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			chapter ONE


		


		

			1600 BC, in an alternate timeline


		


		

			Itaweret moved her final pawn off the last square on the senet board. She straightened on her stool and crossed her arms with a triumphant smirk, victory assured in the game of passing.


			“By all the gods, not again!” Bek slammed his hands on the ebony table, which knocked his two remaining pawns off the game board. “There must be some mistake!”


			Itaweret laughed. “What mistake? That you’ve been losing the past few times? I keep telling you, Brother, you take these games much too seriously. You act as if the fate of all Per-Pehu depended on it.”


			Bek narrowed his eyes as his lips curled into a snarl. “I might not be wrong, then. If I am to govern this colony, I must hone my strategic skills. How can I do that when I keep losing to a—a priestess?”


			Itaweret didn’t take one grain of offense. If anything, his righteous anger amused her even more. “Remember what Father says. You do not need to succeed to learn.”


			Bek opened his mouth for another retort but stopped, stood from his stool beside the table, and took a deep breath. His mahogany-skinned brow sparkled with sweat from the afternoon sunlight that descended upon the back courtyard. He stormed across the courtyard to an alabaster bench beneath one of the olive trees and plopped down to sulk in its shade.


			As entertaining as her brother’s tantrums were at the end of every senet game, any pleasure Itaweret felt evaporated when she saw him wipe a tear off his cheek. Not since they were children had she seen Bek show such emotion unless he thought nobody was looking.


			She walked over, sat beside him on the bench, and laid her arm on his shoulders. “It is alright, Brother. Take your mind off it.”


			She pointed to the rectangular pool in the middle of the courtyard, which was fringed with papyrus reeds, its blue lotus flowers throwing off a delectable fragrance. “Remember how you loved to chase the frogs across the lily pads? Or how you would dig every morning under the palm trees in search of treasure or old monster bones? I believe the hole is still there.”


			Bek brushed her arm off. “I outgrew those childish things years ago. I am a man now. And what’s more, I am the great chief of Per-Pehu’s son. I should be off studying anyway.”


			He got up and retreated quickly to the columned gallery surrounding the courtyard, disappearing through the doorway that led to his bedchamber.


			Itaweret sighed and muttered a prayer, asking the gods to guide her younger brother to find peace in his heart. Bek looked at matters in the world differently: everything the gods had placed on earth would test his mettle as the future great chief. He even regarded the senet game as less of a diversion and more of a practice of his tactical abilities, should he have to lead the colony’s garrison into battle. Not even the sons of the pharaohs back in Kemet, across the Great Green Sea to the south, would have preoccupied themselves with such uneasy anticipation of their responsibilities.


			Itaweret couldn’t do more to ease her poor brother’s temper. Instead, she savored the tranquility of the courtyard, listening to the dulcet twitter of black doves nested on the palm, acacia, and olive trees. With the bench to herself, she laid down and basked in the summertime warmth, stretching her body over its length, her figure adding contours to the straight bench back, her locks of tightly coiled black hair spilling down.


			“What’s the matter with your brother, my child?”


			Itaweret bolted upright, startled. Dedyet, mother to Itaweret and Bek and wife of the great chief of Per-Pehu, entered from the opposite side of the courtyard. A smile creased across her weathered, middle-aged face, her skin almost as dark as the wig of tightly curled black locks running down its sides.


			Itaweret scooted aside to make room. “Oh, he’s a bit upset that he lost another game of senet today. I suppose I can’t blame him.”


			“You would act the same way if you were in his place, believe me,” Dedyet said. “And while he does need to learn graciousness, your brother isn’t wrong to feel the stress he does. If anything, Itaweret, I think you could stand to learn from him.”


			Itaweret cocked an eyebrow. “What do you mean, Mother?”


			“Suffice to say, I’d think the high priestess of Mut would spend her time doing more important things than playing games with her brother. These are troubled times we’re living in, after all.” Itaweret’s smile flopped into a frown. “Speaking of which, your father has an important guest arriving within a couple of hours, and they specifically requested your presence. You ought to put on your best for the occasion.”


			Itaweret wasted no time. She returned to her dressing room, washed herself clean, and slathered scented oil over her umber skin to make it glisten. She then focused on her face and hair, combing and perfuming her locks and beading their tips with gold, and lining her eyelids with black kohl. She adorned her neck and limbs with jewelry of gold, copper, and colored stones, and threw on her whitest, most translucent linen dress. Such was the work that went into making any self-respecting daughter of Kemet look presentable for public attention.


			She strode out, adjusting her collar of gold, lapis-lazuli, malachite, and carnelian as she navigated through a series of painted hallways to her father’s audience chamber. Who had he invited for such a formal occasion? Since he summoned her to his side, the guest was presumably a man. Men always wanted at least one young woman to decorate the scene while they talked politics, regardless of what they were discussing.


			She could only pray to the gods that the mystery guest wasn’t the sort who demanded anything more from women than visually appealing background decor.


			She arrived in the audience chamber to find Mahu, her father—and no one else. That was a surprise. Where was the guest she’d spent hours preparing for? Only the clipping of Mahu’s sandals over the tiled floor disturbed the silence within the spacious columned room as he stepped down from his great chief’s throne to her. He wore his finest jewelry, whitest loincloth, and blackest braided wig, with gold rings slipped onto his long and narrow beard.


			“You’ve come at the very best time, my child,” Mahu said. His caramel-colored face seemed a shade paler than normal. “I feared you would keep our guest waiting.”


			“Who exactly might this man be, Father?” Itaweret asked. “He seems to have you as spooked as an antelope being stalked.”


			“You will see why the moment you first lay eyes on him. All I can say is that he really isn’t one you want to provoke. Please conduct yourself the absolute best you can, Itaweret.”


			The doors at the far side of the audience chamber parted open with an echoing grind. Mahu hurried back onto his gilded throne, with Itaweret following and then standing next to him. She tilted her head up, her arms straight down, trying to look as regal as possible despite the anxious chill trickling up her spine.


			A procession of men marched into the chamber, their steps loud and menacing. They were dressed in clanking panoplies of banded bronze armor, which looked like bronze pots stacked atop one another, from biggest to smallest. Such bottom-heavy suits would have invited ridicule normally, but these men wielded spears flashing reddish glints that reflected the evening sunlight. Sheathed broadswords banged along their hips as they walked.


			The leader of the arriving party took off his helmet of boar-tusk platelets and shook his long mane of straight black hair. A crimson cape streamed behind him as he strutted onto the dais supporting Mahu’s throne. His hazel-brown eyes scanned all around the audience chamber.


			“Not unimpressive, I must say,” the leader said in baritone Achaean. “It’s not the most monumental pinnacle of Kemetian architecture, to be sure, but I suppose I’ll have to find that in Kemet itself.”


			“It’s the most a colonial great chief like myself could afford, I’m afraid,” Mahu replied, also adopting the Achaean language for purposes of the diplomatic conversation. “Ever since the Canaanite Hyksos seized the north of Kemet and so cut us off from our mother country, we’ve been a bit stretched on resources.”


			“Such a shame. It’s almost as if settling down on faraway shores wasn’t so ingenious after all.”


			The Achaean man’s gaze drifted over to Itaweret, his eyes rising and following the contours of her body. A broad grin stretched almost the full width of his olive-skinned face. “Ah, if it isn’t the lovely Itaweret herself! I see the rumors do not lie. She’s quite the exotic young beauty, isn’t she?”


			He reached a hand over to stroke Itaweret’s hair. She forced herself to stand still and let him caress it, despite every impulse to back away and slap him senseless.


			“Who are you, anyway?” she asked. “And what, by all the gods, do you want?”


			“You haven’t heard of me already? I am Scylax, king of Mycenae. And I’ve come to negotiate the fate of your little settlement here.”


			Mahu leaned forward, alarmed. “What do you mean, our fate? You’re not plotting anything violent or destructive, are you?”


			Scylax cut loose a laugh filled with hearty mockery. “My dear Mahu, you do not seem to realize how little all the Achaean people approve of your colonizing our lands. Trust me when I say that I do not speak only for myself, or even the people of Mycenae. Why, if we were to rub out the black stain that is the Kemetian presence here, every Achaean city and village would sing my praises.”


			He glanced up at a painted relief behind Mahu’s throne, which depicted the pharaoh of Kemet holding a troop of yellow-faced men by their hair while raising a battle mace to smite them. Another row of captives knelt underneath the pharaoh’s feet, ropes tightly binding their arms together. Itaweret could not shake the moment captured in the relief, nor the fact that the captives’ features and attire resembled those of native Achaeans.


			“After all, it’s not like your colony’s relations with my people have always been peaceful,” Scylax continued. “Consider it a testament to my benevolence that I’m providing you with the option of survival—on two conditions.”


			He returned his gaze to Itaweret, who retreated a step. The disgust his eyes and words churned inside her stomach burned her with the rage of oil on fire. 


			“I know from your eyes exactly what one of those conditions is,” she snarled.


			“Itaweret!” Mahu banged his scepter on the floor of the dais. “I told you to conduct yourself the best you could. That’s on behalf of all Per-Pehu.”


			“Your father gives sound advice, my ebony maiden,” Scylax said. “Especially when I haven’t even named my terms yet. The first is a regular tribute in gold and silver, which I understand you Kemetians have mined in abundance since coming here. The second, of course . . .”


			The Mycenaean king thrust an arm around Itaweret’s waist and pressed her against his armor, using the crushing force of his massive muscles to suppress her attempts to squirm from his hold. Only Scylax’s superior strength kept her from tearing herself away and pouncing on the lustful brute to savage him with a leopardess’s fury.


			“. . . is your daughter’s hand in marriage,” Scylax finished. “She’d make a fine trophy for me, wouldn’t you agree?”


			Mahu’s eyes shifted back and forth between Itaweret and the Mycenaean king. “King Scylax, I would be willing to send you as much gold and silver as you request. Ever since we lost contact with our mother Kemet, we’ve little use for most of it anyway. But I am afraid we Kemetians don’t normally give our daughters away to foreign rulers. It’s not our custom.”


			“Perhaps you will think differently when you consider that I’ve already encamped the bulk of my army on the plain east of your city. Believe me when I say our action will be immediate if you do not honor my requests.”


			“Well, in that case . . . as much as I would loathe to lose my eldest child, I’d loathe even more to lose everyone else in the colony that I hold dear. My daughter, what do you think?”


			Itaweret had no intention of giving anything to the despicable tyrant before her, let alone herself. Neither did she want Per-Pehu razed to the ground, and its people either massacred or forced into chains.


			She thought more about it. Her father had a point. No woman wanted to lose her freedom, especially a woman with the great freedom she enjoyed, but the freedom of one woman would never outweigh the survival of an entire colony.


			Nor could one man be allowed to take so many lives and wipe out an entire people because he couldn’t have one woman’s body.


			She came upon a solution. “No man, not even a king, should feel like a woman owes him her love,” she said. “If you truly desire me, O Scylax of Mycenae, you’ll have to fight for it!”


			Mahu banged his scepter again. “Itaweret, think about this. We haven’t the strength to go to war right now.”


			Scylax’s smile suggested he couldn’t have been more amused. “On the contrary, O great chief of Per-Pehu, I look forward to it. We’ll have more sport with a fair fight than merely hacking up helpless citizens anyway. Let us meet on the plain east of here.”


			Silence hung within the audience chamber. Finally, Mahu let out a frustrated sigh, shaking his head. “I suppose I’ve no longer any choice. Know only that if we win, you will have to leave our proximity empty-handed.”


			“And if you lose . . . well, I needn’t spell that one out. Dine and sleep well tonight, my Kemetian hosts. You’ll need it.”


			Scylax and his retainers marched out of the audience chamber, the echoes of their steps taunting the hosts until they could be heard no more.


			Silence hung in the hall. Itaweret wrung her hands together while absorbing her father’s harsh and incredulous expression. She felt like a child about to be blasted with a scolding lecture.


			“Tell your brother about this,” Mahu said. “He should know he’ll be leading the defense.”


			Itaweret nodded and left the room.


		




		

			chapter TWO


		


		

			When she reached the door to her brother’s bedchamber, Itaweret halted, still as a stone. The sky outside shifted from red to violet, the day’s heat fading into the breezy cool of night. That was not what made her shudder. Nor was it dreading her brother’s reaction to Mahu’s command.


			Instead, she shuddered with fear for her brother’s safety, for his life.


			Why did Mahu pick Bek to lead Per-Pehu’s garrison against the Mycenaeans? Bek had yet to see twenty summers in his whole life! Instead, she thought, their father should have announced that he would command the defense of Per-Pehu himself. True, Mahu might be well into middle age, wearing his wig to disguise the speckling of gray in his natural hair. But he was still decades away from the frailty of an old man, and still very capable of leading forces into battle and fighting himself.


			Her thoughts grew angrier. What kind of man would send his adolescent son to the battlefield rather than himself? Had she misjudged her father’s courage all her life?


			Itaweret tapped her knuckle on Bek’s door with more gentleness than usual. She didn’t dare bang hard and loud. Nonetheless, a few seconds later, she heard him grumble for her to come in. “I hope you have a good explanation for everything, Sister,” he said.


			She creaked open the door. Bek sat on the edge of his gold-framed bed, papyrus scrolls piled on his lap as if he were a scribe hard at work. An oil lamp flickered atop one of his wooden chests, revealing more scrolls strewn all over the floor, covering the floor like a second layer of tiling.


			Itaweret tiptoed around the papyrus sheets and scrolls. “You weren’t lying when you said you had a lot to study,” she said.


			“Studying military strategy, mostly.” Bek continued to read the scroll. “And considering very recent developments, that would be the best thing for me to brush upon tonight.”


			“You heard Father and me talking, didn’t you?”


			“Why not? Mother didn’t say I couldn’t come along to eavesdrop, did she? Regardless, I hope you’re happy, Sister. Today you’ve sent me on a premature journey to the afterlife.”


			A heavy weight sank within her chest. She seated herself on the bed to comfort her brother. He nudged her away.


			“Fine then!” she said, pushing him. “Would you rather I be dragged away to spend the rest of my mortal life with that savage? Besides, you should be mad at Father rather than me. He’s the one who wanted you to lead the garrison!”


			“Oh, so I suppose you’d prefer our father put his own life at risk for you instead? Do you think only of yourself, Itaweret? Men must die all because of one woman’s foolishness!”


			Any guilt or sympathy she felt for Bek’s awful fate, to command a defense force against the ruthless tyrant Scylax, all but evaporated in her rage. She snatched the scroll out of his hand and ripped it in half. “If that is how you speak of your own sister, Bek, then to the twelve gates of the underworld with you! Any man . . . no, any boy who would rather sit by while the rudest barbarian ravages me could never be my brother.”


			She charged out of the bedchamber, her feet squishing papyrus, not bothering to step around the sheets on the floor. She slammed the door behind her.


			Itaweret retreated into the darkness of the back courtyard and roared like a lioness at the star-dusted heavens. Tree branches seemed to shiver and rustle from the unspeakable blasphemies she screeched with frenzied abandon while twirling around like a tornado, no amount of dizziness too much to stop her. The two men she held most dear in her life had shown they did not care about her fate. Both would sooner surrender her to forced violation than receive so much as a scratch on their own hides.


			Small wonder they were men; that went for the brute Scylax as well. Whether Kemetian or Achaean, men could and would never appreciate the true value of humanity’s other half, the half that birthed and nursed and groomed and taught them, along with their sisters. Still, they saw themselves as the sex better fit to rule the world!


			“Itaweret, are you feeling all right?” Bek’s eyes twinkled with tears like her own. She never heard him approach. “I only wanted to apologize. I should not have been so blind.”


			“Blind to what?” she rasped, her voice hoarse from the ranting.


			“Blind to your point of view. I should never have overlooked that what Scylax desired was rape. And I would do anything, even descend to the lowest cave of the underworld, before I let my dear sister suffer that very cruelty. Treat yourself to some wine, and then let’s go over a plan to crush these Mycenaean savages into dust.”


			The rage flew out of Itaweret. Overcome by the shock of his caring, she staggered into his arms and collapsed in them. “I don’t need a drink. Mut herself could not have smiled on me with greater kindness than what you did this moment, Brother.” She wiped her tears away, gave herself a moment to focus, and peered into his eyes. “Now, what do you know so far about the Mycenaeans?”


			Bek unrolled a papyrus scroll showing Mycenaean spearmen gathered into a rectangular formation. The front line of soldiers held cowhide shields that were each shaped like two conjoined circles. “According to my research, this is the preferred style of fighting for the Mycenaeans and the other major Achaean cities,” he explained. “They call each formation a ‘phalanx,’ and they ram these phalanxes into each other and try to push the enemy away. Or crush them in between. If you take away the spears, it basically looks like our big shoving matches when we were kids. Only with hundreds or thousands of people.”


			Itaweret snickered. “Which you always complained about losing.” She couldn’t resist teasing him.


			“Only because I was still smaller than you, Sister. Anyway, what occurred to me about these traditional Mycenaean battle tactics is that they’re so direct, upfront . . . and rather sluggish. No fast maneuvers, no stealthy ambushes, nothing like that. They might have a few skirmishers and archers up front, but that’s about it for range capabilities. For the most part, it’s little more than two armies of men shoving each other with shields and spears.”


			“So, what are they going to do when someone showers them with arrows or javelins? Or strikes them at the flanks? Or, at the very least, catches them by surprise?”


			Bek nodded at the question, her insight. “That there is some clever thinking. It seems I was wrong about an early journey to the afterlife. Breaking up and smiting these brutes in bronze should be easier than beating a monkey at senet.”


			“I can only pray so, considering your senet skills.”


			Bek laughed. “But you haven’t seen me play against a monkey. Come back to my room tonight. Together, we will map out our strategy for vanquishing these Mycenaeans before they even know what hit them.”


			Itaweret heard the flutter of wings above her, the hoot of an owl. She tracked the sound to a nearby olive tree, on which the wise bird of the night had perched itself. It appeared to be a common barn owl at first glance, yet when she noticed its eyes, they seemed not to take in light but to glow, their silver-gray radiance brighter than the moon itself.


			“What is with that owl’s eyes?” Itaweret asked.


			Bek squinted toward the tree as she pointed. “Where? I don’t see the eyes . . . or the owl.”


			She blinked. The owl and its strange silver-gray eyes had vanished without a sound, flying away in stealthy silence. Had it been an illusion? Or had a new type of owl found Per-Pehu to its liking?


			Kleno sat on a log within a small patch of woodland. The surrounding oak and olive trees muffled the noises of soldiers’ banter, laughter, and gluttony coming from her brother’s encampment to the east. They also shaded her from the Kemetian colony that rose beyond the western plain. The hooded wolf-skin cloak over her tunic granted her warmth in the night and hid her face with its sprawling shadow.


			The flapping of wings announced Athena’s return. Kleno held a gloved hand out to welcome the silver-eyed owl, which landed on her finger, its talons gripping firmly. She stroked the feathers on the bird’s head as if it were a pet cat.


			“O gray-eyed Athena, what news do you bring?” she asked. 


			“I know what the Kemetians are planning for the battle, my priestess.” To an ordinary mortal, the owl’s reply sounded like unintelligible hooting. However, Kleno and her trained ears heard the voice of a goddess. “They want to ambush your brother’s men from the cover of the trees on the battlefield.”


			“Thank you, O wise one.” Kleno rewarded the owl with a dead rat from her satchel. “My brother will love to hear this.”


			Kleno stood and walked out of the wood, Athena perched on her fingers. She re-entered the camp of leather tents to find the Mycenaean soldiers huddling around campfires, gorging themselves on meat and bread they had plundered from the countryside. Enslaved men and women from other Achaean cities entertained them with lyres and flutes.


			On a stool outside the massive center tent brooded King Scylax. “Had enough peace and quiet for the night, big sister?” he asked.


			“No, but I bring back something you would appreciate even more. Athena has told me how the Kemetians plan to beat you.”


			Scylax leaned toward her. “Tell me everything.”


		




		

			chapter three


		


		

			The earliest shafts of sunlight rose from behind a line of rugged peaks above the eastern horizon. Underneath a sky dotted with pink-bottomed clouds, a plain of yellowed grass stretched between the foothills and Per-Pehu’s mudbrick ramparts. Scattered over the otherwise open expanse were copses of cypress, olive, and date palm trees fenced in by thick scrubby bushes.


			Within one of these patches of woodland, Bek and a platoon of his most trained warriors lay under the cool and shaded cover of the trees. The spots of green paint on their skin, mixed in with stripes as yellow as the grass, further blended them into their surroundings. No one uttered a single word, not even in whispers. Only the morning birds sang.


			Bek had spent the better half of the past night dispersing the colony’s garrison among the clusters of trees and shrubs, but he felt not the least bit groggy. The battle to save his sister, and possibly the entire colony, would take place on this morning. The excitement and anticipation had sparked more than enough restless energy. The soft gleam of the copper bulb topping his battle mace provided even more inspiration.


			The morning quiet ended with the hoot of an owl flying overhead. The bird glimpsed quickly down with its silver-gray eyes before it disappeared. Bek recalled that Itaweret had seen an owl like that the night before, with something strange about it. Was there something to that, or did the swelling tension prompt his eyes into deceiving him?


			Something whooshed and landed with a wet, piercing noise. One of the men nearby screamed and croaked a death rattle. Bek looked over. Sticking out of the poor youth’s back was a bronze-pointed javelin.


			A barbarous ululating cry rose from the far side of the grove. Leaping out of the vegetation behind the Kemetians, olive-skinned men in brief red skirts hurled missiles like the javelin Bek had just seen. Despite their lack of body armor, these skirmishers wore the boar-tusk helmets of the Mycenaean soldiers who had marched beside Scylax.


			It couldn’t be! How were they here? Bek’s calculated ambush had been foiled by one Scylax had set up.


			Bek’s men fell to his left and right, either from javelins or the slashing knives the skirmishers used whenever they got within an arm’s reach of the defenders. With the advantage of surprise falling firmly into Mycenaean hands, the defenders had no chance to strike back. All they could do was leave their cover and flee into the open.


			After blowing his copper bugle, Bek and his troops burst out of the trees into the open field. Meeting them there was the rest of the Kemetian garrison, also flushed out of their hiding positions. The Kemetians were herded into a jumbled mass in the middle of the plain, the Mycenaean javelin-men still harrying and eating away at the defenders’ flanks with their remaining ammunition.


			“Shields outward!” Bek yelled. “Form a shell!” The Kemetians covered their sides and heads with a turtle-like shell of cowhide shields. The javelins kept raining upon them, but instead of sickening death cries from their own, Bek and his troops heard harmless thunks. He thanked Sekhmet, the lioness-masked goddess of war, for this protective respite.


			Finally, the downpour of javelins stopped. Bek breathed heavily with relief—but not for long. Upon he and his man came the clanking of bronze, the beating of sandaled feet on the grass, and warlike hooting in Achaean.


			It was Scylax’s phalanx.


			They arrived in bronze, equipped with spears and double-domed shields. Unlike the organized illustrations in Bek’s scrolls, they did not advance as a rectangle. Instead, their foremost ranks spread out to the left and right to form a concave line, like a bow being shoved back into the body, enveloping his troops like the jaws of a crocodile before chomping down onto a fish. If they tried to weather another attack, Bek realized, they would be crushed between the two prongs of the Mycenaean phalanx. But they couldn’t run, either. That would be viewed as cowardice, costing them the lives of the whole colony—not to mention Itaweret’s freedom.


			The only way out was toward the enemy, right into the center of their formation.


			Bek brandished his mace with a bloodthirsty roar. “Men of Per-Pehu, charge!”


			Like a gigantic rhinoceros of men, shields, and weaponry, the defenders sprinted with explosive speed and crashed into the heart of the Mycenaean phalanx, chanting the battle songs of Kemet as they ran. Their spears stabbed and punctured, axes slashed and cleaved, and clubs dented bronze armor and crushed bone within underlying flesh. Blood and spilled organs sprayed everywhere, paving the ground slick and polluting the air with the stench of death.


			It was not the first time in his young life Bek had taken lives. He and his father had cultivated a fondness for hunting in the countryside outside Dedenu, whether they pursued fowl, wild boar, deer, or larger animals that threatened the farmers’ crops. Never on those hunts had he brought down a creature with the same fury that flamed in his soul as he hammered away at the Mycenaeans with his mace. Never had he relished the spilling of blood and cracking of skulls as he did now.


			After all, these invaders were not mere animals doing what animals did naturally, without free will. They were human beings with the power of choice. They had chosen to pledge their loyalty to a savage brute. If any creatures in the world deserved to be killed, these barbarians did. Not even their ridiculous panoplies could save them from his vengeful wrath.


			A bronze spearhead pierced through the flat cowhide of Bek’s shield. It came from Scylax, the king of Mycenae himself. With one wrench of his arm, he forced the shield out of Bek’s grasp.


			“So, you’re the son of Mahu?” Scylax asked sarcastically, cackling with every word. “He couldn’t be bothered to fight me himself, could he? No matter. The tide of battle shall turn again to my favor when I’m finished with you, boy!”


			Scylax thrust again. A sharp pain cut across the side of Bek’s torso. Though twirling from the blow like a dust-devil, Bek smashed his mace through the shaft of the Mycenaean’s spear, splintering it in half. He drew back for another swing until Scylax rammed him with his shield, knocking him back onto the gore-swamped grass.


			Bek threw his broken spear aside and tore out his sword. He rolled over the ground to avoid the Mycenaean warrior-king’s stabs until his adversary stepped onto his torso and pinned him down. Scylax sneered with demonic glee as he prepared his killing blow.


			It did not come. Another Kemetian swung his ax, the blow landing’s close to Scylax’s head. When the Mycenaean tyrant withdrew to do away with his new attacker, Bek sprung up and delivered a glancing blow across the back of his helmet. The stunned Scylax stumbled until he toppled onto his knees.


			“Not so tough, are you, O king of Mycenae?” Bek taunted.


			He prepared his own death blow: thrusting the mace straight through his arch-enemy’s skull. Before it hit the mark, Scylax parried the blow with his sword, chopping the mace into two.


			Now Bek was disarmed. He carried no weapon that could parry Scylax’s sword, not even the puny dagger that hung from his belt. No longer did he have hope of slaying the barbarian warlord. He quickly looked around to see that his men had been whittled down to a paltry minority sprinkled between the Mycenaean fighters. Even if Scylax were to fall, his remaining army could still butcher the entire Kemetian garrison into extinction.
Time to escape.
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