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Thirteenth Chapter:


The Holy City


A small group of muskil devoutly climbed the steep steps that led to the sanctuary. Their leader, Nizam-Muskil, led the way. His body was trembling from the exertion of their journey up the mountain. His companions were on the verge of collapse, but he could not take that into consideration. Addad needed to be told about recent events, urgently. In their dust and sweat-caked arms, the muskil carried the insignia of war captured from the Akkadians. Finding new energy, Nizam took the final steps.


On the sanctuary level stood four guards in a line. Nizam nodded to the nearest guard, who was glad to see him back, then trotted inside. The clatter of hooves echoed up the walls, mingling with the hiss of steam rising from the centre of the room and swelling upwards into the sky, where heavy clouds were forming. Soon they would once again hide the land of Subartu from Ishtar’s nightly gaze. The goddess had long since been powerless to prevent him from covering her realm. And soon he would wrest it from her completely. The muskil formed a semicircle around the column of steam and dropped to their knees. Patiently, hearts racing, they waited for their god. The hissing grew into a rumble that rose up from the depths of the rocks. The rumbling formed itself into a command: “Speak!” The sanctuary walls shuddered in the presence of the thunder god. The leader of the muskil raised his massive head to speak to the cloud.


“Hail, Addad. We bring the insignia of the Akkadians, as you asked.” They held up their spoils, then placed them on the ground in front of them. A satisfied hiss sounded from the cloud.


“Muttakil-Muskil has left for Mari to fetch the chariots. They will arrive in Nineveh at the time you have appointed. All will be done as you have commanded.” The steam grew more dense. Dark patches appeared in the white wall, like mighty eyebrows drawn together suspiciously. The thunder god suspected that they had not fully succeeded. Nizam-Muskil swallowed.


“One of our brothers was seen and seriously wounded during the raid on the Akkadians. He succumbed to his injuries. The Akkadians know who seized their insignia.” The vapour clouds grew darker. The muskil went on, “Semiramis, queen of Subartu, was in the camp at the time of our raid, staying as a guest. We believe she suspects something of your plans. She has succeeded in persuading King Sargon to lead five hundred of his soldiers to Subartu to protect Nineveh from attack.” The rumbling from the cloud grew louder with each sentence the centaur spoke. Lightning flashed in the clouds covering the open roof of the sanctuary, and a thunderous boom shook it to its foundations. Nizam-Muskil, on his knees, swayed. He shouted with all his might to be heard over the noise. “Lord, we tried to stop her, but the witch outsmarted us. We thought we had killed her, but she deceived us with a double. Now she and Sargon have crossed the border and are sailing together to Nineveh.”


Again and again, lightning flashed, and thunder roared overhead. The wind howled through the great gates and caused the grim column of vapour to sway menacingly back and forth. Inside it, the muskil thought he could make out a large horned head. Addad himself was only a few steps away. Nizam-Muskil awaited his end. But the rumbling subsided. The lightning stopped and even the cloud gradually started to clear. Addad seemed to be thinking.


After a while, the muskil thought he heard a message from the thunder god inside his head: It is easy to get people’s blood boiling. But they have no patience. We will make them wait until the people weary of them. There is no trust between them. All they seek is their own benefit. The old enmity will soon break out again, and Nineveh will be weaker than ever.


A rumble thundered from the depths, as if to announce the new mission. New thoughts formed in Nizam-Muskil’s mind, like clouds there in the sanctuary: ‘Continue your preparations but move half a moon later than originally planned. Until then, let no one see you near the city. Nizam-Muskil nodded automatically. He had understood. The cloud fell silent. He waited, but he could hear only the wind, which now pushed more gently through the sanctuary and gradually dissipated the clouds. Addad was finished with him. Relieved, the muskil rose to his feet. His head was throbbing from the experience.


But as Nizam-Muskil turned to leave, Addad sent new instructions to his servants. Round up my bulls! All of them! When the attack takes place, I have a very special task for them. At that, the rumbling from the depths transformed into a mocking laugh that made the mountain temple shake.


Sargon gazed in wonder at the city, its walls following the river like a long chain of hills, with villages and small docks between the walls and the river. He had never seen such a structure before. The walls had to be twenty metres high, and their rectangular towers reached as high again.


They had passed three great city gates and the stone wall seemed to have no end. The king had heard many stories about the impregnable walls of Nineveh, but he had always dismissed the descriptions as exaggerated. Now he was seeing them with his own eyes. How long had it taken to build these fortifications? Sargon recalled that the expansion of Akkad had taken more than two years, and he had been lucky to face neither a flood nor attack in that time. In the winter after completion, the walls had had to prove themselves for the first time. But Akkad was only about half the size of this city, and its wall seemed to have no end. They had been sailing alongside it for half an hour already. Only at one point was it interrupted, where a channel flowed from the city into the Tigris.


“The Khosr River fills the canals and gardens of Nineveh,” Semiramis, beside him, answered his unspoken question. She was proud that he could not take his eyes off her people’s structure. “Without it, the city would have to draw its water from the turbulent Tigris, but the space on its banks would not be enough to house all of the people who live here.” She had joined him silently and now followed his gaze to the city.


“How many people live in Nineveh?” he asked.


“About forty-eight thousand,” the queen answered instantly, as if she’d been expecting the question. “But I really shouldn’t be telling an enemy that,” she added with a sly smile.


He eyed her in surprise. All of her tension seemed to have fallen away since she had found Nineveh’s walls unharmed—she had arrived in time to head off Add-ad’s attack.


Sargon took some time to process the information about the size of Nineveh. His capital, Akkad, was no match for this metropolis. How were they able to feed and organise the masses of people here? The city’s administrative apparatus alone must cost a fortune. Then there was the cost of an army and for the maintenance of the walls. Sargon felt an envy of this wealth rising within him.


“Your real enemy already knows,” he grumbled, pointing to the mountains visible far beyond the city. Addad ruled there. Dark clouds that hid his realm from the gaze of Ishtar and Marduk gathered around the mountain massif. They towered over the mountain peaks, adding to the already mighty appearance of the weather god’s mountain.


After passing the canal mouth, their ships passed a palace complex higher still than the city wall and which reached beyond the city’s borders, down to the river itself. Two terraces supported palaces, temples and the houses of the servants and guards. On the top of the upper terrace stood a white temple, to which steep stairs led from all directions. The long shadow of the palace complex reached to the middle of the river, from where the ships from the south were now being directed towards the shore. Another city gate came into view in front of them. The dock in front of it was free of ships, unlike at the previous gates. On the other hand, the shores all around were filled with people. As they approached, Sargon realised that the crowds were there for them. They were expected.


“The captain sent a fast boat ahead the day before yesterday to announce my arrival,” Semiramis said. “The city governor, Samše, and her entourage will be there on shore.”


“And their soldiers,” Senezon added, tightening his helmet.


Indeed, Sargon could see a large unit of armed men on the shore, while archers stood on the battlements of the wall and the city gate. It struck the king that these were the first soldiers he had seen in Nineveh. During the long journey along the city wall, he had not noticed a single guard. Had they been watched in secret? Why bother? Or did the inhabitants of Nineveh rely on the height of their walls? The currents of the Tigris certainly did not permit a surprise attack by day. On the other hand, it would take a very long time for troops in armour to deploy along the walls. The commander in him was thinking now. How many barracks were there along the walls? Certainly at least one on each side of the canal, presumably close to the northern and southern gates. That made the centre the weakest point, he reasoned—if one could speak of weakness at all with such high walls. “You are studying the wrong enemy,” Semiramis reminded the men from Akkad. “Please get used to thinking of these soldiers and walls as your allies.”


“I hope my new allies are as convinced of their task as you are, Queen Semiramis,” Senezon said with a sigh. He was clearly not happy to be within firing range of Nineveh’s archers.


“They are,” Semiramis replied firmly, ending the conversation. The captain steered the long ship deftly to the dock, where willing hands caught their thrown ropes. They had reached their destination.


Semiramis disembarked first, followed by Sargon and Prince Gusur. The people on the quay fell to their knees as the queen stepped onto solid ground. She went first to the governor, who kissed her hand in greeting and said, “Welcome to Nineveh, Your Majesty! Your presence honours us greatly.”


“My heart rejoices to find you in good health. Arise, Samše,” the queen replied. The governor did as she was told, keeping a suspicious eye on Sargon as she did so.


“I heard stories about your companions, Your Majesty, but I could not believe—”


“That we have not arrived here in shackles?” asked Sargon before Semiramis could say anything. The numerical superiority of the Subartuan soldiers was also making him nervous.


The stranger’s direct address seemed to take the governor a little off guard. She did not answer the Akkadian but instead addressed her words to the queen.


“Your Majesty, we could not believe that you would bring this company to Nineveh. We are a city of peace. We do our best to keep the wars outside our walls.”


Semiramis, of course, had noted the conflict between the governor and the king. Sargon suspected that she disapproved of his impulsive reaction.


“And we want to make sure that continues,” Semiramis said firmly. “Samše, I present to you Sargon, King of Akkad, Marduk’s representative on earth and our ally against the monsters of Addad.”


The governor recoiled slightly. Her eyes shifted uncertainly between her queen and the strangers. With forced civility, she said: “I welcome the high lord and his . . . divine assistance. I believe, however, that we do not need to call on his active support in Nineveh. We live in harmony with Addad and know his monsters only from stories.”


“I fear you will soon get to know them better than you would like,” Semiramis said. “We know that Nineveh is Addad’s next objective to control the worshippers along the Tigris. An attack is imminent.” The queen addressed her words less to the governor and more to those around them, who became uneasy.


“An attack by Addad? Your Majesty, you must be mistaken. Who has tried to persuade you of such a thing?”


“His muskil, who tried more than once to kill me on my mission to Akkad,” the queen replied. “I have come here to personally organise Nineveh’s defences. From now on, the city is under a state of alert! I expect all platoon leaders in the barracks square in one hour to report on mobilisation.”


Her words took an officer standing nearby by surprise. She cast a questioning glance at the governor.


“Your Majesty, the city is well prepared at all times,” the governor said, avoiding the queen’s direct gaze. “Don’t you want to move into your residence in the palace? I am happy to have all of the city’s gal-ugs assemble there.”


“Agreed,” said Semiramis, trying her best to stay open to her subordinates’ suggestions. “King Sargon and his men will also be staying there.”


The governor turned pale. “Your Majesty, do you really want to let these southerners into the city? Would it not be better if they made camp in the field?”


With the rest of the scum you want to keep outside your walls, Sargon thought cynically, but he said nothing.


“King Sargon and his officers will also stay in the palace,” Semiramis ordered. “We will find room in the barracks for his troops—within the walls.” She emphasised her last words. With that, she strode towards the gate. The governor had no choice but to follow.


The palace of Nineveh embodied the self-confidence and pride of its inhabitants. Sargon counted three gates they had to pass through to reach the innermost city, each gate larger and more magnificent than the one before. But apart from the pomp, the complex failed to impress him. The walls, in his opinion, were far too close together to be effectively defended, and here, too, there were few guards to be seen.


The great council chamber surpassed the splendour of the city gates. Blue bricks covered the walls, brightly lit by torches. Carved lions, roaring, adorned the rows of bricks on all sides. Between these walls, decisions were made that brooked no dissent.


From the centre of the room, a statue of Ishtar, Nineveh’s patron saint, looked down on the new arrivals. Sargon had never seen such a god-figure so large or majestic before. Marduk was always depicted in relief, surrounded by his servants, and often fighting lions or bulls. But the statue of Ishtar, leaning against a column, stood almost free in the room. Her slender face was framed by long, straight hair that fell to her full, naked bosom. The goddess’s arms were raised, lifting wings across the room, and her open palms were almost level with her crowned head. Her gesture might have been a greeting or an attack—Sargon could not be sure which. The thin wings on the goddess’s back were more like a cloak than the wings of a bird. The goddess’s face quickly captured the observer’s eye. It was thin, almost emaciated. Too gaunt for a goddess of fertility, Sargon thought. Her face seemed somehow familiar to him. Semiramis, who had stepped next to him, gave words to his unspoken thought.


“She has Samše’s features,” she said.


The governor was standing too far away to hear her words, but she seemed to suspect that the king and queen were talking about the statue, for she stepped closer and explained it to them. “The artist came to Nineveh from the desert. He had not seen any of the statues of our goddess before and carved it based on his observations of her works in the city.”


“How did he know which works to ascribe to our heavenly mother?” asked Semiramis.


“The high priestess perfected his vision. She is very pleased with the result.”


“Is she?” asked Semiramis slowly, mentally adding Nineveh’s high priestess to the list of people she wanted to take a closer look at.


“Extremely pleased,” Samše confirmed. But the subject was becoming uncomfortable for her, so she said, “But it is time to hold council, Your Majesty. The gal-ug have assembled.”


Sargon eyed the gathering. About twenty women and a few men had gathered in the hall and were kneeling before the queen. The platoon leaders all wore impressive armour made of high-quality metals. In their eyes, however, besides the suspicion that had accompanied him since he had disembarked he saw something else: lethargy. How can these officers be so listless at a time like this? he asked himself. Sargon studied their posture more closely. They lacked something that the desert king found even in the youngest of his soldiers: eagerness and readiness for battle. These gal-ug all wore impressive armour, but hardly one among them had a hand on their sword. Sargon was amused to see that one man’s sword pommel was caught in his belt. By the time the unfortunate man would be able to draw his weapon, his opponent would have long since cut him in two. Sargon felt that Gusur and his three bodyguards would be more than a match for this group of gal-ug.


But Semiramis had other concerns. “I count only twenty-three gal-ug here,” she said to Samše in a voice that carried through the hall. “Nineveh has forty-eight units, each presided over by a gal-ug.”


“It used to be that way,” Governor Samše admitted. “But as I said, Majesty, Nineveh lives in peace with its neighbours and is protected by impregnable walls. Forty-eight units would be a waste of money.”


“Peace is over,” Semiramis stated plainly. “ I have ordered our troops to mobilise, and I expect to see the other gal-ugs as well.”


Samše’s eyes widened in horror. “Your Majesty, the troops are urgently needed elsewhere. We are building a new dock to the south of the city right now. The merchants demand that it be finished on time, or they will have to unload at a town further south.”


“If we fail to secure Nineveh, the dock won’t matter. There will soon be no city left for the traders to call at,” the queen replied pointedly. “I expect to see all forty-eight gal-ugs tomorrow at dusk. After that, I want to inspect their soldiers on the parade ground.”


“Forty-eight units? Your Majesty, you can’t do that!” the governor cried in despair.


“The last time I entered this city, forty-eight units stood guard over me,” Semiramis said. Something icy had entered the queen’s voice, like a wind blowing from the moon to the earth on a cloudless night. The governor trembled.


“You had the task maintaining the defences of Nineveh, Samše,” Semiramis said. “Tomorrow I will know if you are up to it.”


The queen turned and left the meeting hall without looking back. Her bodyguard followed close behind. Sargon thought it best to spend the night on the boat and signalled to his followers to go with him. The galugs hurriedly also abandoned the hall, leaving behind a governor gazing in despair at the door through which the queen had disappeared.


The sun grazed the summits of the distant desert mountains as Sargon, Gusur, Ezira and Senezon left the queen’s flagship for the parade ground near the northern barracks. Semiramis had sent them a guide to lead them through the maze of city streets, and the Akkadians were grateful for the assistance. Gusur had tried to explore the city on his own during the day, but although the streets of Nineveh were almost deserted in daylight, he had completely lost his orientation. After finally reaching the south gate, he had no desire to venture back into the maze. So he made his way back outside the city, following the city wall. It was faster, but it exposed Gusur to the heat of the day and the glare of the sun. On the way back, he also saw the site of the new dock, so important to the governor. The dimensions of the harbour facility exceeded anything the prince had seen before. It was certainly not something that could be completed at short notice and in a hurry.


With the onset of dawn, life returned to Nineveh. Shops opened their windows, and children came out to play in the streets. While the men marched towards the northern barracks, cows, sheep, and horse-drawn carriages passed them by. Nineveh, as their guide had explained, had two large barracks complexes. The parade ground lay between the northern barracks and the governor’s palace. In peacetime—by which he apparently meant the present—only the northern barracks were used to house the soldiers, while the reserve troops stayed with their families either in the city or in the surrounding villages. These “reserves” had now been called up again by Semiramis, which meant that the southern barracks would also soon fill up again.


When they arrived at the parade ground, the Akkadians found it brightly lit by countless torches. The sun had set earlier, but its distant glow still lingered in the sky where the clouds were forming. Over Nineveh, too, Addad was diminishing the influence of the chief deity. As long as Ishtar’s stars were in the sky, Addad’s clouds kept them out of sight of the world. As well as their relationship to their goddess, Subartu’s inhabitants also lost the inspiration of the stars. In the past, it was said that scholars knew how to interpret the position of the stars in pictures and calculate the times of the floods from them. Without the starlight, the people of Subartu had now forgotten that this kind of prediction was possible.


Nineveh’s troops had mustered as ordered by their queen. There were exactly forty-eight units with twenty-four troops in each. The gal-ugs—Sargon could not see a man among them today—stood in front of their units. Each gal-ug was armed with a longbow and a short sword, as was the custom in Subartu. The soldiers themselves mostly had only spears and shields. Some also carried a longer sword in their belts, while others were also equipped with the longbow, slung over the shoulder of the bearer along with the arrows. The archers were mainly women. All of the fighters wore long, light-coloured robes held at the waist by a leather belt. Metal helmets, often with long hair flowing from under them, protected the heads of Nineveh’s troops. Those with swords also wore breastplates of forged metal. It was an impressive display, and one that only a very wealthy city could afford.


Sargon was offered a seat next to the podium from where he could look over the troops. The queen appeared, followed by Samše and the council elders. Semiramis wore a long white dress that shimmered in the pale light of the moon. The delicate fabric wafted gently in the sweep of her steps, as if woven from clouds that surrounded the queen. Sargon wondered again what art of weaving it was that made the weight of a fabric seem to dissolve to nothing. Semiramis wore a medallion with the seal of the goddess Ishtar on her forehead, the only jewellery that betrayed her royalty. The jewel was held by a thin headband set with precious stones that sparkled like stars.


How different was the governor’s outfit. Samše wore a heavy robe similar to the one on the high priest who walked behind her. Long earrings and a massive chain with golden discs framed her narrow face. Her hair was pinned up as if to form a crown and contained more golden discs, all bearing the symbol of Ishtar.


Semiramis strode towards Sargon. More to the following councillors than to him, she said solemnly, “Nineveh’s army stands ready. Would the king of Akkad, ambassador of Marduk, join me in the inspection of our troops?”


Sargon did not overlook the dual meaning of “our troops.” “We would be honoured to assist the queen of Subartu and daughter of the goddess Ishtar,” he replied in the same spirit, and he took the place at her right side, which unmistakably signalled his status as the queen’s escort to everyone watching.


Silence had fallen over the parade ground. Only the crackling of the torches and the flags waving in the wind could be heard. Gusur, following his father as usual, unexpectedly found himself in the second row, next to Nineveh’s governor. The high priestess was thus forced to join the group behind—she could hardly conceal her indignation at the demotion. She found her place next to Senezon, who followed the prince in rank. Her icy gaze told him what she thought of the presence of the Akkadians. Senezon decided there and then to avoid the priestess and the temple district in Nineveh as far as possible.


Then the inspection demanded his full attention. How many times had he, together with Ezira, mustered the troops for his king, calmed the nervous captains, and reprimanded the soldiers who lacked care or discipline. Now he was among the other side and his experienced eye saw how differently trained the troops presented to them were. The first units were immaculate. Their spears and swords were well cared for, although they bore signs of regular use. The expressions of both men and women were rigid and expressionless, as he expected from fighters who had seen blood and death. These were fighters with whom he could go into battle. Senezon smiled inwardly. He, too, had put his elite soldiers at the start of an inspection, to put the king in a good frame of mind.


But the longer they walked the lines of guards, the more markedly the quality of Nineveh’s fighters also diminished—to a degree that took Senezon’s breath away. He would never have dared to present such a slipshod crew to his king. Sometimes it was a missing breastplate, sometimes a bored expression or an impatient movement of the hands that revealed a soldier’s lack of discipline. Some, it almost seemed to him, were wearing armour for the very first time. More than once, Senezon wondered if the bearer of a spear had ever actually thrown it. Some of the soldiers were too young, others clearly too old for the rigours of a long battle. There were even a number of wounded women in the ranks. The quality of the troops improved again somewhat at the end, as if to make a good last impression. Senezon knew that such tricks would not go unnoticed by his king.


The governor, who marched along the ranks beside Prince Gusur, took no notice of military details. She was basking in her success at having raised twenty-five new units in less than twenty-four hours. She had even found old armour and weapons for them, and almost all of the soldiers were properly equipped.


Senezon, on the other hand, alternated between indignation and outright scorn. This was a particularly poor gathering of soldiers. Some time ago, Akkad’s spies had reported to him that Nineveh’s military strength was not good, and still the sight of this bunch came as a shock. In peacetime, such soldiers could do no more than police a market square. Nineveh had little more to set against a serious attack than the thick walls behind which its soldiers hid.


On their journey to Subartu, Senezon had regarded Queen Semiramis’s bodyguard with respect, but the lamentable guards of Nineveh did little to affirm his esteem for Subartu’s military strength. He did the maths: one thousand one hundred and fifty soldiers had lined up, about half of whom he considered serviceable. A quarter could function as reserves with a little training. The rest were useless. So together with the troops from Akkad, there were now about one thousand decent soldiers in Nineveh. The greatest protective contribution would come from the walls and defensive weapons. The size of the city meant that it would take a long time to move troops from one part of the city to another, so they had to prevent a surprise attack.


After they had finished the inspection and returned to the podium, the governor could no longer restrain her impatience and proudly said, “You see, Your Majesty? Just as you ordered. Forty-eight units ready to defend Nineveh.”


Semiramis eyed her coolly and chose her words carefully. “Forty-eight units I see. However, with regard to their operational readiness, I have a different opinion.” Sargon nodded in agreement, but this time refrained from commenting. The governor was visibly shocked. “Not ready? You can see they are all carrying weapons. They’re just waiting to use them bravely against our enemies.” At this she glanced at Sargon, as if to show whom she considered an enemy of the city.


“Then we shouldn’t keep such brave fighters waiting,” Senezon murmured, but loud enough to be heard on the podium. King Sargon nodded to him. The general gestured to Ezira and Gusur to follow him and the three companions strode into the ranks of soldiers. About halfway in, Senezon approached a unit leader who had caught his eye earlier when he was inspecting the troops. She was about twenty years old, wore her long blonde hair down her back and held her nose a little higher than those around her.


“I am Senezon, son of Enmetena and šagana of the First Army of Akkad. What is your name?”


“I am Mishumi, daughter of Anyun, leader of Group Five North,” the woman replied proudly.


“Now, Mishumi, daughter of Anyun, leader of Group Five North, we want to prove your fortitude to Queen Semiramis. Instruct three of your soldiers to challenge me.” The woman cast a questioning glance towards Semiramis, who indicated with a gesture that this was also her command. Mishumi chose two women and one man from her unit and stood them in front of Senezon and his companions.


“You misunderstood me,” Senezon said. “These three are for me.” Before the young woman could respond, Ezira stepped forward and called for challengers as well. Gusur followed his example. Puzzled, Mishumi assigned three opponents to each of them. Semiramis suspected that, despite their superior numbers, Nineveh’s soldiers would be no match for Akkad’s fighters. And as much as the demonstration was necessary to rouse the troops, she wanted to avoid unnecessary bloodshed.


“Take spears without tips. Anyone who touches the ground with their hand or any other part of their body above the knees is eliminated,” she stipulated.


The three Akkadians duly laid down their weapons. Each took one of the prepared practise spears. Their opponents followed suit and surrounded the Akkadians, who formed a triangle with their backs to each other. They stood close enough to give cover, but not so close as not to hinder each other.


The signal to start the battle rang out. Nineveh’s nine soldiers surrounded their opponents, looking for a point to attack. Gusur made a leap forward, feigning an attack, and two of the soldiers immediately struck at him. Their action, however, was not coordinated. Both tried to strike him in the chest. Gusur knocked both blows aside with his spear and used his momentum to stab one of his adversaries in the stomach with the other end. The stricken man sank to his knees with a groan. At the same time, Gusur kicked the other man in the face, knocking him out. Before more blows could come down on him, he was already back position. Senezon nodded appreciatively to the prince.


Yelling angrily, Nineveh’s remaining combatants struck at the trio. But for all their shouting, their attacks made little impression. Their advances were too predictable. The Akkadians, on the other hand, formed a cohesive unit. Each had not only his direct adversaries in view, but also his comrades, and their triangle remained unbroken. Their attackers did not cover each other—every strike opened a gap to counterattack. And Sargon’s men knew how to use the gaps. One by one, through missteps and carelessness, their opponents’ numbers dropped. When the three Akkadians were left facing only two adversaries, Semiramis brought the fight to an end.


“Enough!” she called loudly. The combatants stopped and bowed to each other. A shocked silence fell over the parade ground.


“Warriors of Nineveh,” she continued, “a storm is gathering that threatens to engulf our city. After years Addad of plundering our fields and merchants, Add-ad now lusts after Nineveh itself.” She stepped down from the podium and paced among the troops again. “He has waited a long time, has taken from us Ishtar’s gaze, and has cut the safe routes between our cities. We thought our enemies were in Akkad, and all the while he prepared his army in the mountains and struck when our troops returned weakened from battle.”


“For many years we believed that Addad had allied himself with Marduk to destroy Ishtar and us. We were deceived. Addad does not share. With my own eyes, I have seen his storms fall upon the armies of Akkad. I have seen how his clouds robbed the people of Marduk’s gaze in daylight. His bulls find easy prey in the villages that are not protected by high walls like our cities.”


She reached the place where Gusur, Senezon, and Ezira were standing.


“You have seen for yourselves just how impressively the Akkadians can fight. Spear and shield are powerful weapons in the hands of skilled men and women. But even more so is the unity shared by the fighters, a unity forged in many battles. Could have stood up to a force of such fighters if they had invaded our land? Is that what you think?


“We know about Marduk’s futile attempts to lead his troops into our land. Ishtar stood by us, but the decisive moment only came when Addad intervened. Sore and beaten, the attackers were forced to retreat, and we too suffered losses. In all our battles, the only victor has ever been the god of thunder.


“Addad has got used to winning. He is now strong enough to bring his troops from the mountains to the rivers and overrun our cities. But he has made a mistake. He has underestimated the wisdom of our goddess and Marduk. We know his plan and together we will stop him here. Here, at the gates of Nineveh.” She pointed to the Akkadians. “These men do not come as conquerors. They come to help us weather the storm. They will teach you the fighting skills you have just observed. Marduk trusts you to use them against your true enemies.”


There is no turning back now, Semiramis thought. I hope the city leaders also appreciate their help. Sargon seemed to be thinking the same. Together they watched the close inspection of the troops that followed, during which Ezira and Senezon took notes for the briefings they had promised in their announcement. After an hour, the soldiers were sent back to their posts. The gal-ugs remained before the podium while the city councillors withdrew. Governor Samše, as representative of the city’s military leadership, stayed as well, as did Sargon and his men, to plan their defensive preparations.


Semiramis turned to Samše. “Besides our troops, our walls and defensive weapons will decide the battle. I want to see all our available weaponry at this time tomorrow, and I want to inspect the walls, as well.” The governor seemed to be inwardly resisting another day of hasty preparation but said nothing.


“How do you intend to train our troops, King Sargon?” Semiramis asked the Akkadian. Sargon took notice of her formal tone of voice and chose his words carefully.
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