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On the day of her mother’s interment Milaqa woke early in her cell, deep in the belly of the Wall, in the District known as Great Etxelur. It had been an uneasy night, of dreams of dead iron punching through rib cages. It was a relief when the flickering torch glow around the door of her room was at last dimmed by the cold gray of dawn.

She clambered off her bed, a pallet of soft deerskin on a growstone platform heaped with blankets of aurochs wool and cloth. Moving quickly in the cold, she stripped off yesterday’s tunic and loincloth. She drank water from the bowl she had brought in last night, and emptied her bladder into a channel that led her urine away to the fullers’ tanks somewhere deep in the fabric of the Wall. She voided her bowels into her night bowl, cleaned herself with a handful of dried moss, and pulled on fresh clothes, leggings and boots. She took her cloak, picked up the night bowl, and pulled back the heavy linen door flap.

And for a heartbeat she paused, and looked back at her room in the glow from the passage torches. This was a new apartment, freshly cut into impossibly ancient growstone. The bed, table, shelves were all made of the original growstone too, lumps of it left unremoved by the artisans who had carved out these rooms. Such apartments, brand-new, exclusive and very expensive, were owned by the House of the Owl, the Annids, and were really meant for clerks and other officers of the Annid order, or were used in a pinch by guests of the government of Northland. Milaqa had been loaned it as a favor by her mother, the Annid of Annids, and her stuff, her clothes, the little pouch with mementos of her mother, sat in the alcoves chipped into the walls. Well, Kuma was dead now, and once the interment was done Milaqa would have to give up the apartment. But when the Annids came to throw her out, at least they would find the place tidy and clean, dignified. She let the door flap fall closed.

She walked out along the passage toward its open end, and the gathering light of the spring sky. She passed other doors on the way, and heard human sounds, people softly moving about their morning business, a baby crying. The corridor gave onto a gallery cut into the Wall’s growstone face. She made her way a few paces along to a vertical gutter incised into the face, where she dumped her night soil. The ordure slithered down the gutter, heading for a heap at the Wall’s base, where it would be collected by workers of the House of the Beetle to be dug into the soil far from the Wall.

The waking world below the Wall was a plain stretching off to the far distance, punctuated by sheets of water and soft low hills. From here you could make out the artifice of the whole world, from the flood mounds on which the big communal houses sat, to the dead-straight lines of the main tracks and the great diagonal canals, a framework which contained patches of forest and marsh in its tidy quilted pattern. Fires sparked everywhere, and smoke rose up through the morning mist. Already people were making their way toward the Wall along the main tracks, bringing fish, meat, eel, wildfowl—the fruit of the marshlands brought to feed the communities of the great growstone heap. Along the canal banks people were out too, throwing offerings of broken bronze tools or pottery or scraps of food into the water, praying for the beneficence of the little mothers.

And over all this loomed the face of the Wall, within which she stood. It curved inward, subtly, a tremendous concave flank to match the stout belly of its sea-facing side. Thanks to the curve Milaqa could make out much of the detail of its nearby face: the etching of the galleries where lamps flickered and people walked, the ladders and netting hanging from the balconies, and a huge, rickety scaffolding of wood where workers were already out fixing a deep crack in the face with fresh growstone. Up above, on the Wall’s roof, she could make out great frames with sails that turned languidly in the breeze; day and night the invisible muscles of the wind lifted pallets of excess water from the foot of the Wall and dumped it into the ocean. There were birds too, a few early arrivals already colonizing cracks and crevices in this huge human-built cliff. Later in the year the boys would be climbing across the Wall’s face, clinging to crevices with fingers and bare toes—searching for eggs, just as she and Hadhe, her cousin and closest friend, used to when they were a few years younger.

This was Great Etxelur, the District that was the very heart of the Wall, looming over the huddle of Old Etxelur below. But beyond the nearby clutter the Wall went on and on, to east and west, until it became a pale line in the misty air that stretched to the horizon, inhabited all along its length, the Districts strung out like shells on a bracelet. Children often grew up believing the Wall went on forever. The truth was almost as staggering: the Wall had its limits, it did come to an end, but not until it had spanned the whole of the northern shore of Northland, a reach of very many days’ travel.

And all along that length, and across hundreds of human generations, it kept the ocean at bay. It was deliciously scary, if you were snuggled up safe in your bed at night deep inside the Wall, to think that the sea level was far above your head.

The day was growing lighter while she stood here. The time of her mother’s interment, at noon, was not far away. She ought to go to the great meeting chamber known as the Vestibule, the entrance to the deeper warrens that led to the Hall of Interment. She ought to be talking gravely about her dead mother to aunts and nieces, to her mother’s colleagues in the House of the Owl.

Or she could run off and see if Hadhe was up yet. Hadhe, Milaqa’s cousin, had children, two of her own and one adopted, and her little one was ill, which was why she was spending the winter in the shelter of the Wall, on the outskirts of the neighboring District, the Scambles. Her own home, a house in a place called Sunflower down by the Brother River, would have been too damp for a sickly little boy.

The kids would have got Hadhe up by now.

Impulsively Milaqa turned to her left, to the east, away from the Vestibule, and began to run lightly along the galleries, the roughened growstone secure under her feet. She greeted people she knew, and nodded to strangers, and grinned at the children who were already swarming everywhere, even so early on a cold day. On the big scaffolding platform the workers stirred their huge ceramic pots of growstone, pouring in crushed rock and lime and water. These members of the House of the Beaver, mostly men, called out to her as she passed, every word obscene, and she made fist-pumping gestures back at them.

She ducked inward, into the body of the Wall. She climbed staircases and hurried along torchlit corridors cut through the growstone itself. As she ran on, the nature of the galleries and passages subtly changed. Here, for instance, marigolds from the marshland, early bloomers, had been gathered and stuck in pots cut into the walls. The Wall was not the same everywhere, and nor were the people living in it, its Districts as different as the villages of the plain, each unique if only in small ways. And the further you went, the more different the people became, even in the way they dressed and spoke. Milaqa, who had a talent for languages as much as for anything, knew that a Wall dweller from the western end, near the Albia coast, could not communicate with an inhabitant from the eastern end, near the estuary of the World River. And yet they all inhabited the same Wall, the one immense building; and they all worked together to maintain the Wall and the lands it depended on.

She loved this place, the crowded communities, the corridors and galleries, the taverns—even the graffiti on the walls, layers of it, the sharp-cut recent additions obliterating the older marks beneath, some in forgotten languages. It was probably the nearest she was ever going to come to the cities of the east that the traders and travelers told of, where people lived in great heaped-up stone piles. Northland, her homeland, with its canals and landscapes and its smattering of people, with its emptiness and austerity and duty, wasn’t enough for her. But the Wall itself was something else.

She soon came to where Hadhe was staying, in a chalet in the growstone loaned her by a fisher family who were wintering on Kirike’s Land. Milaqa was greeted by the sight of a ten-year-old boy calmly standing by a waste duct with his tunic pulled up, urinating into the air. His young bladder was strong, and the pale liquid arced far out into the void.

“Jaro, stop that,” she said, stalking up. “Use the gutters like everybody else. How would you like it if you woke up to find somebody pissing on your head?”

He turned to face her, his penis in his hand still dribbling. “Are you looking at my cock, Aunt Milaqa?”

“Looking for it, maybe, little boy. Put it away before I throw you over too.”

“All right, all right.” He tied up his loincloth, dropped his tunic and ran off, disappearing into the maze of galleries.

“Hello, Milaqa.” Her cousin Hadhe came out along the passage, carrying a double armful of bowls of soil. One was full of vomit.

“Let me help you with that.” Milaqa took the vomit-filled bowl. “Little Blane, is it?”

“Poor mite’s not been right all winter. The priests can’t do anything for him. Coughing all night, and he keeps Jaro and Keli awake too, and what he does eat he throws back up. I’m surprised we’ve not had to put him up on the roof already . . .” Side by side the cousins tipped the bowls of soil into the waste gullies cut into the Wall face. “As for Jaro, a right pest he’s turning out to be, and as randy as his father, from what I remember of him, even if he doesn’t know what to do with his little man yet. He shows it to me the whole time, and I’m the nearest thing he’s got to a mother.” Hadhe sighed, and brushed a lank of dirty hair back from her face.

Milaqa saw how tired her cousin looked, how ill, her face slack and gray, her shoulders stooped, her breasts heavy with milk. She was fifteen, a year younger than Milaqa. “It was good of you to take in Jaro. You already had your hands full after you lost Jac.”

Jac, Hadhe’s husband, had been a fisherman, whose first wife had died when Jaro was small. Then Jac had got himself caught in a storm and killed just after getting Hadhe pregnant with little Blane, her own second child.

Hadhe shrugged. “Everybody has kids. Half the kids die, or if they don’t their parents do, and you have to take in the orphans. This is the way we live our lives, isn’t it? Except you, up to now, anyway. Even you’ll have to settle down sometime.”

“And be like you?” Milaqa snapped. Hadhe recoiled, and Milaqa reached out her hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

“Yes, you did. Oh, forget it. You’re not yourself; I’ve seen that since your mother died. Speaking of which—when is her interment? Oh, it’s today, isn’t it? So why are you here?”

“I . . .” Milaqa didn’t really know.

From along the gallery, a child started crying.

Hadhe sighed. “That’s Blane. He needs me. And your mother needs you. Go, Milaqa.” And she picked up her bowls and turned away.
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Qirum decided that a queen should not enter Troy by climbing through a generations-old hole in city walls smashed by marauding Greeks. No, she would enter by the gates, like royalty.

So he walked her around the walls. He’d had Praxo cut the shackles on her ankles, but at Praxo’s dogged insistence they kept the ropes on her wrists. Kilushepa must have been exhausted; if so, she did not show it in her face, or her gait, and as she walked on doggedly she gazed around, imperiously curious. Praxo followed, silent and resentful.

As they skirted the city, to their left was what remained of the wooden outer walls and the double-ditch earthworks, built to keep out war chariots, now clogged with twenty years of debris. To the right was the shore, a long, sandy beach, the lagoon beyond swampy and plagued by mosquitoes. Ships were pulled up on the strand, each the center of an impromptu camp, and sailors, traders, wives, children and whores followed rough trails between the ships and the city. It was the sea that had always given Troy its commanding position; the city dominated the sea lanes between Anatolia and Greece, and controlled trade with the rich lands of Asia to the north.

Qirum said to Kilushepa, “The currents are strong here. Takes some skill landing. The traffic is not what it was twenty-five years ago, before the Greeks sacked the place. But it is a valuable site for all that.”

“Of course. The logic of land and sea is unchanged, no matter how much men may loot and burn. Troy will recover. And is this the gate?”

It was a break in the wall, flanked by two imposing stone columns carved with the image of the god Appaliunas. The god-stones had survived the fires, but the gates and wooden curtain wall had not, and traffic flowed around the standing stones, rough carts drawn by oxen and horses, people on foot, a few on horseback. Within the walls the city stank of dung and piss and rot. Kilushepa stared around without comment, at rubble and shacks and half-collapsed walls. The Pergamos still rose up, dominating the lower city, a citadel within a city. Hattusa itself was laid out like this; it was the Anatolian fashion. But this citadel’s watchtowers were smashed and fallen, and you could see the ruins of the palace, and the temples and abandoned mansions that surrounded it.

“Once, this area was crowded with houses,” Qirum said to Kilushepa. Oddly he felt as if he was apologizing for his city. “Shops, traders’ posts, markets. There was a big slavers’ market just over there, and that big ruin was a granary. The houses crowded right up to the city walls. And there were tight little alleyways where you could barely see where you were going, and you’d always get lost. So they say . . .”

As they stood there, children began to emerge from the rubble. Dust covered, they were the same color as the fallen houses. Kilushepa did not seem to see them, though they stood before her and plucked her robe. They came to her, Qirum saw, responding to her regal aspect, despite her own filthy clothes, and the dirt and blood on her face, and the bonds that still tied her wrists. Maybe she really was a queen.

Qirum led Kilushepa to the broken-down house he had been sharing with Praxo. At least there were no whores hanging around looking for repeat business. He took her to the room he had been using, the one room that still had a roof on it. Kilushepa stood amid the debris as if she belonged to some other reality.

“Sit.” Qirum indicated the pallet on the floor.

Elegantly she settled down. Some of the tension seemed to leave her body. The room was warm, the light that flooded through the doorway bright.

“Are you hungry?”

“I have been walking rather a long time. But my thirst is greater.”

“Praxo. Water and wine. Go fetch some.”

Praxo hovered in the doorway, huge, scowling. “No good will come of this, Qirum. Hump her, get it out of your system, and have done with it.”

“Water!”

Growling, Praxo went off.

“He is jealous,” Kilushepa said with a smile. “I notice that, among young men who fight side by side.”

“Forget him,” Qirum said.

“Yes. Forget him. Here we are, the two of us, alone. Surely the gods have brought us together to serve their purposes. Let us tell each other who we are.”

“You are really a Hatti queen?”

“I was the senior wife of King Hattusili, who was the fifth of that name in our history. He in turn had taken the throne from his cousin Suppiluliama, the second of that name, who almost lost Hattusa at the height of the uprising.”

“What uprising?”

“The one we are still putting down. It is the famine, Qirum. Hungry people do not listen to princes or priests. They move to where they think the food is. They storm cities for their granaries. And then provinces and vassal territories rebel, and our neighbors make war and invade. Hattusa has always been surrounded by enemies, within and without. Some of our historians say it has been a wonder of diplomacy that we, my family, has managed to maintain the realm across five centuries . . . Of course we are not alone—even the Egyptians are suffering from the famine, and the Greeks’ petty kingdoms are falling like rotten fruit from a dead branch.

“My husband, Hattusili, was able to take the throne from his cousin because he was able to promise a new source of food. We had been relying on grain from southern Anatolia and from Egypt, but the trade routes were precarious. And our access to our source of tin, too far to the east, was always uncertain. But my husband, as a young man, had traveled, and he forged a trading link with an empire far to the west of here, called Northland.” She said this word in a tongue with which Qirum was unfamiliar. “They send us tin from their own sources. And they send us food, great barrels of it, by the shipload. In return we send them wealth of various sorts. I think they see us as useful, because we help keep the pirates and raiders—people like you, Qirum—away from their ships, and ultimately their own lands and their allies.”

“What kind of food? Grain, meat?”

“Not that. Food made from the produce of plants we have no knowledge of. And they do not send us the seed stock so we cannot grow it ourselves. Northland is a strange country that nobody has ever been to and nobody knows anything about.”

“And you were involved with this?”

“I was senior wife of Hattusili the Fifth. I was involved in the negotiations with the Northlanders. But Hattusili died. Some say it was plague.” Her face was blank. “He was succeeded by his nephew, Hattusili the Sixth, who is a callow boy much under the influence of another of his uncles. In our court, you may know, a queen who survives her husband has influence. I was Tawananna. I am Tawananna. I had priestly responsibilities, and was involved in diplomacy and affairs of state. It is our way.”

“But Hattusili the Sixth—”

“Or his uncle.”

“Found you in the way.”

“I was asked to help organize a major military expedition against the Arzawans, of western Anatolia, who as you know have always been a problem. But this was a ruse to get me out of Hattusa. Once I was alone with the King’s soldiers, away from the palace bodyguards, I was taken. Hands were laid on me.” She paused. Qirum could imagine what had followed. “I was thrown among the population of a captured city. Those around me did not believe I was who I said I was. So I was brought here. And then I met you.”

“And in me, you saw . . .”

“A chance.”

“What do you want?”

“Ultimately, to return to Hattusa in triumph. To remove the fool Hattusili from the throne along with his obnoxious uncle, and to install my own son in his place—if my boy survives.”

Qirum was astonished; in this saga of palace politics and betrayal this was the first time she had mentioned she had children.

“And, incidentally, I will save the Hatti kingdom from drought and famine, and secure our future for all time, so that we may fulfill our service to the great Storm God Teshub.” She was exhausted, he saw, barely able to sit up straight. Yet her words were strong and clear.

He had to laugh, though. “Is that all? And how will you achieve that?”

“By using my knowledge of Northland. My links with it. I will go there. We must acquire the seed stock behind their strange food. We cannot remain dependent on the goodwill of a country so far away. I have thought on this for a long time. It was a project I pursued before I was deposed, in fact. It remains a valid strategic goal. And with that treasure I will buy back my influence and position at court.”

All this sounded impossible, a fantasy. He had only a hazy idea where Northland actually was; although he had traveled far compared to most, he could not even imagine such a journey. “The Northlanders won’t just give such a prize to you. Look at you—you’re in rags—you have no power to speak for the King in Hattusa. What could you possibly have to trade?”

“In these turbulent times, they and their allies will receive the partnership and the protection of the mightiest empire the world has ever seen.”

There was a guffaw from the doorway—Praxo, laden with sacks of water. “Trojan, you need to stop up that mouth of hers with your pork sword before she makes me piss my pants laughing.” He threw down the sacks.

Qirum set a sack before Kilushepa, and loosened the bonds at her wrists so she could drink.

“I won’t tell you how much this water cost me,” Praxo said, settling to the floor. “There’s a secret pipeline, you know. Laid down in previous generations by wise rulers, to keep the town watered during sieges. There’s a sort of cabal that knows where it is, and runs it. About the only place you can get clean water in Troy nowadays. I hope what you’ve got between your legs is worth it, oh queen.”

She did not reply. She merely drank, steadily.

Gently, Qirum took the sack away from her. “Take it easy. Your stomach needs to get used to being full. You’re expecting me to help you achieve this dream you speak of?”

“As I said, I don’t have much choice.” She turned that startlingly pale gaze on him again. “But perhaps the old gods favored me. For I saw something in you, Qirum. Something you may not know is there yourself. A hunger. I think you will rise up from this squalor, the ruins of a devastated town . . .”

Praxo swigged wine and laughed. “You’ve got it wrong, lady. If not for this squalor he wouldn’t exist at all.”

“Be still, Praxo.”

“No, it’s true. He was conceived on the very night Troy fell to the Greeks. I don’t suppose he told you that. His mother was a highborn, supposedly, but everybody in Troy these days says they are descended from highborns—”

“Shut up!”

“And his father was a Greek. It was a rape! A quick in-and-out, and the lad goes on his way for a bit more plunder and mayhem, and if he still lives he probably doesn’t even remember it. Just one more hole to plug, in a long line of holes.” He gestured at Qirum. “And here’s the result. Neither Greek nor Trojan, unintended, wanted by nobody, dumped by his mother as soon as she could manage it, and left with nothing to sell but his little pink arse!”

Qirum bunched his fist, longing to strike the man. But his anger was overwhelmed by a deep ache of humiliation.

Kilushepa watched him steadily. “We will put this right, you and I.”

These words drew him in like a fish on a line. “How?”

“By winning. In the morning we will start.”

“And tonight?”

She held out her arms. “If you untie me, and send away this oaf—and allow me to clean myself, to make myself as I once was—I will show you, as I promised, how I captivated a king.”

Praxo laughed, and stood clumsily. “Well, you’ll find me at the whorehouse as usual. Enjoy the night, friend, for it’s all you’re going to get out of that old stick.”

“Go!”

Kilushepa held out her bound arms. Entranced, fearful, Qirum reached for his knife.
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With their packs on their backs, their swords in their hands, they pressed into the jungle, the way the girl had gone. Soon they came to a narrow track through the dense green, so faint and meandering it might have been made by animals rather than people. To his relief, Tibo saw that the jungle was clearing, the land rising, and the tree cover above began to break up to reveal a sky sparsely littered with clouds.

They came to a ridge of earth, grassed over but clear of trees that stretched away through the green to left and right, a dead straight line.

Deri snorted in triumph. “The work of the Jaguar folk!” He strode forward boldly and clambered up onto the ridge.

Tibo followed, and found himself standing on the bank of a dyke, a tremendous drainage gully that cut through the forest. Paths were laid out on both banks, tracks of wood pressed into the earth.

Deri stepped out along the path.

“This is big,” Tibo said, hurrying after him. “Bigger than anything I’ve seen at home.”

“The great works in Northland dwarf anything on Kirike’s Land, which is after all a small island. And they’d dwarf this too, but this is respectable. We’re approaching their heartland now . . .”

They reached the edge of the forest and broke out into the open air, still following the spine of the dyke. It wasn’t as hot here as at the coast; a wind blew from the north, chill and faintly damp. Tibo saw they were crossing the flood plain of a mighty river, sparsely scattered with stands of trees. In the far distance loomed mountains, the angular blue hills he had glimpsed from the sea. And at the feet of the mountains the land rose up into a plateau, edged by ridges and gullies, like a tremendous sculpture.

The whole of this landscape swarmed with people. Smoke rose everywhere, especially from that dominating plateau, and houses sat squat on the plain. Deri said the plateau was called the Altar of the Jaguar.

They came upon a party of people waiting for them, gathered around a kind of wheeled cart. Tibo recognized the girl from the river; she grinned, excited and happy, still holding the basket containing the little animal. Others stood with her, a handful of adults, dressed like her in practical-looking loincloths and with bright feathers in their hair. Her family, perhaps, her people. They smiled, evidently proud.

Two people stood on the cart’s platform. One man was tall, slim, bare to the waist, his lower legs wrapped in an intricately woven cloth. He wore a mirror of bronze from a strap around his neck, and Tibo was disconcerted to see his own face looking back at him. The other was a child, standing on a kind of box and holding leather straps—no, Tibo saw, looking closely, not a child, a man, a dwarf, with a wrinkled face and an oddly misshapen skull and a vestment as expensive-looking as the other man’s. The straps he held led to the heads of the two horses that drew the cart . . .

Not horses. Tibo stared, astonished. These were four-legged beasts with thick woolen coats, their legs were slim, and their necks were long, long and flexible and mounted by small heads. One turned to look at Tibo. It had large eyes, a kind of topknot of hair, and an oddly disapproving expression on its face.

The taller man stepped forward. He made the seeing-hand gesture to both the newcomers, and spoke in clear Etxelur-speak. “My name is Xivu.” Shi-voo. “My rank is the Leftmost Claw on the Front Right Paw of the Jaguar King.”

Deri and Tibo hastily went through the ritual with their palms. Deri said clearly, “We are honored you have come to meet us. We are honored you speak our tongue.”

Xivu gestured. “This girl who found you ran like the wind to bring me your message . . . It is my honor to be the one to greet you. It was my predecessor who greeted the last party from Northland. I regret the death of your Annid of Annids. Kuma’s name and her heroic exploits rang across the ocean.”

Deri thanked him. “Then you know what we have come to ask of you.”

Xivu inclined his head. “Alas, it may be difficult to help you. But you are our guests.” He produced a small bag and pressed it into the hands of the hunter girl. She opened it, and gasped at the sparkling stones that fell out into her palm. “Thus, her reward, and we need consider her no more. Please.” He gestured at the cart.

Deri jumped up onto the cart. Tibo, bemused, followed.

“Hold the rail,” Xivu said gently. Then he spoke softly to the dwarf.

The dwarf snapped at the draught beasts, who raised their heads and ran at a clip, and the cart lurched forward. When Tibo glanced back, he saw the hunter girl and her family waving at them. He waved back.

The cart followed the dyke for some distance, then cut away onto a broad, straight, clean road paved with stone that led straight to the plateau that dominated the landscape.

The country was laid out in a neat grid. People toiled, laboring at fields thick with crops. Tibo saw more of the long-necked animals, some herded in pens, some drawing carts with expressions of aloof disdain. In other pens Tibo saw what looked like tremendous rats, or huge fat dogs. A few children looked up as they went past, skinny, dark, and they ran after the cart, waving. In one place a group of young men were playing a fast, complicated-looking game with a ball that bounced high when they threw it.

“Farmers,” muttered Deri. “Just like the farmers on our continent—except, of course, not. They grow dogs for food as our farmers raise cattle and pigs. And see how the plants in the fields are all mixed up? Our farmers grow one sort in each field, and pluck out the rest as weeds.”

“Which is the best way?”

“How should I know? Farming is nothing but a short road to a bad back, bad teeth, and an early grave.”

“I don’t know how this dwarf driving the cart can see where he’s going.”

Deri eyed him. “Don’t let Xivu hear you say that. Dwarfs are holy people in this country. It may seem odd to you and me, but our stories of little mothers and ice giants may seem odd to them.”

“There are lots of them, and they are very powerful. I can see that. What did they ever want from us?”

“Bronze for a start. When the first of our ships came here these people had no metalworking at all, save for a few lumps of iron that fell from the sky. And writing. They use our script to keep control of their country and its people. And we brought these long-necked animals, which they call ‘Northland horses.’ They are neither horses—”

“Nor from Northland.”

“No. They come from mountainous country to the south of here. We have reached it with our ships; these people are cut off by barriers of land and sea.”

“And in return we have taken their sculptors.”

“Well, we borrow them. And a few precious items—jade, for example. But we got potatoes and maize, long ago, and that’s much more important. Actually potatoes came from the southern highlands, where the Northland horses came from.

“Look, son, be careful what you say. We’re just two rascals from Kirike’s Land, but they don’t know that. To them we are Northland, you and I. Luckily there are only a handful like Xivu who understand what we say. Always remember you are talking to a people who believe they are in our debt.”

Now they were approaching the plateau. The cart turned onto a road cut into the shoulder of the slope, rising steadily as it wound around ridges and gullies. Below them the plain opened out, a quilt of farmland stretching to the bank of the great river and the edge of the forest. Even the plateau slope turned out to be populated, with farms crowded onto neatly shaped terraces. When they heard the rattle of Xivu’s cart the people came running out of houses of mud and daub, and hastily made the palm-seeing gesture to Xivu as he rolled past. Xivu was evidently a man of some importance.

Finally the cart rolled up onto the plateau itself. On this broad, open expanse, tremendous buildings stood on platforms of earth. One massive structure had pillars of rock holding up a heavy roof, and walls of packed clay. Tibo thought he could never walk into such a thing without fearing he was about to be crushed. Standing on the open ground around the buildings were monuments—ornately carved blocks of stone, pillars, sculptures of humans and animals and birds and fish, the parts mixed up as if in a fever dream—and tremendous heads, faces nearly as tall as Tibo was, glowering sternly over the plain. It was as if the toys of a giant baby had been dumped on a vast tabletop. The few people out in the open here all appeared lavishly dressed, all with great bronze discs at their necks, and they walked in a stately fashion among the monuments.

The great stone faces, of course, were the reason the men from Northland had come so far.

“I was here once before,” Deri muttered as the cart rolled on. “Not much more than your age. Never felt so frightened in my life.”

The cart pulled up before a relatively modest house, of stone walls and wooden roof. A young man came hurrying out, hastily fixing a skirt in place around his bare waist. Xivu cuffed the man’s head hard enough to make him stagger, barked out orders, and the man hurried away into the larger structure.

“Fool,” said Xivu in the Etxelur tongue. “Lazy dolt! He was not expecting me back—he was sleeping, or fiddling with his genitalia as usual. There is no food prepared for you, no drink. No matter! I have sent him to fetch the girl for you. Then we will eat and drink, and if you need to sleep or bathe I have servants to assist you. This evening you will prostrate yourselves before the King’s youngest son. You are honored visitors! Please, sit.”

He waved at a shady area under a broad veranda, littered with pallets of woven cloth. Tibo sat on one of these; it was stuffed with what felt like hair.

Deri asked, “‘Girl’? What girl do you mean?”

Xivu smiled, rueful. Now he was at rest, sitting in the shade, he didn’t look much older than Tibo was himself. “She is the one you have traveled so far to find—and she is the problem we must address between us . . . Ah, here she is!”

The girl, shadowed by Xivu’s cringing servant, stood before the veranda. She looked younger than Tibo—thirteen, fourteen. She was naked to the waist, her legs wrapped in an ornate skirt. On her breast she wore an immense mirror of some polished stone, not bronze like Xivu’s, and she had a bit of stone, like polished jade, pushed through the flesh between her nostrils. She just stood there. She seemed dull, incurious.

Deri asked, “And this is your sculptor?”

Xivu sighed. “Her name is Caxa.” Ca-sha. “You can see the problem. She is young, so young! But this is our way. The master sculptors are a family line that goes back to the last creation, when the gods gave the sculptors their genius as a tool to separate the . . . the categories of the world, of dead from living, human from animal. Each master sculptor selects from the next generation of his extended family the most gifted, the one through whom the gods speak most clearly. The priests have various tests to help establish this. The master must do this before completing the carving of a fallen king, of course.”

Tibo asked, “Why?”

Xivu looked at them blankly. “Forgive me. I forget how little you people can know. When the sculptor completes the head of the King, he is laid in a pit in the ground, and the monument is placed over the pit . . . It is obvious why this must be so. Hands that have carved the face of a king could never be used for other purposes. But it is clearly essential that the successor should be in place first. In this case, unfortunately, the orderly process was disrupted.”

“Disrupted by what?”

“Factions within the master’s family. Each pushing a favored rival. Even poison was used, or so it was suggested. Murders!

“Caxa was surely the most gifted of her generation. She has produced model heads, I have seen them, which . . . disturb. She was in fact the daughter of the master. But she was so young, and so difficult. However, by the time the infighting was done, none was left standing, or without blood on his hands. None save Caxa. Her mother had died some years before—she only had her father—”

“Who she saw buried alive under a stone head,” Deri said grimly. “A fate that will be hers, someday.”

“After she returns from Northland, having performed her duty, and after she carves the face of the King. After a lifetime of duty and privilege. Let’s hope her children aren’t quite as cracked! You can see why we’re reluctant to let her travel to Northland.”

“But she must come. It has been the custom for generations. Perhaps if her family came with her—”

“She has no family left.”

“Her guards then, her priests. You yourself, Leftmost!”

“Me?”

While they argued, Tibo stepped forward, curious about this slim girl on whose shoulders rested the expectations of two cultures. She wasn’t pretty, her face was too narrow, too unhappy. She didn’t even seem to see him. Something fell to the ground, from her right wrist. A drop of liquid, bright red.

“She’s bleeding.” Without thinking Tibo grabbed her hand. There was a neat slash across the wrist. He searched the girl’s face. “Did you do this?”

She gave a small cry, pulled her hand away, and ran off.

Tibo found himself running after her, despite his father’s calls and Xivu’s protests.
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They were to be supervised by a senior of the House of the Vole, the water engineers, who unrolled a complicated map drawn in red and black on a sheet of bark. The canal system had been dammed and diverted at some point upstream from this stretch, which was a branch of the main canal called the Sky. The duct here had been left to drain and dry out for the best part of a month, ready for the family to take it on.

So, with Ximm and the others cheerfully calling out orders, the adults and older children grabbed their shovels and buckets and clambered over the banks of hardened mud and earth down into the empty channel. Though it had been drying out for some time the mud at the bottom was wet and deep and clinging and cold. Milaqa, up to her calves in it, wondered how long it had taken this thickness of muck to build up—how long since this particular stretch had been dredged, five years or fifty?

The people got their bearings quickly. They formed up into rough lines, the adults and older kids in the deeper mud of the bottom, the smallest children and nursing mothers and old folk walking along the banks, looking down and calling encouragement. They began to dig away at the mud with shovels of bronze and bone, passing it up by a bucket chain. The glistening stuff was dumped to add another bit of height to the banks that lined the canal—and indeed, it was this endless digging out that had created the banks in the first place.

There were a few surprises. They turned up broken pots, what might have been a child’s doll of wood and bone—even a broken bronze sword. Offerings to the gods, to the little mother of the sky, to Ana and Prokyid. You were supposed to make such offerings by one of the five great canals, but people driven by sufficient hope or despair would make their small prayers wherever they could. Ximm always made sure that such finds were pressed back into the deeper mud, to be covered over and lost again. Then some of the children got excited at the sight of a sunken boat, a few hundred paces further down the channel. They ran off to investigate, followed by cries of exasperation or envy from the toiling adults.

Milaqa had Hadhe and Teel to either side of her, Ximm just ahead, and Voro hanging around somewhere just behind her. She threw herself into the work. There was no real choice; this was what Family Day was all about. And she didn’t want any comments about how hard she worked, or didn’t. Besides, though the mud was heavy and sticky, she found the simple repetitious work warmed her muscles up. Somebody began singing, a rhythmic comic song about the only ice giant who didn’t like fighting. People joined in, up and down the stretch of the canal, as they dug and lugged their way through the mud, growing steadily filthier.

“This is the life,” Teel said, working beside Milaqa.

She eyed him skeptically.

“Good honest work. Building the world, spadeful by spadeful. The way it’s been since Ana’s time. It’s the Etxelur way. When our family came here from Kirike’s Land, this work was all we could do, all we could understand. But we were welcomed into the House of the Beetle, and we worked hard, and did it better and better. And look at us now!”

“What, still up to our knees in muck?”

He grinned, his face a muddy mask. “I felt the same way when I was your age. Younger, probably.”

“What way?”

“Like I didn’t fit. Our world here, the Northland way—it’s fine, and it works, but it is rigid. It’s a world where you are expected to find deep spiritual joy mucking out a canal.”

“So what did you do?”

“You know what I did. I gave up my chance of ever becoming a father, for the sake of a greater ambition. And it was all the fault of Prokyid the Second, the nearest to a king we ever had here in Etxelur, about a thousand years ago. Did you know that? He did just what all these other petty kings and princes do on the Continent—strutting and posing, picking fights with others of his kind, starving his people to wage war on others. And for a generation the important stuff, the engineering, was neglected. When he was toppled, the Annids decreed that no man could ever again join their number, for generally it’s men who cause trouble of that sort. And so now—”

“It’s women only, or eunuchs.”

He shrugged. “I made my choice years ago. It’s as if a different person made it for me. I jumped off a cliff. I had no way back, and I have none now.” He glanced at the children playing on the bank. “Like you, I wanted more.”

“And was it worth it?”

“Oh, yes. I got what I wanted, which was to see how Northland works from the inside. But that’s what worries me now. Northland is ponderous and slow moving—frankly, the Houses are usually too busy infighting to look outside. And yet there are new things in this world. Things that need to be looked at. An arrowhead that can pierce bronze. The nestspills who come trickling into our country from their failing, drought-ridden farms—”

“I’ve seen some of them.”

“In the east people are starving, dying, marching. Ancient kingdoms are collapsing. Even the Hatti are in trouble. The world is changing. And if it’s to survive, Northland must change too. Change and adapt.”

“How? You just said the Houses are too busy fighting each other.”

“But the Houses you know about aren’t all there is.”

“Now I really don’t follow you,” she grumbled, pecking at another patch of hardened canal mud. “What other House is there?”

He dug under his shirt and pulled out an amulet—a crow’s foot, dried and suspended from a loop of leather.

She stared.

“Keep digging,” he murmured.

She bent over her spade. “I never heard of a House of the Crow. Besides, you’re an Owl. You sacrificed your balls to become one! How can you be in two Houses at once?”

“It just evolved that way . . . Milaqa, like most things in Northland, the House of the Crow is very old. Somebody far back in our history realized that we have this basic problem of getting stuck in our ways. And that every so often the world changes, something new happens, and we have to be able to cope with it. So the Crows emerged. Like the other Houses, you can only join if you’re invited. And you’re only invited if you have the right kind of mind.”

“What kind?”

“The kind that doesn’t fit anywhere else. The whole point of the Crows is to be the ones who deal with the new, the unexpected, the challenging.”

She felt her heart beat faster. “The exciting.”

“The dangerous,” he warned. “Look, Milaqa, I’m just offering this to you as a way forward. I already showed you something unexpected. Something strange.”

“You mean the arrowhead.” She pulled it out from under her tunic, as he had his crow’s foot.

“What have you done about it?”

“Nothing,” she said slowly. “I . . .” She had felt reluctant to face the fact that her mother must have been murdered. Somehow asking questions about it would make her seem even more dead. It was easier to dive into the clamor of the Scambles and forget everything.

“I know it’s complicated,” Teel said. “But that arrowhead isn’t just lethal, it’s new. Maybe if you can find out where it came from, what’s different about it—”

“Nice pendant.” Ximm was only a pace behind them. Teel hastily tucked away his crow’s foot. Ximm reached out to cradle the arrow in his palm. “I know a bit about iron.” He frowned. “An arrowhead? Funny sort of ornament.”

Milaqa took a breath. “It’s not just an ornament. This works. It’s been fired.”

“You saw that, did you?”

She stayed silent, hoping she wouldn’t have to lie.

Ximm turned. “Here, Voro, take a look at this.”

Voro straightened up from the mud and strode over. “Iron?”

“Not just iron. Hard and true iron, good enough for the bow, according to the lady here.” He tapped the head on the shaft of his shovel. “How come? Iron falls from the sky, doesn’t it? No use for anything but showing off.” He cackled.

“I heard rumors,” Voro said. “About the Hatti. You know how it is—we send them potato and maize mash, and tin for their bronze. We get iron goods back from them in exchange, among other stuff, and so we know something of their techniques. I heard they have a way of working iron that makes it harder. Better than bronze, so they say. I may be meeting some Hatti myself. Some of their high-ups are coming to the Giving in midsummer. I’m supposed to go with Bren to meet them in Gaira and escort them here.”

Teel pulled Milaqa away, and murmured, “Maybe this is your way forward.”

“To do what?”

“Follow the thread, Milaqa. If you can find out where this arrowhead was made and how it got to Northland, maybe you can find out who pulled the bowstring. If there’s some connection with the Hatti—”

“I don’t know any Hatti. I don’t know anything about them.”

“What, you don’t bump into any in the Scambles? Then it’s time you found out, isn’t it?”
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The midsummer Giving at Etxelur was, Qirum had learned, a custom more revered than all the ceremonies of Egypt, more ancient than the rites of vanished Sumer and Akkad. And as the solstice approached people traveled from across half the planet to attend the Giving, like a great drawing-in of breath. Now Qirum was going to Northland for the first time, he was going to a Giving. And he would have a queen of the Hatti at his side.

The long journey began as they pushed off from Troy’s long gritty beach. The rowers dragged on their oars under Praxo’s gruff leadership, and Qirum worked his steering oar as they navigated the treacherous currents of the strait.

Kilushepa was fascinated by Qirum’s ship. She paced the length of it, picking her way between the eight rowers’ sweating torsos and the bales of food, water, wet-weather clothes, folded sails, bailing buckets, bundles of weapons and other junk that crammed the narrow hull. Her balance was good, as the ship pitched and creaked in the offshore swell.

“Twelve paces long.”

“About that.” Qirum, sitting at his position in the high stern, was unfolding the periplus for this stretch of coast. He was amused by the way the rowers were distracted by Kilushepa’s slim figure brushing past them, and by Praxo’s clenched, furious expression under his salt-stained felt cap.

She sat down at the prow, running her fingers along the hull beams. “Your paintwork is flaking.”

He laughed. “Probably. We never were the smartest ship on any of the oceans. But it’s pitch, not paint.”

Praxo growled, “Smart or not, she’s the fastest and most feared of all—right, lads?”

The only answer he got was a couple of uninterested grunts. Most of these rowers had been signed on in the dingy taverns of Troy, and most looked as if all they wanted was to work off last night’s mead or wine or beer. At least they seemed to be an experienced bunch, however; they could handle their oars, and none of them was throwing up as the sea swelled under them.

“Oak,” Kilushepa said now. “These planks are of oak, are they not?” She picked at the withies that bound the planks, the caulking. “And these lengths that bind them?”

“Yew. And then it’s all caulked with moss, beeswax and animal fat. The hull is sealed to keep out the water.”

“You know, we Hatti generally don’t have much time for ships. Even though we rely on the fleets that bring us our grain from Egypt. Everything this ship is made of was once alive, wasn’t it? The wood, the wax, the moss, the leather—all these bits of trees and plants and animals, sliced up and stitched together. The living stuff of the land molded to defy the sea. It’s wonderful when you think about it.”

“Is it?”

“Yes! As if the ship is itself alive, a creature bounding across the waves.”

“Praxo says she has a mind of her own, that’s for sure.”

His only response from Praxo was a scowl.

They were putting out from the land now. Troy diminished to a shabby blur on the eastern horizon, and a breeze was picking up, fresh with salt. Sitting at the prow, Kilushepa turned and looked out to the open sea, breathing deep. She was remarkably composed, Qirum thought, not for the first time, considering her circumstances—considering she had been the booty of her own people’s army so recently, and now here she was alone on the ocean with ten violent, lusty men.

“So we sail for Northland,” Kilushepa called back. “Will we be out of sight of the land altogether? How remarkable that would be—the world reduced to an abstraction of sea and sky.”

“Only for brief stretches,” Qirum replied. “We’ll do some island-hopping before we get to the Greek mainland. Basically we’re following the coastline.” He held up his periplus, a linen scroll. “From Gaira, we’ll work our way up the river valleys and overland to get to Northland.”

“Would you get lost, out of sight of land?”

Praxo hawked and spat over the side, a green gobbet on the gray-black water. “He would. There are clever sorts who have tricks to find their way around on the open water. Such as to see how high the sun rises at noon, and from that you can work out how far north or south you are.”

She frowned. “What sort of divination is that? Sounds like the Greeks to me. Always full of tricks, the Greeks, clever-clever, like clever children. What is that scroll, Qirum? A map, is it?”

He unrolled the periplus carefully, passing the fragile fabric from one spindle to the other, holding it up so she could see the writing, the little sketches. “This is my periplus. A guide to the coast. It cost me half my fortune when I bought it from an old seaman down on his luck. And he bought it in turn from somebody else, long ago. I’ve been adding to it since. See, the three different writing hands?”

She came back down the boat to see. “I can’t read your script. But yes, I see the differences. And this faded writing must be the oldest.”

“It’s a kind of description of the coast. Of landmarks, dangers like shoals and shallows—and dangers of a human kind. You see, there are little sketches to help you understand. Good ports, safe places to beach, the prevailing winds. Look at this.” He raveled the scroll back. “Here is an old description of how it was to come upon Troy, before the Greeks burned the place. A sketch that shows how it might have looked from the sea.”

She studied the picture solemnly. “You have crossed it through.”

“I hadn’t the heart to erase it.”

“This little scroll is shared wisdom. You treasure it, don’t you? A sailor would have to be desperate indeed to sell such a thing. How would you feel if you had to part with it?”

“I hope I never have to.”

Her gaze was steady. “You hope to have a son, don’t you? A family. You don’t want to be doing this all your life, fighting all day, whoring and drinking all night . . . You want a legacy. A son to have your periplus, when you’re done with the sea.”

Praxo, at his oar, was staring at the two of them.

Qirum felt unaccountably embarrassed. “That’s all for the future.”

“You aren’t wrong to dream,” she said, her voice like a rustle of linen. “I saw that in you when I met you.”

Praxo guffawed. “And did you see his father the rapist?”

Qirum threw a water jug at him. He ducked, it hit the man behind him, and Praxo laughed.

By midmorning they had picked up a breeze blowing offshore. Under Praxo’s brisk instructions the men shipped their oars, fixed the mast to its socket, and unfolded the leather sail. Soon the sail billowed out, and they were driven east with a creak of wood and leather. This was another new experience for Kilushepa. As the rowers stretched and took food and water, she sat in the prow, letting the wind ruffle hair that was growing back after its brutal shaving by the Hatti soldiers.

Praxo came to sit beside Qirum in the stern. They shared a leather flask of wine mixed with water. “This is a stupid plan,” Praxo said. “To meet up with Hatti traders and officials in Northland?”

“She sent letters to arrange it.”

“But the Hatti threw the woman out, remember! Why will they accept her now?”

Qirum shrugged. “She says it will work.” Hattusa itself was a big place, Kilushepa had said, and the reach of the Hatti kings stretched much further. Traders out on the edge of the world might not even know Kilushepa’s name, let alone know of the intrigues in court that had deposed her. If she simply claimed to be back in power, even if they suspected her, how could they prove her wrong?

“Get rid of her,” Praxo said bluntly. “I mean it. She’s trouble. She’s getting into your head.”

“We wouldn’t even be making this voyage if not for her,” Qirum said. “At least she has a plan. Face it—before we met her we were sailing in circles, going nowhere, you and I. She’s given me a direction, Praxo.”

“She’s given you a hard-on, that’s all. Well, that’s my advice, and you can take it or ignore it, I’m past caring. Now I’m going to get some sleep before the wind dies.” He handed Qirum the wine flask and slumped down with arms folded over his belly, his old felt cap pulled down over his eyes.

If Kilushepa had heard any of this conversation, she showed no sign of it.


13

[image: ]

In another boat, crossing another ocean, it was Caxa who was the first to glimpse Kirike’s Land.

“Smoke!” she cried.

Tibo, buried in a heap of furs, thought he was dreaming. “Hmm? What?”

The Jaguar girl nudged his ribs.

They were side by side in the stern of the boat, like two fat seals in their layers of furs, under a sky that was deep blue but streaked with pink clouds to the east, the sign of the coming dawn. There was the usual morning stink of greasy human flesh, farts, fish guts, and the stale brine of the bilgewater. Around them the men were waking, more bundles of fur from which peered human faces, thick with beards and smeared with fat to keep out the night cold. On Caxa’s other side the priest Xivu lay curled up, still asleep. Caxa was the only female in the boat, and these men had been away from home for a long time; Deri had made sure that whenever they slept the girl was walled in by Xivu on one side, Tibo on the other.

Tibo was falling asleep again. She nudged him. “Smoke. Smoke!”

He struggled to sit up. “No. Not smoke.” In the course of the long voyage he had been trying to teach her the rudiments of the Etxelur tongue. She was a slow learner, or an incurious one. “We didn’t light the boat’s fire last night, remember? It was raining.” Another night of salted fish, wet furs and cold. “There can’t be any smoke. Do you mean ‘clouds’?”

“Not clouds.” This time the nudge was hard enough to hurt, despite the thickness of the furs. “Know clouds, know smoke. Smoke!” She thrust out an arm and pointed beyond the boat’s prow.

He peered to see in the dim light. And he made out a black column that rose up from the northeast horizon, billowing, spreading into a layer at the top, flat and tenuous. He thought he saw a flicker of light in the column—like lightning, like a storm.

The men saw it; they stirred and muttered. Deri was already awake, sitting up, one hand loosely holding a rope rowlock. He was watching the smoke too.

“What is it, father?”

“Home. That’s Kirike’s Land. We’re due to come on it today, tomorrow at latest.”

“And what’s that smoke? Fires?”

“Not that. A different kind of smoke. I saw it once before, years ago—before you were born. It might mean nothing. And, see the way it’s climbing straight up? Not a breath of wind. No point unfurling the sail this morning. Come on, lads, time to get moving, this boat won’t row itself.”

The men, seven of them plus Tibo and Deri, stirred, grumbling. The boat rocked gently as one after another knelt up to piss over the side, or to bare his arse and dump his soil. Deri got to work dragging up the sea anchor.

And a noise like thunder came rumbling over the sea, from the northeast, from the direction of Kirike’s Land.

“Told you,” Caxa said, her thin face almost ghostly in the dawn light.

They came upon Kirike’s Land after noon, approaching from the south. Snow-capped mountains and glaciers, bone white, showed first above the horizon, and then the green of the lower lands, the meadows and birch woods. The men grew animated at the sight of home, and they pointed out landmarks to each other, massifs, cliffs and headlands.

The southern coast was long and with few harbors, and as soon as Deri got his bearings he directed the crew to row west, toward the big bay called the Ice Giant’s Cupped Palm. There was a touch of breeze now, blessedly coming from the east, and the men gratefully hoisted their leather sail and let the little mother of the sky guide them home through these last stages. They passed through the usual fleet of fishing boats, and were greeted with hails and waves and obscene cries. One fast little boat raced ahead of them to the Cupped Palm, so a welcome would be made ready for them. Caxa stared out curiously as the island’s shore slid past—gaunt, rocky, yet with birch forest lapping down almost to the sea in some places, and the flanks of mountains beyond striped with ice. It was late spring. The winter always lay heavily on this land.

And that smoke pillar towered over the island. When the wind shifted it brought a smell of ash and sulphur. Deri said it seemed to be coming from a mountain called the Hood, in the south of the island.

Xivu was uneasy. “We have such mountains at home,” he said in his stilted Northlander.

“Here, the land often stirs,” Deri said evenly. “We believe the little mother of the earth comes to this island to sleep beneath the ground when she flushes with heat, as many old women do. There is rarely any harm in it.”

But Xivu was not reassured. He was deeply reluctant to be here in the first place. Tibo didn’t know how it had been finally decided that Xivu would be the one to accompany Caxa on this long trip across the ocean. Perhaps he was the best speaker of the Etxelur tongue; perhaps he knew Caxa the best—or perhaps it was just that he was the least skillful at avoiding an unpleasant chore. Anyhow here he was, and he had been complaining since his first bout of seasickness, and the strange smoke column wasn’t helping his mood.

They sailed into the Ice Giant’s Cupped Palm, and for their final approach into harbor the men folded their sail and wielded their oars. Tibo felt a surge of relief to be home, as he looked around at the houses, the rising smoke, the boats littering the water, and the looming ice-striped mountain in the background. But the smoke column from the Hood cast a kind of pall over the sky, staining it a faint orange, and that smell of sulphurous burning lingered.

When the boat pulled into the shore, Tibo leapt out with the rest to haul it above the high-water mark. There was a party waiting, cheerful wives who threw themselves at their husbands, a few traders hoping for trinkets from the Land of the Jaguar. Children came swarming, as children always did, great mobs of them outnumbering the adults. Xivu and Caxa looked taken aback. Luckily the children seemed to find these exotic folk strange rather than interesting, and they were as wary as the Jaguar folk themselves.

And here came Medoc, Tibo’s grandfather, huge in his furs, striding along the strand toward them. “Deri! So you managed not to sink the boat, son. And Tibo! I swear you grow a bit more every time I see you.” He held Tibo’s shoulders and shook him hard enough to make his head rattle on his shoulders. Medoc’s tremendous gray-flecked beard was studded with fish bones, and his walrus fur stank of smoke. “Look at you now, arms like tree trunks, neck as thick as an ice giant’s cock! Well, I’m just back from Etxelur myself, and I’ll tell you all about it.” He turned on Caxa, who flinched. “Oh, and who’s your lover?”

Deri took his father’s arm. “This is our sculptor.”

Medoc’s eyes widened. “What—bound for Northland, for the Annid’s carving? The last master sculptor I saw was a fat old man.”

Xivu said precisely, “Vixixix was the master a decade ago. The last to visit Northland, for your Annids are blessedly long lived.” He stepped forward. He had shucked off his loaned furs, despite the relative chill of the afternoon, and he stood proud in his kilt of exotically colored linen, his torso and arms bare, his mirror of bronze hanging from his neck. “This is Caxa. The granddaughter of Vixixix. She is the current master sculptor.”

“And she is not,” Tibo said, “my lover.”

“Well, you’re welcome here, Xivu, whatever the reason you’ve come . . .” Medoc was distracted by his own reflection in the mirror on the priest’s chest. He plucked half a fish head from the depths of his beard and popped it into his mouth. “Wondered where that got to. Well! Come with me.” Crunching bone, he led the way from the shore toward the houses.

They walked past tremendous racks of drying fish, set up so that the prevailing breeze carried the stink away from the houses.

Caxa seemed curious. “Sacrifice?”

“Not a sacrifice,” Tibo said. “Well, we apologize to the fish when we catch them . . . We dry the fish. And then we send it home.”

She looked puzzled. “Home?”

“I mean to Northland. I was born here. This is my home. But everybody calls Northland home.”

“Fish would stink on boat. Go rotten.”

“That’s the secret. If you dry them out the right way, the fish keep for months. We trade them in Northland. They call it Kirike-fish.”

Medoc’s house, one of half a dozen arranged around a rough hearthspace, was set on a grassed-over mound of earth. Children swarmed around, and Deri and Tibo bent to greet nieces and nephews and cousins.

Vala, Medoc’s wife, came pushing out of the house through the door flap. She carried a pot of meat and herbs she was mixing with a wooden spoon. Her face was sturdy but pleasant, and she wore her graying dark hair tied back. She smiled at Xivu, and managed to give the wide-eyed Caxa a gentle embrace without the girl recoiling. Not yet forty, she was Medoc’s second wife, a cousin of his first, long dead; she was stepmother to Deri, step-grandmother to Tibo. She greeted Deri and Tibo with kisses and brief hugs, and she called out her own children, a lively boy called Liff and a toddler girl called Puli, both of whom Deri swept up for a huge embrace. A willowy twelve-year-old called Mi, daughter of Vala’s by a previous marriage, stood back more shyly.

Medoc grinned expansively at this family scene. “We share the island, you know,” he said to Xivu and Caxa, “with neighbors of yours. From across the ocean. Well, originally, that’s where their fathers came from, and it’s said that Kirike himself brought them here. We call them the Ice Folk. Maybe you’ll know some of them.”

“Father,” Deri said patiently, “they’re hardly likely to know one another. The Ice Folk come from the Land of the Sky Wolf, which is many days’ sailing north of the Jaguar country. These are whole continents we’re talking about.”

“Oh, pick, pick, pick, you’re just like Vala. I’ll take you up country,” Medoc said to Xivu. “Before you have to go on to Etxelur. I’ll show you the Ice Folk—our forests of birch and pine—it is a beautiful island, surprisingly rich. We could set off right now, if you like—”

“Oh, no, you couldn’t,” Vala snapped. Still cradling her bowl of spiced meat, she put her free arm around Caxa. “You come with me. I’m sure you’d like to change those brine-stained clothes; I know just what salty leather against your skin feels like. Mi! Come and see if you’ve got some clothes this little one can borrow. Would you like something to eat? Other than fish, I mean . . .”

Deri followed, then Xivu, and at last Tibo.

“Tomorrow for the walk, then,” boomed Medoc, oblivious to the fact that everybody was ignoring him, and he trailed into the house after the others.
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It took only a few days’ sailing before Qirum’s boat reached the mouth of a river called the Na by the local people, and thus recorded in his periplus. This was the southern shore of the western country called Gaira. They arrived on the afternoon of a warm early summer day.

They came to a fishing village sprawled untidily along a rocky strand. The shore above the waterline was cluttered with overturned boats, and small squat wooden houses, racks of drying fish, a big open-air hearth that smoked languidly. Beyond the beach, forest rose up, dense. More boats were out on the deeper ocean, to the south.

A child playing in the surf at the water’s edge was the first to spot their sail. Naked, no more than four or five years old, she ran up the beach to the houses, calling out. Soon adults emerged to watch Praxo’s crew furl their sail and row in toward the shore. One man came down to the water where they would land, but others hung back.

“Take care,” Praxo said to the rowers. “Let me do the talking. I can speak the local jabber, a bit of it anyway. See how they’re hanging back from the shore? See that mother gathering in her children? We’ve come a long way west, and these parts aren’t as infested by sea raiders as back east, but they have their problems, and they’re wary. By the way, this isn’t Troy. You can’t assume that every woman you meet is a whore. You’ll get your share in time, have no fear, lads. But not yet.”

The ship pulled into the shore, and they all jumped out at Qirum’s command, Kilushepa included, splashing in knee-deep surf. The men lined up and hauled the ship until its flat base scraped over the beach. Then they relaxed, panting, and reached for their water flasks.

The man who’d come to meet them stood before Qirum and Praxo. He was young, under twenty, and he wore a tunic of coarsely spun linen, a short cowhide cloak, and boots covered in fish scales. He was dark, his face round, his hair black. He tapped his chest. “Vertix,” he said. “Vertix.” He spoke on in his own coarse tongue, but there was Greek, Egyptian and even Hatti in the mix, Qirum could tell. “Show? Show way? Food, water? Guide?”

Praxo started to negotiate with the man. Kilushepa stood with Qirum. “What does this fellow want with us? Can you understand any of what he’s saying?”

“He’s asking to be taken on as a guide. A navigator.” He pointed up the river valley, which narrowed as you looked inland, cutting through a forested landscape. “We’re going across land. Otherwise we’d have to go out through the strait, out of this Middle Sea, and brave the Western Ocean—a much tougher journey, and a longer one. We’ll go northwest, that way, following the valley of this river as far as we can. We’ll have to walk as far as the watershed, I’m afraid.”

“I did plenty of walking in the company of those Hatti soldiers, as you will recall. My soles are like leather.”

“After the watershed we’ll follow another river further to the north and west, until we come to the land of the Burdi, as the people there call themselves—different from this lot by the way, and speaking a different tongue altogether, I’m told. We should be able to barter for a boat to take us down the lower reaches, and into a great estuary called the Cut. From there we’ll reach the southern coast of Northland. And there, I hope, we’ll meet the Hatti trading party you wrote to.”

“Who will escort us the rest of the way to the midsummer Giving at Etxelur.”

“We’ll be there in time, with a fair wind and a little help from this local fellow Vertix, who seems to know his business.”

“And he knows his value,” Kilushepa said drily, as they watched the man pick over the goods Praxo had to offer as payment, bits of silver and bronze, carved bone and wood, shaped stone.

Soon a deal was done. Praxo returned to Qirum. “We start at first light tomorrow. Come on, you men, you’ll be sleeping on dry land tonight, let’s get set up.”

The men hauled the ship’s sails out on the beach to dry, and spread blankets and sacks on the ground. Two of them set off up the valley in search of firewood, and straw or grass to stuff sleeping pallets. Praxo went up the beach with Vertix to negotiate for some fish and meat and water.

Kilushepa said, “Would you walk with me into the forest, Qirum? I’d be interested to see what herbs grow here. Perhaps we can flavor the fish supper we will soon be sharing.”

The idea of exploring a forest glade with a queen appealed to Qirum greatly. They walked together up the beach to the edge of the forest, followed by Praxo’s baffled, irritated gaze.

In the morning, at first light, Vertix came down the beach to meet them, laden with a heavy pack of his own.

Praxo had picked two men to stay behind here and watch the boat. These two were going about their morning chores sleepily, banking down the big fire they’d built, kicking sand into the holes they’d dug as latrines. Nobody bothered saying good-bye. The rest of the crew were gathered beside the boat, all of them, save only for Kilushepa, wrapped in their cloaks with packs on their backs or heads.

Vertix grinned at them all. “Nice day, nice forest, nice walk,” he said in broken Greek. “And then land of Burdi, and then—Northland! Now walk.” He turned and led the way up a narrow track that led along the eastern side of the river valley.

Praxo, laden by his own immense pack, marched ahead with him. The men shuffled after them. Kilushepa and Qirum brought up the rear, treading side by side along a path not much more than an animal track. Qirum listened to the men’s grumbles, amused. For days they had been complaining about their sore backsides on the ship’s rough benches, and their blistered hands; now, right from the start of the trek, they complained about their feet.

Kilushepa murmured, “That man is my implacable opponent.”

“Praxo? He’s a good man. He does his job—”

“What hold does he have over you?”

He turned his head in surprise. “He has no hold. I lead.”

“Yet you defer to him.”

“That’s not true.”

“I say it is. Tell me about him—how you know him.”

He hoisted his pack more comfortably on his shoulders. “He’s a Trojan, as I am.”

She said softly, “Though I suppose he would say you are merely half-Trojan.”

“He was a child at the time of the Greek siege—only two years old, less perhaps. But his family had money. They bribed a Greek officer to let them escape before the final assault, the fire. I’m not sure where they ended up. From what he’s said I think it might have been Patara.” A city on the southern shore of Anatolia, in another Hatti dependency. “He doesn’t talk about that much. Anyhow he always seems to have been a tough kid.

“As soon as he was old enough to steal one of his father’s horses, he rode out of there and made his way back to Troy. That’s where he’s been based ever since, as far as I can tell—making a living by trading, mercenary fighting, sailing—”

“Piracy. Banditry.”

“That’s the nature of the times.”

“Tell me how he met you.”

“He saved my life.” He paused. “There was a fight in a tavern. I was fourteen. I was on the losing side. But when Praxo waded in, he was only sixteen but already twice my size, the odds changed. We’ve been friends ever since. At first he was dominant, of course; he was older, more street tough, stronger. But with time—”

“You hesitate. What haven’t you said? Go back. This ‘tavern.’ Was it really a tavern?”

Suddenly he feared her, her sharp mind, her probing words.

“Praxo told me what you had to do to survive. There is no shame—”

“It was a brothel.” The words came in a rush, but softly, so the others could not hear. “One man refused to pay me. He— I was thrown out into the street, for I did not have the bit of silver that was the barman’s usual fee. The man was waiting, with his friends. They grabbed me. Five or six of them. They were farmers, I think, strong as oxen. They got me in a ruined house. I . . .”

“They took it in turns, I suppose.”

“They were crushing me. I could not breathe. They would have killed me, I think, before they finished. But Praxo had seen me, saw the men pull me into the house.”

“He saved you.”

“I think he just felt like a fight. They were drunk and foolish, and, though strong, they were farmers, not warriors. He pulled them off me, broke the arm of one of them, the rest ran off. One against five or six, and he won.

“I was barely conscious. He sat me up against a wall until I could breathe properly.” He remembered the ache in his bruised chest, the burning pain of his ripped rectum, the foul taste of semen. These were memories he had put in a sealed pot and buried in the dark undersoil of his mind. How had this woman dragged them out of him so quickly?

She was staring at him as she walked, studying his face as he scrutinized his periplus, squeezing meaning out of it. “You shouldn’t be ashamed. You couldn’t help any of it. You were a victim.”

“No.” He hated the word, and anger flashed. “Not a victim.”

“All right. But that’s not all. Is it? What else happened? Go back again. Praxo sat you against the wall. You were recovering. What then?”

“He was laughing. Full of fire. He’d just won a fight that he would talk about for years. The men had brought some mead, and he took that and he drank it. And he said I should pay him for saving me. Years later, you know, he spoke of that night. He apologized, he said we would never speak of it again, that no man would know, and that . . .”

“How did you pay him? . . . Ah. With your only coin.”

“He doesn’t lie with boys, not Praxo. Not to his taste. But that night, he was full of himself, he said the fight had made him hard. I used my mouth. He closed his eyes, and shouted the names of women he had lain with.”

“So that’s it,” she breathed. “And yet you stayed with him?”

“He was ashamed, I think. Well, he was once he’d slept off the drink. He said I could go with him. I didn’t have to go back to the brothel. I could stay beside him, learn to fight. I think he meant this as a gesture of pity; he thought I wouldn’t last. But I learned fast, and bulked up, and we were soon an effective team. Then we rowed our first ship together.”

“And that’s the hold he has over you.”

“No. He has no hold! I told you, as we grew older, and it became clear I was the smart one—”

She was whispering now, into his ear, intense. “I know how it feels, Qirum, believe me. I was used by Hatti soldiers. I remember their faces, every one. I remember their filth. I learned their names when I could. When I return to Hattusa in my pomp I will seek them out, and their families.” She smiled. “You, though. You are the victim who kept his rapist close, aren’t you?” And she walked ahead of him, cutting off the conversation.

Qirum strode on, angry, humiliated, as he had not felt for many years. Up ahead he heard Praxo’s voice, telling some joke to the men, his booming laughter, his gusty singing resuming once more.
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The Year of the Fire Mountain:
Late Spring

The elders of Etxelur gathered for their convocation: the process of selecting the new Annid of Annids in succession to Kuma. It was almost a month before midsummer and the Giving, when the new appointment would be announced to the world and celebrated.

They had come to the central mound of the great earthwork called the Door to the Mothers’ House. The Door, a very ancient complex of earthworks, was the navel of Northland history. In this age a ring of lodges had been built atop the central mound, one for each of the great Houses of Northland. And today, in the space encircled by the lodges, the House leaders, the Annids themselves, and the Jackdaws, Beavers, Voles, Swallows and the rest, with the priests mediating and counseling, were arguing in the open air, in tight, bickering groups, or sitting on pallets stuffed with dried reeds. In among the Annids were representatives of Districts far from Great Etxelur itself, the Markets to east and west, austere librarians from the Archive, engineers and craftsmen from the Manufactory, even a few cheerful-looking innkeeper types from the Scambles.

The leaders of the Houses wore their ceremonial robes, and fur, feathers, polished leather gleamed. They looked like a flock of birds, Milaqa thought idly. Big fat exotic birds. As one of a loose band of advisers and supporters, she sat on the grassy sward with Teel and Riban and others outside the central circle. She had been here for three days already, the proceedings had gone on all day, it was mid-afternoon, and it was insufferably tedious.

At least the setting was magnificent. The sun, still high in a clear southern sky, bathed the face of the Wall with light, the sweeping surface with its galleries and ledges, the climbing nets and ladders dangling from the roof, the huge scaffolding structures of the Beavers. It looked like something natural, she thought idly, like a great hive, rather than something made by people.

But the talking went on and on. The core of the confrontation seemed to be between Bren, leader of the Jackdaw traders, and a group of Annids. His principal opponent was a severe older Annid, a woman called Noli. Bren was pushing his own candidate for the office of Annid of Annids, a young, slightly confused-looking woman called Raka. The debate was passionately argued, but it was all very formal. The participants always spoke to each other via a neutral speaker, one of the priests, they used an archaic form of the Northland tongue, and every word they spoke was transcribed on a linen roll by a Wolf scribe. In his late thirties, Jackdaw Bren’s face was handsome, but it was oddly too symmetrical—too perfect—and it was stern, Milaqa thought, with deep-grooved lines around his mouth and on his forehead. He was the sort of man it was impossible to believe had ever been a child. Somehow it didn’t surprise Milaqa to find out that Raka, his candidate, was actually Bren’s niece.

Milaqa glanced at the sky, where gulls wheeled so high they were almost out of sight, and she smelled the sea on a soft breeze from the north. She imagined she wasn’t stuck in this dull session of talk, talk, talk but swimming in the cold sea, or flying up in the air as free as the gulls . . .

An elbow poked her ribs. She jolted upright.

The elbow had been Riban’s. Her cousin, a young acolyte in the House of the Wolves, was grinning at her. He was taller than she was, even sitting cross-legged on the grass; he had a dark, open face whose good humor was not ruined by his mouthful of wooden teeth. “You were snoring.”

“I wasn’t.”

“You were about to. Mind you, you wouldn’t be the only one. Half these fat old fools have spent the whole day dozing away, dreaming of their evening feast.”

Milaqa snorted a laugh.

There was a rustle around her, of swallow feathers and stitched vole hide, as the elders reacted.

“Hush, you two. You’re showing the family up.” Teel sat with them on the grass, but bolt upright, almost like a hare, Milaqa thought, a bald fat hare, totally intent on what the elders were saying.

At long last the day’s sessions ended. Bren and his opponent bowed to each other, and to the Wolf speaker. The scribe scattered sand over her parchments to dry them, and stowed away her ink and her bone pens. Servants emerged from the lodges bearing plates of snacks, eel and oyster and clam and snail, and flagons of water, juice and tea, no doubt some of it laced with the mead that was so popular throughout Northland, even if it did come from the despised farmers. The elders, gobbling food and drink, loosened heavy robes that must have been ferociously hot at the peak of the day, and they stretched and walked.

Milaqa and Riban stood easily, but they had to help Teel up. “My leg is fast asleep,” he complained. He walked in a little circle, pressing his foot to the ground.

“Your leg is as bored as I am,” said Milaqa, and Riban guffawed.

“Oh, how can you be bored? By the mothers’ tears, the tension out there is agonizing. Can’t you feel it? Bren is taking on the Annids—he’s trying to force his own candidate on them as next Annid of Annids, even though she’s from outside the House of the Owl, which is rare enough but not unprecedented. He’s locked horns with Noli for nearly a whole day now. Like two rutting stags! And you have to remember this isn’t just a domestic battle being played out, for many of the great Houses have allies in the world beyond. If it’s drama you want, never mind the hunt, never mind the spear-chucking at the Giving—this is where the excitement is, with the whole future of Northland itself at stake.”

But Milaqa could only yawn. “I suppose it’s a matter of taste.”

He glared at her. “You do disappoint me sometimes, Milaqa. You should listen. Think. Make connections . . .”

A serving girl came by, no more than twelve years old, barefoot but wearing a tunic adorned with jackdaw feathers. She bore a tray of treats, and Riban picked off goodies. “Look, why don’t you just leave me the tray?” He smiled, showing his wooden priest’s teeth. The girl blushed, gave him the tray, and hurried off.

Teel disdained the treats. Milaqa, though, pecked like a bird. “Mmm, burned sheep.”

“Lamb, actually.” Riban chewed a mouthful of meat. “Flash-roasted and flavored with something—pepper certainly—and another spice?”

Milaqa picked up a slab of bread, thinly cut, lightly toasted, and smeared with a bit of honeycomb. When she bit into it the honey dribbled down her chin. “I didn’t know I was so hungry.”

“You’re not,” Teel said sourly. “You shouldn’t be eating that rubbish. It’s unnatural. And all part of the wily traders’ long-term game to seduce us into the farming business. No!” He strode over to another servant, and grabbed a handful of raw eel flesh. “This is good enough for me. Good old-fashioned Northland catch.” He crammed it in his mouth and began chewing assiduously.

Still eating, they walked to the mound’s south-facing crest. The great grassed ridges of the Mothers’ Door swept around this central mound, their surfaces carefully restored, and water glimmered in the channels between the ridges, shadowed by the afternoon sun. Further out Northland itself stretched away, a blanket of land and water overlaid by misty air, with the smoke of early fires rising from the green domes of houses. The world hummed with the sounds of springtime, even from this elevated remove, the buzzing of bees, the singing of birds, the laughter of children.

Riban, staring down into the shadowed trench below, stopped chewing and pointed. “Look down there.”

A party of men walked the track around one of the Door’s circular channels, looking around curiously, at the earthworks, up at the Wall. One man seemed to be staring straight up at Milaqa. She thought she saw the dull glow of bronze: armor or weapons.

“Greeks,” Riban said simply.

“What Greeks?” Milaqa asked. “There are lots of kinds of Greeks, with different tongues. I’ve met some of them.”

“The Mycenaeans are the toughest, but they are just the strongest dogs of a squabbling pack.”

Teel said, “Maybe you haven’t heard. Mycenae has collapsed. The oldest and grandest of those warrior kingdoms—gone, like a bad dream.”

“Hmm,” Riban said. “Well, they’re all hungry dogs, in this time of drought and famine on the Continent.”

Milaqa looked at Riban, interested. She’d grown up alongside him, another of her gang of distant cousins. A couple of years older than her, he’d always seemed curious about everything, and obsessed by gossip and intrigue; even as a boy he would hang around with priests or Annids rather than play. “You’re going to make a funny sort of priest, Riban. You’re much too interested in this world rather than any other. And the way you flashed those teeth of yours at the girl to get her tray off her—”

“Well, there are lots of rooms in our holy House,” Riban said easily. “One sect studies the teachings of Jurgi, who is supposed to have been priest at the time of Ana—or possibly he was her father, her lover or her son; the legends vary. He said you find the gods through other people, rather than in smoke-filled dreamers’ huts. That’s the side of the work I’m interested in.”

“But you’re still to be a genuine priest?”

He grinned. “Oh, yes. I had to let them pull out my teeth to get this far.”

Teel said now, “You’re right to speak of hungry dogs. That’s why this particular convocation is so important. We’ve always had trouble with the farmers. The problem is there are so many of them, in their dense little communities, all the way across the Continent. We’ve found ways to keep them at bay. They’ve always needed the tin we mine in Albia, for their bronze. And as they’ve grown hungry with the famine we’ve started to buy them off with potatoes and maize, or their products. We encourage the farmers in Albia and Gaira to grow this stuff, and then sell it on to the empires further east. Yes, it’s hypocritical—we turn one lot of farmers against another—but it works. But now, as the famine in the east worsens, this delicate web of trade and intrigue and manipulation is coming under pressure again. There are strong disagreements about how best to deal with all this. Between the Houses, and I dare say within them. Bren believes we should take a much more aggressive stance toward the farmers—make closely binding deals with them.”

Milaqa was shocked. “My mother would never have agreed to that.”

But Teel just looked at her. You should listen. Think. Make connections . . .

What connections? Well, her mother was no longer here. Was the opposition she would have raised to Bren’s schemes the reason why she was not here? And now here was Bren forcing his own candidate on the Annids. Webs of suspicion formed in her mind. She plucked at Teel’s sleeve and drew him away from Riban, who strolled off with his plate of treats. She whispered, “Was it Bren?”

“Hush.”

“No, listen—that Jackdaw, Bren. It all fits. As a trader he had access to the Hatti and their special iron. If he wanted to push through this treaty with the Hatti he had a motive to remove my mother, to force this convocation—to create a gap to have his own niece installed as Annid of Annids. He killed my mother—”

“Or some puppet did, more like,” Teel murmured sadly. “I’ve come to suspect this myself as the convocation has unfolded, and Bren has made his intentions clear. I wanted you to work it out for yourself. It’s why I’ve been trying to get you to pay attention to the discussions, child! But it’s one thing to suspect, another thing to prove it.

“I’ll tell you what we do know. That Bren’s certainly got his iron from the Hatti, for only they make the stuff strong enough for it to be used in weaponry—and some of them have long wanted a closer relationship with us, so maybe they have some hand in this. Milaqa, listen to me. There’s a party of senior Hatti traders and diplomats, coming from the east for the Giving. Isn’t Voro supposed to be going with the party to meet them?”

“So what?”

“You must go with that party of Jackdaws. Meet the Hatti. We talked about that before. You must follow the thread. Voro is your way to do that.”

“They won’t say anything in front of me.”

“You can translate. Offer your services. Interpreters are invisible; they’ll speak as if you aren’t there, you’ll be surprised. Look—this is your chance.”

It made sense. Yet she hesitated, as she had since her mother’s interment, to become entangled in her uncle’s webs of deceit and intrigue.

The sun was dipping, the mist thickening over the great damp quilt of Northland. On the mound behind them a din of raucous laughter rose up as the assembled leaders of Northland started on the evening’s mead.
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The Trojan party, traveling ever deeper into the great country of Gaira, followed the valley until the river dissolved into its feeder tributaries. Then they climbed a long rise and emerged from the forest, to find themselves on an island of higher ground in a landscape coated by thick oak woodland. They had come several days’ walk from the beach where they had landed. Smoke rose here and there, but otherwise there was no sign of people.

Praxo approached Qirum and Kilushepa. “Vertix says we’re near the watershed. There’s a community of farmers a bit further on. We can trade for food and shelter. They know folk who will guide us to the big river that will lead us north and west to the land of the Bardi. And then—well, then we can start looking for a seagoing ship.”

Qirum nodded. He would not meet Praxo’s eyes. He had found it impossible to speak to the man since his conversation with Kilushepa some days earlier.

Praxo waited for a response. When none came, he just laughed and walked away.

Vertix led them down to lower land and back into dense forest, where they followed a track so narrow and winding it might have been made by deer. The men pushed along, grumbling.

As the day approached its end, at last they broke through into a clearing. Perhaps a hundred paces across, it was walled off by tall oaks with knots of hazel at their feet, and the open ground was studded by saplings. A handful of houses sat here—Qirum counted four, five, six, with frames of oak trunks covered by a thatch of leaves and reeds. Half the clearing seemed to be given over to a crop, wheat growing sparsely. In a pen of woven wicker a few scrawny sheep grazed apathetically. The rest of the clearing looked to Qirum like a hunters’ camp, with joints of a recently killed deer hanging dripping from a frame, a skin stretched out to dry, and heaps of spears, arrows, bows, amid the usual middens. A big open-air hearth crackled, smoke rising, with a huge pot suspended over it on a trestle. In one doorway a woman sat with her child on her lap, watching, uninterested.

A man came out of one of the huts, bare-chested, hobbling, leaning on a stick. He must have been well over forty. Vertix went to greet him, and they spoke.

Praxo, standing with Qirum, listened in. “He’s saying the men are away hunting, with most of the older kids. Just a few mothers here, with infants. There’s a big man who will talk with us when we get back . . . This old one will bring us water. Not very quickly, probably.”

Kilushepa was peering around at the camp with contempt. “What a shabby place. Do these people think they are farmers? This isn’t a farm! This is a scrape. At Hattusa we have farms that stretch to the horizon. And in Egypt, along their great river—you could lose all of this in a single one of their fields.” She walked to a house and kicked its support. “Call this a house? I have seen bigger hearths.”

And Qirum saw the compact little farm as she saw it, with eyes accustomed to the glories of cities like Hattusa, immense monuments of stone.

Now there was a commotion: a growl, a slap, a baby’s wail. A couple of the men, growing bored, had gone over to the woman nursing the baby. Now she was standing, her baby crying against her chest, and one man held a hand before a bloody mouth. “I only wanted to play with her spare titty! What’s wrong with that?” The old man emerged from his hut again, shouting and waving his stick. Vertix hurried over, calling for calm.

Praxo growled, “I’d better go sort it out.”

“No,” Kilushepa said simply.

“No?” Praxo turned to her, huge, a dangerous expression on his face. “No, you say?”

“Why deal with these people? Take the food you want. Have that woman. Have the old man if you want. Are you afraid of women and old men?”

Praxo glowered. “It’s not a question of fear. We’re here to trade with the Northlanders. That was my understanding. Not to burn our way through the forests of Gaira.” Behind him a shoving match was developing between the old man and the rowers, while the baby screamed. “Tell her, Qirum.”

“Praxo, you don’t tell me what to do,” Qirum said, his anger seething, inchoate, directionless.

“Evidently he does,” Kilushepa murmured softly. “Or he thinks he does. Why do you think he speaks to you this way, Qirum? I wonder how he sees you—as the beaten boy on his knees before him?”

“Enough,” he snarled.

“If you won’t start it, I will.” She strode to the big hearth, picked a brand out of the fire, and prepared to hurl it at one of the houses.

“No!” Praxo strode across and grabbed her arm. “You do as I say, woman.”

“And you will not defy me!” Qirum’s words were a bark that sounded in his own head as if they had come from somebody else’s mouth, from the muzzle of a dog. He ran forward, and his right arm reached for the sword in its leather scabbard on his back, as if of its own accord.

It was over before he understood what he had done. His sword protruded from Praxo’s back, its tip thrusting from his front, ripping his tunic.

Praxo dropped to his knees and looked back at Qirum, astonished. He tried to breathe, and a pink froth bubbled from the wounds on his back and chest, and then a darker fluid gushed, almost black. He fell forward.

Qirum looked around. Everybody in the clearing was staring at him, the men from the boat, Vertix, the old man, the woman. “I—” I did not do it. It was not me. Yet it was my hands, my arms, my sword.

Kilushepa, breathing hard, still held the burning brand. “That’s the end of that complication. Now let’s get on with things.” She dropped the brand into the dirt, where it burned out harmlessly.
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The party led by Noli and Bren was not alone in being late to get to the Chamber of the Solstice Noon.

As they clambered up the staircases scratched into the face of the Wall, people crowded with a kind of stiff dignity, all trying to get to the ceremonial hall before the crucial moment of midday arrived. And it was an exotic crush, Milaqa thought. In among the robed seniors of the Houses of Etxelur there were representatives of many of the Wall’s own Districts, and country folk from Northland in simpler shifts, and foreigners, men from the Albia forests in their bearskins and bull’s-head caps, and women from the World River estuary in seal skin, and men dressed much like Qirum, as warriors or princes of the eastern empires, with armor and helmets adorned with horns and plumes and bones. Milaqa wondered if there were more of them than usual; maybe the drought had driven them here in hope of a dole of Kirike-fish or potato for their starving peoples. Some of the more elderly or overweight nobles, having trouble with the stairs, were carried in litters, and the big structures with their teams of sweating, stumbling bearers only added to the crowding and confusion.

Milaqa was relieved when they finally got to the Chamber. This was a wide, shallow room, entirely contained within the structure of the Wall. The room was already crowded, and above a murmur of conversation in a dozen tongues Milaqa heard the sing-song chanting of a priest, and the rhythmic rattle of a shaker. The place was lit by whale-oil lamps burning in brackets, and daylight admitted by a single shaft that pierced the smooth-faced growstone wall, high above all their heads.

Bren and Noli were senior enough that they had a right to a place at the front of the crowd, a favored position, and they led the rest through. Kilushepa looked around with amused contempt. At the front Voro was already here. He greeted Bren, his superior, and nodded at Milaqa.

At the heart of the Chamber, surrounded by the crowd, was a growstone plinth, seamlessly molded to the floor, with its tilted upper surface carefully placed, Milaqa knew, so that it faced the south. The surface bore the Etxelur concentric-rings symbol, carved growstone plated with a gleaming bronze sheen. The sunlight from the shaft cast a spot on the wall just above and to one side of the plinth, the beam easily visible in the dusty air, sloping down from the shaft straight as an arrow shot.

The ceremony had already begun. The new Annid of Annids, Raka, stood by the head priest, looking nervous and self-conscious, weighed down by Kuma’s big bronze breastplate. More priests stood by, chanting in unison through mouths distorted by wolves’ jaws. Young Riban stood with them, working the shaker; it was the skull of a deer, its eyes stopped up, containing rattling scraps of creamy Etxelur flint, a very ancient treasure.

And here was Teel. Wearing his own robe as a member of the House of the Owl, he sidled up to Milaqa. “Hello, little Crow.”

“Don’t call me that . . . I don’t feel as clever as a crow at all.”

“Tell me what you’ve found out.”

She quickly outlined what she had heard of Bren’s history of plotting with the Hatti. “And that’s why my mother had to die. Just as we suspected. She was in the way of his scheme to sell our secrets to the Hatti. I don’t think Kilushepa or any of the Hatti had anything to do with it directly. But Bren used the advantage of the iron his allies gave him.”

Teel thought this over. “Do you have the arrowhead?”

She handed over the bit of iron, warm from her body heat. “Why? What are you going to do?”

“Leave it to me.” Her uncle slipped away.

Noon approached, the unseen sun shifted in the sky, the beam of dust motes swept slowly through the air, the spot cast on the wall neared the plinth, and the priests continued their song.

Bren leaned over to speak to Qirum and Kilushepa in his workmanlike Hatti. “We are privileged to be here, to witness this. Lucky that today is a cloudless day! The shaft has been carefully arranged so that at midsummer noon, and only at that moment, the sun’s light will shine down on this spot—this plinth, its very heart, the center of the circles. This marks a spot where, we believe, Ana herself once stood when the Wall was first built, long ago. You understand that we build the Wall continually, repairing the sea-facing surface as best we can, but continually building up the landward side. And as the Wall has thickened and grown, generations of master builders from the House of the Beaver have ensured that the shaft has been properly extended so that the miracle of the instant of solstice is always captured, this moment of exquisite symmetry, this point in space and in time on which the whole year pivots . . .”

As the spot of sunlight neared the center of the circular ridges the priests’ chanting became more rapid, and Riban’s skull shaking more excited. Behind Milaqa, people leaned and muttered and strained to see.

Qirum leaned over to Milaqa. “You promised me beer.”

“So I lied. But you’re in for a show, I think . . .”

There was a collective gasp. The priests’ chanting cut off in confusion.

For, as Milaqa saw, the spot of solstice sunlight, now precisely centered in the growstone circles, picked out, not bronze, but iron—the arrowhead she had worn around her neck.

Teel stepped forward. He stood before the plinth, so that the solstice light fell squarely on his face, as he surely intended. And he held up the arrowhead, on his palm.

“Here!” he said. “Look on this. This is how Kuma, Annid of Annids, died. Not from some accident on the hunt, not from a fall—from an arrow driven into her chest.”

Noli frowned. “What is this, Teel? What proof do you have?”

“I dug it out of her chest with my own hands when she was lying out on the roof. And her daughter Milaqa saw me do it.”

Faces turned to Milaqa. She was overwhelmed. She felt a hand on her shoulder: cousin Riban, the priest. She was glad of his silent support.

Teel shouted, “An arrowhead of iron, hardened as only one people can make it—yours, queen of Hattusa.” Holding the arrow, he pointed at Kilushepa.

Bren was frantically murmuring in the ear of the Tawananna, and Milaqa wondered how faithful his translation was. Kilushepa calmly looked back at Teel. Qirum was grinning at the fuss.

“Hatti iron,” Teel said now, “but it was no Hatti who pulled the bowstring—there was no Hatti within a day’s ride when Kuma died. It was one of her own who did this—one of her own people, one of those close enough for her to trust them with her life, on the hunt. Which of you?” He glared at them all. “Do you dare lie, here and now, at the moment of solstice in this holiest of places? Will you lie before the spirit of Ana herself? Which of you?” Now he confronted Bren. “You, Jackdaw?”

Fear and shock were evident in Bren’s eyes. But he was always quick thinking. He looked around at the faces of the people—the angry priests, Noli and the furious Annids, the bemused foreign guests. Then he stepped forward. “Yes. All right, Teel, you pompous old woman. I got the arrows from a Hatti contact who was glad to help. It was not I who pulled the bowstring. You will never know who it was.” He glanced at Milaqa with a kind of cold cruelty. “But, yes, I planned it.”

Riban gripped Milaqa’s shoulder hard, holding her back.

But Voro gasped, “No.” He turned to Milaqa in horror. “I didn’t know. I was there—if I’d known, I would have stopped it—I didn’t know, I swear!”

At Voro’s evident distress Bren’s expression flickered, as if guilt stabbed briefly. But he snapped, “There was no choice, boy!” He glared around at the rest. “No choice! Kuma was an obstacle to progress, in these times of universal change. As are you fusty Annids, all of you, as stuck in the dark as the owl you claim as your House’s Other. The world is changing, and Northland must change with it. If we do, if we work with allies like the Hatti rather than keep them at a distance, we may become the greatest power the world has seen. If we do not, we may be wiped from the face of the land. And if we do survive,” he said, growing in confidence and raising his voice, “if we survive, I, Bren, will be remembered by history, rightly, as the greatest hero since Prokyid himself!”

Noli stepped up to him, her nose a fraction from his. “Not if I can help it.” The Annid looked over to the priests. “Bind him.”

There was uproar. The Annids present began to jostle with the Jackdaws, who tried to surround Bren. The foreigners, awed or amused, began their own pushing and shoving.

Qirum laughed out loud. He said to Milaqa, “I’m sorry about your loss. Truly. But I had no idea your people are so divided . . .”

“Quiet,” said Teel. When the din did not cease, he went back to the plinth. “Quiet!”

At his commanding bellow, the commotion stilled. Noli and Bren, surrounded by their followers, turned to him uncertainly.

“Listen,” said Teel. “Just listen.”

And Milaqa heard a distant rumble, like thunder carrying across the sea, though the day had been still and cloudless—thunder audible even here, deep in the growstone heart of the Wall.
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The three of them came stumbling into The Black, Caxa and Tibo to either side of Medoc, their tunics over their heads, battered, exhausted.

The village was scarcely recognizable. The thick rock fall and the gray ash had changed everything—the colors, the very shape of the land. The houses looked as if they had been stamped on by some tremendous booted heel, the thatch roofs imploded, the big support beams sticking up into the air like snapped bones through flesh. They found the wreck of Okea’s house, smashed and flattened like the rest. Of the people there was not a sign.

They huddled together, like three ghosts, Tibo thought, gray from the ash, even their ears, their noses, even their lips around pink mouths.

“They aren’t here,” Medoc shouted over the clatter of the falling rock.

Caxa pointed to the ruined house. “We could search it.”

“No,” Medoc gasped. “There’s nothing for us here. Come, come.” He grabbed their shoulders, urging the two of them on.

They had no choice but to go on, stumbling through the heavy fallen rock along the trail that led from the village down to the sea. But Tibo saw Medoc’s face, ash covered, twisted with pain, and he saw how hard this choice had been for him. Surely his instinct had been to fall on the ruin of the house and dig, dig until he was sure that nobody lived. Medoc was saving them, Caxa and Tibo, or trying to. Was this how it was to be an adult?

They didn’t try to speak. Tibo could see little in darkness broken only by a faint glow from the horizon, the occasional glow of fire or a burning rock. As they struggled on he utterly lost track of time, of where he was.

And then they came upon the bodies.

The three of them stood together, wheezing for breath. At first Tibo thought they were just lumps on the path, shapeless mounds of ash or rock. Then he saw a hand, small and open, sticking up into the air, with a bracelet of broken shell around the wrist.

“Look,” Caxa said, pointing. “Two adults. Children beneath. Cradled. Your family?”

“No,” Medoc said, grim. “I recognize the little girl’s bracelet. Okea made it for her. These are some of Adhao’s family. People from the village. Come on.” The three of them stumbled on into the burning dark, heading downhill.

And they came on another group of people, sitting by the way, huddled under an ox hide.

“I recognize that hide,” Tibo said, wondering. “It is aunt Okea’s.”

Medoc forced himself forward, bellowing, “Okea! Vala! Is that you?”

Tibo saw faces peering from under the ox hide: Vala, Okea, Mi, Liff even little Puli strapped to his mother’s chest. All of them. They all tried to huddle under the ox hide. Medoc hugged Vala. Tibo grabbed Mi and Liff and old Okea. Even Caxa joined in, submitting to hugs from the children.

“You haven’t got very far,” Medoc admonished. “Look at this!” He extended his wounded, blood-soaked leg. “I climbed down off a mountain with this and I still caught you up.”

Vala shook her head, angry despite her tension, her fear. “Even now you criticize me, husband. Even now! Will I ever do anything right?”

Okea held a bony finger to her lips. “Enough. You can only move as fast as the slowest person in the group, and that’s me.” She laid her hand on Liff’s head. “Vala, you go ahead. And you young ones. Take the Jaguar girl. Get to the coast and find Deri, if he’s there—get off the island. We will follow—”

“No,” Liff protested. “We won’t leave you.”

“You aren’t leaving us. You’re just going on ahead, to make things ready. Isn’t that sensible?” And she looked them in the eye, Vala, twelve-year-old Mi, fifteen-year-old Tibo.

Tibo looked at his grandfather, and again he saw the pain of choosing in his face. He said briskly, “If I know my father he’ll be fretting like an oystercatcher over its nest. The sooner we get to the shore and let him get back to fishing the better.”

Medoc put his heavy hand on Tibo’s shoulder and squeezed.

They began to stand. Okea stepped out from under the ox hide, and winced as the rock pebbles battered her scalp. Medoc hobbled to join her. Okea waved her arms, as if chasing away ducks. “Go, go!”

So they set off, gathered around Vala under the ox hide. Without old Medoc and his wounded leg, without the hobbling Okea, they were able to move quickly, wading through the ash and rock. Tibo glanced back once. He saw Medoc and Okea together, clutching each other’s arms, Medoc leaning to favor his bad leg, both bowed under the rock fall. Then, a few paces further on, they were lost in the gloom of ash and smoke.

The oars scraped over the crust of rock on the ocean. Still the rock fell around them, a thinning hail laced with burning cinders. The journey was a fight, an endless one. All the way in, a hot wind off the land had been blowing at their backs pushing them away. And now the sea itself was surging, huge waves pulsing away from the shore. Deri imagined the land itself trembling as the mountain shuddered and roared, rocky spasms that must be disturbing the vast weight of the ocean.

Deri wondered what time it was. Evening, maybe. It was a long time since he had seen the sun. And Deri thought he wasn’t hearing right, after that last vast bang.

Nago grunted and fell forward over his oar. “Oh, by the ice giants’ bones, I am exhausted.” He picked up a water flask, drained a last trickle into his mouth, and threw it over the side.

Deri gave up rowing in sympathy, though it didn’t seem long since the last break, and he was desperate to get to the shore. But his body ached, his back and legs and shoulders, drained by the effort of fighting the elements for so long.

Nago twisted on his bench and looked back beyond Deri’s shoulder. “Take a look at that.”

Deri swiveled to see, and the wind off the shore hit him full in the face, hot, dry, laden with ash and smoke and stinking of sulfur. He narrowed his eyes, held a corner of his tunic over his mouth, and looked back at the island.

The mountain’s ridged summit was now alight from end to end. It seemed to be spitting fire in great gobbets, balls white-hot that shot upward into the great flat black cloud over the island, a chain of fire connecting the sky to the ground like the bucket chains they used in Northland to drain floods. And all along the length of the ridge he saw a heavier glow leaking out and flowing down to the lower land. Over the rest of the island he saw the more diffuse glare of fires burning—trees, probably, whole forests flaring and dying.

Somewhere in all that was his father, his son.

“I’ll say this once,” Nago shouted back. “Because one of us has got to.”

“Go on.”

“We’re safer out here. We could row back out, beyond the falling rock and the smoke and the rest of it. Sleep it off, out on the open sea, where it’s safe. And then come back in when the mountain’s finished its tantrum.”

Deri nodded. “You’re right. One of us did have to say it. Not a family type, are you?”

“My mother died giving birth to me. My father, your uncle, cleared off quick. I don’t have a family. I don’t have a wife. But there are women I look after.”

Nago had told Deri more about himself in a few breaths than in all the years they’d worked together. “How many women?”

“Two. The third died.”

“And kids?”

“Some. Of course they support themselves. But they like the fish I bring, and other stuff.”

“You don’t want to stay out here any more than I do, do you?”

“No.” Nago hawked, spat out dusty phlegm, rubbed his hands and grabbed his oars. “Let’s get on with it. One thing. If I don’t make it through this—”

“Don’t talk like that.”

“If not now, when? I want you to find them. Just ask around, it won’t be hard. Tell them about me. The kids, you know?”

“Yes. Of course. And you—”

“I’ll do the same. Goes without saying.” He leaned over his oar. “On my stroke. One, two—”

And on the word “two” there was another fantastic bang. Another one. The sound was a physical thing, like a pulse of wind that hammered at Deri’s chest as well as his ears.

Nago was shouting something. Deri could hear nothing but a kind of whining tone in his ears, and a dull roar from the island. He twisted again to look back.

The fire rising from the mountain ridge was a solid wall now, burning white. And a band of light, glowing red-white, had formed all along the mountain’s face, below the summit ridge. It was descending, sweeping down the mountain’s flank as Deri watched, much faster than before. As it progressed there were brilliant splashes of light, more forests flashing to flame. It was a wall of fire, sweeping down toward the lowlands.

Now Nago was pointing again, shouting something Deri couldn’t hear. Deri turned. A wave was coming at them from the land, a big one, a muscular rise that lifted up the floating islands of rock scum.

Frantically they worked their oars, trying to turn the boat so its prow faced the wave.

The latest blast was another shove in the back for Tibo, a hot wind stinking of ash and sulfur that sucked the air out of his chest. He struggled to stand, to get a breath.

With Vala and Caxa and the rest, he was still huddled under the ox hide. They were on a broad track now, crowded with people who forced their way through the rock drifts. This was a confluence of survivors from settlements all over the mountain’s slopes, now funneling down this main route to the harbor, miserable people shuffling along, laden with children and possessions, invalids being carried, old people leaning on sticks. Everybody was walking; it was impossible to get a cart through the knee-deep rock.

He turned to look back, ducking his head under the hide. The latest convulsion seemed to have cleared the air of smoke and rock, and he could see the mountain rising above the plain. And he saw a band of fire, glowing red-white and billowing, rolling down the slope. It looked almost beautiful, almost graceful. Then he remembered how far he had come that day, how far away the peak must be—and he realized how fast that wall of fire must be descending.

“Run!” he shouted.

Nobody moved.

He looked around at them, Vala’s pinched, anxious face, Liff’s wide eyes rimmed with dust. He realized that none of them could hear a word he said. He grabbed Vala’s arms, shook her, pointed at the mountain. “Fire. That cloud. We have to get to the beach, the sea. It’s our only chance. We have to run!”

“Run.” He could see her mouth the word. She looked at the mountain dully. Suddenly she understood. “Run!”

Tibo pulled the ox hide away and dumped it on the rock drifts. They would have to live with the rock fall; the hide would slow them too much. He grabbed Caxa’s hand and dragged her. Vala pushed Liff ahead, and wrapped an arm around Caxa and Mi, and pulled them forward.

They were among the first in the crowd to understand, to start running. At first they had to push past people still shuffling slowly toward the sea. But a few looked back at the descending cloud, and saw it as Tibo did. They started to run too, dumping bags and scooping up children, running along the track.

And then it was like a stampede, a great flow toward the water, people no longer helping each other but jostling and pushing and pressing. As he fought to keep his feet, his head aching, every muscle drained, his lungs dragging at the dense, smoky, sulfurous air, Tibo dared not look back.

Medoc knew the game was over when he saw the glowing cloud.

As it swept down the slope the band of light was resolving into a wall of gray smoke and ash. It was like a tremendous tide, Medoc thought. He saw it roll over a scrap of forest—it loomed high over the trees, you could see how tall it was—and the trees flashed and were gone, just like that.

Okea sensed it too. Or maybe she just felt like giving up. They held each other’s arms, propping each other up, breathing hard, their faces grimed with ash and blood. Okea shouted, “We can’t outrun that.”

“No, Okea, my dear. Not even if we were sixteen years old.”

“The mountain has shouted many times before. In my lifetime, and yours. And my mother and grandmothers told me of other incidents. There are records too. A priest showed me once. But I never heard of anything like that.”

“Tibo and Mi and the others can warn their grandchildren, if they survive.”

“Oh, they will,” Okea said. “They are strong and brave. Vala is resourceful. You made a good choice there.”

He looked at her. The ash had worked deep into the crevices of her face, making her look even older. “That’s the first thing you ever said about Vala that wasn’t an insult.”

“Bel was my sister.”

“Her dying wasn’t Vala’s fault. Or mine, come to that.”

A roaring noise swelled, like a gathering storm. A young deer ran out of nowhere at them, skidded to avoid them, and ran on downhill, eyes wide with fear.

“He might be lucky,” Okea said.

He felt her tremble. Tenderly, he wrapped his arms around her. “Don’t be afraid.”

She snorted. “You’re pissing your pants yourself.”

He laughed. “I always liked you, Okea, you old stick, underneath it all.”

“Well, I never liked you.”

“Fair enough.” The roaring was so loud he doubted if she could hear him. “I think—”

It was here, looming high over him, a mass of whirling dust and smoke and whole chunks of red-hot rock, a wall taller than the one that kept out the sea from Northland, a wall rushing down on him at impossible speed, faster than any horse or deer had ever run. When it hit, Okea was dragged from his arms. He was swept up. He was flying, in the light.

An instant of searing pain.

The little harbor was just a cleft in the rocky coast, a stretch of black sand. But it was the only half-decent landing spot across much of the south shore of Kirike’s Land. And now it crawled with people, as if it were the greatest harbor in the world.

But no boats were leaving. The strand was littered with vessels crushed by rockfalls, or buried by the ash, or overturned and smashed, as if driven ashore by great waves. Nothing seaworthy.

Tibo left the group and headed for the water, shoving his way through the throng on the beach, young and old, healthy and injured, all of them coated with ash and sweat and blood, white eyes glimpsed in chaotic semidarkness. Their shouts were like the cries of gulls, against the background roar of the mountain, all jumbled up and muffled in his damaged hearing. At his feet the rock was piled up in drifts. You couldn’t even see where the waterline was, so densely was the ground carpeted by the rock fall.

At last he found his ankles bathed in water, the rock scraping his shins. He took one stride, two, out into the water. Its cool was a huge relief for his scorched flesh.

There were boats on the water, he saw now, and people from the shore trying to get to the boats. But whoever sat in those boats wasn’t necessarily welcoming, and Tibo saw oars and even knives wielded to keep people off. Any one of those boats could be his father’s—or Deri could be far out to sea. He called, his hands cupped. “Father! Deri! It’s me! Father!” He could barely hear his own voice. He kept shouting.

Strong hands took his shoulders and he was whirled around. It was Deri, coated in ash, his tunic wrapped around his head. Tibo threw himself into his father’s arms. Then they broke. They shouted into each other’s faces, barely able to make out the words.

Deri pointed out to sea. “The boat’s out there. Nago. We must wade . . .”

“I have them. Vala and the kids. The Jaguar girl.”

They both hurried back to the family from The Black, who had come struggling down the beach after Tibo.

“Come, quickly,” Deri said. He took Puli from Vala, the little boy was an ash-coated bundle, and grabbed Vala’s hand and pulled her down the beach. Tibo took Liff’s hand and followed. Mi and Caxa came after, helping each other, holding onto each other’s arms. After all this, Mi still had her precious bow over her shoulder.

Deri shouted at Vala, “Okea? My father?”

Vala just shook her head, her lips tight. Deri turned away, and kept driving to the sea, through the crowd.

Soon they were in the water. It deepened quickly, and Tibo had to help Liff half wade, half swim. When they reached the boat it was surrounded by a loose crowd of people, a dozen or more, struggling to stand in the turbulent water. Nago, kneeling up in the boat, was wielding his oar, keeping them at bay. When he saw Deri and the others he leaned over and started hauling them out and into the boat, one by one. Vala flopped into the bilge like a landed cod, and she took her soaked child from Deri’s arms.

Deri grabbed Tibo’s shoulder, and hauled him in so he landed facedown. “Oars,” Deri said, taking his own place. “Go, Nago! You, Tibo—Caxa, Mi—you too, Liff, if you can handle an oar—take one, they’re in the bottom of the boat.”

Tibo quickly found a place between Vala and Mi. Nago, paddling furiously, had already got the boat turned so it faced away from the land. Tibo got his oar into the rowlock, and started pulling, with muscles already spent by the day’s exertions. At first their rowing was uncoordinated and they splashed more than they pulled, but to frantic commands from Deri and Nago they soon worked into a rhythm, and the boat pushed through a surface skim of rock, out toward the open sea.

Tibo, rowing hard, looked back at the land. That glowing cloud, now a wall of churning red-hot dust and rubble that spanned the world, was scouring down the hillside to the beach. People ran, making for the sea in a final panic, but the cloud swallowed them. Erased them. And soon it was rolling over the water.

He rowed and rowed and rowed.
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It did not grow dark that midsummer night in Northland, though the light sank to a deep gray-blue. A phenomenon of this strange northern place, Qirum supposed. Yet to the west there was a deeper darkness, a smear of black as if a pot of pitch had been spilled. Qirum fancied he could see a spark of fire at the heart of it, right on the horizon, or beyond it.

He saw all this from the Wall, its roof, a walkway studded with huge stone slabs and the tremendous carved heads of dead Annids. Tonight beacons burned bright, all along the Wall’s length to left and right as far as he could see. Senior members of all Northland’s great Houses were up here, from the Annids to the lowly Beetles, still in their Giving finery. All of them anxiously looked west, watching the sea. And on the breast of that ocean were more lights, sparks on blue-black infinity. Boats with lanterns and beacons of their own.

“You could not sleep.”

He turned. Kilushepa stood by him, dressed in a long, warm cloak, her hand on her belly. “Nor you, it seems,” he said.

“Too much commotion. Shouting, running, all along the Wall.”

“It is the great event in the ocean.” He pointed to the spreading black cloud. “The Annids think it is a mountain of fire, far off to the west. On an island called Kirike’s Land.”

“If it is so far away, why are the Northlanders so alarmed?”

“Because great events on land can cause similarly great calamities at sea,” Qirum said. “This is as Milaqa explained it to me. There will be a ripple, if you will. But a ripple that might challenge all these people have built. Great Seas, they call them; there have been two, as far as I know. These events are embedded deep in their memories, their culture, their sense of who they are. And so they have their beacons, and the lightships out to sea. If the wave comes the distant ships will flash a warning back to the land.”

She frowned. “Will their Wall not keep out the wave?”

“One would hope so. But even if not they have fallback plans. They open watercourses, abandon the lower ground—make ready to soak up the flood.”

“I suppose we would have to flee.”

“I imagine so.”

“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I just found out I’m pregnant.”

He turned to her, astonished. For a heartbeat he wondered if it could be his—but no, they had always been careful about that, she had taken him in her mouth or her anus, or they had used her protective calfskin sheathes. A brat forced on her by some faceless Hatti soldier, then. And she was the Tawananna!

He laughed.

She glared out to sea.

The breeze shifted, coming from the west, and he thought he could smell burning.



Two
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The Year of the Fire Mountain:
Midwinter

Everything had changed at Etxelur after the Hood’s eruption, both for the Northlanders and for the dignitaries who had come from across continents and oceans for the Giving. As the cold clamped down and harvests faltered in the farming countries, travel became problematic—it was never wise to cross countrysides full of hungry, desperate people. Kilushepa and Qirum were not the only Giving guests to linger at the Wall, some of them keeping in touch with their homes by courier messages, talking, negotiating, as the world struggled to recover from the great shock it had suffered.

In the end, as an early autumn turned into a harsh winter, travel became impossible altogether.

Milaqa knew that Qirum, ever energetic and restless, had walked far, exploring Northland and the Wall and its Districts, sometimes in Milaqa’s company and sometimes not. He showed no interest in the countryside below the Wall. But Kilushepa, during her pregnancy, was content to stay in the relative luxury of Great Etxelur. Here she had met and talked, hosted parties and attended them, endlessly weaving nets of contacts and alliances. But when her baby was delivered she changed. She seemed restless for escape, even though by now it was the heart of the winter.

Since midsummer Teel had told Milaqa to stay close to Kilushepa and Qirum, to find out what they were thinking, what they were up to. And that included volunteering as an escort when Kilushepa asked for a walk along the Wall.

So this cold morning Milaqa, bundled in her cloak, pushed her way out of Hadhe’s house at the foot of the Wall. The door blanket crackled with frost, and the deep night cold had frozen over yesterday’s snow so that her feet crunched through a fine crust and into the compressed dry, powdery stuff underneath. For once the sun was visible, low in the sky to the southeast, and she cast a shadow. In the pale sunlight the snow drew all the color from the landscape save the occasional green splash of ivy, leaving only black and white and the blue of the long shadows, and it picked out details, crags on the hillsides and wrinkles and ridges on the uneven ground that were invisible in warmer times. By a watercourse she saw movement, fleet, furtive: an otter dragging the half-chewed carcass of a fish. The wintry land was beautiful, a consolation. But, only days away from the solstice itself, this was the coldest time of the hardest winter she could remember.

Cold or not the day’s work had to be done. A party of adults and older children was gathering, bundled up in fur cloaks and hats and boots, their breath steaming around their heads. They carried knives and rope, and would soon be setting off inland to harvest the willow stands by the waterways. But Milaqa wouldn’t be joining them. She hitched the pack on her back; laden with food and water for the Tawananna, it already felt heavy.

“They look busy.” Qirum came up to her. He was wrapped up in a heavy leather coat and leggings and bearskin hat, borrowed from Deri and cut and shaped to fit, and he slapped hands encased in huge mittens. He had his sword in its scabbard on his back.

“Willow,” she said.

“What?”

“They’re off to cut willow trees. The people over there. This is the best time to do it, midwinter, to get the fine shoots we use to make baskets and backpacks.”

He grunted and turned away, bored already.

That was the reaction she’d expected. He irritated her as much as he fascinated her. “At least they’re doing something useful.”

“I thought you were the great rebel. The wild spirit who doesn’t fit into this stuffy place. Now you’re going on at me about useful work?”

“You’ve got absolutely no interest in people, have you? Nobody except the big folk, the decision makers. You care nothing for people who actually do things.”

He considered that. “Metalworkers, perhaps. I need to be able to rely on my sword. And barkeeps, and brewers. And whores. Ha! And you are the same. Admit it, little Milaqa. You could go off and harvest willow twigs or whatever it is they are doing—but you do not choose that, do you? Instead you walk with me and the Queen of the Hatti. Of course you are blessed with freedom, here in Northland. In my country, no woman is free, no woman owns property, save for princesses. There are no princesses in this strange country, yet you are free to choose, aren’t you? And because of that, like me, you too believe you are special, better than the rest. Perhaps it is simply having the courage to believe so, to think this way, that elevates our kind.”

“And if all the words you spouted were flakes of gold, Trojan,” said Kilushepa, walking stiffly toward them now, “you would be rich indeed.”

Qirum laughed, admiring. “There, Milaqa, what was I saying? As I believe I am better than your twig-cutting uncles over there, so this one believes she is better than me. Even though, strictly speaking, I own her.” He rubbed his mittened hands together. “So—are we to make this walk?”

Kilushepa wore a hat of white winter-fox fur on her head, and was shrouded in a thick cloak of black-dyed fur, given her by Raka, the new Annid of Annids, in whose house she was staying. But she shivered, a long, drawn-out shudder that afflicted her whole body. “By the Storm God’s mercy, your land is cold, Milaqa. And to think I used to complain about drafty palaces in Hattusa!”

It was only a few days since she had given birth, after a short, difficult pregnancy. Under her naturally dark skin Milaqa thought she saw a bloodless pallor. Milaqa plucked up the courage to speak. “Tawananna—you don’t look strong.”

Kilushepa looked down at her, surprised, perhaps amused. “Oh, you are an expert in medicine, are you, little girl?”

“No. But I’ve been there when my cousin Hadhe gave birth. I’ve seen how hard it is—”

“Lead us to the Wall, child, and hold your tongue,” Kilushepa said without emotion. She stalked away, heading north toward the looming face of the Wall.

Qirum’s grin widened as he fell into step beside Milaqa. “You got that about as wrong as you could.”

“I was speaking as one human being to another—”

“Kilushepa isn’t a human being! Haven’t you listened to anything I have said to you? Oh, she does have her frailties. Since the birth of the child she’s been obsessively cleaning herself. Did you know that? Bathing and scrubbing, and douches and enemas. The Hatti are a funny lot who believe that any form of sexual contact leaves you unclean, and unfit to be in the presence of the gods. So you can imagine how it was for her to fall into the hands of the soldiers who used her—and into my hands, come to that. Now that the baby’s out of her she’s washing and washing and washing, trying to make herself pure again . . . But none of that matters. She’s not weak, Milaqa. She’s a queen! She’s the Tawananna! Mark my words—we’ll be the ones who will have to hurry to keep up.”

Milaqa led her party to one of the Wall’s grander staircases. This was a sweeping flight cut into the growstone face, with broad treads and a facing wall inscribed with the names of Annids going back many generations.

Kilushepa and Qirum followed her up the stair. Kilushepa, lifting her robe to reveal booted feet, concentrated on each step. Qirum had been this way many times, but he looked around with interest as he always did, at the detail of the staircases, the growstone surface, the small doorways that led off to chambers cut deeper into the Wall’s fabric. Milaqa wondered what a warrior made of Northland and its Wall.

They climbed up a final set of shallow steps and emerged onto the Wall’s roof: gray ocean to the left, the black-and-white snow-covered landscape of Northland to their right, the Wall itself arrowing to infinity ahead and behind. The Northern Ocean was flecked with ice floes, and the dark shadows of boats, all the way to the horizon. In this winter of privation the Northlanders had fallen back on the generosity of the little mother of the sea, but fishing in deep midwinter was always a hazard.

Milaqa stepped forward cautiously. The surface was swept clear of snow daily, and the central track was ridged, for better footing. She led them along the Wall, heading east. The air was mercifully still, but bitterly cold, and they all pulled their cloaks tighter.

Qirum studied the ridges as he walked, his eye caught by that small detail. “It must have been the labor of years to carve all these fine lines in the stone, along the mighty length of this Wall.”

“Oh, no. You do it when the growstone is wet. You can just comb it in—literally, like combing your hair. When it’s wet you can shape growstone with your bare hands. And the furrows stay when the growstone hardens.”

“Remarkable,” the Trojan said. He knelt, took off his mittens, and rapped the surface with his knuckles. “A rock you can mold like clay!”

Soon they were over Old Etxelur itself. The circular ridges of the Mothers’ Door, the grand old earthwork, were coated by snow, the profile of Flint Mountain and the densely populated Bay Land gleamed with frost, and the great watercourses were frozen solid. In the misty distance she saw huge herds move across the land, like the shadows of clouds. Deer, perhaps, maybe even aurochs, the wild cattle that the farmer folk found so fascinating.

Kilushepa looked down on the Door, contemptuous. “How ugly. It reminds me of the palace of the Goddess of Death in the netherworld, which is surrounded by rings of walls in a desolate plain, just like this.”

“This is the very heart of Northland,” Milaqa said. “Old Etxelur itself, where the Wall, or the first part of it, was built to expel the sea.”

“And all of this was sea bed, you claim,” Kilushepa murmured. “I believe that’s a stand of oak down there. Everybody knows oak takes centuries to grow.”

“But the Wall is more than centuries old, Queen,” said Qirum gently. “Older even than the most ancient cities of the east, older than Ur and Uruk. This was around when they were nothing but collections of shepherds’ huts. You know the saying. ‘Everything comes from the west.’ And this is the heart of that west, Kilushepa.”

They moved on, walking past monoliths and monumental stone heads set up in their lines along the Wall roof. Milaqa tried to tell them something of the stories of the Annids commemorated here, but they weren’t interested in Northland history, and she gave up. She said, “We will walk until the middle of the afternoon, perhaps. We will arrive at a dock where my uncle Deri will meet us in his boat; we will be rowed back. We have food in the packs, and there are sheltered places. Or we can always duck down into the Wall; there are many places to eat.”

“And drink,” Qirum said loudly. “We’re walking due east. Aren’t we heading toward the Scambles?” Kilushepa looked quizzical. “A District within the Wall, Tawananna. It’s rather interesting. You’d think the Wall is one great uniform mass. But it isn’t. The character changes, quite markedly. I’ll tell you one pattern I’ve observed. These Districts, their miniature towns-in-a-town—the centers tend to be a half-day’s walk apart, or a little more. Just too far to walk there and back in a day, you see. So a natural separation grows up.”

Milaqa, faintly disturbed, realized that she’d never seen that pattern for herself.

“As for the Scambles—well, it’s quite unlike Etxelur, though often you’ll find the grand folk in the taverns and music houses and brothels—”

“We won’t be going there.” Milaqa said hastily.

“Then I hope you’re carrying beer on that back of yours, girl!”

They came to a place where a tremendous scaffolding of long Albian oak trunks and cut planks had been built up against the landward face of the Wall. On its platforms stood huge wooden vats full of ground-up rock, dust, and frozen-over water. Up on the roof, wooden panels had been set up to shelter those who supervised the work on the scaffolding below. Nobody was working today, though one man sat bundled up in furs, watchful, to ensure there were no accidental fires.

They paused in the lee of the supervisors’ shelter. Milaqa opened her packs and passed around dried meat and fish with hazelnut paste, and water and beer.

Qirum was fascinated by the scaffolding. “It is like a tremendous siege engine.”

“They are working on the Wall,” Milaqa replied. “The Beavers and their assistants. They make growstone from crushed limestone, fire-mountain ash and other ingredients in those great vats. But you can see the water is frozen, and the growstone itself would be too cold to mix properly. So the work is abandoned for now. They work on a given section for years at a time. People come for the work, and others to support those who work. They live here. The site becomes a community, a village. Children may be born and grow up on the scaffolding, before the time comes to move on to another section of Wall.”

“Rather magnificent,” Qirum murmured to Kilushepa.

“The magnificence of the insane,” she said, chewing delicately on a piece of pickled cod. “The same pointless task repeated over and over. The Wall is a monument of idiots.”

Qirum shrugged. “I suppose I wouldn’t want my children to be growing up on a bit of scaffolding. Where is your daughter today, by the way? Little Puduhepa.”

“With her carer. A woman called . . .” She frowned, and glanced at Milaqa.

“The wet nurse is called Bela,” Milaqa said. “You know her, Qirum. A friend of my cousin Hadhe.”

Kilushepa said, “The woman is to be more than a wet nurse. I have given the baby over. And I have given instructions that a new name be found for the child. A Northlander name. I thoughtlessly gave the brat a Hatti name—a royal name, in fact. I was in pain, barely conscious, addled by the potions your priest doctors gave me, Milaqa. There is no purpose in the Hatti name, for she will be raised as a Northlander.”

“But she is your child!” Qirum said, aghast. “How can you give her up? Is this because of your Hatti obsession with cleanliness, woman? Is the child just some impurity that has now been flushed out of you?”

“The child hardly matters. She is the product of a rape.”

“As I was!”

“And now she is abandoned. As you were.” She seemed amused by the observation.

Qirum stood stock-still. Milaqa could see the muscles clenched in his neck. For a heartbeat Milaqa thought he might strike Kilushepa. Then he pushed out of the shelter and strode back the way they had come, and ducked down a staircase, perhaps looking for a Scambles tavern.

Kilushepa had finished her fish. She wiped her fingers and mouth delicately on a small cloth. “Well. That seems to be the end of the walk.” She stood and staggered.

Milaqa held her arm. “Let me help you.”

The Tawananna snatched back her arm. “Do not touch me.”

When they emerged from the shelter snow was falling. Her hood up, her head down, Milaqa led Kilushepa east along the Wall, toward the dock where Deri waited. They did not speak again.
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The next day they got their first glimpse of the Anatolian shore. It was a thin brown stripe on the horizon, with low, worn hills, and long empty beaches against which waves broke in a skim of white, and not a splash of green anywhere. This was home for Qirum. He showed no pleasure in returning.

They turned, heading north, so they tracked the coast to their east, Milaqa’s left. The rowing got harder. There was a current against them, and a wind blew steadily from the north. Milaqa and the rest labored, but the landmarks on the shore seemed to crawl by. At last, on the northern horizon, Kilushepa pointed out a smudge of brown hanging over the land: smoke from the fires of Troy itself.

“There’s a bay,” Qirum said, panting as he worked his oar. “A headland . . . Once we round the headland and get into the bay we’ll be out of this current, sheltered from the wind, and life will get a lot easier. Not long now, I promise—”

“Weapons!” Kilushepa’s command was a harsh snap.

Milaqa looked up, confused. The men were already shipping their oars and scrambling for their spears and shields under their benches. Qirum looked over his shoulder, past Milaqa, and he swore, using his filthiest defamation of his Storm God.

And Milaqa looked back, along the length of the boat to the sea. There it was: a black scrap on the horizon that grew as she watched, a square of dark sail above a slim hull.

Qirum began barking instructions. “Get ready. Use any weapons you have at hand. You too, ladies! I feared they would strike here, where every boat must round the headland to the bay. And see how they come upon us, riding down the summer winds as we labor against them, they have all the advantages. Of course anticipating trouble doesn’t necessarily mean you can avoid it. They’ll come alongside us, grapple us with hooks and ropes, maybe throw a net. Cut their ropes, slash their net. Don’t let them board! Or you will be rowing another boat across a river of blood before the day is done.”

They quickly got organized, the men with their weapons and shields ready to defend either side of the boat, depending on how the pirates came down on them. Milaqa had no weapons of her own save her bronze dagger. She picked up her oar, and held it before her like a club. Teel looked terrified, Deri and Riban grim. Tibo had an expression of relish. The black ship closed on them silent as smoke over the water. Milaqa could see detail now, rents in that big sail, a glint of metal—bronze swords and spear points.

None of this seemed real. The scene was almost peaceful, as they waited; the sea lapped, the wind sighed in their faces.

“They’re closing fast,” Deri said grimly. “They’ll pass by fast too. If they judge it wrong they’ll miss us altogether.”

Qirum said, “They’re good seamen. Must be, or they wouldn’t have survived. They might foul up. We won’t gamble our lives on it. She’s a big one. A fifty seater. If she’s fully manned we’re outnumbered many times over.”

“This is not how it ends for you, Trojan,” Kilushepa said calmly. “You, killed by a stranger for the scrap of food in your pack, the bit of gold in your pocket? You, who is destined to rule the world? You will survive this. So it’s a fifty seater. What’s your plan?”

He stared at her. Then he laughed out loud. “Gods, I am surrounded by monstrous women! But you are right, of course. We must not allow them close enough to use their advantage of numbers.” He rummaged under his bench for his bow and a leather quiver of arrows. “Milaqa. Get me the lantern from Kilushepa at the stern.” Feverishly he used his knife to saw a bit of cloth from his tunic, and tied it around an arrowhead. “Move, girl!”

She worked her way along the boat, between the watchful men, and fetched the lantern. She had to shield it from the wind with her body as Qirum struck a flint to light it. “Feed it,” he snapped at the man behind Milaqa’s bench, the Greek. The man ripped bits of cloth off his own tunic to fuel the flames.

The pirate ship was closing now. Some of its crew dug oars in the water to slow the ship as it bore down. Milaqa thought she heard them chant, a rapid, ugly noise; they were pumped up to fight.

“Milaqa.” Qirum dipped one arrowhead, wrapped in cloth, into the flame; it came up burning. “Help me. I’ll fire the arrows. And when they close, throw the lamp. Try to hit the sail. Do you understand? You’ll only get one chance.”

She picked up the lamp; it was a clay jug heavy with oil. “I’m ready.”

“Good, because—”

Because they were here.

The pirate was another Greek boat, Milaqa saw, a sleek black hull with savage painted eyes. The hull itself was battered and showed signs of patching, a hardened fighting ship. And as Qirum had predicted it was about twice the length of theirs, and seemed to swarm with men.

The ropes started flying over, weighted with stones, with hooks of sharpened bone. Qirum’s crew hacked at the ropes with their axes and blades. The pirates hauled with relish, laughing. Milaqa saw they were preparing to throw a weighted net over the boat, which would trap them all. One man looked directly at her. He wore a skull plate nailed to his shaven head, and his face was crowded with tattoos. He opened his mouth to reveal sharpened teeth, and a tongue that was cleft like a snake’s. He barely looked human at all. She clenched her oar, recoiling, shocked, suddenly flooded with fear. She was nothing to this man, she saw, her own self worthless. To him she was a scrap of flesh to be robbed, used and discarded—and then forgotten, no doubt, before the night fell. What god would make a universe where such a horror could be inflicted on her?

But he hadn’t got her yet.

Qirum fired off a flaming arrow—but it missed, and sailed harmlessly into the sea, where its flame died. He fired another and hit a man in the chest; he screamed and fell backward into the sea. A third thunked into the pirate’s hull. And now, as the enemy ship closed, Qirum cried, “Milaqa!”

For an instant she could not move. She couldn’t take her eyes off the tattooed man, who grinned, and beckoned to her, an obscene gesture. Qirum called again.

With all her strength Milaqa hurled her lantern.

It smashed against the base of the pirate’s mast, and flame blossomed. The men scrambled away from the sudden fire, trying to douse it using seawater scooped up with bilge buckets. The rowers managed to cut the last of the ropes, and the pirate ship drifted away, and Qirum loosed more arrows, picking off the men. Tibo whooped, and hurled his spear uselessly after the pirate vessel.

“Now row!” Qirum shouted. “Let’s put some distance between us! Take your oars!”

The oarsmen, including Milaqa and Qirum, quickly settled. Soon they were in the familiar rhythm, chanting together now, a triumphant, “One—pull! One—pull!” Milaqa, looking out over the stern as she rowed, saw the blazing pirate ship recede into the distance. The crew, abandoning their attempt to save the ship, leapt into the water.

“The gods spared us,” muttered Qirum as he rowed. “If you had failed with your throw, Milaqa, even by a hand’s breadth—and there’s a great deal of luck involved in lobbing from one moving ship into another—we would all be dying, spilling our blood into the water by now. They toy with us, the gods, our little lives and deaths amuse them . . .”

Kilushepa put away her own knife. Throughout the incident she had not moved from her bench at the stern, as expressionless as if nothing important had happened at all.

But Milaqa gave way to a deep shuddering. She couldn’t get the image of the tattooed face out of her mind, that cleft tongue. He had come so close. She longed to be somewhere safe, to have the stout bulk of the Wall around her.

The kindly Greek behind her put his hand on her shoulder, squeezed.
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Troy was a broken city. Even when the raiders had gone, there was no sense of order, no authority beyond the petty gang lords who strutted through the rubble-strewn streets like emperors.

Still, Qirum seemed to find it easy to do his deals in the aftermath of the raid. He quickly secured the services of a handful of warriors, all former Hatti soldiers, or so they claimed. These men looked tough to Milaqa, but uncomfortably hungry, and she had no idea how to judge their loyalty. And Qirum turned up a couple of carts, hard to find in a city where even timber for the fires was growing scarce. He failed to locate any horses, but he did manage to get the Northlanders some food, fish and dried meat. He promised that none of it was rat flesh, or worse.

Hattusa was far to the east of here, many more days’ travel, in the Land of the Hatti. But for now it was not Hattusa they sought but a boy from Northland.

“We will find him,” Qirum assured Deri. “Find him and save him. Stick with me. You will see.” Tibo had made himself close to Qirum, Milaqa realized. Maybe Qirum had adopted him as a kind of pet, a half-tamed wolf cub. Just as he had adopted Milaqa, maybe, another impulsive affection that made no particular sense. Whatever the reason, Qirum seemed determined to see through his pledge.

His men meanwhile had been quietly extracting information from the survivors of the raid. The leader of the black charioteers was a man who called himself the Spider. It was said that he had been a military commander under the Hatti regime, before going rogue. Now he was one of the most feared of the bandit warlords who had sprouted like weeds in an increasingly lawless country. He was believed to have a base to the east. With that knowledge Kilushepa was prepared to allow a diversion to pursue Tibo.

“We are heading east anyhow,” Qirum told her.

“As long as the time we lose is not excessive.”

Teel growled, “And as long as we don’t get ourselves killed confronting this Spider.”

Milaqa hissed, “Shame on you, Uncle. Don’t let Deri hear you say that. Tibo is your blood, as he is mine.”

Teel, as he often did, looked shifty, uncomfortable, priorities conflicting in his head. “We didn’t come here for this, for a rescue mission. He’s probably dead already—you understand that, don’t you? We’re trying to save empires here. We can’t save everybody, Milaqa.”

“But we can try,” she snapped back fiercely.

After three uneasy nights in Troy, they left the city and set out east. They were the survivors of Qirum’s party of Northlanders, and the dozen Trojan warriors he had hired. The Trojans took turns hauling the two carts on which Kilushepa and Noli rode, along with their baggage. The warriors grumbled or bragged every step of the way.

The road to the east was decaying, rutted. This was a country that Qirum called Wilusa—a shattered, starving place, and unseasonably cold when the wind picked up under the sunless sky. The fields were dry and unworked, the houses and barns looted and collapsed. Irrigation channels scored the land, but they were dry too, dust filled and weed choked. Teel pointed out the remains of stands of forest, long since cut to the ground for firewood.

From the beginning Qirum imposed a careful rationing system. It was just as well, Milaqa thought, for otherwise his hungry warriors would have finished the food they had brought from Troy in days, and then probably started in on the precious seed potatoes. And he allowed his warriors to hunt. Once they saw a herd of goats, running wild, and the men chased them, but the animals, hardy survivors themselves, were too quick.

They passed a stone watchtower. There was no sign of the soldiers who must once have manned it.

Kilushepa seemed dismayed by this abandonment. “By such means as this tower we Hatti maintained security for generations,” she said to Noli and Milaqa. “We were a great nation. Once we destroyed Babylon. Once we defeated the Egyptians, at Kadesh, in the greatest battle the world has ever known. But our empire was always under threat. The Hatti kingdom itself is a patchwork of many peoples, surrounded by a buffer of restless vassals and dependencies. So we built an empire like a fortress, with fortified towns connected by roads for the troops, marked out by watchtowers like this. Or at least that was how it used to be . . .”

They came to a river that flowed roughly south to north, toward the great northern sea that lay beyond the strait where Troy was situated. It was low and silty, the banks choked with reeds, but the water flowed and was fresh, and they refilled their skins and jugs.

They turned and headed south, working upstream. Kilushepa said they would find fords and bridges. Here, by the water, there were more houses, just shacks of reeds and bits of timber, hearths that looked recently used. But they never saw any signs of the people who must live here. The soldiers routinely robbed what they could find, pulling apart the little houses, emptying the traps and lines of any catches.

“They must see us coming,” Milaqa said. “They run and hide.”

“Wouldn’t you?” Teel murmured. “We must look like bandits to them. Which of course we are, to all intents and purposes.”

Another day on from the watchtower they came to a small town, sprawling by a riverbank studded with jetties. The party approached cautiously. The town was laid out a little like Troy, Milaqa could see, though on a much smaller scale, with a ditch and palisade surrounding an inhabited area within which a stone-walled citadel rose proud on a hillock. And just as at Troy shanties and lean-tos were pressed up against the outer rampart, a wrack of people washed up by a tide of hunger.

The road led them across the defensive ditch to an open gateway. There was a crowd gathered by the gate, pushing and shoving. Milaqa heard raised voices, shouting, and a man’s agonized cry. Qirum’s party slowed. The warriors touched the hilts of their swords.

Teel said nervously, “We don’t need any more trouble.”

Deri growled, “We’re not leaving until we’re sure Tibo is not here.”

“If the Spider’s black chariots are at work here,” Kilushepa said, “I think we’d know it by the screams.”

“Perhaps they’ve been here,” Qirum said. He stepped forward, hands on hips, peering; the light under the unending cloud was uncertain. “For I think that’s one of the Spider’s men who’s doing the screaming.”

The mob surrounded a man dressed entirely in black, Milaqa saw now. They had him by the arms, and were dragging him under the gateway in the wall.

Qirum said, “Left behind, I imagine. And now taking punishment on behalf of them all.”

Deri said urgently, “He might know where Tibo has been taken.”

“Yes. Come with me—you, Deri, and Milaqa. You others wait, and keep your weapons hidden.” He set off immediately, with Deri and Milaqa hurrying behind.

And Kilushepa followed, striding boldly. Qirum just looked at her, and hurried on.

When they got to the gateway Milaqa saw immediately what the inflamed people were trying to do. The gate was a rough arch of stout wooden timbers. Ropes had been thrown over the arch, and were tied to the charioteer’s chest, wrists and feet. Men started to haul at the ropes, and a baying cry went up. The captive was clearly to be dragged into the air by the big band around his chest. He was struggling, squirming. His face was a mask of blood, his eyes were pits of darkness, and his long black tunic was stained rust brown. He was a big man physically, Milaqa saw, but there was no sense of violence about him.

Milaqa said to Qirum, “They will haul him over the arch.”

“Yes. And bend him backward until he snaps like a twig. A crude but effective punishment, I suppose . . . Kilushepa! Wait!”

But the queen, with an impressive burst of speed, was already striding toward the mob. “Stop this!” Her voice, imperious, carried over the yelling of the mob. Even the captive was silenced.

Qirum hurried to her side and walked with her. “Is this wise?”

“These are my people. I am still their Tawananna. Stop this, I say—stop it now!”

A woman approached her, ragged, limping. She led a little girl by the hand. “Who are you to tell us what to do?”

“I am queen. I am Kilushepa. I am Tawananna.”

“Kilushepa’s dead. That’s what I heard.”

“Then you heard wrong. Here she is, here I am, in the flesh. Here I am, returning to Hattusa to take up the reins of power—and to ensure that people like you are protected once more.”

Milaqa was lost in admiration for this woman, who faced a murderous mob and held them spellbound with a few words, even if she must know she was making promises she could not keep.

And the captive, bound, blinded and bloodied, twisted and turned his head. “Tawananna? Is it you? I heard you speak, just once. I would never forget that voice.” He spoke clear Nesili, his accent like Kilushepa’s.

She walked up to him. The mob melted back, to Milaqa’s continuing astonishment. “What is your name, man?”

“I am Kurunta. You would not know me. There is no reason why . . . I was a scribe in the palace precinct. In great Hattusa! An archivist. I wrote, I read—”

The woman with the little girl pushed forward again. “This man ran with the Spider. His men raped me. They killed my husband, and my son. And my little girl—look, Tawananna!” She pulled the girl forward and exposed her face, and another ghastly injury inflicted by a hero’s sword. Milaqa turned away.

But Kurunta twisted free of the grasping hands. “Tawananna! Save me! I was a scribe before the world ended, and the Spider took me, and I woke in this nightmare of killing. Look what these people did to me!” He held up his arms. Milaqa saw that his hands had been cut off, his eyes put out. Look what they did!”

Kilushepa said to Qirum, “We need this man. Pay off these people. Then let us leave this place.”

And she walked away, back toward the carts, leaving Qirum facing a surging, yelling mob.
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After leaving the town the party continued to track the river, heading upstream, roughly south. This was the way to the Spider’s main camp, according to Kurunta.

Kurunta rode with Kilushepa. Noli allowed the young priest Riban to tend to Kurunta’s wounds, his ruined eyes, the crudely cauterized stumps of his arms, and to give him infusions of herbs to dull the pain. The drugs made Kurunta light-headed, and he talked and talked, like a lost child. Milaqa, curious, walked alongside the cart, following his stilted Hatti tongue as best she could.

“My father was a court scribe, and his father before him. We lived in a fine house within the walls of Hattusa. Once my father met the King himself, and took down his personal account of a battle. He was served food . . . little birds stuffed with olives . . . he said he never tasted the like. I married, I had a family. Two boys. Oh, we knew about the famine, the drought. How could you not, with the records we clerks kept and copied? But it always seemed remote. Not for us in Hattusa, fed on grain from Egypt.

“But then I was sent to the north coast, to a city called Lazawa.” A place Milaqa had never heard of. “There had been a rebellion, raids by the Kaskans—a mess. I was one of a party sent to gather facts on how the country was recovering now that the rebellion was put down, or so the governor had told the King. This report would be brought back to the court.

“So we went out into the country. We had a corps of the Standing Army of the Left to accompany us, under an overseer who reported to the King’s own brother. I felt safe.

“We had a great deal of trouble on the way, but we reached Lazawa. And there we found that everything we had been told about the outcome of the rebellion was an utter lie. The town was a smoking ruin, the grain stores looted, the people driven off or enslaved by the Kaskans. There was not even food for us. Not even for our horses!

“And it was as we considered what we should do that the Spider fell on us . . .”

The Spider had been a regional governor, a “Lord of the Watchtower” as the Hatti called it. As the years of drought wore on, the commands from the center had grown sporadic and contradictory, and the cycle of supply and troop replenishment slowly broke down. Then the fire-mountain clouds closed in, and people started to starve, and the man had gone rogue altogether.

“I do not know his name.” Kurunta whispered. “He wears the uniform of the army, the chariots are as the army ride, but he has painted or dyed everything black, so that all will know it is he who descends, his sword that flashes—his laugh you hear when you die . . .”

“And he descended on you,” Kilushepa prompted.

“Yes. Our troops fell, or fled, or defected on the spot. We scribes and our servants were playthings for the Spider and his soldiers. You can imagine what happened to the women, and the younger boys. Not one of them survived the first night. The rest of us were used for—amusement. One man was let loose, naked, and hunted like an animal. Practice for the archers, the charioteers. I knew him. He told good jokes. Another, who fought back, was tied to a post. They rode at him on their horses taking swipes with their swords, until nothing was left of him. And so on. I had never fought, but you can see I am a bulky man, Tawananna. They put me in a kind of arena of spears and ropes, with two others, and made us fight. Only one of the three would live to leave that ring. I had not struck another human being since I was a child.”

“Yet you survived,” Kilushepa murmured.

“I survived. The Spider told me that if I fought with him, with his troops, he would let me live. And I did,” he whispered. “I did, Queen! And I have committed terrible crimes, or watched them. All to save my own skin.”

“It is nothing to be ashamed of. You see how it is,” she said to the others. “The times we live in. And all this has come to pass under the nominal protection of the Hatti, still the greatest empire in the world. This is why we must work together, Annid. Lest the darkness fall over the whole world, for good.”

“I was educated,” said Kurunta. “I was a scribe. The Spider has told me that that time has gone. That nobody will ever write or read again, as long as the world lasts, and that soon people will even forget that such a thing was possible. Even my sons, who I have not seen since I left Hattusa. Is it true, Tawananna? Is this the end of it all? Is it true?”

She took the bloody stumps of his arms in her hands. “Not if I can help it.”

He subsided, muttering, turning his eyeless head as if looking for the light.

They came upon the camp of the Spider late the following day. It was visible from far off as a smudge of smoke on the southern horizon. It looked to Milaqa like the most substantial settlement they had seen since Troy itself.

Yet when they approached, it was not a town at all.

The centerpiece was another watchtower, guarding another road. On the plain around this tower bonfires burned, sending columns of smoke up to the sky, and there were tents and shacks of timber and reeds. Male laughter carried on the breeze, and a clang of metal, sword on sword.

“This is the place,” Kilushepa murmured, as she clambered down from her cart. Kurunta was sleeping now. “Just as our mutilated clerk described it.”

“I will go in alone,” said Qirum. “We mustn’t challenge them.”

“That’s foolish,” Deri snapped, in the broken Hatti he had learned. “Let me go with you, at least. Tibo is my son.”

“No.” Qirum dug into the heap of stuff on the cart, found his bronze breastplate, and with quick fingers tied it in place. “I know these people, remember—men like the Spider.”

“Because you are one yourself,” said Kilushepa with a faint sneer.

Qirum grinned coldly and said nothing. He set his ox-horn helmet on his head, fixed his sword in its scabbard on his back, and strode out toward the camp, heading straight for the watchtower at its heart.

Those left behind started to make a camp of their own. The men built a fire. Deri paced, as tense as a clenched fist. Kilushepa waited, silent and still. Milaqa thought it was quite likely the Spider already knew all about this petty force of Qirum’s. She imagined some armed man’s calculating gaze on her even now, and she tried not to shudder.

The light was fading by the time Qirum returned. He sat by the fire, and took a cup of wine from one of his warriors.

“He will talk to us,” he said. “The Spider. I was only able to negotiate with him through his generals, his closest circle. The Spider is sharper than I imagined. I had to give away a lot.”

Deri frowned. “A lot of what? Gold?”

“Information. I was getting nowhere. He was intrigued when I told him the Tawananna was here.” He smiled spitefully at Kilushepa. “Although he asked, which Tawananna.”

“And the boy—what of him?”

“The Spider himself may not know. I got the impression he takes many prisoners, for many purposes. He will speak to us, however.”

Deri said, “Us?”

“The Tawananna,” said Qirum. “He was a governor, remember. I think it flatters his vanity to have one of the court come to his camp. And he will speak to a relative of the boy.”

“I will go,” said Deri.

“No,” Qirum said. “No men. A woman. It must be a woman.” And he looked at Milaqa.

Deri shook his head. “It isn’t safe.”

“He’s right,” Teel said. Suddenly he and Deri were Milaqa’s uncles, looking out for the safety of their niece.

But she said, “I will go.”

Qirum nodded. “He will not harm you. Well, I don’t believe so. If he intended to, he could have set his warriors on us already. He is more curious than aggressive. I think he seeks—amusement.”

Kilushepa stood. “More practically, this Spider is the only authority in the area just now, isn’t he?”

Teel frowned. “What exactly are you planning, Tawananna?”

She would not reply.

Qirum swilled another mouthful of wine, hurried behind a rocky outcrop to take a quick piss, and then returned, rubbing his hands. “Are you ready?”

Qirum led them back the way he had come.

As the Trojan walked boldly through the camp, the Spider’s warriors watched them pass. They were Hatti warriors, Milaqa saw, or a semblance of them. They were relaxing, and many had their boots off, their black-dyed tunics loosened, their long hair worn loose rather than plaited. They sat around the fires, worked at their weapons with sharpening stones, rubbed their feet with bits of rough rock. There were neat heaps of spears, leather helmets, shields of leather and wood. Subdued-looking women, many very young, prepared food and brought the men drink. Milaqa was selfishly glad they were here. She would not have liked to have been the only woman in the camp.

As they neared the watchtower they saw stranger sights. In a cage of wood and rope a group of women, girls and boys sat in the dirt, many naked, waiting in silence. A few warriors were gathered around another cage, laughing and shouting, gambling with bits of gold and precious stone, goading the cage’s occupants with shouts and waved fists. Milaqa got close enough to glimpse what was going on inside the cage: two men, both naked, both without feet, their legs crudely wrapped in bloody cloth, were crawling in the dirt, dragging their bodies, trying to fight each other.

They came to the watchtower itself. Kilushepa pointed up at a standard of wood and bronze that had been fixed to its roof: an eagle, once apparently two-headed, now headless altogether. “A sacred symbol,” Kilushepa murmured. “Mutilated. How the world has fallen into decay . . .”

A hefty guard stood by a narrow doorway. He recognized Qirum, ushered him through. Milaqa and Kilushepa followed. The watchtower was half-wrecked, Milaqa saw, peering around in the reduced light. On the ground floor there was a space for a hearth, heaped up with wood, unlit. A set of steps carved into the stone wall led up to the remains of a platform where, in more orderly times, soldiers of the King at Hattusa would have watched over the roadway. Now a loose canvas had been stretched over the open roof.

“To keep out the rain,” came a voice from the shadows, speaking precise Hatti. “Should it ever fall again . . . Come forward. You. The girl. I won’t bite; I’ve already eaten today.”

Milaqa glanced at the others. Both Qirum and Kilushepa seemed utterly calm. She, however, was trembling. She took a step forward, then another. She had never felt so far from home. She kept seeing the pirate in her mind, his cleft tongue.

As her eyes adapted to the dark she saw a man sitting on a tall chair, his back to the stone wall. He was slim, not bulky, but she sensed he was strong, whip-like. He wore a black-dyed tunic like his soldiers, but embroidered with gold thread. His hair was long at his back, in the Hatti fashion. Clean-shaven, no older than his mid-thirties, he might have been called handsome. But one eye was a blackened ruin.

“What is your name?”

“Milaqa.”

“You are a Northlander, I am told. Yet you understand Hatti.”

“All Northlanders are educated.”

He laughed. “I don’t doubt it. I wonder if they are all as brave as you. Why have you come here?”

“You know why.”

“Tell me anyway.”

“I come for my cousin, Tibo. You took him from—”

“Yes, yes. And now you are here—now you see me—what is the one question you wish to ask me?”

She considered. “What happened to your eye?”

“Ah. Good question.” He sat back. “You understand I was governor here—we call it the Lord of the Watchtower—before the sky clouded over and the world ended? There was drought, famine, rebellion in my province.

“So a man was sent from the King’s household in Hattusa to inspect the trouble. He had once been the Chief of the Wine Cellar, which is an old ceremonial title—very close to the King, an important man. He decided that all the trouble was my fault. His men jumped me before I could react. The punishment he ordained was blinding.” He smiled. “A favorite of us Hatti. The men got as far as destroying one eye, before I got a hand free.

“This chair, by the way, belonged to that former Chief of the Wine Cellar. He had it carried all the way from Hattusa. Imagine that. Fine piece of furniture, isn’t it? Even better now it is upholstered with the skin off the Chief’s own back.”

Kilushepa stepped forward now. “Are you done frightening children?”

The Spider hesitated. Then he stood, almost respectfully. “You were the Tawananna.”

“I am the Tawananna. Tell me your true name.”

“I am the Spider.” He grinned, and spread his arms wide. “A good name for the ruler of this land of the dead, don’t you think? Where people live like flies off the carcasses of the dead, and I, the Spider, consume the flies—”

“Your true name.”

Again he seemed to hesitate. “Telipinu,” he said at last. “I call myself Telipinu.”

“You call yourself after a god?”

“I was born in Hattusa—”

“I can tell that much from your accent,” she said, dismissive. She turned away to inspect the tower, as if no longer interested in the man. There were piles of goods in the shadows here, gold artifacts, iron perhaps, amber, bronze. “You take the last of everything. You loot cities already ruined. You make people turn on each other—you make children into whores, you make cripples fight. What is it you want?”

He grinned. “I am Telipinu. The Vanishing God, whose absence causes the rain to fail and crops to wither. Whose rages cause the very earth to shake. Look around. This is a world of destruction and decay, Queen. After decades of drought, and now the desertion of the sun, there’s nothing else left. What is a man to do but revel in it, while it lasts?”

Qirum murmured, “We came here for a purpose.”

“The boy?” The Spider grinned. “I had him found. Your description was enough. He was a good fighter, as it turned out.”

Milaqa wondered what that meant, what Tibo had gone through. She said, “So we can take him away.”

“Well, I didn’t say that. He belongs to me now. Why should I give him back to you? What have you in exchange?” His glare, though one-eyed, was probing.

It was Kilushepa who broke the moment. “We have this.” She dug into the pouch at her belt, and produced something small and pebble-like that she handed to him.

He inspected it curiously. “What is this?”

It was a potato.

“We have more,” Kilushepa said. “It is a seed. It is simple to grow, and produces ample food. As soon as this weather relents—”

“I have eaten Northland food.”

“This is what Northland food is grown from. This is their secret. Now I am giving it to you.”

Milaqa turned on her. “Tawananna, are you insane? You give our treasure to this man?”

Kilushepa deigned to look at her, and spoke in her broken Northlander. “I know exactly what I’m doing, child. First I am trying to secure your cousin’s release, for until that is done we will not be able to move on to matters of importance. And second, this crop is the secret to recovery for the Hatti empire. For the whole world, perhaps. But for the first year, the second, its distribution must be controlled. Rationed. Surely you see that, for otherwise the hungry will eat even the seed stock, and all will be lost.”

“But this man—”

“Is a monster. I know. But he is the only functioning authority of any kind we have encountered since Troy. And until I return to Hattusa, until the center imposes its control again, this is how it will remain. This is the kind we must deal with, like it or not.” Kilushepa turned to the Spider and spoke in her own tongue. “For your people—in a year or two, if not now—this represents survival. For you, it represents redemption. Will you take it?”

He stared at the root, holding it in both hands. Then he nodded, curtly. “The boy will be brought to you outside.”

Kilushepa bowed. “Then our business here is done. Good luck, Telipinu.” She turned away and made for the doorway.

Qirum and Milaqa followed the Tawananna out. Milaqa whispered to Qirum, “That story about covering the chair with the skin of its owner. Was it true?”

“Try not to think about it.”

Tibo was brought from the back of the tower, his arm gripped by a burly warrior. His face was grimy, his clothes reduced to rags, his feet bare. He was struggling. “Get off me . . . get off!” The warrior shoved him toward Qirum’s party. He fell and sprawled in the dirt. Immediately he was on his feet, and would have launched himself straight back at the warrior if Qirum hadn’t grabbed him around the waist. “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you all!” Wild with rage, Tibo had to be dragged every step of the way out of the camp.

And he told the story of his abduction, in enraged, tearful fragments.

How those who bundled him on the slave carts almost killed him, casually. And had just as casually spared him, on a whim.

How he had been thrown into a kind of pen with other boys, and women and girls. How a boy, another prisoner, had tried to rape him, and he fought.

How the guards thought this was amusing, and, drinking, laughing by the fire, they pulled him out of the cage and lined him up against one of their number. If he could throw the man to the floor first, before being thrown himself, he would be spared. He threw the man. But then there was another, and he threw him, and a third. The fourth man threw Tibo. And he was the one who raped him, at last.

He told this story over and over, until they had got him away from the Spider’s camp, and into the arms of his father. And Deri wept. Milaqa had never seen her uncle weep in her whole life, because, he said, he had broken his promise to his dying wife that he would keep their only child safe.
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Voro was astonished when the Annid of Annids herself came to the village.

In this little place called Sunflower, by the bow of the Brother River, it was already dark, the late summer evening closing in. The sky, as ever this year, was moonless, starless. But the big public hearth was piled high with burning peat blocks, lamplight shone from the open doors of the houses, and food smells wafted across the open space. The adults worked at the day’s catch or cooked. Children ran, playing, burning off the last of their energy, dogs yapping at their heels. Voro himself was gutting an eel with a flint blade, one of many useful skills he had learned in his time here with Caxa.

And on the slopes of the foothills of the First Mother’s Ribs, which loomed to the north, you could see people working at the figure on the hillside, the lights of their torches flickering, and children’s laughter carried on the breeze.

Now the Annid of Annids walked into the hearthspace. Her party broke up, dropping their packs. Raka herself doffed her cloak to reveal her bronze breastplate, shining in the firelight. She walked over to Voro. “Jackdaw.”

Voro wiped his hands on an apron smeared with blood and eel guts. “Raka—Annid—I wasn’t expecting you.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Really? But you asked me to come. You even asked me to arrive when it was dark, and so I have. I trusted you, but I admit I was puzzled. And I’m even more puzzled to see a bit of happiness in this dismal year. The laughter of children has been a rare sound.”

“It’s best you see it all at once.”

“See what? Never mind. Something to do with Caxa, I presume? I was comforted to know she was found. Though Xivu would have been much happier to have her back in Etxelur, and safely in his care.”

“She’s safer here,” Novo said defensively.

“I know, I know.”

She looked so like her uncle Bren, he thought, and she seemed to have grown much older in the months since she had taken on her heavy responsibilities. But she had nothing of the man’s arrogance, his contempt for those around him, his mockery. And she had shown mercy to Caxa, responding to the girl’s human plight, regardless of the demands of states and gods. It was a strange trick of the gods to have delivered such a great Annid of Annids into the role through Bren’s machinations. He smiled at her. “It will all wait until morning, Annid. And in the meantime, you’re a guest here. Have some eel.”

She laughed. “You’re kind. Yes, I’m sure we’ll have a good night.” And she walked away, back to her party, loosing the ties of her armor plate.

In the morning the children, too excited to sleep, got started early, and their laughter as they ran around the hearthspace woke everybody else.

Voro emerged from Hadhe’s house, where his cousin had been putting him up since he had arrived here with Caxa. He wore his cloak, for frost lay thick on the ground. Raka, the Annid, stood with her party in the middle of the hearthspace, all wrapped in cloaks. And they were looking up at the hillside, where the dawn light illuminated the heather-covered slope, and the figure cut into the hill was already visible.

Voro padded over to the Annid. “What do you think?”

She turned to him, her eyes wide with wonder in the gathering light.

For days the people had been trampling the heather on the hill, under Caxa’s direction, until they had turned the slope into a tremendous panel of writing. Now, on the hillside, the carefully laid out pattern of concentric circles, swirls and loops was vivid in the daylight, the brown of the cleared ground a sharp contrast with the fading purple of the heather. And its message was clear.

“‘My Sun,’” breathed Raka. “‘My Sun.’ That’s what the Hatti kings call themselves.”

“It was all Caxa’s idea. She created a design up there, a hideous god, that scared the people to death. When they took her in she got rid of it, and came up with the idea of creating something much bigger—an appeal for the sun to return, big enough to be seen by the little mother of the sky. She got the young folk to work on it with her, help her figure out how it would be laid out on the hill. And, you can see, she recruited them to make it with her.

“Once they knew what they wanted to say, it only took them a few days to make the sign. The villagers here say they will maintain it forever as a sign of thanks, once the sun comes back. This is what Caxa does, Annid. Works of art on a huge scale. It’s in her blood. Something new in our world.”

“Good work, Jackdaw. Good work indeed. You make sure she doesn’t worry about Xivu. Leave him to me; as soon as the spring comes we’ll ship him off home—and let the next generation deal with the Jaguar folk.”

The young folk were still up on the hillside. Their younger siblings went running up to meet them, while the adults returned to their houses to begin the day’s chores.
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When they did it for the third time that night, Kilushepa rode Qirum. It was just as well she did, for he had no energy left after the hasty passion of their first two couplings. And now this, the third time, her lithe body writhing over him like a whip, her skin shining from the unguents her ladies had applied—he had thought he had nothing left to give, and yet he felt the familiar pressure gathering in his loins. And at the peak of it she withdrew, and swiveled over him, and took him in her mouth.

When he was done, he flopped back, panting, sweating.

She sat easily on the bed, cross-legged. The serving girl, herself naked, who had stood by the door through the whole performance, came forward with scented cloths for Kilushepa to wipe her mouth and crotch. She had a glass of wine too for Qirum, the good stuff from the King’s own cellars, for that was what the girl had found the Trojan liked after he had performed, that and maybe a quick tit grab.

“You exhaust me,” he said to Kilushepa now. “You draw me up like water from a well. You mine me—”

She held up her hand. “You have many gifts, Trojan, but poetry isn’t one of them.”

“Well, and you are a gift of the gods, to me . . . Who is your own god, Kilushepa? The Storm God, who rules the heavens?”

She smiled. “I pray to his spouse, the Sun Goddess of Arinna. The protector of the state, of kings and queens.”

“You are my Ishtar, I think. Goddess of sex and war. What a combination! That’s you, Kilushepa. Fire through and through. And yet . . .” He touched her thighs. There were scars there, inflicted by some soldier’s raking nails, that ran up into her pubic hair. “Given what you have been through—how you were used, and then you gave birth, by the gods’ mercy—it’s a miracle your body works so well.”

She grunted. “‘Works so well.’ Like a well-oiled chariot wheel, perhaps? That’s a soldier’s poetry. But it’s no miracle, Qirum. Remember, I kept a king for many years against the competition of the junior wives, some of the most beautiful, and generally younger, women in Hattusa, who all eyed my position. I learned to use my body and to maintain it. There are arts the ladies have here, ideas and techniques brought in from the Egyptians and from the people beyond the Indus. Even in my captivity I was able to use some of this to mitigate the worst of the damage that was being done to my body. But you were used too, as a child.”

It was as if a shadow passed over him. He glanced at the serving girl, oddly embarrassed; he didn’t want even this trivial girl to know of his past. “I don’t think about that.”

“But you must think of it. As I think of my own trials. How can you not? I sometimes imagine the anger that must rage in you. Like a fire mountain. An anger that longs for expression.”

“It is gone, it is done, look at me now!”

“Yet you bear the scars, inside and out. As I do. I know I will never be as I was.” She grinned, slyly. “You should have known me at sixteen, seventeen, eighteen—”

“I’d have been left an empty bag, like my ball sack feels now.” He massaged his cock, which ached pleasantly. “Do you remember the first time? After I saved you from the booty people—we were in that ruined house in Troy—”

“I’ll not forget it.”

“This is something of a contrast, isn’t it? It’s good to see you in your natural home. Like a bird back in its silver cage.”

“Oh, this is nothing. We’re in the palace precinct; the King could hardly keep me out given the support Nuwanza has mobilized for me—and given that my son still lives, and embodies a strand of inheritance. But all this is far from the true luxury that the Hatti court is capable of.”

He surprised himself by taking her hand. He knew that his privileged cock was doing the thinking for him, but he found he felt surprisingly tender toward her. “We have been cold to one another. We have let events drive us apart. Other people.”

“Yes.” Her delicate fingers squeezed his palm, rough with the calluses of sword fighting. “And, let’s be honest, we both enjoy the sparring, for that’s the sort we are. But there has always been something between us, Trojan. Something more than self-interest. As to the future, I intend to win.” She said this firmly, flatly. “But regarding my position in the new court—well, there are many possibilities. It may be I will be able to resume my position as Tawananna, with Hattusili still on the throne.”

He grunted. “The existing Tawananna may have something to say about that.”

She waved a hand, dismissive. “The King’s mother-in-law is a greedy crone. She will be no obstacle. The King himself is more of a challenge. A cunning man, and a circumspect one, or he wouldn’t have survived the complicated family politics of our court to get to where he is now, and he wouldn’t have lasted once he got there. But still, he can be removed, or controlled.” She eyed him. “I may have to marry him.”

He laughed. “But you’re his aunt!”

“That’s no obstacle, not here. We are all one vast family, centuries old; every marriage you make is to a cousin of some kind, unless you’re farmed out to a pharaoh or an Assyrian king. My ultimate goal is the next generation—to get my own son installed as tukhanti, the crown prince, heir to the throne. There are always plenty of princes and princesses running around the city, and out in the country there are whole mobs of disinherited descendants. I told you we are a very old family. One must fight for one’s position.

“What I’m telling you is that I must either be a royal widow, or a royal wife. I cannot be with you. Not openly. You can’t be my husband. Yet I want you at my side. My partner. My ally.” She took his hand again. “For you will help me make all this come to pass.”

Absurdly, he felt his eyes prickle. “Of course. Anything.” His life had been turned on its head since he had met her. He had never known such heights of passion, or such depths of rage, when she had casually insulted him before others. For all his ambition and his dreams, he knew he could never have risen to this without her. In his heart there had always been a grain of doubt, the derisive voice of Praxo at the back of his head, perhaps, reminding him that she was driven by self-interest, that she was using him. But seeing her now, his vision of her face softened by his tears, that last grain of doubt washed away, and he saw nothing but glory for himself in the future: a king in all but name, here in the capital of the Hatti, the power and wealth of an empire his to command, and a queen to warm his bed—and, perhaps, his heart too.

She pressed gently, “You will do anything that is needed, to make this come about?”

“Anything,” he said gruffly.

She touched his cheek. “Now go. Get cleaned up. I would dine; the gods know I need to keep up my strength.”

He rolled off the bed, landed on his feet with a jump, and took a robe from the serving girl. “Good idea. Though you’ve so used up my cock I probably won’t be able to piss straight!”

When Qirum had gone, Muwa, Chief of Bodyguards, emerged from his hiding place behind billows of soft fabric in a corner of the room.

Kilushepa was fixing her hair, using a mirror of polished bronze the girl was holding. She turned. “You heard it all.”

“Yes.” He glanced over his shoulder; the spy hole in the wall was well concealed.

“What a coarse man he is. All that bragging. He turns my stomach. Well, I led him to confess his intentions. It wasn’t hard. I, of course, am entirely loyal, while wishing to offer my service in this year of famine. He would murder the King, if that’s what it would take to further his own ambition.”

“It was clear from what he said.”

“And his rage—his desire for revenge against the world, for the abuse that was inflicted on him as a child—that was there for all to see. He is like a bull, loose in the palace. Who knows what the man is capable of?”

“I have a feeling we are soon going to find out, Tawananna.”

“Oh, do hold the mirror properly, you idiot child . . .”

His business done, Muwa withdrew from the chamber.
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Hunda led Teel, Milaqa and Riban through the city to the Mound of Lelwani, Goddess of the underworld. This was the huge structure of sloped walls and steps which Milaqa had spotted from outside the city itself, a great flat-topped heap of stone over which the city wall strode. Hunda said it was a “pyramid,” and was the envy of every Egyptian who came to Hattusa, a boast that only made the Northlanders shrug and roll their eyes.

But it was beneath the Mound that the lair of the Hatti iron-makers was to be found.

Hunda was extremely wary, for, he said, the mystery of the Haiti’s hardened iron was kept secret from the ordinary population, and even from most of the court. “Some say only the King himself is supposed to know about it. On his accession each successor to the throne is led to this place by his Chief of Bodyguards to meet the Master of the Iron, and to be shown his secrets. I’ve never been this way myself before. I wouldn’t want to now, but Chief Muwa ordered me, as he was ordered by the Tawananna herself.”

“You needn’t worry, man,” Teel said. “We know how precious this secret is. After all, if not, we wouldn’t have come so far for it, would we? Or paid so high a price.”

Hunda glanced at him as he hurried them down yet another alley. “I am putting my life in the hands of you people. And my family’s, I suppose. But if it must be done, let’s get it over with.”

He brought them to the base of the pyramid. A flight of steps led up to a raised platform—dozens of steps, perhaps a hundred, Milaqa thought—and on the platform itself a tremendous gate had been cut through the towering city wall. There was nobody around save a few supplicants to Lelwani, scattered on the steps, kneeling, nodding and praying.

Hunda grunted. “You’re supposed to climb the steps on your knees, and then climb down again the same way. This is to have Lelwani intervene on behalf of the spirits of your loved ones, down in the underworld. And there’s a tithe to be paid to the priests at the top. A few years of that and you end up praying to other gods for relief of the pain of your wrecked knees. But we’re not going up there today. Come on—this way.”

Keeping an eye on the pilgrims so they didn’t spy where they went, Hunda led the Northlanders around the side of the mound to where it butted against the city wall. This neglected corner was shabby and filled with litter—a few rags, smashed clay tablets, the bones of some small animal roasted and consumed. Checking again to be sure nobody saw, Hunda kicked this debris out of the way, bent down, and pressed a stone near the base of the mound wall. A section of the wall slid back, revealing a doorway. “There’s a counterweight, ropes and stone blocks, a clever little mechanism—” The receding stone stopped halfway. “Jammed,” growled Hunda. “Like all things clever, it trips up all the time. Help me.” Teel stood back while Milaqa, Riban and Hunda got their shoulders against the polished surface of the stone slab. It gave with a jerk, scraping back and out of sight, revealing a darkened passageway. Hunda reached inside, fumbled in the dark for a shelf, and pulled out a clay lantern. He had a fire-making kit in a pouch on his soldier’s belt, a bit of flint and pyrite, and he soon sparked a flame.

“Follow me into the underworld, then. And just remember—I’ve never been down here before either, and I’m even more afraid than you are. After all, Lelwani is my goddess . . .” He led the way through, then hauled on a rope.

The doorway slabs slid back into position, and the last bit of daylight was shut out.

Hunda’s lantern revealed a stone-walled passageway, dank and cold. “Muwa didn’t give me directions past this point. Only one way to go, it seems.” He led the way along the dimly lit passage.

Milaqa didn’t feel all that nervous; she had grown up exploring the Wall, which had its own tunnels and passageways and buried chambers. But she glanced up at the heavy stone slabs that spanned the roof, and hoped the Hatti engineers were as competent as Northland’s Beavers.

They had only walked a couple of dozen paces before the way was blocked by a curtain of thick, stitched leather. Hunda dragged this aside, revealing an eerie red glow, and hot, dry air rolled out over the Northlanders. Hunda beckoned them forward once more.

And so Milaqa entered the lair of Hattusa’s Master of the Iron.

It was a wide box of a chamber, with stone for its walls and roof, and with massive pillars of granite blocks regularly spaced. Evidently this was a workshop. The heart of it was a great pit within which a fire burned. The fuel was not wood, but lumps of what looked like some kind of glowing rock. Frames of wood and metal were suspended over the pit. Around the room were scattered benches and slabs of stone with tongs, hammers and pincers. There were mounds of rock in one corner, rust red, and peculiar heaps of what looked like metal, but misshapen and almost frothy, pocked by frozen bubbles. Milaqa was reminded of the lumps of floating rock Deri had brought back as curiosities from Kirike’s Land.

One corner of the chamber was domestic. There was a kitchen with joints of meat hanging from hooks, heaps of clothing, jugs for drinking water or wine or piss, and a couple of pallets. And on one of the pallets a man was stretched out on his back, snoring with a deep rumble. He had a tremendous belly that strained the scorched tunic he wore, and massively strong arms, like a farmer’s, Milaqa thought, but his bare, hairy skin was pocked by scars and little black craters.

A boy came forward from the shadows, skinny, pale, with thick, unruly black hair. He wore a stiff body-length leather apron, and he was wiping his hands on a rag. “Muwa told me you were coming,” he said.

His voice was oddly cracked, Milaqa thought, and his manner was ungainly, shy, but he looked too old for the way he was behaving—he was eighteen, nineteen maybe. Perhaps he just wasn’t used to company. Like the sleeping man his arms were pocked with scars and burn marks. There seemed to be a little crater burned into the point of his chin, but when Milaqa looked more closely she saw it was a mole, not a burn mark at all.

As Milaqa studied him, the boy blushed and dropped his gaze. She struggled not to laugh at him. He was worse than Voro.

Hunda said, “You aren’t Partahulla?”

“No. That’s him.” He gestured at the sleeping heap on the pallet. “That’s the Master of the Iron. I’m his apprentice. My name’s Zidanza. Should I wake him?”

Hunda regarded the Master of the Iron. He was sleeping soundly, an empty wine flask at his side. “He’s drunk.”

“And old. Very old,” said Zidanza. “Older than you’d think. Spends most of his time asleep. And the rest kicking my backside.”

“Then you must do most of the work around here,” said Teel.

“Well, yes. But he is the Master, not me.” Zidanza studied them doubtfully. Milaqa supposed the Northlanders must look very strange to him, as he looked strange to her, a pale creature like a worm, a creature of the underground, toiling in this gloom. He laughed, a kind of giggle. “You can imagine we don’t get many visitors down here.”

“And I imagine you’re good at keeping secrets, Zidanza,” Teel said.

“Well, I have to be. Not that I’m let out much.”

“What about your family?” Milaqa asked.

“They think I’m serving with the army. Off fighting Hurrians or Kaskans. Sometimes I think I rather would be. Look, I’m not sure what you want. Muwa just said you would come.”

Milaqa dug the iron arrowhead out of her tunic and held it out on its thong. “I’m here because of this.”

He took the arrowhead in his hand, turned it over. He wouldn’t look her in the eye, but he let his gaze stray from the bit of iron so he got peeks of her chest. “Ah, yes.”

“What do you mean, ‘ah, yes’? This thing killed my mother.”

He looked directly at her, startled. “Well, it would. This is our iron—though we meant the arrowhead to be ornamental, not functional. That’s what our iron is for, you know. Ornaments. The old man,” he nodded at the dozing Master, “says his grandfather made gifts for the King to give to the Pharaoh Tutankhamun. Two armlets and a dagger. Or it may have been his grandfather’s grandfather. That’s what we make here, luxury stuff, mostly for the King to give as gifts. But of course they’re functional too. The Pharaoh’s dagger could have killed a man. And this arrowhead, if shot properly, would penetrate bronze armor.”

“It did,” Milaqa snapped, and she pulled the arrowhead back.

“That’s the secret, you see,” the boy said. “Our iron isn’t brittle, like the common stuff you’ll find bandied about in the market. Ours is hard and resilient. It’s all to do with the way we make it. That’s why Hatti gifts of iron are so precious—because nobody else in the world knows how to make iron the way we do here. The secrets are all in the head of the Master of the Iron, one man in each generation, who answers only to the King.”

Teel asked, “And will you be the next Master?”

The boy looked shocked to be asked. “Me? No. Of course not. I’m not nearly highborn enough. No, my job is to assist the current Master, and to help train his replacement, when he is selected.”

Riban walked around the workshop, curious, peering into the pit. “How do you make your iron, apprentice?”

Zidanza looked doubtfully at Hunda. “We don’t talk about this. Let alone to foreigners. No offense. Maybe I should wake the Master—”

The sergeant shook his head. “These aren’t normal times, Zidanza. Answer their questions.”

Zidanza grinned. And, with an audience for perhaps the first time in his life, he opened up.

He took them around the secret stages of the processing. In the pit of fire, twice-burned coal was consumed to give a high temperature, much higher than you needed for the smelting of mere bronze—which, by comparison, Zidanza made sound like a game for children. This twice-burned coal was what Milaqa had taken for rocks on the fire. Iron ore subject to such heat resulted in the porous, floating-rock-like product he called a bloom. But this was not yet the finished product. You had to heat it again, and beat it, and quench it with water to cool it—but not too rapidly or you would crack it—and then heat and beat and cool it again, over and over. This got rid of slag that you removed from the melt, until you were left with ingots of iron—he showed them samples, small finger-sized bars—that you could work up into finished objects like Milaqa’s arrowhead.

Teel smiled at Milaqa. “Following all this?”

“Very little. But I see how complex it is. I wonder who first worked all this out.”

“Who knows? Probably not one person. A whole chain of people, trying this and then that, over generations perhaps, trying to make this hard, useful iron, out of humble rock.”

Hunda joined Milaqa and Teel. “So what do you think? What do you need to take away, if you’re to have a gift of Hatti iron making?”

“Nothing,” Teel said, “save the wisdom in the head of the Master. Everything else we can build in Northland.”

Hunda looked doubtful. “I can’t imagine the King allowing you to steal away his Master of the Iron.”

Partahulla stirred and snorted, choked briefly, then chewed a lump of phlegm in his sleep. Zidanza, eagerly showing a lump of bloom to Riban, didn’t notice.

Milaqa said to Teel, “But it’s not the Master who’s doing all the work down here. Not him, but his apprentice. Perhaps his is the head we need.”

Teel frowned. He seemed startled by the idea. “Well, let’s test him.” He walked over to Zidanza and Riban. “Apprentice. I’ll share one of our secrets with you now. We don’t want iron making so we can make gifts for kings. We want it so we can fight wars. Not just one arrowhead, not just one dagger—we want to equip an army, as now they are equipped with bronze.”

Zidanza looked astounded. “A whole army. Why, the first army with decent iron weapons would be unbeatable.”

“We know,” Teel said. “That’s why we want to be the first. But don’t worry, we are allies of the Hatti kings. If, in theory, I asked you to turn out, not one arrowhead, but hundreds—thousands—and daggers, swords, even armor—could you do it?”

He looked around the workshop, thought about it, and scratched his head. “I’m going to need a bigger pit.”

Teel grinned at Milaqa. “Good answer. I think you’re right, niece. Now all we need is for Kilushepa to persuade the King to let him go . . .”
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Qirum walked into the camp of the Spider, alone this time, unarmed.

The warlord sat alone in the dark, in his shack of pointless treasures. Outside, the din of the camp continued, the animal noises of rutting and fighting. The Spider considered the Trojan. The new wounds he bore, from the hard journey he’d made to get back here. The obvious rage inside.

“We need to talk,” said Qirum.

“What about?”

“Northland. And the Tawananna. And . . .”

“Yes?”

“Revenge.”



Three




43

[image: ]

The Second Year After the Fire Mountain:
Late Spring

“Hit me,” Hunda said. “I mean it. Come on. Hit me.” He grinned.

Tibo just stood before the Hatti sergeant. A few soldiers watched idly, with Milaqa and Voro standing by uncomfortably. Before Hunda, Tibo was a boy-man before a man-boy, Milaqa thought. On a patch of Northland ground trampled to lifeless dust by Hatti soldiers’ boots, the two of them stood naked save for grimy loincloths, barefoot, without weapons, the dirt clinging to their legs.

Kilushepa had loaned the Northlanders a thousand or so warriors, and here they were, with many more followers—servants and slaves of the officers, weapon makers and cooks and cobblers, dentists and doctors, and women, some of them wives, many of them booty-women with exotic looks and strange tongues, brought from places far from here. There were children running around, even infants, some of them conceived and born during this army’s long journey here by sea and land. One man, bizarrely, had a young piglet on a long rope. Meant for that evening’s meal, its snout twitched at the piles of filthy clothes, the boots, the smoking hearth.

Around the Hatti camp the ground was scored by sewage gullies and the ruts of chariot wheels, with further out an elaborate defensive earthwork of ditches and ramparts. It was a place of filth and stench, like a pen of animals, where disease had already run through the ranks like fire.

But Northland had to accept this great unnatural scab in its heart, because the reports were persistent and ominous. Qirum was building an army. The Trojans were coming to Northland.

The moment stretched, the challenge hanging in the air between the two fighters. Hunda was actually shorter than Tibo. Many of the Hatti struck the Northland folk as short—cattle-folk, they called them, stunted after growing up on a diet of rotten meat and teeth-grinding bread. And Tibo had bulked up; still just seventeen years old, he had pushed his body hard in the months since he had been freed from the camp of the warlord called the Spider. Yet it was obvious that size didn’t matter, even the mass of Tibo’s muscles didn’t matter. Even stripped to his loincloth, even with that thick braid of hair at his back hanging loose, Hunda looked like a soldier, a warrior. For all his size Tibo still looked like a frightened boy.

“Come on, hit me.” Hunda said again. He sounded almost gentle. “Or are you afraid? After what that Wilusan savage did to you, you’ve got a lot to be afraid of, haven’t you, pretty boy?”

Tibo roared and lashed out, a bunched fist at the end of a massive arm swinging toward Hunda’s head. But Hunda ducked underneath the swing and jabbed with a hand held flat like a blade, hitting Tibo just under his rib cage. Tibo folded, the air gushing out of him in a great sigh. Hunda slammed his fist into the boy’s temple, and Tibo was sent sprawling in the dirt.

Around them the watching men laughed.

“We should leave,” Voro said. “I can’t watch this.”

“Well, you can’t leave,” Milaqa said. “You’ve got to talk to Muwa about the warning beacons.”

“The Hatti won’t listen. You know what they’re like. They treat us with contempt.”

She looked at him, exasperated. “What will your pricked pride matter when the Trojans come? You’re a Jackdaw. A trader. You’re supposed to make deals with strangers. If you can’t talk to some Hatti sergeant about a set of beacons that might save all our lives, then what’s the point of you?”

“Look, Milaqa—”

“Oh, just sort it out, Voro.” She turned away from him.

Tibo’s trial was not yet over. Hunda walked casually around the fallen Northlander, who lay on his belly, down on the dusty ground. “You’re a strong boy,” Hunda said. “Nobody would deny that. That’s good. You want to fight. That’s good too. But you are a blunt blade. You hesitate. Maybe you feel how it would be to receive the punch you deliver. That slows you down, just for a fraction of a breath. But that’s enough to get you killed, because I can guarantee you that the animals Qirum has been recruiting from the ruins of the palace kingdoms are not going to be stopped by fretting how much they’re going to hurt you.” On impulse he gestured to the soldier with the piglet. “Give me that.”

The man brought the animal over. Hunda snapped a finger and beckoned to another of his men, who tossed over a bronze dagger, which Hunda stabbed down through the rope and into the earth, tethering the pig. The piglet walked around, snuffling at the ground around the dagger. It did not seem to be frightened; like most young animals it was too busy being curious about the newness of the world.

The boy struggled to his feet.

“Kill it,” Hunda said.

“What?” Tibo looked at the piglet, his own empty hands.

“Kill it. Right now. Prove to me that you can. Or you’ll drink nothing for the next day but your own piss. Now!”

Tibo gathered both fists into a club. Staggering slightly, he stood over the pig, legs splayed, and flexed his body, preparing to use all his core strength, Milaqa saw. The piglet looked up, still apparently unafraid. Tibo hesitated, for one more heartbeat.

Then he swung his fists down, smashing the animal’s skull with a crunch like a walnut under a heel. The men whooped and applauded, catcalling in a dozen tongues. Tibo struck again. There was a stickier impact as his fists drove into the gray mass within the skull, and blood fountained and splashed. The piglet’s body twitched, its legs scrabbling as if it was trying to run. Tibo brought down his fists over and over, reducing the animal’s head to a bloody pulp of flesh and splintered bone.

Voro looked as if he might vomit. Hunda grinned, arms folded.
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The war trumpets pierced the Gairan night air. Urhi knew what that meant. At last, the Spartans were coming, to join Qirum’s ragged army.

Urhi couldn’t sleep after that.

The snores of his whore irritated him. He was a scribe, and scribes got whores who snored. He slapped her rump until she stopped. But still sleep didn’t return. Spartans! The very name terrified him. Urhi rolled off his bed, pulled on his clothes and boots, shook out a cloak.

He emerged from his house into predawn gloom. This was late spring, but this far west, much closer to the Western Ocean than the dry Anatolian plain where Urhi had been born, there was damp in the gusty wind, and you could feel the chill even on a good spring day, even at noon. Everyone feared a second year without a summer, and it was looking as if it would turn out that way.

The men on guard were dozing, sitting cross-legged by the big common fire, huddled in their cloaks. But Urhi was not surprised to see Erishum awake, squatting on his haunches, idly polishing the blade of a spear. The sergeant looked east, where the Spartans were coming from. He glanced at Urhi. “You heard the trumpets too.”

“I did.”

“Are you up for a little expedition, scribe? I would prefer to meet the Spartans before they come to us.” Erishum stood and brushed back loose hair with his hands. He wore his hair in the Hatti style, thick at the back of his neck, and as he tied it up he murmured commands to his men in the Trojan that was the common language of Qirum’s camp. One man brought him cloak, boots, conical felt helmet, and others prepared to form up a party to travel.

Erishum had once been part of the palace guard in Hattusa. He had been among a handful of Hatti soldiers who had no liking for Kilushepa for one reason or another, and had thrown in their lot with the Trojan. He had quickly grown to be one of Qirum’s most trusted men. Urhi despised Erishum as a traitor to his king, while Erishum despised Urhi as a weak-wristed scratcher of clay. But they each recognized a certain strength in the other, Urhi thought. Or a sanity, perhaps. They were uncertain allies in the dangerous instability of Qirum’s household.

A groom brought them horses. The animals stamped and snuffled in the dark, confused to be awake and moving so early. Urhi refused a mount; he hated horses, and they hated him. But soldiers rode whenever they could.

Erishum mounted, wrapped his fist around his horse’s mane, kicked its sides gently, and led the way. Urhi walked after the party, which maintained a slow and steady pace. By the light of torches, they followed a trail through scrubby dune grass beaten flat by the passage of Qirum’s army. They passed a couple of sentries, and Erishum exchanged murmured words.

They came to higher ground, a bluff. From here the ocean opened up to the south, and Urhi heard waves softly breaking. This was the southern coast of Gaira, and the Middle Sea stretched to the horizon. But Urhi knew that not very far west of here the land closed in from north and south to form the strait beyond which extended the Western Ocean, which, it was said, could swallow up the whole of this inner sea like a raindrop in a wine cup. Even so, for Urhi who had been born and raised in the heart of the Anatolian plain, to be so close to this huge, restless body of water was deeply disturbing. But Qirum was making plans on a scale that matched the grandeur of this panorama. Through the winter he had brought this force—his army now, not the Spider’s, though that was the core on which he had built—all the way from Anatolia, the length of the Middle Sea, to this western country. And he intended to go much further. With this army he intended to mount the Trojan invasion of Northland.

Urhi heard that trumpet call again, and a wider noise, a murmur like the growl of the sea itself, ragged, chaotic. He had been around armies long enough now to recognize the sound. It was the merged din of thousands of voices, of boots tramping the earth, of the rattle of wheels, of the crying of women and the laughing of men: the sound of an army on the march. Urhi walked further up the bluff, pulling his cloak around him. Erishum walked beside him, silent, strong. And in the predawn light they saw the torches of the approaching army, sparkling in a line along the coast, the men marching, the wagons, a few horses being ridden alongside the column.

Erishum pointed. “The elite warriors in front, the officers and the fore-fighters. Then the specialists, the archers and the charioteers and the slingers, and the common men—barefoot half of them, probably, judging by the volume of their complaints. Then at the rear there is the train, with an escort to fend off raids. Scouts riding out around the column—see them? Competently commanded, and a formidable force.” Erishum’s eyes were sharper than Urhi’s; he was more than a decade younger than the scribe, a mere twenty-five, though battle had left him looking older.

Urhi said, “And there. Between the common soldiers and the train, that mass of people shuffling along—booty people?”

“Yes. The hobbles slow them down.”

Urhi had once been lost in such a crowd. He suppressed a shudder.

Erishum said, “Come then, scribe, let’s face the Spartan, and hope we survive the encounter.”

Erishum ordered one of his men to dismount and run back to the camp to rouse Qirum. He held onto the mane of the man’s abandoned horse, and looked meaningfully at Urhi. The scribe sighed. You had to ride to meet a warlord, of course. Of all the symbols of status and power a horse was the ultimate; you were half a man without one. So he found a boulder to stand on and briskly mounted the nag. Luckily for him it seemed docile enough, and responded to his nervous prompting.

The party rode down a shallow bank toward the Spartans.

They soon encountered scouts. Erishum and his men kept their swords in their scabbards. Erishum murmured greetings in Greek, Trojan and Hatti; there was a good chance in these fragmented times, with ancient states collapsing like puffball mushrooms, that this so-called Spartan army, led by a Spartan prince, would be a coalition every bit as polyglot as the ragtag force Qirum had assembled around the Spider’s original pack of murderers, thieves and rapists.

The scouts let them pass, and Erishum led the way boldly toward the elite cohorts at the head of the army. It wasn’t hard to distinguish the best soldiers. They were taller than the mass of men following them, thanks to a decent diet, and they wore good-quality armor and weaponry. They were clean too, or comparatively, and their skin glowed with oils. Their hair was prepared in a variety of styles, some long and loose like a Greek’s, some even plaited at their necks like a Hatti’s. As they marched they were trailed by a gaggle of servants and by lavish-looking carriages, from some of which the nervous, painted faces of women and boys looked out. Some of Erishum’s men bristled at the glares they got from these hard men, their wordless challenges. But Erishum was calm, even smiling.

Urhi kept his head down and avoided looking any of the Spartans in the eye. Urhi had met their sort before, too many times. These heroes from the citadel-nations of the east had been born into wealth and power, bred with war in their hearts, trained for it from boyhood. They were men who knew how to fight, how to storm cities and raid beaches—how to kill men like Urhi with bare hands, snuffing out a man’s life and mind and essence for the sake of a momentary advantage, or a bit of treasure.

At length they were brought before Protis himself. They dismounted, wordless.

Protis walked among the visitors, peering closely into their faces. He was a prince of Sparta, driven off when that city was sacked and burned by raiders, and now seeking fresh opportunities. He wore a linen tunic, fringed kilt and boots with turned-up toes in the Anatolian style, and a cloak of wool pinned by silver brooches the size of Urhi’s fists. His black hair was cut short at his forehead but was long at the back, and his upper lip was clean shaven, but he wore a neatly cut beard. He was not as bulky as some of those who surrounded him, though Urhi had a sense of a kind of lean strength, like a whip. He looked young, surprisingly so, perhaps even as young as twenty, his features soft and symmetrical—almost like a woman’s, Urhi thought, fascinated. He had none of the battle scars that so disfigured men like the one-eyed Spider. He was almost pretty. Yet this man was reputed to be one of the most savage killers roaming this fallen world.

When it was Urhi’s turn, the scribe forced himself not to flinch from his gaze. The man’s eyes were a pale, washed-out blue, as beautiful as the rest of his face. There was a scent of perfumed water and oils. And as the Spartan leaned close to him Urhi saw those fine nostrils flare. The man was smelling him.

The Spartan stepped back. Urhi bent forward, his arms spread, all but prostrating himself, and spoke in clear Greek. “Lord Protis, your fame echoes around the known world. My name is Urhi. I am a clerk, a scribe. I serve the great Qirum. I am unimportant, only a mouthpiece. My lord Qirum awaits eagerly in his tent. He has gifts, and has prepared a feast which—”

“Oh, straighten up,” the Spartan snapped. “I prefer to look at a man’s face, not his shoulder blades. I know nothing of this Qirum. I had heard nothing of him before rumors of the force he was gathering—and his invitation to me to fight alongside him. A nobody from Troy, who dared summon a prince of Sparta!” He won a rumbling laugh from his men.

“An invitation, Lord,” Urhi stammered, “not a summons—”

Protis said softly, “Tell him that if he keeps his promises, all will be well. By which I mean, he will continue to live. If not . . .” From a fold in his cloak he produced a dagger of bronze, and in a single fluid movement had the point at Erishum’s throat.

Erishum did not so much as flinch. He spread his empty hands, a wordless command to his men not to react.

Urhi bowed again. “I will take the lord Qirum your message at once.”

The Spartan laughed. Then he removed the blade and walked away.

Erishum touched Urhi’s arm. “Straighten up and walk. Better he gets this posturing out of his system before he meets Qirum himself. Walk, scribe! The blade was at my throat, not yours.”

Urhi forced himself to walk away, to take one step after another back to his horse, surrounded by the grins of Protis’s huge warriors.
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Qirum’s fleet had hauled anchor before dawn.

As the long midsummer day wore on the ships pushed steadily west, tracking the shore of the great estuary the natives of this place called the Cut, following the southern coast of Northland. It was high tide, and the dark waters washed over stony beaches.

Qirum himself was at the steering oar at the stern of his own ship, a big bristling pentecoster that would have dwarfed his old eight-man scow. His Greek pilot had given it a name, the Lion, after the Greek custom. Erishum, Qirum’s trusted sergeant, stood at the prow, weapons to hand. This ship was the lead in a motley fleet of over a hundred vessels scattered across the swelling water, ships stolen from kings and pirates, some even rightfully purchased, many of them heroically sailed out of the strait and north along Gaira’s coast with the Western Ocean. Ships that had met Qirum after his cross-country march, and now bore an army, its warriors and followers and their horses, even chariots and siege engines packed into their hulls.

It was good to be back at sea. Qirum could hear men calling across the water, pilots passing bits of information, the crews mocking each other as fighting men always would. He could hear the horses too, their frightened whinnies carrying over the water. He relished the smell of pitch and resin, of the men’s wine and salted meat, even their earthy stink of piss and vomit, and above all the sharp salt scent of the air that lay over the ocean. Even to bring his army so far, to assemble such a fleet, was a huge achievement. And at this key moment, with the first landing on Northland soil imminent, it was Qirum’s ship that led, Qirum himself who guided it, he who would be the first to spring onto Northland soil, the first to fight, the first to kill.

But that landing had yet to be made, that moment of glory yet to come. For now Qirum and his force were still at the mercy of the sea. Huge oceanic waves forced their way into this great throat of an estuary, and the boat creaked as it rose and fell. The men, most of them warriors from the eastern countries, looked uneasy, queasy, and more than one had emptied his guts over the side. At least the wind was strong enough for them to use their sails, but it blew too hard, driving the ships too fast for the comfort of the pilots, and it brought a bite of cold too on this unseasonably chill midsummer day.

It was just as well, Qirum thought, that few of the men knew of the invisible traps that the Northlanders had planted all along the shore.

Now the traitor came back the length of the ship to speak to him. He had to step carefully past the twin ranks of rowers, twenty-five men in each, their gear stowed beneath their benches, their weapons to hand, their oars shipped. The man, arrogantly dressed in the jackdaw-feather cloak of his ceremonial office in Northland society, himself looked unsteady; he was no sailor. But he smiled at the Trojan’s discomfort. “You’re doing well, Qirum. Just hold your course.”

Qirum snarled, “I don’t need pats on the head from the likes of you, Bren.”

“Of course you don’t. But nevertheless—” He glanced up at a sunless sky. “A midsummer day, a clear still morning. The weather is kind, believe it or not. You should see the storms that ram their way up this estuary in the winter.”

Qirum glanced to the shore to the north. It was a strand of empty shingle beach, with a blur of forest in the distance. To the south, nothing could be seen but water. This estuary was so wide that you could not see one bank from the other. “I see no walls. Where are the mighty Northland walls, as I saw in the north?”

“There are some on the south coast, but nothing to match the structures in the north, like the great Wall that shelters Etxelur itself. Here the issue is the management of the great rivers, and the tidal washes, whose flow is diverted and channeled to keep them from tearing at the land. Look over there.” He pointed to a section of coast that looked as if it had been undercut and slumped into the water. The exposed landscape, under a sward of green, was chalk, white as bone. “Without conscious management this very land would be cut away by the sea, as you see over there. You must understand that Northland is not just a question of walls. It is a system of water engineering that spans a whole country, a system designed and evolved to—”

“So this precious land has been saved from the sea. I’ve heard all this before. To what end?” He peered at the empty shoreline. “I see no people here.”

“But there are signs of them. See the ruined boat?” An oval shape on the strand. “And there is a fish rack, abandoned. And there, that black scar is an old hearth. They know you’re coming, Trojan. And they have laid their traps.”

Bren had revealed the Northlanders’ hidden defenses to their enemy, underwater, concealed in the sand and shingle, and had no doubt already saved the fleet from disaster. The problem was Qirum could see none of it, and nor could his men. Qirum was a fighter by nature, not a thinker. He longed to be on those beaches, splashing through the last of the surf, wielding his sword against the foe—but there was no foe to be seen here, nothing but empty beaches, and air.

Best not to think about the enemy and his cunning. Best not to let his mind get addled by twisted words from manipulative scum like Bren. Best to think of his own strengths, and purposes. He was already planning ahead, as a great king should. When he had built his kingdom in Northland, when the time came to strike at the Hatti and their lizard-queen in high Hattusa, it would be an overland expedition, by river valley and mountain pass, the like of which the world had never seen . . .

There was a cry of alarm, floating over the water. The crew craned to see, and Qirum turned, holding the steering oar steady. One of the ships, a big pentecoster laden with horses, had broken from the loose column and was driving for the shore, its sail flapping. Qirum bellowed for the pilot to right his course, but he was surely too far away to be heard.

Beside him, Bren plucked his sleeve. “That’s the Gryphon.”

“I can see that.”

“There’s no point shouting. The man hasn’t forgotten the course he’s supposed to keep. He’s lost control of the craft altogether. Look at him.”

And indeed, Qirum could see the pilot of the rogue ship hauling at his steering oar to no effect. As the ship listed horses bucked and neighed pitifully. The men scrambled to bring down their sail and tried to ship their oars, but their movements were an uncoordinated tangle in the heaving bilge and they got in each other’s way. Still, for a moment hope flickered in Qirum’s heart. The beach here was shallow, and Greek ships were designed to be driven far up the shore. If the Gryphon encountered no obstruction perhaps most of the crew—and the horses, which were more valuable than the men—could survive the landing.

But long before the ship reached the shore something seemed to reach up out of the water, a blackened claw that pierced the hull and dragged at the vessel as it passed. The Gryphon tipped over onto its right-hand side, its mast dipping to the water almost elegantly. Men and horses tumbled into the water screaming, their oars and weapons and bales of clothing and food falling with them.

And then a swarm of arrows flew into the air from the shore, like bees. They seemed to come out of nowhere. They fell on the men and animals struggling in the water, and the screaming intensified. There were shouts of anger from the other ships. Shields were raised, and a few arrows were loosed in return, to fall uselessly in the water.

“So there are defenders,” Qirum snarled.

“A tree stump,” Bren murmured.

“What?”

“A tree stump. That’s all it was—all that was needed. Upended, stuck in the beach, the roots sharpened. Covered over by the sea at high tide; they knew we would have to come in on the high tide, and it would rip open the hull of any ship trying to land. Simple but effective. And then the defenders on the land just pick off any survivors. I told you it would be like this. All the way along the coast.”

Qirum snarled, “Except for the one weak point you will guide us to.”

“Not far now.” Bren smiled, utterly confident.

And Qirum’s eye was caught by a spark of light, rising into the air from the green coast. It was like a firefly, but he had seen no such insects in this part of the world.

Erishum called from the prow. “Fire! Lord Qirum, it is a fire arrow!”

Qirum could do nothing. The arrow fell, swooping straight down toward the Lion, and hit the sail. The woven fabric began to burn immediately. The men yelled and scrambled.

“Cut it down!” Erishum, fast to react as ever, strode forward, yelling. “Cut the sail down! Get it over the side!” He slashed at the rigging with his own sword. It was a chaotic scene for a few heartbeats as the men hauled at the burning cloth and kicked it into the river. At last the sail was overboard, still burning, drifting on the water’s surface.

Qirum, breathing hard, stood amidships and surveyed his crew. None had been lost, and only one seemed badly burned. And there were no more arrows coming; there was no need for the shields. “Back to your stations. To your oars! No more sails. Who needs the strength of the wind? From now on we drive ourselves hard and strong all the way to our landing on the Northland shore!”

He was rewarded with a roar of anger and determination. The men moved to their places, scrambling for their oars in the bilge. The drummer took his place in the prow, and, facing the men, began a steady one-two beat. It took only a few strokes for the men to settle into their rhythm. Soon the oars were cutting into the water, and the Lion surged forward.

Erishum came back to speak to Qirum. “We were lucky.”

“We shouldn’t have been in range. I blame myself for that.”

“We were at the limit of an archer’s reach. It was a good shot. And aimed to pick us out.”

Qirum considered. “They recognized me.”

“Or perhaps him.” Erishum gestured at the traitor. “You could recognize that ludicrous feather cloak half a day’s walk away.”

Bren looked up, huddled in his cloak. “You may take this as a warning of the campaign your opponents will wage. With cunning and stealth and intelligence.”

“Cunning they may be, but we’ve no obligation to help them. Be done with this ludicrous thing.” Qirum bent down, grabbed the man’s cloak by the scruff, hauled it off his back and cast it away into the water. Loose black feathers fluttered in the air. Dressed only in tunic and kilt, Bren looked diminished—fragile, old. He wrapped his arms around his chest.

Qirum looked back at his fleet. More drums were sounding now; more oars were being lowered into the water, more sails furled, as the crews followed his lead. The ships surged through the water, energetic, as if angered themselves by the loss of their fellow. “How much longer to this landing place, traitor? How long?”

Deri lay with Nago and Mi in the long grass. They were with a party of two dozen, some Northlanders, some Hatti scouts and warriors. Looking out over the ocean, they watched Qirum’s flagship recover from the burning of its sail, and its renewed surge through the water. It was at the head of a navy that had been barely touched by the Northlanders’ defense measures so far.

Deri clapped Mi on the back. The girl still had her bow on the grass beside her. “Good shooting, kid.”

“I’m not a kid, uncle.” Mi spoke with a thick Kirike’s Land accent. She was fourteen years old now, but looked younger.

“Well, whatever you are, you did your job well. I’ve never seen an arrow fly so far!”

“Medoc taught me.”

Deri nodded. “My father was a good man, and I could use him at my side right now. If we’d had any luck we’d have sunk that ship and taken out fifty men, Qirum himself, and that worm Bren in the process.”

“It was him, wasn’t it?” Nago asked.

“You could hardly mistake that Jackdaw cloak. The arrogance of the man in wearing it is beyond belief. Yet he thought he was safe, out on the water, I suppose.”

“So he told them about our beach defenses,” Nago said ruefully. “They knew to avoid the shore. We only got the one ship. All that work wasted. And all because of one man, because of Bren.”

Deri rubbed his face. “He hasn’t won yet. Nor has Qirum.”

“But he must have told them about—”

“About Shark Bay. I know. The one place the Trojans can land.” Deri was determined not to look downcast; he forced a grin. “But every setback brings an opportunity. At least we know where they will land. And we can be ready to face them.

“There’s nothing more we can do here.” He stood and turned to the wider party, and snapped out orders in their own tongue to the Hatti scouts; the men ran to their horses and galloped off. “The tracks are good along this coast. If we make good time we can be ready to give these Trojans a warm welcome. And don’t forget your bow, Mi. I have a feeling you will be very useful in what’s to come.”
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The Second Year After the Fire Mountain: Autumn

After the landing that became known as the Midsummer Invasion, Qirum quickly broke through the crust of defenses on the south coast. Hopes that the invaders would be hampered by the marshy country and the relative scarcity of food stores proved unfounded; scouts and nestspills fleeing his advance reported that he marched north with shocking speed. The Trojan knew Northland, and was well prepared.

And soon Qirum was building what was rumored to be a city in the very heart of Northland: “New Troy,” only days to the south of the Wall itself.

All this came in the course of another difficult summer without sunlight, another summer of hard scavenging on land and sea—a summer soon terminated by early frosts. The Trojan was feared by all, understood by nobody. Many believed he was the embodiment of the little mothers’ abandonment of the world. Nobody but a few hotheads wanted to fight him.

Then Qirum offered to talk.

The emissary from New Troy was a tough-looking Hatti soldier called Erishum. In a smoky chamber deep within the Wall, he and his two companions addressed the Annids in their conclave. Milaqa was summoned to attend, with Deri and Teel.

Milaqa thought the three men from New Troy looked utterly out of place here. Fully armored, bristling with weapons, heavily muscled, they were like lions among young deer. Yet Raka faced the men bravely, though she was dwarfed by them, and spoke well and clearly.

Teel murmured, “An embassy from a king! The newest king in the whole world, I imagine.”

Deri was disgusted. “Just another brute from a pack of brutes—but a tough one.”

“Yet he appears to have come here offering peace between us.”

“Peace, brother! There can no more be peace between us and the cattle-folk than between fire and water.”

“But he is not talking of peace,” Milaqa murmured. “Maybe my Trojan is better than yours, Uncle . . .” The priest who was translating Erishum’s Trojan and Raka’s Etxelur tongue spoke clearly enough for all to hear. “I think the word the priest gave as ‘peace’ was not quite that. Not ‘treaty’ either.”

Teel eyed her. “You spent more time than any of us with Qirum; you should know what he means to say if anybody does. Then what is the man offering?”

“The word is more like ‘challenge’.”

The Annids who surrounded Raka didn’t really know what the warriors wanted. None of them understood a warrior-prince like Qirum, Milaqa realized. But any opportunity to avoid further bloodshed should be taken.

An agreement was reached. A party would be sent to New Troy to hear Qirum out. And as Raka pondered who would travel, Teel wormed his way forward and whispered urgently in her ear, pointing back at Deri and Milaqa.

It was quickly decided that the elder Annid Noli, representing Raka, would lead just three people back to New Troy, with Qirum’s warriors, drawn from the group who had earlier traveled to Hattusa: Teel himself, Deri who since his defiant fighting on the day of the Midsummer Invasion had proven himself a symbol of Northland’s robust defiance—and Milaqa. Milaqa who had been able to translate Erishum’s phrasing more accurately than Raka’s own translator. Milaqa who, as everybody seemed to have heard by now, knew Qirum himself more closely than anyone in Northland. She wasn’t given the chance to refuse.

As the meeting broke up Milaqa felt a swirl of emotions. She was still just eighteen years old. Here she was about to walk into the very heart of an epochal conflict. And once again she would be dealing with Qirum, the most exciting, terrifying, disturbing element in her life.

Mostly she was resentful. “You’re using me,” she accused Teel. “Again. Because you think I have a connection to Qirum.”

“Well, you do.” He grinned at her anger. “You always did. And you helped him escape in Hattusa. I could say this is all your fault.”

She flared. “I’ll never apologize for saving a life. Kilushepa plotted to have him killed—his reputation destroyed—it was all lies, and you know it.”

“Fine. But what did you think would follow?” He laid a hand on her shoulder. “Oh, it’s not your fault, little Crow. You’re right, an impulse to save a friend can never be wrong, whatever that friend chooses to do with the life you give him back. And, yes, I’m using you. I have no choice. In such times one must use every available resource. But I haven’t forgotten I’m your uncle. I know I’m supposed to protect you, not lead you into danger. Forgive me.”

“Forgive you for what?”

“For the next time I do it. You should get ready; Erishum wants to leave tomorrow.”

Milaqa went straight to the Scambles and got comprehensively drunk.
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Hiding in the communal house on the flood mound, the women and children could hear the fighting outside, the screams of the men, their husbands and brothers and sons in the battle, brief as it was. And the worse screams when the fighting was done, punctuated with laughter, as the injured were put to death.

Then the Trojans came pushing into the house. Blinking in the dark, they laughed when they discovered the women here. One girl, too young, too pretty, was immediately raped by a brute of a Trojan, there in the middle of the floor, before being returned weeping to her mother and her little brother. The rest cheered the man on. Then they searched the house for food and water, shoving cowering children aside to find it. The women were ordered to strip and their clothes were taken away. The men worked through the crowd, groping and punching, but there were no more rapes, for now.

All this before dawn had fully broken.

The day wore on, horribly slowly. More women were shoved in by the Trojans. All these were injured, all had been raped. Vala had to be carried in, swung by her hands and feet between two men. Her head was a mass of blood, the skin sheared off, her ear gone, the flesh scraped and full of grit where it looked as if she had been dragged across the ground. Part of Hadhe’s extended family, Hadhe thought of Vala as an aunt. Now, her body used and broken, Hadhe could only cradle her. She did not even have water to wash away the grit.

The women and children huddled, shivering from the cold, naked, bloodied, hungry, thirsty. Nobody spoke. Hadhe longed to know what had become of her own children. She wondered if she would ever find out.

Later in the day, as the evening drew in, Hadhe heard gruff voices, a clink of metal, leather sliding, sighs of relief, and she smelled meat cooking. She imagined men loosening their armor, taking their boots off after the day’s work of killing—just another day for them, the end of a unique existence for each of their victims.

The light was dying when men came to the house again. Two of them this time, more grandly dressed, heavy in bronze armor and with elaborate conical helmets. One carried a sword in his hand. Hadhe thought the other might have been Qirum himself, but his face was obscured by his armor.

The man with the sword walked among the women, inspecting them. The women, naked, their legs up to their chests, quailed back against the wooden walls. He handled them roughly, lifting faces, pulling back hair, pinching breasts. At length he selected one, a young mother called Sila, and another, Sila’s younger cousin Leb—and, at last, Hadhe. He chose these three by tapping their shoulders, and beckoned them to stand. The others looked away.

Hadhe felt numb. This was unreal. Why me? Why not her, or her? She stood tall, hoping her pregnant belly would show, and put them off. But then Qirum looked at her more closely—yes, it was him—and yes, he recognized her. He said a couple of words to the other man, who shrugged, and drove Sila and Leb out of the house. Qirum himself grabbed Hadhe by her wrist.

Once outside, Hadhe wrapped her free arm around her body in the chill as Qirum dragged her down the mound. My Sun was all but unrecognizable from the home it had been just that morning. Only three houses still stood; the rest had been burned, the storage pits broken open and robbed. Even the rampart had been smashed down in a dozen places. In one corner men and boys huddled, Hadhe saw, naked too, roped together at hands and feet. And a stack of corpses had been heaped up, all stripped.

The soldiers in the hearthspace seemed oblivious to all this. They tended their feet and inspected damage to shields and armor. The ground was scuffed and littered with their armor and boots, with their turds and pools of their piss, with splashes of drying blood. Some men were wounded, with cuts and burns salved with potions, honey, grease, mashed-up roots. A surgeon with a kit of bronze tools—forceps, chisels, a saw—prepared to set a broken arm. The man was held down by his companions, a bit of wood between his teeth.

There were some Trojan dead. They had been set out respectfully near the gate through the rampart, and covered with blankets stolen from the houses. Hadhe found no joy in seeing that some Trojans, at least, had fallen today.

Sila was dragged off to one of the surviving houses, and Leb to the next, and Qirum took Hadhe to the third. A skein of geese crossed the sky. Greylags, perhaps.

Qirum pushed her inside the house. The floor was littered with furs, there was a heavy wooden couch, and a serving girl, barefoot, stood by a low table laden with food, water and wine. As it happened this had been the house of Sila’s family. Qirum clapped his hands to send the girl away. He kicked off his boots, threw himself back on the couch, and considered Hadhe.

Hadhe stood in the middle of the floor. She was tempted to cover her body with her arms, but she stood tall, still hoping she might be spared because of her pregnancy.

“Speak to me,” he said, in heavily accented Etxelur-speak. “You hear me? I know Milaqa.”

“She . . .” Hadhe hadn’t said a word since the morning, and her throat was dry as dust. She tried again. “She is my cousin.”

“You want water?” He threw over a sack.

She grabbed it and gulped it down.

“What’s your name?”

“Hadhe.”

“Haa-thee. I saw your face before.”

“I’m Milaqa’s cousin,” she repeated.

That word baffled him, but he seemed to get the idea. “The battle. What did you think?” He sought for the words. “Frightening? Like wild animals, were we?” He growled and made mock claws with his fingers. “I want to make your Annids frightened. That way they won’t fight. That way people won’t have to die. They have to learn. I offered peace; they rejected it. This is what happens when you reject peace.”

“I have children,” she blurted.

He pointed at her belly. “In there? I don’t care.”

“No . . .” She saw no point in telling him other than the truth. “Three. Three other children. Two have been taken away to the Wall . . . The third. A boy. He fought.”

He shrugged. “If he lives, he is with the slaves. You will never see him again.”

“Only yesterday I did not believe you would come. Not like this.”

“You were wrong.”

“I even argued against preparing, defending ourselves.”

“Wrong.”

“What will happen to us?”

He shrugged. “The men will be slaves. But we are a long way from those who buy slaves. We may have no use for them. The women will be sold as slaves too. Or, if you are not sold, you will cook, clean, spin, draw water for my soldiers. Or”—he patted the couch—“you may keep my bed warm.”

Anger flared. She took a step forward, almost stumbled. “You slaughter our children. Murder our husbands. And you expect us to sleep with their killers? What horror is this?”

He laughed at her. “It is our way. All across Greece, Anatolia, Egypt, the whole of the east. Women are booty.” His face hardened. “If you don’t stay with me, I will give you to the Spider. You’ll be dead by morning. With me, maybe you’ll live. Your baby inside you will live.”

“Why? Why do you want me?”

“For your cousin. For Milaqa.” He lifted his tunic, revealing an erection. “I’m being kind to you.”

She hesitated. Then she knelt beside the couch.

In the morning, it did not take long to organize the march back to New Troy. A few carts were laden with what loot there was to be had. The booty people, all naked, those who could walk, were roped together and hobbled, and shoved into rough columns. Those who could not make the march, including most of those used as the night’s camp whores, were swiftly dispatched, and added to the pile of corpses. The pyre was then set alight and burned with a greasy stink.

Torches were applied to the surviving houses, and dirt was kicked on the big central hearth. Then the column formed up, and Protis led the march south, out of the smashed community.

But Qirum lingered, along with the Spider, and a handful of picked men. The Spider, in his days before joining Qirum, had developed a particular trick in these situations that Qirum never tired of watching.

The men stayed just out of sight of the ruined village, as the sounds of the marching column slowly receded, and waited. The sunless sky brightened slowly. From the forest, a wild pig came rooting in the ruined hearthspace, looking for scraps. Qirum noticed a strange sign in the Etxelur script, loops and lines, cut into the hillside. Idly, he considered sending a man up there to break it up. Something to be done later. He began to feel sleepy, after the hard work of yesterday.

And then the Spider grinned and pointed at the acorn pit, beside the ruined fire. Qirum saw one hand emerge, then a blond head, and a slim body. Soon a boy climbed out of the pit, bloodstained, bewildered.

For a while the watching men allowed the boy to wander around the ruined village. Nobody else came out. Then the Spider unsheathed his sword. This was his specialty—to return to devastated farms and villages and cities, to wait until those who had hidden away came stumbling out into the ruins, and then to slaughter them in turn. It was the exquisite shock on the victims’ faces that seemed to thrill the Spider, the sudden horror of one who had thought he was saved.

But not today, Qirum suddenly decided.

“No.” He held back the Spider’s arm. “Sorry to disappoint you, man. I have a better idea. The rest of you stay back. You!” he called in Etxelur-speak.

The boy turned. He actually had a sword in a scabbard at his side. His hand went to the hilt.

“Don’t dare!” Qirum roared, striding across the churned-up ground. “And don’t run!”

The boy stood stock-still, snared by the command. He took his hand from the sword.

Qirum stood over him. The boy’s tunic was encrusted with blood. Piss trickled down one leg. Comically, he had crushed acorns stuck in his hair. He was no older than twelve, thirteen. Yet he looked back at a warrior king with a trace of defiance. On impulse Qirum reached out and ruffled his hair. “Name?”

“I am Liff. Liff, son of Medoc, son of—”

“I don’t care whose spawn you are. Do you want to live, warrior Liff?”

“All men die.”

“True. But not today.” Qirum pointed. “You go that way, north. You find the Wall. The Annids. You understand? You tell them what you saw. You tell what King Qirum did here. Yes?”

The boy just looked at him, baffled.

“Go.” He shoved the boy’s shoulders with his fingertips. The boy stumbled. “Go, go!”

The boy couldn’t seem to turn his back. But at last the spell broke, and he turned and ran, heading for the great Northland track that headed north.

Qirum turned away and walked back to his men.
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The Third Year After the Fire Mountain:
Early Spring

Four months after the attack on My Sun, after a desolating winter of hunger and want, of raid and counterraid, of a slow bleed of deaths on either side, a woman came to the Wall.

She had escaped from New Troy. Once she had been a young mother of My Sun, the first community to be attacked. She had seen her children killed, and for months had been used as a warrior’s servant and whore. She had bided her time, killed a man, got away. She brought news that there was growing discontent in the Trojan camp, because the easy victories had stopped coming. The Northlanders had learned how to resist; every flood mound south of Etxelur had been turned into a citadel, a tough nut to crack.

And the woman said that Hadhe was still alive, and living in New Troy with Qirum.

Raka, acting quickly, summoned Noli, Deri, Teel, Milaqa, the party who had gone to New Troy before. Perhaps this was a chance to get through to Qirum, by sending Milaqa and others of Hadhe’s family. And maybe the Trojan would be in a mood to listen this time, if his campaign of brutality wasn’t working.

Milaqa sensed the tensions that lay behind this decision. Not everybody had Raka’s flexibility of thought. To talk again, talk to the pack of rapists and murderers Qirum’s men had proven themselves to be? But the longing for the killing to end drove the Annids to contemplate this course.

And, she wondered, maybe Qirum had taken Hadhe as a lure for just this kind of approach. Was Qirum wily enough to think that way?

But this time only Deri and Milaqa would go, Raka quickly decided. Deri the warrior who had already faced the Trojans, Milaqa his drinking companion from the old days, figures Qirum knew and could understand. Their job was to get through to the Trojan before more people died—and before Kilushepa in far Hattusa, alarmed by the news of the Trojan’s long-term plans against her, fulfilled her own threats to bring a stronger Hatti force to Northland and nip his ambitions in the bud. Nobody in Etxelur wanted to see more Hatti troops in Northland—yet they were already on their way, and, it was said, Kilushepa herself was coming to deal with the Trojan.

The travelers packed their kits.

Once more they began the journey of a few days to New Troy, walking steadily south down the Etxelur Way, Deri and Milaqa side by side. It was early spring, but the day was dismal and would be short, the air damp and cold. The year was still too young to show if the fire mountain’s shadow would be cast over the world for a third year, but the sun was ominously invisible today.

Away from the Wall the way soon deteriorated, overgrown with weeds. Deri stumbled on an ash sapling growing out of the road surface, his heavy winter cloak flapping. Milaqa suppressed a laugh. Deri snapped, “May the mothers curse those Trojans! Once this road was as clean and unspoiled as a baby’s skin. And why? Because we spent our time fixing it, pulling up the weeds, rather than building walls to keep out Trojans.” They came to a flood, a swamp, thick with rotting matter, which the road, half-submerged, crossed like a causeway. Milaqa pressed a cloth to her face. “And this,” Deri said. “I did this. I led a party to block the main dyke that once drained this swamp, a straight cut down to the valley of the Brother. What heartbreaking work that was! To ruin the labor of centuries. And all to make a bog to trap the boot of a Trojan.”

Maybe it was a symptom of Milaqa’s own detachment from the disaster unfolding over Northland, but she didn’t feel like shedding tears over a bit of muddy ground. “It’s not ruined. It can be fixed, when we get the time. It will dry out again. In the meantime, no chariot could ever pass through here. Isn’t that the idea? This is the grand strategy. Flood the land. Let the Trojans sink in the mud if they try to march, and in the meantime let the diseases that rise from the swamps pick them off one by one.”

“But this is a perversion of what Northland is, Milaqa. It’s a place where people preserve life—not create death, like this. Ask a priest if you don’t believe me. I’m with Noli; I’m worried that if this goes too far we won’t be able to put it back together again. And it’s not just the land. You know, back at the Wall I met a little boy, one of a family of nestspills, who got caught up in a raid. He said he found an arrow, and stuck it in the eye of the man who was raping his mother. An arrow in the eye! Even if every Trojan in Northland left tomorrow, that incident will have left a scar in the heart of that boy that will last a lifetime. That’s the legacy of Qirum, the monster you have a ‘special bond’ with, as Teel always says.”

She scowled. “That bond is what we’re relying on to keep us alive.”

“Let’s hope that Qirum remembers that. And let’s hope all his half-tamed killers remember it too.”

Thus, bickering, stumbling, avoiding flooded ground and traps, they continued their way south.

They stopped a night in a little community called Mother’s Fingernail, after a distinctively shaped arc of sandstone that dominated its hearthspace. Deri had a friend here called Boucca, widow of an old companion from the fishing boats. The place was not far from My Sun, and had suffered from Trojan raids. Now the people lived in shacks amid the ruins of their houses, rings of burned-out stumps in the ground. But it was surviving, and the travelers were shown hospitality. That night Deri and Milaqa huddled under borrowed blankets in Boucca’s lean-to, windproof and warm.

As they walked on, the next day they began to spot traces of Trojans: the prints of heavy boots pressed into mud on the track surface, the occasional turd deposited at the side of the road, the skin and gnawed bones of a hare discarded by a hasty fire whose embers were still warm.

They spent one more night on the road, huddled together in a lean-to of branches and brush. They had brought fire-making gear, kindling, dried meat, and there was a stream nearby for water. Milaqa slept well, despite the situation. She felt safe to be with her uncle, as she had when she was a little girl.

The next day, before noon, they saw the fires of New Troy rising from the plain ahead, gathering in a pall on a windless day.

Deri said they needed to be ready to meet scouts or foraging parties. So they walked with their cloaks thrown back, their weapons visible, their hands open. Milaqa began to call out in the Trojan tongue, and in Greek and Hatti: “We mean no harm. We come from the Wall. We were sent by the Annid of Annids. We are here to talk to your king. I am Milaqa daughter of Kuma, and your King Qirum has promised me his protection. We are from the Wall, from Etxelur. We come here in peace . . .”

A boy emerged from a copse, walking out of the trees right into their path. The three of them stood stock-still, Milaqa, Deri, the boy. He was no more than twelve. He carried a basket of mushrooms. He was skinny, his face grimy, he went barefoot, and his ragged cloak did not look sufficient to keep him warm.

Milaqa smiled and stepped forward.

Deri touched her arm. “Careful.”

“The Trojans brought no boys here. He has red hair. This is one of ours, even if he is working for the Trojans now.” She spoke clearly in her own tongue. “Where are you from? Was it My Sun?”

The boy dropped the basket and ran, straight down the track toward the smoke of New Troy.

Milaqa cupped her hands around her mouth. “Tell them Milaqa has come. Milaqa, daughter of Kuma. I have come for my cousin Hadhe, who lives in the King’s house. Tell King Qirum that Milaqa has come to see him!”

Deri shrugged, and they walked on.

A little later a party approached, soldiers on horseback, and a cart pulled by oxen led by another Northlander boy. The party was commanded by a stocky man in the garb of a Hatti officer: Erishum, Milaqa recognized with relief, Qirum’s sergeant. Her chances of living through the day had increased markedly.

Erishum got down from his horse and peered at her. “Just as the boy said. You are Milaqa.”

“I know,” she replied in his tongue.

“Mouthy little whore, aren’t you? I’ll take you to the King. But I warn you, he is in a foul mood today. As most days. Whatever you have to say, say it well. Get in the cart.”

It was a farm vehicle, or it had been, smelling of earth and dung. Two more soldiers climbed up beside them, their hands on their swords. Erishum kicked his horse’s flanks, the cart jolted away, and the party followed the road to New Troy.

They were taken briskly through the outer rampart. Within, Qirum’s estate seemed much changed to Milaqa since she had last seen it in the autumn. Of course the cold hand of winter lay on it now, but even so many of the newly walled-off fields looked abandoned. She saw few people—scarcely a wisp of smoke rose from the crude houses—and fewer animals, dogs, goats picking at the boggy ground. In one place she saw a gang of children, ill clad, shivering, digging holes in the earth. They were watched over by a bored-looking Trojan who idly studied the bobbing rumps of the little girls.

As they neared the stone walls of Qirum’s citadel they climbed off the cart. The town was much changed too, shabbier, meaner, but much more crowded than in the autumn, though the country outside the walls was empty. Milaqa remarked on this to Deri. He murmured, “Perhaps they have all come here for food.” As they followed Erishum through the town Milaqa saw children peering from the doors of the rough houses, while scared-looking women cowered indoors, and babies cried. These were not homes, not families, Milaqa thought; they were parodies of families, Qirum’s warriors with the bed warmers they had taken from raids in Northland, or booty women driven in from the Continent. Some of these women must have been allowed to keep their kids, and others had babies inflicted on them by the endless rapes of their new “husbands.”

Once inside the citadel they were taken straight to Qirum in his house with the big central room. A big fire blazed in a hearth, and a linen screen covered the window, obscuring the view over the town. The priests were here, murmuring prayers to Apollo, god of fevers and disease. Qirum himself lounged on his couch, a flagon of ale on the floor beside him. He wore a loose robe of some fine fabric, not a warrior’s garment, more like something you would wear to sleep. There was a sharp stink in the room, a cesspit stench. There was no sign of Hadhe.

When he saw Milaqa and Deri, Qirum lurched to his feet. “Milaqa! So here we are again, two rejects from humanity reunited.”

Milaqa began to murmur a translation for Deri.

But Qirum waved that away. “Oh, get him out of here,” he snapped at Erishum. “Feed him, bathe him, give him a whore, whatever he wants. Oh, no, better not, after all his mother’s probably one of the whores. Ha! Don’t harm him though. Just get him out of my sight.”

Deri glanced at Milaqa.

“Go,” she said, in her own tongue. “I’m more at risk with you standing here silently provoking him. This is why we came, Uncle.”

Reluctantly Deri nodded. He bowed sharply to Qirum, then let Erishum lead him out.

“So we’re alone,” Qirum said. “Beer?”

“Why not?”

He snapped a finger. In a heartbeat a barefoot serving girl came running with a brimming pot. Milaqa drank it gratefully. Qirum sat on his couch and patted it. She sat beside him, though at the couch’s far end.

“Just like old times in the Scambles,” Qirum said. “Save for a few gibbering priests and the guards in the corners.”

She wrinkled her nose. “And what smells like a bucket of shit.”

“It is a bucket of shit. Taken from a dead man, his last gift to this world. Ha!” He drank his beer. “It’s all because of some poison or other your uncle and his irritating friends like to smear on their arrows. My physician is trying to work out what it is from a dead man’s turds. Listen. What causes sneezing and blisters, and then vomiting and shitting, and then muscle cramps, convulsions, choking, a heart attack?”

“I’m no priest. Our priests give out the poisons.”

“My surgeon thinks it might be hellebore. Some of the symptoms are similar. They use hellebore in Gaira, I know that. Is it hellebore?”

“I really don’t know.”

“Well, if it is, our antidotes don’t work, or so my useless clown of a head physician tells me.”

She grinned. “Things aren’t going as you expected, are they, King Qirum?”

“No, they aren’t, by the Storm God’s left testicle. If it isn’t the poison, it’s the sickness rising up from the soggy ground, and I have the priests chanting to Iyarri about that from morning to night. And then there are these wretched winter days of yours—if you can call them days at all!” He gestured at the window. “Look—the light’s going already, and I’ve barely woken up. A man needs the sun, as does a field of wheat. We are men from countries of light and heat—decent places to live, not like this gloomy bog of yours.”

“Then go back there.”

“And then there’s the hunger. Our crops struggle to grow in these drowning fields. Some of your warriors and their Hatti scum allies have been mounting raids on the granaries. Takes a lot of courage, I’m sure, to sneak up on a grain of wheat. You know, I have people out there foraging. Like rooting pigs! They bring back mushrooms. Birds. Even crows, toppled from their nests! They dig up hibernating animals, dormice . . . Pah! Yet it is all we have.”

You are hungry because you do not know how to live here, Milaqa thought. Northlanders live off the land; they can easily melt away into the country for a few days. While you Trojans and the Greeks, used to your great stone cities crowded with people and loot and food, are left baffled. You cannot see the riches all around you, even at this time of year, in the rivers, the seas. And evidently those you use as slaves will not tell you.

She said sharply, “I thought you were feeding yourselves by raiding our communities. Like your raid on My Sun.”

“Where? Oh, that was the first one, wasn’t it? Ah, yes—Hadhe, your cousin. That’s why you’ve come, isn’t it?” He called to a servant, and briskly ordered her to summon Hadhe. “What were we saying—My Sun?”

“That was easy pickings for you. And my own family suffered.”

He scowled, as if she was being unfair. “I saved Hadhe, didn’t I? And I didn’t wield every sword personally.”

“Well, we’ve learned to fight back since then.”

He grunted. “If you can call it fighting. You flood the ground—you cut your own roads, to stop us advancing. Sometimes when I attack a settlement, which is all but lost in the green in the first place, I find it empty! Abandoned! It is like fighting fog—like fighting the diseases that strike down my warriors. You won’t stand and fight like men!”

Because we would lose if we did, Milaqa thought. That was the prevailing wisdom of the Annids and the Hatti who advised them. She leaned forward. “This is why I am here—Deri and I—as well as for Hadhe. To make you see sense, Qirum. Your great adventure has not worked. You cannot defeat Northland, it is too big and ancient for that. Even the Wall is too big for you. And besides, we are prepared now. But nor can we defeat you, for we are too few. So this stalemate goes on, with pointless cruelty and suffering on both sides. Let us end this now.”

He laughed hollowly. “And then what? Shall I withdraw from Northland? My basileis would butcher me if I tried.”

“Let’s just stop the fighting. That’s all the Annids want, for now.”

“Ah, but I can’t, you see. There is a question of honor. And surely you know, little Milaqa, that all of this is only a step on the road to a greater goal.”

“The day when you mold an army out of Northland clay, and march on Hattusa? This is all so you can get your revenge on Kilushepa, isn’t it?”

He grinned, and drank more beer. “More or less. We are all driven by personal goals, Milaqa. What else is there in life? And my goal is to destroy that bitch, and the country that spawned her.”

Yet there was more he did not know. “Qirum. I probably shouldn’t tell you this. Your plans against Kilushepa. She knows.”

“Of course she does. She probably has spies in this very room.” He glanced at his priests, who seemed to shiver slightly, no doubt hearing every word. “What of it?”

“She is no fool. We have had a new embassy from Hattusa. Her position there is strong once more. She does not intend to let you become a significant threat. Not significant enough to damage her, in any case.”

He sat up. “What does that mean? Is she coming herself?”

“She is sending more troops. Soon there will be a Hatti force here strong enough to—”

“Is she coming herself? She is, isn’t she? Well, well. My showdown with the bitch queen might not be as remote as I have feared.” His eyes were alight with passion; he no longer seemed drunk at all.

“I shouldn’t have told you.”

“Your Annids will say you shouldn’t. But you and I know you have done the right thing, Milaqa, don’t we? You came here to bring forward the ending of this war. Well, I believe you have. Just not the way those dried-up old sticks on the Wall intended you to. Ha!”

“Milaqa?”

Hadhe stood in the doorway. Her hair was tied up, her skin looked oiled, and she wore an expensive-looking gown that did not conceal the swelling of her pregnancy, now eight months advanced.

Milaqa ran forward, and the cousins embraced. “Your children are fine.” Milaqa said quickly. “Keli and Blane. After My Sun, they both reached the safety of the Wall, and they live there still, with the family.”

Hadhe was trembling. Milaqa imagined having to wait so many months for such brief, vital pieces of news. “Thank you. And Jaro—”

“There was no sign of him. He may have died in the fighting. The bodies were burned, we could not tell. And Hesh—lost too.”

She nodded. “But Hesh lives on through his unborn child. I will mourn them later. Thank you, Milaqa.”

Qirum was pacing now. “How touching. Say what you have to say to each other and get out. I have much thinking to do. You, guard—send for the basileis.”

Hadhe murmured in the Etxelur tongue, “I haven’t seen him as animated as this since winter closed in.”

“I gave him some news—I fear I have made a terrible mistake.”

Hadhe shook her head. “Nothing we do or say is right or wrong in the presence of such men as this; all we can do is survive.” Under the expensive facial oils she looked old, Milaqa thought, old and worn out, and there was something elusive in her eyes. She was not yet eighteen years old. “Things could have been worse for me, in My Sun, on that terrible day. I was lucky, comparatively. Our poor aunt Vala—”

“I know. They found her body in the ruins of the mound house.”

“She survived the fire mountain, but she could not survive the Trojans. I survived. I did not deserve to, for I had argued against defending ourselves against the Trojans. I could not believe it was true, that it could ever happen. If I had not, perhaps we would have been better prepared.”

“I have some sway over Qirum. In some ways he’s so like a child, you know. Maybe I can persuade him to let you go. Deri is here. We could get you home.”

Hadhe patted her bump. “No. I cannot travel—not now. As I said, I am surviving here. More than that. I am trying to be a wife to Qirum. A companion at least. I think he needs that.”

That baffled Milaqa. It didn’t sound like Hadhe at all. What was going on in her mind?

But there was no time to discuss it further, for the generals were arriving for their council, and Qirum was impatient for them to be gone. After a hasty good-bye to Hadhe, Milaqa was hurried out of the palace.

It was only later, when Erishum and his guards had escorted Deri and Milaqa far from New Troy and set them walking north again, that Milaqa discovered that the bronze dagger she kept at her waist had gone.

Qirum’s response to Milaqa’s mission came a month later. The Trojan army left their city and marched on the Wall.

The bulk of Qirum’s army followed the great central track of the Etxelur Way. As they advanced, Northlanders fled or hid.

Qirum established his main camp just off the Etxelur Way on the south bank of the Milk River, an easy march from the Wall’s central District of Great Etxelur. Even as he dug in, he began a cycle of patrols and raids far along the face of the Wall to east and west, cutting tracks and smashing dykes and weirs, seeking to cut off Etxelur from the country that sustained it. For their part the Annids ordered the digging of great ramparts and ditches before the line of the Wall. As the weather eased the fishing fleets went out; the oceans would provision the Wall even if the country could not.

So the siege was set. Both sides dug in, and on both sides the dying continued.
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The Third Year After the Fire Mountain:
Late Spring

After midnight the party came out to repair the Words on the Wall. It was pitch-dark, under a sky choked with clouds.

Tibo stood with his father at the balcony, in a gentle, cold rain. They were high on the Wall here, high over Old Etxelur. The night was cold, and the day under a sunless sky hadn’t been much warmer. Looking down, Tibo saw that the latest bonfires the Trojans had built at the base of the Wall had died back, thanks to the heavy rain earlier in the day; only a sullen red glow came from the huge heapings of wood. Further out, nothing could be seen of the enemy save the diffuse lights of the Trojans’ fires. Some of the fires cast reflections in standing water. Northland under siege had become a soggy landscape, all the way to the face of the Wall itself.

And beyond that was only darkness. Any Northlanders between here and the horizon were in hiding. If the land was dark it was silent too—almost, anyhow. You rarely heard the sounds of the night anymore, the cries of wolves, the calls of owls. Even the animals and birds fled from the Trojans.

But tonight Tibo thought he heard something coming out of the gloom, a murmur of voices, a deep creaking like the swaying of a gigantic tree. The Trojans often worked at night, launching their pinprick raids on the Wall under cover of the dark. Were they up to something this night?

The rain fell harder. Tibo lifted his face, letting the droplets prickle on his skin. It felt oddly soothing, cooling. Briefly he closed his eyes, and concentrated on the feeling of the moisture on his face. He had continued his military training, but his anger kept getting him into trouble, and he had been working with cousin Riban the priest on mastering his rage. Caxa had tried to help him too, as, she said, he had once helped her. But sometimes it felt as if his head was too full, of the hours on the fire mountain when he thought he would die, the days in the camp of the Spider when he wished he had. Now he faced these Trojans, who ripped up the very country his ancestors had made. In a world full of such huge destructive forces, he needed his strength, and he needed his anger to fuel that strength. But he had to learn to put aside that anger until he was in a position to unleash its lethal energies usefully. At least he had found a way to treasure moments of stillness, like this, whenever he could. He had even begun to sleep properly, some nights anyhow.

His father clapped his shoulder. “You all right? Here comes Mi with the lantern bearers. We’ll be moving soon.”

The bearers were coming forward now, carefully carrying a wide-mesh net to which small oil lamps were attached, already lit. The bearers stood at the balcony in a line, and let the net down the face of the Wall, gently, gently, making sure the lanterns were not spilled. The watching Trojans would see this, of course, and they would know what the Northlanders were up to, but there was nothing they could do about it. The bearers were mostly older folk and children, too old or young to fight. As Raka kept saying, in this war for survival every Northlander was a warrior, and could find some role to play.

Mi murmured quiet commands to make sure her team worked as one. Fifteen years old, focused, intense, Mi always seemed capable, always in control, despite her youth. Some people were flourishing in this protracted war, and Mi was one of them, people said, one of the brighter of the young generation. She was using the hideous death of her stepmother, Vala, to fuel her determination. She was coping. That was what people said. Nobody said such things of Tibo. He didn’t care, as long as he got the chance to kill a few more Trojans, before, inevitably, one of them killed him.

Again he heard that deep creaking from the landscape below, a crack like a root breaking. “Father, I think the Trojans are doing something out there.”

Deri grunted. “Whatever it is we’ll see it in the morning, and we’ll deal with it then. As we have everything else they’ve thrown at us.” He stretched and yawned hugely, and Tibo smelled the fish on his breath. Everybody’s breath smelled of fish, as did their farts. There was plenty of fish to eat on the besieged Wall, delivered to the growstone harbors facing the Northern Ocean that the Trojan ships couldn’t reach, but little else.

At last Mi whispered to Deri, “Ready.”

Deri nodded, and beckoned to his team. The other sign makers came forward now, all along the balcony, picking up their paint even as Mi’s team finished anchoring the net securely. Tibo lifted a jar of paint and fixed it to his leather belt with a bit of rope. The wooden jar was heavy, and would make climbing awkward. There were brushes too, simple tools of split willow; Tibo took a couple and stuck them in his belt. He also had his sword in its scabbard, strapped to his back, out of the way.

Deri led the way. He sat up on the low balcony parapet, swung his legs over, and then began to climb one-handed down the net.

Tibo followed his father. Soon he was clambering down the net, down the outer face of the Wall. The climb was easy save for the awkward bulk of the jar, and the scabbard digging into his back. But the Wall was covered by greasy rain-soaked soot from the Trojans’ fires, and soon his hands, his bare legs, the front of his tunic were all stained black. Of course the soot stains were the reason they were here.

To the left and right, in the light of the lamps, the others climbed down in a rough line, all along this part of the Wall’s face. These workers were all fighters, men and women, all seasoned in combat. A couple of times the Trojans had hastily erected long ladders and come swarming up to the painters’ nets, trying to use them to gain access to the Wall galleries. If the Trojans tried that again it would be the job of Deri and Tibo and the others to hold them off. There was no sign of Trojan activity tonight, not here. But Tibo was wearing no armor, and he had his back to a plain occupied by the enemy, and the space between his shoulder blades itched as if inviting the kiss of an arrowhead.

Around halfway down the net he came to grooves cut into the growstone face, visible in the light of the torches, swooping circles and lines, with splashes of red and orange paint under the obscuring film of the soot. This was the Word he was to work on. He anchored himself, braced against the net with his booted feet on the face of the Wall, and tied a loop of rope from his belt to the net. Then he got out a brush, dipped the frayed end in the paint bucket, and started smearing the sticky stuff on the Wall. Soon the orange stain of the paint added to the black muck on his tunic. He just had to paint the grooves as far as he could reach, and then move on, down or sideways. After the first few trials nobody had bothered trying to clean off the Trojan soot; it was found that from a distance, across the landscape, the repainted Words stood out even more strongly against the soot’s dark background than the white face of the Wall itself. All the better if you could use the Trojans’ own efforts against them.

The Words had been an inspiration of Caxa, the Jaguar-girl sculptor who had memorably carved a sign to the gods outside My Sun—a sign now desecrated by the Trojans who had smashed the place up, but the Annids had promised that some day it would be restored. The Trojans’ advance on the Wall had cut off Etxelur, the Wall and the Annids from the rest of Northland. So Caxa, inspired by the colorful banners that were draped over the Wall’s face on festival days like the midsummer Giving, had suggested painting slogans on the Wall itself: tremendously tall designs, Words that could be seen many days’ travel away. The idea had been accepted with enthusiasm. Soon sections of the Wall’s white face were covered with the ancient ring-and-groove lettering of Etxelur, messages shouting out to all who could see, and read them:

THE WALL STANDS!

THE LOVE OF THE MOTHERS PROTECTS US ALL!

THE TROJANS CANNOT PREVAIL!

Of course the Trojans responded. Even if they couldn’t read such signs they could guess their purpose. So in their assaults on the Wall the Trojans defaced the signs, and built bonfires to smear them with soot. In response the Northlanders had cut the signs deeper into the Wall’s sheer face and painted over the soot. It had become a strange side battle in this war, a battle over words, symbols, ideas, one side writing, the other side erasing, over and over. And it was a uniquely Northlander battle too. Most Northlanders could read and write, whereas in Troy and Greece and the land of the Hatti, literacy was the province of the scribes—not even the kings could read the proclamations they applied their seals to. Regardless of what the Words said, their very existence was a reminder of the uniqueness of Northland civilization.

Tibo worked steadily, shifting his position, balancing the weight of his bucket. The work was easy, if repetitive. It seemed to satisfy some corner of his soul to complete such a simple task, just filling a groove with paint. Another way to achieve the calmness Riban had urged him to find within himself. And as he worked on he became aware of the dawn approaching. He worked with his back to the landscape, but gradually he made out the face of the Wall before him in the gathering daylight, a blue-gray wash that picked out the pocks and flaws in the Wall’s growstone surface.

Then there was another wooden creak, louder, and voices calling from the plain.

Tibo turned to see, hanging one-armed from the net. Northland had emerged from the dark, flat to the horizon under a cloudy blue-gray sky. The land was scarred by the Annids’ huge new defensive earthworks, ramparts and ditches, running for long stretches along the face of the Wall. At the base of the Wall itself water stood in hollows, building up against the growstone. Trojan raiders had long ago torched the windmills on the Wall’s roof, so now, in chambers safely tucked deep within the Wall, work gangs were turning great wheels to keep the pumps working—gangs manned by volunteers, it was said. But it was impossible to keep the flooding down completely. Looking along the face of the Wall itself Tibo could see more relics of the Trojans’ many assaults: broken ladders, the wreck of a battering ram that had smashed itself to pieces against the Wall’s growstone face, earthen ramps, even pits where Qirum’s men had tried tunneling under the Wall.

But this morning, Tibo saw, astonished, Qirum was trying something new.

At first he thought the thing silhouetted against the dawn light was a huge man, a terrifying figure. Then he saw that it was no creature but a man-made thing, a tower of wood and rope roughly nailed and bound together. Platforms stuck out of it like great tongues, protruding toward the Wall. Some of them were surely high enough to be able to reach the galleries, like the one from which he dangled.

And the tower was moving. It was mounted on wheels, thick and solid, that looked as if they had been cut from the trunks of huge, ancient oaks. Teams of oxen dragged this thing over the muddy ground, and it cut deep ruts as it passed. There were so many of the animals that they combined in his view into a black slab of heaving muscle, breath steaming in a cloud. Men drove the oxen with sticks and whips, and warriors jogged alongside the tower, their bronze armor bright in the gathering light. Chariots followed, perhaps bearing commanders. There were men in the tower itself, dwarfed by its scale. They looked like toys, Tibo thought, toy soldiers that Puli or Blane would play with.

This was the source of the tremendous wooden groans he had heard through the night. It was a siege engine.

“Father!”

“I see it.” Deri was hanging on the net, staring. “I heard of such things in Hattusa, but I never saw one before—and I never heard of one so big. But then I imagine no siege in history has ever faced such a barrier as the Wall.”

“Where did it come from? It wasn’t here yesterday.”

“They must have brought it up overnight, in pieces, on carts. Then they put it together in the dark, and here it is.” He shook his head. “We must never underestimate the Trojans, son.”

Now the Wall community was waking in the dawn, and cries of alarm echoed in the galleries. Soon the first resistance began. Arrows and stones flew from the galleries above Tibo’s head, some of the arrows burning. Tibo glanced up, and saw Mi with her lethal Kirike’s Land bow firing off shot after shot, one glowing spark sent flying through the air after another.

The first fire arrows fell on the tower. Some sank home in the engine’s wooden frame, but they burned only slowly—perhaps the wood was wet—and there were men with blankets and buckets of water and earth to douse any fires that did catch. Meanwhile, down on the plain, the Trojan warriors raised their shields and fired back in response, but being so far below their arrows fell well short, thumping back into the muddy ground.

And all the while the great engine lumbered ever closer to the Wall. Now it approached the band of ditches and ramparts that had been dug out before the Wall itself. Trojan engineers rushed forward to break the ramparts and lay boards over the ditches. The few defenders stationed there put up some resistance, but when the Trojans arrived, when the swords glittered and the blood splashed, they fell back.

“We aren’t going to stop it,” Tibo murmured.

“There’s a way to go yet. But you and I might have some fighting to do today, son. Come on.” Deri dumped his jug and brush, letting the paint splash down the Wall’s face, and began scrambling back up the net. “Words will have to wait.”

Tibo followed his father up the face of the Wall, staring over his shoulder at the engine’s lumbering advance.

On the balcony, even as she fired her own bow, Mi called out commands, redirecting the arrow fire. Now the defenders began to target the oxen that dragged the tower. Unless you had a lucky shot it would take more than a single arrow to bring down a mature ox, but it was all but impossible to miss an animal in that compressed mass, and the wounded animals writhed and bellowed in distress, disturbing those around them. The drivers had to work hard to keep the beasts moving in formation, with oaths and blows.

And now Mi heard a roar, coming from somewhere below and to her left. A mass of warriors had run out from a concealed entrance in the face of the Wall. They formed up into a rough block and headed straight for the Trojan force, their weapons held aloft, yelling defiance. The units were commanded by officers from Hattusa, but by now Northland’s army contained men from Etxelur and the other Wall Districts, the rest of Northland, and from allies in Albia and Gaira. They sprinted over boards hastily thrown over the ditches, and made for the engine, coming at it from the side. The Trojans formed up in response.

But before that battle was joined there was another tremendous wooden groan, like a huge cry of pain. Mi saw that the engine was leaning. Its front left corner was tipping into a hole that had opened up in the ground beneath its wheels. Faces everywhere turned to the siege engine, the defenders on the Wall, the warriors on the ground, the engineers at their work breaching the ramparts.

“Ha!” a man called, leaning over the balcony. “I did that! I helped dig that trap! Just brush and a dusting of earth over a hole in the ground. One of Raka’s bright ideas, meant to trap a chariot, but if it catches that monster it will do for me!”

The engine tipped further still. Mi was surprised by how easily it was going over. For all its bulk it had to be tall to reach the Wall’s galleries, and so it must be top-heavy, and once it started to fall it was doomed. The drivers beat the broad backs of their oxen, but the panicking animals could do nothing now. Indeed, Mi saw, some of the bellowing oxen were being dragged backward as the tower tilted. When their traces broke the animals stampeded, causing more panic among the increasingly disorganized Trojans. Men trapped in the tower itself ran, yelling. Some of them jumped to the ground, arms flailing. The commanders’ chariots turned away sharply, fleeing the disaster.

The end was near. As the engine tipped further and further panels fell away from the tower’s sides, falling to the ground in a hail of wood shards, and Mi heard the pop and crack of big structural beams breaking, like bones snapping. At last the tower’s huge flank hit the ground, and the engine collapsed into the dirt, whole tree trunks wheeling out of a cloud of wood shards that flew into the air.

Mi heard whoops of triumph all around her. It looked as if the whole population of the Wall, swollen with nestspills, had come out onto the galleries to see.

And from below there came the raucous shouting of fighting men. The Northland defenders were closing now, encouraged by the catastrophe of the tower to finish off the raiders. The surviving Trojans got themselves organized, but they faced a fighting retreat along the road to the south.

Mi yelled encouragement, releasing the grief and anger that always lingered inside.
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The Third Year After the Fire Mountain:
Late Summer

On the night before the battle the Northlanders emerged from the crevices of their great Wall, marched south, and formed up into units. They almost looked like an army, the Trojan scouts said, dismissive. And at last they were offering battle.

Despite the urgings of his basileis to strike before dawn, Qirum was prepared to wait until the sun was risen before responding. He had laid siege to the Wall for half a year already, it had been months since his spies had reported the Annids were preparing for battle, and there was plenty of the campaigning season left to get this done. Waiting a few more hours would do no harm.

The day was well advanced when Qirum at last emerged from his tent and walked out into the field, before his lines, alone. Qirum wore no armor, nor did he carry weapons or a shield. He wanted the men, and his enemies, if they could peer that far, to see him. He caused a stir among the men as he walked along the lines, and there were ragged cheers from the still-loose formations.

The land was flat to the horizon. The dew was heavy in the marshy grass; his boots left footprints in the soft earth. The sky was a milky blue, the sun pale, but at least you could see the sun this morning. The dew would soon burn off, but the day would never get overwhelmingly hot, for it never did here. A good day for fighting, then. In the air he saw a bird of prey, a kestrel perhaps, eerily stationary above the ground, watching some hapless prey. And at his feet there was a patch of some ragged pink-headed flower about which butterflies and bees fluttered. He wished the busy creatures well; soon this little stage of life would be trampled and blood-soaked. He breathed deeply of the fresh, slightly chill air. This was not home, and never would be, and yet it had its riches, in its own way, on such a day as this.

In the north the Wall was a faint bone-pale line. Before it he saw the enemy lines, a mass of men in the mist, with smoke from their fires rising into the still air.

He turned to survey his army. Facing the enemy, they were drawn up in units of fifty or a hundred each, in three rough blocks: Protis and his Greeks in the center, with Qirum’s own Trojans to the left and the Spider with his mostly Hatti exiles to the right. The men were strapping on armor if they had it, sharpening blades with whetstones they would dump before the charge, boasting and joshing, gathering their energies—summoning up the will to fight. Behind the main blocks there were units of archers and slingers, and further back the charioteers were readying their vehicles, harnessing up the horses. The animals skittered and neighed.

And as the King walked before his men the songs began. The Trojans thumped spears on shields and chanted battle cries. The Anatolians sang hymns to their Storm God; Qirum recognized one mournful lament, a soldier’s prayer to be buried at home beside his mother. The Greeks were different; they preferred to stay silent, watchful, ready—ominous. Qirum briefly wondered how it would have been for the generation before his in Troy to have faced a siege by thousands upon thousands of such silent, competent warriors.

He could hear similar music wafting across the field from the Northlander lines. He recognized more doleful Hatti elegies—hymns to the Sun Goddess of Arinna, perhaps. They had all come so far from home, he thought, to kill and be killed on this distant plain.

The Spider walked out to him, laden with the King’s armor, which he set respectfully on the ground. Qirum put on his breastplate, and shields for his shoulders and thighs, and shin guards, and shaped pieces for his forearms, tying each leather strap tight. The Spider was already fully armored himself, with sword and spear at his back, his helmet under his arm. As Qirum dressed, the Spider sniffed the air, peered around with his one good eye, stepped forward and dug his heel into the ground. “This bog will cut up.”

“The same for both sides.” Qirum glanced toward the enemy. “Just as the scouts said, they advanced across the river they call the Milk to face us. They seem to have sought no advantage from the terrain, as I would have done. But then, I would never have sallied out from the Wall and its defenses.”

The Spider shrugged. “There’s no high ground advantage to be had on this tabletop of a country. Do you want to speak to the men?”

“Enough speeches, I think.”

The Spider nodded. “Then if you will permit me to be your champion—”

Qirum clapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s see if you can finish this before it’s started.”

The Spider strapped on his helmet and strode forward across the plain between the armies. He began to bellow insults, in his own tongue and the locals’. “Northlanders! Savages! Women, dogs, children all! Is there a man among you, just one man, who will face me and settle this?”

Seeing him advance, the men roared.

Deri stood with Muwa before the Northlander lines. He could clearly see the lone warrior approaching, his stride purposeful, even eager. Behind him the Trojans were yelling, cheering, slamming weapons against their spears, thousands of them; it was a noise like a thunderstorm.

Hunda came out of the block of Hatti at the center of the Northlander line and walked before the men, lifting his arms. “Answer them!” he yelled in his own tongue. “Are you going to let them make all the noise today? Show them how Hatti can sing!” And in the Etxelur tongue, “Show them how Northlanders can yell!”

Soon the whole line was roaring back at the Trojans, the Hatti and the Northlanders at the center, and the more exotic blocks of warriors from Albia and Gaira to the right and left, the dark wolf-men of the forest, the white-robed priest-warriors from their country of skies and open spaces and stone circles.

Milaqa ran at Hunda’s side, without armor or weapons, shouting translations of his Hatti words. Her voice could not match Hunda’s battle-trained bellow, but her thin voice got the message across. Deri would have preferred her to be far from this field, but he had no control over his niece. He could only pray that her own sense would see her survive the day.

“He comes to issue a challenge,” Muwa said to Deri, raising his voice over the din. His Northlander tongue was clear if heavily accented. “The Trojan. You understand that if we send out a champion to meet him, the issue may be resolved without further loss of blood, whoever lives, whoever dies, if honor is served on both sides.”

Deri grunted. He began to tighten up his armor, borrowed from the Hatti. “I have learned more of your bloodstained customs than I ever wanted to know.”

“I will go, if you wish.”

“Thank you, my friend. But Northland’s champion must be a Northlander. And as you said, I don’t even have to win.” He spoke evenly, and yet he felt fear and a kind of deep regret in his heart. He was not by nature a warrior; he was a fisherman, forced into this role by circumstance. He glimpsed a scrap of blue in the sky above, a rare sight these days. Was this to be the day he died?

And then a roar went up from the Northland lines. Startled, Deri looked round. A single man was already walking out to meet the Trojan challenger. Armored, bristling with weapons, it was Tibo.

Deri ran after him.

Muwa followed. He warned Deri, “If you drag him back you will make a fool of him, and of yourself. This is all about honor, remember.”

“But I cannot let him die.”

They caught up with Tibo. He marched forward, his pace steady, unrelenting. He said, “Leave me alone, Father. I have no intention of dying.”

“It is not your place to do this.”

“You speak of honor. I know that man. That is the Spider. Who has been more dishonored by this man than me?”

Despite Muwa’s urging, Deri grabbed his son’s arm and forced him to stop. “Please. I’m begging you. In your mother’s memory—let me take your place.”

Tibo, his face hidden by bronze armor plates, would not look at his father, and would not speak further. All the efforts by Riban and others to calm Tibo had come to nothing, Deri saw, gone now there was a scent of vengeance. There was little left in that twisted face of the son he had raised, only the rage that had always threatened to consume him. And Deri, who had failed to protect his son from the death of his mother, or from the fire mountain, or from the brutalizing at the hands of the Spider, could now not save him from himself.

He let him go. The boy continued his steady march toward the Spider, who waited for him, hands on hips.

Muwa touched Deri’s shoulder. “We can accompany him. We can carry his weapons—”

“And carry his broken body back from the field.”

“If necessary. But you must not fight for him.”

Deri nodded curtly.

Tibo faced the Spider.

They stood a dozen paces apart on a patch of unremarkable green sward, in a flat, featureless landscape. Yet the world pivoted on the two of them.

The Spider grinned. He pushed his helmet off his head, and dropped it. “No armor. Come on, boy, I remember you; I know you picked up some Hatti-speak in the camp.”

“No armor,” said Tibo thickly, and he began to work at his own straps.

Soon heaps of discarded armor plate lay at the feet of the two men.

Muwa and Deri stood back, some paces behind Tibo. “This might help the boy,” Muwa murmured. “He may be quicker than the older man, more agile.”

“Only the mothers can help him now.”

“Now the weapon,” the Spider said. He hefted sword and long spear, one in each hand. “What’s your choice, little boy? The sword? No, not for you—”

Tibo hurled himself forward, spear held aloft. The Spider easily sidestepped, nimble in tunic and boots, his legs bare, and he swept the shaft of his own spear so it caught Tibo’s legs, tripping him, and he went sprawling in the grass. The Spider pivoted and prepared to lunge, but Tibo rolled and was on his feet in a heartbeat.

The Spider could have struck again, perhaps even ended it. But he backed away, applauding ironically.

Muwa had hold of Deri’s arm. “You must not intervene.”

Deri raged, “You call that honorable? To goad the boy? If the red mist closes in his head—”

“It is his fight. He must learn to master himself, and his own flaws.”

But Deri feared his son had little time left in which to learn anything.

The Spider walked before Tibo and made a lascivious curled-tongue gesture. “As I was saying. The spear’s the weapon for you. Look at my spear, boy, the shaft of ash, the bronze head. Lovely piece of work. I remember those nights in the camp. Your warm little ass. It was the long spear for you then, wasn’t it?”

Tibo charged again.

Again the Spider sidestepped easily. This time he swung the blade of his spear across the back of Tibo’s legs as he stumbled by, and the boy went down screaming, blood pouring from a wound on the back of his right calf, shockingly bright. He tried to get to his feet but his injured leg gave under him and he went down again.

“Hamstrung,” Muwa murmured.

The Spider stood before Tibo, his arms spread wide. “Come then. Finish me. Finish me as you longed to, all those nights when you warmed my bed, and the beds of my men.”

At last Tibo made it to his feet, using his spear as a crutch. Even now, thought Deri, even now the boy might have had a chance if he only thought clearly, if he used the Spider’s arrogance against him, if he looked for a gap in the man’s sloppy defense. Or he could throw down his weapon and admit he was beaten—he would be dishonored, maimed, but he would live.

None of this came to pass. Tibo raised his spear, steadied himself on his one good leg, and hurled himself forward. It was less a run than a controlled lunge.

The Spider knelt, jammed the butt of his spear into the soft ground before Tibo, held it firm. Tibo could not stop, could not turn aside. He fell onto the spearhead. The watching Trojans roared. As the metal cut through cloth and flesh, sliding deep into the stomach cavity just below the ribs, Tibo made a gurgling, choking sound. Blood and darker fluids poured down the shaft and over the Spider’s hands as he held the spear firm. Then he twisted the shaft, Deri heard a ripping sound, and Tibo gave an animal cry.

Deri would have gone forward, but Muwa grabbed him, arms around his torso. “You must not,” he murmured. “You must not.”

The Spider cautiously let go of the spear. It remained jammed in the ground, and propped up Tibo’s body, precariously balanced. Still the boy lived; his arms moved, his fingers twitching. The Spider, soaked by Tibo’s blood, walked around the pinned boy, like an artist before his creation. “What fond memories this brings back.” He ran his finger delicately down Tibo’s back. Then he pulled up Tibo’s tunic, and ripped down his loincloth, exposing his buttocks. Deri could see the boy had soiled himself. The Spider pulled his face elaborately. “Oh, how unfortunate. But still—once more, shall I give you something to remember me by as you sink into the underworld?” And he lifted his tunic up.

Deri raged against Muwa’s strong grip. “You will get your chance,” Muwa murmured. “Another place, another day, the man will die at your hands. But not here—”

An arrow slammed into the Spider’s back, knocking him to the ground. He lay still, dead immediately. There was an angry roar from the Trojans.

Deri looked back at the Northlander forces. Mi had come out of the lines. She screamed abuse, brandishing her bow. Others from her unit of archers came to drag her back. Another damaged child, Deri thought.

To gruff shouts of anger, outrage, dishonor, Trojans started to advance, all along the line, spontaneously, raggedly. Their sergeants had to follow the events; they ran forward, bellowing to the rest to follow and form up.

And Tibo slumped and fell at last, the spear twisting out of the ground.

“So,” Muwa said. “Dishonor on both sides, and we must fight after all. But at least we got rid of the Spider.”

Deri spat, “And that’s worth the life of my son, is it? My own life ends with him, whatever happens today. Come—help me with him. I won’t leave him here.”

They hurried forward to the body before the Trojan line reached it.
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Deri had scarcely hauled Mi to safety when a huge Trojan ran straight at him, spinning a sword over his head. Deri raised his shield to fend off the first blow, taking an impact that felt as if it drove his arm back into its socket. But he and the Trojan were shoved together as the lines closed, shields clashing with a slam. Deri was face-to-face with his man, their faces a hand’s length apart. His breath smelled of strange spices, and he wore an elaborate helmet with a horsehair plume. Arms pinned by the struggling crowd, it was difficult for either of them even to move, let alone make an effective strike. But the Trojan was stronger. With a single hand on Deri’s chest he shoved him back, and raised the wicked blade of a bronze dagger. Deri twisted so the descending weapon landed on his breastplate. All the air was knocked out of him by the punch, but the bronze blade only scratched Deri’s heavy armor of hardened iron. And in that instant Deri swung his own sword across the man’s throat, cutting through flesh and gristle until the blade lodged in bone. No hesitation. The man gurgled and choked. Deri yanked at the sword to get it free of the bone; it came away with a scrape. The sword was a new kind sent from allies on the Continent, to the east beyond Gaira, bronze but with less propensity to snap at the hilt when you used it to slash than others. Well, it had already proven its worth. The Trojan, bleeding out, had no room to fall. Deri pushed him down by brute force and stepped over the body to get at the next man following.

This man had no armor save a leather helmet, a small round shield, leather kilt and shin guards over a tunic. Already the Northlanders were cutting through the Trojan elite; Piseni’s archers had done the job that was asked of them in thinning out the fore-fighters. But the man was muscular and determined; Deri could see from the blood smeared on his tunic that he had already killed today, and he raised a stubby spear. But Deri was faster; he swung the flat of the sword to chop at the man’s belly, twisted the weapon and hauled it backward, dragging out a loop of gray entrails. The man looked down, as if astonished. Then Deri slammed the hilt of his spear into the man’s forehead with a satisfying crunch of bone, and the man fell back.

His falling created a space, and Deri had a heartbeat free of the fight. He was already breathing hard, already his arms and chest ached from the heavy blows he had taken. Neither of the men who had stood by him at the start of the fighting was still there; both of them had been replaced by those pushing from behind. Yet the battle was only moments old.

And here came the next man, as lightly equipped as the last. Deri managed to get his spear in play this time, and impaled the man before he got within arm’s length. But before he could get the spear loose another came, and he had to swing his sword again, this time a lucky strike that cut the man’s face open so that he fell back, jaw dangling, screaming in a strange, liquid way. And then the pressure from behind shoved him forward almost into the arms of his next opponent, and he lunged and stabbed again.

So it went on, the great blocks crashing into each other in a band of bloody friction, where men screamed and lunged and slashed and stabbed in a compressed, struggling mass. There was a stink of piss and shit from emptied bowels, and the blood was everywhere. Deri had to fight just to stay upright, let alone to give himself room to swing a blade. He had barely moved from the position where he had started, the lines were collapsing in on the front where they met, and soon he found himself slipping on a heap of corpses underfoot. Yet he remembered Tibo, and Nago, and Vala, and all the others who had fallen because of the Trojan, and let the anger fuel his muscles as he slew and maimed, again and again.

And then above the screams and battle cries he heard a new sound, like thunder, rolling across the field. Some of the more experienced men recognized it. “Chariots!”

Standing on the flood mound with the commanders, supporting a battered and dizzy Mi, Milaqa saw the Trojan chariots coming from behind the enemy’s right flank. There were dozens of the charging vehicles, pulled by swiftly running horses, the sound of their hooves loud even over the battle’s din, and bells clanged noisily. They were a shocking sight, a mass of spinning wheels and rearing animals driving at the Northlanders’ left flank where the advancing Hatti units had been met by Gairan priest-warriors, strange silent men who fought ferociously. Now the fighting men were distracted by the noise, and the sergeants bellowed for them to hold their shape, to keep fighting.

Kilushepa pointed. “A mix of Greek and Hatti types. Look, can you see, Raka? The fleeter ones are Greek, lighter, with two men—four-spoked wheels. The Hatti are the big ones with three men, and their six-spoked wheels . . .”

Milaqa murmured hasty translations.

“They are running better than we supposed they would,” Raka said. “We had hoped the ground would be too soft.”

Teel said, “Qirum had the initiative. The weather has been dry, the groundwater low, the ground reasonably firm. He knew that. This was a good day to fight, for his purposes.” He let the criticism hang in the air, unspoken. We should not be fighting the man at all. And if we must fight, not today.

And Milaqa watched, astonished, as the chariots slammed into the Gairan lines, huge masses of hurtling wood and straining animals that cut a bloody swath through the ranks of men, like blunt blades passing through flesh. The big three-man Hatti chariots were the most effective, each with a driver and shield-bearer accompanying an armored warrior who shot arrows from a distance, and stabbed and slashed when his chariot closed. As the chariots spread chaos and panic through the Northlander lines, the Trojan infantry pressed with renewed vigor. The fighting became even more intense and chaotic.

Now the surviving chariots emerged from the crush, having passed right through the Northlander phalanx, and they drew up, preparing for a fresh strike. Hasty cries went up from the commanders for the archers to reform and take on the chariots. “Aim for the horses!”

Hunda clambered up the mound. He was bloodied and panting; he had been in the thick of the fight, but Milaqa knew that Muwa had sternly ordered him to make sure the person of the Tawananna was safe. “Madam. This position may be threatened. Please fall back.”

Kilushepa knew better than to argue. She began to help Hunda lead the Annids down off the mound.

Mi lunged forward, as if trying to get off the mound and back into the fray. But she staggered, still dizzy from the blow to the head she had taken on the field.

Milaqa grabbed her arm. “No, you don’t. Besides, you lost your bow.”

“We must do something . . .”

One more chariot, a big Hatti three-man vehicle, belatedly broke out of the crush. The crew looked around for a fresh target. They spotted the commanders on the flood mound, pointed up. The driver hauled on his reins and the chariot veered that way.

Heading straight for Milaqa on the mound.

“We can take it,” Mi said suddenly. “That chariot coming.”

“What? How?”

For answer Mi slithered down the slope, to the edge of the tide of battle, where broken corpses lay unmoving. She grabbed a sword and spear—but as she straightened up she staggered again, the bruise on her head purpling.

“You are insane.” But Milaqa saw there was no other choice than to follow her. She scrambled off the mound, found a spear, and stood by her cousin.

And the chariot charged toward them. The driver was dragging at his reins, trying to control the horses, and the warrior and shield man were looking up at the notables on the flood mound. None of them seemed to notice the young women standing before them.

Mi began running before the chariot reached them. Milaqa joined her, spear in hand. Mi jumped first, grabbed the chariot driver by the neck and fell back, pulling the astonished man off the chariot with her. Milaqa managed to leap up on the platform itself. Without thinking, she swung her spear and caught the warrior with its shaft. He fell from the chariot before he even saw her. But now the plummeting chariot, out of control, was tipping over. The last man, the shield-bearer, yelling in fear and anger, swung his shield at Milaqa. She ducked, but the shield caught her on the back of the head, and she fell out of the chariot onto a mound of bodies, warm and slippery. She heard a splintering crash as the chariot went over—and then a huge weight fell on her back, knocking the air out of her.

She sank into a dream of stone and bronze and iron.
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When she walked into Qirum’s crowded inner chamber, carrying Kilushepa’s gift, at first the King simply stared.

He had been lying on a couch by the window, where a filmy drape lifted in a soft breeze. Lamps burned in alcoves cut into the wall. The usual guards stood in the corners, and a single priest bowed before the small shrine at the back of the room. Bear-like military men, officers in elaborate tunics and leather kilts, were gathered on low stools, arguing over clay blocks scattered on a low table, apparently records of troop movements or provision shortfalls, the business of an army. A boy in a plain tunic stood by, nervously translating the languages of Qirum’s officers for those who needed it. Serving girls flitted around the men, bearing trays of drink and food, under the watchful eye of an older woman who stood by one door.

And Qirum gazed at Milaqa, transformed by Kilushepa’s arts. At last he jumped up from his couch. “Out, all of you.” The servants filed out immediately. The military men got up reluctantly, glaring at Milaqa. “Oh, leave the tablets, Asius, you fool. Out, out. You, priest. And you.” He waved to his guards. They looked uncertainly at Erishum, who nodded, and they left their places. “Go on, all of you. You too, Erishum!”

Erishum was the last to leave, evidently reluctant. When he had ushered the rest out, he pulled a heavy cover over the doorway.

The two of them stood at opposite ends of the room, Qirum barefoot in a wine-stained robe, Milaqa still holding her box, from which the ox-hide wrap had once more been removed.

“So we’re alone,” Milaqa said. “For the first time since—”

“Since I became the King.” He laughed. “But really we’re never alone. Even now we’ll be watched. Even if I ordered it not to be so, my men know the consequences if anything should befall me through their negligence. But we are as alone as I will ever be until the time comes for me to venture into the underworld. By the Storm God’s teeth, Milaqa. Suddenly you are beautiful.”

“You’re blushing.”

“So are you. Right down to your—”

“Stop looking.”

He laughed. “Well, I can scarcely promise you that! Kilushepa’s doing, this, is it? That woman always did know how to twist my heart. And now she’s doing it even from afar—even though she knows that if I ever lay eyes on her again I will kill her with my bare hands.”

Milaqa felt an absurd prickle of jealousy. “I’m standing here flapping in the wind. Must we talk of her?”

“No. I’m sorry.” He took big clumsy steps toward her, reaching out. But he stopped short, and dropped his arms. “Milaqa, you occupy a special place in my spirit. I’ll never forget that you saved my life when Kilushepa betrayed me in Hattusa. It is a cruel fate that has separated us, a game of the gods that has put us on opposing sides in a war. And now, to see you like this—I am overwhelmed.”

“As I will be soon,” she said practically. “My robe is heavy, and this box is getting heavier. Could I sit down?”

“Of course—I apologize. Sit with me.” He went to the table, brushed the clay tablets and wine cups onto the floor with his arm, took the box and placed it on the table. He sat on the couch, patted it.

She sat beside him cautiously; she didn’t entirely trust her dress. “The box is a gift from Kilushepa, and all of Northland. As from one great king to another, the Tawananna said. In this box, she said you’d know it, is something the Greeks took from Troy. She called it the Palladium.”

His eyes widened. Then, eagerly, he took the box, turned it around, found a catch. The box’s lid slid open, pushed by some hidden spring. Within, on a bed of purple cloth, lay a small statue. To Milaqa’s eyes the stone figure of a woman with her arms upraised, worn almost to featurelessness and stained with smoke, was unimpressive. But Qirum was astonished. “It is true. Milaqa, no Trojan has seen this since the Greeks sacked my city before I was born, and took away our most precious treasures, our most sacred relics. This is the mother goddess. She is the one the Greeks call Athena, in some of her aspects.”

“I can’t make out her face.”

“She is old, and much loved—or was. Some of us believed that she had been smashed, not just stolen. What must Kilushepa have paid some warlord for this? How did she find her in the first place? Well—now I have her.” He bowed to the goddess, reverently lifted her from her bed of cloth, and carried her to the shrine cut into the thick wall. He placed the goddess carefully at the center of the shrine, where she stood amid similar statues, none of them tall, all garlanded with tokens. “For now, lady, you may dwell in the King’s own personal shrine. And tomorrow we will begin work on a temple for you, a temple in New Troy finer than any in the old.” Again he bowed, and murmured a prayer—and jumped back. “Ow!”

Milaqa stared. “What? What’s wrong?”

“Something ran over my foot. A mouse!” He came back to Milaqa and the box, reached down, lifted a fold of the purple cloth—and small brown forms squirmed out from under the cloth, out of the box, off the table and went scampering over the floor. He stared at Milaqa. “Did you see that? Mice—in a gift from the great Tawananna!” He burst out laughing.

She couldn’t resist it. Maybe it was the tension, the sheer incongruity. She laughed with him, even harder when one of the little rodents ran over her own leg, and she squealed with shock.

Qirum cupped her face gently. “You are even more lovely when you laugh, dear Milaqa.” He straightened up and strutted around the room. She saw something like the old energy, the confidence she remembered about him. “But even the mice are probably a good omen. Well, no doubt I can find a priest who will tell me so. One aspect of the deity the Greeks call Apollo is god of plagues and mice. Maybe the gods are trying to tell us to put an end to this plague of war that blights us. Maybe they are agreeing with Kilushepa, for once! For it’s obvious what she intends, you know. By sending you here like this. Looking like this. She knows exactly what message she is sending me.”

“I think they are hoping for an alliance.” She took a breath, and plunged on. “Of the kind you forge between your eastern countries. Where princesses are exchanged to bind nations by marriage.”

He gestured. “I don’t have much of a country. Not yet.”

“And I’m no princess.”

“Ah, you always will be to me, dear Milaqa.” He studied her. “Look—we don’t have to do what they say, you and I. There can be peace whether we marry or not. Or war, come to that. The rules don’t apply to us. Do they, Milaqa? They never did, and never will. Whether we marry or not is up to us—nobody else. But that’s not to say we can’t have some fun, preferably at somebody else’s expense.” He clapped his hands, a sharp, shocking noise. “Woman! Bring wine!”

The senior serving woman came bustling in immediately, bearing a tray of wine and fresh cups. Milaqa was impressed; evidently the servants had learned to anticipate their capricious ruler’s moods.

“And send for my head of household. And Erishum. There may or may not be a wedding, but there’s certainly going to be a wedding feast. The way the Greeks do it, a pack of curs they may be but they do know how to have fun.” As the woman hurried out, he called after her, “And musicians! Come, Milaqa.” He held out his hand. “Will you dance with this humble suitor? For I am going to have to impress you to win your hand.”

She stood, but held back. “In this dress?”

“Oh, nobody’s watching. Well—only an entire kingdom. And I—ow!” He hopped, and slapped at his leg. “Something bit me . . .”

Kilushepa had begun packing as soon as Milaqa had been taken away by Erishum, snapping at her serving women as they packed and repacked bits of jewelry and cosmetics in her boxes.

Teel sat with Raka. They were both drinking Trojan wine, imported by Qirum. Teel was getting drunk, but he suspected Raka wasn’t. He watched Kilushepa sourly. “Do you have any regrets about what we’ve done, woman? Any at all? If you weren’t so busy fussing over things at such a time—”

“I certainly regret loading her up with so much jewelry; I suppose it’s possible it could be retrieved, once this is all over.”

Teel grunted. “You will pluck it off my niece’s cold corpse, will you?”

“Enough,” Raka said tiredly. “We all agreed to this, Teel. In fact, as I remember, it was you who persuaded me to accept Kilushepa’s scheme in the first place. We are all complicit. We are each of us guilty, or none of us is.”

“But two of us are staying, to share the fate we have ordained for poor Milaqa, and the Trojans of course, but I care not a jot for them. And she”—he gestured at Kilushepa—“is running away to save her scrawny hide.”

Kilushepa stood so her maid could hang her cloak on her back, and fixed it with a gold clasp at her neck. “I would take offense at that, Northlander, were you not effectively a dead man already, by your own choosing. Our work is done here. What good does it do to stay? Guilt, you say, Annid? What guilt? Guilt at the fate of Milaqa? You understand that girl as well as I do—I know you do, Teel. You see the flaw in her, the emptiness. Let her be useful for once in her life. Or is it guilt at this ‘dishonorable’ ploy? Look—fools like Qirum speak of waging war with honor. But it is all lies. Qirum destroyed your little communities with overwhelming force, there is no honor in that. And when the fire comes, or the storm, or the flood or the drought, no amount of these heroes’ precious courage or honor will help them survive.” She tapped her forehead. “All that will save you is up here. Intelligence. Cunning. And the determination to use it. Which is what enabled your fabled Ana to beat off the Great Sea of legend, from what I’ve heard of your tradition.”

“You’ve done this kind of thing before,” Raka said. “You Hatti.”

Kilushepa sniffed. “It is in the annals. We have an old prayer to the plague gods: ‘Shoot my enemy, but when you come home unstring your bow and cover your quiver.’ The first incident of record was some generations ago, when the King sent donkeys infected with plague into the lands of our enemies the Arzawans. We won the war, and now the Arzawans remember that fever as ‘the Hatti plague’. There have been a number of instances since then.” She spoke dismissively. “We have experts in these things. The box I brought to Northland is not the only one of its kind stored deep in the royal vaults of Hattusa, like memories of the horrors of the past. There are cages of mice and rats, tended by specially trained priests. Pieces of cloth cut from the bodies of the dead, which in some cases can carry a memory of the disease itself.”

“Weapons of last resort,” Teel said.

“Precisely. And is this not a time for a last resort? After all, that foolish battle you let yourself be talked into waging did even more damage than merely exhausting you. My spies say that before the battle the Trojans were on the brink of fissuring. Sieges are wearing on the besiegers as well as the besieged. But we invited them to battle exactly as Qirum would have wished, we met Qirum on ground he would have chosen, and we enabled him to motivate his men and unite his warring commanders in the process.” She pointed at Raka. “You boast that this is the oldest civilization in the world. You boast that you have saved the Jaguar people across the Western Ocean, just as you have saved the Hatti empire from dissolution. Perhaps you have. But that is all in the past. Today, Raka, you are Annid of Annids, and if Northland were to fall now it would be entirely your responsibility. And that is why you have allowed me to do what I have done. Because you had to, and don’t tell me otherwise.”

Raka simply nodded. “I have asked Muwa to take back one more message to Etxelur for me.”

“What is that?”

“The name of my preferred successor.”

Kilushepa sneered. “How noble you both are. I hope it comforts you when the Trojans pursue your shades into the underworld.” She glanced around, as if to make sure she’d left nothing, and without further farewells she marched out of the house.

“Well,” Teel said in the sudden silence, “at least that’s the last we’ll see of her, and that’s a comfort.” He reached for the jug. “More wine? We may as well finish this.”
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It took Qirum three days to organize his betrothal feast.

Milaqa spent much of the first day with him. She stayed in his house, at the heart of his citadel. She had her own room, her own little squad of servants dedicated to her, which she found distressing as some of them were clearly Northlander slaves. But she slept alone, and her relationship with Qirum remained chaste, as it had always been. He did not even kiss her, he hugged her only as a brother might. “For now,” he said, winking broadly.

But on the second day Qirum said he had to attend to the business of his kingdom, and he huddled in his private chamber with his officers, ministers and priests. Meanwhile Milaqa was distracted by a string of visitors, embarrassed-looking officers who showed up in polished armor and bearing elaborate gifts: clothes, cosmetics, jewelry. These were the rival “suitors” Qirum had ordered to come and woo her, in competition with him. Even Erishum showed up, bowing gravely, bearing a rather pleasing silver pendant.

And it was on that day that she first began to suspect Qirum was growing ill. In the few moments she did spend with him his breathing was rattling and heavy, and he coughed frequently. But he was not a man with the patience for illness, and he ignored the symptoms, while his generals discreetly ignored the spittle he sprayed over their clay tablets and maps, and over their persons.

On the third day the feast itself was set up in an open space in the outer city, beyond the citadel. Everybody was ordered to attend, to watch. There was music, dancing, feasting, tables laden with elaborate dishes from across the Continent, even some plainer Northland fare. The ordinary folk turned up, but there was no sense of joy; Milaqa thought they wore ghastly forced grins, in the presence of a capricious king with the power of life and death. And anyhow there weren’t many of them to be rounded up in the first place.

The highlight of the day was the competition between Milaqa’s suitors. Qirum asked Milaqa to sit on a kind of throne to preside over the contest, wearing the outfit she had worn when she had come here three days before. The day was comparatively sunny, comparatively mild, but even so it was cold enough that her nipples were hard as stones.

In Qirum’s own country and in Greece such contests were conducted in deadly earnest, between princes who might be seeking to win not just a bride but a good alliance for their nations. So it was serious stuff, the tests of archery and slingshotting and spear throwing, the hand-to-hand fighting with swords and spears—fighting intense enough for wounds to be inflicted, despite the expensive armor on display.

An older man called Urhi, a scribe, was ordered to stand by and make careful notes of the outcomes of all these futile contests. Milaqa thought he looked as if he was going mad with boredom, an intelligent man in a land of brutal young fools, and she wondered what his story was, how he had got here. Qirum had disrupted many ordinary lives in the course of his spectacular career.

And Qirum himself was manic. At first he threw himself into as many contests as he could. But his breath was short, and when he coughed Milaqa thought she saw speckles of blood. So he withdrew, and missed the boxing too, and saved himself for the culmination of the day, his favorite sport, the wrestling.

At a suggestion from Erishum, the King sat out the preliminary bouts, waiting until a victor among the other “suitors” had emerged to challenge him. That man was Erishum himself. Milaqa could not tell if that was a genuine victory or not. Anyhow it was he who would face the King, surrounded by a crowd of courtiers, warriors, generals, and the common people of the city.

The King stripped to a loincloth, and leaned so his hands were resting on his knees. “Don’t go easy on me, sergeant,” he warned. “If I think you let me win I’ll have your head as a trophy. On the other hand, if you beat me . . .” The sentence tailed off in another coughing fit. More blood speckles, Milaqa saw. Qirum’s bare skin was pale, slick with sweat, and oddly mottled with small black marks.

If Erishum was troubled by this impossible balancing act he did not show it. Milaqa supposed he was used to the King’s capriciousness, and had after all survived so far. “I have no doubt you are the better suitor, lord. But you have to prove it first.” He grinned, and crouched.

Qirum laughed out loud. Then he launched himself at Erishum. The crowd roared and clapped as they clashed, heads together, straining, reaching. Erishum got the first break; he twisted, got his arm around the King’s neck, and flipped them both over backward.

And Qirum vomited blood. Erishum let him go in dismay and stood back.

It was at that moment that Milaqa, in a flash of understanding, realized what had been done—how she had been used, what the true purpose of this expedition to New Troy had always been. What she had done to Qirum’s petty empire, and to Qirum himself.

On the day after that, Milaqa’s fourth in New Troy, nobody seemed to know what to do with her. She was brought food and drink in her room. The senior woman of the house was attentive to her needs. She was allowed to roam as she would.

She was even allowed into the King’s bedchamber, where he lay on a couch.

He was surrounded by soldiers, and by buckets full of blood and stool and piss; the stink was unbearable. She was not allowed to speak to Qirum, but she could not tell if he was conscious anyhow. From time to time he would cry out, as if in great pain. Scared-looking physicians came and went, desperately trying remedies. She heard them speaking of blood in the vomit and the urine, and of painful swellings in his groin and armpits. When they brushed past her, Milaqa saw they were spattered with the King’s blood.

She retreated to the King’s big reception room. By the shrine with the restored mother goddess figure, the priests intoned steadily, asking Apollo, god of plague, to put aside his bow. There was nobody else here but the guards, who looked at her with black expressions. Milaqa went back to her room.

That night she could not sleep. The house was full of people coming and going, and it rang with anxious talk, weeping, increasingly angry shouting. I did this, she thought. I brought this here.

In the end she got out of bed and dressed in the pitch-dark, in the most practical clothes she could find, and sat on her bed and waited.

Just before dawn Erishum came to her room, bearing a lamp, oil burning in a shallow bowl. “I will take you back to your uncle.”

“I must see Qirum.”

He grunted. “Why? To apologize? To finish him off?”

“Erishum, please—”

“You will never see him again. Get ready.”

She clambered off her bed. She glanced back once at the goods that had been brought with her, the Tawananna’s jewelry. It meant nothing to her.

He led her through corridors, making for the street door.

“What is happening?”

“Protis is to challenge for the crown. But others oppose him. It makes no difference. Too many others are ill, and the contest is futile until this plague has run its course.”

“Why must I leave?”

“Because there are those who blame you for bringing the plague here.”

“If it’s true I did not know, Erishum. I did not know! I have been used. You have to tell him, Erishum.”

He did not answer.

They reached the street, deserted in the dawn light. Milaqa imagined she could feel the fear washing out across the town from the King’s house. Erishum hurried her along to the house where Teel and the rest had lodged.

When they reached the house she asked him directly, “If you think Qirum’s death is my fault, why release me?”

“If you are innocent, it is just. If you are guilty, you will take your ‘gift’ back to your own people. And, listen to me.” He leaned toward her, his face hard, dark, grim. “I am but a soldier; I am no priest. But now I curse you. You and all your cowardly kind, you Northlanders. For what you have done here, your black crime, may our gods destroy you, and may your own gods, the mothers of sea and sky and earth, desert you. And as for you, I will wait for you in the underworld.” And he turned and hurried away.

Milaqa, deeply shaken, ducked quickly inside.

By the light of a single lamp, Teel sat by a couch, on which Raka lay under a heap of blankets. The Annid was unconscious. Milaqa saw swellings on her neck, like those on Qirum’s body.

Teel, too, looked waxy, pale, and was breathing heavily. “This gift of Kilushepa’s travels quickly.” He laughed, and coughed.

The world seemed to swivel around Milaqa. “Then it’s true. You sent me to kill Qirum, not to woo him.”

“I’m sorry.” Teel stood stiffly. “Oh, I am so tired . . . I’m sorry, child.”

Milaqa launched herself at him. He tried to hold her off, but she was stronger than he was, and he could not stop her blows. “How could you? You are my uncle! All my life you have used me. How could you betray me like this?”

“We had to,” he said. “Because only you could do it. Only you, child! You with your relationship with Qirum. You with your heart like an empty cup. Only you would go back to the man, knowing what he had done to your own family. In a way you’re as much of a monster as he is. So we used a monster to trap a monster! It had to be done. Can’t you see that?” Coughing, he sat again, clutching his chest. “Well, remember me, Milaqa, even if you can’t forgive me. I’m a sort of anti-Qirum, you know. I don’t suppose you’ll ever understand that. If a warrior brute like Qirum is the kind his country needs, brave, impulsive, impressive, I am what Northland needs. Cold, manipulative, scheming. I can imagine which of us history will favor. But you must remember me, I am the man who gave Northland iron, and changed the world. Ah, but none of it matters. I did love you so much when you were small. I’m sorry that it has come to this.”

She wanted to kill him. She pulled back her fist.

And she coughed convulsively, and her blood sprayed over him.
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The Fourth Year After the Fire Mountain:
Midsummer Solstice

The day before the midsummer Giving was set aside for the blessing of the new monuments to the fallen Annids.

The procession formed up in the great Hall of the Annids, deep within the Wall. The grand folk in their fine robes and cloaks of office circulated, murmuring as they got into their rank order. Voro found Milaqa, and here was Mi, blushingly dressed up in a costume not unlike that Milaqa had worn when she had been sent to seduce Qirum’s heart, and poison his body.

A blast sounded, on a very ancient deer-bone horn.

Riban took the first steps on the flight up to the Wall’s surface, leading the procession. The young priest wore an ornate deer-skull headdress over purple-dyed hair, with holy words in the circle-and-slash Etxelur calligraphy painted on his cheeks, and his mouth bulged with the ancient wolf’s jaw pushed in there in place of his own extracted teeth. He looked the part, Milaqa thought. Riban was head of the House of the Wolves now, somewhat to his own surprise, but he was the most senior priest to have survived the plague, and now here he was leading the holiest of all Etxelur’s ceremonial processions, the commemoration of the Annids.

Riban was not the only young Northlander to have stepped up in rank. Possibly thanks to Kilushepa’s stern advice about cleanliness and isolation, Hatti taboos imported to Northland, few in Northland beyond New Troy had died of the disease. But even deep within the Wall’s recesses some of the oldest and the very youngest, the highest to the lowest, had been taken by the plague. And so many of the great old Houses of Etxelur were led now by representatives of younger generations, and glancing around Milaqa saw that many of those wearing the ornate cloaks were no older than she was. The gathering had a youthful, refreshed feeling about it, she thought.

Even if she would never feel young herself again. Not with all these deaths, in Northland and in New Troy, all of them coming from the opening of the box she had carried to Qirum’s chambers: her “black crime,” as Erishum had called it. Few knew what she had done, even here among the senior folk of Etxelur. But she felt as if it must be obvious, as if one of Caxa’s great Words had been carved into her chest.

Amid these young people, however, the new Annid of Annids was older than her predecessor, Raka: Noli, who might have taken the post earlier if not for Bren’s maneuvering, and who had now reluctantly accepted the responsibility. Today Kilushepa walked with her, the Tawananna as grandly dressed as Milaqa would have expected.

And Caxa the sculptress walked ahead even of the Annid of Annids, even ahead of Kilushepa, with the priest at the very head of the procession. A proud young woman of the Land of the Jaguar with her big polished mirror-stone hanging over her chest, she looked awed, even nervous. Milaqa knew she preferred to be alone, working steadily at her art. But she seemed to find the patient presence of Riban at her side reassuring. And at least, Caxa knew, she did not have to die today; the plague had taken Xivu, that fretful conscience of the Jaguar kings, and after her work in the war Noli had promised the sculptor her protection.

Behind these principals came other senior figures, Northlanders walking side by side with Hatti. There were many other embassies: wolf-like Albians, priest-like Gairans, warrior-like Greeks, exotic Egyptians with painted faces and towering crowns—even a party from across the Western Ocean, from the Land of the Sky Wolf, proud warriors with tremendous feathered headdresses and snake tattoos.

There were more Northlanders than usual too, hailing from Wall Districts from the Albian terminus to the World River estuary. The great and ancient community of the Wall itself had almost crumbled under the pressure from the Trojan, and there were apologies to be made, relationships to be rebuilt. But in the end those who had fought in the war had come from end to end of the Wall for the common cause, and that was the foundation for the future.

And toward the rear of the column walked the likes of Milaqa, Voro, Mi and others, too junior for their order of precedence to matter.

They emerged into the air on the parapet of the Wall, before the gleaming new sculpted heads. Out to the north a bank of thick black clouds loomed over a steel gray ocean, threatening bad weather later.

A breeze blew up, sharp, surprisingly cold for midsummer.

Nuwanza shivered visibly and drew his thick woolen cloak tighter around him. This frail elderly Hatti was the second cousin of Kilushepa who had done so much to secure the Tawananna’s successful rehabilitation in the court of the Hatti king. He had rarely traveled outside Hattusa itself before, and had now made a grueling trek across the Continent all the way to Northland and the Wall. And now this fragile old fellow was to be the husband of Mi, a seventeen-year-old warrior.

“So,” Voro said to Mi, “how’s the boyfriend?”

Mi walked between Voro and Milaqa now, her cheeks painted bright red, her muscular archer’s arms folded over her bare breasts. “Shut up.”

Milaqa tried not to laugh. “You’re a woman who wrestles three-man war chariots. Look at him! You’ll probably break him on your first night.”

Mi scowled, pursing brightly painted lips. “Everybody says it’s my duty to marry him.”

Voro nodded. “It is. Sealing alliances with marriages. It’s what they do, out east; it’s what they understand.”

“Yes, but why me? I’m no more a princess than she was,” she said, glaring at Milaqa.

Milaqa sighed. “Maybe not. But I admit you look better in the costume than I ever did. Look, Mi—you’ll survive out there. You’re tough. Everybody saw that in the war. It’s the reason you were chosen, I think. And the old man won’t last forever.” She grinned. “Not in your bed!”

Mi scowled again. “Well, I’m taking my bow, and my iron-tipped arrows. Nuwanza has said I could help train their army’s archery corps. I think he said that. My Hatti still isn’t good.”

“There you go,” Voro said. “Women have a strong role in Hattusa. The Hatti aren’t like the Greeks. Kilushepa herself is proof of that. You’ll find a place.”

“And it’s warmer in Hattusa,” Milaqa said. “Besides, you won’t have to walk around like that all the time.”

“Good.” Mi looked down at her bare chest. “I prefer to be strapped down, frankly. Helps with the bow action. I hope it’s all worth it,” she said, more uncertain, suddenly seeming much younger. “Worth me giving up my whole life like this. I hope this alliance of Hatti and Northlanders will work, though I can’t imagine how.”

“I think it has a chance,” Voro said. “I was involved in some of the negotiations, with the other Jackdaws. Under Kilushepa and King Hattusili the Hatti empire seems to be stabilizing. They are establishing treaties of trade and mutual aid with us. They have done this kind of thing before, as their records show—treaties with Egypt, for instance, sealed by royal marriages. Now they’re also talking to the new rulers in Egypt, and in Assyria. And they are sending military missions west into Greece.”

“‘Military missions,’” Milaqa said sourly. “That’s one translation. ‘Invasion’ is another.”

Voro shrugged. “But the Greek kingdoms have all but collapsed. There are already children whose parents were clerks and scribes, growing up in the forests like bandits. Order needs to be imposed from somewhere. We have agreed that we will each have our own domains of influence on the Continent. We will have Albia and Gaira, for instance, and also the Land of the Jaguars and the other countries across the Western Ocean.”

“That’s nice of them,” Milaqa said, “since the Hatti have no ships that can reach those places anyhow.”

“But the Greeks had never sailed into our Northern Ocean either, before they blockaded us. Who knows what the future holds? Milaqa, this is a moment of flux, of change—a pivot of history. Oh, the Hatti are not perfect, but Kilushepa herself remembers how it is to be a booty person. Maybe we can come out of this with a better world, a better way of living.”

“If only we all believe it can be so,” she said cynically.

“Yes,” he said firmly. “If only we believe.” And he looked directly at her, as if trying to reach her.

From the boy so mortified at being unable to have prevented her mother’s death, Voro had grown. He was stockier, graver than he had once been. And he seemed stronger too—or maybe it was just that so much of her own strength had been dissipated by her brush with the plague. He had always cared for her; she had always known that, under her dismissal and contempt. Was she ready now to accept Voro’s calm, loyal patience?

But what did she have to offer him? She was a burned-out shell. Kilushepa’s surgeons had warned her gravely that survivors of the coughing plague often had difficulty carrying children. And she could never tell him her secret. Never tell him of the black crime.

She was distracted by clouds thickening, a fresh bite in the freshening wind.

“I need time,” she blurted, then instantly regretted it.

Once that would have driven him away. Now he just held her hands. “I know.”

Beside them, Mi smiled.

Together they turned to face the Wall’s new stone heads.

Riban climbed a platform and, arms outstretched, his face distorted, began gabbling words from a language more ancient, it was said, than the age of Ana herself, who had founded the Wall and saved Northland. But everyone knew what Riban was saying. He celebrated the visages of Raka and Kuma, who had joined the row of those who glared at the ocean that the Wall had defied for hundreds of generations already, and would defy for much longer yet.

Through the long winter Milaqa had watched Caxa and her assistants labor at the heads. They were made not of the local sandstone but of a harder rock, said to originate from dead fire mountains in the north of Albia. Caxa had insisted on using only the techniques traditional among her people; she had roughed out the faces from the ferociously resistant rock with stone hammers, and then had used drills and abrasives, polishing and scraping with ever finer materials, to complete the details. There were markings in the Etxelur script, rings and tails, with the names of the Annids and a brief declaration of their achievement. There was a time stamp too, a string of numbers, a mark of when they had lived and died, recorded in the long calendar of Etxelur. The resulting heads were huge, each as tall as a human being. The faces were stylized in the way of the Jaguar folk, with flattened noses, broad lips, large eyes—yet they were recognizably Kuma and Raka.

And beneath Kuma’s head lay a single iron arrowhead, placed there by Milaqa—the thing that had killed her mother, buried forever beneath this symbol of her eternal triumph.

Riban’s peroration was almost done. He raised his hands to the sky, and called in plain language on the little mothers of sea, earth and sky to welcome the Annids to their undying hearths.

And in that instant snow blew in, a sharp, thick flurry that came flying on the wind from the north, off the sea. People murmured in confusion and shock. The snow soon began to gather on the huge profiles of the stone heads, in their eyes, their nostrils.

Snow, at midsummer. Milaqa remembered a soldier’s curse. May your own gods, the mothers of sea and sky and earth, desert you. She turned away, sheltering her face from the sting of the snowflakes.
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The ice waited in its fastnesses in the mountains, at the poles. Millennia had passed since its last retreat. Human lives were brief; in human minds, occupied with love and war, the ice was remembered only in myth.

But the ice remembered.

And now the long retreat was over.


Afterword
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The historical reality of land reclamation from the ocean is almost as remarkable as depicted in this fiction. In the Fenlands of eastern England there is evidence of large-scale water management projects dating back to Roman times (see Fenland: Its Ancient Past and Uncertain Future by Sir Harry Godwin, Cambridge University Press, 1978). Using earth dykes, water-pumping windmills and other technologies, from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries the Dutch increased their available farmland with reclaimed seabed by a third. However, the management of water by mankind has, of course, a much deeper history. Ancient civilizations including Egypt, Mesopotamia, China and the Indus Valley cultures were capable of tremendous feats of hydraulic engineering (see Water: The Epic Struggle for Wealth, Power and Civilization by Steven Solomon, HarperCollins, 2010).

I have allowed the Northlanders to develop some technologies and techniques precociously. The Egyptians built the first recorded masonry dam some fifteen meters high at Memphis c.2900 BC (see Solomon, 2010). To build their Wall the Northlanders used concrete (which they call “growstone,” a word cooked up in a discussion with Adam Roberts on the Latin roots of “concrete,” acknowledged with thanks). We associate the use of concrete with the Romans, but in fact forms of concrete seem to have been in use as early as c.3000 BC in Uruk in Mesopotamia (see Reese Palley’s Concrete: A Seven-Thousand-Year History, Quantuck Lane Press, 2010).

Writing emerged in Mesopotamia in c.3000 BC, but in our timeline Britain did not become literate until the arrival of the Romans. The Northlanders make their own independent invention of a form of writing based on the raw materials of their culture, such as rock art (see British Prehistoric Rock Art by Stan Beckensall, Tempus, 1999).

Our conception of cities as dense masses of buildings of stone and masonry is another relic of our civilization’s origin in the arid Near East. The Northlanders’ communities, intricate hierarchical networks of communities embedded in a “green” landscape, are based in part on archaeologists’ studies of similar communities in the pre-Columbian Amazon forest. Michael Heckenberger (see The Ecology of Power, Routledge, 2005) interestingly notes that the temperate forests of medieval Europe were studded with towns and villages of similar sizes to those he studied in the Amazon.

Most importantly, my Northlanders are not farmers. All our civilizations have been built by farmers. Modern hunter-gatherer groups surviving in marginal territories are probably not a perfect model of the richness of their lives in the past; given time and a rich environment, hunter-gatherer populations could achieve huge feats, and develop complex societies. The Native American communities of the northwest coast, with towns, aristocracies, slavery, land ownership and patronage of the arts, were arguably the most elaborate hunter-gatherer societies in human history (see Prehistory of the Americas, S. Fiedel, Cambridge, 1992). This series imagines a sophisticated, complex, even literate culture developed by a people without farming.

Names used here are intended primarily for clarity.

My place names for preliterate Britain and Gaul (Gaira) are derived in part from mentions in ancient writings such as those of the first-century AD scholar Pliny the Elder, which in turn may be based on the reports of such adventurers as the fourth-century BC explorer Pytheas (see The Extraordinary Voyage of Pytheas the Greek by Barry Cunliffe, Allen Lane, 2001). I have used the anachronistic term “Greeks” to describe the contemporary inhabitants of the Greek mainland, known to historians since the nineteenth century as the Mycenaeans. I have used “Anatolian” for the inhabitants of modern mainland Turkey. The names “Ilium” and “Troy” derive from Homer, but according to analyses of Hittite records these appear to be based on the names of territories in the region of Troy: “Wilusa,” which was corrupted to become “Ilium” and “Taruwisa,” which became “Troy” (see J. Lacatz, Troy and Homer: Toward a Solution of an Old Mystery, Oxford University Press, 2004 [English translation], and chapter 14 of Trevor Bryce’s The Kingdom of the Hittites, Oxford University Press, 2005). The people of the great Anatolian Bronze Age kingdom we know as the Hittites—because of a link to their nineteenth-century discovery to the “Children of Heth” of the Bible—seem to have called themselves “the people of the Land of Hatti.” I have called them “Hatti” here. In our timeline, by 1159 BC the central Hittite empire had already collapsed. For recent surveys see Bryce (2005) and his Life and Society in the Hittite World, Oxford University Press, 2002. I have generally followed Bryce in spelling Hittite personal and place names and other terms.

The old idea that the Hittites maintained their empire through a monopoly on ironworking (see The Coming of Age of Iron, ed. Theodore Westime and James Muhly, Yale University Press, 1980) seems to be discredited through a lack of archaeological proof. The Hittites may not have mass-produced iron, but scholars such as Muhly (“The Bronze Age Setting,” in Westime and Muhly, 1980) have argued for evidence of carburization, that is making steel by heating iron in contact with carbon, in the Hittite period. The Hittites certainly manufactured high-quality iron goods, as attested by letters referring to prestigious iron tribute items—most famously given to Tutankhamun, who died in the fourteenth century BC and was buried with iron artifacts that may well have been Hittite. They do not appear to have used iron for weaponry; it was evidently too precious for that. Iron was produced in other areas at the time, but it does seem to be true that it was only after the fall of the Hittites that iron making, particularly for weapons, became widespread, and the “Iron Age” began. The main advantage of iron compared to bronze was actually the ready availability of iron ore compared to the scarcity of tin; high-quality bronze weapons could certainly be a match for lower-quality iron weapons. Here I have imagined that high-quality iron precociously developed in Hittite workshops affords a brief advantage to Northland in their conflict with the Trojans.

This novel is set at the end of the European Bronze Age. Just as depicted here it was a time of significant changes across Europe, from the abandonment of high-altitude farmlands in Britain to the collapse of ancient empires like the Hittites in the east, and the onset of the Greek “Dark Age” in which even literacy was lost. These changes have been ascribed to cultural and systemic factors. But the advent of a new climate regime, punctuated by such events of global impact as volcanic explosions, may well have had something to do with it (see for example The Long Summer by Brian Fagan, Granta Books, 2004). In early 2010 a minor eruption of the Icelandic volcano Eyjafjallajokull injected enough ash into the air of north Europe to force airspaces to be closed. Hekla, called here the Hood, is a bigger brother of Eyjafjallajokull. And it did erupt in the year 1159 BC, as depicted here, as proven by ash layers in ice cores extracted from the Greenland ice cap; the resulting injection of smoke and ash into the air seems to have caused several “years without a summer” which would have ravaged the marginal livelihoods of subsistence farmers. My details of the eruption have been taken from the geological evidence of Hekla’s eruptive history.

The use of plague vectors as primitive “bio-weapons,” as depicted here, seems to have a deep history. Plague was used as a weapon by the Hittites as early as the fourteenth century BC (see “The Hittite Plague, the epidemic of Turalemia and the first record of biological warfare,” Siro Trevisanato, Medical Hypotheses vol. 69, pp. 1371–4, 2007, and Adrienne Mayor’s Greek Fire, Poison Arrows and Scorpion Bombs, Overlook, 2009). The “coughing plague” depicted here is a variant of the pneumonic form of the plague of which the best known manifestation is bubonic.

My “People of the Jaguar” are Olmec, a Mesoamerican culture that flourished in an area within modern Mexico c.1400 BC–AD 100 (for a recent study see Olmec Archaeology and Early Meso-america by C. Pool Cambridge, 2007). I have freely extrapolated details of Olmec culture here. My “Altar of the Jaguar” is meant to be the site now known as San Lorenzo, preserved from the decline it suffered in our history by the intervention of the Northlanders. As the Vikings discovered around 1000 AD, to sail to the Americas via the Faroe Islands, Iceland and Greenland requires the crossing of no more than 800 kilometers of open sea. Of course the Vikings had the ship technology they needed; I have imagined here a precocious acceleration of shipbuilding after the first fluked crossings depicted in book one of this series.

In our world, a major feature of the fifteenth-century contact between Europe and the Americas was the devastating transmission of “herd diseases” such as smallpox and measles to the American populations (see Guns, Germs and Steel by Jared Diamond, Vintage, 1998). In my different prehistory I have imagined continual contacts across the Atlantic since the eighth millennium BC, so American populations have had a chance to develop resistance to these diseases.

The plot of this novel hinges to some extent on the (apparently) humble potato, which is brought to Europe by the Northlanders millennia before the post-Columbus explorers of our own history. The potato is a crop that will grow in poor soils and unfavorable positions and climates, it requires only the simplest of implements and techniques to cultivate, and it is tremendously more productive than grain in terms of yield per hectare. Arguably, by fueling the population growth that underpinned the Industrial Revolution and Europe’s rise to economic dominance, the potato changed world history—just as it changes history in this novel (see Redcliffe Salaman’s The History and Social Influence of the Potato, Cambridge University Press, 1985).

This is a novel, and not meant to be taken as a reliable history. Any errors or inaccuracies are of course my sole responsibility.

Stephen Baxter

Northumberland

Winter Solstice, 2011
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