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“But father will be back from the north before we have to leave?”
Anilat looked carefully at her mother, hoping to see some sign of the truth of the matter. But the old face, schooled in a great many years of diplomacy, was giving nothing away, and the old voice did not directly answer her.
“You will be leaving as he instructed, a half-month from now. I will wait for his return and follow on after. He has been called to attend to the wishes of the King of the North even now.”
The last was, surely, a simple guess, perhaps even a needy wish. Anilat nodded slowly, wondering if, after all, her mother had no more information than she had already shared. All that she herself knew came from the brief report delivered by the weary rider as he passed by the envoy’s house on his way to the royal palace of Ikaret.
Not long after his arrival, the city gates had been closed, and the priests were called out from the temple to bless and prepare the few city guardsmen who remained. Most of the army had already been sent north to join the collected forces of the great King of the North, assembling somewhere in the vassal territories along the coast. As well as force of numbers and weapons, they had taken wagon loads of supplies, honouring the requirements of the treaty.
The army had travelled by land, along the great Sea Road that ran all the way from the southern sedge lands of the Mitsriy up to the rugged hills in the north. But Ikaret had grown up facing the sea, and the sea still brought most of the wealth to the people. Although the hinterlands were fair, and the overland trade routes reliable, it was the port that gave life to the city. There were so few good harbours north or south along this coast.
For a time the royal family of Ikaret had offered allegiance to the Mitsriy, but no longer, not for many generations. Their loyalty had turned away when the ruler of the Khatti-lands, the great King of the North, had started to expand his sway. He was much closer to them in both distance and culture.
The Mitsriy protests were in vain; the city was simply too far north from their homeland to be retained. It was too far for an effective campaign of retaliation to be considered, even from the unruly collection of Kinahny vassal lands they controlled. Even the most warlike among the Mitsriy kings had never been able to secure their conquests this far along the coast. It suited Ikaret to have her ties of allegiance holding her to the north. The huge flocks of wading birds that feasted in the shallow waters around the bay, emblematic of Ikaret herself, had enjoyed prosperity and comparative peace for a very long time.
A little over two years ago, the first stories of raiding groups harrying the fringes of the settled lands had reached the city. A long way north and west of Ikaret, they mostly struck at island settlements, or very remote coastal towns which could not be easily reinforced. Rumours of troop losses had spread, and the great king had been swift to silence the more vocal of his critics. But the reports were still carried, by traders and officials more concerned about the immediate risk to their life and livelihood than the king’s displeasure. Then there had been a lull for a while, and it seemed that peace had returned.
But as the weather turned colder, and winter drew close this year, forlorn and homeless groups had started to come down the Sea Road. The first few dozen of these were treated with kindness and a spirit of welcome. But dozens swelled to hundreds, and generosity could only stretch so far. Some of them stopped around the outskirts of the city, clustering in great tented pools around the streams and wells. Others moved on again, southwards, hoping to find better favour among the Fenku, or even the Mitsriy. They would have a long journey southward, along the Sea Road, but perhaps the effort would be worth while.
“Are the children ready to leave? Yours and your brother’s?”
Anilat brought her thoughts back into the room and nodded firmly.
“Indeed yes, mother. Provisions are ready for all of us. My three little ones are with Auntie now and she is preparing them with tales of journeys.”
She stopped, hesitant. How could she speak about her older brother and his refusal to leave the house? Her mother waited, her face shrouded by the hood she wore. She had never liked the climate here, and found the winter air far too cold for her southern body. Anilat had become used to it as she had grown up, and earlier today had relished the freshness of the sea breeze drifting in over the land.
“If User-Amun will not leave, you must be ready to take his children as well.”
So she did know after all. If events took this turn, Anilat and her husband Tadugari would be taking five children when they left. But her brother’s daughter and son were considerably older, and they should be able to help make the journey easier.
“Mother, when you leave here, where will you go? All the way back down to the Beloved Land?”
Her mother sighed.
“It is so many years since I was last there. So many years during which your father and I have moved from place to place at the bidding of the king. And my memories are clearer of Gedjet than of the Beloved Land. It is a great sorrow to me. It would ease my heart to see it one last time. But it is a long way, and I am already old. Listen now. You must take the children from here when the time is right. Your husband will wait too long: you must be ready.”
“I will not leave him. If he stays, I stay, and the children with me.”
“All of the fruit of my body is in this one city together. In times like these, that makes me afraid. Shall I see all of you taken together? The good of the family requires you to leave when the time is right. I will not hear argument about this.”
The two women were silent together for a while. From the courtyard, they could hear the chatter of the servants arriving back from the fish market. Finally the mother spoke again.
“And what of your sister?”
“She says that she will follow whatever the great priestess decides. She says that for her, it is as though she was a chantress of the kind you used to talk about when we were young together.”
“The more fool her to think so. The priestess is not so high, nor the temple so grand, that she should do that. And her with child as well. You see, Anilat? You must take the lead here and ensure that the children are safe.”
“Why should she be anxious? She has confidence that even if some remnant of this enemy should escape destruction to the north, our own city guard will hold the walls and gates.”
“Could the King of the North hold Taruwisa? Could his army hold his southern coastal towns? Do you think our soldiers have held the northern border?” There was a silence in the chamber. Her mother’s breathing was rough, laboured in the damp air. “Well, how can I blame her? I sit here and wait for my own husband to come back from the north. Am I so different?”
“What about Taruwisa and the coastal towns? I had not heard anything of them?”
The old woman, eyes shrewd and bright in her lined face, made a little move of her hands. Anilat, understanding it as dismissal, gave a little bow and left the room.
A few days later, in the gloom of a cloudy morning, Anilat woke suddenly. A slave was kneeling beside her husband, whispering to him urgently. Tadugari looked grave, nodded, and then leaned back against the wall as the slave left the room. Anilat sat up, pulling the woollen bed drape against her shoulders in the cold air.
She looked about. It was too early to break the morning bread, but she could smell it baking in the kitchens behind the inner courtyard. The night slaves had left it to prove, and the day servants were arriving to finish it. She rubbed sleep from her eyes and stretched as Tadugari got to his feet.
“Was there news?”
He glanced at her, grimaced. A sudden anxiety clutched at her, and she leaned forward to see that the children were in the adjoining room still. They were all there, Haleyna and the younger twins Rishi and Ritsani, all asleep in a row. The Alashiyan woman Damatiria was with them. She had nursed all three of them in their infancy, and was always called Auntie by the whole family. Catching Anilat’s movement through the arch that joined the two rooms, she scrambled to her feet. Anilat nodded to her and leaned back again.
“I must go up to the palace.”
“So early? Has the king called for you?”
“For all of his retinue, from highest to lowest. Not particularly for me by name. I expect that my part will be to draft messages for the inland towns to ensure that they meet their obligations.”
“Don’t go. I do not feel good about today.”
He laughed, kissed her, then called for a basin of water and his clothes for the day. She sat in the bed, pensive.
“Much as I would like to hear your voice instead of the king’s, I think we cannot allow ourselves that pleasure.” His voice was muffled for a moment by the thick cloth folds of a smock going over his head. “I will be back before long, to be sure. It will be another false report from one of the outlying farms.”
She shook her head, discarded her blanket, and waved the slave away so that she could perfect his appearance. The air felt cold against her skin, but she would not let him go without the personal attention.
“King’s envoy you may be, but I know when you are trying to lie, husband. Make sure you come back to us with time to spare if events take a turn for the worse. You go on: I shall offer incense for us both at the shrine of the household gods.”
He nodded sombrely, ran his hands down her bare arms, kissed her again, then left with the slave. Auntie came up from the side room, bringing her own clothes over.
“This one, mistress?”
She shook her head. “Something darker, Auntie. Less cheerful.” She pulled a face, realising just how much she had been affected by the look she had seen on Tadugari’s face as she woke up. “Less conspicuous.”
The day passed slowly. Every now and again the women and children would hear the noise of soldiers on the street, going in one direction or another, shouting orders or encouragement to one another. They sounded enthusiastic, eager, ready for anything.
Late in the day Tadugari came back to the house. He looked weary. He sat at the table and was silent while one of the slaves washed his feet. The children came up, each in turn to give the evening greeting. He blessed them in his normal perfunctory way, then stopped himself, gathered them into a group beside his chair and offered up a much more substantial prayer. Anilat recognised parts of it from the annual ceremony at the gates of the city. Everything seemed very serious.
There was a silence afterwards. The slave was still kneeling at his feet, bowl and cloth beside her, waiting to resume her duties. Water dripped from her hands and puddled on the rough stones of the floor. He looked down at her, as though seeing her for the first time that day.
“No more for today, girl. It is sufficient.”
She scrambled away towards the inner courtyard and the kitchen area. The door which led to the family quarters, on the opposite side of the room, creaked open. Tadugari rose to his feet and gave a little bow. Anilat hurried across to her mother, who was slowly making her entrance supported by her attendant.
“I shall eat with you tonight.”
“Your presence honours us.”
She settled herself with a sigh into her chair at the end of the table, her attendant standing behind her, and waited as the other family members arranged themselves in order along the sides.
“What was spoken in the king’s house today?”
Tadugari looked at her, clearly torn between the twin needs to answer her question and keep the confidence of the palace. He looked down at the table.
“Well, the news will be filling the streets anyway by now. What point remaining silent? There has been no fresh news from the army to the north since last week, when there were reports that scouts had been captured and a full wing of chariots defeated. Nobody seems to know how the chariots were beaten: the enemy only have foot soldiers from all that I have heard. But as well as that, we lost the main part of the fleet today. Those that were in home waters, anyway.”
There were little noises around the table, gasps of disbelief.
“How can this be?”
“Some ships were away. Some were only half-manned with most of their crew ashore still. Some were caught against a lee shore. A few tried to fight, but they were in no order. It was as though one of the palace guard ran alone against a pack of the mountain tribesmen. A proper formation of our ships should be more than a match for them, but we were caught unprepared, and divided so that we could not fight together.”
“Who are they?”
He shook his head. “I do not know where they come from, but they move across the lands like a mountain lion at the sprint. We all thought that they were far to the north still. And at sea, ship to ship, they are fearsome.”
“But what about the commander of the ships, father? How does he explain himself?”
Tadugari grimaced and closed his eyes.
“The chief of these waters surrendered after the first losses, believing that it was futile to fight. But he will not have to answer to the king for that; they tied his hands and feet together and threw him into the water just outside the harbour. We have other ships away from home, but they will not hear of this for some time. Weeks even. And if they come back one by one they will suffer the same. Better to make their way to another city and stay there for now.”
Anilat looked at her mother, expecting to see the shock and anger she felt herself. Instead, there was a curious lack of any obvious feeling.
“You should all leave the city before the week is out. Better if it was tomorrow. All of you.”
Tadugari shook his head. “The king has called us all back at daybreak. Anyone with military talent has had to stay there through the night. I was excused from that simply because my skills are not in fighting. Just now there is little need for a man whose ability lies in messages and treaties. So I have eaten with you here, but half of my friends are still there. I cannot simply arise and leave when I please.”
She was unmoved.
“This man is only a local kinglet. It is not as though he is the great king who lives in prosperity and health beside the River. Not even like the King of the North who at least commands the allegiance of others. You should weigh his words and choose for yourself, not simply obey him.”
He looked down at the table.
“My city has made no oath to your land for many generations now. We are at peace, and I honour your customs as though they were those of my own father and mother, but I cannot set aside the words of my king.”
He looked around the table at the serious ring of faces and tried to smile.
“But see. The walls are in good repair. The gates are strong. The guard are confident. We have supplies in hand. The city has stood for hundreds of years and has weathered all that has been thrown at her. We are precious to the King of the North and he will not let us fall. This will surely pass.”
Tadugari stood, followed by the whole family, as the old lady pushed her chair back and, leaning heavily on her attendant, got to her feet. She had hardly eaten anything. Two griddled sides of fish rested, cooling, in front of her in a bed of dark leaves.
“Hear me now. A time comes for every land when the gods turn their faces away. Even the Beloved Land has seen this before, when order turned back into chaos and the labourer in the fields lorded it over the noble. My heart tells me that a time like this is near for this city. It is not a time to be staying here amongst all of this.”
She gestured up and around at the walls, with their cloth drapes and little statues of the gods. Tadugari straightened himself.
“Honoured mother of this house, tell me this. If you had been alive in your Beloved Land at such a time, would you have left your house? Or would you have stayed and shared the fortune of the whole land?”
They held each other’s gaze for a long time. Finally she turned away, sighing.
“How truly you speak. I will go back to my rooms and prepare to meet my husband in my own way. The rest of you, stay and eat your fill without me. Daughter, bring the children tomorrow at noon for my blessing and to hear my word for you.”
Anilat tapped at the door of her mother’s day chamber, stepping in once it opened. Her mother was sitting in the oldest chair in the room, a piece which she had taken with her every time she had moved. It came originally from the Beloved Land. Each of the four legs ended in a lion’s foot, and the back rose up in a long support for the head.
She bowed until her mother’s creaky voice released her, then moved across to sit at her feet. She stroked one of the lion paws idly, remembering again the years of her own girlhood. All that time ago, Anilat had sat for hours beside the chair, tracing out the shapes of Mitsriy gods and goddesses on each side. In the lazy afternoons she had listened to her mother’s stories, felt both delight and fear, been moved to satisfaction or anger at the old tales.
That had not always been in this house, for they had moved from place to place as the king of Ikaret had commanded her father. But it had always been with this chair.
Her mother pushed back the Kinahny headscarf Anilat was wearing and stroked her hair. The aged hand trembled a little. She looked up. Her mother was holding several things close to her body with her other hand.
“Daughter, I have called you here today in order to make our farewell to each other.”
Anilat began to protest, but her mother’s hand moved down from her hair to cover her lips.
“Listen now. My heart tells me that we shall not speak again. I have some things to give you, and my last instructions to tell you.”
She shifted in the chair.
“Do you remember the story of my young life all those years ago in Gedjet? In the end I had two men seeking to marry me, both at the same time. Not that there was any real doubt in my heart, ever, but it felt good to be wanted like that. I was so young then.”
She paused. Her attendant brought over a small juglet of beer, and she sipped a little of it. Anilat was curious. She had not heard of the other man.
“The second man was a village priest from some remote place in the hills. He could not speak our language very well, and I think he could not write the proper signs at all, but my father found him amusing. The man was quite wild. I remember thinking that perhaps he could be frightening. What would it be like to be with him alone? Of course I chose your father. It was the sensible thing to do.”
There was another pause.
“But one regret I have is that you have never met your grandfather. He moved back to the Beloved Land soon after I came into the house of your father. We used to write letters to each other, in those early days, but his were always very short. He was sent to serve as senior priest in Waset. I suppose he was kept busy with that. But I do feel he could have made more effort.”
Anilat, realising that her mother was in a mood for revelation, was just framing a question when her mother continued.
“It cannot be very long since he passed through the Sea of Reeds. The last letter I received said that he had found a man who was fashioning his eternal house. But that was ten years ago.” She halted and shook her head. “Ten years. How can that be? I have heard nothing since then, and cannot believe he lives on this side any longer. Even with that, he has had a longer life than I, and he has succeeded in being buried in the Beloved Land.”
She held out the first item she held. It was a small wooden box, held shut with a leather thong.
“When you leave here, take this with you. Carry it with your most precious belongings until you can take it down to the Beloved Land and bury it for me there. It does not have to be in Waset: perhaps father would not want me there with him. But in some place that belongs to my people, a place that seems good to you. Find a priest who will perform the rites correctly.”
Anilat looked at the box as she took it, wondering if she should open it.
“Keep the box closed shut. It has some of my hair, some nail clippings, and some of the fluids of my body. And some from your father as well.” She sighed. “If we had a real priest here I could ask him where my husband’s everlasting breath will live. Since he is not of our people I cannot be sure. But there is nobody I can ask. For now I will trust that if he is buried with me, we will be together again on the other side. So these fragments of our bodies must be together, even if our bones are scattered up and down this province.”
“But he will be back soon?”
“In truth, I cannot say. What I hear from the north is very bad. We already knew that the army was in difficulty, but today I have received fearful news of the city of the great king himself. I think your father and I will only meet on the other side now, and that may well be very soon.”
Anilat felt a surge of disbelief, and started to give it voice, but her mother touched her lips again to command silence. She passed over the second item. It was heavy for its size, and sounded of metal.
“This will keep you from want on the journey. You must go south from here. Make sure Tadugari gets a few soldiers to come with you. I have already sent him a message saying this. Quite apart from the weapons, those men will know the land. The coast road will not be safe, and you will need to follow the tracks inland.”
“What is the third thing?”
Her mother gripped it tightly to herself. Through her fingers, Anilat could make out the shape of a black glazed vial with a tight stopper.
“This is for me, for when there is no other way out. I shall not be undertaking that particular journey with you.”
There was a sudden rapping at the door. The attendant opened it, to find a messenger there. He bowed, and started to speak at once.
“Honoured ladies, the lord Tadugari, son of Anziniy, sends from the palace to say you must be make yourselves ready to leave by the end of the week. All of you, he said, from oldest to youngest. You must prepare yourselves for the journey. The enemy are on their way, and he cannot be sure that our army will protect us. The city may be surrounded before too much longer.”
Anilat stood in consternation. Her mother scowled at the messenger.
“Too little, too late. The foreigners will be here tonight. By tomorrow morning the city will be under siege. You should all leave tonight.”
“Forgive me, lady, but that was his word.”
“Too little, too late, as I have said. Your people should know when it is time to leave.”
The messenger shuffled his feet, looked around at the room, avoided her eyes.
“Forgive me, truly, but that was his word, lady. Will there be a message to take back to him?”
Anilat gripped her mother’s hand.
“Tell him that we will be ready tomorrow.”
He scurried away in relief.
“Can I help you pack some of your belongings, mother?”
“I shall not be leaving here with you. Bring the children to me now, and send word to your brother that he should do the same. After that, leave me alone to make my own peace.”
Much later, Anilat lay back in her bed, reflecting on the evening, enjoying the feel of the soft cloth of the sheet against her skin.
Her mother had prayed for and blessed each of the children with great thoroughness, which had alarmed her more than anything else which had been said that day. Anilat had avoided asking anything about what her mother had or had not heard through her own extensive network of scouts and informers.
On the other side of the arch, the twins were asleep already but she could hear Auntie talking with Haleyna. It sounded as though they were playing a word game full of rhymes and puns. Anilat tried to catch what they were saying, but the words were too quick and quiet for her.
Tadugari came in. Another messenger had come down from the palace, and Tadugari had taken him into one of the back rooms to hear him. She had no idea what had been said. Tadugari grinned at her, then went over to the children’s pallets to offer prayer for them. Unusually, he included Auntie in the night blessing; as a rule he only did this at the head of year ceremony when he prayed a formal circuit around the entire household.
That done, he stripped off and settled beside her. It was several hours since he had been in the king’s house, but the aroma of royal incense still clung slightly to him.
“All well, husband?”
He pursed his lips.
“Not really. There may be another summons in the middle of the night after all. Reports and rumours are mixed.”
She looked away, and then back again.
“Mother feels that the future is very bleak for the city. That cannot be true, surely? The city has stood firm forever, back to what mother calls the time of the gods.”
He was very slow to answer. In the pause she spoke again.
“Your message said we should pack and be ready at once, but also that we still had some days to spare. Which is it? And mother thinks that there is no more time left. I do not know what to think.”
He shook his head.
“Neither do I, Anilat. I sent that message when one piece of very bad news came to us. But other news is better. I wish that we had not sent so many of the fighting men north. The city would be stronger if we had kept the bowmen, or a few wings of chariots.”
“Why did we send so many? When they left, they spent all morning parading through the North Gate.”
“We had to send a good number to honour the treaty. The king decided to dispatch almost the whole army. For one thing it shows him to be loyal in the eyes of the King of the North. And also some of the advisors told him it was better to halt the advance of the enemy far away. Better, they said, that they are held back near Mersin and never come down the coast towards us.”
“That sounds wise.”
“Perhaps it is. But it has also left us with little in defence. Only a handful of real soldiers, together with some old men and youths in training.”
“But surely the advice is correct? The combined armies of the King of the North will fight them many days away from here. Our daughter towns will supply us with men for the walls.”
“They already have. Most of them went north as well.”
“Then some of the inland cities will send extra men to us. I know we would never expect help from the Kinahny kings, but we will get help from our trade allies, surely?”
“They are looking to their own walls just now. They say that bands of these newcomers have turned along the road that runs east of the mountains.”
“So they have split their number. How ignorant they must be. When our army meets them, this will all be over.”
He shook his head and paused again, deliberating whether to say something to her.
“What is it?”
“Anilat, you know what happened to our fleet outside the harbour the other day. Now, I do not know how many men can go inside their ships. But what if they simply carry them past the combined army and alight further down the coast? Nearer to us here?”
She stared at him.
“Why would they do that? They have to face the army at some point, and the city walls will hold them quite long enough. Did you say this to the king? Surely he will think it foolish counsel.”
“If I were leading an invading army it is exactly what I would do. Wherever they have come from, they surely cannot face our army on the field of battle: they will lose to our might and discipline. So I would avoid open battle and dance about. Like a man with a knife fighting against one with a spear. But no, we did not say this to the king. Some of us talked about it between ourselves, but nobody raised it to him.”
She looked up at the ceiling and shook her head. In the next room, Haleyna’s responses in the riddle game were getting slower, sounding more sleepy.
“Look, Anilat, my sweetest fawn, there will be time to talk about all that another day.”
He turned on his side towards her, reached out and ran his hand over her breasts.
“Just now, there may not be as much time as we hoped.”
She smiled a little to cover her anxiety.
“And if there is not so much time?”
His hand drifted down her body to her waist. She touched his cheek gently.
“It is not the best day for this. If we have to make a journey, what if I was carrying another child?”
His hand stopped, resting on her stomach, his fingers still caressing the curves of her body. She waited to see what he would do, well aware that her body was already preparing itself to be joined with his. He looked into her eyes, full of desire. She counted back the time since she had finished bleeding last; difficult these days now she had become irregular. Then she relaxed a little, took a very long breath, let it out, and kissed him lightly.
“Perhaps I was wrong. It is a good day after all. And anyway, I am not so young as I was, and the life burns a little lower in me. And the days are not so important to keep in mind as they once were.”
For a few heartbeats he still did not move.
“You are young enough for me. And just now every day is a gift. Listen, Anilat, if we should be separated by all this, I do not want us to have regrets that anything was undone. Forgive me any wrong I have caused you.”
She hugged him, pressed herself against him. Little tears threatened her eyes.
“Nothing to forgive.”
She pushed to the back of her mind a sudden image of squatting down to give birth in a windswept gully somewhere in the wilderness, and started instead to surrender to the ardour they shared. In any case, it would be many months before that might happen. “But if there is any way in which I have failed you, please forgive that in me.”
He shook his head, kissed her with passion, and for a time they played their familiar game where he was a stag on the mountains, and she was a doe among the flowering forests. He came running down from the wild peaks to immerse himself in her gentle woodland glades, and left her again with some of his own wildness inside her. It was good: it was a time of reunion.
It was the darkest hour of the night. Tadugari had gone to the palace and not returned, and Anilat had settled herself beside the children. The three of them were in a row, all asleep between her and Auntie. Neither of the women could sleep, though, and they exchanged wakeful glances for a time. Finally Anilat got up and pulled the drapes aside to see what was happening. Auntie came up beside her and wrapped a cloth over her shoulders.
“Don’t let yourself be seen like that, lady. Not just now. You don’t know who’s outside tonight. It’s not safe any more.”
“Oh, Auntie, of course we’re safe in the city. It hardly matters here in my own house.”
“It surely does matter, lady. You don’t know about these things, for which I’m very glad. I pray you’ll never find out either. Nothing would ever be the same again. You don’t know. And there’s some of our own men that would take as they please these days, quite apart from that lot outside.”
Anilat nodded absently, then gripped Auntie’s hand.
“I went down to where the ancestors rest this afternoon. I took gifts and offerings to them. After what mother said last night I began to wonder if there would be another chance.”
Auntie was silent. The moon at the window was still only a thin crescent, and she could only just make out the older woman’s features. The dim light accentuated her foreignness. Since Auntie came from Alashiya, whose people traded the copper in the belly of their island with all the world, Anilat’s ancestral devotions probably meant little to her. Where, she wondered, were Auntie’s own ancestors? She abandoned the subject abruptly.
“Auntie, do you know who these people are? Where they came from?”
“Not for sure. But I heard one lad talking about them down at the market. Sounds to me like they’re kin to the pirates and raiders we’ve endured back home for many years. Lukka, or Tursha, maybe. Or Peleset. Filthy ravagers. They band together in ships like locusts. There’s a whole lot of different clans that join up from time to time for this sort of thing.”
She leaned forward to try to catch sight of the harbour and the sea.
“Most likely my own people are facing the same lot. You won’t get any help from there.”
She stiffened suddenly, and her fingers seized hold of Anilat’s shoulder. A sudden flame had come up from the docks. As Anilat watched, a second building caught light as the flames leapt from one roof to the next. Auntie was already moving across the room, pulling at a pile of clothes.
“You must dress yourself, lady. And not in fine stuff. In something more common, like we talked about in the evening.”
Anilat stayed at the window, not understanding what was happening. The flames at the harbour were still spreading. Off to one side, in the direction of the lesser gate, another fire appeared. In the distance she started to hear noise from the fires. She shrank back a little as running footsteps sounded at the end of the alleyway. Auntie was pulling her away into the room.
“Put these clothes on, mistress, put them on now, there’s no time to lose just standing looking at all this.”
Anilat looked blankly at her.
“It’s just a fire down at the docks, Auntie. Why do you want us to get dressed?”
Auntie handed her the bundle of her clothes and she started dressing without thinking. Then she stopped again, her outer smock loose in her hand. Auntie was shaking the children awake.
“Don’t wake them, they’ve only just gone off properly.” She stopped as Auntie turned on her, an unexpectedly fierce look on her features. There was more noise from outside, distant shouting. She went suddenly cold. “It is just a fire, surely?”
…the rest of Tadugari and Anilat’s story is not available in the free sample…
A son addresses his father.
Hekanefer, scribe appointed to carry messages for the military commander in Gedjet, in the Kinahny province, to Nesamenopeh, scribe of the great and noble city of the dead outside Min-Nefer, greetings and blessings to you. I write from the garrison building in Gedjet.
I pray daily that all the gods keep both you and the lady Hemesherit, the best of all mothers, in good health. Every day I am cast down in my heart because of being sent out here into the Kinahny province. Of course to be serving the Beloved Land is all one should wish for, but my body and breath yearns to be back in the land of my birth, and to be surrounded again with the loving arms of my family.
I have been garrisoned here at Gedjet these many weeks now. Gedjet is a large town, and our people have made it a worthy place to see. The great king User-ma‘at-Re Mery-Imun, who lives in prosperity and health, has commanded the building of a great house of mysteries, sacred to all the gods. It will be magnificent. In his great wisdom, and to show the superiority of the divine lords and ladies of our own land, he has also ordered that ceremonies will be held in the name of the Kinahny goddess Anath on her sacred days.
But the work that I am doing here is also a mystery, and not in a sacred sense. The tasks I am given could be adequately carried out by a junior in training. I must be patient and humble and accept the instructions that I am given, but every day I long to hear that I have been transferred to another place of more importance.
Now, I am honoured that the military commander knows me and greets me by name each morning. They tell me that he is a man of skill and sound judgement on the field of battle, though I have yet to see this. He has trusted me with personal messages as well as orders and commands to his junior officers. I have been given a bodyguard of three runners and a fully-equipped chariot and its crew of two for the times that I am sent out of Gedjet to the outposts along the Sea Road. It is a generous allowance, and a recognition of the important place of the scribe in the army of the great king, who lives in prosperity and health.
But it is also a reminder that this land seethes with unrest. When we were last together, drifting downstream on the greatest of all rivers, on the little skiff which your father liked so much, we read together the advice that the advice that the scribe Hori gave to his friend. Do you remember? That wise man wrote of how perilous the roads and hill passes of this land can be.
Every word is true, and my bodyguard, stout warriors all, have assured me of it. I have not seen the Shasu robbers that Hori described, but that is surely because my guardsmen scatter them in fear before I come to the turn in the road. I would also like to say that I have not succumbed, in the way that Hori’s foolish friend did, to the allure of the breasts of the women here. I have taken your sound advice into my heart, my father, and have reflected upon the prudent course of action on every occasion.
It is altogether disappointing, father, to witness first hand how the inhabitants of this region disrespect the Beloved Land these days. How short are their memories! All the benefits that we have given them are so easily forgotten, and they imagine that being their own rulers will bring so many advantages. We have given them the security of our overlordship for many generations, but it is all so quickly set aside. I read about the proud days of the past, when our authority was without question, and I long for them to return.
Another thing. Messengers have reached us here in Gedjet speaking of troubles in the Khatti-lands. They say that the King of the North has been at war with a lawless rabble who have come into the west of his land. That must mean they crossed the sea, for as you remember there is no land adjoining him on that side. There are tales that cities have been burned somewhere in the lands under his authority.
If this is true, then it proves beyond doubt what you have always said. The soldiers of other places are weak and without courage compared to those of our own Beloved Land. They are like a little puddle of water shrivelled up by the sun at noon in the depths of Kush. Had our own armies been there, this would not have happened. But the King of the North will not humble himself before our great king, the great sun of our land who lives in prosperity and health and sees all that happens in every land.
Now we have in former years sent great ships full of grain to the help of the King of the North’s ancestors, on a day when his gods were angry and his crops failed. Perhaps on this day we will send ships full of chariots and riders to help him. But first he must learn to submit himself and fall seven times and seven times again at the feet of our great king who lives in prosperity and health. In the past the ancestors of the King of the North mistook the kindness of our generous hands for weakness. That will not happen again.
Another thing. Speak gentle words for me to the lady Ankhiriyt, chantress of the great god, and promise her that I have been faithful of intent in my betrothal to her daughter Nodjmet. Tell her that I have not looked idly on the body of another woman, nor entered a house where a woman is alone. I will not do this until that happy day comes when Nodjmet and I can be joined in marriage at the gates of the holy place.
Remind her that I am gaining a good name out here in this rough province, and that every day I long for the word of release. When that comes, I shall not hesitate, but will speed back to the Beloved Land.
Father, may the lord of all the gods look favourably on you. I speak of you every day to every god that I know.
A man addresses his brother.
Hekanefer to his older brother Ramose, with happy memories of our last meeting at Tjaru. Every blessing to you.
Brother, how did you survive being here in this land? I remember that you spent five years in one part or another of this wretched province, travelling about at the whim of the governor. When father read your letters to us all, they were full of the good things that you had seen and heard. Only on that last night, when we met in Tjaru as I was myself on the journey here, did you tell me the truth of the matter.
How accurate are your words, and if only I had heard them before the day I said “yes, indeed, I am honoured” to this task. Of course I know that the calling of the scribe far exceeds every other job that men perform, but on some days I wish that I was not called so high! The soldiers here are idle with lack of action, passing the time in games of chance and wagers. Even the tanners and the washermen have an easy life here. Only the scribe works – and how he works, both day and night.
I have in my room the amulet you sent, and have felt no chill since the day it arrived. But the vessel of beer that came with it has long since gone, sadly. Every day I look into it, in case some god has performed a miracle on my behalf. O, how I missed the Beloved Land, and how I missed our mother’s own beer as I drank it.
You will laugh to hear this. They gave me some uncouth men that trail around after me when the commander sends me here and there. I think they are supposed to protect me, but please speak to all the gods on my behalf that I will never need their help. Our little sister Mereriyt could defeat them all with her eyes covered and one hand still at work dyeing the cloth. But your brother has a bodyguard of five men now, so speak kindly to me when we meet!
Another thing. You were right to tell me about the house of the lady Taysenofret. This house was never mentioned in your letters to father, and I never speak of it to him either. I cannot go as often as I would like, through lack of silver, but the pleasures there draw me back like a moth to a candle in a darkened room. There is so little to do here in Gedjet. Since you were here, Taysenofret has acquired another house beside the first. She now calls the place “The Two Lands” and you decide as you approach whether to go to one or the other. Never both on the same evening.
One of the other scribes in the town told me that a girl from Kush has just been brought in to the houses. I think I would enjoy finding out more about the southern extent of the Beloved Land. The scribe of old wrote how the gods created different skin colours in every land between Kush and Khatti, and so it is. Truly Khnum the divine potter ensured that the glaze and the pattern of each delightful vessel differs from the next, and yet the balm within them is the same.
You asked about the news from the north. Look now, it is very muddled. Some say that the King of the Khatti-lands has lost a battle. Others say a city or two has been burned. Others deny all this and say that everything there is as it has always been. I have read each of the messages that reach the commander here from our spies in the north, and no two of them are in agreement.
So far as I can tell, our own king is waiting. I am sure that his scribes will write that he is being patient and still, like the lion before it strikes down its prey. But who can say? As it is, we have had no orders to move north. The troops are not exercised any more than they usually are.
The city rulers here are arrogant, and entirely provincial. Each one imagines himself some kind of potentate, when in truth they only lord it over little flocks of ignorant labourers. Small loss if some of them are burned within their pitiful homes. Anything which makes this unruly province easier to govern can only be a good thing.
Brother, I beg you to send me more beer with your next letter, so that I can taste the Beloved Land on my lips and in my stomach. I long for this duty to be over and done with, so that I can return to my true home. Write to me again soon: your news brightens my day and lifts my heart. Speak my name often to your children to remind them they have an uncle.
…the rest of Hekanefer’s story is not available in the free sample…
Nikleos was walking beside the lead ox. It had been slow work up and down the swell of the land in the afternoon sun, but his clan’s aim was to get across into the rougher area ahead before halting for the night.
For part of the day there had been a track that they could follow, but that had turned east a while ago and they had abandoned it. He supposed that it led to one or other of the chain of cities off in that direction. The land there was arid and exposed: not at all to their taste.
The clan was spread out like a straggling flock, making no attempt to keep any kind of order, content simply to be in sight of each other. Elsewhere, other groups of wagons like their own were making their own progress, connected loosely by ties of kinship and covenant, but they were far away, out of direct contact. They had never felt an obligation to stay close to each other. Outside of the needs of war, not one of the clans thought to impose order on another.
It had been a long journey for them all, south and east after the great city of Wilios had fallen. That long siege, and the sack which followed, had been a moment of concerted initiative for them, a beginning of something new. They had gathered together for that in larger numbers than ever before, and come over the sea together in absurdly full boats. They had learned patience as they waged war outside the walls of Wilios, and finally secured victory by trickery and deceit.
Afterwards, a few of the smaller clans had returned across the sea to their former homes. Most of them, however, had carried on travelling, lured on by the thought of other rich prizes scattered up and down the land. The valleys of their former home seemed narrow, and the land meagre, compared to what lay on this side of the water. They had set off from Wilios with the grand intention of finding new homes.
That was a great many months ago, however. Nikleos’ clan, and its leader Antos, had started to grow weary of the endless, relentless movement onward. Over the months they had lost friends and kinfolk: a few from sickness, but the larger part in war. It might well be a good way to die for those concerned, but for the ones who were still alive, every loss left the remaining families a little less able to manage. Before too long they would need to settle for a while and recover.
The heady unity of the original impetus was ebbing away. This land was so much vaster than any of the clan leaders had expected. When they turned from the flames they had set in Wilios, there was something grand about the sight of so many fighting men moving together, so many wagons and families all setting off as one. But the single coast road leading south from Wilios had branched many times, and each clan had followed its own inclination. The land was starting to swallow them up.
There were only a few young men with them now. Most of their lads were to the east, moving faster across the land with the raiding parties, making larger or smaller groups as the situation demanded. His own son Dekseus was with one of them, led by Tiripodikos. Other clans supplied young men to swell the gangs attacking the cities along the coast.
He dropped back to the wagon, letting the pair of oxen lead themselves for a while. Kastiandra, his wife, was busy with one of the sacks of supplies and did not notice him until his shadow fell across her arms. With the effort, her hair had escaped into wild straggles. She straightened, holding her hair up around her head as though it was properly braided before turning to see who had come near. Seeing it was him, she released it, and it fell loose around her face again. She leaned back.
“Thirsty again, husband?”
He shook his head.
“Not yet. I just wanted a change from seeing the face of that ugly beast beside me for one pace after another.”
She laughed, and tilted her head to one side for him.
“Good enough?”
He grunted appreciatively. She stood up, balancing delicately on the swaying deck of the wagon, bundling her hair up into something more like a braid. The wagon was packed tightly in an excess of neatness, an outward reflection of Kastiandra herself. Only the sack she had been working with was out of its place. Before long, both the wagon and her own appearance would be neatly arranged again.
“Where are we?”
He shrugged. “I hardly know one name from another in this land. But one of the scouts told me that we were a little north and west of a city called Damaseq.”
She shrugged, shook her head.
“No, I had never heard of the name when he told me, either. But our purpose for today is to get over that crest ahead. Beyond it the land is different, they say. Rougher, but we’ll be following along the grain of the land instead of rubbing across it all the time. And in another couple of weeks we’ll be skirting round the west side of a fair size mountain.”
The wagon jolted across a sudden dip, and she kept her balance with one hand on his shoulder. He squeezed it, held it, feeling with his fingers the thinness of her skin over the bones.
“This same scout told me that Periphas will be here with the raiders in a few days. He is already heading this way from the coast road. There is a city that he wants to attack, a larger one, so he will be gathering more of the lads together.”
“So we will see Dekseus again? For a night or so at least?”
“It seems so.”
She nodded, pleased.
“So long as I do not have to welcome Periphas myself. He is a foul man, for all his skill in the fight.”
She looked out towards the hills on the horizon, as though Dekseus might already be coming in sight.
“Also, you should know that Murtilis is over with Kastor’s family again.”
He glanced across to one of the other wagons, a few hundred paces away to his left.
“Arkelawos is not there, surely? You did not allow her to be with him?”
“No. Of course not. He is ahead scouting somewhere. I made sure of that before letting her go. Only the women there with Kastor.”
She paused, took one last look around and then sat again on the wooden cross-bench.
“We should settle on an arrangement for her before the overflow of spring fills her heart like new buds opening. If it is to be Arkelawos then let us declare it, and let her move into Kastor’s wagon and his household itself. Better we decide it now than she lets somebody else pick that particular flower.”
He nodded but said nothing. She frowned at him.
“It has to be you that talks to Kastor. I cannot in all decency do that.”
“I know. Do you think I don’t know?”
A note of irritation had crept into his voice. He looked sideways at her, saw unguarded amusement on her face.
Before he could become angry, he also saw that the lead ox had started to drift away from a true line to where the slope was less pronounced. He waved his hand and shouted at it, to no effect. Kastiandra jumped lightly down to the ground.
“Go and see him now. Persuade him to plan something within the next few weeks. I’ll keep these two going up the hill. And also, go to see Antos again when you have done that. He will name an out-of-family successor soon enough, now that he only has one son left alive. Make sure that it is you who he names.”
“I am hopeful.”
“Make it more than hope. Go and see him today. You have been the most loyal of his supporters throughout the journey. Make sure he names you, and Dekseus after you.”
He nodded.
“He worries that we only have one son now ourselves.”
Her face hardened.
“All of the families have lost sons. He himself has lost sons. It is not as if Moqsos was weaker than any of the others. It has been a difficult journey for all of us.”
“I know. But he has to reckon all of these things when he chooses.”
“I want to hear that we have done everything that we can do to persuade him. All that you can do.”
A quick flash of anger came over his face.
“Don’t you be telling me what I should be doing.”
She refused to back down, and met his glare calmly.
“What I should be doing is looking after these oxen so you are free to go.”
She ran forwards, whispered in the ox’s ear, flicked the hazel switch a few times across its back, and tugged the traces across to one side. The wagon creaked and started to head back towards its proper path. Nikleos shrugged and branched off at an angle, aiming towards Kastor’s wagon, its own pair of oxen straining at the slope.
The winter morning sun had not yet warmed the dew from the thin grass, and the land felt damp beneath Kastiandra’s feet. Nikleos was across on the other side of the rough circle of wagons, talking with Towanos. He would bring the oxen back with him when he returned. All being well, the clan would be on the move again before too much longer.
She finished grinding a few beakers of kernels of grain, poured the flour into a larger vessel, then climbed back into the wagon and stowed everything away in its proper place. Hearing a call, she turned to see her daughter Murtilis coming back with some of the other unmarried girls from the nearby stream. They had been sent down there to wash garments made muddy in the rains of the last few days.
Murtilis handed the bundle of wet clothes up to her, then pulled herself onto the boards to help spread them here and there.
“I wish Dekseus could have stayed longer with us, mother.”
“We were lucky enough to enjoy his company for a night, I suppose. There’s no knowing when he and the others can come back to us and stay.”
“No. I suppose not. But I always want him to be here longer with us.”
They arranged the smaller items where they would not be dislodged by the irregular lurching of the day’s travel. Finally they were done.
“Your father has been speaking with Kastor. They have not completed the arrangements yet, but it looks likely that Kastor will accept you as wife for Arkelawos. If that happens, you may not see Dekseus so much if he passes through here for just a night.”
Murtilis looked rebellious. “But he will still be my brother. I need to see him.”
“You will see him as much or as little as Arkelawos allows.”
She held up a hand to still the words of protest which were forming.
“But I think Arkelawos is a reasonable man. He will not prevent you. Look at me: your father never forbade me from seeing Peritos or Etewoklewes when I came into his family’s home. But you will not be here any more, and you must submit yourself to Kastor’s family customs.”
There was silence for a while.
“Will father and Kastor decide soon?”
“I think so. Perhaps a week or two.”
Murtilis looked across at the other wagon, where Kastor was harnessing the first of his oxen.
“It will be strange to stay over there when the day’s journey stops. To be helping Kastor’s wife Aigla of an evening instead of you, I mean.”
“You will get used to it. We both will, in time.”
Kastiandra’s voice caught a little with the last few words. Murtilis looked at her in surprise, but she stood up quickly, looking across the grass.
“Look, your father is coming back. Go and help him with the oxen. I’ll make sure everything is secure.”
There was a noise of preparation around the camp. Just before Nikleos was happy with the readiness of the wagon, Antos blew his horn for the start of the day, and his oxen lumbered into movement. One after another, the other families started forward.
…the rest of Nikleos and Kastiandra’s story is not available in the free sample…
Labayu stepped from his door into the early light. Now that the villagers of this clan had cleared the belt of trees just below the crest of the hill, he could see all the way south across the valley to the wooded ridge opposite. It was a magnificent view. Behind him and to his left, the houses swept in a arc either side of the track that led down towards the Sea of Kinreth. One day soon they would finish the circle and have a settlement that was more defensible.
The mist was hanging in thick swathes in the creases of the land, and the late winter sun was slow to warm it away. Normally at this time, he would be listening to the familiar sound of Ashtartiy starting the grindstone on its daily cycles. Around homes and behind doors, work was starting in Ramath-Galil, and he lifted his hand in acknowledgment as Shemiram went by the house to check his overnight snares for game. But Ashtartiy was no longer here.
He turned to go back in, when he was stopped by the sight of a youth running up the track. He was wearing the kef of the town of Merom, but tied around his arm just now so as not to restrict his movement.
He reached the open ground in the middle of the houses and stopped, catching his breath in great gulps of air. He looked round at the doors and windows, waiting for a response. There was a short pause, and then Pedayah, the village headman, walked over towards him, carrying the cup of welcome.
As Labayu joined the growing circle of curious people, the youth finished the cup and handed it back to Pedayah. He was breathing steadily now, and the flush of exertion was fading. He tied his kef properly and looked around the ring of faces, waiting for permission to speak. Pedayah nodded.
“A bright morning to you, lad.”
“And a morning of light to you, sir, and to your people.”
They exchanged formal greetings between Pedayah and the youth’s own headman for a short time. Finally that was done.
“Look now, what brings you to us today, and in haste?”
The lad looked down at the cold ground briefly, the better to remember the words he had been told.
“Sir, I have been sent around with a word from the clan head Shillem. The word says that the king of Hatsor is sending men and chariots both. Large numbers of them, far more numerous than your whole village. He is demanding more tribute, and he will also take some more of your young men with him as runners. He will be here on the third day from now, or perhaps the day after. The clan head Shillem says that each settlement is to make its own choice how to act.”
There was a ripple of discontent around the circle, but until the headman replied, nobody would speak aloud. Labayu waited along with the others. The news was not unexpected, and Pedayah had already sat with the elders to discuss their response. For a short time, only the breeze from the west stirred the hilltop village.
“I say that we will leave Ramath-Galil for the time being. We will move south for a time to be closer to the rest of our people. I will not give away our wealth or our sons to Hatsor.”
A collective sigh came from the group. Pedayah rounded on them abruptly.
“You all knew this would happen. We will leave now, but we will come back to these houses that we have built before the year is out. This is nothing new for us. I remember wandering as a child, and to wander was the life of our fathers. It is nothing new.”
He looked at Labayu.
“Is there any news from your scouts that would lead me to make a different choice?”
“Not yet, sir. I am waiting for Shimmigar to return from the north. There are odd stories we hear of new people arriving. Some say they come peacefully in ox carts, others that they form great bands to attack cities. But it is as you say: we cannot wait longer.”
Pedayah turned away. Labayu knew that he was disappointed by the response. There was nothing to be done – if there was no word from his scouts, he was not going to make one up just to make the headman feel comfortable Pedayah turned back to the youth who had brought the message.
“Take refreshment before you go, lad, and then take the message on to the other villages. Tell them that we will be moving down to Sychem. We will leave today, immediately after noon. When you return home, take my respect back to clan head Shillem, and thank him for his thoughtfulness. We will return to our homes here as soon as we can.”
The group started to disperse. Most families had already gathered their possessions together the previous night, ready to go. However, there were always a few things more to pack, and bulky items to be hidden away in the folds and creases of the land outside the sown patch. Two households had chosen to remain: the family who maintained the village shrine refused to abandon their calling, and their closest kin would stay with them.
Pedayah called Labayu over to him.
“If ever there was a time when your Sons of Anath plan was going to prove its worth, it is now. But you have brought me nothing. You give me no choice except to abandon the village.”
“If there is no news, there is no news.”
“No news is no use to me. I expected more. Abiy’el told me to expect great things from you.”
Labayu shrugged.
“I have no interest in rumour. From what we know, leaving here is the best plan. We always knew that. Your choice is the best one now.”
“So you have heard nothing at all?”
Labayu frowned, then decided against his better judgement that it was worth saying something.
“As I said, I am expecting Shimmigar in a day or so. He has been further north, past Hatsor on the west side, near Bayth Ma’acath, trying to find out more about these people I spoke about. He has been tracking a couple of groups here and there. See now, the groups in ox carts and those who plunder cities are the same people. The young men roam here and there in the land to raid: the women, the older men, and the children ride the carts behind them. If they have sacked cities then the king of Hatsor should fear them more than us.”
“Will this Shimmigar be back here before my people leave?”
“Most likely not. I will wait for him and catch you up on the way south.”
“So whatever news he brings, my decision is the same.”
“It is.”
“And can I know that these new people will be friends to us?”
“You cannot. But you should try to talk with them. They are the enemy of our enemy. There is hope here. They may become new allies; together we may be able to challenge the king of Hatsor.”
“Unless they see us simply as vassals of the king, and fair game for their hunt. I cannot take that risk.”
The headman turned away, then glanced over his shoulder.
“I suppose you don’t care much for the northern families. You should keep yourself in the south, where you belong.”
Labayu ignored his words and returned to his house. He had become used to frequent unpleasantness about his origins since moving up from his native town of Kephrath three years ago. He liked the region, which still had the wildness of a border territory. The hill country north of Kephrath was starting to fill with Ibriym settlements, and places that had been deserted for years now seemed crowded to him.
His people had been the first to cut a covenant with the Ibriym when they arrived. It was within Labayu’s lifetime, but only just, and he did not remember the time before they came. In the south of the land there were feelings of affinity, of acceptance, but not here. Once you journeyed north past Sychem it was always the same. The family groups which had settled up here seemed unable to remember that not all Kinahny people were the same, and that some had been in alliance right from the start.
He went back in to his house. It was almost empty. He had collected what few items remained from the two side rooms into the larger main area. Even within this, he only really used the half with the cooking fire now. The rest was so much spare space. It was stark, and unlovely: a fitting mirror to his own feelings.
He had heard of the king of Hatsor’s planned sweep around the edges of the Galil a half-month ago, and had sent his wife Ashtartiy, with their two children, back south to her mother’s house in Giybon straight away. The king’s soldiers would almost certainly seize him for their wars if they knew of his skill. He had wanted freedom to escape into the wilderness when they came, and sending Ashtartiy back to Kephrath was the simplest way to do that.
The children were more upset than either adult. Ashtartiy had never liked the north, and the marriage arranged by her parents had only ever reached mutual acceptance rather than fondness, still less love. She had only reluctantly agreed to come with him to Ramath-Galil when Abiy’el had asked him to go, and was more outspoken than he was about the regular hostility from the clan here, both men and women. It had always seemed like exile to her, and she had seized the chance to go south again with relish.
He wondered, again, whether his choice to bring her north was one cause of their estrangement. Not least among the differences between Kephrath and the settlements of the Ibriym was the place of a woman. Ashtartiy had grown up with the expectation that the household would be hers: a man would be invited in as husband, but the household passed from mother to daughter. The household stood or fell according to the woman’s management, and she established its place in the wider community.
But this was not so among the Ibriym, where sonship was all-important. Whenever Labayu, through force of long habit, introduced himself through his mother’s name, he met with looks of derision. It was worse for Ashtartiy, who was never acknowledged by others in her own house as anything other than Labayu’s wife. She felt her dignity had been swept away, and resented it bitterly.
Labayu went into the empty house. Not for the first time, he wondered why he stayed in this northern region. There were other men like him, others who called themselves Sons of Anath, who plied the same trade east across the River, or south where the land became arid and inhospitable, or west down to the coastal plain where the soldiers of the Mitsriy still patrolled. Each of those had its own challenges, but at least they did not face disdain and rejection every day. The northern settlements were the least friendly towards his people.
When Abiy’el had asked him, the task had sounded exciting, challenging. The idea of leading a small band of skilled fighters around the northern marches of the land had seemed inspiring. They would watch over the scattered villages of the Galil and the Merom hills and try to push the boundaries outward. But the effort was wearing him down like the grain that Ashtartiy used to grind every day. Perhaps he should simply tell Abiy’el he needed a change.
Labayu had wanted to talk the problem over with his father, but he had died three years before. He had worked his whole life as trapper and hunter, and had carried weapons in anger only a handful of times. Labayu had been inspired to defend the land against human prey, using those same skills to hunt and trap hostile enemies. But inspiration could only make so much headway against constant prejudice.
He looked around. Except for his pack of travelling supplies and weapons, there was nothing more he wanted to take with him. Ashtartiy had taken what she could, and he would simply leave the remaining pieces. The headman and his people would be expecting to return to fill the village again at some point, but he would not mind if he never saw the place again.
Two days later, Labayu sat alone in his doorway, in the almost-empty village. Only the family members of the shrine-tender, together with that of her brother, were still nearby. Even they had prepared a place to hide nearby for when Hatsor came. They would stay there while the king’s soldiers came through the village, and then emerge later.
The rest of the population, a hundred or so adults and children, had left just as Pedayah had wanted. Noon had scarcely passed on the day the lad had come with Shillem’s message when they were on their way. It was getting close to the time that Labayu expected the men of Hatsor to arrive. The morning had almost passed already, and he had become decidedly anxious.
Shimmigar was overdue. Labayu had no particular doubts about his ability to avoid the men of Hatsor, since he knew the land so well, but nevertheless he was worried about his friend. There was no shortage of danger in the lands north of Kinreth, and all of his squad were realistic about their future. He wondered again how long he should delay before following the rest of Ramath-Galil south towards Sychem.
He knew that he would be able to hide near the village as long as he wanted, but if he was to be of any use to Pedayah on the southward journey he needed to move soon. As it was, he would scarcely catch them before they reached Sychem. How long should he wait for Shimmigar?
At first there had been plenty to do to pass the time; most of the usual daily tasks still had to be done. Then he had busied himself by sharpening and finishing off some more arrowheads.
When he had tired of that, he had started scratching his name on each one as the seer and priest had taught him as he grew up. Then he had added, slowly at first, Anath’s name to the other side. He snorted in amusement. All his life he had identified himself as Labayu son of Shaharti, and putting Labayu son of Anath was a real difficulty. But Shaharti’s name was longer, and the blade was not large enough for it.
It had been Abiy’el’s idea. He wanted to call together a group of independent fighters and name them after Anath. She was a goddess that inspired fear more than love: she stalked the land for retribution, quite unlike the renewal offered by her altogether gentler niece Taliy. So the Sons of Anath had been born.
Labayu had been chosen to lead the group here in the north, insofar as such a varied crew could be led. His people had for years conducted raids down into the coastal lowlands for petty gains of livestock, silver, or the occasional slave. Now he was responsible for more serious forays into the unsettled areas in the northern marches.
Most of these Sons of Anath were drawn from his own people, or from others who had also joined with the settlers in covenant. The Ibriym were still learning the ways of this land, and in truth were not yet very practiced in the skills needed for the work. To Abiy’el, it had seemed the ideal way to serve the interests of both his own people and their new allies.
Not all of Abiy’el’s people shared this view, however, and resentment ran close to the surface. Even the name was becoming something of a controversy. Labayu’s own people appreciated it, along with others who had grown up here in the land, but some of the Ibriym did not. There was a small but vocal faction who wanted no dealings with the gods of the land. Perhaps one day they would have to call themselves the Sons of Yahu instead. He looked at the name he had inscribed on the arrowheads: Yahu would fit there as easily as Anath.
A voice called out, and looking out northward he saw Shimmigar cutting across the open meadow between the scrub and the houses. Akiy was with him. They both looked uninjured, but weary, as though they had travelled a long way with little rest. The shrine-tender’s husband looked out briefly from his door, and then slammed it again when he saw them.
Labayu stood up and raised his arm in welcome. Shimmigar and Akiy jogged over to him. Their breath was loud in the quiet air. He poured them some mixed wine and water and waited as they gathered themselves. They stood in the shade at the front of the house: the sun was bright, but not yet hot.
Shimmigar threw back the first beaker in a single swallow, held the empty vessel out for a second, and laid his pack nearby, along with a second bundle, long and thin. It clanked metallically, and Labayu glanced briefly at it as he poured more wine.
“You’re later than we planned?”
“And lucky to get here this soon. We were going to rest another night up near Kedesh and get here at first light tomorrow, but we heard that Hatsor’s men were coming and thought we should hurry.”
“I think they’ll be here today.”
“Indeed they will. We saw them toiling up the track not far away. The first of them will be here very soon.”
“I should tell the shrine-tender and her family. And we should be going. You can tell me the rest as we walk.”
They left the house, and Labayu headed across to the remaining pair of occupied houses.
“Still just a shrine-tender? No priest and seer?”
“Too small yet. There’s a man and his wife come up the track from Kinreth once a month, and for some of the festivals. The headman here has hopes of getting a priest here before long.”
Akiy laughed.
“Good old Pedayah. It’s not hope he has, but ambition.”
The door opened, and the shrine-tender’s husband looked out at them without friendship.
“I suppose you are leaving now?”
“We are. The king of Hatsor’s men will be here shortly, and we will be well gone by then. Is there a word you want us to carry to Pedayah?”
The man shook his head. Shimmigar saw the shrine-tender behind him in the house and grinned at her.
“A fair day to you, lady.”
The door slammed shut again. Shimmigar shrugged, and then laughed.
“A wonder you put up with this, day after day.”
Labayu turned down the hill to head south, but Shimmigar pointed instead back the way he and Akiy had come from, along a short ridge and into the scrub.
“You need to see this for yourself, chief.”
“I told Pedayah I would follow after him as soon as I left here.”
“He can wait. You should see this first. But we’ll be away from the village now, before Hatsor gets here.”
Labayu looked south again, considering. In truth there was no real need for him to catch up with Pedayah and the others yet, and his curiosity had been aroused by the little that had been said. He nodded and turned back north.
“North it is, then. Enough distance from here that Hatsor will not look for us, then you must tell me what you have seen.”
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