’s hand. The weapon spun crazily through the air and hammered into the bearded one’s face, which crumpled into a crater of red, brain matter bursting from the back of his head. Hatchet-face gawped for a moment, and Hattu pounced, driving his lance deep into the man’s chest, sending a mizzle of red puffing up across all nearby. 
 It was a flash of luck, but in every other direction Hattu looked, enemy blades, lances and clubs struck his comrades down in scores. Then, with a heavy, collective Egyptian shoulder charge, the Hittite spearhead was ejected like a gobbet of waste, Hattu and the others staggering and flailing back across the valley floor.  
 Hattu wiped sweat and battle-grime from his face with the back of his spear hand – gauging the damage: hundreds of Egyptians had been slain, but they were unbroken. The enemy war drums picked up again. Boom, boom, boom, and forwards they came once more, slow, steady, inexorable, the chest, faces and headdresses of the menfyt on the front ranks now streaked and dripping with Hittite blood. Hattu barked and rallied his depleted men into a semblance of formation as they backstepped quickly, wounded men supported by comrades, a handful of paces between them and the Egyptian advance. He heard ashes and embers crunch underfoot, and realised they were being driven back across their hastily-abandoned camp. In moments, they would have retreated to the spot just beyond the camp where Dagon, Talmi and the charioteers were still deep in the throes of locking and tying together the chariots. If they were caught like that… 
 ‘Again,’ Tanku panted, the big man’s face and white cloak saturated red. ‘We must push, again!’ 
 ‘For the Gods,’ Hattu demanded. This time they charged against the Egyptian left. Hattu made as if to leap high again, only to this time slide low, onto one knee, slashing the hamstrings of the front-liners before rising amongst the ranks behind to spin his spear and drive back those nearest to him. But the menfyt here were fresh, powerful and skilful, and Hattu felt his strength fading from merely blocking their retaliatory strikes. Sargis, Natu and Tanku forged ahead of him, cutting a path towards the rear, towards escape. Scores of menfyt fell. But this time, the skull-faced overseer bawled some nasal command, which saw the Egyptian masses press to reinforce their left, like fingers squeezing at a boil. Hattu felt the pressure around them grow intense, the breath being squashed from his lungs. 
 Half a dozen menfyt swung spears and axes at Sargis – right in front of Hattu, and the captain suffered great tears down his arms. Two of Sargis’ men fell and were butchered, then another pair and another. In a heartbeat, dozens more fell. The push had failed, again. 
 ‘Back!’ Sargis roared to his company desperately fending off those around him. 
 ‘For the Storm God, back,’ Tanku roared from his left, tangled in the crush likewise. 
 A Storm man near Hattu was lanced through the heart. A second took the edge of a khopesh blade across his neck and it cut so deep – almost to the spine – that the poor fellow’s head bent back like a lid. A third’s head exploded under the impact of a thrown axe. He saw young Natu, robbed of his spear and shield, pulling out his battle axe. He had time only to backswing the weapon before he disappeared in a burst of black blood as two enemy khopeshs cleaved his chest at once and a spear pierced his gut and burst through his back, and six others with him fell in quick succession. The three remaining Hittite pipers fell in a quick flurry, bludgeoned by Egyptian maces. 
 The ones who had overrun Natu and his men now forged towards Hattu, first chopping and slaying through Tanku’s men. The burly chief did all he could to protect his men, but the Egyptian momentum was unstoppable. Dead men fell back on Tanku, then Tanku fell back, knocking Hattu from his feet. They would not need to press the Hittites all the way back onto Seti’s waiting forces at the western end of the valley, for it would end here. The Egyptians clambered over the dead to get to Hattu, spears, swords and axes raised. His hands were pinned under the weight of the dead and the likewise trapped living. He thought of home, of Ishtar, of regrets and hopes. Of Atiya and little Kurunta, of the precious vial. None of it mattered now. 
 The foremost Egyptian clambered across the pile of fallen Hittites and straddled Hattu, raised a bronze-club overhead and brought it swishing down for his face. But… whoosh… whack, whack, whack! Three arrows trembled violently in the man’s chest, he spasmed then wilted like a flower. Many more arrows peppered the Egyptian front, and a fresh volley of thrown lances too. Enemy warriors spun and fell, ripped open and pierced. They scrambled back from the fallen Hittites in fright, like men on a shore retreating from fast, cold waves. Hattu, Tanku and Sargis wriggled free of the fallen dead and rose to their feet. The ground shook, as they turned to see what had saved them. There, thundering towards the Egyptian tide, came the two forty-strong Hittite chariot wings, bronze-clad Viceroy Talmi and a driver leading the contingent from Halpa, Dagon alone leading the ones sent from Hattusa. The warriors aboard each of the eighty cars loosed arrow after arrow, some hurling their stock of throwing spears. 
 Hattu saw the warriors brace and the drivers yell their horses into a full gallop, the eighty vehicles spreading out to form a wide front. The chariots tore into the disrupted Egyptian masses like harvesters streaking through a field of wheat, arrows spitting, spears flashing, swords swinging. Those who could not avoid them were mangled under hooves and wheels. The Egyptians fell in droves, in utter disarray for those few moments. 
 A dozen chariots carved into the Egyptian left flank, then took to speeding around the besieged Hittite infantry like a shield, keeping back the tide. Hattu saw Thunder and Rage amongst them, Dagon aboard, calling to him. The chariot bent in to the edge of the Hittite infantry mass. He saw Dagon’s outstretched arm and reached out to clasp forearms and swing himself onboard – something Colta had trained him to do years ago and something he had never lost the knack for. The world bucked and jounced, the rawhide floor underfoot expanding and stabilising under their shared weight. 
 ‘We must try again, we must break through,’ Hattu panted, drawing his twin swords as Dagon guided Thunder and Rage into the Egyptian host, through corridors of chaos in their ranks, expertly swiping down at the enemy, the seventy-nine other cars wreaking equal destruction, carving a way through to the rear ranks. He heard the skull-faced Egyptian overseer on the command wagon: bawling some measure for those rear ranks to contain the chariots. Hattu turned until he located the overseer, far across the fray. He launched his spear with all his strength, the lance sailed high and dipped down, bursting through the overseer’s eye and pinning him to the post on the wagon, the enemy leader’s body sagging there like a cloak on a hook, tongue lolling from his mouth, other eye staring skywards. But it was too late – the Egyptian rear ranks had thickened and braced. Every time he or another Hittite war car made a stab towards them, the horses would pull out of the charge, panicked by the wall of enemy shields and spears. 
 ‘They are too many, too deep,’ Dagon spat, eyes sweeping over the Egyptian rear ranks, ‘we cannot drive through them.’ 
 Now thrown spears and axes clanged against the sides of their chariot, one sclaffing from Hattu’s armour and another clanging against Rage’s scale apron. A scream sounded nearby, then a chariot that had tried to punch through the Egyptian wall was dragged to a halt and swiftly swamped with enemy soldiers, like hyenas leaping upon a corpse. They heard a screaming of horses and a dull hacking noise. A moment later, the driver’s head rose on the tip of an Egyptian spear and a great roar went up. Like swimming men being pulled under by sharks, three more war cars vanished into the sea of enemy soldiers. The shock of the chariots had waned. ‘Then get us out of this mire,’ Hattu cried. 
 They screened the battered infantry as they once more pulled back from the Egyptian mass. Perhaps as many as twelve hundred Egyptians lay dead. But so too did half that number of Hittites. The Ra veterans were undeterred. Rasping, panting, the Hittites backstepped again, the chariots rolling with them, shooting over their shoulders at their pursuers but most shafts whacking into well-placed shields. The Egyptian drums picked up to a swift boom-boom-boom-boom and the enemy soldiers now moved at a jog, the keening trumpets blowing with every tenth thump of the drums. The Hittites accelerated into a backwards jog, the chariots cantering too – all to keep a distance between them and their foe. 
 Dagon, Tanku, Sargis, Kisna, Viceroy Talmi and Hattu glanced at one another again and again, each wondering if this was the one thing Kurunta One-eye had never taught them: defeat. The only mercy was that the archers on the valley tops had pulled back – most likely having spent their double quivers, but it was of little comfort. 
 Hattu looked westwards, recognising the kink in the valley to which they had been pushed back: the vines and the fallen skeleton. The spot he had encountered Ramesses. That meant that beyond the kink lay the western mouth… and the dirt rampart upon which they would be dashed. He felt numb, lost. 

Boom-boom-boom. On the Egyptian wall drove them, round the kink. And then… silence. 
 The chaos of the chase fell away, the drums and the rumble of boots ceased abruptly and the valley fell into a chilling hush. A strange, cool wind swirled around the valley, the only sound that of frantic breaths. 
 Hattu turned from the halted pursuers to look west. There, at the western end of the valley stood Seti’s blockade. The men he had seen preparing earlier in the Egyptian camp were now battle-ready, waiting in place, lining the low earth rampart and blocking the western end of the valley entirely. A wall of bright zebra hide shields were fixed along the centre-section of the rampart’s crest like a palisade. A thousand Strongarms – Pharaoh’s finest, as formidable as the Hittite Mesedi – were serried behind it, their baleful, kohl-darkened eyes hovering just above the rims, high bronze helms and jackets gleaming like golden fish in the morning sun, spears clutched and ready. Either flank of this barricade, like side doors, stood block after block of menfyt spearmen – one thousand fresh and ready on each side. 
 A familiar cry rang out overhead. Hattu looked up, seeing Tempest and Zephyr, circling tightly, shrieking again and again to warn him of the many dangers. You have saved me many times before, but there is nothing you can do now, he thought, almost weeping to think they would be lost in this land after he was gone. Suddenly, the pair scattered from the path of a lone arrow as the top of the southern valley wall, looming over this death-press, filled once more with the Medjay archers and the north with the Libyans, quivers replenished. He heard his men whisper words of prayer, some accepting their deaths already. 
 As if this force was not fearsome enough, through the cloud of dust motes and flies, Hattu saw movement behind the rampart: jostling gold, timber and thrashing manes. A fleet of golden-railed battle cars, the paired crews wearing scale headdresses and jackets, bows clutched to chests, horses draped in wondrous armour too. These were the Chariots of Ra: five hundred vehicles, arrayed in squadrons of fifty. They cantered from somewhere in the sea of Egyptian tents and came to a rest on a small hummock affording a good view over the earth rampart and of the olive-press killing ground into which the Hittites had been herded. At the centre of the chariot force was Pharaoh himself, eyes hateful under the rim of his sapphire war crown. He held his fanged flail and sceptre in tight fists, and wore a bow strapped across his chest. Holding the reins of his two black stallions was the boy Hattu had saved that morning, his face torn with hate. In the car to his left stood Volca, his horned helm catching the sunlight, his green vest freshly-painted and his handsome face fixed with a gleeful rictus. 
 Hattu glanced over his men. More than a quarter had been slain in the clash so far this morning. His infantry and chariots were bunched up in fear, every pair of eyes wide and darting, seeking some route of escape. But the valley sides immediately north and south were cliff-like and the two walls of Egyptians offered not a chink of space. No way out. 
 Hattu turned back to the rampart to see Seti’s thin lips move, hissing some quiet order to his chariot teams. What sounded like one hundred Egyptian trumpets moaned, causing many in the Hittite ranks to clasp hands over their ears, and Pharaoh Seti’s chariot wings spread out like an eagle taking flight, pouring along the back of the rampart towards its southern end. The menfyt stationed there parted like city gates and the chariot tide spilled down the rampart’s short slope and into the killing ground. Slowly, ominously, they began to rumble around the bunched-up Hittite force, circling like sharks, staring, bows in hand. Dust rose from the chariot wheels like a storm. The rumble, snap and crack of rocks and dust under the wheels grew deafening. 
 Seti, facing inwards, glared at Hattu. Young Ramesses drove the car like a veteran. Seti calmly drew and nocked his bow. Volca, riding on the car behind Seti, raised his trident, running his tongue over his teeth like a wolf spotting a limping deer. The archers aboard every other Egyptian chariot raised their bows too. Through the circle of battle cars, Hattu saw the Libyans and Medjay up on the heights and the native Egyptian archers on the rampart pointing their bows skywards. As if this was not a solid-enough promise of death, a low, steady burr of spinning slings sounded from somewhere on the rampart. 
 ‘Shields… shields!’ Hattu demanded of his stunned and watching cluster of men. To his horror, less than half of them raised battered, broken remnants of shields, the rest having lost theirs in the attempts to break through to the east. ‘By all the Gods, come together under what shields you ha-’ 
 ‘You cut off his head,’ a voice pealed over the din of hooves and whinnying, drowning Hattu out. 
 Hattu swung away from his men and to the Pharaoh. 
 ‘My son, my heir,’ Seti thundered, eyes turning always to stay pinned on Hattu. 
 Hattu saw the bloodsoaked Iranzi, nearby, stand a little taller, chest swelling to confess it had in fact been him, but Hattu spoke before he could. ‘I had no wish to kill your son. But I came to this edge of the world to halt war, to see my loved ones safe, to prevent many thousands of sons from falling. Chaset stood between me and that dream. I had no choice.’ 
 ‘Speak no more, foul prince,’ Seti’s shoulders broadened like a bear’s. ‘Wretched Hittites, I ask you: is this man worth every one of your lives?’ 
 The thousands of bows groaned and creaked all around them, waiting on Seti’s command. 
 ‘Is he?’ the Pharaoh boomed as he continued to circle. ‘Abandon him. Set down your weapons. You will be carried off to my lands where you will be put to work as slaves. But you will have your lives. You will enjoy the air in your lungs, the sun on your skin, food in your belly. Stay by his side, and that will all end today, now.’ 
 Hattu saw the clustered men around him, frightened, exhausted. An age passed. ‘Put down your swords and spears,’ he said at last. Calmly, he stepped to the back edge of the chariot. ‘Enough of you have died already.’ 
 Seti’s shoulders broadened in triumph. Volca’s face lit up in glee. 
 Hattu made to step down from the chariot, when Dagon’s hand wrapped over his shoulder, halting him. All around the foot of his chariot, the Storm men bunched together with a clack of levelled spears and raised shields, like a porcupine preparing to defend itself. Amongst them were Babak the Kaskan, Iranzi the Amurrite. Men not of Hittite blood but making this silent, firm gesture, putting their fates in with his. 
 Seti’s face twisted in disgust at the show of defiance. ‘So be it. You will all die here. I will send your remains back to your brother, Cursed Prince. After my dogs have chewed and digested them. Then I will not stop until he and every other in your bloodline lies dead and mutilated. 
 The myriad bows all around them creaked angrily now, sinews straining, bronze arrowtips gleaming. 
 ‘Army of Ra, Plentiful of Valour… unleash a rain of death,’ Seti screamed, raising then chopping down a hand. 
 With a drawn-out hiss, more than three thousand arrows spat forth, converging from every direction towards the bunched-up oval of Hittite soldiers. The arrows from the circling Chariots of Ra flew hard and fast into the necks and chests of unshielded Hittites, the shafts from the Medjay and Libyans on the heights arced down more gracefully but just as lethally. The thick, wet punches of arrows meeting flesh and piercing skulls came hard and fast. Spinning hunting clubs too, like a scream of swifts, were tossed by the many thousands of menfyt and Strongarms blocking the valley east and west. These whacked on the heads, shoulders and shields of men, broke wrists and smashed in faces. Men jerked and spasmed, blood spouted, screams tore through the air. Hattu heard a vicious clang as one spinning stick ricocheted from his helm, which dropped back to the nape of his neck to hang like a lowered hood. Dagon yanked Hattu down into the chariot car, an arrow whizzing through the air where his head had been a trice ago. 
 On his haunches and pressed against the insides of their chariot cabin, he and Dagon watched, wide-eyed, as shafts hammered down into the wooden frame finger’s-widths from their bodies, ripped through the rawhide floor and rattled off the scale aprons of Thunder and Rage – screaming in terror. He saw infantry being mowed down, others cowering under paltry shield-shells, charioteers who had not ducked flopping over the sides of their vehicles, riddled with missiles. The bows of Ra creaked again. Hattu, lost, tried to rise, to direct his men, to save them. But Dagon kept him down with a firm hand. ‘Stay down. If you die, then and only then are we truly lost!’ 
 Hattu barely heard his friend. Instead, his attentions were snagged by the sight of eight of Talmi’s chariots breaking ranks, surging from the beset Hittite mass and towards the speeding, encircling Egyptian war cars. They ignored Talmi’s calls to remain, screaming and raising their spears as they went. 
 Hattu mouthed a word of prayer for them and their bravery, willing them to pierce through like a condemned man might try to cut the loop of his own noose. But the Egyptian circle merely widened, the lighter cars of the Pharaoh drifting nimbly away from the desperate charge, and then hurling a volley of javelins into Talmi’s brave riders. They swerved and bucked, drivers and warriors toppling from their vehicles, horses rearing up in pain, their unarmoured fronts prickled with shafts. Three vehicles survived that initial barrage, and they set about speeding along the inside of the Egyptian chariot circle, intent on turning one ruby-coloured battle-car over and punching through the noose. But the Hittite cars were too slow to draw level with the ruby vehicle, and the crews aboard were set upon by the enemy chariots immediately behind. A thrown khopesh blade ripped through the legs of one Hittite horse, the driver of the second car was speared through the heart and the third – who tried manfully to engage the attackers – was easily outfoxed and outmanoeuvred by the nimble Egyptian vehicles. He swung a tired spear at one chariot, only for the driver to deftly ease off the pace and let the strike cut thin air. Just as adroitly, the Egyptian driver then laid on a fraction more pace with a light lick of his whip, allowing his warrior to grab the Hittite’s still-extended spear arm and cut it clean off at the elbow. The Hittite driver screamed, the Egyptian noose opened momentarily, and the stricken car rolled out to halt by the eastern wall of enemy infantry. Hattu saw the menfyt there pounce upon the armless driver and panicked warrior like wolves before the chariot noose closed up again, like a well-orchestrated tornado. 
 Another rain of bronze-tipped arrows hammered down, forcing Hattu back into a crouch within the chariot cabin. Hundreds more infantry fell around him. A great, desperate cry rose from the footsoldiers, and now some of them surged out from the beset pack, racing towards the Egyptian encirclement as Talmi’s charioteers had tried to. These men were mown down by a blizzard of slingshot, bodies crumpling, riddled with black holes. Now the remnant Hittite force cowered together, even more tightly packed. 

Thrum, thud, over and over, as the Egyptian archers loosed volley after volley from their seemingly endless quivers. Hundreds more of his countrymen cried out and fell silent. Hattu shook as if an earth tremor was rising within him – rage, despair, disbelief. 
 ‘Like Gilgamesh and Enkidu, we have travelled to the corners of the world, over mountains, into deep woods and through the bowels of the earth,’ Dagon said, clutching Hattu’s hand as arrows, slingshot and thrown spears battered into their chariot side, part of the wooden frame splintering away leaving fresh air behind their heads. Soon they would be fully exposed and ruined by the hail. ‘We have faced fear a thousand times, and won, always. Here, at the last, I am not afraid. If I am to die here, then I am glad it is beside you.’ 
 Hattu’s eyes swivelled to the shredded gap in the chariot-side. Pharaoh Seti swept past, unspoiled by sweat or blood, carefully drawing out an arrow, eyes trained on Hattu. The other enemy charioteers drew out their spears and khopesh swords. Ready for the final slaughter. Volca still held his trident level, ready for his share of glory, waiting for the chance of a killing strike. White-hot rage took hold. ‘I will not die cowering in a corner,’ he said. More missiles spat forth from all sides of the Egyptian noose, but Hattu rose amongst them, like a man emerging from shelter and into a rainstorm. 
 ‘Hattu!’ Dagon yelled, trying to haul him back down. 
 But Hattu saw around him the wet, red, shining carpet of his kin. Many more dead than alive now. He saw Talmi on his stationary chariot, crouching, gawping, maddened, face and golden armour red with blood. He saw Tanku, Kisna, Sargis, Babak and Iranzi, holding arrow-riddled shields up, screaming at their thin remnant of infantry as if there were orders which might overcome this calamity. 
 He caught sight of Seti’s fearsome glare, trained along the arrow in his drawn bow. There was a moment of stillness in Hattu’s heart. Silently, Seti loosed. Hattu refused to look away as the shaft sped for his chest. In his mind’s eye he saw Ishtar, face falling agape. And with my death dies your prophecy, he mouthed to her as the arrow tip glinted in the morning sun, 

My prophecies are immortal, the Goddess whispered in reply. 
 Another shaft from a Libyan sped across the arrow’s path. With a clink, the two missiles met. Seti’s arrow fishtailed and curved round Hattu, shearing a lock of his hair, speeding on and into the neck of the Egyptian ruby chariot’s driver. The driver yelled in fright and then slumped, his dead weight tilting the chariot wildly. Unbalanced, the warrior aboard flailed and fell backwards, toppling from the car, rolling thrice then jerking up onto his knees – right in front of the emerald-painted car speeding right behind. The noise was sickening: a stark crunch as the panicked warrior became enmeshed in the emerald vehicle’s spokes. The chariot bucked on wildly, many other Egyptian chariots veering out of the path of the stray one. Then – bang! the ensnared man’s body was torn in half and one wheel came away with a spiral of spraying blood. The emerald chariot tipped onto one side, skidding like fat across a hot pan, horses kicking and thrashing, the driver’s neck snapping like a twig, the warrior being catapulted far ahead. The car careened, hard and fast, up the low rampart and into the wall of zebra hide shields. The shields crumpled, dirt sprayed up into the air and two dozen crouched Strongarms flew back as if kicked by the Gods. 
 As the cast-up dirt began to thin, earth raining over the scene, Hattu stared at the result – the Egyptian chariot ring was in disarray like a tense band suddenly cut, and a gaping gouge had been taken out of the blockade of man and shield atop the rampart. The open lands of Ugarit lay beyond. 
 ‘By the Gods!’ Dagon cried, rising. ‘Now, now… now!’  
 ‘Make for the breach!’ Hattu screamed. The infantry saw it too, and Tanku, Kisna and the rest were urging their men for the gap. 
 With a broken rhythm of lashing whips, hoarse cries and the wails of the injured, the remainder of the Hittite force surged towards the gap. Thunder and Rage burst forwards, leading the desperate sally, the others coming in a rag-tag formation. They sped up the low rampart and speared through the breach, and the followers barged through in their wake, cutting down the Strongarms nearest then churning into the clusters of surprised nefru reserves gathered behind before pouring from the western end of the valley. They raced through the sea of Egyptian tents, the white linen and leather sheets snapping and crumpling under the wheels and boots of the runaways, enraged cries ringing out behind them as the Egyptian masses regained their senses. 
 Hattu saw Storm infantrymen running alongside his car and stretched out a hand to pull one man aboard. It was painfully cramped and it slowed them but Dagon’s expert hand kept the chariot stable. The fellow was one of the lucky few still with a shield, and he raised this, lengthways, across Hattu’s, Dagon’s and his own back. It was a paltry protection, but when a knot of Egyptian slingers guarding the camp loosed upon their backs, the shield deflected three pieces of shot that otherwise would have killed one or more of them. He looked either side of him to see the other chariot crews helping footsoldiers too – Tanku taking a berth on one, Iranzi, Babak, Kisna and others too. Those who could not find a space ran with all the strength left in their legs to keep up, but most of those on foot were pounced upon by camp sentries – who leapt out from behind tents and crates. Hattu swung a left hook at one such opportunist who tried to leap upon their chariot, and then at last they burst clear of the Egyptian camp, on into the rolling green pastures of Ugarit. 
 Hattu flashed looks across the tattered remnant of his force: there were no more infantrymen running alongside now, just a battered cluster of chariots, pricked with arrows, loaded with bloodied crews of two and some with an extra, rescued infantryman. Some vehicles went with strips of white, torn linen from the Egyptian tents streaming in the wind of the ride. Then he looked behind: they had fled more than half a danna from the enemy camp and still there was no response. His heart began to surge with hope, until a terrible wail of Egyptian trumpets split the air, then the thunder of feet and wheels. ‘They’re coming,’ he croaked, just as the Army of Ra raced into view – a tide of chariots and men that crashed over their own camp and onto the country plains in pursuit. 
 He swung forward again and set eyes upon the band of pale blue above the western horizon – thinking of the Lower Sea: the salt spray, the marram grass, the dunes and the possibility of ships there. Ten danna away. But what chances of outrunning the faster, nimbler Egyptian chariots all the way to the shore? And the likelihood of finding boats on whatever spot of coast they came to? Even if they did – there was no way they could board and set sail with the enemy so close behind. But what other choice was there? The men here trusted him, believed in him. He cried with all the air in his lungs, tears of impotent fury staining his cheeks: ‘At haste, to the west.’ 
 With a cracking of sixty or so whips, the small knot of Hittite chariots hurtled forward into the unfolding hills and meadows of lowland Ugarit. They peeled away with ease from the footmen of the Army of Ra, but Seti’s many chariots were not to be shaken off, not just keeping pace but closing. They spread out in an arc behind the Hittite vehicles, like the opening jaws of a hungry predator. Soon, Seti’s chariots drew in to just a quarter-danna behind, and the chariot chase became detached from the pursuing Egyptian infantry. When they were six danna west of the snare-valley, the Ra infantry had slipped entirely behind the horizon, but the arc of Egyptian chariots were just two hundred paces behind, and seemed set to catch and devour their prey. 
 ‘We cannot shake them,’ Dagon cried, snatching glances behind. ‘They’re lighter and faster than us.’ As he spoke, a cloud of arrows whizzed down, just short of the Hittite escape. 
 Hattu’s head switched from their pursuers to the green land ahead, seemingly endless – and oddly, there were large tracts of black as well as green, wisps of pale smoke rising from them. Recently-burnt croplands? 
 A just-shy arrow-volley thrummed down, scattering his thoughts. Whack! went one missile as it took a driver in the small of the back. Horses whinnied and men shrieked as more arrows battered down. The warrior in the chariot next to Hattu’s screamed and slumped. Hattu stared at the spear jutting from the man’s shoulder blades, realising the enemy were within spear-throwing distance now. In moments, he realised, they would draw close enough to… 
 His thoughts fell away as a horned apparition slid into view at the corner of his eye: Volca, riding at the left edge of the pursuing sickle of Egyptian vehicles. Before he had time to turn and face, bronze flashed, and the Sherden’s trident nearly took Hattu’s jaw off – an instinctive flinch saving him. But the vicious strike caused the infantryman they were carrying to duck as well and – unused to the buck and jounce of a chariot – he lost his balance, fell and vanished under the frenzy of pursuing Egyptian hooves. 
 In a breath, Hattu ripped both blades from his shoulder-scabbards and swept the pair at Volca’s weapon. With a clang, the trident swung away. 
 ‘Pharaoh asked me to bring him your eyes in a rag,’ Volca hissed, his chariot riding level with Hattu’s. Dagon’s lean legs strained as he leant to his right and gently squeezed the reins to bring Thunder and Rage away from the Sherden, but Volca’s driver read the move and kept his car glued to the side of theirs. ‘Tonight, he will have them. You are a dead man, Prince Hattu. You and this tattered band,’ he said as the two chariots thundered along at breakneck speed, side-by-side. ‘Your wife slips away while you wander hopelessly in these parts,’ he gasped in mock-horror. ‘You will not be there to save her. Just as there was nothing you could do to save your father. How does it make you feel, to know you were there as, day after day after day, I fed him poison? I killed him before your eyes. You let it happen.’ 
 The words were like molten bronze poured inside Hattu’s collar. The fire within raged and his fists shook around his sword hilts, hungry to strike. He thought of Atiya, Father, Muwa too – almost claimed by this bastard. But it was Kurunta One-eye – the fieriest creature he had ever known – who poured ice on his emotions. Watch him. Watch his legs. Read his next move… the dead legend whispered. 
 Hattu’s heart cooled. Volca was bobbing with the ride of the Egyptian chariot, feet spread… and then one knee sank just a fraction. Hattu threw up his left sword to deflect the Sherden’s lightning strike. With a clang sword and trident flew apart. Both men eyed each other again, then Hattu jerked his right arm as if about to strike with it, but pulled out of the feint and brought his left-hand sword in a cut towards Volca’s hips, aiming to strike up and under the green-painted scales of his corselet. But the Sherden was fast – spinning his trident in one hand to hold it forks-down, the three prongs acting like a cage and deflecting Hattu’s strike. 
 Eyes ablaze with opportunity, Volca swiftly twisted his trident up and for Hattu’s exposed flank, just as Hattu flicked his swords up to catch both overhand and swung them down like a lion’s fangs for the Sherden’s chest. Both would die, Hattu realised. But then, with a crack of Dagon’s whip, the Hittite chariot veered sharply away and the gap between the two vehicles suddenly widened. Volca’s trident tip speared air where moments ago it would have killed Hattu, and an instant later, Hattu’s twin blades chomped down through the empty space where Volca’s chest should have been. 
 Hattu snarled like a mastiff. Volca hissed like a snake. 
 ‘His time will come,’ Dagon snarled, still pulling on the reins as he guided Thunder and Rage further away from the Sherden’s battle car. Hattu twisted to fend off jabbing spears from behind as another enemy car drew all-too-close. One by one, Hittite chariots were toppled over, dragged to a halt or soaked with the blood of their crewmen. Dagon elbowed one Egyptian who drew level on their right, then lashed his whip across the face of another, the lash falling from his hands as he did so. A spear stabbed for Hattu. He chopped his swords together to catch the strike, but with a deafening clang both blades snapped at the hilt, spinning off into the air. The peril of the ever-thinner bronze. Hattu beheld the two hilt stumps in his hands. Dagon clutched uselessly where his lost whip should have been. The Egyptians were swarming around them like hornets now. No sign of the coast, no weapons to fight off their foes. No chance. 
 ‘Look, ahead: that range of low hills,’ Babak yelled, clinging to the back of one surviving chariot, his skin laced with cuts and his tied beard and serrated sword dripping with blood. 
 Hattu saw the green ridge about a danna ahead: knotted, bumpy ground. The Egyptian chariots would lose the speed advantage they had in these flats. The Hittite cars too would struggle, but the odds might be improved at least. Maybe some of them at least could break away again. Even one – to get the vial to Atiya. 
 But a roar cut away this last thread of hope. 
 Hattu and Dagon swung their heads to their left. From there, Volca and his driver were spearing towards them once more at an oblique angle, the Sherden’s trident levelled, eyes keen. Behind him, another chariot had drawn close and the archer aboard winked behind a tightly-drawn bow, and a third vehicle was haring in on their right too. 
 ‘Your eyes will rest in my palm tonight,’ Volca purred, hips swaying like a cat readying to pounce as his chariot drew in towards striking distance. 
 ‘Death to the Wretched Fallen Ones!’ Pharaoh Seti boomed from somewhere amidst them. Many bows creaked. ‘Archers, loo-’ 
 Pharaoh’s command went unfinished, as the air ahead exploded with a paean of strange trumpets: low moans, not of the Army of Ra and not of the Hittite Army either. The ridge of hills ahead came alive, and a wall of men emerged atop them. Bare-chested, fork-bearded men with scorpion tail helms, a trio at either end carrying ram’s horns. Two thousand if not more, lining the route into the hills. The Army of Ugarit. At the centre, King Niqmepa stood draped in pale linen, bands of bronze around his torso. The withered, treacherous old dog Hattu had met sitting at the edge of a pool on Ugarit’s acropolis now stood tall, his eyes black with malice. 
 ‘Gods, no,’ Dagon whispered. 
 ‘The bastard. The dark, treacherous bastard,’ Tanku growled. 
 All along the small line of fleeing Hittite chariots, similar oaths were muttered and, like men cresting a dune in the desert only to realise the oasis that lured them there was naught but a mirage, they slowed, reins slackening. Likewise, the arc of Egyptian chariots in pursuit rumbled to a halt close behind them, like the arm of a dungeon warden around a prisoner’s back. The many bows slackened. 
 Hattu stared up at Niqmepa in the odd silence that followed. A fresh breeze cut across every one of those present. Hattu’s lips twitched as a hot curse rose to them. Every glimmer of hope had been snuffed out at every turn, yet still, he and his men had found the strength to push on, to rekindle the flame. Now, there was nothing inside him but blackness. You did this, he hissed inwardly as he regarded Niqmepa, you caused all of this!

 ‘Javelins…’ Niqmepa hissed. 
 Every single one of the Ugaritic men lifted a light spear, drawing one arm back. 
 ‘Loose!’ 
 As the soldiers of Ugarit hurled their missiles, Hattu closed his eyes. He called from his heart to Atiya and little Kurunta across the many hundreds of danna that separated them. I’m sorry, he repeated inwardly, over and over, imagining his wife and adopted boy as they had been when last he had seen them: when he had promised them both he would return before the snows. Instead, she had been left alone for nearly two years, stricken by a poisoner because he had not been there to protect her. 
 The air shook with bronze meeting flesh, with wet punching and sucking noises and involuntary gasps of surprise and shock, then the gurgling death rattles and final whinnies of speared men and horses. 
 Hattu opened his eyes, his flesh numb, his hands passing over the spot near his heart where the killing lance jutted. 
 Or where it should have been. 
 Nothing, no wound, no Ugaritic spear in his chest. From the corner of his eye he saw the Hittite charioteers still standing too, unharmed, stunned, looking across their lines. With a breath he never expected to take, he turned to look behind him. 
 Swaying like a forest that had been battered by a storm wind, the Charioteers of Ra stared, agog, riven with the spears that Hattu thought were meant for him and his men. They stood, wide-eyed and swaying, blood pit-pattering from their slack lips then coming in gouts. Then, as if the forest had been felled by many axemen at once, the stricken crumpled, falling from their stationary chariots or folding over the edges. A hiatus followed, with Pharaoh Seti and young Ramesses staring at their ruined force. They and less than seventy Ra chariot crews had gone unslain. 
 From behind Hattu, up on the hillside, Niqmepa spoke: ‘Turn your war cars around, Pharaoh Seti, and do not dare to trespass so readily on my sacred lands. Ugarit stands as one with the Hittites and their king – the sun himself – and always will.’ As he finished speaking, the groan of wood sounded, and Hattu glanced back up the hill to see that the Ugaritic men had now drawn their bows and taken aim. 
 Volca remained with his trident levelled and pointed at Hattu, locked in that poise through shock. Hattu gazed at him stonily. The creaking Ugaritic bows were like a drill-master’s berating words, and Volca’s trident gradually dropped. 
 ‘You condemn your people and your land to death and destruction,’ Seti raged up at Niqmepa. 
 ‘Your crewless war cars will not save you now, Pharaoh. But bring the footmen of your Army of Ra to my city walls if you dare… and I will serve them drinks… of boiling pitch and water,’ Niqmepa said flatly, ‘and meals of ash,’ he added, raising his arms to encompass his lands. The pale smoke, the black patches in the countryside: Niqmepa had destroyed his own crop fields to deny them to Pharaoh, Hattu realised. ‘More, I have heard word from the many traders who pass through my ports – word of more rebellions and uprisings in your homelands. I would suggest you leave this place and return there.’ 
 ‘You mock a wounded panther at your peril, petty king,’ Seti growled. ‘There may well be trouble in my homelands, but I will soon enough crush it. Then, one summer morning you will wake to find not a lone army of Egypt rolling across your lands, but her forces entire,’ he directed these words at Niqmepa, but cast a look at Hattu also. ‘And you? You tell your brother that the end is coming. He had better rouse his armies and sharpen his sword, for the next time Hittite and Egyptian bronze meet on this land, I will not stop. The ground will shake, and not a man will be spared.’ 
 Hattu and he stared at one another, locked in a battle of wills. 
 ‘It is reckless in the extreme to boast of revenge when two thousand bows are trained upon you, Horus of Gold,’ Niqmepa said, the honourific title perhaps offered to afford Seti some crumb of pride. ‘Especially when your boy is at risk too. You and your young one should leave this place.’ 
 Hattu saw Seti’s chest rise and fall, shaking with rage, and then a hand moved shakily, slowly, to rest on Ramesses’ shoulder. ‘This is not the end,’ he said in a low drawl, ‘it is only the beginning.’ 
 He took the whip from the stunned Ramesses’ hands, then whooshed it overhead. Crack! went the lash. The horses pulled around at a canter, the remaining cluster of chariots following, peeling away from the four hundred such cars crewed by dead men. With a plume of dust, they drew away. Volca rode near the rear, facing backwards, staring at Hattu like a receding nightmare. Hattu, sheared sword stumps still in hand, stared back until the Sherden vanished and the Egyptian chariot force melted into the distance. 




Chapter 24

The Wretched Fallen
Winter 1293 BC

   
 Tempest and Zephyr settled on Hattu’s shoulders as he climbed the hill to stand before Niqmepa. Without a word, the aged King of Ugarit fell to one knee and answered the question on the lips of Hattu and every other Hittite. ‘Three days after you left for Amurru, we found Danil’s body. My boy had been murdered a moon before and his corpse hidden in a cistern.’ 
 ‘Murdered?’ Hattu whispered. 
 ‘By the same man who tried to engineer your demise by spinning the tale of his capture. A man I trusted with my life. A man who sought to drive my kingdom into the arms of the Pharaoh and take my throne for himself. By Ehud.’ 
 Hattu’s mind raced over his short time in Ugarit City. The hook-nosed one who had been watching him and Niqmepa talking. ‘Your brother?’ 
 Niqmepa nodded. ‘It was Ehud who was hunting deer in the countryside with Danil the day he was ‘taken’. Ehud who convinced me to send you into Amurru. All that time, out there, you would have been afraid to return here, sure I was a traitor. All this time, throughout two searing summers and a cruel winter, you have thought me a traitor,’ Niqmepa said quietly. 
 ‘Rise, please,’ Hattu croaked, his throat dry with dust. 
 ‘Many thought you dead out there in those wastes, Prince Hattu. But I did not. I knew… I knew this was not your place or time to die.’ 
 In Hattu’s mind, Ishtar smiled deviously. He is right.

 ‘Pharaoh’s men rolled into my lands several days ago and so we put our winter crop fields to the torch and retreated into the city,’ Niqmepa continued. ‘We did not know why he ignored Ugarit’s walls and made for the Valley of Bones instead, and so I had a scout pick his way along the heights there… and he saw you and your men in the jaws of the trap.’ 
 Hattu’s eyes darted, thinking of the scorpion-helmed shadow he had spotted in the valley just before dawn. 
 ‘I roused my forces, knowing we had to act. That I let you wander into this wicked snare is unforgiveable, Prince Hattu. Shame will kill me if you do not.’ 
 Hattu grabbed his wrist, shaking him. ‘You did nothing wrong. Most importantly, you did what was right today.’ 
 Niqmepa held his gaze. ‘And I will show my loyalty again, as I swore I would. When the Pharaoh returns to these regions, we will be alongside you and King Muwa, regardless of what multitudes Seti gathers from his desert home in the south.’ 
 Hattu stared into the distance, nodding in assent. It was the conclusion to all of their efforts. War. 
 ‘Now come, I have wagons waiting beyond the hills to carry your men to Ugarit. You can take quarter in my palace barracks. Soft, clean beds, succulent meats, fruits and chilled beer await you all.’ 
   
 *** 
   
 The Ugaritic army formed up for a march, ready to escort the hundred or so Hittite survivors back to their market-city. Niqmepa promised he would arrange for a transport ship to be rigged overnight so it would be ready by morning to carry them across the Lower Sea, all the way to the Hittite city of Ura on the southern coast of Anatolia – bypassing the White Mountains and all the wintry trials they presented. 
 But while the majority of the survivors set off for the comforts of Ugarit, Hattu did not. At his request, King Niqmepa provided a quartet of men to instead escort him and Dagon back towards the Valley of Bones. Stripped of their bloody battle gear and crudely washed by way of a water skin tipped over their heads, they moved swiftly on foot and reached the grim site of the clash by dusk. 
 They reached the point where Seti’s camp had been and watched from behind a turret-sized boulder to be sure that the enemy had departed, then edged a little closer to the valley opening. The stench of the many cadavers hit them first, and setting sun at their backs betrayed the thick clouds of droning flies and legions of vultures who now stood upon the fallen like feasting kings, ripping through flesh, stretching and tearing tendons and gouging eyes from sockets. It was a sea of mutilated corpses: shards of white bone, faces locked in death-screams, torn bellies – spilled and stinking, split skulls and rib-cages stripped of meat and skin. Bone shards poked up here and there, absurdly white and clean. Steam still rose from bodies like escaping spirits, carpeting the grotesque scene in a thin fog. 
 They did not enter the valley but instead climbed the rock-steps Ramesses had led him to that morning, up to the northern precipice overlooking the valley floor. 
 ‘Stay low,’ one of the Ugaritic guides whispered. Hattu and Dagon followed the man’s outstretched finger, pointing down towards the eastern end of the valley. There, marching in a slow, steady withdrawal was the bruised but ultimately victorious Army of Ra. Yes, they had lost a sizable chunk of foot soldiers and a huge proportion of their chariots, but they had crushed the Hittite force. Hattu’s grey eye ached, seeing a fraction further, spotting the thick line of men in the centre. Hittite men! Limping with their arms folded across the tops of their heads, wrists in ropes and heavy wooden stalks – evil manacles designed to rob a man of his strength and stability. Each had a black stain on their left shoulder – branded, he realised, like sheep. Hattu counted perhaps seven hundred of them. Captives from earlier in the day, most wounded. Egyptian soldiers drove these ones, whipping them like oxen. As namra, captives of war, their lot would be grim – blinded and chained to the deep sculpting-stone mines in Egypt’s arid western wastes, if the tales of the traders were to be believed. The lucky ones would be ritually clubbed to death in the Ra temples. His heart turned into a ball of rock, plunging down into his belly. 
 Then he turned to the valley floor immediately below them, rolling mournfully across the nub of the battlefield once more. Zephyr and Tempest – still on his shoulders – had never been drawn to battle carrion, and today they gazed down upon the carpet of dead as broodingly as Hattu. The Ugaritic guides had promised that Niqmepa’s army would return here to bury the bodies once they were sure the Egyptian forces had definitely withdrawn. But these fallen heroes deserved better than to be buried by strangers, Hattu thought. He knelt on one knee, his green cloak enshrouding him, and took out his flask of oil, pouring a little on the precipice where the valley slipped steeply down towards the carnage, the droplets speeding down the side. He broke off a little bread from the loaf the guides had given him, letting the crumbs fall and tumble down into the valley floor also. Food and oil for their journey to the Dark Earth. 

You came to save me and my men, he mouthed in the blood-red light of dusk, seeing amongst the fallen many of Talmi’s garrison and familiar faces from the two Storm regiments who had marched all the way from Hattusa at Muwa’s behest. You gave your lives to do so. If I could turn the sun back across the sky, I would take your place. Rest well in the Dark Earth, Brothers of Hattusa. Your courage will never be forgotten. He heard a light patter of what sounded like rain, then realised it was his tears, spotting on the dusty precipice. 
 ‘Too many dead,’ Dagon said, face wet with tears of his own. 
 Hattu nodded gently. To fail in battle meant the Gods were displeased with a Hittite King or general. Every man who had survived would walk with that shame every day hereafter. But that was the least of his concerns. ‘This… this is but a knot of foam in the river, my friend. Seti may not know it, or perhaps his gods have told him… but he was correct in his threats. And I was wrong. A great war is coming. Not the desperate game of deception, chase and ambush we have played in these last two years, but a horrific clash… one that will bring together more warriors in one cursed place than the world has ever seen before. A war that men will speak of thousands of years from now. One that will make the sacred earth itself tremble.’ 
 ‘How can you be so sure?’ Dagon asked. 
 Hattu made to reply, when Ishtar’s song struck up in his head. 

A burning east, a desert of graves,


A grim harvest, a heartland of wraiths,


The Son of Ishtar, will seize the Grey Throne,


A heart so pure, will turn to stone,


The west will dim, with black boats’ hulls,


Trojan heroes, mere carrion for gulls,


And the time will come, as all times must,


When the world will shake, and fall to dust…

 He saw again that wretched dream Ishtar had tormented him with at Kadesh. The skeleton armies, the stench of death. Now he understood the first line of the verse entirely. 
 ‘Because my dreams tell me it will be so,’ said Hattu, ‘… and Hittites should always heed their dreams.’ 
 As the words toppled from his lips, he clutched the clay vial in his hand and stared into eternity, hearing the Goddess’ other dream-threat, over and over. 

There will be war, and she will die…

   
 *** 
   
 The following day, the Hittite party rose from deep, thick sleeps in the promised clean and comfortable beds and enjoyed a hearty breakfast of creamy porridge and honey and cups of hot, reinvigorating herbal brew. Hattu bathed in the azure pool by Niqmepa’s lower estate along with the others, washing the long-caked dust and grime from his skin and massaging oil into his chapped skin and knotted, tousled hair. The king’s slaves brought them their war tunics and kilts back to them washed and scented, and replaced the boots and cloaks of those too torn to be mended. 
 Mid-morning, under a sky streaked with the light of a low winter sun and piled with columns of towering cloud, Thunder, Rage and the other surviving chariot horses were blinkered and led onto a round-hulled Ugaritic transport galley, then sheltered in a cabin to the rear of the vessel. The Hittite chariots themselves were dismantled and packed below decks. Hattu led his remaining one hundred and twelve men aboard a second galley. As they settled down on the decks he realised just how few of the force returning to Hittite lands were actually Hittites. Nearly half of the men present were those of Iranzi’s Amurrites or Babak’s Kaskans. That was the way it would have to be, he realised, when the time came to meet the Egyptian army entire. The four divisions of the Grey Throne would not be enough – even if they were restored to their full strength of five thousand each. Ugaritic horns wailed, scattering his thoughts of the future. 
 He wrapped his fingers around two spokes of the fir wood rail running along the ship’s edge and peered through the gaps, seeing King Niqmepa and his cousin Talmi – who would take escort back to the fortified seat of his viceroyalty at Halpa – standing on Ugarit’s wharfside, flanked by a pair of the city’s scorpion-helmed soldiers. Talmi, like Niqmepa, would be called upon again… when the time came. The chariots captured from Seti would be put to good use by Niqmepa’s forces – apart from the one Hattu had requested be taken aboard with them. The Egyptian vehicles were far superior to the Hittite ones, and rather than wishing to rid himself of the sight of the war cars, it only compelled him to find out more about them, to study them, to understand how they might be countered. More, it got him thinking again on the cruel defeat of the day before. Many lessons would have to be learned before the time came to face the Egyptians again. 
 He held up his left hand, balled into a fist, in a stiff parting salute, matching theirs, as the boat edged out of Ugarit’s cliffside harbour thanks to the strong, steady oar strokes of the crew. They reached the edge of the sheltering arm of the cliffs and, with a great ruffling of material and well-practised shouts from above, a pale blue and white chequerboard sail tumbled down from the mast’s top spar. Hattu and the others gaped as the linen sail hung limp for a moment, then bulged like a brave man’s chest, catching the fresh, salty sea wind. With a creaking of timbers, the boat cut forth and into the deeper waters. The ship rolled and rocked across the opaque green waves and foaming white peaks, rising and falling. Hattu – like most Hittites, uneasy on water – felt a sudden urge to sit, to feel the deck’s timbers below him, to steady himself. Likewise, his men clung to things that were tied down and many muttered words of fear while others recited oaths to the Gods. Only Tanku stood without aid, adjusting his body to the ship’s movements, savouring the danger of every high wave. Every so often he would eye the recent scabs and older white bands of scar tissue lacing his meaty arms. Hattu was sure the big man was inwardly proud of every single one, probably thinking they made him look a bit more like Kurunta One-eye. 
 The Ugaritic boat captain stood near the prow, hands on hips, salt-spray lashing him. ‘This is why Ugarit will always be a loyal vassal, Prince Hattu,’ he grinned when Hattu tried and failed to stand. ‘You are masters of the land. Us, lords of the sea.’ 
 ‘Like a bee and a flower,’ Hattu tried to grin in reply, thinking of old Ruba’s lessons. He endured the majority of the journey with his eyes closed and his belly roiling like the waves, occasionally standing to gaze at the passing coast – always visible if hazy and distant – or at the vial, hoping, dreading. The voyage lasted only that day and a little of the next, and they disembarked at Ura, the stopping-off point for almost every northwards-bound trading ship from Ugarit. The mere sight of the square, pale-walled Hittite watchtowers flanking the harbour there had the Wolves and the Spitting Bows men in a chorus of cheering and weeping, while Iranzi and his kin gazed at this as something new and strange. A clamour erupted in the docks when Hattu set foot on the blessedly still stones there, and most of the townsfolk poured from their houses to acclaim the prince. These parts were officially vassal-lands like Retenu, but they were nothing like those baking climes. Here men and women bore the same sallow skin, sloping noses and long, sleek dark hair as those of the heartland Hittites, dressed in long robes and wore thick ornamented leather belts. As they marched through the town’s main way, past bakehouses and taverns, men stopped working, eating or drinking and threw up salutes. Blue-robed priests, shaven-scalped, led a hurried congregation down from the mound of Ura’s Sun Temple, temple workers placing stalks of wheat, rye, and barley in their path, signifying health, prosperity, and fertility. 
 When Kisna informed the locals that they would not be stopping, the Governor of Ura brought out a train of mules and supply wagons and a company of fresh Hittite spearmen as an escort. 
 The crowds drifted along beside Hattu and his men, many gazing at his odd eyes, whispering about the tales they had heard – that their prince had perished in Retenu. 
 ‘He has risen from the Dark Earth,’ one whispered. Hattu glanced at this one, then caught sight of his reflection in a polished bronze mirror hanging in a shop doorway. In truth, he looked much older than he remembered himself – gaunt in the face, his bare shoulders knotted with muscle and laced with scars. 
 Tanku, striding alongside Hattu, in his now frayed and grubby white cloak and bare chest, corrected the onlooker. ‘He faced the Pharaoh of Egypt, outwitted him, withheld mighty Ugarit from him, and fended off the Army of Ra too.’ 
 The booming words had the crowds gasping, cheering. Hattu knew the big general had exaggerated, but he let the tactical fiction resonate. 
 Dagon, walking by his other side, whispered so only Hattu could hear. ‘You see? Victory comes in many forms. To see you walking in their midst is victory for these people. Here, and all along the north road to Hattusa, you will stoke pride and belief in the hearts of all.’ 

Hattusa, Hattu thought. Home. After all this time and yet now, surely, it was but a sepulchre. Atiya would be long gone. 
 ‘We know nothing of her,’ Dagon added, reading Hattu’s thoughts like a clay tablet. 
 Hattu bit back the swelling in his throat and staved off the stinging behind his eyes. 
 ‘When we return to Hattusa, I will ask Nirni to be my wife,’ Dagon continued, resting a hand on Hattu’s shoulder. ‘On the day we wed, you will stand with us. You and Atiya. I can see it: a sweet heartland summer, the meadows, the air rich with laughter and singing.’ 
 Hattu reached up to squeeze his friend’s hand then set his eyes on the road that led from Ura and to the north… to home. Mercifully, the stiff breeze blew his tears into streaks so none might see. ‘Onwards,’ he said flatly. 
   
 *** 
   
 After days of trekking into the high interior of Anatolia they finally reached the heartlands and then Hattusa, mighty Hattusa. 
 The mountainside capital was coated in snow, knee-high and even deeper on the sweeping hills and gorges near the city. The trek through the Tawinian Gates and through the markets, across the Spirit Bridge and up the main way was a blur of noise, colour and accolade, the crowds here many times larger than those at Ura. Drums thrashed and pipes skirled, priestesses sang cultic prayers on the rooftops, swaddled in thick wool, their breaths clouding in the air. The patchy remnants of the Storm Division which had remained here lined the main way, but many broke with decorum and ran or sidestepped alongside Hattu’s party, saluting over and over, issuing garbled and overly-excited reports of mundane activities they had carried out in his absence. As he came to the Noon Spur and the ramp leading up to the citadel, he sensed his men respectfully falling away towards the Great Barracks. 
 ‘Remember we are here, whatever happens,’ Dagon called softly after him before he too let Hattu climb the acropolis ramp alone. 

Groan, bang, clunk, went the Ramp Gates as they opened and closed, swallowing him up. 
 Hattu stood inside the citadel grounds, sheltered from the keening wind by its stout walls, feeling the thick snow drifting down upon him, settling upon his cloaked shoulders and bare head – hair loose and hanging around his face and chest like a veil, Atiya’s braid glinting with frost. He stared at the Hall of the Sun, halfway across the grounds. The bronze, winged sun jutting from the roof was cloaked in white, and the Hall quiet, the doors locked. The affairs of state could wait. His eyes drifted to the Royal Palace, at the far end. His heart ached, for in there lay the answer. 

Gilgamesh travelled to the ends of the earth in search of an answer, a way to cheat death, old Ruba advised him from the brume of memory, yet even he had to let his loved one go, in the end.

 A lone figure emerged from the palace vestibule. King Muwa’s demeanour offered the first words of the answer. His usually broad, strong, shoulders were rounded, his handsome face drawn, his eyes on Hattu. 
 ‘Brother,’ Hattu said quietly. 
 The pair came together in a lasting embrace. 
 ‘I thought I had lost you,’ Muwa whispered. ‘I heard terrible things about the hell I had sent you to in Retenu. Then the scouts told me of your arrival at Ura and your imminent return. It was like a sunrise in my heart.’ 
 Hattu saw the maze of shuddering red veins and wetness in his brother’s eyes. ‘But you do not look like a man delighted to see his brother again, and I think I know why.’ He braced himself, and parted from Muwa. ‘Tell me. Just tell me. Where are her bones? Do they lie in the Meadow of the Fallen? I want to go to them.’ 
 Muwa shook his head. ‘Hattu, I…I…’ 
 ‘Tell me,’ Hattu pleaded. 
 Muwa turned slowly on his heel and waved one beckoning hand. ‘Come.’ 
 Muwa led him inside the palace. The sweet scent of burning incense cones and the nourishing heat of hearth fires swirled around him. So her ashes were in an urn within the palace? Hattu guessed. But, unexpectedly, Muwa then turned to ascend the stone staircase, to the upper floor. 
 ‘Where are we going, Brother?’ Hattu asked. 
 Muwa said nothing. They came to the doorway of a place he had not slept in nearly two years. His and Atiya’s bed chamber. Either side of the doorway, gentle flames flickered from the wick of little tallow dogs fashioned and placed there to ward off bad spirits. Muwa gently pushed the old wooden door open and let Hattu enter first. 
 Hattu stepped inside, seeing a ring of hoary old Wise Women, hunched around the bed, their thick grey robes hanging like rags on their bony bodies. The smell of incense here was cloying, and the women droned in low voices. Hattu saw the trappings of these ritualistic healers: pots of mud and honey, strands of green wool – cages of mice, even! 
 He took a step forward and a floorboard creaked. The droning halted. The curtain of Wise Women parted and one stared at Hattu, her face lined like the oldest of hills and her eyes black-rimmed from lack of sleep. 
 ‘I knew you would return today,’ she said. 
 But Hattu did not take in her words, for his eyes hung on the shape in the bed. A pale, skeletal figure – skin grey, hair mostly missing, only the braid he had plaited above her ear holding on. 
 He fell to his knees by the bedside and reached out, his hands hovering over her, what felt like a plum stone lodged in his throat. She looked at him, he at her. Neither said a thing. 
 Then, at last: ‘I was certain I would be too late. How can it be?’ Hattu croaked, his hands falling together on top of one of Atiya’s clasping it, feeling only cold skin and bone. With the merest sliver of strength, she squeezed back. Her gummy, colourless lips parted, trembled, but then fell shut again, the effort of speaking too much for her. 
 ‘Swans are one of the few animals who stay with a mate for life,’ said the Wise Woman. ‘When one of a pair dies, its partner does not believe it to be so, unless it sees the body. She has been in great pain, but she would not let go. She was determined to see you return. She would not give you up for dead.’ The old woman sighed. ‘But she clings to life by a twine… a twine that cannot hold on for much longer…’ she shook her old head slowly, ‘You… you should spend these final moments together wisely.’ 
 ‘Final moments?’ Hattu whispered, his head shaking slowly from side to side. 
 ‘Look… look after our boy,’ Atiya croaked. 
 Hattu stared at her, his vision blurring with tears, until a cooing noise rose from the far corner of the room. Hattu glanced through a veil of wetness to see Kurunta – now crowned with swirly dark hair and dressed in a little blue tunic – sitting there, playing with wooden blocks, oblivious as only a child can be, wearing a thick bandage around one leg. 
 He turned back to Atiya. ‘He needs you,’ he said, his voice wavering, ‘and I need you. You must stay here.’ 
 Atiya’s grip grew weak, and one of the Wise Women placed a hand on her neck, counting as she felt Atiya’s pulse. After a short time, the Wise Woman met the eyes of the others, her eyes passing the darkest prediction amongst them. ‘Her time draws near.’ 
 Hattu’s heart almost burst with grief. Then a surge of realisation rose within him. He rummaged in his purse and brought the clay vial from it. ‘No, it does not have to be. I made it back in time. She can live. She must live!’ He thumbed the stopper from the vial and moved it towards Atiya’s lips, when a knotted old hand caught his wrist. 
 ‘What is this?’ the Wise Woman said, her strength belying her appearance. 
 ‘A cure,’ he snapped. ‘Unhand me.’ 
 ‘A cure?’ The Wise Woman stared into his soul. ‘The poison is rooted inside her, Prince Hattu. It is part of her now. There is no cure for this sickness,’ she said with a tombstone burr. ‘Who told you there was?’ 
 Hattu’s lips shaped to voice the letter ‘V’, but no sound came out. He stared at the vial, a riot of doubts and dark memories speeding through his mind. Nothing made sense, every thought drowning in emotion. It was Atiya’s weak moan that snapped him from his trance. ‘I must try,’ he said, returning the Wise Woman’s soulful gaze with his own. ‘I have travelled to the edge of the world and back, I must at least try.’ 
 Slowly, the Wise Woman let go of his wrist, nodding. ‘Do as you will, Prince Hattu. But know that certain doorways can be passed through only once, and some lead to the darkest of places.’ 
 He frowned, only half understanding her meaning. With a shaking hand, he brought the vial mouth to Atiya’s lips, sliding his free hand behind her head to tilt it up a little. Gently, he let the contents of the vial slide across her tongue. With a morsel of strength, she pressed her lips together and swallowed weakly. ‘What… what is… this?’ she sighed. 
 ‘A cure, my love. You will soon be strong again. We will stand together on the acropolis walls once more with our boy, watching the falcons soar.’ He set the vial down, then slid his hand down around her back and the other under her legs to lift and cradle her. ‘I will kiss your sweet neck and hold you close, keep you safe and…’ 
 Her eyes slid open. Not hooded and weak like before. Wide open, bright… alive! Hattu felt his heart swell, his hopes soar. 
 ‘Hattu. What… what is happening?’ 
 ‘The cure,’ he said, a tear of unbridled joy streaking down his face. But then something changed. He noticed a faint clouding in her pupils first, and then her body began to tremble. 
 ‘Atiya?’ he whispered, a terrible, cold dread creeping over him. He glanced at the vial once more, and from the storm of thoughts, hopes and memories in his mind, the wretched laugh of Volca arose, triumphing over all else. 
 She jolted in his arms as if struck through with lightning, then spasmed violently. 
 ‘Atiya?’ Hattu cried, trying in vain to still her. Crimson rivulets streaked from her nostrils, the whites of her eyes filling with blood. Foam tumbled from her lips. Her back arched and she screamed once, and then she fell limp in his embrace. Hattu stared. Her chest no longer moved with breath. Her face remained locked in a rictus of agony, her blood-filled eyes staring through Hattu and off into eternity. Hattu fell to his knees, shaking, oblivious to the tumult of panicked, horrified voices all around him. 
 All within Hattusa and even the winter shepherds sheltering their flocks on the snowbound hills nearby heard a roar rise from the city’s acropolis. A roar like that of a lion struck through the heart with a spear. 




Epilogue

Winter 1293 BC

   
 A pyre was built and lit between the Meadow of the Fallen and the Rock Shrine – the place Hattu and Atiya had been joined. Her body, oiled and anointed, was carried by Orax and Gorru on a palette of alder wood in a slow procession through the silently falling snow and placed upon the pyre. Vials of wine were smashed around the base of the wooden pile and an ox was slaughtered there too in tribute to the dead princess, to the Goddess of the Sun and of the Earth, to the day of death itself. Nobles and landworkers alike gathered in a broad ring to see Princess Atiya’s spirit ascend. Come dusk, a torch was lit and laid at the foot of the pyre, and the flames soon took hold. 
 Hattu stood, head bowed, shrouded in his green cloak, his two hunting falcons on his shoulders, his body devoid of weapons for the first time in so long. King Muwa stood by his left, while little Kurunta stood by his right, one hand in Hattu’s, the other scratching at the burn-bandage on his leg. There in the freezing winter half-light too were his scarred comrades: Dagon, Tanku, Kisna, Sargis, Babak and Iranzi, each with wet eyes and distant stares. Dirges and laments rose and fell. The pyre was lit, fending off the night and the relentless snow. 
 Someone passed around a copper plate of bread pieces and cups of heated wine. Hattu ate one piece and took a shallow sip of wine. It all tasted like ashes in his mouth. ‘I fed her the contents of the vial. She died because I would not listen,’ he murmured, thinking of the Wise Woman’s warning. ‘I killed her.’ 
 Muwa wrapped an arm around his shoulders, squeezing. ‘You were tricked, Brother. She was doomed to die from the moment Volca sent his minions to Hattusa and bribed Paa. The slow-acting poison was the death sentence, and the vial of ‘cure’ was the sting in the bastard Sherden’s monstrous ploy.’ 
 ‘I should have known,’ Hattu said. ‘Volca deals in poisons, not cures.’ 
 ‘Think no more of how it ended for her,’ Muwa insisted. 
 Hattu closed his eyes, only to see nothing but those last horrific moments. He opened his eyes again to escape the vision, his gaze landing on Orax and Gorru. The Mesedi pair had been ashamed to report that they had never ascertained the identity of the one who let Paa the tutor into Hattusa’s acropolis. Gorru had even offered himself for the lash and exile. Hattu had instead given the man praise for his ceaseless efforts. He let his gaze drift around the fire: many faces, all good countrymen. None, surely, could have borne some grievance against Atiya strong enough to drive them to help Paa to poison her, could they? He had heard whispers – troubling words, suggesting Muwa had some suspicions over Great Queen Danuhepa. Hattu saw her, across the fire: tall and elegant, her hair stacked high on her head and held there with pins, her body swaddled in a thick fur cloak. She had always been a kind-hearted woman in the years he had known her, but there was something different about her now. A look in her eyes, a distant, strange look... and not a single tear? He shook his head of the thoughts and looked back into the pyre. 
 ‘You were a priestess, an orphan… you were everything to me,’ he whispered into the flames. Quietly, he reached up to stroke the beryl-tipped temple braid that Atiya had plaited for him, then drew a small knife and cut it free. With a deep sigh, he tossed it into the flames. 
 ‘I loved her too, Brother,’ Muwa said. ‘I feel her loss as keenly as I did Father’s. Or our dear brother Sarpa’s. Know that she is with the Gods now. When the flames die and the morning comes, the priestesses will wash her blessed bones with beer, then lay them for eternity in the house of stone,’ he said, nodding in the direction of Father’s tomb. ‘She will live on, always, in here,’ Muwa said, tapping Hattu’s breastbone and his own, then reaching down to do the same to little Kurunta. 
 The brothers watched as the flames licked up high into the night sky. Urhi-Teshub stood near them with Lady Uranda, wearing the polished silver scale vest that had once been Muwa’s, and before that had belonged to every Tuhkanti from ages past. The armour was way too big for him, but he wore it well and with a haughty look, hiding any signs of discomfort from the weighty cuirass. The boy was Tuhkanti in name only now, but in just a few years he would be of an age where he would train as a soldier. Hattu made a silent wish that the boy continue to grow strong in body and mind, for the royal blood was now scarcer than ever. 
 ‘I can only thank the Gods that Volca’s minions did not claim you too, Brother,’ Hattu said. 
 ‘They very nearly did,’ Muwa replied. ‘It was folly of me to go without a Gal Mesedi for so long. But no more. As soon as it can be arranged, you will be my second-in-command. Let Tanku take your place as General of the Storm. You will instead lead the Mesedi and oversee the safety of the state alongside me.’ 
 He began to shake his head – just as he had done every other time Muwa had tried to offer him the post. But this time Muwa stopped him with a squeeze of the arm around his shoulder. ‘I need you, Brother. I cannot be king without you.’ 
 At last, Hattu realised he had to accept. The bestowing of such an honour would have been seismic at any other time, but at that moment, Hattu thought not of the prestige of such a station – almost as high as that of Tuhkanti, next in line to the throne – but of the threats that he would have to address. ‘Volca’s every breath is an affront to us, now more than ever before. He murdered our father, my wife and nearly both of us. I will not rest until I have his head on the end of my spear.’ A hot tear slid down Hattu’s face, and his teeth cracked as he ground them together like rocks, shaking. ‘Yet now he walks alongside the biggest threat to our world. War looms: a war I tried to avert… yet only helped bring forward. Ishtar’s taunts came to be. My wife is dead and war awaits us.’ His words quickened and so did his breath. ‘When the goddess comes to me in my dreams, she swears the rest of her song will come to be also. What if-’  
 ‘There will be a time to talk of Volca, of Pharaoh, of the future,’ Muwa assured him. 
 Hattu’s breathing slowed again. He let his gaze move around the fire. As well as his officers, Chariot Master Colta stood there, eyes glassy, and the Generals of the other three great Hittite divisions: Penti, Senna and Kassu – having quelled the western troubles, for now at least – each already a walking legend of Hittite lore. They wore the pristine robes of civilians right now, but Hattu knew the times ahead would be merely a breath drawn deep, before all corners of the world would come together dressed in bronze… and roar a song of death and war. He closed his eyes and held little Kurunta tight, enjoying Muwa’s steadying arm on his shoulders. Yet try as he might, he could not block out Ishtar’s song, the words dancing and rising like the crackling flames of Atiya’s pyre. 
   

A burning east, a desert of graves,


A grim harvest, a heartland of wraiths,


The Son of Ishtar, will seize the Grey Throne,


A heart so pure, will turn to stone,


The west will dim, with black boats’ hulls,


Trojan heroes, mere carrion for gulls,


And the time will come, as all times must,


When the world will shake, and fall to dust…

   
 *** 
   
 Great Queen Danuhepa shed no tears. They had all fallen months ago. Life as King Mursili’s widow had been lonely at first, drifting around on her own up on that cold, barren acropolis. But befriending Atiya had changed that. They had become close like sisters. Subtly guiding Muwa and Uranda to gift little Kurunta to Atiya and Hattu had been the most wondrous and pleasing thing she had ever accomplished. 
 And now… death. 
 How had it come to this? Her throat tightened, not in sadness, but in sickness. For that night when Atiya had been poisoned, there had only been two people inside the palace with a key to unlock the lone, unguarded door through which treacherous Paa entered. Within the folds of her furs and her gown, she weighed her key in one hand, trying again and again to remember unlocking the door, inviting death in, but she could not. She thought of the day little Kurunta had been sitting by the fire and had suffered a bad burn to his leg, and tried to assure herself that she had stacked the coals carelessly, maybe even deliberately, so they would tumble out once they were ablaze. All to no avail. She thought of the day the bloodhound pup had perished, and tried to picture herself driving the poker into the tiny creature’s chest. Again, she could not. She recalled the day at the chariot fields and strived to convince herself that it was her who had pushed little Kurunta in the path of the thrashing hooves and slicing wheels of a war car. She simply could not – it was like trying to persuade oneself that night was bright and day dark. Yet such fantasies were far more preferable to the truth. A truth that might rip apart the Hittite world. 
 Her eyes drifted to Urhi-Teshub, the Chosen Prince, staring into the flames. 
   
   
   THE END   


 

   




Author’s Note

   
 In the latter half of the Late Bronze Age, four great powers dominated the international scene: The Hittites, the Egyptians, The Assyrians and the Ahhiyawans (Homer’s Greeks). Of these four, the Hittites and the Egyptians were probably the strongest. The Hittite armies were famed for their ferocity and skill, if at times hamstrung by a chronic shortage of manpower. The Egyptian 'New Kingdom' was expansionist and ambitious, fervently patriotic and fired by the lingering memory of the recent era of occupation by a people known as the Hyksos. It was almost inevitable that it would come to war between the two great powers. 
 Pharaoh Seti was charged with ambition – desperate to attain military glory like his distant predecessor, Tuthmosis III, who had once held all Retenu (a region roughly covering parts of modern Syria, Lebanon and Israel along the Levant coast) for Egypt. Shortly after rising to the throne around 1294 BC, Seti proclaimed that all Retenu would once again be Egypt's. The problem was that the upper half of Retenu comprised vassals sworn to serve the Hittite throne. 
 Regardless, Seti marched north to make his name. Details of his campaign come from the fragmentary battle scenes carved into the Hypostyle Hall at Karnak. It would have begun at one of Egypt’s major cities, and I think the City of Ra (the later Greek city of Heliopolis) would have been a likely candidate, with the Ra Division stationed there and plentiful storehouses in and around the city to help prepare those forces for a campaign. We know that he marched his campaign army through the Egyptian (southern) half of Retenu, crushing rebellious tribes there including the Shoshu Bedouins. Once Egyptian control had been cemented in the south, he then breached the ‘international’ borders to stride into and seize Hittite-allied Amurru and the city of Kadesh. Effectively, this was a declaration of war. However, soon after taking these two holdings, Seti was diverted south again when more tribes rose up in revolt nearer his homelands, though it was not long before he dealt with this trouble and once again turned his attentions to new conquests. 
 It is during this brief diversion that I chose to have Prince Hattu venture into Ugarit, seeking assurances of continued allegiance from King Niqmepa, only for him to be drawn further from home into occupied Amurru, compelled to find and free Niqmepa’s son, Danil. There is no record of Hattu undertaking such a mission, but there would almost certainly have been action of some sort from the Hittite throne in response to the Egyptian conquests. We do know that King Muwa was ill-prepared and could not afford to send in his threadbare armies. Thus, a mission of diplomacy might well have been the only viable action. 
 Babak the Kaskan is a fictional character, but his story is credible. The Kaskan northlands were never truly tamed by the Hittites, and various tribal uprisings occurred before, during and after Hattu’s time. However, there were spells of peace and serenity – such as the five years between the end of Pitagga’s revolt in book 1 and the start of Babak’s in this volume. More, Hattu’s adoption of Babak and his Kaskan hundred, (and of Iranzi and the Amurrite men), is quite plausible. Indeed, due to the aforementioned shortage of manpower, the Hittite army often recruited from far and wide to supplement and replenish their core divisions. More, they shrewdly allowed foreign soldiers to remain in bands of their own kin, retaining their own customs, battle-gear and esprit de corps. 
 Now, regarding the quest to the east and the many hurdles our heroes faced there: the route through the ‘White Mountains’ (possibly known as the Silver Mountains) and into Retenu would have been well-worn – the two great Hittite tracks across Anatolia both converge upon and wind through those mighty heights. As the avalanche scene shows, nature would have been their fiercest enemy here in these barren parts. Not so once they reached Retenu and the Bargylus Mountains… 
 There are many attestations of a people known as ‘the Habiru’ living on the ranges of Retenu and other parts of Mesopotamia. I have admittedly vamped them up as cannibalistic savages when it seems that they were probably ruthless hill bandits more likely to rob a man of his goods than of his brains. However, they certainly were feared and loathed. 
 The land of Amurru, famed for its cedar woods, was wild and largely rural, but most probably had one city which served as a capital. Some historians and archaeologists speculate that this city was also called ‘Amurru’. To avoid confusion between the country and its capital, I have decided to call it Amur City, and have hypothesized that it might have been near the southern parts of the region, close to the Eleutheros River and the Egyptian borders. 
 Prince Chaset – a shortened version of the attested Nebchasetnebet – was an older sibling of Prince Ramesses. Little detail of him exists, other than that he died young (possibly at the age of sixteen). Thus, I have employed him in my story as a somewhat reckless and feckless heir to Seti's throne. 
 As for Saruc the Assyrian: he was a delightful villain to write, and his comeuppance still gives me chilly shivers of horror and satisfaction. He is an invented character, but the Assyrians were well-known for being brutal and inventive torturers, particularly favouring the peeling of their victims' skin. They were also none-too shy of offering their services as mercenaries. 
 For Hittites – used to the climate of inner Anatolia – trekking out into the Nuhashi lands would have been somewhat unpleasant. While not truly desert (albeit bordering on the modern-day Syrian desert), it would have been fiercely hot, dry and dispiriting to say the least. The Oasis of Belsara is fictional, though many such havens dot that region. The city of Qatna – Hattu’s temporary sanctuary – was once a centre of trade and civilization, but by the time of this story, it had been abandoned and left to seed. All-told, the Hittite men would have been relieved to turn away from Nuhashi lands and back towards Ugarit… until they reached the Valley of Bones and the snare awaiting them there. 
 The trap and the battle are my take on the vague attestation of a clash between an Egyptian army and a patchwork/vassal Hittite army roughly a year after the taking of Amurru. We don’t know exactly where it took place, other than that it was somewhere ‘in the region of Kadesh’, but we do know that it was a resounding victory for the Pharaoh. Seti's war monument at Karnak describes parts of the clash: 

…mighty Bull, ready-horned, mighty-hearted, smiting the Asiatics, beating down the Hitittes, slaying their chiefs, overthrown in their blood, charging among them like a tongue of fire, making them that which is not… brought many as captives…

 We can see that Pharaoh Seti was certainly not hampered by excessive modesty. but there can be no disputing that it was a heavy and resounding defeat for the Hittites. Also though, it must have been a bruising encounter for Pharaoh, for the expected domino-effect conquest of the rest of Retenu did not take place. Instead, things remained as they were – with Amurru and Kadesh in Egyptian hands but both Pharaoh Seti and King Muwa knowing the affair was not settled. It was not a matter of if hostilities would resume, but of when. Indeed, the main outcome of this battle was that it paved the way towards the later – much greater and much more famous – 'Battle of Kadesh', which lies in store for Muwa, Hattu and almost every man of fighting age! But let’s leave that for book 3! 
 Baby Ulmi (or Ulmi-Teshub to give him his full birth name) was King Muwa’s younger son and brother (possibly half-brother) of Urhi-Teshub. For reasons we do not know, Muwa entrusted Ulmi’s upbringing to Hattu, and at some point the youngster took on the name Kurunta. Hattu and Atiya’s struggle to conceive is my take on why this guardianship might have come about. Most importantly though, Muwa’s actions demonstrate just how much of a strong and trusting bond he and Hattu must have shared. Of course, as my ending attempts to illustrate, there are many bonds within any family, and while some can be golden, others can be rather more sinister. 
 Regarding the ongoing rumbles of trouble between loyal Troy and raiding Ahhiyawans, excavated tablets tell of King Muwa dispatching a General Kassu to those parts to help the Trojans and calm affairs. It seems he did restore harmony for a time, but it would not last… 
 Apropos tin: writing Muwa’s rather horrible foray underground was an indulgent act of masochism on my part (being hugely claustrophobic), but it served as a good way to express the desperation surrounding the tin shortages of the time. Being central to the production of bronze, tin must have been like gold or oil to the Hittites. Indeed, traders brought tin ingots to Hittite lands from far afield – possibly from Afghanistan, Britain and Spain. The Hittites paid premium prices for imports of this vital metal. Yet recent excavations have identified something that flies in the face of this: at the Kestel hills (Kültepe in modern Turkey), there is evidence of large-scale tin mining from the mid-Bronze Age. Houses, workshops, slag deposits and more. The tin mining ended around 1800 BC – some five centuries before Hattu and Muwa’s time. But here’s the thing: the mines had not been harvested of all their tin. Deep-lying, purple-tinged seams remained then as they do now. Why would the Hittites ignore such treasure right under their noses and instead pay the exorbitant costs for imported ingots? My take is that there was some superstition at play – the deep, purple-tinged seams were perhaps considered as cursed thanks to previous, disastrous efforts to reach it. 
 Regards iron and Jaru’s dream of smelting iron from ore: popular conception has it that the Hittites were the first to discover the secret of furnace technology, but there is no clear evidence to support this. However, excavations have revealed many Hittite tablets documenting the whereabouts of iron ore in the hillsides near their cities, so they clearly valued the resource. I discuss this in more detail on my blog: https://www.gordondoherty.co.uk/writeblog/bronze-age-lightsabers. 
 That’s most of the major historical points covered. So, thank you for reading, and be ready for book 3… and a clash that will shake the ancient world! 
   
   
 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 on Amazon or Goodreads. Anything you can do in this vein would be very much appreciated.
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Egypt


Summer 1275 BC



   
 A Hittite ox-wagon swayed along the Way of Horus, heading deeper and deeper into Egyptian lands. Viceroy Talmi, tall as a pine, stood with one foot up on the driver’s bench, his silver-black hair – gathered in a tight ball atop his head – juddering in time with the wagon, his eyes narrowed and constantly scanning the enemy realm. 
 Virgin sand hugged both sides of the ancient road, stretching off to the horizon where the pale dunes met the cobalt sky in a chimeral ribbon of heat. It was a strange and suffocating sight. Even here under the vehicle’s thin linen canopy, he could feel the sun’s blistering glare on the back of his neck. Worse, the air was hot and still as a tomb – the motion of the wagon stirring not even the merest cooling breeze – and his sky-blue robe clung to him, heavy with sweat since dawn. 
 His parched lips moved without sound as he inwardly rehearsed the carefully-crafted proposal that he would soon put to one of the two most powerful men in the world. A proposal that might save the world. The rehearsal halted abruptly, his thoughts caught like a fly in a spider’s web on this stark truth. He felt the enormity of it all crawling over him, gathering around his throat like a strangler’s hands… 
 ‘This heat, it is like a trick of the Gods,’ a voice croaked behind him, mercifully breaking his thoughts. ‘These southern lands are no place for a Hittite. I’m cooking like a crab.’ 
 Talmi twisted to see his brutish bodyguard, Kantuzili, sweeping sweat from his face and bare chest. The young man’s flattened nose and shaggy mane of black hair gave him the look of a lion, and he could fight like one too. 
 ‘Give me the ice-cold waterfalls and windy mountains of the north,’ the young soldier moaned. ‘A chilled barley beer and a whore to rub cold oil into my skin.’ 
 ‘When we return to the halls of Halpa, young sword,’ Talmi smiled, ‘I will grant you a bathing pool brimming with beer.’ 
 He tried to return to his rehearsals, but he could feel Kantuzili’s gaze fixed on him, like a child studying an older relative’s age-lines. ‘They say you were with Prince Hattu all those years ago, on the Retenu expedition that caused all this. When Prince Hattu slew the old Pharaoh’s son, Chaset?’ 
 Talmi felt a wry, inner smile rise, recalling his younger days when things had seemed so black and white. ‘Eighteen years ago, young sword, when I was your age and you were but a child, many things happened which should not have happened.’ Memories scampered across his mind: of the Egyptian trap in the Valley of Bones, when Pharaoh Seti, bereaved and enraged by the loss of the loathsome Chaset, had almost obliterated Prince Hattu’s small Hittite band, including Talmi and his men. He recalled the blood, the screaming, the raining arrows, the moment he and Prince Hattu had been pressed up, back-to-back, waiting for death. And then… the escape. ‘But this started long, long ago. Long before Prince Hattu’s expedition, before even the time of our fathers and grandfathers. It began the moment the Hittite and Egyptian Empires first swelled and pressed up like great millstones against the land of Retenu, each desperate to make that middle-ground and its precious tin routes their own. If anything, both have done well to avoid war for so many centuries…’ 
 Kantuzili peered southwards, massaging the blue eye tattoo on his thumb. ‘The new Pharaoh, Ramesses,’ he said with a tune of hope, ‘he will agree to a lasting peace… won’t he?’ 
 Talmi did not reply. Ramesses had been there in the Valley of Bones. A mere boy, driving Seti’s chariot. What had he grown to become? Once more, he began to mouth his rehearsal. 
 The wagon rumbled on through the great sand sea during the early afternoon. When the track bent southwest, everything changed. The silvery heat mirage ahead bulged, and a mighty shape emerged like a whale suddenly rising from a calm ocean. 
 ‘Goddess Arinniti,’ Kantuzili gasped, rising, clutching Talmi and the driver’s shoulders and staring at the enormous baked-mud bastion ahead, at its soaring towers and monumental pylon gates, thickly patrolled by black-wigged archers. A sparkling moat hugged the foot of the walls like a jewelled collar. 
 ‘Tjaru Fortress,’ Talmi said quietly, eyes narrowing, ‘Pharaoh’s royal armoury and stepping-stone into Retenu.’ A tap-tap of hammers and chisels rang out from within its thick walls – the noise of industry, of the great military factory in Tjaru’s vast grounds. Talmi and Kantuzili stared at the sea of soldiers serried on a dusty parade area north of the fortress: block after block of veteran spearmen and archers, fawn-skinned, clad in bronze headdresses and linen kilts. They marched, turned, twisted, roared and rushed to and fro in mock combat to the rising wail of horns and booming drums. Thousands upon thousands of them, and Talmi knew this was but a scrap of the manpower Pharaoh Ramesses had raised. Rumours were widespread of intense recruitment at Elephantine Fortress far to the south, swelling his three great armies. Some even said Ramesses was constructing a fourth army. There were also whispers of a great chariot factory at Memphis, producing four immense fleets of war-cars to speed alongside each of the armies. An empire prepared. A prelude to war. 
 A stony-faced Tjaru watchman stepped out from the shadow of the fortress and approached the wagon with a trio of comrades, regarding them with baleful, kohl-lined eyes. Talmi showed the watchman the tablet he carried and the Hittite royal seal upon it. The sentries let them through – but insisted on an escort of twenty menfyt spearmen. These burly Egyptian veterans jogged alongside the wagon, their pale blue and white linen headdresses bobbing in time, their hands never far from the hilts of their khopesh swords. An escort not to protect the Hittite embassy, but to watch them carefully for any signs of treachery. 
 ‘It is them. The Wretched Fallen Ones,’ Talmi heard one Egyptian soldier whisper to a comrade, ‘the cowsons of the north.’ 
 They did not know that Prince Hattu had taught him their tongue, Talmi realised. 
 ‘They clamber across rocks like flies, and eat raw meat in the snow like wolves,’ spat another. 
 ‘What do you think Mighty Pharaoh will do with them?’ said a third. The one he asked merely cast a sly glance back at Talmi, then looked away with the beginnings of a smirk. 
 A few hours passed, when the dry desert air became spiced with the scent of honey. At first, Talmi thought he was imagining it. But soon after, the moan of the hot desert breeze changed… into birdsong. Talmi and Kantuzili stared ahead in wonder: the golden sands – seemingly infinite – ended abruptly, and everything beyond was green: a land bounteous with date palms and grass, as if touched by a god. They rolled past an infinite patchwork of emmer wheat fields, the stalks swaying and shaking as workers picked their way through the crop. ‘Everything they said about this land, it is true,’ Kantuzili whispered. ‘Enough crop to feed ten million mouths.’ 
 ‘All protected by the desert,’ Talmi agreed, ‘a bulwark stouter than any defensive wall.’ 
 The chatter of rolling water rose as they came to the River Iteru – the wide, murky, life-giving artery of Egypt. Rafts and skiffs picked their way up and downriver and along the irrigation canals, white sails billowing. Giant warships glided in the distance, the rows of bronze-clad soldiers aboard gleaming like treasure. 
 They were almost there, Talmi realised. He tried to calm himself as they followed a bankside track downriver, breathing slowly, studying the bulrushes as they nodded in the pleasant breeze, enjoying the gentle peal of bells on the many river wharfs and the scent of the pale, sweet smoke that drifted across the waters and the flamingos gliding gracefully just above the surface. A hippopotamus rose from the water, shining wet, yawning and displaying its giant pink mouth and stumpy white teeth before sinking back down to wallow. Talmi smiled, intrigued and mercifully distracted from his task. But then he noticed a wicked-looking creature midriver, with a segmented tough hide and a smile of a thousand fangs. Talmi stared at the crocodile – a beast rarely seen in the northern regions, and wondered if it was any fiercer than the great leader he was soon to address. The moment of calm crumbled into nothing. 
 On through this vast fertile land they went and, at midmorning the following day, they entered the city of Pi-Ramesses, home of Egypt’s Pharaoh. The air was alive with a babel of jabbering voices, whistling flutes and crowing cockerels. A sea of slaves and workers washed to and fro through the markets and around the sun-bleached temples, obsidian monuments and towering statues of Gods and Pharaohs past. Myriad dusky faces peered up at the wagon as it cut a path through the throng: women in flowing linen gowns, men with shaved heads or wigs, earlobes stretched by swinging turquoise pendants. 
 The crowds thinned near the palace region – a sprawling complex of temples and manors. The centre-most building, with its high walls and terraced upper floors, was clearly the home of Egypt’s King. Bronze-jacketed Strongarms – Pharaoh’s elite infantry corps – patrolled the rooftop, their scales glittering like the wet skins of fish. The wagon approached along an avenue lined with statues of giant jackal-warriors and drew up when the escort twenty signalled for them to do so. 
 Talmi stepped down from the carriage. When Kantuzili hopped down too, carrying his spear, Talmi prised it from the young bodyguard’s hand and returned it to the wagon. Kantuzili was aghast. 
 ‘We are here for peace, young sword.’ 
 The escort twenty marched the pair into the shady coolness of a giant hypostyle hall, guiding them through the forest of brightly-painted columns and to an enclosed garden somewhere in the heart of the palace. Grape-heavy vines lined the garden walls, and geckos hid in their shade. At the far side of the garden, wide steps led to a doorway. Talmi stared at the doorway as if it was an open mouth about to speak. 
 ‘They’re gone,’ Kantuzili whispered. 
 Talmi frowned, then glanced behind him. Indeed, the escort of twenty menfyt had vanished. They were alone. His flesh began to crawl… and then he heard a rising, inhuman chuckle from somewhere nearby. A thunder of feet sped towards them from the side, and his heart almost burst from his chest. He clutched at his waist where normally he would carry his sword, and swung to the sound… only to see a baboon charging towards them. The creature, wearing a golden collar studded with lapis lazuli stones, bared its teeth, shrieked with laughter and sprang past them, then scrambled on up the vines. 
 ‘By the Gods,’ Kantuzili gasped in shock and then relief. 
 Talmi let a nervous laugh escape his lips… until he turned back to the black doorway. 
 It was empty no more. With the heavy padding of paws and a low, serrated growl, a lion emerged from the blackness and slunk down the stone steps. Icy terror struck down Talmi’s spine. The creature was huge, with a magnificent mane and scars across its face and body. A beast of battle, he realised, recognising the scars as sword and axe wounds, and the markings of armour straps on its coat. Talmi and Kantuzili backed away as the lion strolled towards them. Both had seen great cats like this in the wild, and knew how noble they were. But if provoked or hungry… 
 ‘Foe-slayer, rest,’ a voice boomed from the great doorway. The lion dropped to the ground and swished its tail. 
 Pharaoh Ramesses paced from the doorway, halting on the steps to behold his visitors. His eyelids were thickly striped with kohl, his high cheekbones brushed with silver and his lips were set in a thin line. He wore a gold and blue headdress like a cobra’s hood, held in place by a golden scarab circlet. His clubbed beard pointed down like an axe haft, hanging over a magnificent pectoral of silver and gold. Two Strongarms flanked him. A slave – distinct by his unshaved head – fanned him with palm fronds and ostrich feathers, while another carried a cup and a plate of plump dates, and a third man held a soft clay tablet and a stylus. None of them dared to look their master in the eye, or even face him. 
 The nine-year-old boy who had driven Seti’s chariot in the Valley of Bones was a boy no more, thought Talmi. Ramesses stepped down towards them, seemingly growing a foot’s-length taller with every stride. 
 Talmi dropped to one knee. ‘Lord of the Two Lands, Son of Ra, Horus of Gold,’ he began the well-practiced words, using the Akkadian tongue – the language of diplomacy – all the time staring at the ground. A pause hung in the air, pregnant and swelling, then… 
 ‘He who rages like a panther,’ another voice added the forgotten epithet from somewhere behind Talmi. 
 Talmi’s skin crawled as he sensed the figures silently forming an arc at their backs. He rolled his eyes to one side, seeing the leader of this group. 
 Volca. 
 Talmi could not help but twist his head and stare the man full in the face, his mind flashing with memories of the battle in the valley. Volca, the bastard Sherden who had seeded it all: the death of Prince Chaset which had so maddened Pharaoh Seti and then the snare in the valley. Volca’s horned-helm winked in the sunlight. His pale-skinned handsome face – barely marked with age even now – was bent in a smile, his eyes black-lined in the Egyptian way, his fair, collar-length hair tucked behind his ears and large copper hoop earrings. A bitter gall rose in Talmi’s throat as he noticed that the cur still wore the red cloak once granted to him when he had served – and so nearly destroyed from within – the Hittites. Volca patted the haft of his trident menacingly against his free hand, the muscles around his gold bicep band bulging. More, what nightmare was this: fifty or more Sherden in those same horned helms stood with him. People said Pharaoh had taken a band of distant islanders as his personal bodyguard – but these demons? 
 ‘You did not come all this way from your northern homeland to kneel mutely before me,’ Ramesses said in a booming tone that sent the geckos scampering across the walls. ‘Speak.’ 
 Talmi’s head snapped back round, gaze fixing on Ramesses’ feet. ‘I am Talmi, Viceroy of Halpa. I bring a message from King Muwatalli, Labarna of the Hittites, the Sun in human form, my cousin and your brother in divine royalty.’ 
 Silence. 
 ‘The message is an offer of peace, a chance to set to rest the misunderstandings of the past.’ 
 More silence. 
 Talmi, still staring at Pharaoh’s feet, imagined Ramesses’ face curling into a ball of hatred, imagined Volca and the arc of Sherden warriors closing in around his back. 
 Instead, a single-word reply hummed like the string of a plucked lyre. ‘Rise.’ 
 Talmi blinked. 
 ‘And look me in the eye. I permit this.’ 
 Talmi dared to look up, saw a measured expression on Ramesses’ face, and realised it was no trick. Slowly, he stood. Ramesses beckoned him over towards a set of timber stairs on one side of the enclosed garden. Talmi’s feet seemed to turn to stone at that moment. 
 Volca stepped over beside him. ‘Go on…’ 
 When Talmi took a stride forward he heard Kantuzili’s familiar steps behind him. ‘No, young sword,’ he said, holding up a hand. 
 ‘But, my Lord, I am bound to stay by your side. And of all places-’ 
 ‘Stay here, faithful friend,’ Talmi reassured him. 
 ‘Aye, stay here and run with the baboons,’ Volca said with a smile. 
 Kantuzili’s face darkened with anger. 
 Shepherded by Volca and surrounded by Pharaoh’s two Strongarms, slaves and scribes, Talmi ascended the wooden steps, leaving the rest of the Sherden troop and Kantuzili behind. The stairs led onto a balcony. A low table had been set out with a bounteous feast: jugs of wine, crushed ice brought downriver from the southern mountains, platters of muskmelon and plump dates, salty black olives, baked perch and loaves topped with cumin seeds. Colourful cushions and rugs were dotted around the table. Water bowls at the corners of the balcony gave off a sweet scent of rosewater. 
 Ramesses stood at the balustrade, back turned on Talmi, gazing out over a vast olive grove near the palace grounds. ‘Your journey must have been tortuous,’ he said. ‘My table is yours.’ 
 A slave handed Talmi a cup of iced berry juice, and as he lifted the cup towards his mouth, the delightful coldness stung pleasantly on his nose and lips. How long since he had tasted anything but brackish water? But just as he was about to take a drink, he noticed something from the corner of his eye. Volca, smirking. 
 Talmi set the cup down, the drink untouched. 

Not thirsty? Volca mouthed. 
 Talmi’s blood boiled. This bastard had poisoned old King Mursili, and Prince Hattu’s wife too. Did Pharaoh not realise what a monster he had by his side? Pharaoh had to be told this. But only once the talks were complete. 
 He noticed Ramesses’ head moving, tracking something on the move down in the olive grove. A chariot, speeding nimbly through the woods. The driver guided the vehicle skilfully and the regally-dressed boy on board with him shot a bow at small targets pinned to the trees. 
 ‘My boy, Khepe, will be Pharaoh after me,’ Ramesses said, his voice now soft. ‘Yet the Priests of Amun rumble that he matures too slowly.’ He laughed mirthlessly and shook his head. ‘Still, such talk of succession makes me think of the passage of time. Of fathers fading and sons rising… like blessed Osiris. I miss my father, not the warrior… the man.’ He and Talmi watched as the chariot down below slowed. Young Khepe stepped down and over to a tree. He placed a strip of something on his wrist, then stretched up on his toes to offer the hand to the lowest branches. A kingfisher – back and wings as blue as the ocean – floated down with a chee! and hovered by his hand, pecking tentatively. A faint smile touched the corners of Ramesses’ lips. ‘Sometimes in this game of power, we forget the things that truly matter.’ 
 Talmi felt an unexpected and welcome surge of hope in his breast – this was a promising opening: emotional, frank and sincere. 
 ‘So tell me, Viceroy. What does King Muwatalli offer?’ Ramesses said, half looking back over his shoulder. The Egyptian scribe took up a tablet, stylus hovering, eyes fixed on Talmi’s lips. 
 Talmi took a deep breath, praying the rehearsals had been enough. ‘In your lands, gold lies everywhere, like dust. But good timbers and textiles are rare. In Hittite lands it is the opposite,’ the dull tap of the scribe’s stylus plunging into the soft clay filled a brief pause. ‘So let us establish a new treaty of trade, a foundation for a peaceful and mutually beneficial future.’ 
 Ramesses said nothing for a time. ‘And what of Retenu?’ 
 Talmi’s heart thumped once. Retenu – the land of a thousand vassals, caught between the two great millstones of empire. Everything that had happened eighteen years ago had happened there. ‘King Muwatalli asks that…’ 
 Ramesses’ ears pricked up. 
 ‘… that you accept the loss of Kadesh. The holy river city was once Hittite before your father seized it, eighteen years ago. And five summers ago, the Kadeshi people were on the edge of revolt – unhappy with Egyptian governance. Ekmaddu avoided a slaughter by usurping his father to become king in his place, bloodlessly ousting your garrison and declaring Kadesh’s allegiance to the Hittite throne once more.’ 
 A long silence passed. 
 ‘Kadesh,’ said Ramesses said at last. ‘The stout city that controls the inland route through Retenu. That would be a huge prize to forego, Viceroy. Tell me what your Labarna offers in return?’ 
 Talmi took a long, slow breath. ‘In return, the Labarna will afford you steep concessions on the cedar, birch, elm and cherry wood felled in our lands. This will leave both of our thrones enriched and stable. I ask of you, Pharaoh, to put your seal-ring to this proposal… to bring the world back from the brink of war.’ 
 Talmi felt sweat gather into beads on his upper lip. Ramesses nodded gently for a time, as if locked in an internal dialogue. At last he pushed away from the balcony and beckoned Talmi again, this time towards a doorway that led inside the palace halls. As Talmi followed, the two Strongarms escorted them, their armour shushing and clanking as they walked. He noticed Volca reading some tacit gesture from Ramesses and staying behind on the garden balcony. 
 ‘King Muwatalli already plans further offers in future,’ Talmi continued, flitting down a flight of stone stairs into a lower floor, a few strides behind Ramesses. ‘The rich copper deposits on the vast island of Alasiya could be shared between us. Together, our empires could protect the tin routes for our mutual gain.’ 
 Pharaoh nodded as he walked. 
 They reached the bottom of the stairs and followed a tight, dark corridor. Underground, Talmi realised. What was this, he fretted as they led him along the barely-lit passageway; the way to the torture chambers or the gaol – where it was rumoured thousands of Hittite war-captives languished, branded and blinded?  
 But they emerged instead into a high-ceilinged chamber clad in obsidian. The walls and floor were entirely black, just a lone finger of light shining in from an oculus in the ceiling. Statues of ram-headed sphinxes lined the edges of the room. At the end of the chamber stood a tall god statue, bearded and staring. He realised where he was, having seen such likenesses before. 
 ‘A shrine to Amun,’ he said in a low breath, his voice echoing around the enclosed space. Such temples were amongst the holiest places in all Egypt. This one, in Pharaoh’s palace-city, was surely one of the most revered of all. The perfect place to seal a historic settlement, Talmi wondered? 
 ‘I have heard your Labarna’s proposal, and here is my reply.’ Ramesses turned to face him. 
 Talmi nodded once. ‘I am King Muwa’s ears, mighty Pharaoh.’ 
 Ramesses stared at him for a time in silence, before speaking at last in a low crackle. ‘Oh, this message will need no words.’ 
 ‘Pharaoh?’ Talmi said, confused. 
 Volca entered the temple chamber, smiling. ‘Foe-slayer has been fed, Majesty. He left us a little though,’ he smirked, tossing a bloody hand across the floor. 
 Talmi’s gut twisted sharply, staring at the hand, seeing the blue eye symbol on the thumb. ‘Kantuzili? No!’ 
 Ramesses glowered at the hand, then returned his darkening gaze to Talmi. 
 ‘Mighty Pharaoh, you stand on the edge of a terrible mistake,’ Talmi raged, all decorum falling away. 
 ‘I spoke before of fathers and sons,’ Ramesses snapped. ‘Well my father Seti now walks with the Gods in the Field of Reeds. With his dying breath he made me swear to hunt down and kill my brother Chaset’s murderer…’ he jolted with fury now, spit flying, ‘to bring Prince Hattu’s eyes to his tomb in a rag!’ 
 ‘Hattu did not slay Chaset. You do not know the whole story, you must speak-’ 
 ‘Only our swords will speak now,’ Ramesses roared. The temple shook with the ferocity of his proclamation. 
 Volca bumped his trident haft on the ground twice. From the gaps between the ram-headed sphinxes emerged shaven-headed priests in white tunics. They wore placid looks as they converged upon Viceroy Talmi, and then they drew from under their robes blunt and heavy cudgels. Talmi staggered back, driven into the finger of light as the priests crowded in on him. They erupted in a low drone of prayer as they formed a tight circle around him. 
 ‘Now, for the glory of Amun, for Egypt,’ Ramesses screamed, ‘let this be a clear answer to your king. Kadesh will be mine. Then all Retenu will fall before my four armies and finally your wretched northern heartlands. Let there be war!’ 
 The first cudgel swung down, crunching into Talmi’s forehead. A thick crack of breaking bone rang out and white fire struck across his field of vision. He collapsed to the floor, paralysed. The cudgels continued to rain down upon his body, smashing his limbs and pulverising his ribs, turning his organs to liquid. As he slipped away into the Dark Earth, realm of the dead, he stared up at the shaking, fervent Ramesses, and the triumphant Volca by his side. 
   
 --Hope you enjoyed the sample! 
 Sign up for my newsletter at www.gordondoherty.co.uk and you’ll be the first to know when Thunder at Kadesh is published. 
   




Glossary

   

Arinniti; Hittite Goddess of the Sun and protector of the Earth. The Hittites believed she spent each night in the underworld beneath the earth and the seas, then rose as the sun to cross the sky each day. She was the spouse of the Storm God, Tarhunda, and the protective deity of the Hittite city of Arinna. 

Aplu; Hittite God of the Underworld (known as the Dark Earth). 

Arma; Hittite God of the Moon. 

Arzana House; A tavern, usually outside the city walls. Men would go here for food, music, prostitutes and wrestling. Soldiers particularly favoured these places. There is evidence that Hittite princes would be taken there for cultic festivals and for puberty rites/inductions. 

Asu; Medical expert/healer. 

Ba’al; Canaanite god – the master of thunder. 

Danna; A measure of distance, somewhere between a kilometre and a mile. 

Gal Mesedi; Chief of security and commander of the Hittite King’s bodyguards. Usually a highly trusted man – often a close relative of the king. 

Hekur house; A stone tomb. 

Hurkeler; A sexual deviant – one who performs an act of hurkel with an animal. The Hittites believed bestiality was a sin punishable by death… unless it was committed with a horse, in which case it was perfectly alright. 

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. She was infamous for her deceitful promises. 

Khopesh; Egyptian sword, named after and shaped like the back leg of a running leopard. 

Kamrusepa; Hittite Goddess of Birth and Protector of the Herds. 

Labarna; The Great King and High Priest of the Hittite Empire. Steward of the Gods. Also known as ‘My Sun’. 

Menfyt; Veteran Egyptian soldiers. 

Mesedi; The bodyguards of the Hittite King. A select group who were armed ornately and would travel with the king everywhere. 

Namra; Prisoners of war who formed a big part of Bronze Age war booty. They would often be put to work in their captor’s crop fields so that native men could be freed up to serve as soldiers. Sometimes the namra themselves were integrated en-masse into the Hittite army. 

Nefru; Inexperienced Egyptian soldiers/recruits. 

Peruwa; Hittite horse god. 

Purulli; Hittite New Year festival (in spring). 

Shalem; Canaanite god of dawn. 

Shemu; Egyptian ‘spring’ festival. 

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. 

Tawananna; The Great Queen of the Hittite realm. When a king died, his widow would remain in this role as long as she lived. 

Tuhkanti; The Tuhkanti was ‘the second commander’ and intended heir to the Hittite throne. Usually a son of the king. 
   
   
   
 Name Alterations 
	    Person Name in Story

	    Person Name in History


	    Hattu 
	    Hattusili III 

	    Muwa 
	    Muwatalli II 

	    Pitagga 
	    Pitaggatalli 

	    Colta 
	    Kikkuli (Means ‘Colt’ in Hurrian) 

	    Sirtaya, the Egyptian envoy 
	    Zirtaya 

	    Chaset 
	    Nebchasetnebet 

	    Place Name in Story

	    Place Name in History


	    Nuhashi 
	    Nuhashshi 

	    Gargamis 
	    Carchemish 

	    Amur 
	    City of Amurru (according to latest theory) 



 

 




If you enjoyed Empires of Bronze: Dawn of War, why not try:

   

Legionary, by Gordon Doherty





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





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. 
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