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PROLOGUE



 

Hattusa, Capital of the Empire of Hatti. Summer - Reign of Mursili II, Year 9

'You fell from the heavens, a star. Your radiant light filled my heart with warmth, meaning and purpose. My queen, my love, Lawiya, how shall I go on without you? How shall I live now my heart is cold and filled with darkness? There is nothing. There is no one. Our house is cursed. Would that it was I who lay here, alone and still, waiting for the fires to cleanse me. I would have paid the price for my father's crimes to save you, but the gods are merciless.

‘Instead it was you,  innocent, filled with youth and beauty, your heart pure and good, who has been cut down by the Tawananna, by her jealousy and her hate. I will never love another woman again. Lawiya, my heart stopped beating when yours stilled. Tonight, when you are burned, my heart will succumb to the flames and ascend to the heavens, joining yours. I shall never leave you, my love. Never. Now I live only to mark the days until I will stand once more by your side.'

His head bowed, the Tuhkanti Muwatallis eased behind the pillar, leaving his father to grieve over his mother's wasted body, draped with the finest silks, the crown of the Queen of Hatti still upon her brow.

He rubbed his sleeve across his eyes, ashamed of his tears when his father had yet to shed even one. His mother was dead. Gone to the gods. A sob shook his chest. He pressed his lips together and suppressed it. A sound from the shadows made him glance up. A pair of eyes, huge and uncertain, met his. With a finger to his lips, he gestured his youngest brother towards him. The toddler rushed over, his chubby arms outstretched, seeking shelter.

'Muwa, I want Mama back.'

Muwatallis blinked back his tears. 'I know Hattu, I know. I want her back too. So does Papa. So does everyone.'

Hattusilis looked up at his brother, his expression bewildered. 'But not the Tawananna.'

Muwatallis inhaled deep. 'Yes, all but her. Papa will avenge Mama, and if he doesn't, I will. I swear it. It matters not to me if the Tawananna is Regent Queen of Hatti. When I am king, she will die, and by my sword.'

In his arms, pressed against his tunic, Hattusilis sniffed, his words muffled by his tears. 'And I will help you, Brother, when you are king.'

 

❃

 

My name is Tanu. My father, the son of a concubine of Suppiluliuma, has been summoned to the court of My Sun, the King of Hatti, Mursili II, in the nineteenth year of his reign.

My mother has that look in her eye, calculating yet fearful; and since our father departed this morning, she has been aggravating the household with her constant fretting. There, no matter how far I go, I can still hear her calling my name. I do not wish to go to her, but she will not stop until she has her way. It has always been thus. She may not be Queen of Hatti, but she behaves as though she is, answering to no one, not even our father.

He is a patient man, my father. When I asked him how he lives with such a tempestuous woman without succumbing to anger, he smiled, and said, 'My child, why do you think I spend so much time on campaign?'

When I heard his words, I thought of the unfairness of having been born a girl, unable to escape by going on campaign, too. Instead, my fate is to live with her until I am wed to the highest bidder.

My mother, shrewd in every way, has waited, holding out for the best offer. Now I am seventeen years old, still unknown by a man, and without a household of my own. The other women in the market look at me under their veils, whispering as I pass. Sometimes I hear them, judging me. Saying no one will have me, because of my mother's greed. Perhaps it is true, and I will die, childless and alone, for the lack of an extra bolt of wool.

I hear my mother's quick step on the stairs now, she is coming up to the roof garden. There is nothing for it, I shall be caught and tormented by her ceaseless words. I rise from the bench and set aside the beadwork which I so enjoy.

'Mother, I am here.'

She comes to a stop before me, but her eyes do not meet mine. She swallows, her chest rises and falls, erratic, and her face is flushed.

'Tanu, your father has returned, just now,' she pants. 'I have news, wonderful news, it is beyond belief. After ten years without a queen, the king, our Sun has decided to marry again. My Lady, he has chosen you, above all the others.

‘There are palace guards, waiting below to escort you to the harem where you will be attended for thirty days, purified by rituals and bathing to prepare you for your marriage to our Sun.

‘My daughter, my beautiful child, I beg you, do not forget me when you are Hatti's Great Queen. Everything I have done, has been for you. May you live in happiness and peace.'

And before my astonished eyes—my mother—the most demanding, terrifying woman in all of Hattusa, falls to her knees. As her brow touches the ground, both of us know she will never look upon my face again.




CHAPTER 1



 

Hattusa, Capital of the Empire of Hatti. Winter - Reign of Mursili II, Year 19

 

In his arms, Muwatallis heard her muted groan. He waited, as her breathing slowed. Brushing the hair from her cheek with tender movements, he gazed at her, his heart filled with pride.

There was no other woman in all of Hatti who could match her courage or her beauty—and she was his—would be his queen, ruling by his side, with their son, the babe she would soon give to him. Her eyes met his, the pain in hers masked by the curve of her lips, granting him the shadow of a smile.

'Tell me again of the time when you first saw me.'

Muwatallis pushed aside a panel of the heavy woollen hanging surrounding his bed and reached for the cup of wine, the air's bite outside their nest sharp against his bare skin.

Beyond the stone walls of the palace, a winter storm raged. Deep into its third day, its relentless winds had brought the city to a standstill as man, woman, child and beast sought to endure, praying for the calm to come—when life could begin again. Another gust battered the wooden shutters of the windows, and the heavy insulating quilts slapped, smart, against the frozen walls.

As he poured the wine, he eyed the hangings rimed with frost, illuminated by the flames of the logs in the braziers. A bitter draft breached the warm space and his wife cried out. She hauled the woollen blankets up over her swollen breasts. 

With a murmured apology, Muwatallis dropped the panel and passed her his cup, waiting for her to sip its contents, before drinking the rest, himself. He drew her up against him and pulled the blankets close around her, chafing her arms, warming her with his body. His lips against her temple, he began:

'How could I have known on the day I would meet you, you would see me at my worst? The campaign had been hard, and we had lost many good men. But, I am running ahead of myself, and I will not deprive you of the full telling, Sharruma knows we have the time. Nine months ago, while I was still seventeen, your father, the administrator of Hakpis, sent a desperate message to our father, saying, 'My Sun, the Kaskans are moving south once more, raiding and burning all in their path. I fear for the safety of your people, please send chariots and soldiers to aid us.' So my father summoned me, along with one of his generals, commanding us to push the enemy back into the mountains, and to protect his people. We rode hard to the north, arriving to find the Kaskans had already breached the city walls, and the gates lay open, the bodies of the dead filling the city.

'We fought hard, at times the battle was desperate, but we were driven by rage, seeing the violence the barbarians had wrought against innocent people. We showed them no mercy, though they begged for it.

‘We pushed all the way to the center of the city, to your father's house, the seat of administration, to find the Kaskan warlord had already taken up residence, sitting upon your father's seat of power. He laughed as we entered the hall, mocking us when we found ourselves outnumbered.

‘Before him, your father, mother and sister knelt, trembling in fear, their heads bowed, his men's bloody swords held up over them, waiting for the command to behead them. He had begun to tell us what he would do to me, once he had finished with your family when you approached him, the most beautiful creature I have ever seen, a goddess in the flesh.

‘In your hands you bore a golden cup, and before my disbelieving eyes, you knelt before him, offering it up, your head bowed in submission. He accepted your cup, believing himself the victor, sneering at me, saying he would take you for his wife, and make the city his own. He drank the cup's contents, never taking his eyes from mine.
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