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Notes to the Reader 




As this is a novel about ancient Greece in the text you will find some ancient Greek words. When they appear they are italicized and defined in the back of the book in the glossary. For example, the ancient Greek word for shield, hoplon, which gave the Greek hoplite soldiers their name. The use of the occasional Greek word is not meant to be intrusive, but to add authenticity to the story. 




If you have difficulty pronouncing ancient Greek names, in the front of the book is a character listing that also provides a pronunciation guide. This is included to help the reader enjoy the story. It is not meant to be a definitive account on ancient names. I am not a linguist or an authority on ancient Greek language. Over the years I’ve heard Leonidas pronounced lee-uh-NĒ-dus as well as lee-o-NĪ-dus. My suggested phonetics are based on what sounds good to me. If you prefer thinking of lee-uh-NĒ-dus as lee-o-NĪ-dus please feel free. 
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Prologue 




The tall pine is more often shaken by the wind; 

high towers fall with a louder crash; 

and lightning strikes the highest mountain. 




Horace, Ode X, The Golden Mean 




I am called Euryanax and I am a Spartan. 

In the Dorian tongue, ‘eury’ means wandering and ‘anax’ means king. The Wandering King. From my name comes my story. 

It has been forty summers since my uncle King Leonidas died at Thermopylae and we defeated the Persians at Salamis and Plataea. Now I live in this sleepy coastal village of Lavinium in Italy. But I am still a Spartan. 

Although I am a white-bearded old man and I struggle to remember what I ate this morning, the memory of those days of bronze and blood in the shieldwall when we stood fast against High King Xerxes’ horde are as clear and fresh in my mind as if it all happened yesterday. 

If I have learned anything during my long years, it is simply this. There is a mysterious balance to life that can only be explained by the unseen hand of the gods. As the old saying goes, ‘If Zeus gives you a gift in one hand, Hera will pluck something from your other hand.’ 

I have seen the gods turn men, both Spartiates and Athenians, into great warriors, generals and kings, only for them to die in poverty and obscurity. Cleisthenes, the one who created the Athenian democracy, Themistocles, the genius behind the Persians naval defeat at Salamis, and my own uncle, King Cleomenes, who inherited the wisdom of the sage Chilon—all achieved deeds worthy of immortal fame, but like Daedalus’ son Icarus who flew too close to the sun, each fell from a great height, and in the end died alone, despised by their own countrymen. 

Some priests say the gods are cruel. Some say they are just. Some say they have a dark sense of humor. In my experience, the gods are simply following the example of the Great Mother Gaia who keeps all nature in balance. 

All of which makes me believe I owe my long, happy life to the Spartans’ austere way of living. I have never wanted much. To earn my father’s respect. To win a woman’s love. To become a Spartan citizen. To achieve those things, were all I needed or ever wanted. 

Why I left Sparta is a long story. One I have been loath to tell. Part of the Spartan training in the agoge is to be succinct. The Spartans have become so famous for their brevity of speech, people now call such manner of speaking laconic, after our valley of Laconia. 

I do not want to sound like some long-winded old fool bragging about the days when he stood shoulder to shoulder in the shieldwall with heroes like Othryades and Miltiades. It is true I have led armies into battle and sent many a soul to Tartaros. It is true that I have adventured from the land of the lotus eaters to the land of the cyclops. And it is true that I married a princess. But others have done the same. 

The reason I speak out is this. The truth must be known. 

Over the years, even in our backwater village by the Alban hills, we hear strange tales coming from Hellas. The bards who sing about my uncle Leonidas and the three hundred Hippeis who died at Thermopylae have no idea why he marched against Xerxes’ legions with so few men. They say he was trying to start a Pan-Hellenic crusade. That he sacrificed his life for Hellas. Knowing my uncle, I doubt such a thought ever entered his head. What people don’t know is that if Leonidas had not died in the pass—he would have been put on trial at home in Sparta for murder. The murder of his own brother. 

Another member of my family the storytellers fail to understand is my cousin Pausanias. He did not have the brains to lead a goat to water. Yet to hear traveling bards, he is hailed as the greatest strategos of all time. They refer to him as the ‘Victor of Plataea’ and I want to retch. At Plataea, while the Persians rained a hail of arrows down on the Lacedaemonian shieldwall, Pausanias was behind the lines with a soothsayer reading the entrails of a chicken trying to get a favorable omen. If not for my cousin Aristodemus the Persians might have won at Plataea. 

Worst of all are the tales about my father Dorieus. He led his small army of hoplites to victory in dozens of battles all across the Mediterranean, but the only thing people remember about him is his lack of piety. They say he ignored Delphi, and when he finally did seek out the oracle’s advice, he misused the words of the Pythia. A crime for which people think the gods took his life. They know nothing of how Dorieus’ men worshiped him or his genius on the battlefield. They know nothing of the man. 

There was a young bard here from Halicarnassus performing in the Lavinium agora the other day. Someone said his name was Herodotus. Maybe it is my age. My father had a vicious temper, and perhaps I may have inherited some of it as I’ve gotten older. This balding Dorian with flakes of skin peeling from the top of his head stood there on a wooden stool in the middle of the square telling the most outrageous tale of all. He claimed the Athenians were responsible for chasing High King Xerxes and the Persians out of Hellas. 

“Stop,” I said holding up my staff. It was considered rude to interrupt a storyteller and as my granddaughter Alala told me later, several dirty young Etruscan boys picked up stones to pelt me if I did not shut up. “How can you say the Athenians won the war, when they were under Spartan command?” 

Shocked, insulted and thoroughly annoyed, Herodotus said, “What you say is true, but the Athenians were bullied into it at the Council at Corinth. At the naval battle of Salamis, it was the Athenians who…” 

“Who commanded the allied navy?” I insisted. “Where was he from?” 

“He was a Spartan named Eurybiades,” the bard said, throwing up his hands, exasperated. “We know very little about him. He’s an obscure fellow. But you can be sure, like the rest of the Lacedaemonians, he didn’t know a helmsman from a halyard when it came to running a trireme. It was the common man of Athens, sitting bravely at his oar who…” 

Even though I see poorly these days, there is a white, filmy gauze over my eyes particularly at night that blurs my vision, still I was able to find the skinny bard Herodotus, and give him a good, solid whack with my staff before he tumbled from his stool and fled in terror from the agora. Even the Etruscan boys had the sense to drop their stones and run away. 

“Grandfather!” The only one with the courage to approach me was my nineteen year old granddaughter Alala. “Stop! You’ll kill him!” She got in my way and succeeded in making me stop swinging my staff just by holding up her arms in front of me. She knew I’d never hurt her. So I calmed down and the balding bard from Halicarnassus left Lavinium to go back to Thurii, where I hear the people there listen to his stories like they come straight from the mouth of Apollo. 

Good or bad, bards’ tales are among the few sources of entertainment in backwater villages like Lavinium. I sensed the crowd of onlookers, shoppers, merchants and slaves bristling around me as if I suddenly showed signs of the rotting plague. 

Alala took my hand and led me from the marketplace lest the people harm me. 

The turnip dealer yelled, “What a brave warrior you are old Euryanax. Being led away to safety by a girl.” 

I endured the laughter around me, just as I endured Alala’s little hand in mine pulling me out of the Lavinium square. Alala, whose name means ‘war like,’ would have kicked out a leg of the turnip dealer’s table sending his produce tumbling into the dirt, but I yanked her away. 

“No more trouble,” I said my anger evaporating like steam from a pot. “A little humility. It’s good for the soul.” 

Using the bottom of my staff I tapped the smooth stones until they turned to dirt and I knew we were out of the agora and out of harm’s way. 

“Grandfather, why did you strike that man?” Alala asked as she led me down a narrow street toward my empty house along the Numicus River. A house that I had built myself thirty years ago in the Spartan style. With only a single-bladed axe. 

“To save the ignorant from his lies,” I grumbled. 

“What did he say that made you so angry?” 

“For one, he claimed the Spartan commander at the battle of Salamis knew nothing about ships. That’s a bold faced lie.” 

“You knew this man Eurybiades?” 

“I would hope so. I am Eurybiades.” When I served in the Chersonese with Miltiades I spent several years commanding my own trireme. A helmsman from a halyard… I should have cracked Herodotus on the skull. Maybe it would have knocked some sense into him. Instead I sighed, realizing my own pride would invoke the anger of the gods. 

“I don’t understand. Eurybiades..?” 

“… A nickname given to me many years ago by the Athenians.” By my friend Themistocles. Eurybiades meant ‘wandering force of nature.’ 

“You commanded a trireme?” 

“Yes. A long time ago. Before your father was born.” 

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” asked the girl. 

“You never asked.” 

“If I was the trierarch of a trireme, I’d make sure the whole village knew.” 

“Why? We are at peace.” Thanks be to the gods. 

Considering this quietly, Alala led me home. From what I’d observed, she was an out-spoken young woman among the youth’s her age. Particularly among the boys, many of whom were afraid of her, including her own brothers. And yet, Alala was unusually patient and respectful with me. She alone of my twelve grandchildren even bothered to visit. Since I’d begun to lose my sight and was barred from the town council, most people, including my own sons, considered me ‘ill-tempered.’ I was painfully aware that Alala alone sought out my company. 

When she should have been home working her loom beside her mother, Alala haunted my house like one of the cobwebs clinging in the corners, pestering me with questions. She was endlessly curious about Laconia. She clapped her hands with excitement when I told her stories about how the young Spartan girls trained for athletics just as the boys did. She loved hearing how the young women ran in the races wearing a tunic slit up to the waist that revealed their thighs and how foreigners called them ‘thigh flashers.’ 

If anyone asked all the questions she did, I would have been annoyed. But not with Alala. I had grown so old I had out lived my usefulness. I was lonely and dying, just waiting for the day when I would cross over to the Blessed Isles. When Alala was around, somehow she managed to keep the spark of life alive within my breast. 

“What else did the bard get wrong?” Alala said as we walked along a farmer’s stone wall. 

What did he get right? That would have been easier to answer. He’d never been to Egypt, Babylon or half the places he claimed to have visited. Winged flying snakes? Giant, furry ants that dug up gold? Half of what he recited was folklore; stories people tell. Not things Herodotus witnessed himself. “I lived in Libya for four years and can tell you for a fact, a hippopotamus does not have a mane.” 

I noticed the girl was dancing as she led me. Finally she asked, “What’s a hippopotamus?” 

As we walked through a field of waist high barley, with one hand on Alala’s shoulder and the other tapping the ground with my staff, I described for her the creature’s barrel-shaped torso, enormous mouth and teeth, stubby legs and how despite its tremendous size it could still outrun and trample a man. The Ionian translation of hippopotamus meant ‘river horse.’ Undoubtedly its name made Herodotus assume it must have a mane. Idiot. 

At the opening of his narration, Herodotus had called his work, ‘The Historie,’ which means ‘to inquire.’ He must have inquired among the wrong people. It was obvious he’d never served as a hoplite. He knew nothing about the shieldwall, the formation men are now calling the phalanx. He knew nothing about military tactics. His description of the Battle of Plataea made it sound like an Athenian theater comedy, full of actors bumping into one another. 

Talking to myself, I grumbled, “According to Herodotus, Xerxes’s army numbered a million men. A million men. Not even the High King could afford to feed such a force. I’m only surprised he didn’t have the Persians riding hippos into battle.” 

At the end of the field Alala helped me over a stone wall and we came to the river road. The world was a blur, but I’d noticed how my other senses had sharpened. Although I could not see the sun playing on the water, I could hear the gentle gurgle of the Numicus. I listened to the branches in the tall, skinny cypress trees that lined both sides of the road bend and play with the soft breeze. On the air I could smell the blood red poppies that grew wild in the fields. 

Finally Alala said, “You were in those battles he spoke about, weren’t you?” 

“Some. Yes.” 

“It must have been exciting. To know how to fight. To be so brave. To stand with your shield and spear and…” 

“You need to listen more carefully the next time that bard from Chios recites The Iliad. War is the worst nightmare imaginable.” Homer knew that. Hacked off limbs. Severed head’s flying through the air. Bodies gutted by the spear. The entrails of your best friend spilling out on the ground before you. Dying horses screaming out their death knell. Arrows and stones coming at you from every direction. “Whether you live or die is not so much a matter of skill, as whether or not you have the protection of some god.” 

“What happened in the Great War? You were there grandfather. Tell me the real story.” 

“I don’t remember. It was a long time ago.” 

“Please! You never talk about it. I want to know about my family. About our history. Father says you could have been a Spartan king, but instead we came here. To dull, boring Lavinium. Why? What happened?” 

“As you get older you learn to prefer boredom to war.” 

“Is that why you never became a Spartan king? Please tell me. I want to know.” 

“Mm... Come sit down and I’ll tell you a story.” 

“All right,” the girl said excitedly. “What kind of story?” 

“The story of my grandfather, King Anaxandridas the Second. Where is the big willow tree? The one by the river.” 

Alala led me to the soft grass beneath a shady willow where we sat and leaned against the smooth bark of the trunk. Something about the spot reminded me of the plane tree grove by the Eurotas River in Sparta. 

“Go on…” the girl said sitting down beside me. 

“Back in the days,” I began, “when Cyrus the Great was laying the foundations of the Persian Empire, my grandfather Anaxandridas married my grandmother Chrysanthe.” She was his sister’s daughter and as they used to say, of pure Dorian stock. According to my father, my blonde hair and blue eyes came from Chrysanthe. They were qualities much admired among the Spartans, as they marked you as from among the original Doric tribes that swept out of the north many generations ago to conquer the Peloponnese. “The king loved my grandmother dearly, but after sixteen years of marriage they had no children.” 

“As the king, he needed an heir.” 

“It was even more dire than that. Anaxandridas was the last male of the Agiad line. So the ephors called the king before them and said they could not allow the race of Eurysthenes to die out. They tried to convince him to put my grandmother aside and take a new wife. Stubborn man that he was, grandfather said he would not take another woman when Chrysanthe had done no wrong. So he refused to obey them.” 

“What happened?” 

“Well, the ephors and senators of the Gerousia took counsel together. The wisest among them was a senator named Chilon. Chilon laid a new proposal before the king. He said that since Anaxandridas was so fond of Chrysanthe, keep her, but take a second wife to bear him a son.” 

“Two wives? But that’s against all custom.” 

“True. One wife is enough to make most men mad. But when grandfather heard this suggestion, he gave in and lived with two wives in two houses.” 

“What was the second wife like?” 

I thought back to the stories I’d heard when I was Alala’s age. “Her name was Hypathia. She was Chilon’s granddaughter, and although he was a wise, well-respected man among the Lacedaemonians—his family were Achaeans.” The Achaeans were the people who owned the Peloponnese before the Dorians swept down out of the north and took the land away from them. 

“Wait. I don’t understand. I thought the Spartans were Dorians.” 

“No. Not all. Four of the five Spartan villages,” Pitane, Mesoa, Limnai and Kynosoura, “are Dorian. The fifth village, Amyklae, is Achaean. Don’t ask me why, but long before I was born, King Teleclus invited Amyklae to join Sparta.” 

“I’ll bet your grandfather didn’t like having to marry an Achaean.” 

“You are a clever girl.” Hypathia was smart and beautiful, but she had the black hair, brown eyes and olive skin that was common among Achaeans. Traits looked down upon by Anaxandridas. 

“Wait. If your grandmother Chrysanthe never had any children, how did you …” 

“Hold on girl. I’m not finished. Shortly after they were married, Hypathia bore the king a son named Cleomenes. Then, a few months later, my grandmother Chrysanthe, who everyone had thought barren, conceived and came to be with child.” 

“After sixteen years she suddenly got pregnant?” 

“Indeed. When Chilon’s family heard the news they caused a great fuss. They were convinced Chrysanthe meant to raise someone else’s child as her own. So when grandmother’s full time was come the ephors sat around her bed and kept a close watch over her delivery.” 

“That’s when your father Dorieus was born.” 

“Yes.” 

“I’ve heard stories about him. They say he was the greatest warrior of his time. A giant, like you.” 

“When I was a little boy, in his helmet and armor I thought he was the war god Ares himself.” Dorieus was as great an athlete as he was a warrior. He won the hoplitodromos at the Olympic Games and the wrestling tournament at the Isthmus Games. Both victories brought him great fame among the Spartans. 

“I wish I could have met him.” 

“He was a bit like you. A head as hard as pig iron. Not always easy to be around. He had a horrible temper. But he was a great general. One of the best.” 

“From the way people describe him, I imagine him like the hero Achilles.” 

“That he was. When he was born, my grandfather named him Dorieus, which of course means, ‘the Dorian,’ to show his displeasure at being forced to marry an Achaean. Then, two years later, my grandmother gave birth to twins, my uncles Leonidas and Kleombrotus.” 

“Leonidas. The Spartan king that died at Thermopylae.” 

“Yes. That much Herodotus got right. So one moment the king has no heirs. The next, he has four.” Each of whom vied for the Agiad throne. 

“What happened to Cleomenes? Did your grandfather banish him?” 

“No, but once my father was born, the king turned his back on Hypathia and never again visited her house in Amyklae or made any sign to acknowledge Cleomenes.” 

There was never any doubt that grandfather favored my father as his rightful heir. To Anaxandridas’ way of thinking, if Chilon and the ephors had not meddled in his affairs, Chrysanthe would have given him three, fine sons and Cleomenes never would have existed. 

I snorted. “My father Dorieus was so convinced that he would be the next king, that when I was born he named me after my grandfather Anaxandridas,” whose name means ‘son of the kingly man.’ “Anaxandridas the Third.” 

“I didn’t know that was your real name.” 

“No one does.” 

“I feel sorry for Cleomenes,” the girl said seated on the grass beside me hugging her knees. “He was all alone.” 

“Not completely. Cleomenes had the support of Chilon and the ephors. They even invoked an old Spartan law allowing the king’s firstborn to forgo the rigors of the agoge.” 

“Why would they do that?” 

“I imagine they were afraid for Cleomenes’ life. If he entered the agoge, he never would have survived.” Knowing my uncle Kleombrotus, he would have slit Cleomenes’ throat at the first opportunity. 

“The agoge was that difficult?” 

“Yes. Some boys were beaten to death.” And if they were small of stature like Cleomenes, and physically not up to the training, there was always the chance they would not graduate to receive full Spartan citizenship. Chilon and the Achaeans of Amyklae were not about to risk Cleomenes failing or dying in the agoge. Chilon said that Sparta needed a philosopher king. Not another soldier. “Instead of training in the agoge with the other boys his age, Cleomenes traveled around the Mediterranean studying with teachers like Thales, Heliodorus and Anaximander. The Egyptians taught him geometry, the Phoenicians arithmetic and the Chaldeans astronomy. He met and dined with rulers all across the Aegean. Thebes, Miletus, Crete, Ephesus, Syracuse…” 

Sounding somewhat impatient, the girl asked, “Well? So what happened when your grandfather died? Which brother did they make king? Cleomenes or Dorieus?” 

“Well, that’s another story.” 

“I want to hear it! Oh please grandfather!” 

Thinking back sixty-eight summers ago, amazed at how clearly I could remember it all, using my staff I slowly rose to my feet. 

“Come back tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow! That’s a lifetime away,” the girl grumbled picking up a handful of stones, flinging them into the Numicus. 

For a moment I almost lost my temper. Life for young people like Alala in Lavinium was so easy. They did not lack for clothes and there was plenty to eat, yet they still found things to complain about. In the agoge, we went an entire year with only a single garment. We were fed only once a day. We had to hunt, forage and steal the rest of our food. Once I was caned brutally over a pilfered chicken egg. Nor was I punished for stealing, but for being careless enough to get caught. In Alala’s family she had probably never received anything more than a scolding for not eating all of her lentils. 

“Tomorrow,” I said tapping my staff against the ground, looking for the road. 

Alala tugged my sleeve in the right direction. “So what is the story about?” she pried curiously. 

“It’s about a journey to a far away land across the sea, with strange beasts and savage natives.” 

“Like gorgons and one-eyed giants?” 

“No, like lions and people called Nasamones, who shaved the back of their heads, ate locusts and buried their dead sitting up.” 

“I want to know how you met grandmother. I miss her.” 

“That’s a part of the story.” For a minute I stopped in the middle of the road, closed my eyes and listened to two chickadees singing in the willow above us, and took it as a good omen. 







Part I: Libya 




The people paint themselves red and eat monkeys, of which there is an inexhaustible supply in the hills. 




Herodotus, The History 










1. The Planistai 




In union there is strength. 




Aesop 




“You are a big boy,” said my cousin Gorgo, poking at the faint muscles in my arms and chest. It was true. I was a head taller than the boys in my herd, the twelve-year old pais from the Pitane Village called the crickets. 

Gorgo and the girls of Amyklae Village our age called the sparrows had been teamed with us. In the agoge, the instructors loved teaming boys and girls of different villages. It was supposed to teach us how to fight together, instead of against one another, which we did constantly. 

“I know our fathers hate each other,” she said, “but I like you. You don’t pick on the smaller boys like Pausanias does. I’ve watched you defend them.” She looked up at me. “I want you to stand by me today. You will, won’t you cousin?” 

I could only shrug in response. Gorgo and her father, my uncle Cleomenes, had just returned home from a diplomatic trip overseas to Miletus with the Senator Chilon. Because our fathers were estranged, we rarely saw one another. To me she was a skinny kid with short brown hair that stuck out at odd angles, freckles and a sun burnt nose, but there was something regal about Gorgo. Perhaps it was the snobby way she said her father would be king one day, and whoever married her would inherit the Agiad throne. 

Gorgo kept talking, but I paid her little attention. There was so much activity going on around us, I was a bit distracted. The crickets and the sparrows stood on the Bridge of Heracles that led to a small grassy island on the Eurotas River covered with ancient plane trees. On the other side of the river stood an identical stone bridge, dominated by a statute of the lawgiver Lycurgus. In his shadow stood a similar group of boys and girls our age. We were about to compete in an annual ritual called the Planistai, the Festival of the Plane Tree Grove. Men and women crowded both banks of the river talking, laughing and watching. Somewhere among them were my father Dorieus and my mother Phile. 

My uncle Leonidas gathered us together around him at the base of the statue of Heracles. “Come here little ones.” Leonidas was beardless with long blonde braids dangling around his handsome face. He grinned merrily about the sizeable bet he’d placed on us to win the Planistai. “You know what to do. Push the other team into the Eurotas. And you win. It’s that easy. Now,” Leonidas said lowering his voice and dropping down on one knee. “Here’s how you achieve victory. The trees drop sticks and branches. Grab whatever you can and use it as a weapon. A good whack will drive those little brats from Mesoa into the water.” 

As my uncle flashed us a winning smile, I couldn’t help but notice how his blue eyes and blonde hair were all very much like my father’s. But that’s where the similarities ended. While my father Dorieus reminded me of the hero Achilles, my uncle Leonidas took after the wily Odysseus. My father was a giant, the type of man that tackled problems head on, as if there wasn’t any obstacle in life he couldn’t batter down with his spear. Leonidas was not as large, nor did he go through life like a ram butting heads with everyone like Dorieus did. Instead Leonidas preferred to use clever, sometimes devious means, to get what he wanted. 

Gorgo lifted her hand for permission to speak, and said. “Last year during the Planistai a boy lost an eye and two girls were killed. If you hurt anyone, you’ll be thrown out of the agoge.” Meaning, you would become one of the hypomeiones, the inferiors, a class of Spartans who had no rights. 

“Well, you don’t have to crack their skull,” Leonidas said standing, “or poke their eyes out. Hit them on the legs…” 

“No,” Gorgo said firmly. “We should fight fair. With just our hands and feet.” 

Not one to be bested by a child, especially a little girl, Leonidas laughed. “All right, have it your way. I was just trying to help.” Wiping his hand across his face as if trying to wipe away his annoyance, my uncle left us. Along with the people gathered on the banks of the Eurotas, we waited for the signal from the flutists standing by the two kings, my grandfather Anaxandridas and his co-monarch, King Ariston. 

Sparta was unique in that we had two royal houses, the Agiad House and the Eurypontid House, descended from twin grandsons of Heracles named Eurysthenes and Procles. Our match was of special interest to the kings because it pitted the grandchildren of the two houses against one another. Fighting for the Agiads were my cousins Pausanias, Gorgo and myself, while on the other side of the river representing the Eurypontids was a boy named Othrias, the grandson of King Ariston. 

While we waited for the signal to begin, a chorus of 12-year old pais from the village of Kynosoura sang a song by Alkman … 




“I am your servant, Artemis. 

You draw your long bow at night, 

clothed in the skins of wild beasts. 

Now hear our beautiful singing…” 




“Listen to me, all of you!” Gorgo said after Leonidas had left. “Everyone pick a partner. Team up. Hold hands. One boy and one girl. Together we go after them one at a time. Use the wrestling tricks Idmon taught you in the palestra. Trip them. Knock them down. And then together with your partner pick them up and throw them in the water. Do this, and we will win.” 

“No girl is going to tell me what to do,” my cousin Pausanias snorted. Especially not the daughter of Cleomenes. Pausanias was a husky boy, with a thick neck, gloomy, deep-set dark eyes, a face full of pimples and a broad, pug nose that had always made me think of him as a wart hog. Like the rest of the crickets his head was shaven. 

“Have you got a better idea?” Gorgo asked. “If so, let’s hear it.” 

Of course he didn’t. Even though Gorgo was too skinny to be attractive and there was something pushy about her, I decided her plan was better than no plan. “Do as she says,” I urged the crickets. They looked at me unhappily. The boys my age respected me, if only because I was the tallest, but I wasn’t sure if they would listen this time. Holding hands with a girl was asking a lot. Some glum, some smiling, some complied, some edged away looking nervous. 

Pausanias sneered at me, “What kind of sissies hold hands with girls?” 

“Just do it!” Gorgo yelled grabbing my hand. 

I had to control the urge to shake her off, but I did it to oppose Pausanias, then felt my cheeks turning bright red as he laughed at me. Gorgo continued to encourage the crickets and sparrows to pair up. They looked at Gorgo and I holding hands, then looked at one another bashfully as they found a partner. As they did, the chorus finished their song and King Ariston started a prayer to Zeus Ouranios. While we waited, I noticed Gorgo was trembling beside me. 

“Are you all right?” 

She looked at me wide-eyed. “I am so excited!” 

Suddenly the air filled with the sound of flutes as a dozen auletes piped the start of the contest. 

As we started to run across the bridge toward the island Gorgo squeezed my hand. “Hold hands with your partner!” Gorgo yelled, her eyes bright with anticipation. “Work together!” 

Gorgo’s little fingers felt as puny as a puppy’s paw in my grasp. My age-mates looked at one another uncertainly. No boy wanted to run out in front of the whole city holding hands with a girl. 

Shouting eagerly, most of the crickets let go of their partner’s hands as boys and girls from both sides of the Eurotas ran across the bridges onto the narrow island. Wearing the pelt of the Nemean lion over his brawny shoulders, the statue of Heracles looked down at me as I ran past. I offered up a quick prayer to my ancestor, asking him to breathe his strength into me, if only for a little while. 

As we spilled onto the small, grassy island of a dozen ancient plane trees, the men on both banks clapped their hands to show their approval, while the women laughed and sang. Without pause, like two opposing phalanx’s on the battlefield, the crickets and sparrows charged the frogs and the wrens. 

Because I was holding onto Gorgo’s hand, a strange thing happened. We ran at a 12-year old boy of average height. Without even speaking—Gorgo and I bore down on him, gathered him up between our joined arms and used our combined momentum to force him backwards through the trees and right into the water. 

The crowd applauded and cheered. We had made the first score. 

The scene beneath the ancient plane trees was bedlam. The majority of our teammates had let go of their hands and were busy punching, kicking, and biting our opponents as both sides grappled and tackled one another. 

With Gorgo screaming in my ear, the two of us ran back across the grass, still holding hands. We singled out a lone wren from Limnai, a blonde-haired girl with blood seeping from her nose. This time the force of our joint attack bowled the little girl over. She went sprawling on the ground. 

“Get her leg!” Gorgo shouted. We each grabbed one of the fallen girl’s kicking feet and dragged her into the water. “That was fun!” my cousin laughed gaily. “Let’s get another one!” 

And so it went. Our teammates took note of what Gorgo and I were doing, found their partner and began to mimic our actions. While King Ariston’s grandson Othrias did manage to overpower a cricket and a sparrow, pick them up and throw them into the water, Gorgo’s strategy worked. Pausanias and Othrias met and began wrestling on the ground, while pairs of boys and girls from Pitane and Amyklae grabbed Mesoa’s frogs and Limnai’s wrens and pulled them one at a time into the Eurotas. Once they landed in the chill water they were out of the contest and waded glumly up the far banks to join their friends. 

Some of our opponents tried to adopt what we were doing, but because they had not paired up previously, confusion reigned among them, to the point that some of their members struck one another when a boy or girl tried to grab their hand. Not that it mattered. Once we had gained numerical superiority, the outcome was inevitable. Groups of crickets and sparrows grabbed the frogs and wrens’ flailing arms and legs and tossed them into the shallow water that usually ran clear, but today ran muddy. 

Gorgo shrieked with delight as four of us threw a bellowing boy named Kleitos high into the air. He landed with a loud splash in the center of the stream. Looking around, I realized there were no more frogs or wrens left, except Othrias, who rolled around on the grass wrestling with Pausanias. They were both cut and bleeding, and I saw a bruise made from Pausanias’ teeth on Othrias’s shoulder. 

Grabbing one of Othrias’s ankles, I would have helped Pausanias defeat the grandson of King Ariston, but my cousin would have none of it. “No,” Pausanias rasped. He’d been fighting the Eurypontid for much longer than a wrestling match in the palestra and he was exhausted. “He’s mine.” 

While Pausanias was squat, strong and determined, Othrias was tall like myself, wiry and just as bull-headed. The two punched and beat on one another till they were both so weary they could hardly lift their arms. 

As Pausanias rolled around on the ground, I saw his hand close around a sturdy stick. Before he could raise his arm to strike the royal frog, I stepped on my cousin’s wrist, pinning it down. 

“Enough of this! Let’s finish it.” Gorgo cried. “Throw him in!” Having established herself as a leader among us, we listened to her. The crickets parted the two combatants. Pausanias struck blindly at his own teammates, while fair-haired Callicrates, whose name meant ‘most handsome,’ and identical twins named Alpheus and Maron helped me pick up the weary Othrias. Each of us taking an arm or a leg, we lifted King Ariston’s grandson off the ground, carried him through the grove, and owing to his position within the Eurypontid royal house, we dropped him gently into the water. 

More than half of the crickets and wrens still stood on the grass of the plane tree grove, while the Lacedaemonians on both sides of the Eurotas River applauded. For a single day in our young lives, we understood what it felt like to be heroes. 

Gorgo looked up at me smiling so hard, for once the skin peeling on her sun burnt nose and her closely cropped hair didn’t look so annoying. As we walked toward the Bridge of Heracles once more she took my hand. As there was no reason for it, I shook her off, which she noted and seemed to blush. “We make a good team,” she said, walking too close to me, adding, “I think we are going to be friends, cousin.” 

Not knowing what to say, I could only shrug. We had made a good team. Like her father Cleomenes, she was smart. And yet, I couldn’t help but wonder what my father would think of such a friendship. Still, even though our fathers might be rivals, Gorgo and I did share the same blood, as we were connected through our grandfather, Anaxandridas. 

We filed over the Bridge of Heracles toward the Temple of Athena Bronzehouse on the Issorian Hill where the kings would conduct the sacrifices and there would be a great feast. In the agora, by the statue of Athena of Good Counsel stood our grandfather King Anaxandridas with a large retinue surrounding him made up of priests, polemarchs, and our family, including my grandmother Chrysanthe, Dorieus, Phile, Leonidas’ twin brother Kleombrotus, and his wife Alcathea who carried Pausanias’ infant brother Nicomedes. Leonidas was there too, laughing about something with the king. After Dorieus, he was the king’s favorite. 

While Dorieus, Kleombrotus and Leonidas stood on the king’s right side, at his left stood the bald, white-bearded Senator Chilon, followed by Gorgo’s father, my uncle Cleomenes, his wife Melaina and their six year old son Aristodemus. 

Chilon smiled when he saw the two of us side-by-side. He looked at our fathers and said, “Perhaps you two can learn something from your children.” In response my father Dorieus scowled, while Cleomenes pretended not to hear while he draped the folds of his robe over his arm. 

The king held out his arms to me. As the grandchild that bore his name, Anaxandridas favored me much like he did my father. I ran to him, and he hugged me to his side affectionately. “Well done grandson. You were the lord of the field.” 

For a brief moment I basked in the approval of the king. At that point Anaxandridas was an old man. As old as I am now, eighty summers. Although he had once been a large, powerful man like my father, year after year I’d watched him shrink and his back bend as the light inside him slowly diminished. He limped from an old wound gained against our foes the Argives, his cloud-white hair reached all the way down to his waist, and his breath and skin had taken on a stale scent, but still at times I could see the old fire flickering in his eyes, like it did that day. 

Not to be outdone, Chilon held his arms out to his granddaughter Gorgo, who ran to him to receive his warm embrace. “You were as fearless as an Amazon.” 

Cleomenes said to no one in particular, “It was Gorgo’s strategy that won the day.” 

Dorieus glared at his half brother. Unwilling to single me out for praise, my father said, “Anyone could see it was the boys who did the lion’s share of the fighting.” 

Chilon held up his staff between the two, “No one child deserves the credit. All that is ever proven by the Planistai is that when our children work together, they achieve victory.” 

With his hands on my shoulders, keeping me at his side, the king singled out Pausanias who was limping at the rear of the crickets. “Pausanias, come forward.” Looking at my cousin sternly, the king reprimanded him, saying, “You are strong. But you missed the point of the contest.” 

Chilon wrinkled his nose and said, “You must all forget what you have learned in the tales about Achilles, Great Ajax and Diomedes. The days when a lone hero can charge across the field and break the ranks of the enemy are over. Obsolete. The king is right. The lesson today was: teamwork.” 

Anaxandridas nodded and added, “When you go into battle, it’s working together as a unit that brings victory. Not individual prowess.” 

Laertes, the head priest of Sparta’s most important temple, Athena Bronzehouse, tapped his staff on the stones to gain attention, and said, “Don’t forget the words of the Pythia. According to the Delphic Oracle, it will be the sons of Kleombrotus that will one day reign over Sparta.” 

“Good,” Leonidas grinned. “Then I don’t need to get married.” 

The words of the gods,” Laertes said sternly, “are not to be taken lightly.” 

“That’s funny,” Anaxandridas said, “but I don’t recall the Pythia’s words on the subject being so plain-spoken.” 

“Are they ever?” my father asked. 

Through this entire exchange, Pausanias’ father, my uncle Kleombrotus, said nothing. Although he and Leonidas were twins, they were not identical. While Leonidas always wore a smile, Kleombrotus never showed the slightest emotion. As a little boy my father had reminded me of a lion, Leonidas of a playful hound and Kleombrotus a poisonous viper. With his limp brown hair and long, droll face, he looked nothing like the handsome, blonde Leonidas. While Leonidas loved to joke, Kleombrotus seldom spoke. Although there was nothing remarkable about his appearance, there was something intimidating about his eyes. They were small and black, without eyelashes or eyebrows and reminded me of the eyes I’d seen on a dead shark washed up on the beach at Gythion. 

Chilon spoke up. “The oracle only raised the possibility that Kleombrotus’ heirs might one day rule the Agiad house. If true, the king is right. Young Pausanias still has much to learn if he is ever to lead the armies of the Peloponnesian League.” 

In those days I knew little about the strange relationship between the two old men, Chilon and Anaxandridas. Where grandfather had been the city’s warrior, Chilon had been its peacemaker. While Anaxandridas had defeated the Argives at the Battle of Champions, he had been unable to subdue the Arcadians, leading Chilon to create the Peloponnesian League of Cities, which he used to make Arcadia, Corinth and Elis our allies. Like the king, he was greatly respected among the people. 

“Whether you realize it or not,” Chilon said to the crickets and sparrows gathered there, “as you were fighting, we were watching each and every one of you carefully. We examine your every action. We discuss your mettle. Although the Ionians and Aetolians think it is against our law for a Spartan to be anything but a foot soldier, that’s not true. In the agoge each of you are constantly being prodded, studied and tested to see what profession you will best be suited for. Some of you will be cooks… some flutists… some priests… some heralds. Sparta needs officers, generals, senators, ephors and kings. It is our job as citizens to learn each of your individual talents. Sparta needs your best. I know you don’t understand numbers yet, but Sparta has but ten thousand fighting men—and we control the lands of hundreds of thousands of Dorians, Achaeans, Ionians and Pelagasians. To put it into terms you can understand. You see the size of the Issorian Hill. That is Sparta. Now look around you. At the Taygetus Mountains,” he said pointing to the snow-capped ridge to the west, “and Mount Parnasus,” he said pointing to the east. “They are the size of our enemies.” He let that sink in for a moment, then continued, “For as far as you can see,” he said pointing south to the plains of Laconia, and then north toward Arcadia. “All the land and the people on our borders are under our control.” He pointed a bent finger northeast toward Argos. “All except Argos. In a few years the Twenty Year’s Peace will end. And there will be war once more. Which of you will one day graduate from the agoge and lead us to victory over the Argives—just as King Anaxandridas did at the Battle of Champions? Sparta needs her good soldiers. But she also needs more. Who will provide her with the wise guidance that she needs to keep her people prosperous? Today, you have learned a valuable lesson. When you work alone, you lose. When you work as a team … there is the true secret behind Sparta’s success. We are unbeatable when we work together. Think as a team. Work as a team. That is the lesson of the day. For it is when you stand together like our men in the shieldwall, that you will be most greatly rewarded in life and by your city.” 

With a nod of agreement and a snort of annoyance at Chilon’s long-winded speech, the king lifted his hands and said to the gathering, “Come let us go pray to almighty Zeus and give thanks for this wondrous day. Then we can eat!” The king turned and walked toward the colonnade that led up to the acropolis and Athena Bronzehouse. We followed, and as we did, Gorgo once more grabbed my hand. 

To her dismay I shook her off and went to join Callicrates, Alpheus and his brother Maron. At the banquet the crickets would help serve the homoioi. As we were only fed once a day, special feast days like this were the perfect time to sneak an extra mouthful. Besides Sparta’s famous black broth, there would be lamb, mutton, beef and fish, fresh radishes, cucumbers, onions, tomatoes, dates, grapes and olives. Jars of honey. Pots of salt. Loaves of wheat bread. The smell of freshly baked barley cakes made my stomach growl. Of course the men knew what we were up to—they’d been pais once too—so it took a great deal of skill to avoid their watchful gaze and not get caught. 

On feast days we were allowed to wear our one garment. My herd mates and I considered our tunics useful for one purpose only: hiding food. Not that we took much. If you got greedy the homoioi noticed the bulge under your clothes and you got caned, which was accompanied by a great deal of laughter at your gluttony and stupidity. If a boy was smart he took only a few small things, a fig, a grape, a piece of bread, which went unnoticed and the men left you alone. 

On this particular day the dullest boy in our herd who we called Epimedes, ‘he who thinks too late,’ got caught with an entire leg of lamb in the crotch of his tunic. While the homoioi teased, tripped and slapped Epimedes unmercifully, Callicrates, Alpheus, Maron and I used the diversion to slide three dates, a slice of barley bread, a peach and a small square of goat cheese off the men’s plates and into our clothes. Then, after the Spartiates were all fed, we hunkered down on the acropolis, hiding behind the ancient, blood-stained altar to the Great Goddess Gaia where the four of us shared what we’d filched. I took a bite of the peach, handed it to Callicrates who bit into it and passed it around the circle. Feeling rather clever to have gotten away with our small thefts, we smiled quietly at one another as we chewed, enjoying our victory feast. 










2. A Hard Lesson 




The foundation of every state is the education of its youth. 




Diogenes 




The day after the Planistai life went back to its normal routine. Every morning, all Spartiates, male and female, gathered in rows and columns in a grass field beside their village to do calisthenics. According to the grey-bearded paidonómos Idmon, no other city in the world exercised together as a community as we did, which seemed odd to me, because it was one of my favorite times of the day. It was first light, so the air was cool and comfortable and you got to see everyone in the village, young and old, exercising together, which Idmon claimed not only built strong bodies, it united our spirits and bound us together, which I suppose it did. 

Before we did our calisthenics we began by saying the Spartan Creed. Standing among the crickets along with the rest of the people from the Pitane Village I recited out loud: 




“I swear my allegiance 

To the sovereign polis of Sparta, 

To uphold Sparta’s laws 

And protect the Spartan people. 

I give my life willingly for my country. 

To die in Sparta’s service 

Is the highest honor I can achieve...” 




As a city magistrate led us in our exercises, I watched a scarred old man named Argeus and his aged wife Erato in the row in front of me. They moved with an amazing dexterity and grace for people their age. Like an elite unit of hoplites marching on the practice field the entire village bent, twisted, jumped and stretched as one. As we exercised, the city magistrate called out words written by the lawgiver Lycurgus and we replied with the appropriate response: 




“Who are the Spartans!?” 




“We are the children of Heracles!” 




“What are the Spartans?” 




“We are invincible!” 




“Why are the Spartans invincible?” 




“We are superior over all!” 




As we did our calisthenics the magistrate asked us the same questions, and we repeated the same answers, over and over. We did this Idmon said, because, “We are what we do repeatedly. Excellence is not an act, but a habit.” 




Sparta’s excellence seemed obvious to me. I’d seen my father Dorieus and the columns of the mora march off to war and return home victorious enough times to believe we were invincible. We all believed it. From the stories our soldiers told in the barracks, half of the time Sparta’s enemies panicked and ran away at the very sight of our shieldwall of hoplons painted with Lacedaemonia’s crimson lambda. Sparta’s professional army was the only one of its kind and its string of military victories gave us the right to claim superiority, which gave us a confidence that most Hellenes said bordered on arrogance. 




After we finished our morning calisthenics the crickets followed Idmon to the gymnasium. The old teacher moved slowly, but he represented everything that people admired about Sparta. He said much in few words, he was firm but fair, and even at his age he could disable all of us with very little effort. Idmon was tasked with teaching the crickets how to run, wrestle and box and he taught us well. We began by gathering on the grass of the gymnasium to watch the homoioi competing against one another at all manner of sports including the discus throw, horse racing and a ball game called episkyros, from which we were supposed to gather inspiration and useful advice. 




“The gods gave you two eyes and two ears and only one mouth because it is more important to watch and listen than to speak,” Idmon said. “Observe, listen and learn.” 




After the men were done, in the cool shade of the columns surrounding the sand pits the crickets helped rub the sweaty men down with oil, then used a wooden tool called a strigil to scrape them clean. After which, during the hottest part of the day, when Helios and his fiery chariot were overhead and the light was brightest and the glowing orb the hottest, the homoioi stood under the trees or sat on the grass watching us run, box and wrestle. They chided us when we did something clumsy or stupid and cheered us when we behaved with bravery and humility. 




According to Idmon, the lawgiver Lycurgus reasoned that by involving all of the adults in the community in teaching its young, rather than having just a mother and a father, we would benefit from having an entire city full of parents who took an active part in our education. 




When we were done training, every other day a teacher from Halicarnassus, a Dorian named Danaus, taught us reading, writing and arithmetic. On alternate days our ketharistes Hermogenes taught us music, poetry and dance. So don’t believe it when the Hellenes try to claim the Spartans are all dim-witted oafs. We were more educated than most, all of which was designed to yield benefits on the battlefield and it did. 




After Danaus or Hermogenes were done with us, we spent the rest of the afternoon doing menial chores around the barracks and the city. While we worked scrubbing floors or polishing bronze we were under the supervision of a twenty-year old eiren named Diodotus who ordered us about and swatted us with a switch cut from a green sapling if we shirked our work or otherwise misbehaved. Unlike some eirenes who could be cruel, Diodotus had been a student of Idmon and had learned to treat us firmly but fairly. 




When we were finished our chores the crickets were on our own. Diodotus showed us how to cut the rushes along the Eurotas with our bare hands to make a bed along the river, but before we settled down to sleep, before darkness fell we had a few hours to ourselves. This was my favorite part of the day. Like a pack of wolves the crickets ranged all over Lacedaemonia in search of food. 




Back then, all I thought about was finding something to eat. Because we were fed only once in the morning by the end of the day we were all ravenous. So the crickets spent all of their free time hunting for rabbits, squirrels and birds. On occasion Diodotus helped us track deer or a wild pig and we ate well. Whatever we didn’t eat we bartered away, such as the hooves that people boiled to make glue. In return we received olives and dates that we could store for a few days. 




When we hunted, Diodotus informed us we weren’t allowed to use a bow or a sling, as such weapons killed from afar and were deemed unmanly by the lawgiver Lycurgus. Missile weapons were only used by inferior races like Achaeans, Ionians and Aetolians. Instead we stalked our prey with our bare hands, crude clubs and sharpened sticks. 




Though the Hellenes consider all Spartans thieves, the crickets did not steal often, as with it went the risk of being caught and beaten so severely some boys died. Occasionally we lifted a chicken or a goat from a helot farm, but only if our hunting was unsuccessful and we were close to starving. Idmon told us we were purposely fed little, because when we were older and with the army on campaign we’d be able to forage for ourselves and go without food if we had to, which as I learned in time were useful attributes for a soldier. 




Two days after the Planistai, once we’d finished training and done our chores, the crickets used their free time to swim and fish along the Eurotas. Our favorite swimming hole was where the trickle of the Tiasa Creek joined the Eurotas River and formed a deep pond. There the pine trees dropped their needles into the water giving it a tea-brown color that warmed to the sun making it a pleasant place to swim. Our favorite tree to climb was an ancient sycamore that leaned out over the river, making it perfect for diving into the water. Diodotus had shown us how to build a tidal pool in the shallows. In knee-deep water we made a little fence out of rocks to collect fish. On this particular day we were all hungry and hunted before we swam. The crickets scoured the clear pool searching for crayfish, frogs, polliwogs and yellow-bellied blue gills. 




All worked except Pausanias who acted as if he was above such tasks. He stood apart on the river bank torturing a sparrow he’d caught. He pulled off each of the wings and stuck pine needles into its eyes. Pausanias did odd things like that to make us wary of him, which we were. Ever since he was born, my cousin had been told his heirs would rule Sparta, which made him think he was better than us. Sometimes he was. Pausanias’s body had begun to mature before ours. He was the first to grow wisps of hair on his chin, under his arms and around his crotch. His voice had begun changing, deepening, but also cracking every now and then which secretly the crickets found amusing. He’d also started developing bulgy muscles before we did. While most twelve-year pais were lean and thin, Pausanias was stockier and heavier, so much so, I suspected someone was sneaking him extra food. His size and strength gave my cousin an edge in the agoge, particularly at wrestling and boxing. He used his muscles to destroy all of the boys our age from the five villages in the palestra. All but me. I was the only one able to stand toe-to-toe with Pausanias, and it wasn’t because I was stronger, I wasn’t. I was tall, but I was lean and my muscles stringy. 




It was Idmon, who gave me the answer. He said, “If you can’t out-muscle a heavier, stronger boy, you’ll have to out-think him. You do that by learning the moves.” Idmon likened wrestling and boxing to a dance, with different steps that could be practiced and learned. In wrestling, there are lots of tricks you can use, the arm lock, the flying mare, the ankle sweep, the chicken wing. I listened to Idmon and learned how to use my body as a lever. You apply the right amount of pressure in the right place, you can use your opponent’s weight and joints against him, making him move any way you like. At boxing, I learned how to hook, jab, bob and weave. Pausanias knew only the most rudimentary techniques. Even though Idmon yelled at him and entreated him to learn the moves, Pausanias was as hard-headed as a fence post and ignored our teacher. He thought all he needed to do was out-muscle us, which he did to everyone, but me. I was the only one who could beat him and I did it by out-smarting him. It helped that he was as slow as a mud turtle. After a while I knew what he was going to do next before he did, so I prepared a counter, all of which infuriated Pausanias, making him lose his temper, which gave him god-like strength, but I’d learned a valuable lesson from Idmon: strategy beat brute strength every time. 




Leadership of the crickets was determined by a grouchy old paidonómos named Glaucus who had a wound in his leg that never healed and smelled like rotten mutton. Unknown to us, he was a patron of Pausanias’ father Kleombrotus. Over the years Glaucus had put different members of the herd in charge, from which he said he had determined who had leadership qualities and who didn’t. I never cared about ordering other boys around, so Glaucus had rather quickly told me I had no leadership abilities whatsoever and over the years had settled on Pausanias as our chief. Pausanias abused his position by bullying us, which did not make him popular among the crickets, but as Glaucus would say, “Popularity is no measure of true worth.” 




Once I proved that I could beat Pausanias in the palestra and began defending boys against Pausanias’ bullying, although Glaucus never officially named me the leader of the crickets, my age-mates followed me. No words were spoken. We rarely spoke anyway. In the agoge, idle chatter was prohibited. Our teachers had beaten into us the rule, “Speak only when spoken to by an elder.” When you did reply, getting your thoughts across with as few words as possible was greatly admired. Idmon liked to tell the story about the Spartan messenger who was sent home after a battle to report, “The armies of the State have defeated the Messenians at Mount Ithome.” For which he was rebuked by the ephors, who replied, all that needed be said was, “Victory!” So the crickets didn’t say much. We communicated using our bodies, with hand motions and gestures, which worked well when you were hunting in the woods and a single word could chase away your prey. So I found myself the unspoken leader of the pack. If I went to the foothills to hunt squirrels or to the Eurotas to fish, the others followed. 




Don’t think I was better than the others. I wasn’t. Alpheus and his brother Maron were faster. Acaius a better climber. Ptolemeos had better aim with a rock. Dexamenus was a better singer. Pammon a better swimmer. Beleus a better hunter. As Chilon had said after the Planistai, we all had our talents. Mine seemed to be protecting the herd from the village bully. 




As we searched for fish in the tidal pool on the Eurotas, Beleus caught a rare eel hiding among the reeds. He snatched it up with his hands, then lost his grip on the long, slippery fish. We laughed and had great sport chasing the eel as it snaked among the grasses, till finally Alpheus flipped it up onto the muddy bank. Acaius pounced on it and held on, Nachor scaled and filleted it with a stone knife, Maron started a fire, Dexamenus cooked it on sticks, I broke it into equal mouthfuls and Callicrates handed one slice to each of us. 




In the days when Pausanias had ruled the pack, he did very little work, but still took a share of our spoils. On this particular day, Pausanias said nothing. He sat sulking apart from the rest of us. I handed the last piece of fish to Callicrates and nodded toward Pausanias. Callicrates shook his head vehemently, but I nudged him and motioned him toward my cousin. The little blonde-haired boy did as I bid and cautiously handed our erstwhile leader a slice. With a snarl, Pausanias took the piece of eel and threw it in the river. 




The rest of us began eating, chewing slowly, enjoying what most people considered a rare delicacy, when suddenly I noticed the shadows move on the far side of the Tiasa. Something stepped from the laurel bushes that sent shivers up my spine. A tanned, two-legged creature naked but for a loin cloth began splashing through the shallow creek toward us. What made my pulse race was that whoever or whatever it was had the head of a grotesque gorgon, with hair of snakes and its long tongue sticking out grotesquely. At first I feared I would be turned to stone, then I realized it was a young man wearing a mask like the ones that hung in the Temple of Artemis Orthia. The masks were made of mud, hardened in an oven, decorated with red, yellow and blue paint, then used in temple rituals. Behind the gorgon came two more young men, one wearing the mask of a snorting, horned bull and the other a mask of a weeping old man. Each had a frightening aspect, the type designed to scare children. The young men’s thighs bulged with muscles as they waded through the knee-deep middle of the Tiasa. 




Whoever they were, the fact that they were hiding their faces meant they were up to no good. I imagined they were older boys, probably eirenes from the agoge intent on stealing our food. 




Jumping to my feet, I shouted to the crickets. “Go! Run! Scatter!” There was no way a bunch of little pais could stand up to three fully grown eirenes. If we stayed and fought, my age-mates would get hurt. If we split up and ran there was a chance the older boys would give up the chase and we would escape. The crickets did not need to be told twice. They were as unnerved as I by the masks. The herd dispersed in every direction like bees from a kicked hive. 




I took off running on the dirt path along the Eurotas, only to look over my shoulder to see all three masked phantoms chasing me! Swallowing hard, I knew by the cold glint behind the eye slits of their masks, that I alone was the quarry of their hunt. 




As I ran, I remembered the lines of Homer’s Iliad, when a much more famous prince than I, the Trojan prince Hector, saw the Thessalian hero Achilles approaching him and fled… 




“As Hector sees Achilles, terrors arise, 

Struck by a god, afraid he flies. 

He leaves the gates and wall behind: 

Achilles follows like the winged wind.” 




I’d foolishly run south, away from Sparta, away from our village, where there was no hope of running into help. Glancing over my shoulder, just like Hector, I knew I would never shake my pursuers. As I slowed down and came to a halt, Hector’s words ran through my head… 




“Enough, Achilles! Troy has viewed 

Her walls thrice circled and her chief pursued. 

But now some god within me bids me try 

Thine, or my fate: I kill thee, or I die...” 




The young man in the weeping man mask sneered, “Getting tired little sprout?” 




“Why run,” I said. “There are only three of you.” 




The youth in the gorgon mask laughed. “A tough guy. I like that. There’s no sport in hunting a mouse.” 




I recognized his voice. Their leader was a nineteen-year old eiren from Mesoa named Xenon. He had a dangerous reputation. He loved to kill things, from harmless bugs to peoples’ pet dogs to men. A part of every eirenes’ ritual initiation was to kill a helot. The rumor was that Xenon had killed more than a dozen helots. He killed for fun, without fear of the crime of murder. Xenon acted with the support of the State, who annually declared war on the helots to cull their numbers, absolving their killers of any pollution that would bring the wrath of the Furies down on their heads. Xenon was a rare individual like my uncle Kleombrotus, who enjoyed killing. Such men are good to have with you in the shieldwall, but dangerous in times of peace. I knew his companions too. He was accompanied by Nessus and Deiphilus, two slow-witted dullards who were just as deadly as Xenon. 




Truth be told, I was scared. If Xenon and his goons were hunting me, I was going to end up knifed, strangled or drowned. In the agoge they try to instill courage in us, but bravery is not something that can be taught. As I saw death staring me in the face through a gorgon’s mask, my throat went dry and my knees began to tremble. 




“Come here tough guy,” Xenon said softly. 




Knowing I didn’t stand a chance, I did something I’d learned in the agoge from Idmon. I could hear the white-bearded man’s voice in my head, “If you get into a dangerous situation you know you can’t win, offer to shake hands first. If they agree, grip them like this, and then twist your wrist like that. It will break all of your opponent’s fingers.” Idmon said it was called the ‘old man’s move,’ because the older one became, it was harder to defend oneself against younger, faster assailants. “It’s a simple move that can cripple your attacker.” 




The young man in the gorgon’s mask glared at my proffered hand. This was hardly a wrestling or boxing match in the palestra where such formalities were observed. With a laugh he took the bait. Twisting my wrist, I broke all of the knuckles on his right hand. 




Nessus laughed loudly. “He used the old man move on ya!” 




Xenon howled. “I’m going to kill you for that!” 




Deiphilus got in Xenon’s way. “We were told just to rough him up.” 




“I don’t care what we were told!” Xenon spat holding his hand gingerly. “I’m going to wring the little turd’s neck.” 




Things did not go well from there. Xenon was twice my size and had been through thirteen years of training in the agoge. Like most Spartans he was an accomplished wrestler, boxer and killer. He still had one good hand and he used it to beat me about the face until I couldn’t see, then tripped and threw me on the hard ground knocking the wind out of me. Once I was down, all three began kicking me. I curled up into a ball and tried to protect my face from serious injury. As I began to feel light-headed, they stopped. Opening one bleary eye, it was then that I realized Pausanias had not run off with the others. My cousin stood within the circle of attackers looking down at me. 




“Get up!” he said with a swift kick to my stomach. 




Now I had an idea what this was all about. This was to determine who led the crickets. Chilon could spout fancy words about teamwork, but when it came to deciding who led the herd, it all came down to a contest between two individuals, nor was Pausanias concerned about niceties like fair play. 




It wasn’t much of a contest. Not that it was meant to be. The outcome had already been preordained. As Pausanias flailed away at me and I tried to block his blows, I tasted my own blood. My nose was broken, both my eyes bruised shut, and at least one of my ribs cracked. What hurt worst of all was a blow I took to the chin that made me bite my tongue. Finally a punch came to the side of my head that shut down further thought. Everything went black. My eyes rolled up in my head and I went down hard, out cold. What happened after that, I’m not really sure. 




When I woke I was so light-headed, I felt like a clam that a seagull picks up from the beach and soars with high in the sky, dropping it to crack open on the rocks below. Was this what it was like to be dead? No. When I tried opening my eyes the sun hurt. The throbbing pain in my tongue and my ribs meant I was still alive. I closed my eyes and my mind swam like the time when I was a child and had spun round and round so many times I got dizzy, felt a brief euphoria and fell over. 




When my head finally stopped spinning, I squinted through my swollen eyelids and realized I was being carried in someone’s arms. Was it Hermes, god of thieves and travelers, come to carry me to the Blessed Isles? Whoever it was, he was big and strong, and carried me with no more effort than I was newborn lamb. No, it was not a god. Through my sore nose I sniffed the stink of a sweating man. It felt like I flew among the clouds because he carried me so high off the ground. Peering up at the man’s face, I saw a bushy blonde and grey-streaked beard. The fashion among young Spartan men was to keep the beard trimmed closely and shave the upper lip. Not this man. I looked up an untamed, bushy beard that gave him the appearance of a wild man. When he felt me squirm in his arms he glanced down and slowed his pace. I recognized his piercing blue eyes. The lines around them showed the weather of more than fifty summers and yet he was still as powerful as a much younger man. 




I was being carried by a Lacedaemonian hero. 




Othryades was famous as the only survivor of the Battle of Champions. It was a fight people still spoke about with awe. Early in my grandfather King Anaxandridas’s reign, three hundred hand-picked Spartiates were pitted against three hundred of the best warriors from our most-hated Dorian rival, Argos, for the control of a strip of land called the Thyreatis. When the dust settled, Othryades was the only man left standing on the field. He almost died of his wounds, but survived and won eternal fame. 




When I tried to speak, he slowed to a walk. “You’ll be all right laddie. You’re alive.” 




I wanted to ask where he was taking me, but found out soon enough. He picked up the pace and ran at an easy lope through endless rows of olive trees. Though they might all look the same, they’re not. I recognized the place. We were on the king’s land. Though Anaxandridas would be in the city, my grandmother Chrysanthe would be out at the farm. She was an unusual old woman. In a way, she was like one of the black cows out in her pasture; tough as boiled leather on the outside, but sweet as milk on the inside. My grandmother was considered odd by some because she refused to live in Pitane Village. Instead she preferred to stay out on the family farm where she supervised the field helots and tended her huge gardens. 




Othryades hurried through rows of grape arbors; prime land that had been in the hands of Agiad kings for fourteen generations. According to the lawgiver Lycurgus, the kleros given to every Spartiate was supposed to be equal in size, but that wasn’t the case. The farms inherited by people like my grandparents and noblemen were many times the size of those owned by the common foot soldier. From comments I’d overheard when serving the men in the mess halls, I knew that in addition to the farm, Anaxandridas owned an iron mine in Geronthrae and a copper mine in Prasiae. Neither of which meant much to me, but as I would learn in time, they meant a great deal to my father and my uncles. The land would all go to my father if Anaxandridas’ favor counted for anything. And if the land went to my father, one day it would come to me. 




A dozen field helots that tended the grapevines were finishing their work for the day, saw us and came to see who Othryades had in his arms. According to Spartan law, the helots that tended our fields and flocks turned over half of the produce to their Spartan masters and kept the other half to meet their own needs. Laconia was so bountiful, what they gave us was enough to feed the Spartans so we could devote all of our time to military training. Some Laconian helots hated us and called us oppressors (those tended not to live long), while the rest accepted their lot in life and were quite loyal. 




A black-bearded helot farmer named Elais, looked at me with concern. “Who would do such a thing?” 




“They’ve already been dealt with. Go home now children.” Later I would learn Othryades broke Nessus’ wrist and blackened both of Dephilius’s eyes. He hit Xenon so hard it broke his gorgon mask, gouging a deep cut across his face that he would carry as a scar the rest of his life. 




Othryades found Chrysanthe out in her garden, where she was down on her knees with a small shovel, digging weeds out of the ground from around a tomato plant. She was a stout, strong woman with surprising energy for one her age. She kept her long grey hair pulled back severely from her face, revealing a toothless pair of gums and piercing blue eyes. No other Spartan woman I have ever known would deign to do such physical labor, they would consider it beneath their dignity and leave it to the helots, but ever since I was little I’d heard my grandmother say that it was a woman’s sacred duty to bring forth life, and her greatest joy seemed to be watching things bloom and grow. 




Grandmother heard Othryades’ footsteps and looked up at him scowling like he was a pesky beetle on her precious roses. When at last she recognized the hero of the Battle of Champions, the wrinkles around her eyes lit up as if Demeter, the goddess of good harvests, walked among her rows of lettuce. 




“What are you doing here?” She rose stiffly, brushing the dirt from her knees. She took one look at me and dropped her little shovel. “Bring him inside the house.” 




Surprisingly fast for an old woman, Chrysanthe led the way down a row of cucumbers, past her well-tended flowerbeds of red and yellow peonies, violets, irises, lilies and larkspur. She was at constant war with rabbits and moles and favored me because I hunted them for her as diligently as a barnyard cat. 




Grandmother took Othryades inside the two-story stone farmhouse. What had always impressed me about the place was the inner courtyard, where the balcony was lined with shields taken by my ancestors in battle. One of the things I liked best about my grandfather was listening to his stories about the kings who had captured the shields as trophies. There was a dented hoplon painted with the fork-tongued Argive snake taken by my great-grandfather Lindius. There was an old oblong shield, taken by an ancestor named Polydorus from a Messenian king named Aristodemus. The bronze was engraved with raised scenes of war and peace like the famous aspis of Achilles. There were battered round bucklers from Tegea, Elis and the island of Samos, a cobweb strewn crescent-shaped pelta shield from Thrace, a tattered figure-eight shield from Mycenae painted with a Cretan bull, and a rectangular, wooden defender from Egypt that was as big as the front door. I looked up at them as I always did, in awe of my Spartan forefathers who had hung them from the balcony. 




As Othryades set me down on the great oak table in the center of the megaron, my grandmother lit an oil lamp and snapped at a little girl my age, a house helot named Zoe, to fetch a bowl of water. Zoe was as skinny as a corn stalk, with tar black hair, smudges of dirt on her face and a leaf in her hair. “Run girl! Out to the well! Move faster or I’ll take a cane to you.” Terrified, poor little Zoe bolted from the courtyard. Grandmother smiled toothlessly, giggled and added, “Isn’t she cute?” Then she began examining my wounds. 




Zoe quickly returned carrying a black Corinthian bowl painted with a gold image of Helen, of Helen of Troy fame. As my grandmother wet strips of linen and cleaned the blood from my cuts, Zoe stood by the table staring at me with a pair of glistening, doe-like eyes. Whenever I visited the farm the little helot girl followed me everywhere. I’d played many a prank on her to escape her big, watchful brown eyes. In the winter when the crickets slept in the farm’s wooden barn, Zoe always managed to find me. On cold nights, to keep warm the herd slept like a brood of puppies, leg over leg, heads on each others’ shoulders. I woke many a chill morning with Zoe curled up like a kitten at my side, all of which led to much teasing by the crickets, especially Pausanias. As she looked at me sadly, I naively realized that for some odd reason she liked me. 




“Is he dead?” the girl asked fearfully. 




“No he ain’t dead. But you will be if you don’t stop being a nuisance,” my grandmother scowled. She snapped at the girl to pour some fresh broth into the cauldron on the tripod over the fire. As Zoe ran to do as she was told, Chrysanthe dabbed my swollen eyes with a cool linen cloth as gently as she was tending a rose petal in her garden. “Who did this?” 




“Who else,” Othryades answered. 




“He’s a bad seed,” Chrysanthe said, “like his father.” 




“This is for the boy’s victory at the Planistai. Won with Cleomenes’ daughter no less.” 




“This is about the succession,” my grandmother said bitterly. “They are afraid Gorgo and the boy will marry and there goes the oracle’s prediction about Kleo’s heirs ruling Sparta.” 




“For the gods’ sake, they’re only children.” 




“Well, it’s begun. The boy will have to grow up quick if he wants to survive.” 




“Pausanias had help: three of his father’s followers.” 




At that age I only vaguely understood that Xenon owed his patronage to my uncle. Kleombrotus had recognized Xenon’s skill as a killer and had mentored him, trained him and refined his abilities. Everyone owes their allegiance to someone, be it a king, senator or an aristocrat. Sparta demanded we swear allegiance to the State, but the entire Hellenic world was still built on patronage. Poor men owed rich nobles for paying their debts. Men owed other men for working their land, using their nets, training them, adopting them, marrying their daughters, protecting their families … it went on and on. All male citizens of rank, including men like Cleomenes, Dorieus and Kleombrotus had their underlings that would do whatever they were told. 




I slowly realized my grandmother was right. This wasn’t about leading a herd of little boys. This was bigger than that. This was about the throne. Having three of his hounds gang up on me was Kleombrotus’ way of showing the Lacedaemonians that the Delphic Oracle was right. His heirs would rule. Not Cleomenes’ daughter. And certainly not me. 




“Whatever happened to honor?” my grandmother sighed. “Pausanias can’t beat the boy by himself, so Kleo resorts to foul play. That black-hearted demon says little, but he is always plotting. The gods curse the day I spawned that harpy. I should have drowned him with the sick kittens in the barn. Did you have words with his three minions?” 




“More than words.” 




“Good. And Pausanias? Kleo will stick a knife in you if you laid a hand on his precious heir.” 




“I would have liked to have taught him a lesson as well, but didn’t. Instead I let him know that if word of this incident gets out, he will lose the respect of the Equals. Not that Kleo will care.” 




“He’s like his brothers. Kleo cares only about the throne and he’ll do anything to get it. The thing that irritates me is that if he does, he’ll get the farm too.” 




“What he really wants are the mines.” 




“I warned Anaxandridas,” grandmother sighed. “I told him he was making a mistake by favoring Dorieus in front of the whole city. It’s driven our enemies to Cleomenes and its twisted Kleombrotus’s soul.” 




“And Leonidas?” 




“Don’t let his handsome face fool you. He’s just as ruthless as his twin. The only difference between them is that Leonidas will smile at you first before he guts you.” 




When grandmother went off to the hearth to fetch a bowl of broth, terrified I might not be fit to be a Spartan, I whispered to Othryades. “I was afraid.” In Sparta, courage was everything. The best fate a Spartiate could hope for was to die bravely on the battlefield. It gave you the respect of your peers and immortality among the Lacedaemonians. My greatest fear was to dishonor my family name by giving in to dread Lord Ares’ twin sons, Deimos and Phobus, the gods of fear and panic. 




The bushy bearded man considered my words. “We are all afraid sometimes boy. Fear can keep you alive. It’s a matter of how you handle it. Today you choked it down and stood up to four of them. That’s brave.” 




It was? 




“Don’t think too much,” Othryades said firmly. “Keep such thoughts far away or like a fever they will infect your mind. Act on what needs to be done, and you’ll be fine.” 




That night I slept on a pallet of clean straw in one of the servant’s rooms on the second floor of the farmhouse. If my side didn’t hurt every time I breathed, it would have been an enjoyable evening. I hadn’t slept inside a house in five years. Even though my wounds throbbed, I felt spoiled. I lay looking up at the timber ceiling comforted by the knowledge that I was not alone. Othryades and my grandmother made strong allies. 




After I fell asleep, Zoe sneaked onto my straw pallet. Usually when she tried this I was out in the barn with the crickets and much to everyone’s amusement, I would toss her out of the loft to land in a pile of hay below. Though annoyed that she woke me, as I was about to kick her across the floor, I paused to look into her doe-like brown eyes that were studying me so intently. I admit, there was something hypnotic about her gaze. I stared back into her eyes like I was staring into a fire. 




“You will get well,” Zoe whispered her eyes never leaving mine. “You will have your revenge. One day you will break one of Pausanias’ bones.” Her voice picking up strength, she added, “You will venture to the ends of the earth. You will become a great warrior, feared among nations. You can be a king. All you have to do—is want it.” 




“And how do you know this?” I asked through my battered lips. 




“Helen told me.” 




She didn’t mean just any Helen. She meant the Helen, Helen of Troy, who had been dead for hundreds of years. Helen had a cult following and Sparta’s oldest, most impressive temple out in the foothills of Parnassus. Lacedaemonian women loved to tell the story about the helot wet nurse who was in charge of an ugly Spartiate baby. The woman took the infant to Helen’s temple every day and prayed to improve the poor child’s appearance, which Helen did, as the girl grew up to be one of the most beautiful women in the city. 




Unlike my father, who scoffed at such tales and said they were created by priests to trick people into giving generously at the temples, I believed the stories. Zoe was an Achaean like Helen, so maybe she did talk to her. Though why the most beautiful woman who ever lived would want to talk to a dirty helot girl didn’t make much sense. I told her to be quiet and sleep. 




Although I would never admit it to myself or my age-mates, there was something comforting about the warmth of Zoe’s body beside me. It was like sleeping with my grandfather’s big, floppy hunting dog Bluetooth. Deep in the night the girl snuggled up against my broken rib, causing me to wake and react violently. Even though I was stiff and sore, I kicked her across the floor, causing her to knock over a potted plant, making me wince. Grandmother would yell at us both for damaging her beloved gardenias. 




The next morning my father visited the farm. I awoke to find him standing over me, looking suspiciously at Zoe who was curled up on the floor behind my back. He nudged her awake with his toe and she fled like a feral cat. She stumbled and fell over the broken pot, never once taking her wide eyes from Dorieus. She looked up at him in awe, like she’d seen Ares, dread god of war. 




“Stand up!” he snapped at me. “Get up. That’s it. I heard what happened and feel no pity for you. You’re an idiot. Why in the gods’ name did you tell the herd to flee? Didn’t you learn anything from the Planistai? What kind of commander tells his men to run? Don’t say a word. I don’t care if there were ten of them. Get used to it. You are always going to be out-numbered. If I’d caught you, I would have beaten you much worse just for running. You deserve what you got. Let this be a hard lesson. Stay with your men! Or you’ll never make much of an officer, much less a king.” 




The entire incident was quickly forgotten. The day I left my grandparents’ farm and began limping back to the Pitane Village, as I walked along two ruts made from countless carts that served as a road, an armed hoplite named Agenor came racing toward me on horseback. Agenor was one of the kings’ royal bodyguard, called the Hippeis. As he flew by he yelled: 




“The Agiad king is dead!” 










3. The Garden of the Hesperides 




After the death of Anaxandridas, the Spartans kept to the law, and made his eldest son Cleomenes king. 




Herodotus, The History 




The Spartans adhere to their own customs at the death of one of their kings. Horsemen were sent throughout Lacedaemonia, to every village, every seaport and every helot’s hovel, informing the people that a king had died. On the first day, in the villages of Pitane, Limnai, Mesoa, Kynosoura and Amyklae the free women went about striking copper kettles causing an unsettling din meant to drive away evil spirits. On the second day, a city magistrate selected a man and a woman from every household in the five villages and required them to go into official State mourning. The woman cut off their hair and wailed loudly, while the men scratched cuts into the cheeks of their faces. They threw dust upon their clothes, rolled in the dirt and went around looking somber. On the third day, the official State mourners and the leading men who dwelled around Lacedaemonia, called perioicoi, were compelled to attend the funeral ceremony where the king’s body was burned atop a great pyre. The women threw their hair into the fire, the perioicoi beat their foreheads and everyone walked around saying that Anaxandridas had been the best king ever. 

On the fourth day, the king’s bones were placed in a black funeral urn painted with scenes from his life. Then the urn was interred in the Agiad royal burial ground in Pitane beside the shrine to Asclepius, god of healers. Afterwards funeral games were held in Anaxandridas’ honor. They included running, boxing, wrestling, the long jump, discus throw, even a chariot race, with olive wreathes as prizes for the winners. On the fifth day, there was a great feast. Everyone from Lacedaemonia was invited. All wore black and Spartiate, perioicoi and helot mingled and ate together peacefully. On the sixth day, the council declared a general amnesty to all criminals. On the seventh day, all debts to the king and the State were forgiven. During the next ten days no business transactions were permitted, nor were there any meetings of the city council. All continued to mourn in private. 

Through all of this, the agoge was closed so I did not encounter Pausanias. If I had, I was in such sad shape he would have whipped me easily. To listen to Gorgo, it was her prayers at Helen’s temple that kept me safe. Maybe she was right. While our lessons and chores were temporarily suspended, Pausanias hunted the crickets down one at a time and when he found them, he beat them, twisting their arms, forcing them to swear to follow him. The weak complied. The strong refused, splitting the herd in two. 

On the eighteenth day after my grandfather’s death, the ephors announced the name of the new king. When the ephors declared Cleomenes firstborn and therefore by law Anaxandridas’ successor, there was a great outcry among the people who thought my father should be king. In protest, some refused to attend the sacrifices, singing and dances held in Cleomenes’ honor. The same way the crickets had split, it seemed the entire city had fractured in two. When Dorieus petitioned the council for volunteers to build a new colony, permission was granted with very little discussion. Everyone realized that if Dorieus did not go, the country might erupt in civil war. The question on everyone’s lips was: where would Dorieus build his new city? 

A month after my grandfather’s death, an ambassador arrived who provided the answer. 

I was working in the Temple of Athena Bronzehouse alongside Callicrates, Alpheus, his brother Maron, and six others who remained loyal to me, while Pausanias and his followers worked on the other side of the temple. Among the crickets many chores was polishing the smoke-covered bronze murals that adorned the walls of the temple. I used a fleece cloth to rub at the raised image of my ancestor Heracles fighting the nine-headed Lernaean Hydra, bringing the tarnished metal to a bright shine. It was tedious work made all the more difficult by the many creases in the bronze. 

Suddenly Gorgo came running up the steps between the pillars and found me. “Have you heard?” she asked excitedly. When I shook my head negatively, she said, “King Arcesilas of Cyrene has sent an ambassador to your house. He is waiting there now. They are fetching your father from the gymnasium. From what my father says, they probably want him to build his colony in Libya.” 

“Libya?” I said gloomily. As far as I knew, Libya was at the edge of the world, the place where the titan Atlas held the world up on his shoulders. 

Gorgo sat and waited patiently outside on the steps under the shade of a bay tree till I finished, then started to annoy me by rushing me to my parents’ house where we sneaked upstairs to the balcony overlooking the megaron with its smoky hearth fire, a single cherry tree, and a collection of simple wooden furniture, that in the Spartan custom had all been handmade by my father. 

Gorgo and I lay on the wooden plank floor in the shadows, watching as my father’s closest companions arrived and sat on the benches around the fire. Off to one side stood a tall, thin man, with lank black hair wearing a long crimson red himaton draped over one of his forearms. 

“That’s him. The ambassador. His name is Histeaus,” Gorgo whispered. “Who are those men?” 

“Well, the worried looking one with the gray hair, that’s Thessalus. He was my father’s trainer when he was in agoge. The young one with all the muscles that walks like a rooster, that’s Celeas. My father coached him in the palestra. He won in the Nemean Games with the discus. The one as tall as my father standing by the hearth, that’s Paraebates. He’s a famous spearman, one of your father’s bodyguards in the Hippeis.” My father’s brothers, our uncles Leonidas and Kleombrotus needed no introduction. 

Once the men had assembled, Dorieus nodded to King Arcesilas’ ambassador to begin. 

Histeaus was not a very impressive man to look at. He did not appear like a warrior. His face appeared too gaunt. Every time I glanced at him, his expression seemed to change. From happy to somber, from intelligent to idiotic, from determined to fearful. It was when he opened his mouth, and he began to gesture and move his hands about like a bard, that it became evident why King Arcesilas had sent him. 

Like most politicians, Histeaus spoke for a long time. He opened by describing the founding of Cyrene in Libya. Gorgo told me later she’d heard the story before, but it was all new to me. Four generations ago, Sparta’s only island colony of Thera, had built Cyrene at a place Histeaus described as a tropical paradise, where fresh water, rich soil, copper, and game were all plentiful. Cyrene had been built several stadia inland in a lush valley by the Jebel Akhdar plateau. The city grew so quickly, the Cyrenicans built a port on the coast called Apollonia. When people heard how wealthy the Cyrenicans were becoming, additional colonists poured in, building Teucheira and Euesperides on the coast and Barca inland. Together, the five cities became known as the Pentapolis. 

“Your ancestor Heracles visited Libya,” Histeaus said. “He went there to complete his eleventh labor, to pluck a golden apple from the Garden of the Hesperides. Admittedly we have yet to find trees that produce apples made of gold, but we have found something just as rare and just as valuable: silphium, the plant that miracles are made of. The local Nasamone natives call it ‘quourina.’ The Berbers call it ‘shahaat.’ We call it is a gift from Apollo. When my ancestors first came to Libya they found it growing wild along the coast. It looks like parsley, so they used it as a food spice. Then they found when their cattle grazed upon silphium it made their flesh more tender. Today, it has more uses than a belt knife. People everywhere around the Aegean use it to treat coughs, sore throats, fevers, stomach aches and even warts. All of which has made silphium worth its weight in silver.” 

Histeaus went on and on, claiming the black earth around Cyrene contained the richest farmland in the world. “The weather and the soil are so perfect,” he said, “we are able to raise crops ten months out of twelve, giving us three harvests a year. On top of that, it is a hunter’s paradise. You’ll find creatures in Libya the likes of which you have never seen before. Ostriches, antelope, crocodiles—each of which has a distinct flavor unlike anything you have ever tasted. Wild boar are plentiful, as are lions and the spotted leopard.” 

He described strange creatures called camels and elephants, and once he had the group of men dazzled, Histeaus concluded by saying, “King Arcesilas bids me to invite you and the Spartans to build your new colony in Libya. We will transport you there with our ships. We will provide food and supplies for your people. And, we will help you build your city. Lumber for houses. Stone for walls. Workers to irrigate your fields. We will give everything you need, if you just come. What say you?” 

“Where would we place this city?” Dorieus asked. 

At that point Histeaus produced a large, rolled up papyrus map that he spread out upon a table. The men gathered around, making it impossible for Gorgo or I to see what they were pointing at. 

“We have scouted out the perfect place for you,” the ambassador said. “The Cinyps Wadi. I’ve seen it myself. It is more beautiful than anything you can imagine. A lush oasis in the middle of a barren desert. Beautiful emerald green water. Incredible white beaches. Land so fertile your people will never go hungry. And so much game, the animals practically leap onto your spear.” 

“Where is Cyrene?” Dorieus asked. 

Histeaus pointed out the Peloponnese, Crete, Cyrene, and then jabbed his finger at a dip in the Libyan coast. “The wadi is here. A two-day sail west of the Pentapolis.” 

“Where are the Carthaginians?” asked Thessalus. He was the oldest among my father’s closest companions and the most cautious. 

“Carthage is here,” Histeaus said pointing at the map, “a five day’s sail west of you. The Phoenicians do have a fortress here, at Oea, only a day’s sail to your west.” 

“Your king is a clever man,” Leonidas said. “He wants to place us between himself and his enemies.” 

“The Phoenicians are sailors,” Histeaus scoffed. “Certainly no match for the Spartans on land.” 

As I listened I learned Phoenicia and Carthage were under the control of the Persian Empire that had also overrun Egypt. The entire coast of Libya all the way to the Pillars of Heracles in the west was under the control of Persia and her allies. All except for the swath of land around the five Dorian cities of the Pentapolis. That was the real reason King Arcesilas had sent to us. The Cyrenicans were afraid their rich land would be raped and pillaged and their people sold off into slavery by the Persians. 

Histeaus bowed gracefully, “If you were to bring your famed Spartan warriors to Libya it could change everything. A Phoenician outpost has popped up east of Oea. They are coming our way. Our informants tell us they are getting ready to build at the wadi next…” 

“How many hoplites can you and your allies put into the field?” Dorieus asked abruptly. 

“Counting all five cities of the Pentapolis: twenty-five thousand. Our Dorian allies in Thera, Sicily, Italy and Crete, can supply us with another twenty-five thousand men. And our native allies among the Nasamone, Asbystae and Garamante tribes can aid us with another ten thousand warriors.” 

“What about ships?” 

“We have over two hundred merchant ships that can be used as transports. Plus we have forty new triremes, with additional hulls being laid down as we speak.” 

“And the Persians?” 

“Persia is entirely landlocked. They have no warships.” 

“I may not know much, but I know Phoenicia and Carthage have large navies,” Thessalus said. 

“We estimate they have a hundred warships,” Histeaus said with a shrug. “But they are spread out from Ionia all the way to Iberia. At most we only see one or two of their warships at a time escorting their merchantmen along our coast.” 

Dorieus paced and swung his muscular arms, loosening them like he did before a wrestling match in the palestra. I watched as he cracked his neck, something he did when he was nervous. Finally he told Histeaus that he would give him an answer in the morning. With that, the ambassador left. After which the men sat around the hearth fire and discussed the proposal. 

Lying on the balcony for so long, I was getting restless. “I have chores to do,” I whispered. 

“Be quiet and listen,” Gorgo hissed. “This is important.” 

With my chin resting on the backs of my hands I listened, noting how Gorgo had scooted closer beside me so that our bodies touched. As she often did I could sense her little body trembling. It was a beautiful summer day and she was cold. I put an arm around her to warm her and she seemed to relax. 

“Three harvests a year,” came Paraebates’ deep cavernous voice from down below us in the megaron. “I like the sound of that. Food won’t be a problem when we are on campaign.” Food was always a problem in the Peloponnese. An entire crop could be wiped out by a torrential rain or an early frost making it difficult to provide rations for the army. 

“I wouldn’t mind going there,” Leonidas added, “just for the hunting. The way Histeaus described them, I would love to see one of those elephants. And lions. We haven’t seen one of the really big cats in the Taygetus or the Parnasus since the mountain lion cub father found when I was born.” The cub that had given him his name, Leonidas, ‘lion-like.’ 

“We should have asked Histeaus about the lotus plant,” Celeas said. “Isn’t Libya supposed to be the place Odysseus and his men landed, and his crew wandered off, seduced by the lotus?” 

“Don’t let that worry you,” Leonidas said. “From what I’ve heard the lotus is actually a berry. And it makes the finest wine in the world.” 

“Fine enough to make Odysseus’ men forget their homes and families,” Thessalus said grimly. “We’ve all heard the story about how Heracles raided the Hesperides for their golden apples, but Histeaus forgot to mention that it was guarded by a dragon with one hundred heads. That describes Libya perfectly. Rich lands, lorded over by a hundred different enemies. I don’t trust this Histeaus. He’s a politician. Since when do politicians have any regard for the truth? I wouldn’t put it past him to inflate the strength of King Arcesilas’ forces and underestimate the danger from the Persians.” 

“What say you brother?” Dorieus asked Kleombrotus. 

As he often did, Pausanias’ father had been sitting back quietly listening. The brothers had rarely spoken since the Planistai, but since Cleomenes’ election to the Agiad throne all three had agreed to join forces. 

Kleombrotus shrugged and said in a soft whisper that lifted the short hairs at the back of my neck, “You all know me. I like killing people. If they happen to be Persians, so much the better. Building a colony in Libya, would be a great adventure. One worthy of you brother. While Cleomenes sits here getting fat, we’ll be overseas taking the fight to the enemy.” 

Celeas added, “Histeaus isn’t the first man to tell us Libya is a rich, tropical paradise. I like the idea of trying to find the Garden of the Hesperides. And I like the idea of standing up to the Persians, even if it’s just their stooges from Phoenicia.” 

According to what Gorgo told me, the Persians were creeping like a plague across the land. They came from the Far East, and besides adding Phoenicia, Carthage and Egypt to their vast empire, over the past several years they’d begun marching around the Aegean. They’d taken Lycia, Ionia and Phrygia before I was born. Current reports put their High King Darius and his mammoth army in Scythia. 

Dorieus put the question of whether or not to go to Libya to a vote, the results of which we could not hear. After which the men went off to their evening meal in the rows of wooden mess halls built west of the village of Mesoa. 

Once they were gone I slipped Gorgo back outside. My father would not like me allowing her inside our house, but I figured Cleomenes would learn all of these things in time anyway, so what did it matter? Plus I liked to hear what Gorgo thought about things. What we had just heard made my head hurt. I’d always thought my father would build a new city on the other side of the Taygetus or Parnassus Mountains. Some place close to Lacedaemonia. The thought of traveling to the land of the lotus eaters, to the very ends of the earth, away from everything and everyone I held dear was unnerving. 

“What do you think?” I asked her. “Will they go to Libya?” 

She looked at me somewhat sadly, “The real question is, should you go? No. You shouldn’t. You’ll only be killed. But you know your father. He cannot abide my father. He will go, and you will go with him.” As she said this, I noticed she was sniffling. 

“What is the matter? Are you getting sick?” 

“You are such a dope,” she said hitting me on the arm. Then she did a strange thing. She kissed me on the cheek and ran off to her father’s house. 

Although I usually slept in the rushes along the Eurotas with the crickets, that night I sneaked back inside my parents’ house wondering if Dorieus had made a decision. Instead I heard my parents arguing. Phile was angry. 

“You ask everyone’s opinion, but mine.” She said she felt the same way as Kleombrotus’s wife Alcathus. She didn’t want to leave our village. She was happy where we were. And Alcathus had already informed everyone that no matter what her husband did, she was staying in Pitane with her sons Pausanias and Nicomedes so they could finish the agoge. 

As he did at such times, my father lost his temper and stormed out of the house to sleep in the barracks with the mates from his syssitia. I crept out of the shadows, making my mother jump. 

“You heard everything?” she asked. 

I nodded. “Does this mean we can stay? Like Pausanias?” 

“No. It doesn’t.” My mother was the only person in the world I loved without reservation. She was beautiful by any standards, with fair hair, unblemished skin, high cheekbones, green eyes and a gentle voice that had a way of soothing away all my fears. My mother drew me into her arms and hugged me, wetting my shaven head with her tears. “If your father sails to the ends of the earth, he wants us with him. He may seem like a hard man. But he does love you so.” Taking us with him was his way of showing it. 

In the morning Dorieus summoned Histeaus and said, “Tell your king that we will build our colony in Libya at the place you described—on one condition. And this is not negotiable. When it comes to war, he and his allies will follow Spartan command. If he is willing to accept that stipulation, we will come.” 

“It shall be as you wish,” Histeaus said with a wave of his hand. 

“Don’t you want to consult with your king first?” 

“I don’t have to. King Arcesilas told me to give you anything you asked for.” 

We were going to Libya. 

Dorieus was delighted by how many of our people came forward willing to join his expedition. That was until the ephors limited us to three hundred Spartan volunteers, with preference going to the men who owed my father patronage. The ephors said to let too many of our spearmen go would weaken the mora. 

The best among the Equals to join us was the hero Othryades. Dorieus was glad to have Anaxandridas’ old champion and immediately made him one of his captains. With us also went over four thousand perioicoi. Most were from a village in the Thyreatis called Anthana. They were constantly raided by Argos and their last head man had been flayed alive by Cleomenes for entreating with the Argives, so they had little desire to stay in the Peloponnese. We also took five thousand helots, most of them from Messenia and considered potential trouble-makers by our spy network called the krypteia. 

The Cyrenicans were good to their word and sent a fleet of a hundred ships to pick us up at Sparta’s port at Gythion. First we sailed to Thera, then Crete, then Apollonia. Then with King Arcesilas we sailed to the Cinyps Wadi. On first view, the Lacedaemonians were quite excited. It truly did look like a tropical paradise. Clear water. Tall palm trees. White sandy beaches. Quite a departure from the rocky coast of the Peloponnese. It was easy to understand why some thought the Garden of the Hesperides was somewhere in Libya. With its strange, humped camels that can go for a week in the desert without water, the place had a fairy tale quality about it. 

Beside the wadi was a small mound called the Hill of Graces. It was there Dorieus placed our colony. At first Cinyps looked more like a military camp of tents than even a village. Before the men built houses, they dug a moat, filled it with wooden spikes and built a defensive palisade. The perioicoi built small boats, began fishing, and setting up smithies to keep our hoplites equipped and ready. The beach bustled with loading and unloading ships from the Pentapolis. The helots watched over our flocks and herds and were put to work irrigating and planting the land. 

While the colony slowly took shape, Dorieus and his three hundred Spartiates plied the trade they were trained for: war. Working as the Pentapolis’ mercenaries, my father and his men began to level the enemy outposts that dotted the Libyan coastline to our west, between the wadi and the Phoenician stronghold at Oea. In return for Dorieus’ services, our allies kept us well supplied with food, iron and lumber. 

Although I missed Gorgo, the crickets and the green valley of Laconia, the one thing that made Libya bearable was the absence of my cousin Pausanias. My father’s twin brothers came, but Kleombrotus left his wife Alcathus and his two sons home in Pitane. 

I made new friends. The best of them was a boy my age named Battus from a native tribe called the Nasamone. Battus’ people were nomads that spent their winters in the interior collecting wild dates and their summers along the coast near the Cinyps Wadi with their cattle and goats. He was distinctive among his people for his height and was among the few boys my own age I ever met that was taller than I. 

We first met down along the beach, where Battus was fishing with a net. I wordlessly helped him draw in his catch and we immediately became friends. Together we fished and had great fun catching ray-finned pilchards and sometimes large bluefins. He showed me which palms bore edible fruits and which were poisonous, how to make honey from the flowers of the acacia tree and the best places to hunt. Together we tracked ostriches, wild pigs and antelope, Battus with his bow and me with my javelins. He taught me that even though someone might look entirely different, they can still have honor and integrity. 

At first the Nasamones seemed strange to me. They lived in portable barrows made out of asphodel shrubs woven together with rushes. They buried their dead sitting up, and took great care to make sure that when one of their people died, they expired in a sitting position. They also collected locusts, left them to dry in the sun, then ground them into a powder and mixed it with their milk. 

Battus knew a smattering of the Ionian tongue and slowly taught me the language of the Nasamones, Berber and the Macae. The Macae were the Nasamones hereditary enemies. They lived to the west and were allied with the Phoenicians at Oea. While the Nasamones shaved the backs of their heads and let the hair in the front grow long, the Macae did the opposite; shaving the front of their heads and letting it grow long in the back. 

The hardest thing about being around Battus was the smell. Spartans have an aversion to bathing too much. They think it makes the skin soft. But they do believe in keeping clean by coating their bodies with oil, and then scraping it away with a wooden strigil. But the Nasamones never bathed. Ever. They were the dirtiest people I have ever encountered. Giving them an unusual odor. A cross between stale cheese and dung. Battus told me the Nasamones believed that if they bathed, their herds and flocks would no longer recognize or follow them. Over time, like anything, I got used to my friend’s heavy scent and used it to find him when he was sleeping in the bush. 

Battus was the son of their tribe’s head man Chafik, and as I learned, battus in their tongue meant quite simply ‘king.’ When we both realized we were the sons of our people’s leader it strengthened our bond and made us brothers. 

One of the things I admired about Battus was that he was always making something. Fletching fresh arrows for his bow. Stretching an ostrich skin across a new shield frame. Stringing crocodile teeth together for a necklace. 

Not long after we met he presented me with a small ivory figurine that he had carved into the shape of a man with a ram’s head. “This is Amun. The Egyptians call him Ammon-Ra.” To the Nasamone he was the father of the gods, god of truth, maker of men and animals, and lord over all things. “Keep him close. Pray to him. And he will watch over you.” 

In exchange, I gave Battus a small clay-fired image of Heracles that I carried in my belt pouch. I had made it when I was a young pais in the agoge. Before the annual festival of Artemis Orthia each boy made a small totem out of mud in the image of his patron god or hero. All of the crickets made one and would carry it, rub it for luck and pray to it throughout their lives. They were fired in a potter’s kiln and left overnight on the altar of Artemis Orthia to imbue them with their power. It had been in my pouch for years. Happy with the gift, Battus took my tiny statuette, drilled a hole in Heracles’ lion head, poked a string through the hole and wore it as a necklace. 

When Battus and I were sixteen summers old, one morning we met west of the wadi at a clear water spring where the Lacedaemonians sometimes swam. We’d decided to venture west of Cinyps as we’d heard the men say a large wild boar had been spotted there. It was reported to be a huge beast with large tusks that we had dreams of putting into a new helmet. We knew that if we could hunt the beast down we would win great honor. 

Up until recently all of the land west of the Cinyps had been ruled by the Macae. The Nasamones dared not set foot there unless in force. 

We figured that had all changed now. During the last four years the Spartans had attacked, sacked and burned all of the Macae settlements several day’s march to the west of the wadi. They were little more than small fishing villages. My father hit them at dawn when they were still waking and put their wooden huts to the torch before they had the dirt from their eyes. To his credit, Dorieus did not slaughter the Macae or sell the women and children into slavery. He used the shieldwall to drive the people out of their homes toward the Phoenician walled fortress at Oea. 

Dorieus, Thessalus and their captains planned to fill the walled Phoenician city with refugees. That way, when they laid siege to Oea the Phoenicians would run through their food faster, making it easier to starve them out. 

As Battus and I walked in the shade made by the palms along the beach we took up our usual argument. He patted the sheepskin quiver of arrows dangling from his hip. In his left hand he held a longbow made from a zorca, a Libyan antelope known for the length of its horns. Battus was extremely proud of his bow—he’d killed the zorca himself and made the bow as well, which was strung with a length of cow gut. 

“A true warrior fights hand to hand with his enemy,” I said jabbing an imaginary foe with my two javelins. 

“Only crazy Hellenes fight that way. The wise warrior drops his enemy with a well placed arrow. Before the man ever gets close.” 

“It takes no courage to kill from afar. You’ve got to get right up into your opponent’s face. That’s bravery.” 

“You Spartans. You think you are so tough. Take away your bronze shields, your iron helmets and the metal cages you wear around your chest and just how brave would you be?” 

I carried a javelin in each hand, and like Battus was naked but for a loincloth. Although my skin was not as dark as his, four years in the sun had bronzed my skin a deeper brown than it had ever been in Lacedaemonia. And, as there was no paidonómos in Libya to shave my head every few days, my blonde hair had grown long, almost as long as Battus’ black bangs, which he tied back behind his neck to dangle down his broad black back. 

I was about to reply to his last jibe, when I spotted something ahead. We were nearing a rocky promontory that reached out into the sea and had provided a harbor for one of the Macae villages Dorieus had burnt to the ground. 

“Look,” I said dropping down low. 

Battus joined me. “Ships.” 

Dorian ships would stop at the wadi, so we had a feeling that whoever they were, they wouldn’t be friendly. 

“Phoenician?” I asked. 

“Probably.” 

They could be scouting the wadi, something Dorieus would want to know about. “Let’s sneak closer. See if we can count their numbers.” 

Battus nodded and led the way into the trees. Although we argued about our weapons, I admired his woodcraft. In the agoge we are taught to go without torches at night and often forced to scrounge and steal food, so I’d always considered us masters of stealth, but from a lifetime spent traveling Libya’s tropical jungles, deserts and rocky interior Battus knew how to move as silent as a shadow through the bushes and trees. 

We spotted and easily avoided the single picket leaning with his spear against a palm outside the burned out Macae village. Creeping back toward the beach, kneeling behind a bush with giant leaves that Battus called ‘elephant ears,’ we spied three triremes and half a dozen merchant galleys pulled up upon the beach. Each rested with their bows still in the water, and their sterns on wooden rollers that would enable the crews to push them quickly into the sea in the event of an attack. 

“Two of the warships are Phoenician,” Battus whispered. “I don’t know about the third. I don’t recognize the goddess on the bow.” 

As was our custom, we’d left Cinyps before dawn and we’d been walking for an hour, so the sailors and soldiers on the beach were just stirring from their tents, stoking their cook fires and making their morning meal. 

Dorian and Ionian sailors slept on the beach under the stars when they traveled. Not in tents. We both looked in wonder at a giant hide covered structure in the center of the camp that looked as big as King Arcesilas’ palace in Cyrene. 

Not including the oarsmen, we estimated the Phoenician force consisted of about sixty fighting men. Easy prey for the Spartans. 

“Let’s go back,” I said. 

We’d only gone forty paces when we nearly tripped over Battus’ little brother Orydes. As he was wont to do, he’d followed us from the wadi. 

Battus was incensed. Not making a sound, we retreated away from the Phoenician camp and their lone sentry. Once we were out of earshot Battus began berating his brother. “You’re going to get us killed. Get home!” 

“Wait,” I said. “Orydes. Go to my father. Tell him what we saw here. And we can continue on our hunt.” 

Battus looked at me uncertainly. “He could run into the Macae.” 

“I didn’t see any coming here,” the young boy said, “and you two were talking so loud, if there were any Macae still around, they would have heard you.” 

“We can circle around their camp,” I coaxed. “The glen where Celeas saw the boar is close.” 

“We could run into Phoenicians.” 

“They’re still eating breakfast. We give it until the sun touches the tops of the trees. If we don’t kill the boar by then, we turn back.” 

Battus nodded. “All right. Agreed. Orydes. Go find Lord Dorieus. You know what to tell him. They’re at the old Qaryat village. Now run.” 

We swung wide around the place where the Phoenicians were camped and continued west, this time moving among the trees so we couldn’t be spotted by enemy scouts. Aware there were Phoenicians about we kept a close watch as we walked. 

“Look at this,” Battus said kneeling. He was an excellent tracker and usually the one that picked up the spore of our quarry. 

“Boar print?” 

“No. Human.” 

“Phoenician? Macae?” 

“I’m good, but not that good. It’s small. Maybe a child or a girl.” 

We’d only continued on a couple of additional paces when Battus stopped again. “Uh-oh. Come look.” 

I knelt down beside him. “It looks like a cat print.” 

“Yes,” he said placing his fingers inside the print. It was bigger than his hand. “A very big cat. A leopard or a lion.” He felt the dirt. “The prints are fresh. Look how close they are to the human prints. They are stalking them.” 

The fact that a giant cat was about to make breakfast of a Phoenician or Macae did not bother us. What spurred us to begin running west was the thought of hunting a lion. 










4. The Land of the Lotus Eaters 




Without warning 

as a wind in the mountains 

assaults an oak, 

love shook my breast. 




Sappho, fragment 14 




We hadn’t gone far when we heard a roar followed by a high pitched scream, the kind that sent shivers up my spine. 

“Come on! They’re on the beach!” Battus yelled. As we sprinted through the palms toward the shore Battus was already notching an arrow in his horn bow. We burst through the elephant ears to see a female lion chasing a strangely clad girl across the white sand. She was attempting to get into the water ahead of the beast, hoping it wouldn’t follow her there—but it was debatable who would reach the surf first, the lion or the girl. 

Battus let fly his first arrow, but we were on the run, and he missed. 

“Try not to hit the girl,” I cried running across the soft sand. She was young, about our age and oddly dressed, wearing a purple blouse and pants made of a fabric I’d never seen before, that fluttered around her body as she ran, showing a woman’s breasts and hips. As she wore purple, I thought she must be Phoenician. In our tongue the word phoenicia meant ‘purple’ after the famous dye they made from a shellfish found on their coasts. She also wore a strange cap on her head and wisp of material beneath her eyes covering her face. 

The girl was fast, running for her life, but the snarling beast was faster. When it was only three arm lengths from her I judged myself close enough to try a javelin throw. As I did Battus stopped in his tracks and drew his bow again. As I ran I could hear his string twang and a stone-tipped arrow with its white ostrich feathers zip by as I let loose my first missile. 

Battus’ arrow flew true and struck the lion in the rear flank, while my javelin passed over its head. Although not fatal, at least the arrow diverted the beast’s attention. It had been just about to pounce, when instead it spun around to face us. The girl splashed into the water and made a graceful dive into the waves, disappearing for a few moments beneath the sea. 

The lioness roared in pain and rage. Battus let loose again. Another hit. This one in the beast’s shoulder. Causing it to charge. I considered throwing my remaining javelin, but if I did, I’d be defenseless except for my knife. So instead, I braced myself, placing the butt of my weapon against the ground, and prepared to meet the large cat’s attack. As I crouched there I heard Battus’ bow thump again. A miss. With a blood curdling roar the beast sprang into the air at me its jaws wide open. Another arrow flew by. This one a hit. Right in the chest. The lioness crashed down on me with such force—my javelin pierced its heart, but its weight splintered the ash shaft. The heavy beast landed right on top of me knocking me backwards. I felt its fetid breath on my face, but it must have been its last. Crawling out from beneath the giant cat I quickly drew my knife, but it was already dead. 

“Are you all right?” 

There were five red scratches across my chest from one of the lion’s claws. “I’m fine. Nice shooting.” Three arrows stuck from the tawny fur, along with the barb of my javelin. 

“Nice work with your spear. I’m not sure which of us killed the beast. My last arrow or your javelin.” The importance of which would determine which one of us got to keep our kill. Sporting a lion skin among the Libyans would win great kudos. 

“We can share it,” I said and my friend nodded in agreement. 

Looking up from the dead cat, across the beach, I watched the girl come out of the water. She reminded me of the stories bards sing of how the goddess of love Aphrodite first rose up from the foamy sea, dripping wet and riding on a seashell. The girl had lost her veil and the thin material of her blouse and pants stuck to her body as if she was naked. I swallowed. Battus’ dark face turned the color of a boiled crab. We had each seen plenty of naked females before. They often swam in the springs of the wadi and in Lacedaemonia the girls in the agoge danced in the festivals naked or with one breast dangling free. But this black-haired girl was different. Her full breasts and hips swayed as she walked, making me look at women in an all new light. With every step closer she grew in perfection. Her exotic face, mahogany colored eyes, high cheekbones and clean, white smile all had me hypnotized. 

In the past I’d paid girls little attention. Lacedaemonian girls were extremely bossy. Nor did they make good companions like Battus for things like hunting or wrestling. But this girl was different. 

“You saved my life. I can never thank you enough,” she said. She spoke Aramaic, the language of the Eastern peoples, which I had learned a smidgen of from the natives in Libya. “My name is Ariatozah, but everyone calls me Aria. I am from Susa.” Persia. “And you are..?” 

She could have been the daughter of a Macae fishmonger, I could not have been more smitten. “Eury,” I said simply. 

“Battus.” 

She stood looking at us both, taking in our measure. Switching to the Berber tongue that is common in Libya she said, “Battus. King. You must be a Nasamone. I know by your hair. And you, with your golden locks, must be Dorian. Eury, you say? More like Euryleon.” The wandering lion. 

She smiled at me in such a way that a wind brushed my heart, filling me with a jumble of heretofore untapped emotions. Her skin was not as dark as Battus’s, but darker than mine and untouched by scars or the marks of disease. She had dainty hands, a small nose and all of her teeth when she smiled. Quite different from the Dorian ideal of the fair haired and fair skinned Aphrodite. Yet so beautiful, just looking at her face had my pulse racing as fast as when the lion charged at us from across the beach. 

“What are you doing out here alone?” I scolded her like Battus did his brother Orydes. It never failed to amaze me how people like the Persians took their women along with them on campaign. The Spartans liked to joke that one of the advantages of going to war was getting away from their wives for a while. “This is not the kind of place you should be walking unescorted.” 

A Spartan girl would have been annoyed at the inference that she could not take care of herself, but not this girl. “You are right of course. My parents have been arguing since we left Tyre, and I just wanted to escape. So I did a foolish thing. I came out here to collect herbs.” Spilled across the sand were purple saffron, white heliotrope and the bright orange root of the Curcuma longa plant. “I didn’t intend on walking this far.” She swallowed hard, shuddered and looked down at the large cat. “When I saw this huge beast come crashing through the bushes—it was so close—I didn’t think I had a chance...” Looking up she smiled at us. “When I get home, I shall offer a special gift to the one god Ahuramazda in thanks for sending you when he did. I couldn’t believe it when I made it to the water. Then when I looked back, there you were. It was as if you dropped out of the sky to rescue me.” 

“We will walk you back to your camp,” Battus said. 

“All right. Please just let me collect my herbs. Otherwise all of this will have been in vain.” 

The girl went to her fallen flowers, I went to fetch my thrown javelin, and Battus went into the jungle to find a suitable wooden branch and vines that we could use to carry the lioness back to the wadi. 

“Why are your people here?” I asked her once I retrieved my weapon from where it stood stuck in the sand. 

“My father is on his way to Carthage,” she said picking up a heliotrope, idly sniffing the white flowers. “Why? I don’t know. A mission for my uncle, I suppose.” 

“Your ships are beached only an hour’s march from my people. The Spartans are on their way here, right now. We need to get you back to your camp, fast. Your father needs to set sail. Immediately.” 

She hurriedly picked up a branch containing blood-red mulberries. “The Phoenicians told us we were close to a new Dorian colony, but my father camps where he pleases. He is not afraid of anything.” 

“Sounds like my father. Let’s pray they never meet.” 

“You are hurt,” she said noticing the scratches on my chest. 

“I’m fine.” My arm could have been bitten off, and I would not have admitted any discomfort in front of this girl. 

“I have an herb here, we call it meadowsweet. It will help heal…” 

“There’s no need. We have to go.” 

“All right,” she said as we walked across the beach. “Do you know the story of the mulberry? Why the berries are red?” 

“No.” Battus and I knelt by the lioness and working quickly tied its front and back paws to a sturdy pole. 

“It’s one of my favorite stories,” the girl said smiling gaily. “About an Assyrian named Pyramos and a Babylonian named Thisbe. Their people were at war and their parents forbade them to marry. So they agreed to meet secretly beneath a white mulberry tree. When Pyramos arrived he found Thisbe's shawl in the jaws of all things, a lion. Thinking she’d been devoured he plunged his sword through his own heart. When poor Thisbe got there and found Pyramos dead she killed herself with her dagger. The mulberry tree soaked up their blood and its berries were turned from white to red.” 

“Sad story,” Battus said, lifting the front end of the pole and I the back. 

“Good love stories usually are,” Aria said twirling her mulberry branch. 

“The boy was stupid,” I said. “Impatient. If he had waited, mulberries would still be white.” 

The girl looked at me curiously. “It’s only a story.” 

The beast was heavy, several hundred stones weight, but neither Battus or I were willing to complain in front of the girl. My friend led the way as we trudged through the soft sand in the direction of Qaryat. 

“We need to move faster Battus.” 

“I’m going as fast as I can.” 

The girl fell into step beside us. 

“I’ve heard stories about the Spartans,” Aria said. She walked so close I could smell the sage she carried in her arms. “You train from birth to be soldiers. You can see in the dark like cats… your women dance nude in your public festivals… and you eat a black broth made from the blood of your enemies. No wonder people are afraid of you. Is that all true?” 

“Not completely,” I said, mesmerized by a pair of sparkling brown eyes. The thin material of her clothes had dried quickly in the sun, and was no longer clinging to her body, but there was something about her, the way her hips moved when she walked, that was distracting. “If I tell you a secret, do you promise not to tell anyone else?” 

“Of course.” 

“I am about to tell you one of my people’s best kept secrets. The reason why the Spartans are such great warriors.” 

“What?” Aria asked. 

“The recipe for our famous black broth.” 

Battus glanced over his shoulder at me, wanting to hear this. 

“There is blood in it. But not human blood. I know some people think we slice up our helots and sprinkle them in our stew. That’s not true. They use animal blood. From the morning sacrifices in the temple. Along with vinegar, pork and salt. That’s it. Now you know the secret of our power.” 

“It doesn’t sound very tasty.” 

“It’s not meant to be. Our lawgiver Lycurgus said anything that tastes that awful, has to be good for you.” The Spartiates were always greatly amused when a Corinthian or Athenian asked to sample a bowl of our black broth and couldn’t finish it. 

“What about the rest?” Aria asked, shading her eyes against the sun with a handful of flowers, looking up at me. 

“All true. Spartans are forbidden any profession other than soldier. As a part of our training, we are not allowed to use torches at night. So we learn to see in the dark. And our women do not wear as many clothes as you Persians.” She was covered from neck to wrists to ankles in purple silk. “Why were you wearing a mask?” 

Aria stopped walking and lifted her hand to her face. She patted her nose, cheeks and chin, and looked in horror at her bare feet. “I need to go back! You’ve got to help me find my veil and my shoes. Otherwise Achaemenes will be angry. I could not bear his wrath.” She took a few steps backwards. 

“Wait!” I said. Battus and I dropped our heavy burden on the sand. “There isn’t time to go back.” 

“I have to go back!” 

“If you love your father and your mother, forget your shoes. Otherwise they are going to be dead.” 

“I will die of shame if they see me without my veil!” the girl cried taking a few more steps westward. 

I ran after the strange girl and grabbed her wrist. 

She looked wide-eyed at where my hand tightly gripped hers. 

Realizing I might be breaking some sort of custom among her people, I let her go. “Covering your face is more important than the life of your kin?” 

She rubbed her wrist, walking back in the direction from where we’d come. “You don’t understand. In Persia, when a woman is unmarried she must hide her face when she is in public. To protect her modesty and her virtue.” 

“We’re not in Persia! Your virtue is safe.” 

“Where are you going!?” Battus yelled after us. 

“And when a woman does marry, she wears a veil so that only her husband can enjoy her beauty.” 

“Who is Achaemenes? Your husband?” 

“Achaemenes is the son of the satrap of Lydia. He is a terrifying man, and one of my suitors.” 

One? It angered me to think there might be several men out there in the world seeking to marry this tender flower. But why wouldn’t there be? She was of marriageable age, the daughter of a Persian lord, and a rare, exotic beauty. 

Putting a pouty look on her face that no Spartan woman would ever deign to stoop to, the Persian girl moved away from me, saying, “Please help me find my shoes. I think I lost them in the water.” 

Much later I would wonder at the insanity of the moment. The girl was more concerned with some ridiculous custom requiring her to hide her face and her feet—than the fact that the Lacedaemonians were about to descend like demons on her people. I stuck my javelin in the sand and chased after her. Once more I grabbed her wrist. She tried to break my grip, but I tightened my hold. 

“Come back.” 

“No!” the girl said, trying to twist and pull her arm out of my grasp. 

“Well, now that I’ve seen your face,” I said, feeling giddy just to be holding her wrist, “I guess you’ll have to marry me.” 

“What!?” My words so stunned the Persian girl that she stopped struggling. The gods must have twisted my thinking, as I took her round hips in my hands and lifted her up off the ground. She was certainly lighter than the lioness. I threw her over my left shoulder. 

“Put me down!” 

“When you promise not to run away.” 

“I have to get my things!” 

“Then you stay where you are,” I said carrying her. When she tried squirming to get free and hit my back with her fists, I gave her broad bottom three quick, sharp slaps. “Keep still!” I had no right to do that, but among the Spartans, unseemly behavior was always dealt with immediately with corporal punishment. The girl let out a scream of shock and pain, but stopped struggling. 

“You can’t do this!” 

“He’s doing it,” Battus said, once more picking up his end of the lion. 

With the girl over my left shoulder, I stooped down and slipped my end of the pole over my right shoulder. Standing I lifted the lioness up off the ground. With the girl speaking rapidly in Aramaic to herself and Battus shaking his head, we trudged east once more. 

The girl hung limply over my shoulder for a short while. “All right,” she said. “You’ve made your point. Just put me down. I promise I won’t go back.” 

I bent forward and deposited her bare feet on the sand. As soon as I put her down, she slapped me across the face. “Don’t ever do that again.” 

“All right,” I said wincing. Next time it would be over my other shoulder. 

I opened my eyes to see Aria bending down, tearing a strip of silk cloth from around her ankle, revealing a shapely calf. She covered her face with the material and tied it behind her head. Veiled again. 

“Keep marching,” I said. “You promised.” 

Looking annoyed the girl walked for several minutes in silence. “You ruined my herbs.” 

“Sorry. We’re trying to save your life.” 

“You don’t hate Persians?” 

“I don’t hate you.” Quite the opposite. 

The girl considered this. “I should hate you, for what you just did. No one has ever handled me that way before. Not even my own father.” 

“I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

“One moment you say you are going to marry me, and the next…” 

Battus stopped and I bumped into the lion. The ground shook with the pound of hooves. Coming straight at us down the beach were six riders on Arabian horses. Battus let down his end of the pole, grabbed for an arrow and notched his bow. “Here they come. And you lost your spear.” 

So I had. I’d been so distracted by Aria that I’d forgotten to retrieve my javelin, leaving me defenseless but for a knife. I sat down my end of the pole. The tree line was not far. Battus and I could easily make it into the safety of the woods. 

The girl walked calmly toward the horsemen. Holding up her hands in both directions—at the horsemen and us, she cried, “It is one of my father’s captains. Please put down your weapons. Let me speak with them. Please. No fighting! I will tell them you rescued me, and they will honor you.” 

Battus and I lowered our weapons, but did not put them down. If we had been alone we would have bolted into the trees. But in Aria’s presence, our feet remained rooted to the ground. 

Turning toward the riders, back straight, Aria walked toward the line of Persian horsemen. I should have been running away, and instead stood there, mesmerized by the sight of a woman’s round backside swaying side to side. 

“It is a sin to hide such a pretty face,” I whispered. 

Battus grunted. “It would be a bigger sin to die here. Let’s run for the trees.” 

“No. Wait. Let’s see what happens.” 

Each of her countrymen had a short bow and quiver slung over their backs, but they made no move to threaten us. They drew their mounts in before Aria. 

“Princess, thank goodness we’ve found you. You had your father and mother worried.” 

Battus and I looked at one another. Princess? 

“I am fine Bagibania. These two gentlemen saved me. Come see the beast they slew.” 

The men trotted closer on six of the largest and finest horses I’d ever seen. Their mounts whinnied and reared when they smelled the lioness. Calming their steeds, the riders circled us where we’d laid the regal beast on the sand. Several of the men dismounted to get a closer look. Each of the bearded, turbaned men glanced at us with admiration. “Our thanks noble sirs. Lord Mardonius will want to thank you personally. Utana. Gallop back to camp and tell them we found her.” 

“Wait!” I cried in my feeble Aramaic. “Tell him that a large force of Dorians are on the march. You’d better get your ships to sea. Otherwise your people will be massacred.” 

The Persian called Bagibania climbed back up onto his horse. He looked down at my blond hair curiously, undoubtedly wondering how I knew these things, and if he should kill me. Instead he shouted at Utana. “You heard him. Ride!” He held his hand down to the girl. “You can ride behind me m’lady. If what this boy says is true, we need to make haste.” 

“A moment captain,” Aria said and approached me smiling, saying so only I could hear, “I am sorry I struck you. You were doing the right thing.” 

“It’s all right.” I’d never kissed a girl before. Never even thought about the subject. But at that moment I wanted to grab the Persian girl’s shoulders like I’d grabbed her hips, rip away her veil and kiss her on the mouth. Of course I didn’t. I didn’t have any experience kissing girls, and for all I knew such an action would get me filled with arrows. 

Instead the girl surprised me, by reaching up on her tip toes and lightly hugging me. “I will never forget you Euryleon.” Gently she rubbed the side of her silk covered cheek against my face. First one side, and then the other, reminding me of my father’s hound Cerberus and how he wagged his tail excitedly and sometimes wiped his wet snout against me when I came home from hunting. Only this was a lot nicer. I began to rub my face back against hers, but she had already moved away. It lasted only a heartbeat, but it was a moment I would remember forever. 

I felt like going up on tip toes myself, until she did the same with Battus. I could not hear what she said to him. Later he told me, they were words of thanks. She reached up and rubbed her cheek against both sides of his face as well, making me realize this was simply a parting ritual among Persians. Not quite the special moment I’d imagined. 

“All right Bagibania. Now I am ready.” She reached out her hand, grabbed the Persian captain’s forearm, and the man swung her easily up behind him on the rump of his white speckled mount. 

The Persian girl looked back at us, watching us pick up the lioness. With her veil covering her face it was maddeningly impossible to tell what was going on behind her brown eyes. Did she smile, frown or yawn? I watched as she galloped off clinging to the waist of the Persian captain, feeling strangely jealous. 

A warning trumpet sounded up the beach at the Phoenician camp. Utana must have sounded the alarm. 

As we trudged through the sand with our burden, Battus said, “You do realize we are helping our enemies escape?” 

“I know.” 

“Your father will beat you.” 

“He doesn’t have to know everything.” I’d often heard Phile say, There is wisdom in knowing when to remain silent. This seemed like one of those times. “You don’t have to lie. Just keep quiet.” 

“All right. But when we meet your father. I will not lie for you. You do the talking.” 

“Look. There they go.” 

We watched as the first Phoenician trireme rolled down the sand to splash and glide across the light blue sea. The oars on the port and starboard sides rose together, and came down together, slapping the water like a single hand clap. Even an enemy warship was an awe-inspiring sight. 

“Sometimes I don’t understand you Hellenes,” Battus said shaking his head. “You should have kept quiet back there. Your father would have slaughtered them. You could have kept the girl as a slave.” 

Such a thought had never crossed my mind. Nor could I imagine the Persian princess as a slave. It just didn’t seem right. “It is better this way.” 

“Better? What way? They are getting away. We will never see her again.” 

“Maybe you won’t. I’ll see her again.” 

“Only in your dreams, my friend.” 

We reached the burned out village of Qaryat at the same time as the Spartans. They were just as powerful a sight as the departing triremes. They marched in four columns, with thousands of Lacedaemonians and lightly armed helots strung out behind them all the way down the beach to the Cinyps Wadi. 

The auletes sounded the order to halt, and the mora came to a stop. The men stood there watching the Phoenician fleet lift their linen sails and begin gliding west toward their fortress at Oea. 

Later, Leonidas would tell me, “You and Battus could not have timed it any better if you’d practiced.” We appeared dragging the heavy lioness along the sand toward our column of men. They were feeling a bit dejected at having lost a day’s work. But their mood changed when the hoplites saw what we were carrying. Several cheered and gave us a spear salute. 

Dorieus ordered the army to stand down, break ranks and return to the wadi. A large number of Spartiates crowded around Battus and I. The men looked at the lion in wonder. 

“At least the day is not a total loss,” Dorieus said clapping me on the back with a heavy hand. “Not bad.” That was the nicest thing he’d said to me in years. 

“Who made the kill?” Leonidas asked kneeling by the beast, examining the holes made by Battus’ arrows and my javelin. 

“We both did,” I said looking at Battus who nodded. “We are going to share it. If it is all right with you, I will take the carcass and offer it up as a sacrifice to Heracles and you can keep the hide and do whatever you like with it.” 

“You sure?” Battus asked with some surprise. He would make a cape of the skin and a helmet out of the head, both of which would win him great respect among the Nasamones. 

I nodded. I had no desire to strut about wearing a lion skin among the Lacedaemonians. One of the things I liked about the Nasamones was their freedom to dress as they chose. Among the Spartans, the State told you exactly what you were permitted to wear and not wear. From ages nine through twelve the pais in the agoge were given one garment a year that was worn only during religious festivals. Spartan men of military age all wore the same scarlet colored chiton, while a Nasamone could wear whatever they could kill, tan and sew. If I wore a lion skin among the Spartans, instead of admiring me, they would ridicule my dress for being different. To stand out by way of clothes or jewelry was strictly forbidden among the Spartans. According to the lawgiver Lycurgus, “Conformity brings equality.” Noble and base-born all dressed alike, so we were equal at least in that sense. By spending time among the Nasamones, I came to admire their individual sense of style and watched enviously as Battus had a lion tattooed across his back and his ears pierced and fitted with the bones from a crocodile we had killed together. 

Dorieus ordered four helots to find a longer pole and for them to carry our kill back to the wadi. In a festive spirit the men returned home. 

The grey-bearded giant Othryades fell into step beside Battus and I. “Tell me the story of how you slew the lion.” 

Battus and I looked at one another. He let me do the lying. I recounted our encounter with the cat on the beach, but left out our meeting Ariatozah and the Persians. I suppose I should have told the truth, but then I would have to explain why I did not attempt to capture the Persian girl and why I had warned their camp. Things I did not understand myself. 

That night we sat beside our own cook fire on the beach, eating lion for the first time, thinking it would imbue us with the creature’s strength. I told Battus, “Back in Sparta. There is a temple to the goddess of love. They call her Ishtar here. We call her Aphrodite.” 

“What about her?” 

“The Spartans put chains around the feet of her statue.” 

Chewing on a bone, my friend asked, “Why chain a statue? Does she run away?” 

“No. My people think by keeping her bound it will prevent the goddess from making them slaves to their emotions.” 

Battus grunted. “I never saw a bigger slave to Ishtar than you today.” 

“I didn’t…” 

“You threw the girl over your shoulder! Didn’t you tell me, when Spartans marry, it is your custom to kidnap the girl and carry her to your house? That should tell you something. And a Persian girl at that. There are certainly no chains around your heart,” he grinned. 

He was right. I wondered what it all meant. Later when I tried to sleep, as I lay on my back looking up at the stars, I began to recount the adventures of the day. I wanted to remember each and every detail about the Persian girl. Watching her rise up glistening from the waves was a moment I would carry with me the rest of my life. She’d called me Euryleon. And said she’d never forget me. I certainly wouldn’t forget her. 

I could not tell my father what had happened that day, but I did tell Phile. Other than Battus, my mother was the only person I could confide in and I valued her counsel. My actions on that day worried me. I’d allowed the enemy to escape, all because of a girl. When I told Phile what I’d done she grabbed my wrist like I was a little pais and pulled me inside our small wooden one-room house that was built just like every other house on the street with furniture made by my father’s own hand. 

“Don’t tell anyone about this. Especially not your father,” Phile said. She grabbed my hair and gave it a single hard yank, which was her way of punishing me. “Dorieus would beat you within a breath of your life. And maybe he should. One day you will probably have to fight those same Persians.” For a woman nearing her fortieth summer my mother was still an attractive, fit woman. Her shoulder length blonde hair was streaked with grey, but there were no lines on her face except for the two around her mouth that showed when she laughed or cried. “Though, maybe you did right. Maybe you saved your father from getting struck by an arrow. You did what you thought was right and I cannot fault you for that.” 

Phile smiled, embraced me and kissed me on the forehead. “My boy is in love. And of all the women in the world, you pick a Persian girl. I don’t want to dampen your spirits my son, but you’ve given your heart to the worst possible woman. This girl is an enemy and will only bring you pain. Still, I am happy for you. It is good to be in love. It will make a man of you in ways they do not teach in the agoge. Only beware Aphrodite. Like all the gods, the goddess of love gives and takes away. Let the goddess into your heart, but don’t let her run off with your senses. Love has made many a man look like a fool. Aphrodite can bring the greatest happiness you will ever know, but it comes at a price, for your pretty Persian princess is only mortal.” She pinched me on the cheek. “Don’t worry about your father. This will be our little secret, Euryleon.” 

Phile and Battus were right. I was indeed under Aphrodite’s spell and it scared me. The last thing I wanted was the Spartans to consider me a fool. So I convinced Battus to help me carve a rough statue of Aphrodite out of soft palm wood and build a crude shrine out of sticks, elephant ears and the purple lilies that grew wild on the Hill of Graces. I bound my image of Aphrodite with vines trying her feet to a flat rock so that the goddess of love and beauty would hold no power over me any longer. Or so I prayed. 










5. The Siege of Oea 




A war like no other: a colossal absurdity. 




Thucydides, The History of the Peloponnesian War 




After that day at Qaryat, Dorieus began securing triremes from his allies in the Pentapolis. He said that if he’d had a squadron of warships when the Phoenicians were sighted he could have chased them at sea. 

Our first great warship, called the Agreuousa, the ‘Huntress,’ came with an Apollonian sea captain named Agathon. King Arcesilas told us that Agathon was his most experienced trierarch and best suited to train us on how to operate one of the big ships. I thought it was all a simple matter of just filling the benches with rowers, but it was a bit more complicated than that. 

A trireme supports a crew of two hundred and twenty men. The one hundred and seventy nautai, or oarsmen, were separated into three tiers of benches, the thranites on top, zygites in the middle and thalamians at the bottom, almost in the hold. The ship carried twenty marines called epibatai, ten toxotai or archers, and ten sailors known as hyperesia. The ship needed a bow officer and his five crew to keep the ship from crashing into rocks and gauge water depth. A ship’s carpenter called a naupegos to repair damage. A purser to keep the crew fed. An aulete to play the pipes. A keleustes acted as boatswain and kept the oarsmen in time. And of course the kubernetes to steer the ship and a trierarch to command all. 

Battus and I sat on the beach of our little cove with a crowd of men and women watching the Agreuousa flounder forward and backward. The thranites oars are slightly longer than that of the zygites and thalamians, and getting the stroke right so that all three banks of oars moved together was like trying to get giants to march in perfect unison with dwarves. On a trireme, if just one man is out of step, he can foul the oars of all the men around him, knocking off the speed of the entire side, affecting the course of the ship. Each time the men banged oars the trierarch Agathon screamed at the top of his lungs. He yelled for so long and so loud, the man began to grow hoarse. 

“You are all dead men!” Agathon rasped. “Dead men! If we met a Phoenician warship at sea—you would be fish food. Stay together. Stay with the flutes. Keep a steady rhythm. If you want to outflank or ram a Phoenician ship, first you need to learn how to row straight! All right. Now we are going to increase the speed. The music is getting faster. Try to stay with the pipes. That’s it. Steady. Faster now. Pick up the pace. Keep it together. No, no, no! You bang another oar and I’ll bang your heads together!” 

After two months of practice Dorieus and Agathon took the Agreuousa on its maiden voyage. They left before sunrise and rowed west until they came to a Macae fishing village. After they landed, all two hundred and twenty crewmen served as hoplites and missile troops. 

Their first attack did not go well. The Macae hid in the jungles and among their shacks firing at our men with their bows and arrows. This didn’t stop Dorieus from setting their village on fire and destroying it entirely, but he lost eight men in the process. 

Two more triremes arrived, the Okeia, the ‘Swift,’ and the Aithiopia, the ‘Black,’ so more crews needed to be trained. This time Dorieus had Agathon add something new to the program. Night sailing. No ships sail after dark. Traditionally they sail during the day, drag their sterns up on the beach at night and sleep on the ground. Sea travel in the dark involved additional complications like avoiding rocks in strange waters and navigating by the stars. 

Thessalus took a great interest in the project and worked with Agathon to create detailed maps of the coastline. The maps were based on the positions of the stars which enabled our little squadron to start out before dawn, so they reached their target before sunrise. This gave them the element of surprise and eliminated casualties among our men. 

With his three triremes, Dorieus began conducting lightning raids all along the coast between the Cinyps Wadi and the Phoenician fortress at Oea. He destroyed a walled Phoenician way station where they had docks and warehouses filled with grain and silver. My father pillaged as much as he could carry and burned the rest. He even hit the larger settlements around Oea, all of which terrorized the local Phoenician and Macae population. 

Once Oea was surrounded by a huge refugee camp, Dorieus deemed the time right to lay siege to the Phoenician fortress. My father sent word to King Arcesilas and the leaders of the Pentapolis to gather their armies. Now was the time to attack Oea and either capture or destroy the Phoenician castle. 

Sadly, Histeaus’ estimates about the size of the army the Pentapolis could field did not take into account that each city refused to send out all of their men. They were so afraid of the Persians they each left a large garrison of soldiers at home to guard their walls. Thus the army that slowly gathered at the Cinyps Wadi consisted of about ten thousand hoplites, including men from the Pentapolis, Sicily, Crete and Thera, along with two thousand native tribesmen from among the Nasamones, Asbystae, Garamante and Lotophagi. The allies also provided sixty triremes for blockading Oea’s twin harbors. 

The Punic stronghold sat perched atop a high, rocky peninsula that jutted out like a finger into the sea. The sheer cliffs on its seaward side and encircling walls made it an impregnable position. It was only approachable from one side, the landward side. Here the Phoenicians had built a huge mud-brick wall in the eastern style, with four great towers jutting out into the plain, platforms from which archers and missile troops could rain down a deadly fire on attackers’ flanks. From what our scouts said, the walls were as tall as seven men standing on one another’s shoulders, and wide enough at the top to drive two ox carts side-by-side. 

Rising up behind the curtain wall, stood a sun-bleached acropolis protected by a second wall built right into the rock. At the top stood their Temple to Baal, where Battus told me the Phoenicians conducted human sacrifices in a pit there where they burnt alive criminals, captives and even babies. 

Kleombrotus’ informants estimated there were about two thousand Phoenician fighting men inside the city and many times that number of women and children crammed inside the citadel and outside the walls in the sprawling upper town and lower towns. Surrounding all were ten thousand Macae refugees living in tents and lean-tos. 

The Oean peninsula separated the water on either side into an East Harbor and West Harbor, each of which contained large, busy docks—until we arrived. Half of our fleet blockaded the East Harbor while the other half cut off the West Harbor. Our transports dropped off us off on the docks, where we met little to no resistance. Instead of mounting a defense of their seaport or outlying villages, the Phoenicians were too busy trying to stop the thousands of refugees that were pouring through the Punic Gate. They did not have room for thousands of additional residents, nor could they feed them. So they closed the gates and were quickly under siege by hordes of panic-stricken natives, who by that time thought the Lacedaemonians were demons that sprang from the sea. 

Uncontested, Dorieus and his allies easily sealed the port. They captured six triremes and several small craft. Plus they confiscated all the livestock the Phoenicians had been unable to bring inside their walls. After he’d secured the land around the fortress, Dorieus directed the men to begin burning the outlying refugee camps and villages. The natives left outside the walls were poorly armed and did not put up any sort of organized resistance. Nor did the Oeans in the fortress come to their aid. The Phoenicians stood on their walls watching in horror as we burned their outlying towns, tents, wooden hovels, crops and orchards, massacred the men, and gathered up the women and children to be sold into slavery. 

In the smoke and confusion Dorieus tried a frontal assault against Oea with ladders and a battering ram, but he quickly discovered the great doors of the Punic Gate were made of iron. Our men were repelled with heavy losses. There was not much else the allies could do but set up camp and attempt to starve the Phoenicians out. 

“How long will we have to wait?” asked Titus of Syracuse. “No one fights at the height of summer. Soon it will be harvest time. My men will want to return home to their farms…” 

“We know they’re overcrowded,” Dorieus said. “We also know they have a well, so they have plenty of fresh water. It takes a man three weeks to starve to death. How long can they last? A month? Two months?” 

“We stick to the plan,” Thessalus nodded. “No food gets in. No people get out. At the end of every day, we send a herald to the front gate telling them they are free to go unharmed. All they have to do is drop their weapons and walk away. Sooner or later we’ll beat them. It just takes patience.” 

“I won’t wait forever,” said King Arcesilas. He was a well dressed young man with a closely trimmed black beard, who wore a jeweled crown of gold. The Spartans considered him effeminate because he liked to wear expensive, elaborately embroidered silk robes, oversized gold chain necklaces and gaudy rings encrusted with sapphires. Beneath his long robes he wore a light copper breastplate engraved with an image of Jason and the Argonauts, from whom Arcesilas claimed descent. “Titus is right. In a few weeks we’ll lose the olives. After that the wheat.” Shifting nervously on his pillow, the King of Cyrene said with a wave of a jeweled hand, “In a matter of days they will know in Carthage. Then Tyre. Then Susa. In a month’s time the Great King will be marching against us. The Macae will inform him as to our numbers. In two month’s time there will be two hundred Phoenician and Carthaginian ships sailing into the West Harbor and twice our number of soldiers telling us to drop our weapons and walk away.” 

Still the allies agreed to wait. For how long, no one could agree. 

To pass the time Battus and I explored and hunted inland. Beyond the burned out villages and the blackened farmland surrounding Oea to the south were league upon league of gently rolling hills and grassland dotted with herds of antelope, including fat pigari, long-horned zorcas and hornless bubalies. There were hyenas, wild rams and poisonous one-horned serpents. Large mice that ran on two-legs. And ostriches from whose white feathers the Nasamones fletched their arrows. There were even herds of great oryes, which are as large as oxen, and from whose horns people made a stringed instrument called the cithera. 

I quickly learned it was fruitless to attempt to sneak up on a nimble, alert gazelle with a javelin. Battus laughed at my efforts. “You are only chasing them away. At least let me get a shot first.” 

Which I did. And quickly came to admire my friend’s skill. 

Excelling at archery went against the grain of everything I’d ever been taught in the agoge. The true warrior never picked up a bow or a sling. Such weapons were for inferiors, cowards that kill from afar. Until now. As I watched Battus bend his mighty bow, take careful aim, and let fly—I shared his joy and excitement when he made a hit. Especially if he struck the beast through the heart. No matter where you strike an antelope, they will still run for a while. If Battus hit them in the shoulder we might have to track it for a dozen stadia until we finally caught up with it and slit its throat. An arrow through the heart or the jugular and the creature slowed, faltered and fell after only a short run. 

“Hellenes are the world’s worst archers,” Battus whispered one day as we crept up upon a large, black-striped bull zorca. No matter how many times I told him we were Dorians, to the Nasamones, all the peoples around the Aegean Sea were Hellenes. “You want to know why they’re so bad? They pull their bow to the chest. No wonder they can’t hit anything. The Egyptians learned from us, that you can aim much better, and you can get much more distance, if you pull the arrow to your ear. Like this.” 

I watched his arrow fly straight, the stone barb striking the large antelope right through the heart. It took only a few steps, then dropped to its knees. “All right,” I said as we walked across a field of waist high grass to where the zorca had fallen. “Show me how to make a bow. I want you to teach me how to shoot.” 

Battus happily agreed. He removed the zorca’s horns and judged them a little short. He said the two horns together should come up to the archer’s shoulder, and these were a hand’s length too small, but he deemed them good enough for my first bow. After we’d returned to camp, he showed me how to shape a wooden hand grip that would serve as the bow’s core and hold the two horns together. It took him a long while, but he patiently carved the wood with his knife until each horn fit inside perfectly. Then he cemented them in place using glue made from bull’s flesh. Then he took thin strips of leather and glued them around the horns and grip. 

“Too protect the bow from the weather,” he said, “the best bows, like mine, are sealed with shark skin.” But he said catching a shark could be tricky. When he was done he told me, “Now you have to construct an altar to your god. You need to leave the bow on the altar for seven days. Then you can use it.” 

Out in the wilds I made a crude altar out of stones that I piled on top of one another. Then I dedicated it to Heracles by making a small clay statue of my ancestor and placing it in the center of the stones. Then we placed my new horn bow on top, hid it under elephant ears and left it there for the hero to imbue it with his power. 

While we waited, Battus taught me how to aim and shoot using his bow. We practiced outside of camp, in the hill country south of the burned out villages where we couldn’t be seen by the Spartans. For targets, Battus set up a line of coconuts on a farmer’s low stone wall. 

“Go ahead, give it a pull. It’s not as easy as you thought, is it? Keep pulling. All the way back to your ear. A little more. Now look straight down the arrow. Line it up on the coconut. You have to be able to see your arrow making a straight line right to the target. Okay. When you think you have it lined up, let go.” 

Like throwing a javelin or a discus, learning how to shoot a bow took practice. There wasn’t a lot for two sixteen year old boys to do around camp, and Dorieus liked us supplying the men with fresh meat, so we were given plenty of freedom to come and go as we pleased as long as we brought something back for the cook pot. 

Once Battus deemed my bow ready, the two of us had great fun hunting. We made a game out of it. We’d sneak up on an ostrich or antelope, aim and fire together, then see which of us made the better shot. Like the rest of the Nasamones, Battus fletched his arrows with white ostrich feathers, so I made mine with red rooster feathers so that we could tell our missiles apart. Of course, Battus was a far superior shot. He’d practically teethed on a bow. But as time went by, Battus admitted that I was improving. 

Eventually one day Dorieus caught me walking outside of camp with my bow. Maybe it was the stress of the siege, but he flew into a rage. He said he could not abide his son carrying a coward’s weapon, and broke the horn bow into pieces and threw it into a watch fire. For the first time in months he punished me with a wooden cane across my back. 

Afterwards, Battus felt badly, and said perhaps we could go in search of wild pigs, which would be more suitable for hunting with a javelin. 

“No,” I said. “You’re going to show me how to make another bow. I want to find a bigger set of horns this time. Right for my size. Then we are going to catch a shark. It’ll be a much better bow. Only this time I won’t bring it near camp.” 

Battus shrugged. “It’s your back.” 

After twenty days of anxious waiting, the siege had become a contest of nerves between the Phoenicians in Oea and the Dorians camped outside their gate. We knew they were out of food by their desperate attempts to send men down their seaward cliffs on long ropes to fish. We put a stop to that by patrolling the area with ships. Still they held out. They must have known eventually Persia would come to their rescue. 

With each passing day our allies became more fidgety. They complained about everything. Bringing in supplies was costing them a fortune. The Phoenician fleet could appear at any moment and destroy their navy. The farmers among them were missing the harvest. The mood was getting ugly. After thirty days, it was borderline mutinous. 

“I’ve been against this siege from the start,” King Arcesilas of Cyrene fretted. “The Great King is on his way. I’ve seen him in my dreams. And he’s coming with a lot more than Carthage and Phoenicia. He’s bringing half of Asia with him. Babylonians. Egyptians. Armenians. Strange tribes from the ends of the earth. They say his Indians ride strange two-legged dogs into battle that breath fire. If the Persians attack us here, we’ll lose everything. The ships. The men. The booty.” 

Arcesilas had initially enjoyed the campaign, especially sacking the small Macae villages around Oea. Unlike Dorieus, Arcesilas and his allies from the Pentapolis had no qualms about selling the natives into slavery. They’d made a fortune. Now that the Macae natives were not so easy to catch, the king had lost all interest in the siege. 

Arcesilas’s brother Clearchus who ruled in Cyrene’s port city of Apollonia, nodded and added, “If they don’t hit us here, they’ll attack us at home. One by one they’ll burn our fields and sack our cities. They dig holes under the walls. Or they use thousands of slaves to build a great mound of earth right up to the gates. And then they slaughter all the people or relocate you to some barren steppe in Bactria. It’s time we pack up and…” 

“We haven’t even fought a battle and you’re ready to run,” Leonidas said cutting in. “Our men are well fed. Well rested. Well trained. You’ve seen their funeral pyres. They’re starving to death. They can’t hold out much longer. The fortress will soon be ours.” 

King Arcesilas sat on a pile of pillows and was attended by two nude slaves, one a boy and one a girl, who responded fearfully to every snap of his fingers. “We have plenty to eat now, but you Spartans forget. Our ships have a three day sail back to Apollonia. When the Phoenician navy arrives they are going to cut our supplies. The gods preserve the poor captain they capture at sea. He’ll end up burnt alive. You don’t know these Easterners like we do. They’re not civilized like us,” he said fondling his slave girl’s bare arm. “They’re barbarians.” 

After forty days our native allies began to drift away. The Giligammae were nomadic people by nature. They weren’t used to staying in one place very long. They began wandering back to their people to tend their cattle and their flocks. Now when the war council met, the Lacedaemonians and the Therans were the only voices that wanted to stay. The men of Sicily, Crete and Cyrenaica all wished to get back to their farms. The rest feared the appearance of a monstrous Phoenician fleet at any moment. 

Eventually Dorieus lost his temper. While he and the Spartans dressed simply, never more than a simple crimson chiton and sandals, he was surrounded by kings and generals who cared more about their profits and their fancy clothes than they did capturing Oea. “I have never seen a more craven-hearted passel of cowards. You swore an oath to follow the Spartans wherever we led. You encouraged us to push the Macae and the Phoenicians away from your lands. We honorably fulfilled our word. Now we are at war. We have kicked the bee hive, and instead of swatting the enemy, you want to run away like a bunch of frightened little children.” 

Trying to smooth our allies’ nerves, Thessalus cleared his throat and said, “We know you want to get home to your families. We do too. But you have to understand. We are the strongest as long as we remain together. Once the army breaks up and the fleet disperses, you are all going to be the subject of separate reprisals. Each one of you will face the combined might of Persia on your own. It is wiser to meet the barbarians here, where we can defeat them in one great battle.” 

After fifty days, King Arcesilas and his allies had worked themselves up into such a state of fear, without telling Dorieus they slipped away in the middle of the night and sailed for home and the safety of their high walls. I followed my father as he stomped through the empty camp along the shore where we found the fleet and men of the Pentapolis, Crete and Syracuse had vanished, leaving behind only the Lacedaemonians, five hundred Therans, and about the same number of Nasamones. 

As we stood looking across the once busy East Harbor that was now empty, Dorieus told his remaining captains, “We will give it ten more days. If they don’t surrender by then—we go home.” 

For eight days the Oeans stayed behind their strong walls. We knew they were dying of starvation from growing number of black plumes of smoke that filled the sky as they cremated their dead. 

Finally on the ninth day their iron gates screeched open and their soldiers poured forth from the fortress like ants from a nest and formed up outside their walls. 

Our ships and our camp were in the East Harbor. Dorieus had us assemble on the beach and prepare to meet the unorganized rabble of scarecrows carrying shields and spears forming up outside the Punic Gate. Nor did they come out from under the shadow of their walls. The towers and dragons teeth behind them were lined with archers. 

Our men formed up the shieldwall with the Spartiates on the right wing, our Lacedaemonian hoplites in the center and the Therans on the left. The field before the walls was narrow, but plenty wide enough for our men to form up a thousand shields across and four ranks deep. 

We were just about to begin marching forward, when the Therans on the left flank shouted out in alarm. Looking west I saw the horizon dotted with long, narrow warships with their masts stowed, moving toward us under oars. They looked like a fleet of wooden water bugs. I quickly counted over a hundred triremes fanning out slowly across Oea’s West Harbor. 










6. Blood and Slaughter 




I have no interest in food and drink, 

but only in blood and slaughter 

and the agonized groans of mangled men. 




Homer, The Iliad 




A ragged cheer rippled down the Oean line. No wonder they’d come out from behind their walls. From their high perch they’d undoubtedly seen the relief force coming before we did. They thought they had us surrounded. If we turned to meet the Phoenicians, the Oeans would fall on our rear. 

“Now what?” Celeas asked. 

My father was at his best on days like that one at Oea. “We finish what we started. We attack immediately. Take the city. Then man the walls against the Persians.” 

“We need to get word to Arcesilas,” Thessalus said. 

“And warn our people at the wadi,” Leonidas added. He’d recently married a sister of Phile named Eumelia and although he publicly supported Dorieus, he was not silent about the fact that he missed his pretty young wife. 

Dorieus nodded and said to Leonidas. “Take your lions and run for home. I would give you a warship, but I can’t afford to give you the men to man her. If you run all night—you can get to the wadi before the enemy.” 

Leonidas looked stricken. “I’m not leaving. Kleo can go. I’m staying here with you.” 

Dorieus smiled and clapped his brother’s shoulder. “All right. If that’s the way you want it.” To Kleombrotus, he said, “You’ve got to lead our women and children to safety. If we die here, someone will have to get them back to Lacedaemonia. And it should be an Agiad. Go. Carry what you can from the wadi. Bury the rest. Lead them through the desert to Euesperides. Then get word to Arcesilas. Have him gather the army. They need to march as soon as possible. If he balks, you threaten to kill him and his family. You do whatever it takes. I am counting on you.” 

With a complete lack of emotion Kleombrotus turned and whistled to his men. I watched them trot off the field heading east toward the wadi. A part of me wished I was going with them. 

Dorieus grabbed my arm. As his squire I was always at his side. Speaking quickly, he instructed, “Go to Gobrias. Tell him to take the helots to the East Harbor and burn our ships. Burn the warehouses. The docks. Anything they can’t carry. Then they are to gather up everything in camp. All our supplies. The herds. The flocks. Then they are to rejoin us. Wait! Then I want you to go to Chafik.” Battus’ father. “Tell him to spread his archers out across the West Harbor. They are to delay the Phoenicians for as long as possible. But they are not to stand up against them. Missile fire only. All they need do is slow down the Persians advance so we have time to take Oea. Go! And stay with Gobrias! I want you back here safely.” 

I ran off to find Gobrias. Although not a true officer, he was the acknowledged head man among our lightly armed helots. Cleomenes had used Dorieus’ departure to send with him all of the Laconian and Messenian helots he suspected of sedition, and all those of size or strength who could one day cause trouble. Although some had disappeared when we landed in Libya, most had stayed and many would earn their freedom. Several did that day. 

Behind me I heard the auletes order the advance. With our Theran hoplites singing the paean, the shieldwall began to trudge toward the Oeans standing outside the Punic Gate. 

While Gobrias and his helots ran off to the beach I went to find Chafik among his tall warriors. They were a fierce looking band with their bodies painted red with clay for war. They had bones through their earlobes, wore helmets made of crocodile skulls and headdresses sporting long white ostrich feathers. Chafik wore a leopard skin tunic and Battus had his lion skin pelt over his shoulder. Some carried long ostrich skin shields and spears, but most were armed with their long bows and stone-tipped arrows. 

I delivered my father’s orders to the Nasamones, leaving out the part that I was supposed to stay with Gobrias. Instead I said to Battus, “I will get my bow.” 

“Wait,” Battus said. From a small pot hanging from his side he took a handful of red clay and smeared it beneath my eyes and across my chest. “Now you are one of us.” 

With five hundred half naked Nasamones I ran down the hill through the burned out upper village toward the West Harbor. Along the way I fetched my new bow and red feathered arrows where I’d hidden them outside of camp. 

As the Nasamones ran they made a loud, repetitive, warbling sound in their throats, reminding me of the sound cicadas make on a hot summer day. I found myself joining them, mimicking their strange war cry. We broke through the palms and fanned out across the sandy beach. My heart skipped a beat when I saw the harbor filled with Phoenician triremes. The big ones were 114 paces long by 14 paces wide. Their three banks of fir sweeps moved in well-practiced precision. The bronze ram beneath the water line on the prow of the lead ship plowed through the crystal blue water. With each long pull of its 170 oars the oculus painted eyes on the bow drew closer. So close, I could hear their drums keeping time for their rowers, and their keleustes barking orders at the thranites, zygites and thalamians in the benches. 

Glancing over my shoulder at the East Harbor I saw the first signs of black smoke began to curl upwards. The helots were snatching up firebrands from our watch fires and tossing them upon the decks of our triremes, transports and the wooden docks. While they turned the East Harbor into a roaring inferno, behind us the Spartiates marched through a hail of arrows toward the Oean line standing in the shadow of their great walls. 

Alongside Battus, Chafik and the men of his clan I ran to the water’s edge. “Don’t get your bow string wet,” my friend warned. Water would loosen the cow gut. 

A couple of over eager warriors loosed their arrows, but they fell short, landing harmlessly in the sea. Dorieus would have yelled at the men to hold their fire, but Battus’ father merely stood with his great ox bow notched and ready. Unlike the Lacedaemonians, the Nasamones had no officers, nor did they separate their men into units other than their familial tribes and clans who naturally grouped together. Instead each man was on his own. He fought and would even leave the battle whenever he felt the urge. Nor was there any dishonor in leaving. 

All the men around me kept their eyes on Chafik. When he deemed the lead Phoenician trireme within range he drew his ox-horn bow to his ear and let fly. It flew straight and true, dropping one of the warriors crowded into the bow of the ship. With that the Nasamones began firing, filling the clear blue sky with their white ostrich feather trimmed arrows. Some of our missiles struck the men in the benches. An oar on the starboard side flailed, fouling the stroke, and then trailed limply in the water. Oars banged on the port side as well. 

Bending my new bow, hearing the horn and sharkskin creak, I pulled one of my red-feathered arrows to my right ear, took aim over the shields of the warriors massed in the front of the ship and let go. The string thrummed. Without stopping to see whether my missile scored a hit, I grabbed another arrow from where I’d jabbed them point first into the sand. 

Our archers poured hundreds of arrows into the lead Phoenician ship, until it looked like a porcupine. Eventually the oars stopped all together, and the great trireme nearly veered into a great Carthaginian galley rowing furiously along its port side. I followed Battus as he changed his aim to the new target. In a matter of three bow shots we’d crippled the Carthaginian. Likewise the men spread to our left and right across the beach were keeping up a deadly fire and had stopped four additional vessels. 

Unfortunately there were just too many warships for us to halt them all. The mammoth triremes reminded me of long, wooden crocodiles swimming up onto the beach, their bronze rams sliding through the sand like deadly, toothy snouts. Armed men leapt overboard, making room for the toxotai onboard to crowd the bow. Arrows with purple dyed feathers zipped through the air, striking one of Chafik’s companions through the shoulder. 

“Back!” I yelled in the Nasamone tongue. “Back to the tree line!” 

Chafik and Battus repeated my order, and we retreated back across the white sand. I really didn’t know if the Nasamones would obey me, but Chafik and his men did, which inspired the others to follow. We reformed a ragged line at the tall palm trees at the edge of the beach, turned and opened fire once more. Persian, Phoenician and Carthaginian foot soldiers stumbled out of the water to be met by a hail of stone arrows. We continued pouring it on while the enemy attempted to form up units on the beach. Their shields and armor stopped or deflected most of our missiles, but occasionally a man was struck through an unprotected thigh, foot or directly in the face. 

We could not cover the entire harbor, just the area before the burned out lower town. Far to the west down the beach I could see the Persians beginning to unload horses. In front of us a group of Egyptian spearmen with old ox-hide covered tower shields were beginning to move forward. 

“Back!” I yelled. “Back through town. To the top of the hill!” 

Again the Nasamones followed. We did so with very few losses. As we ran up the hill, once more the native tribesmen began their repetitive, warbling war cry, and I found myself joining them. We cleared the upper town and reached the top of the hill, giving us a clear view of what was transpiring before the high walls of Oea. 

The phalanx of Lacedaemonians and Therans had pinned the Oeans against their own mud-brick walls and were slaughtering them like sheep. Our men fell as well. From the towers the Phoenicians and their Macae allies were letting loose a murderous fire of arrows, javelins and rocks right where I knew my father stood—on our unshielded right flank. 

At the same time I saw Gobrias and his helots leisurely driving our cattle and flocks up from the East Harbor. They should have been using their slings to support Dorieus’ attack, but either didn’t think of it, or they were content to watch their Spartan masters fall under the rain of rocks thrown from the walls. 

“Give me some of your archers,” I said to Battus’ father. I pointed at the fortress. Nor did I have to say more. He understood, and shouted for a group of his men to go with me and Battus as we sprinted to the edge of the burned out upper town where I told the Nasamones to take cover among the ruins and start shooting at the men on the towers. As soon as the first white-feathered arrows began landing among the defenders, the Oeans were forced to duck back behind the parapet. 

Telling Battus to keep it up, I left the Nasamones and ran to Gobrias where I found him neatly piling up our weapons and supplies safely behind the Spartans lines. 

“Dorieus wants your slingers!” I shouted at him. “Leave just enough to tend the herds. Come. Now! Move, before my father has your head!” 

Gobrias jumped up and began shouting orders to his men. Between our helot slingers and native archers, by concentrating our fire we were able to disrupt the Phoenicians and Macae on the towers and send them running. 

In front of the walls a great confusion of men fought around the Punic Gate. The clamor of spears, swords and the dying were deafening. Led by my father, the Lacedaemonians had quickly put the Oeans to flight. Some streamed down the hill toward the Persians in the West Harbor, but most were attempting to flee back inside the gates. Dorieus realized the Oeans inside the citadel were attempting to close the heavy iron doors, leaving their men outside to their fate. I watched as he used his sword as a farmer uses his scythe to cut his way through the enemy like they were made of straw. He blocked the mammoth entranceway like the god of war Ares himself, slaying every enemy that came within his reach. It was one of my father’s shining moments, one that bards would compose songs about. 

Though the Phoenicians tried desperately to close the great iron doors, Dorieus piled up so many dead around him, the bodies clogged the gates. My father’s elite guard, an enomotia called the hippos, scattered the Oeans before them like frightened, spindly-legged sandpipers from the beach and took up a position at Dorieus’ side, each of them eager to fight, while our opponents staggered back, weak from starvation and terrified by the Spartans’ skill at war. Seeing my father standing there, I could not help but be proud of him, even if it was butchery, pure and simple. The Spartans hacked the Oeans down like herdsmen clubbing defenseless sheep at fall harvest. After a brief struggle, Dorieus, Paraebates, Leonidas and the hippos forced their way through the gate and into the city. Then the real slaughter began in earnest. 

“Get our supplies inside the city,” I told Gobrias, who seemed to notice my bow for the first time, and ran off to collect our things. Rejoining Battus, I told him, “Let’s go back to your father.” 

We rejoined Chafik and his men at the top of the hill overlooking the West Harbor, where we saw thousands of the enemy formed up in squares of men on the beach like marble pieces on a fancy gaming board. Wordlessly, the Nasamone king pointed with an arrow at a large force of cavalry galloping through the trees, heading our way. 

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that the Punic Gate was still clogged with men. What Oeans that had managed to get inside were running for the acropolis to take up positions behind the wall there, but half of our Lacedaemonians and Therans were still bunched up around the gate waiting to get inside. Too, there were our helots, livestock and the gear from our camp. We needed to buy them more time. 

“We have to stop them,” I said motioning to the cavalry. There was twice our number of mounted men coming up the hill. Fortunately they were confined to the narrow alleyways made by the burned out lower town, making them easy targets. 

Once Chafik let fly, the Nasamones followed. We blunted their attack, which stalled, but only for a few heartbeats. There were so many cavalrymen streaming up from the beach that they drove the men in the front forward. 

“Keep it up,” I said to Battus. The Lacedaemonians and Therans were all inside the walls, and the helots were now driving our cattle and goats through the tall gates. The second wave of cavalry halted and began using their bows to fire back at us. However their short bows didn’t have our range and in the burned out town they couldn’t maneuver, while our men had taken cover where they could, making them easy targets and us hard to hit. 

I could see an officer attempting to get his men to make another charge. 

“Three more arrows,” I cried. “Then we fly!” 

We let loose our missiles into the enemy and ran for the gates. Sprinting across a field covered with the dead and the dying, I feared we would not make it. Who can outrun a horse? They should easily overtake us. But no. It seemed our last volley had caused them to pause and their commanders had ordered them to the south to outflank us. We made it to the gates while the helots were driving the last of our cattle into the city. With the natives around me making their strange war cry, we managed to crowd inside just as the Persians entered the open plain. 

Squirming through the crowd of men, I left Battus and found my father. Dorieus had his men conducting orderly sweeps through the city streets. Our spearmen fought when attacked, but for the most part simply pushed the Phoenicians toward the acropolis. 

Dorieus glared at my bow. “I see once again you disobeyed my orders.” His helmet was pushed back on his head, his sweat soaked face bruised and bleeding from a rock thrown from the wall. His shield and armor were covered with so much blood, I thought he might be dying, until I realized it was not his blood. “Wipe that dirt from your face and get rid of that child’s toy! I need you to find Othryades and his leopards and deliver a message to him.” I hid my bow in an empty house and spent the rest of the day running from commander to commander issuing orders and gathering reports. 

Although people said Oea was a beautiful city, as I ran through its streets, I thought it ghastly. Like something you would see in a town devastated by the plague. There were signs of the siege everywhere. Old women with their skin hanging loose from their bones. Piles of burned corpses. Palms stripped of their leaves that had been boiled and eaten. People too weak to flee sat or lay about in their doorways and in the streets. 

Once the surviving Oeans had closed themselves up behind the gates to the acropolis, Dorieus stationed Timandros and the Therans there to keep watch over the single entranceway in and out. 

Dorieus called the rest of his officers to the Punic Gate where he began issuing orders for the defense of the city against the endless stream of Persians and their allies pouring into the West Harbor. The helots were put to work tossing dead bodies outside the walls. The perioicoi swept through the streets gathering up the remaining starving citizenry and shoving them outside the gates toward the beach. The ephebes were making a stockpile of the weapons retrieved from the fallen, so I joined them. 

After our work was done, Battus and I stood on one of the tall towers beside the Punic Gate watching the enemy leisurely set up camp. The beaches of the West Harbor were lined with hundreds of warships and transports, making me wonder if that’s how the Achaean fleet had looked before Troy. 

Scouts were sent out to count the enemy’s numbers. They came back and said we were up against more than thirty thousand spearmen, archers and cavalry. They also informed us that the Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Egyptians and their native allies were under the command of the Persian satrap of Phoenicia, a noblemen named Lord Mardonius, who it was said was married to the sister of the Persian King of Kings, Darius himself. 

“Mardonius,” I said. “That name sounds familiar.” 

“It should,” Battus said sitting beside me, fletching a new arrow with ostrich feathers. “He’s the father of the Persian girl we met on the beach.” 

Aria. 

Battus was right. That meant Ariatozah could very well be out there among the mass of men and tents in the West Harbor. 

“If her father is married to the High King’s sister, that means she’s…” 

“The niece of the Persian King of Kings,” my friend said. 

Before the Persians sealed us in Oea, my father sent a runner to the east with instructions to find Kleombrotus and let him know we were inside Oea. My uncle was directed to get word to Cyrene immediately. It was imperative that the Pentapolis call up every able bodied spearman they had and joined us. 

Standing not far from us on the wall, we listened to Dorieus and his captains. “If Arcesilas marshals all their spearmen and the native allies, we can push the Persians out of Libya once and for all,” my father said confidently. 

“Arcesilas won’t run the risk of running into the Phoenician fleet,” Thessalus said. “So he’ll march overland. It will take five days to get word to Cyrene. At least ten days for them to muster. Another five days to get here… if they come at all.” 

“How much food do we have?” Celeas asked. 

“Never enough,” Thessalus answered. “We can hold out for two months, twice as long if we go to half rations.” Owing to the well in Oea, fresh water was not a problem. Still, the men’s initial excitement over the capture of the fortress turned somber as they realized if our allies in the Pentapolis did not arrive in time, we could end up in the same predicament as the Oeans. 

When the men sat down to their evening meal, Dorieus informed them he was going to lead a night raid on the enemy camp. “It is only right that we welcome Lord Mardonius properly.” 

Thessalus was the only dissenting voice. “What if the Oeans decide to come out of the acropolis while you’re gone?” 

“The Oeans are too weak to go anywhere. You worry too much old friend.” 

“I still say it is an unnecessary risk. What if you get killed?” 

“Then Leonidas will take command. Come. Help me pick three hundred men to go with me.” 

My father was always the most cheerful when things looked the worst. He told them they would go over the west wall using ropes. Three long ropes tied together. Even at its lowest point, to scale all the way down the cliffs to the sea was a dangerous feat, especially on a cloudy, moonless night. 

After midnight, I watched my father descend hand over hand using a heavy byblus cable. A group of hand-picked Spartans and Lacedaemonians crowded the west wall. They’d used charcoal to darken their armor, arms, legs and faces. With their ash covered bronze shields slung over their backs they crept down the cliff like poisonous black spiders. 

Battus and I stood on the west wall all night watching and listening. At first we could not see much. Men ran around carrying torches that looked like fireflies in the distance. Then, like a bucket of spilt molten iron that consumes everything in its path, a fire began to spread, rapidly bathing the tents and ships in the West Harbor in a golden glow. 

Probably the last place the Persians expected an attack was from the sea. They hadn’t bothered to place any pickets along the beach or around their ships. Dorieus and his raiders came out of the water like deadly serpents. Using their short spathas they cut down a unit of Phrygians sleeping out in the open. Then they began setting the camp ablaze. Tents. Supplies. They lit six triremes on fire before the Persians were able to mount an organized counter-attack and the Lacedaemonians were forced to slip back into the shadows. 

Eventually our men returned and climbed back up the cliff. By the time they stumbled up over the walls, all of them, even Dorieus were exhausted. They hauled themselves one at a time back up the ropes with their shields over their backs. They lay on their curved hoplons like overturned turtles, huffing and puffing, their faces black with soot, some bleeding, some praying, some laughing, some weeping. They’d slain many, but had lost an enomotia of thirty-two men, including the young captain Celeas. They’d been caught at the bottom of the ropes and cut down by Persian archers. 

Battus and I were about to slip away and find a deserted Oean house to sleep in, when Dorieus grabbed me by the back of the neck. “Where,” he said, “do you think you’re going? You’ve been running around like a wild savage all day. My son carrying a bow. Right in front of me.” 

“They kill just as well as a spear,” I said twisting out of his grasp. 

“It is easy to be brave from a distance,” the giant Paraebates said with his deep, cavernous voice. “There are no archery contests at the Olympic Games for a reason. But what do boys know about honor?” 

“Do not be so harsh on the lad,” Othryades said breathing hard. He had been among the raiders. "Odysseus used a bow. They say at Troy that Philoctetes carried Heracles’ bow.” 

“So did cowards like Paris,” Paraebates replied. 

“From what I saw today, the Nasamone archers covered our backs while we were getting through the gates,” Thessalus said. “And, from what I’ve heard tell, your boy is the one that got Gobrias off his lazy ass. A feat of major proportions. For which, I for one should like to honor the boy with a kiss.” The man tried to hug me, but I dodged him. 

The rest of the men laughed. 

“I’m aware of what he did,” my father said. “That’s the only reason I’m not wrapping the bow around his neck. But he still disobeyed me. I told you to stay with Gobrias. Instead you run off with your play toy. You’ll still be punished. Turn around. Bend over.” Half seriously, half playfully, Dorieus kicked me in the ass, hard enough to drive me forward several steps. “There. Now get out of my sight. I want you and your friend’s archers across the landward wall before sunrise. Go.” 

Instead of looking for a house and a bed, Battus and I filched two Lacedaemonian crimson cloaks from the camp stores and spread them out between two of the dragon’s teeth on the tower by the Punic Gate. I slept on my side looking south out at the plain where new campfires were constantly beginning to burn. It seemed there were as many fires blazing in the West Harbor as there were stars in the sky. 

“Now we are the ones caged inside the walls,” Battus said. “I don’t like it.” 

Looking out at the lights twinkling on the plain, I wondered if Mardonius’ daughter was with him. “You don’t think Aria could have been hurt in the raid, do you?” 

“No. The men said they saw Mardonius’ tent. But they couldn’t reach it. I would worry less about her—and more about us. I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this one.” 

“Tomorrow I am going to sneak into their camp to see if she is here.” 

Battus sat up and glared over the dragon’s teeth at me. “We’d best sneak back to the wadi to see if Ishtar’s feet are still chained. Something tells me she’s running free again.” 

“All right. Never mind.” 

The next morning we watched as the enemy spent the day repairing their camp. Then in the afternoon, they formed up in units on the beach and to the sound of drums marched through the burned out lower and upper towns to within bow shot of the Punic Gate. 

A richly dressed herald, wearing a jewel encrusted belt and deer skin pants trotted out from among the Persian ranks on a dappled mare. As he approached, our men heckled him. Among the Dorians it is considered highly effeminate for a man to wear pants. The herald stopped at the bottom of the path that led up to the gate and said in a loud voice, “The all merciful Lord Mardonius wishes to spare your lives. Surrender the city to him. Lay down your weapons and you can go free. Otherwise you will all die. Your town at the Cinyps Wadi will be burned. Your women enslaved. And your children slain. What say the Spartans?” 

Dorieus and his captains stood on the tower listening. “Good,” my father said to his comrades. “They’re dividing their forces.” He knew Kleombrotus should be nearing the wadi. By noon he would dismantle the village, bury what he could and burn the rest, leaving nothing for the Persians. Before the Persians would arrive, Kleombrotus would be marching our people east to Euesperides. 

“The wadi for this fortress is a good trade,” Thessalus said. 

Dorieus shouted down to the herald, “Tell the all merciful Lord Mardonius to send his crack troops. Otherwise his soldiers are liable to get beaten by women.” 

The men laughed. 

So began another waiting game. The Persians did not attempt a frontal assault. The Oeans and Macae trapped on the acropolis weren’t going anywhere. Our men did not sally outside of the walls again. Nor did King Arcesilas and our allies from the Pentapolis arrive with our relief. 

After a week, faced with either eating their own dead, the gate to the acropolis opened a crack and out walked a skinny Oean herald. The man’s clothes hung from him like rags. In a shaky voice he asked if our offer still held to give them free passage from the city. 

“Where they will join the enemy, who will fatten them up and throw them into the line against us,” Timandros grumbled. “I say let them rot.” 

“If we do, disease will spread. We’ll only be hastening our own demise,” Othryades said. 

“Get rid of them,” Thessalus agreed. “I still don’t like the thought of them in our rear.” 

Dorieus let the Oeans go, so long as they left their weapons and armor behind. Our hoplites lined the streets from the Acropolis Gate to the Punic Gate, where we watched a slow, shuffling parade of skeletal Phoenicians and Macae stumble past. 

After they were gone, the Nasamones asked Dorieus’ permission to tear down the Temple of Baal on the acropolis. Dorieus readily agreed. Not having much else to do, Battus and I watched as the natives pushed down the marble columns and rolled them off the cliffs into the sea where they made a great splash. Then they filled in the fire pit where the Phoenicians conducted their human sacrifices. To purify the place, that night the Nasamones tore down a horse stable and a shed and used the wood to light a great bonfire where the temple had stood. All night long they danced around the fire to appease the souls of the dead and to drive away evil spirits. 

The next morning, as the Oea acropolis still swirled with white smoke, the Persians began to assemble their troops in front of the walls. Battus and I had taken to sleeping on the tower, and were immediately alarmed. The watch commander called Dorieus and as they armed themselves, my father and his captains gathered atop the Punic Gate. He too ordered our troops to assemble. 

“I don’t see any ladders,” Battus said. 

“Or battering rams,” I added. 

Instead a group of bare-chested men carried six long stakes out in front of their assembled infantry, cavalry and archers, and laid them on a small dusty hill. Then a squadron of infantrymen wearing turbans and carrying wicker shields herded a group of over a hundred people with chains on their wrists and ankles onto the hill. People I recognized. A perioicoi blacksmith named Prepelaos. There were field helots that I knew and Nasamones that Battus knew. A Lacedaemonian midwife named Thetima and the Spartiate children Euthalia and Polykles. I swallowed a growing lump in my throat. 

The Persian herald Bahrem trotted up to the walls on his mare and said in a loud voice, “A message for the Spartans. Your colony at the Cinyps Wadi and the Dorian city of Euesperides have been destroyed. Your allies at Cyrene have deserted you. All of your people are dead, except for these captives. Surrender your weapons and return the fortress to the Phoenicians. If you do not obey this command: we shall crucify six of your people every morning—until all of them are dead. What say the Spartans?” 

As the man spoke, behind him on the hill, Persian soldiers grabbed six people out of the crowd. As we watched, they pushed them down onto the ground, tied them to stakes shaped like a ‘T’, and began nailing their wrists and ankles to the wood. The pound of the heavy mallets on the iron nails jolted the nerves of every man on the walls. Shrieks filled the air. They were worse than the cries of the dying. More than anything in the world I wanted to put my hands over my ears, but I didn’t dare. I watched in horror as the Persians pushed the first three stakes up into the air. A crucified man, woman and child writhed in pain as they dangled from the metal spikes in their hands and through their feet. 

“The gods save us,” Battus whispered. 

The man was the Apollonian trierarch Agathon. The boy was Battus’s brother Orydes. And the blonde-haired woman was my mother. 

Someone was screaming louder than the six captives bleeding to death on the little hill. My father Dorieus was so enraged and grief-stricken, later Othryades told me he tried to jump from the top of the tower. They restrained him, only to chase him down the steps to the gates, where he threw one of the heavy iron bars aside, a job that usually required three men. He would have gone outside the walls himself, had not ten men bore him to the earth. They say Leonidas was weeping as he helped drag my father back inside. Weeping for Phile, weeping for my father and weeping because his own wife Eumelia was among the captives outside. 

That day was the worst in my life. My mother was dying before my eyes and my father was going mad. Nor had I ever seen Battus so beside himself, his eyes glistening for his little brother. 

I struggled to maintain my composure in front of the soldiers on the wall. Blinded by tears, I half fell down a flight of stone steps. In a daze, not seeing or remembering a thing, I began walking and kept going until I found myself on the far side of Oea standing on the edge of a sheer cliff overlooking the ocean. A strong sea breeze blew my hair about my face, but I didn’t notice a thing. All I could think about was how it felt as they hammered the long, cruel nails through my mother’s palms. At that very moment beloved Phile was enduring unspeakable agony as she struggled to stand on the iron spikes through her feet. My whole body shook as if with fever, my stomach roiled as if I’d eaten rotten chicken and I vomited. As I retched and my stomach convulsed, I slipped and almost fell over the cliff, but regained my balance. Careful. Sobered by my close call, thinking the gods had spared my life for a reason, I moved away from the edge, sat on a rock, collected my wits and to take my mind away from Phile’s suffering tried to think of a plan to save her. There has to be a way... 

As the sun began to set and bathed the citadel of Oea in a rosy glow, Battus appeared and sat beside me. “I’m glad it’s getting dark,” he said. “We won’t be able to see them.” 

“We have to do something.” 

“What?” 

“We are going over the walls. The same place my father did when they raided the Persian camp that first night. I know where the ropes are.” 

“What, you think we can free them?” Battus asked incredulously. “They’ll be so heavily guarded a mosquito couldn’t get in there.” 

“No. Listen to me. We are going to kidnap a princess.” 










7. The Fairest Vision in this Dark World 




Some say horsemen, some say warriors, 

Some say a fleet of ships is the fairest 

Vision in this dark world, but I say it’s 

Who you love. 




Sappho 




I stood on the west wall of Oea overlooking thousands of cook fires in the Persian camp spread out across the West Harbor. 

Buffeted by a cool sea breeze, I tied a thick end of rope around one of the dragon’s teeth, knotting it tightly. Battus helped me, though he shook his head negatively. 

As we worked my friend spoke softly, not wanting to draw the attention of the Lacedaemonian sentry that stood a hundred paces away. “How do you talk me into these things? This is madness. If we don’t fall and break our necks, we’ll be caught. And we know what the Persians do with their prisoners. Even if we make it into their camp, you don’t know for sure if Aria is here. She’s probably at home in Susa. Even if she is here, what are we going to do if we find her? You can’t just stroll into Mardonius’ tent, throw his daughter over your shoulder, and then climb back up the rope. You are mad my friend. You and your father both. What is happening out there,” he said pointing to the little hill where the six wooden stakes stood, “has snapped your mind.” 

Strangely enough, I was thinking clearly. To do nothing. To sit. Not to act. That would have driven me to madness. 

Together, working hand in hand, we lowered three lengths of thick byblus rope down the sheer cliff to the beach. “We are going to save your brother and my mother. We are going to get them back.” 

“And how are we going to do that again?” 

“Aria owes us her life. She will come with us. Then we trade her for our people.” 

Battus shook his head and laughed to himself. “You are crazy. But it’s a good crazy. The gods favor boldness.” 

Sitting between the dragons teeth on the parapet, I opened my belt pouch and took out the little ivory figurine that Battus had given me years ago. I held it to my lips and kissed it, offering up a prayer to Zeus for strength and courage. Though Battus called the rams-headed totem Amun, as both were the father of the gods, I reasoned he must be the same as Zeus. How many fathers of the gods could there be? Zeus might not like me praying to an Egyptian god, so I addressed my prayers to the Hellene patriarch of the gods while I rubbed the ivory statuette between my fingers. Looking up, I noticed Battus doing the same with the clay-fired figurine of Heracles dangling from his neck. 

Returning Amun to my belt pouch, I tugged on the rope, making sure the knot would hold my weight. Then I looped the thick cord loosely around my waist and grinned at my friend. “See you at the bottom.” 

“Shake the line when you get there,” Battus said. “I will be right behind you brother.” 

Normally heights don’t bother me. As a boy I’d always loved climbing trees. There was a certain excitement to hanging from a high branch, letting go and then dropping with a splash into the Eurotas. Even now, at night Battus and I slept on the high tower walls. We loved the view. On a clear day you could look north across the water and see the distant mountains of Sicily. But this time, as I slid my feet over the wall and looked down my heart nearly jumped out of my chest. The drop was so long, by the light of the moon I could see sea gulls flying below me. The giant black rocks on the beach looked like tiny pebbles. Battus was right. Getting to the bottom would be no easy feat. One slippery wet section of the rope and it would be the end of our rescue mission. 

Because my father and his three hundred companions had been able to make it down these ropes—fully armed—I reasoned two sixteen year old boys disguised in the nondescript dog skin tunics that our helots wore ought to be able to do it too. Or so I thought. 

Digging my bare toes into the mortar between the blocks of the upper wall, I began to lower myself carefully. To keep from being scared to death, I tried not to look down. Instead I kept my eyes on my feet, and with the thick cord looped around my waist, I slowly walked down the wall. 

To keep my spirits up I imagined what lay at the other end of the rope. Aria. My pretty Persian princess. I knew I’d see her again. Suddenly my mother’s words came into my ears, “Let the goddess into your heart, but don’t let her run off with you senses. Love has made many a man look like a fool.” I wasn’t behaving like fool, was I? This was rational action, wasn’t it? Maybe Battus was right. Perhaps I was a little crazy… 

To prevent myself from losing hope, giving up and going back, I tried to imagine how happy Dorieus would be when we traded Ariatozah for Phile, Orydes and the others. We would get them back and be extolled as heroes. That is, if they were still alive in the morning. I’d overheard the Theran iatros Phocas tell Leonidas, “If they’d been tied up on those stakes they might last a few days. Until they starved to death. But they nailed them up. Eventually they’ll bleed to death. Don’t tell Dorieus, but his good lady wife won’t last a day.” I kept replaying Phocas’ words in my head and they lent me courage. We had to succeed. Or my mother would die. 

Eventually I reached the bottom of the fortress wall and the start of the granite cliffs. Slowly, I continued downward. Occasionally I found a small ledge, tightened the rope around my waist, and rested my legs and arms. As I did so, I marveled at how Dorieus, Othryades, Paraebates and the others had descended wearing a leather breast piece, helmet, sword and shield. We went unarmed except for our daggers. For a helmet I wore a dog skin cap, filched from a helot. I wore it to hide my blonde hair that marked me as a Dorian. Battus wore one too, to hide the shaved back of his head, a signal as obvious as a beacon fire that he was a Nasamone. 

Occasionally a cloud passed over the moon, covering the cliff in blackness. Making my job somewhat easier. I didn’t worry so much about being spotted, and I couldn’t see the rocks below. But it was much harder to find my footing. A cool sea breeze blew through the dried leaves of a stunted acacia tree growing out of the rock. As I cautiously eased my way down, in case Zeus was busy, I said a prayer to Heracles for strength. Please dear ancestor, just a little bit farther. Just a few more steps. 

To keep my mind off slipping and falling, I conjured up all sorts of wild imaginings. I pictured Aria welcoming me. Rubbing her cheek against my cheek in greeting. And maybe even lifting her veil, only for me, so that I alone could see her face. She would hail me as a peacemaker. Phile would live. She would make it through the night. Dorieus and Chafik would proclaim Battus and I the saviors of our people… 

After what seemed like forever, I finally reached the slippery, barnacle covered rocks at the base of the cliff. Trying not to break my neck climbing across the slimy green rocks, I carefully reached my feet into the warm water of the West Harbor and dug my toes into the sand. I’d done it! Thankfully the beach appeared deserted. Jerking the line, I signaled Battus that the coast was clear. 

While Battus made his way down, I scouted the base of the cliff. Two hundred paces from the water’s edge there were several irregular troops picketed evenly across the beach. Some standing with shield and spear, some sitting on mats, some sleeping. 

When Battus finally stood in the shallow water beside me, he said breathlessly, “Coming down is one thing. But I’m not sure if I can pull myself up. You might have to carry me too.” 

The only other way back into Oea was through the Punic Gate. “We’ll go through the gates.” 

“Good. I’d rather be killed by our own men.” 

A shiver lifted the hair on the back of my neck. I knew Battus was only making a joke, but it would be just like the gods, with their black sense of humor to let us survive the cliffs and the Persians, only to be killed by our own people. 

It was well past midnight and there were very few people moving about in the enemy camp. If there had been a crowd walking about, we could have mixed in with them and brazenly made our way to Mardonius’ tent. But that would have meant the risk of detection. This late at night, we had no other choice but to creep slowly and cautiously through the city of tents. We flitted from shadow to shadow, from palm to palm, avoiding the camp fires where men gathered. We made our way around Macae sleeping on the ground and past rows of horse-hide tents where Carthaginians, Phoenicians and Sicels snored. 

Crawling through the Persian camp reminded me of the time Battus and I caught and wrestled with a wild dog we’d found drinking from the wadi. It was exciting, but you never knew when the beast was going to snap and bite you. Similarly I never knew when someone might reach out from a tent and grab us. 

Most were asleep, but due to Dorieus’ raid there were still plenty of soldiers on watch. Slowly, cautiously, we kept moving toward Mardonius’ huge, well-lit tent in the middle of camp. As we drew near, we fell in step behind two black robed priests of Baal and followed them past hundreds of tents and lean-tos, till we finally gazed up in awe at the Persian general’s portable palace. 

We scouted around the entire structure and discovered Mardonius’ headquarters consisted of a single, giant two-story tent in the center, surrounded by eight smaller, interconnected tents. The only guards were two big fat eunuchs armed with large curved swords standing at the main entrance. The rest of the structure was surrounded by oil lamps that wavered in the soft sea breeze. 

Borrowing a small rug from outside one of the tents, we slowly made our way down one side of the great tent, extinguishing one lamp at a time, and then peeking under the tent wall. The first was an empty dining area. The next, where the cooks worked and slept. After that, a well lit storeroom stacked with fresh provisions. Large wicker sacks filled with grain. Bundles of fresh bananas. Large amphora filled with wine. 

“We keep this up, we’re going to get caught,” Battus hissed. 

“Just a few more,” I said crawling on my hands and knees through the shadows toward the next lamp. When I sensed no one was looking, I carefully extinguished the flame with the rug. This section of tent was unlit inside. Peeking under the bottom flap, I listened carefully and heard the even breathing of people sleeping in the dark. Sniffing the air, smelling perfume, I knew this had to be the high born ladies quarters. They could be harem girls like the ones King Arcesilas was so fond of, or it could be Mardonius’ wife, her maids… 

“Wait here,” I said and crawled inside. 

It took several heartbeats for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. Finally I made out five people sleeping on low couches. Being careful not to trip over the furniture I crawled on all fours through the tent, up to a sleeping maid, and then I found her. Lord Mardonius’ daughter. My Persian princess. Ariatozah. Niece of the Persian King of Kings. A young woman that inspired dreams the likes of which I’d never known before. As I looked down on her unveiled, exotic features, I blushed as I recalled what I had told her. ‘Now that I’ve seen your face, you’ll have to marry me.’ For all I knew, she was already married to one of her suitors. 

Taking a deep breath, with my hand close to her mouth in case she tried to cry out in alarm, I lightly shook her shoulder, waking her. 

I watched as the girl stretched upon her long sofa. The air was warm in the tent, heavy with incense, and I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. When Aria flexed her arms and back, the nipples of her breasts rose against her sheer pajamas, making me forget for a moment that I was surrounded by thirty thousand enemies. 

Her long dark lashes fluttered and she smiled sleepily. “Hester, I am dreaming again. Of the…” Her eyes snapped wide open. “Euryleon!” she gasped sitting up, drawing a sheet to her chin modestly. “What are you doing here?!” 

“Come outside,” I whispered in her ear. “I am with Battus. We need to talk.” 

The girl was instantly wide awake. “I’ll get dressed. Go. Before Hester wakes and sees you.” 

Our faces were so close together, I could feel her sweet smelling breath on my nose. After sniffing Battus all day, Aria smelled like strawberries. Impulsively, before the girl could stop me, I leaned forward and placed a soft kiss on her lips. While she looked at me wide-eyed, I smiled. Then she did a wonderful thing. She kissed me back. After several glorious moments powerful enough to snap the vines from around the feet of the image of Aphrodite I’d carved out of palm wood, I broke away and slipped quietly back into the darkness. Back through her bedroom I went, past her sleeping maids, outside into the night air. The sea breeze cooled the sweat that poured from my body. 

Battus had hidden so well, at first I wondered if he’d been caught. Then he stepped out of the shadows of two crisscrossed palms. Quickly I joined him. Without speaking, I nodded my head to let him know our mission had been successful thus far. I wanted to tell Battus what else had happened. How I’d kissed a girl. But dared not. 

We crouched on the sand in the darkness, silently waiting. So long, I began to think something had gone wrong. I kept my eyes to the east toward Oea. Soon Eos, goddess of the dawn, would begin stretching her rosy fingers over the fortress. The camp would start to stir and wake. And we would be sitting in the midst of our enemies. What if one of her maids spied me? What if Aria had come to her senses and realized I was just a foolish Spartan boy with absolutely nothing? Not even the clothes or the hat I wore were mine. What if at that very moment she was waking her father..? 

The bottom of the tent rose and a well dressed woman wriggled under the flap. The Persian girl stood, shaking the wrinkles from her gown, looking like Ishtar herself. She wore a dark purple robe that flowed around her. Her veil was back in place, and on her head was a regal looking Egyptian beaded headdress. Her hands were covered with silk gloves and there were odd leather shoes on her feet that curled upwards at the toe. The only things not covered were her brown eyes or their look of pure radiance. 

“My two lions,” she whispered. In greeting, she hugged us each and once again rubbed her cheeks against the sides of our faces. “This is not a good place to talk,” she said. “Come.” 

Forcing herself to walk and not run, the girl led us to a small tent and ushered us inside. She tied the tent flap behind us. Towering over us, flanked by two oil lamps was a polished brass statue of the bearded Zoroastrian god Ahuramazda. She drew us to a dark corner where she sat on a pillow and bid us sit by her. 

“You two must have a very powerful god watching over you. I can’t believe you are here. You know what will happen if they catch you?” 

“We know,” Battus replied grimly. 

“Battus’s brother,” I said softly, “and my mother. Are out there. On that hill. Bleeding to death. We need your help.” 

The girl winced, speechless for several moments. Diverting her eyes, unable to look at us Aria wrung her hands, and said, “You have to understand this is not my father’s doing. It is Achaemenes. My father sent him to sack your cities. He is the one crucifying your people. I feel your pain. But there is nothing I can do about it. No one will listen to me. I’m so sorry…” 

Battus and I looked at one another. I knew what he was thinking. We’d come all this way for nothing. 

“Your father is in command,” I whispered. “There is a way to get him to listen.” 

“How? Tell me,” the girl said looking at us nervously. 

“Come with us,” Battus coaxed. “To the fortress.” 

“We will trade you back to your father for my mother and for Orydes,” I pleaded. 

The girl slid away from us to the far side of her pillow. “You want me to be your prisoner?” 

“We want to save our families,” I said. 

“You won’t be hurt,” Battus promised. 

“What… What if… What if they are already dead? What if your father decides to crucify me?” 

“We give you our word,” I said. 

The girl did not look convinced. She wrung her hands and bit her lip. 

“This could be the start of something,” I coaxed. “The spark that ignites peace. If you come with us. It could end the war. So we can all go home.” 

Tears dripped from the girl’s eyes, wetting her veil. “I wish it could be that easy. But somehow I don’t think it will be.” 

“Your father will be forced to negotiate. We’ll give you back to him unharmed. We just want our people. Then, once the two sides are talking, maybe, just maybe the Spartans will give up Oea.” 

“You’re running out of food, aren’t you?” 

Battus cut in, “Don’t tell her anything…” 

Annoyed, I said, “We’ve got enough food and water to last for years. And you’ve seen Oea’s walls. It cannot be taken. Do you want peace or don’t you?” 

The girl looked up at me and nodded. “Yes. Of course. As much as you do.” 

“Then this is your chance to do something about it.” 

“You’re asking too much! You want me to walk into a den of lions. I can’t go with you. There is no telling what my father might do if he finds out you have me. What will my suitors think? Everyone will want to know how two boys stole me right out from under my father’s nose. What will I tell them?” 

“Tell them whatever you like,” I said. We needed to stop talking and start moving. The sun would be up soon. 

“I suppose I could tell them Ahura spirited me away and took me to your camp. Men are always impressed by that sort of thing. And, I haven’t forgotten that I owe you my life. I’d be dead if not for the two of you. It tears me inside to know that your mother and your brother could die because of what my people are doing… All right. All right! I’ve talked myself into it. I’m going with you. Wait. How did you get here?” 

Battus pointed in the direction of the fortress. “Ropes. Down the side of the cliffs.” 

“I can’t do that! There has to be another way. Or I’m not going.” 

“Don’t worry, we’re going through the Punic Gate,” I said. 

“If our own men don’t shoot us full of arrows,” Battus said. 

“Can you get us through your lines?” I asked. 

The girl thought for a moment. “Yes. I’ve explored the whole camp. I know where our soldiers are stationed. Here is what we’ll do. The men are all afraid of the burned out town. They think it’s filled with angry spirits that were not given proper burial. We can go through there. You’re not afraid of the dead, are you?” 

We both glanced at one another. Of course we were afraid. But we weren’t about to admit it in front of Aria. “It is a good plan,” I said. 

“Better than the one we came here with,” Battus agreed. “We know the way.” 

“Wait. I can’t just skip through camp escorted by two Hellenes dressed like slaves. People will stop us. What if they question me? What will I say?” 

“You’ll say nothing. Because they won’t be able to see you,” I said. When Battus looked at me like I had lost my mind, I explained. “We’ll hide you in something. Then carry you out. Like the Trojan Horse.” 

“What about this?” Battus said, lifting the corner of the carpet under our feet. 

“Perfect,” I agreed. 

“It’s all dirty and sandy,” the girl said then stopped herself. “You’re right. It’s a very good plan.” Aria lay down across one end of the rug. “Go ahead. Roll me up. With my head near the end, so I can see where we are going.” 

Battus laughed for the first time in what seemed like days. “This just might work.” 

We spun the girl and the flooring slowly across the tent. She actually giggled like we were three children playing at a game. I felt the girl’s hipbone and shoulders under my hands as I rolled her across the sand. “Are you all right?” I asked. 

“I’ve got a mouth full of sand,” came the girl’s muffled voice and the sound of spitting. “Otherwise, I’m fine.” 

I undid the tent strings and peaked outside. No one in sight. 

“Let me take her head,” I said. 

“All right. Ready?” Battus asked. I nodded and we lifted the roll of carpet and the girl up onto our shoulders. 

“Can you see?” I asked. 

“Yes, through the end,” came the girl’s voice. “Go outside and go to the right. If anyone asks you, you are delivering this carpet to General Merhrab on Lord Mardonius’ orders.” 

No one asked. It was nearly dawn and the few guards we saw only glanced at us in passing. To them we looked like two slaves going about their work. Finally, we made it through the city of tents. Once in the palm trees by the burned out lower town, we unrolled the carpet, and spilled the princess out onto the ground. 

“I hate sand,” she moaned, brushing off her clothes. “This way. There is a unit of Medes that way. We go between them and the Phoenicians. Through the ruins. Through these filthy, black buildings. I know Nasamones never bathe. Do Spartans?” 

“Spartans don’t bathe either. We oil our bodies.” Never in my life had I ever met a girl that actually worried about getting soot on her robes. But it gave me an idea. “Let me help you.” 

“What? By throwing me over your shoulder?” 

“No, not like that.” Without a word, I scooped her up off the ground and into my arms. 

I could tell she blushed behind her veil. “You like throwing women around, don’t you?” 

“Just you. In Sparta, it is a part of the marriage custom. The man breaks into his bride’s house and carries her off to his house.” 

“Quiet,” Battus said growing irritated. He led the way through a burnt out building. 

As I carried Aria, I was overjoyed to the point of giddiness just to have her in my arms. Then I recalled my mother’s words, “Beware Aphrodite. Like all the gods, the goddess of beauty gives and takes away. She can bring you the greatest happiness you will ever know, but it comes at a price, for your pretty Persian princess is only mortal…” I sobered and held Aria a little tighter. I’d just found my pretty princess and was not about to let anyone harm her, ever. 










8. A Noble Heart 
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Following Battus through the burned out lower town, I carried Aria through a hole in a wall and around piles of blackened bricks that were once a seaside villa. As I picked my way through the rubble, I whispered to the girl, “Take off your mask. Please.” 

“I told you…” 

“… only your husband can see your face. I know. But I’m not a Persian.” 

“You won’t try to kiss me again, will you?” 

“Only if you want me to.” 

The girl considered this, then reached up and unhooked a clasp behind her ear, and pulled the material from her face. By the look in her eyes, I knew what she was doing was quite forbidden—and she was enjoying it immensely. 

“I would never do this for Achaemenes,” she whispered. 

I was so enchanted by her smile, I wanted to peck her on the lips, but instead nearly tripped over a pile of bricks. The girl laughed as I caught my balance and it was a joy to see her full lips widen in a smile. 

“I can’t believe you threw me over your shoulder,” the girl admitted as I carried her through the remains of a burned out stable. “I should have hated you. No one has ever struck me that way. Not my father. No one. And yet, deep down I found myself admiring you. You’re rather good at rescuing people, aren’t you?” 

My face flushed hotly and my tongue waggled uselessly in my mouth not knowing what to say. For a few precious moments we both remained silent, instead preferring to steal quick glances into one another’s eyes. Hers batted prettily, if a bit petulantly. With all her silks and her father’s silver she was probably more spoiled than any woman I’d ever met, but there was something beautiful about Aria that went beyond her face and figure, there was something beautiful about her soul that matched hers with mine, I was sure of it. 

“Did I ever tell you just how many suitors are courting me?” Aria said pretending not to look at me. “Over twenty. Egyptians, Medes, Persians … even a Carian king. Princes. Nobles. All of them wealthy, powerful old men. To them, I’m just a means of getting closer to my uncle. Did you know my mother is the sister of the King of Kings? I am merely a playing piece in their political career. So far, I’ve managed to find something terribly wrong with each of my suitors. Wrong enough to make them fall out of favor. That was until last week. I was supposed to marry Achaemenes, but I made a potion out of mandrake root. I drank just enough to make myself horribly sick. Thankfully my father took it as an ill omen and has postponed my wedding day. I wonder what he would think of you?” 

I knocked over a piece of wood that had once been a ceiling rafter, drawing a glare from Battus. He didn’t have to say anything. I knew what he was thinking. You trying to wake the dead? 

Quietly I said to the girl, “I doubt your father would be impressed. I don’t have silver or a fancy title. No armies or fleets at my command. Not even a proper house. The stars at night are my roof. And the only thing that I have of value is my friendship with Battus.” 

The girl surprised me by leaning closer and kissing me on the cheek. “What you have,” she whispered and gently touched my cheek with her painted fingernails, “is a noble heart. And that is worth more to me than all the gold in Persepolis.” 

Battus finally reached the edge of the ruined upper town and stopped. I joined him carrying the Persian girl. The three of us watched as the moon came out from behind a cloud and bathed the plain before the walled fortress in pale light. Beyond the tall towers a single watch fire burned on the top of the acropolis. 

“Let me down,” Aria said. She shuddered as she looked at the high walls. “I can’t believe you talked me into this.” 

“I said the same thing earlier,” Battus snorted. “Eury will make a good king one day. People have a way of following him.” 

“A king?” Aria asked looking up at me as she refit her veil. 

“He will never tell you this himself, so I will tell you. Eury is the grandson of a king. A Spartan king.” 

The girl looked at me with renewed interest which I found embarrassing. 

“Come on. Othryades and the leopards are on guard duty. I can get him to let us in.” When we reached bow range of the walls I told them, “Wait here. I’ll go alone. There’s no sense all of us getting shot.” 

Battus grabbed my arm. “Be careful brother.” I knew what he was thinking. We’d come too far to fail now. 

“I will be right back,” I said. 

Staying low to the ground to present as small a target as possible, I sprinted across the field. When I got within twenty-five paces of the walls, I heard something zip by my head. It struck the dirt behind me. Probably an arrow fired by one of the Nasamones. Another slapped into the ground in front of me. Running as fast as I could, I made it safely to the Punic Gates where I was protected by a slight overhang of the walls. Looking up at the two open holes used for pouring boiling oil down on attackers, I pounded on the iron gates with my fists, shouting, “It is Euryanax, son of Dorieus! Let me in!” 

I heard the sound of voices shouting above on the wall and shuffling feet inside the gates. Finally the bar was lifted inside and the right door swung open. Eight spearmen with their round hoplons thrust before them swarmed around me like bats swooping down out of the darkness. I jumped back against the cold iron door to avoid getting a spear in my guts. 

They shoved an oil lantern in my face. 

“It is Eury.” I recognized Othryades voice. “What in blazes are you doing outside the walls son? And dressed like a helot?” He lowered the lantern and I noted the sad look on his face. “You were trying to save your mother, weren’t you?” 

“Battus is still out on the plain,” I said. “We have a prisoner. I am going back to get them. Tell your men on the walls to hold their fire.” 

“Bakalos,” Othryades said, ordering the man to inform the archers. “The sun is coming up. You’re not going out there by yourself. We’re going with you.” 

It was at this point things began to go terribly wrong. 

A roving patrol of lightly armed men stumbled upon Battus and Aria. Othryades and his six leopards reached them a heartbeat too late. Ahead of us in the rapidly lifting darkness I heard a woman’s scream. And then the sound a spear makes when it pierces a man’s flesh. 

Dawn broke upon six very surprised Medes. Each carried a spear and bow, no shield. When they had stumbled upon Battus and Aria, my comrade drew his knife and leapt at the leader only to land on his spear. 

Othryades and his men were on them like hawks soaring out of the sun pouncing on unsuspecting field mice. 

Panicked, Aria ran straight to me. “We heard them coming. We thought it was you.” 

Battus knelt on the hard ground gripping the shaft of a spear that ran straight through his belly and came out his back. Without a word, I pulled it from him. The iron point came out with a rush of blood. My friend tried to hold in his insides with both hands. Black liquid sieved through his fingers. 

Battus! My brother! My constant companion of four years. The boy who’d taught me how to hunt and fish. How to shoot a bow. How to be a friend. With a surprised look on his face, he slumped down against me. 

“Don’t let me die lying down,” was all he said. To enter the afterlife, a Nasamone had to die sitting up. I wrapped my arms around him, holding him, wailing for my dying friend. 

Our hoplites killed four Medes while two managed to escape. While our men stripped the dead, Othryades tried to pull me to my feet. “I’m sorry Eury. He’s gone. We’ll take him back with us.” 

“We have to carry him sitting up,” I said wiping both blood and tears from my face. 

“All right.” The lone survivor of the Battle of Champions ordered three of his men to sling their shields over their backs and pick up Battus. Making sure they were careful to abide by Battus’ last request, Aria and I followed them back to the Punic Gate. 

“Who is the girl?” Othryades asked me. 

“Mardonius’ daughter,” I said. I could sense her trembling, so I wrapped an arm protectively around her. “Her name is Ariatozah. She is the niece of the King of Kings.” 

The grey-haired Spartan officer looked at me with amazement. 

“We are going to trade her for my mother and Battus’ brother.” 

By the time we reached the gate the sun was up as was my father and his captains. I looked up to see him standing high atop one of the towers staring down at me. His eyes looked like two black coals. 

Dorieus could have commandeered any house in the city, including the Phoenician palace on the acropolis, but instead he chose to sleep in a little one-room guardhouse in the tower. Othryades took Aria and I before him. 

“You did what?” my father asked. There were deep circles under his eyes as if he had not slept, and yet he still scowled to see me dressed as a helot. “Get out of those clothes. Don’t let the men see you like that.” 

While I stripped down to my loin cloth, I explained what had happened. As I spoke, inside Oea I could hear the Nasamones begin to wail and mourn as word spread regarding Battus’ death. 

Finally understanding, Dorieus said, “If you go out ranging all over the countryside without telling anyone, good people are going to die. Mardonius’ daughter, you say?” 

“I gave her my word she would not be harmed.” 

To my surprise and the surprise of the men and officers around me, Dorieus grabbed Aria by a wrist, ripped her purple cloak from her shoulders and tossed it aside. The girl screamed in fear. Reacting to her cry, I threw myself at him. With one hand, my father back-handed me across the side of the head like he was swatting a fly. He hit me so hard, I nearly lost consciousness. I fell backwards into Othryades and Paraebates, dazed and weak kneed. Blood seeped from my upper lip. 

While I watched through a dazed fog, Dorieus picked the terrified young woman up off the ground by the waist and carried her under one of his muscular arms to the top of the tower wall—where he dangled her over the edge between the dragon’s teeth. 

“Persians! Hear me! Tell Mardonius we have his daughter!” As if to prove the fact, he ripped away her veil. The silky material drifted like a feather to the ground far below. Next he ripped open the bodice of her silk blouse, baring her breasts. 

Regaining enough of my senses to stand, I threw myself at my father again, trying to grab hold of Aria’s arms and drag her back inside the wall. Dorieus kicked me away roughly. 

“Get him out of here,” he growled. While two leopards picked me up from the ground, in front of the entire Persian army my father tore away every stitch of the Persian princesses’ clothing. Her Egyptian headdress. The silk gloves and curved shoes. The purple blouse and pants. He had her tied naked atop the tower. Then he sent our herald, Apollophanes, outside to negotiate Phile’s release. 

Kicking and clawing, I tried to escape the leopards. Four men picked me up and threw me in the single cell in the guardhouse Dorieus used as his quarters. I begged and pleaded with my guards to set me free. Instead they locked me behind a set of cobweb covered black bars and left me. 

For the first time in my life I completely lost control. In a rage to match the anger of Achilles I swore at them all. I cursed them using the foulest language imaginable. I cursed their mothers, their fathers and their ancestors. I damned them all and swore to kill every one of them if so much as a hair was harmed on Aria’s head. 

From what I learned later, an enraged Lydian suitor named Belus charged the wall on his Arabian stallion. He fired two arrows at the tower—we’re not sure if he was trying to kill Aria to end her cries of humiliation—or if he was trying to hit our men. He hit neither. With a vengeance, fifty Nasamone bowmen on the walls shot down Belus and his horse. 

The heralds Bahrem and Apollophanes worked out an agreement. Prisoners were exchanged. Ariatozah for all of our people. Orydes lived. He had lost a great deal of blood, but he survived. Chafik and the Nasamones rejoiced over the recovery of one son and mourned the death of the other. They said Battus had given his life for the life of his brother and paid him the honors of a king. 

Only one other among the six crucified on the hill lived. A Spartiate named Tropius. The trierarch Agathon would die later that day. The rest, including Phile, were already dead when they took them down from the wooden stakes. 

The others were set free. Leonidas was overjoyed to get Eumelia back alive. Kleombrotus was not among them. From what we learned from the released captives, Kleombrotus and the vast majority of our women and children had escaped Eusperides and were marching across the desert to Cyrene. 

We also learned something else. King Arcesilas was not coming. It seemed that after the fall of Eusperides, the leaders of the Pentapolis negotiated a ten year’s truce with Persia. They would not venture beyond the Cinyps and the Phoenicians would not build any settlements east of Oea. 

When he learned this, Dorieus no longer saw the point of staying in the fortress. We’d been deserted by our allies. Sold out for ten years of peace. 

Dorieus and Mardonius agreed to meet and talk. They would speak alone, out in the middle of the plain on the following morning. That night I would have gone over the wall again. I needed to see Ariatozah. I needed to know that she was all right. But now that he was aware of what I’d been up to, Dorieus kept me locked up in the guardhouse. So much for being hailed as the savior of our people. 

The one concession Dorieus granted me, was to allow me to speak to our herald Apollophanes. I asked him if he had any news of Mardonius’ daughter. He told me that she had fainted while she was up on the wall, so was not conscious through most of her ordeal. Still, she had hung there several hours. According to Apollophanes, when they turned her over to the Persians she had to be carried. They wrapped her in a Spartan crimson cloak and gave her to the captain I had met on the beach, Bagibania. From what our herald could see, she had cuts and bruises about her wrists, ankles and waist where they’d bound her, but otherwise, physically she appeared to be all right. 

“Can you get a message to her?” I asked. 

Having heard the story of my capture of the princess, Apollophanes agreed. “I cannot promise anything. But I will try. I will write it down and try to have it delivered to her. What is it you wish to say?” 

“Just that I am sorry.” I would not blame her if she never forgave me. I would not forgive myself. Not for what had happened to her. Or Battus. 

That night I wept. I wept for Phile. I wept for Battus. And I wept for a Persian girl that was supposed to be my enemy. 

The following day Othryades figured I wasn’t crazy enough to go over the wall in broad daylight, so he unlocked my cell and let me free. I stood beside him on the wall watching the two leaders meet. Mardonius richly dressed in his finest gold armor riding atop a beautiful bay mare. And Dorieus, fully armed, carrying his shield and spear with his transverse crested helm pushed back on his head. We had no horses so he walked out through the Punic Gates. 

As I stood on the wall, I scanned the Persian lines massed on the other side of the plain. They had called out all of their forces. Phoenicians, Carthaginians, Iberians, Medes, Macae, Cilicians, Egyptians, Elymites… Of course I didn’t see her. 

In no time at all the two antagonists parted. The Lacedaemonians would be allowed to leave the fortress with our weapons, so long as we left Libya. 

Still grieving and angry, before we left, Dorieus had us destroy Oea. He turned the city into a great funeral pyre for his beloved Phile. There was plenty of wood to burn. Houses. Trees. Furniture. We lit everything on fire and then marched from the fiery inferno through the Punic Gates through the lines of the Persian host. 

Mardonius could not have been happy about the destruction of the once great Punic fortress. As we walked between the long lines of his Median horsemen, I wondered if he would order his men to fall on us. We would have been massacred. But Aria’s father was good to his word. 

As I trudged along behind the hoplites by myself the herald Apollophanes found me. Using his staff as a walking stick in the sand, he said, “I delivered your message. And I have one for you.” He handed me a small roll of papyrus tied with a string and then sealed shut with a purple drop of wax. 

Opening it, I read her neat handwriting, written in Ionian, “Euryleon, Battus did not die in vain. We did it. Yours always, Aria.” 

As we marched along the palm tree lined coast back to the Pentapolis I read and reread her little note a hundred times. I studied the graceful swirls of her signature. What had she meant by “Yours always, Aria”? Was she telling me that she would wait for me? That she was truly mine, as I was hers? 

Our column strung out over nine stadia as we slogged across the white sand. My father led the way with our Spartiates in the vanguard and the Lacedaemonians in our center, while I lagged behind with Timandros and our Theran rear guard. As we walked along we heard hooves pounding the earth behind us. We stopped and looked back to see a lone horseman. When he got closer I saw that he was dressed in the Eastern style, with a conical helmet, glittering scale mail, trousers, short bow and spear. 

“A messenger from Mardonius?” Timandros wondered. 

About a hundred paces from our men the man drew his mount to an abrupt halt and began yelling at us in Aramaic. I knew enough of the language to know what he wanted. It seemed the man was another one of Ariatozah’s suitors and had come to avenge her honor. He demanded the Spartan called Euryleon face him in a duel. 

“Euryleon? What in hells is this all about? Better fetch Lord Dorieus,” Timandros said and sent a runner to the head of the column to find my father. 

“He wants to fight me,” I said. 

“What in blazes for ..?” 

“For besmirching the honor of Mardonius’ daughter. Give me your shield and spear. Your sword too. Hurry, before my father comes.” 

“I don’t know lad. You don’t have any body armor,” Timandros said nervously as I took his weapons and handed him my bow. “If you get killed, your father will have my head.” 

“I won’t get killed. Give me your helmet too.” 

“This is madness. A lone infantryman against a horseman is at a heavy disadvantage. He doesn’t look like any ordinary horseman either. He’s probably a nobleman. He can circle you and take you apart with that bow of his. I’ve seen them do it.” 

“I’ll be fine,” I said belting Timandros’ sword and scabbard around my waist. Hefting his shield with its Gorgon’s head totem on my left arm and gripping his spear in my right hand, I left the ranks of the Therans and strode out with two thoughts in mind, to avenge Battus and eliminate one of Aria’s suitors. 

As I walked out to meet my adversary, I shifted my spear into my shield hand and fumbled with my belt pouch. Reaching inside I felt for the smooth ivory figurine Battus had carved for me. I rubbed its rams head and thought about my fallen friend. Killed by a Mede like this one. I should have been afraid. I should have listened to Timandros. But I felt no fear. I wanted revenge. A life for a life. Instead of praying to Amun or Zeus or Heracles I found myself talking to Battus. Maybe it was the Libyan sun boiling my brains inside Timandros’ pot of a bronze helmet, but I felt my friend’s presence at my side. Just as we had done for the last four years, we would face this together. Closing the belt pouch, I felt ready and loped forward at a run. 

I couldn’t hear my father’s voice over the crash of the surf or the pound of horses’ hooves, but later I learned he arrived just in time to see the two of us charge. Behind me he cried out in anguish much as he had done when my mother had been nailed up upon a wooden stake before Oea. 

For years I’d been listening to Othryades tell me as he trained me with shield and spear, “Don’t think. React. If you have to waste time thinking, it’s too late. You’re already dead.” So I reacted. I knew Timandros was right and that I was at a huge disadvantage against a mounted man. So while the Mede galloped toward me firing his bow, I drew back my right arm and hurled my spear like a javelin, not at the rider, but at the larger target, his horse. In quick succession the man got off three arrows, two of which thudded into the Gorgon’s face with the force of a lightning bolt flung by the hand of Zeus, but the shield held firm. The third missile rifled through the black horsehair plume on Timandros’ helm, and passed harmlessly overhead. When I threw my spear the two of us were only twenty paces apart. I couldn’t miss. The Mede meant to canter by me and place an arrow in my back, but he never got the chance. The spear’s razor-sharp point struck the horse full in the neck cutting its main artery, dropping the charging stallion. Its front legs collapsed and the horse rolled end over end throwing the surprised prince onto the sand. 

I drew Timandros’ short sword and could have finished the man quickly. Later, Othryades told me I should have leapt upon him and ended the duel in one swift stroke. Instead I let the man recover. He’d lost his helmet and I saw that his forehead was bloodied, but otherwise he appeared uninjured. He was a man as old as my father, with a long, oiled, black beard and an expensive set of scale mail that reached to his thighs. He drew a wicked looking curved blade and eyed me warily. Although he was older and probably more experienced at war, now I had the advantage. I had Timandros’ hoplon. 

“For you brother,” I whispered to Battus, and moved forward to engage. I waited for the man to swing his blade, deflected it with my shield and aimed my own blow at the one place unprotected by his heavy iron armor, his neck. In one slashing stroke I nearly cleaved the man’s head from his shoulders. 

In moments I was surrounded by our men. Lacedaemonians and Therans crowded around me offering me their congratulations. Men thumped me on the shoulder, and tousled my hair affectionately while I handed Timandros back his gear. 

“This Persian must have been a rich fellow,” Leonidas said kneeling down by the dead man. “I’ve never seen armor like this before. It must be worth a fortune.” I would give it to Chafik and ask him to bury it with Battus when the Nasamones interred him, sitting up, in their ancestral burial grounds. A small gift to comfort my friend when he reached the Blessed Isles. 

My father pushed his way through the crowd of men gathered around me. I expected him to be angry. I expected him to beat me. How little I knew. There were tears in his eyes. For the first time that I could recall, he wrapped his arms around me and hugged me tightly to his chest. Like Aria’s kiss to my cheek, it is a moment I would never forget. 

In Libya I lost my mother. In Libya I lost my best friend. But I had also found the woman I loved. And I gained something I never expected to find, my father’s respect. 







Part II: Corinth 




The temple of Aphrodite was so rich that it owned more than a thousand temple slaves. It was on account of these women that the city was crowded with people and grew rich; for instance, the ship captains freely squandered their money in Corinth. 




Strabo, Geography 










9. Welcome Home 




They sent forth men to battle, 

But no such men return; 

And home, to claim their welcome, 

Come ashes in an urn. 




Aeschylus, Agamemnon 




Instead of burying the goods we had at the Cinyps Wadi as my father had ordered, my uncle Kleombrotus burned everything. Our homes, crops, orchards, clothes, spare equipment, furniture… everything. All the belongings our people had brought with them from Lacedaemonia went up in flames. We had no supplies. None of the great wealth Histeaus had promised us four years earlier. We left Libya with little more than the clothes on our backs. 

My father had little choice but to return to Lacedaemonia. Transported by ships from Thera we landed at Sparta’s port of Gythion in the southern Peloponnese. With a playful autumn breeze blowing my long hair into my eyes, we quietly marched north along the Eurotas River. We were all hungry and although we carried very little but our weaponry, each of us was burdened by a heavy weight. We were returning in defeat. Like paupers. We’d risked everything and gained nothing. 

A few people, like my uncle Leonidas were happy to be home. He alone seemed excited to see the snow-capped peaks of the Taygetus Mountains, the leaves turning color in Laconia and the cluster of four low-lying hills nestled beside the Eurotas that made up the Spartan acropolis. Then again, Leonidas was rarely sad like other men. His wife Eumelia was with child and he was glad the baby would be delivered in the Pitane Village where he had been born. 

As we pitched camp along the Eurotas across from the ancient moss speckled Temple of Artemis Orthia, all anyone could talk about was the anticipated meeting between Dorieus and his brother, King Cleomenes. 

Not long after we arrived a herald from the Talthybiad clan strode among us announcing in a loud voice for all to hear that a special meeting of the Apella had been called to discuss our return. 

“I can’t imagine Cleomenes welcoming us back,” Othryades said as the men stood knee deep in the Eurotas washing the dust of the road from their bodies. 

“We are here for one reason only,” my father said pulling on a clean chiton. “Food. If the Apella will replenish our supplies we’ll be on our way.” 

“Where?” Thessalus asked as he combed his long grey hair. 

That was the question. The men spoke about it daily. Where would we build our city? I don’t think my father knew where to go. There was talk of a place in northwestern Hellas I’d never heard of called Illyria. Othryades wanted to sail west beyond the Pillars of Heracles to see if the earth was indeed flat as most people thought or if it was round like the moon. Thessalus argued that we should go to northern Italy where he claimed there was plenty of rich land ripe for the taking. And Paraebates wanted to follow the course of Jason and the Argonauts to Colchis where it was said men anchored goat skins in the river beds to collect gold dust. My father listened, but said nothing. 

As I was not yet a citizen I was not allowed to stand among the men of the Apella, so I wandered along the Eurotas searching for something to eat. My father had forbidden me the use of my bow. He said if I got caught poaching on Lacedaemonian soil it would only cause trouble, something Cleomenes would be sure to use against him. 

I collected a hand full of hazelnuts and wild strawberries growing along the riverbank and gobbled them down. Among the rocks along the water’s edge I searched in vain for a fish, turtle or a frog. I was so hungry, even the water bugs skating across the surface of the Eurotas began to look good. 

As I walked along I came to the spot where the Tiasa joined the Eurotas and I’d fished and swam with the crickets. I sat on the old sycamore tree that we used to jump from and searched the shallows for the old tidal pool where we’d used to catch fish, but it was long gone. For years I’d cut the rushes along the water’s edge where I stood. We used them for our beds. I looked at the tall grasses and my old swimming hole, wishing for some surge of familiarity that would make me feel happy to be home, but I didn’t. I’d been away for so long I felt like a stranger. 

Having lost Phile, Battus and Aria, I doubt that I could have felt happy anywhere. 

I was angry because we’d been driven out of Libya by the Persians. I was angry at having to come back to Sparta in disgrace. I was angry with myself for failing to save my mother. I’d led my best friend to his death and allowed the girl that I loved to be trussed up and humiliated in front of thousands of men. With those gloomy thoughts swirling around in my head, I had no desire to see my old comrades. What would I tell them? I was a failure. 

I wished I shared my uncle Leonidas’ excitement to be back. The simple houses of Sparta’s leafy, tree-lined streets, its quaint flower gardens of yellow crocuses, violets and wild fig trees, and its small temples all seemed rather plain and unremarkable after having been to large bustling cities like Cyrene and Apollonia. Sparta could hardly even be described as a city. It was a collection of five rural villages clustered around four low lying hills at the spot where the small trickle of the Tiasa met the Eurotas. 

Sparta didn’t even have walls. Every city I’d ever visited of any worth had mammoth walls. Not Sparta. According to the lawgiver Lycurgus, as long as we had strong men, we didn’t need a pile of stones to hide behind. Compared to Oea’s massive fortifications, soaring cliffs and the magnificent view of its two teal-blue harbors, Sparta seemed rather dull and rustic. 

Eventually I came to the twin bridges over the Eurotas that led to the little island where the Planistai was held every spring. I stared up at the statue of Heracles in his lion skin cloak remembering that day long ago when the crickets and sparrows had battled the frogs and wrens and how I had basked in the approval of my grandfather King Anaxandridas. The memory briefly warmed my heart. It seemed like a lifetime ago. 

I sat down against an ancient plane tree and watched the red, orange and yellow leaves drift lazily to the ground. Closing my eyes I thought about Aria and wondered where she might be. Her father Mardonius was the satrap of Phoenicia. She was probably in Tyre. I tried to imagine the look on her face when I finally found her. Would she be happy that I had killed one of her suitors or angry? Would she smile or frown behind her veil? I wanted to leave Sparta and walk back to Gythion. I could offer my services as a sailor or a soldier on a merchantman bound for Crete, then make my way to Egypt, then Phoenicia. But what then? How would I find her? How would the Persians treat a blond-haired Dorian? How would I survive? 

I sat there fretting over such thoughts when the sound of someone splashing through the shallow Eurotas forced my eyes open. Three boys my age, my cousin Pausanias and two of his wolves, Nachor and Ischys, were coming straight toward me. Pausanias looked a lot bigger than when I’d last seen him. He wasn’t as tall as I, but he was broader across the shoulders. Muscles trained in the gym bulged in his thighs as he waded through the slow moving stream. Nachor was not a boy I liked much, nor did he have any love for me after I had broken his wrist many years ago in the wrestling pit. Ischys was now as tall as I. He was as big and stupid as an ox that goes wherever his master whips him. 

“So this is where you are hiding,” Pausanias said to me. Cautiously, he came out of the water and stepped among the trees on the island as if expecting an ambush. “I wanted to be the first to welcome you home cousin.” He spoke softly, with a smile flickering across his lips, as if glad to see me. But there was no warmth in him. He relished one thing only: the opportunity to beat me. To send me back to my father’s camp broken and bloody. 

Saying nothing, I stood up. The last person in the world I wanted to see right then was Pausanias. Knowing the kind of welcome he had in mind would be violent, I moved away from the trees into a clear space where I had room to maneuver. Now that I’d returned he wanted everyone in the agoge to know he was chief among the boys our age. With his shaven, scarred head, broad face, flat nose and lifeless eyes, he seemed even more brutish than when we were twelve years old and his father’s hounds Xenon, Nessus and Dephilus had knocked me senseless. I hated him as much as he hated me, and my hatred lent me strength. 

“Let’s see if you remember anything,” Pausanias said softly, waving me forward. Even though I’d beaten him in the palestra when we were boys, I’d been away from the agoge for four years. Now he had the advantage. Or so he thought. 

I did not go around looking for fights as some boys do, and something about Pausanias’ manner lit a fire inside me. I summoned up my anger like a priest summoning up the spirits of the dead. Although I stood calmly, silently, inside I seethed like Mount Etna, ready to explode, ready to take out all of my anguish regarding Phile, Battus and Aria on my unsuspecting cousin. 

Pausanias shuffled forward in a wrestler’s crouch. We’d fought dozens of times as boys. I knew his tricks, his strengths and his weaknesses. He tried to coax me into a clearing where he could get the sun in my eyes and at his back, but I stayed in the shade, turning to face him as he circled me waiting for him to make a move. Nachor and Ischys were now behind me, but I paid them little mind. As crudely as his small mind worked, Pausanias knew he would only achieve true victory if he defeated me himself. His companions were only there should Pausanias need aid and to proclaim his victory when he crippled me. 

Years later, some in Sparta would argue that I should not be allowed citizenship because I had missed so many years in the agoge. I didn’t have the proper training. Therefore I would prove a weak link in the shieldwall. The truth was, Dorieus, Othryades and Thessalus had continued my education where Idmon had left off. Dorieus trained me in hand-to-hand combat and Othryades honed my skills with spear, sword and shield. Thessalus had been my father’s athletic trainer and he did the same for me, yelling at me and chiding me daily to push myself harder at my exercises. Dorieus often left me bruised and bleeding, but he knew his business and I never forgot a word of his instruction. “The best way to slow a man down is to deliver a blow here or here,” he said pointing at my nose and groin. “You want to disable him, go for the knees. You want to kill him, go for the throat.” He’d also trained me to study my opponent, to analyze his method of attack and to devise a counter. 

Pausanias had always favored wrestling over boxing. Drawing close, he flicked his hand at my forehead, trying to give it a tap that would make me blink. I saw it coming and brushed his hand aside. One blink and he would be on me like a deer hound on a stag. He tried to grab my wrist. I dodged the attempt. He tried again. That was one of the few things I liked about Pausanias. He was predictable. Once he had my wrist he would try to draw me in close, put me in a bear hug, lift me off the ground, and spill me onto the grass. After he’d decided on a strategy Pausanias was not apt to change it. He tried to grab my wrist a third time and I let him. With a grunt of triumph he drew me in close, but I was waiting for him. I brought my right knee up hard into his groin. He gasped and dumbly still wrapped his brawny arms around my waist. As he lifted me slowly off the ground, I brought my head down hard into the middle of his face, smashing his nose with the top of my forehead. The head butt was not a trick employed in Sparta. It was something I’d learned from one of the tribes in Libya called the Garmantes. 

Blood splattered across Pausanias’ face. Momentarily stunned, his arms loosened their grip enough for me to break free and take a step back. Still the brute ambled forward with the same tactic in mind, hoping to lift me off the ground. I slowed him down with two left jabs to his broken nose. Instead of stopping him, bellowing like a Cretan bull, he kept coming. Employing a move my father had taught me, I took a step to the side, quickly went into a crouch and delivered a pankrationist’s kick to Pausanias’ knee. There was an unsettling sound as the bones cracked. A look of surprise crossed his deep set, pig-like eyes, but to my cousin’s credit no sound of pain escaped his lips. As he was going down, he tried grabbing a hold of me, still hoping to tear me limb from limb. 

If we’d been in the palestra, I would have been automatically disqualified for disabling my opponent by breaking his leg, but we weren’t on the practice sand. Here, in the plane tree grove, no matter how many times I knocked Pausanias down, I knew he would keep getting up and coming after me. This would slow him down for a while. 

As I looked down at my old rival, I couldn’t help but remember the words the little girl Zoe had said to me years ago when I was recovering in my grandmother’s house. “You will have your revenge. One day you will break one of Pausanias’ bones.” Did the helot girl have the gift of prophesy or was this just a coincidence? I tended to believe the latter. 

Pausanias crumpled on the grass gripping his knee, his bloody face contorted with pain and rage. 

“You fucking bastard,” he grimaced. “I’ll kill you for this!” 

Up to this point Nachor and Ischys had stayed back, but now they both decided to get into the fray. Nachor came running at me, thinking to take me by surprise from behind. I heard him coming and grabbed his right arm and using his own momentum, flung him face first into a tree. Ischys had the good sense to stop, uncertain what to do. Nachor slumped to the ground unconscious. 

“Help him to the iatros,” I told Ischys, motioning to Pausanias. 

“What about ‘im?” Ischys asked pointing at Nachor. “Is ‘e dead?” 

“No. He’s only sleeping. Leave him.” 

“How nice,” called a woman’s voice from the banks of Eurotas. “You’re back only a day and already playing with old friends.” I looked across the grove to see a tall, stately looking, dark-haired young woman on the opposite bank. In her hands was a black pottery jug. She knelt down and began filling it with water. 

Gorgo. 

If it wasn’t for her voice I am not sure I would have recognized her. She was seventeen summers old now and had turned into a woman. She had the same up-turned nose, short-cropped brown hair that stuck out at odd angles, and aristocratic air about her, but the freckles were gone and she now had a long, lean body that came from years of running and dancing in the agoge. 

“You’re a dead man!” Pausanias said banging his fists on the ground, crawling in my direction. “We are not finished!” 

“When you can walk,” I said wading into the cool, clear Eurotas, “I’ll be waiting.” Behind me Pausanias turned his rage on Ischys, cursing at him profusely as the big boy helped him up. 

Gorgo lifted the water jug and placed it on her head. “Welcome home cousin,” she smiled warmly. 

“It’s good to see you as well.” I’d been all keyed up, my insides spinning like a potter’s wheel, my anger glowing as hot as a blacksmith’s forge, but all of that faded as I stepped out of the stream and joined Gorgo. It was nice to know not all of my cousins wanted me dead. 

She steadied the jug on her head with one hand as she climbed up the bank of the Eurotas. “You’ve changed,” she said looking straight ahead. “You’re a lot taller. A bit harder. Thank the gods you still know how to best Pausanias. He is twice the bully that he was when you were here.” 

“Don’t tell anyone what you just saw. This is a matter between Pausanias and I.” 

“As you wish,” Gorgo shrugged as we walked down a broad, sycamore-lined lane leading into the Pitane Village. “Word will spread quickly enough without my help. Tell me, what happened to you in Libya?” 

“Nothing much.” 

“You’re gone for four years,” the girl laughed lightly, “we hear constant reports that you are fighting Persians, Phoenicians and hordes of savages, and all you have to say is ‘nothing much.’ I was wrong. You haven’t changed at all.” 

With the water jug on her head Gorgo was forced to keep her face forward and her eyes on the path. With her unable to turn her head to look at me, I was allowed to study her more closely without her knowing. When she smiled I realized for the first time that she’d gotten pretty. I’d always thought of her as a smart, snobby, pushy kid, who I admired and found annoying at the same time. She’d certainly changed. She’d turned into an aristocratic young woman, and as the daughter of the king, there was always the chance that she might become queen one day. Even in a simple, short white chiton that left her legs bare she looked the part, somehow managing, even with a pot on her head, to walk like royalty. 

“When was the last time you had anything to eat?” she asked. 

“I ate some nuts, berries and a couple of bugs…” 

“I’m talking about a cooked meal.” 

“Three days ago.” 

“I thought so. I saw your people marching up the river road. They looked like a caravan of homeless vagabonds.” 

“We are,” I said grimly. 

Gorgo stopped before a house that looked like every other house on the shady, tree-lined street. She took the water jug down from her head, handed it to me and pushed open the door. “Come inside. I will fill your belly.” 

“No, I’ll wait here. I’m not that hungry,” I said trying to hand the jug back to her. Entering the house of my father’s rival would be like committing treason. Along with Pausanias, the last person I cared to see was the man who had stolen my father’s kingship. 

Gorgo had a knack for reading my thoughts. “My father is not here, if that’s what you’re thinking. He’s on the Issorian Hill offering sacrifice to Zeus. Help me carry the water inside.” 

I glanced through the doorway into the courtyard where the hearth fire crackled. All the windowless houses in Pitane are built in the same square style around an open air courtyard to let in light. Like the cherry tree growing in Dorieus and Phile’s old house that I liked to climb as a little boy, I saw a lemon tree growing in the center of the courtyard and its yellow leaves littering a simple wooden table and two benches. For a moment I expected to see Phile’s ghost tending the hearth fire, baking bread. Instead I saw a skinny young pais kneeling in prayer on the grass before the family altar. 

“Where are your house helots..?” 

“My father sent them out to our farm. He said it’s not right that Achaeans should wait on us like slaves. It nearly caused an uprising among the helots. Of course, the ephors fined him, but that has all passed.” Which explained why Gorgo had to tote her own water. “The only one here is Aris.” 

Gorgo led me into the courtyard to where her ten year old brother Aristodemus knelt in prayer by the blood-stained altar. Their mother, Melaina had died in childbirth and Cleomenes had yet to remarry. When I realized only the three of us were in the house, I relaxed. Looking around, I expected Cleomenes to live in a fancy home decorated with gifts given to him by foreign ambassadors. Unless he hid his treasures in a storeroom, one would have never known a king lived here. It was as spare as any house in Pitane, with furniture that by law had to be hand-made by Cleomenes himself. My grandfather, King Anaxandridas’ house was not ornate, but his balconies were lined with enemy shields, trophies taken in war by grandfather and his ancestors. It was a sight that never failed to awe me. Cleomenes’ house was austere in comparison. 

“Aris, you remember your cousin, don’t you?” 

The little boy remained on his knees. When he turned his head to look up at me, I saw that he had a purple and yellowish bruise across the right side of his face, half-closing his right eye. Still, he nodded and gave me a warm smile, one that pained him to move his battered lips. 

“Put the water down over here,” Gorgo ordered, “and sit.” 

With a nod I did as I was told and sat on a wooden bench. The boy closed his eyes, bowed his head and went back to his prayers, though I noticed that occasionally he opened one eye to peer at me. 

Across the courtyard Gorgo took a bowl from a wooden shelf along the wall. From a blackened cauldron on a bronze tripod over the hearth fire, she dished out a steamy helping of stew. She handed me the bowl and fresh barley bread. “It’s not black broth. I made it. It’s good. Eat.” 

With a nod of thanks, I took the wooden bowl. I held it under my nose and sniffed fresh pork, carrots, onions and potatoes. 

Taking a bite, I chewed and studied the kneeling boy. The son of Cleomenes. The heir to the Agiad throne. He was small compared to pais his age, with arms and legs so skinny it looked like he hadn’t eaten in a year. Unlike his age-mates in the agoge, who had their heads shaven to prevent lice and to avoid giving an opponent something to grab onto in the wrestling pits, Aristodemus’ black hair hung down limply over his forehead and neck. Someone, possibly the same ones that blackened his eye, had made a crude attempt to hack at the boy’s hair, so that there were bare patches all the way down to his scalp. His front teeth seemed too large for his mouth, and he had almost no chin, but his brown eyes were bright and alert. 

Eventually he rose, went to the table, picked up a roll of papyrus and took a seat on the bench opposite me. He unrolled the sheet on the table and sat reading quietly. 

That a boy so young could read was impressive. Between mouthfuls, I asked, “What do you read?” 

“Prayers,” the boy said in a whisper. 

“Are you being punished?” I asked. When I was his age, one of the ways our teachers reprimanded us was to have us kneel in the temple for hours on end praying to Athena for the wisdom to mend our ways. Reading a book of prayers would have been similar torture. 

“No,” the boy said shaking his head. “I like them. Have you ever heard of Hesiod?” 

Shaking my head no, I asked, “What happened to your face?” 

“Nothing,” Aris said, the unbruised side of his face turning red. 

Gorgo poured me a cup of watered-down Laconian wine and sat down on the bench beside me. “My father will not let Aris go through the agoge.” As the heir apparent, he did not have to go. “So what does he do, but sneak out of the house and try to join the boys his age. Only three ephebes found him near the Temple of Artemis and beat him near to death.” 

I could not help but remember my run in with Xenon and his goons and wonder if the attack on Aris was Pausanias’ doing. It was his style. 

Trying not to appear famished I filled my mouth and said chewing, “I hope they caught the rascals.” 

“They tried,” Gorgo said. “My father ordered all of the boys in the agoge to line up so that Aris could point out his attackers, but he said he did not recognize them.” 

“It was dark,” Aris said quietly. 

Gorgo stood and took my empty bowl from me. “So tell us about Libya,” she said washing the dish and putting it back in its place on the shelf. “You’ve been gone four years and haven’t said a word about your adventures.” 

The little boy looked up from his prayers. “Do the Phoenicians really burn babies on the altar of Baal?” 

“Uh-huh,” I said swirling the wine in its cup. 

“What else did you learn when you were away?” Gorgo said drying her hands and sitting back down beside me. 

“A couple of things. Like don’t swim with crocodiles.” 

They laughed, and told me they knew what crocodiles were from pottery Cleomenes had brought back from Egypt. “What else did you learn?” Gorgo asked. 

“That grasshoppers taste salty.” More laughter. Staring at my reflection in the wine in the cup, I said, “Not to judge a person by the color of their skin. That not all Persians are bad people.” Taking a drink, I added bitterly, “That mothers do not live forever...” 

For a moment there was an uncomfortable silence. 

“We heard about Phile and we are sorry. You don’t have to say anymore, if you don’t want to,” Gorgo said softly. 

“I don’t.” 

Aris looked up at me. “My mum died too. I pray to her every day. Do you pray to your mother?” 

“I don’t know about things like that.” 

“You do believe in prayer, don’t you? 

“Sometimes,” I said swallowing a mouthful of wine. 

“Who do you pray to?” 

“Heracles, mostly.” 

“No offense cousin,” the little boy said shaking his head, “but Heracles was not very bright. My teacher Androkles says he was a bit mad. He killed his own friend Iphitus.” 

I knew the tale. In punishment Heracles was sold to Queen Omphale in Lydia where she dressed him as a woman and made him weave, cook and clean like a woman for a year. It was not one of the hero’s finer moments. 

I grinned and said, “Heracles is your ancestor too you know.” 

“Not really. My father says the story of Heracles comes from the Far East where he is called Melqart. He says the Euboeans brought his story here from Phoenicia and when the Dorians conquered the Peloponnese, they took the Achaean legends and claimed their descent from Heracles so that …” 

“Enough Aris!” Gorgo said. “We don’t want to hear this! Forgive my brother. He gets all of this from our father.” 

“Athena is a much better patron,” the boy continued. “She is the goddess of wisdom and war. In Homer; Achilles, Diomedes and Odysseus all pray to Athena. She was the one standing by them in their hour of need. Not Heracles.” 

I laughed so hard that some of the wine I was sipping flew out my nose. It was the first good laugh I’d had since my mother’s death. I tilted the wooden cup and poured the last of the wine onto the ground. “For Athena,” I said. 

Aris smiled, though he winced when he moved his battered lips. 

Rising, I said, “Thank you for the food. And the lesson in religion. I’d better go. I want to hear what the council has to say.” Our luck, we would be building our next city in the heart of Persia. 

Gorgo stood up with me and said, “Where are you going to listen to the men? They won’t let you in the agora.” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Come with me. I know a place. The best seat in the city.” 










10. The Apella 




The god-honored kings shall begin the council, 

for in their care is the lovely city of Sparta… 




Tyrtaeus, Good Order 




Gorgo and I hurried through the crowded streets of Pitane. Everywhere men walked in the direction of the colonnade that led to the agora where the Apella would meet. We hardly took a step beneath the colorful canopy of titan-sized bay trees that lined the road, without someone in the throng calling out an enthusiastic, friendly greeting to Gorgo. Spartiates, artisans, merchants, helots and old women all knew her. Cleomenes might not be popular with everyone, but his daughter certainly was. 

“What do you think of Aris?” she asked as we walked through the crowd. 

“I like him.” He was smart like Gorgo and his father. 

“Most would think you’d want him dead. So you could be king.” 

“Anyone who would say that doesn’t know me.” What did the succession matter? I would be living in some distant land soon. 

“Then listen carefully. You don’t know the worst of it. When the boys beat Aris, they kicked him—down there. He lost one of the seeds men prize most. I think they meant to unman him. Then the ephors will be forced to remove him as my father’s heir. I know the way Pausanias thinks. If he eliminates Aris, kills you, and marries me, one day he’ll be king.” 

That was a disturbing thought. 

“You should have broken his neck instead of his leg,” she mumbled. “I pray that our fathers bury their old grievances so you can stay.” 

If we did, I would get to finish the agoge. Then one day I’d truly be a Spartan. And, my little cousin Aristodemus would have a protector. 

While thousands of Spartiates gathered on the south side of the acropolis, Gorgo and I veered toward the north side where we found the Temple of Athena Bronzehouse deserted except for my age mates, Callicrates, and the twins Alpheus and Maron. “Thank the gods you’re back!” Handsome, blonde haired Callicrates smiled and embraced me like a brother. “It’s good to see you.” 

“You as well,” I said warmly. 

“We want to get up there,” Gorgo said, pointing to the roof of Athena Bronzehouse. Compared to other temples I’d seen on my travels, like the great Temple of Hera at Cyrene, the Bronzehouse was small in comparison. But it did have one thing other temples didn’t have. Inside, surrounding the painted statue of Athena the walls were covered with sheets of shiny bronze engraved with images of gods and heroes. 

“I have an idea. A new trick we learned in the agoge,” Callicrates smiled. He placed Alpheus against a fluted Doric column of local marble then urged Maron to climb atop his shoulders, forming a human ladder. Using their arms, legs and shoulders as handholds I climbed up to the top of the column. The roof line overhung the marble pillars, making getting onto the top tricky. First I stretched one hand out and gripped the edge of the roof, then the other. As I swung out into space I heard Gorgo gasp. For a moment I hung over my wide-eyed cousin and Callicrates, then I slowly pulled myself up onto the pottery tiles that covered the home of the goddess. 

With a fearless smile, my cousin kicked off her sandals and followed me, clambering over the laughing, joking twins, till she was standing on Maron’s head and shoulders. Lying on my belly, I reached out and took her hand. Trusting me completely, she swung out into space, while I pulled her up onto the tiles beside me. Leaning our heads over the edge we watched the twins jump back down to the ground. 

“A favor brother,” I called. 

“For our champion,” Callicrates called back, “anything!” 

“Find us a rope.” I could jump to the ground, but I didn’t want Gorgo to risk getting hurt making such a leap. 

Giving me a salute, the blonde haired boy and the twins ran off down the hill. 

Cautiously Gorgo and I crawled to the rear of the temple. The last thing we wanted was to be seen by the men in the agora below. Three tall, skinny cypress trees stood at the back of the building overshadowing the roof. We settled down on our bellies in the shade to watch, reminding me of the time when we had hidden on my parents’ balcony and spied on my father and his captains when they met with Histeaus, the ambassador from Cyrene. 

In wonder I looked out at the city that stretched around us in all directions like a great circular painting crafted by a master artist. In the center of the acropolis stood the blood-stained altar of the mother of the gods, the Great Goddess Gaia. Behind us on a lower spur of the Issorian Hill rose the temple of the goddess of love, Aphrodite, where inside her statue was wrapped in bronze chains. To the south on the hill of Kolona gleamed a small marble temple to the god of war, Ares. My chest swelled with pride as I traced the glistening, snakelike path of the Eurotas as it curled around the villages of Pitane, Limnai, Mesoa and Kynosoura. Maybe the city had no walls. No fancy amphitheater or great monuments. It was the city’s simplicity that made it beautiful. Its brave soldiers were its work of art. 

Beneath the hill of the acropolis thousands of Spartiates crowded onto the smooth, stone floor of the agora. The lawgiver Lycurgus required uniformity at public gatherings, so the men all wore the same scarlet chiton. They came from every direction filling the space at the bottom of the hill like a field of blood red poppies. All were without armor or weapons. Not even knives were allowed in the assembly. As I gazed out at the gathering of thousands of Spartiates, I tried to imagine them in full hoplite panoply and realized why my father wanted to be King of Sparta. He would command the most powerful army of professional killers in the world. 

Leaning close to me under the shade of the cypress trees, Gorgo pointed to a spot on the edge of the acropolis. In front of a tall bronze statue of Father Zeus hurling a lightning bolt, stood the twenty-eight senators of the Gerousia, five village ephors and two kings. According to Spartan law, they were the only men allowed to speak during meetings of the Apella. The white-robed senators were the elder statesmen of the city. Each was sixty years of age or older and no longer required for military service. Instead they served the state for life as judges and lawmakers. The ephors were men older than thirty years of age and elected by their prospective villages for one year, nor could they hold office more than once. They ran the day-to-day operations of the five villages and had the unique power to fine anyone in the city for inappropriate behavior, including the kings. 

I found myself studying the new Eurypontid King Demaratus. His father, old King Ariston, had died while we were in Libya. Demaratus was a few years younger than Cleomenes and famous for having won the four-horse chariot race at the Olympic Games. He stood a head taller than Cleomenes and wore a white linen chiton embroidered with a golden sun, the emblem of the Eurypontid House. 

Beside Demaratus, Cleomenes looked more like a priest than the Agiad king. He wore a purple robe that denoted his position as High Priest of Zeus Xenios. I watched as he laughed at something Demaratus said. He looked completely at ease, relaxed, like he was attending the games, not meeting the man who claimed his throne. He seemed heavier than the slender king I remembered as a boy. The only thing that betrayed the slightest nerves on his part was the way he kept draping and redraping his long robes around his waist, as if trying to hide his belly under his clothes. Still, there was an aura about him, similar to the one I sensed around Gorgo, of confidence and authority that comes with royalty. 

“I have to ask,” Gorgo said moving closer so that our shoulders touched. “Did you think of me at all while you were in Libya?” 

Not really, but I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. “Yes. A little.” 

“A little,” the girl groaned. “I suppose I should be overjoyed with that.” 

We were so close I noticed a thin leather cord around her neck and dangling at the end, a fine gold ring. “What is that?” Lycurgus forbade perfumes and jewelry, lest women spend their energies pampering themselves when they should have been raising Sparta’s sons. 

“A gift. Someone gave it to me.” Gorgo played with the ring, pulling it side to side. “Listen to me. There is something I have to tell you.” 

“What?” I asked turning my attention to the crowd. I tried to find my father, Leonidas and Othryades in the sea of men. 

“The king wants to betroth me to Othrias.” 

I remembered Othrias. He was a Eurypontid, the son of King Demaratus. Five years ago during the Planistai, Callicrates, Alpheus, Maron and I had thrown him into the Eurotas. 

“My father has this notion that if the two of us marry it'll bring the two royal houses together under one crown. Like everything he does, he has the whole city in an uproar.” 

For some reason I didn’t like the idea of Gorgo marrying Othrias. He was a Eurypontid and there was an age-old rivalry between the two royal houses. But that wasn’t all that bothered me. When she married I would lose Gorgo. She would belong to Othrias. It wouldn’t be appropriate for us to crawl around on a temple roof together. She’d been my closest relative and a trusted friend. Of course I’d never considered anything more between us. Why would I? The last time I’d seen her we’d been twelve years old. 

With a lofty expression on her face, Gorgo said, “Othrias gave me this ring. He says he loves me.” 

“I hope you’re very happy together,” I said grimly. 

As she used to do when we were children and she was perturbed, Gorgo punched me in the arm. “I don't want to marry Othrias. I want to marry someone else. Though I don’t know why. He’s the stupidest boy I know.” 

I resisted asking the obvious. 

“Don’t you want to know who he is?” 

“No, not really,” I said, praying the assembly would begin. 

“You are as dull-witted as a dung beetle. Did you find a woman in Libya?” Gorgo asked heatedly. “Is that what you are telling me?” 

“I’m not trying to tell you anything. You started this.” 

“Well, do you? Have a woman?” she insisted. When she got that look in her eye, she was like a deer tick on a dog that would not let go. 

Did I tell her about Ariatozah? I had no experience in such matters, but had the sense to know that speaking to Gorgo about another woman was probably not a wise idea. Then again, I respected her enough not to want to lie to her. “Not really.” 

“Not really? That’s no answer. That means you’re hiding something. So have you given your heart to someone else or not?” 

Wanting to jump from the roof to escape, I sighed. “When we were in Libya I met a girl. That’s all.” 

“Did you bed her?” 

“Of course not. I didn’t marry her…” 

“You are so naïve. Which is one of the things I like about you,” she said grudgingly. “Who is she? Some blonde Dorian strumpet?” 

“No, she’s a Persian.” 

“A Persian! Have you lost your mind!?” 

“Apparently.” 

Gorgo looked away and began biting a fingernail. 

Before either of us could say anything more, down below on the hill a dozen auletes began to blow their pipes, playing a familiar tune by Tyrtaeus known as the Eunomia, or ‘Good Order,’ that was meant to quiet the gathering and begin the meeting. By a small wooden shrine to the Muses a chorus of young boys sang: 




“They listened to Apollo and brought home from Delphi 

the oracles of the god and his words of instruction; 

the god-honored kings shall begin the council, 

for in their care is the lovely city of Sparta. 

Then the first-born old men; then the common men 

shall answer them with straight-forward reply; 

all shall speak what is good and do what is right, 

nor give the city any deceitful counsel; 

then shall victory and might attend the people.” 




Cleomenes stepped forward from the cluster of nobles holding aloft an ash spear topped with a polished silver eagle with its wings out-stretched. The speaker’s staff. The eagle was sacred to Zeus and thought to impart the bearer with wise counsel. To keep everyone from speaking at once, only the man wielding the sacred staff was allowed to speak during the assembly. The portly, purple robed Agiad king waved the staff over his head and as if on cue ten thousand Spartiates quieted, craned their necks and listened. 

My uncle the king stepped up onto a flat stone that jutted forward from the acropolis into the agora like the prow of a ship. For a moment Cleomenes paused, tapping the end of the staff in his hand, reveling in the attention focused on him by thousands of our countrymen. Then he said in a loud voice for all to hear, “Homoioi! Equals! Citizens of Sparta. The sacrifices are complete. We accept the omens. Now, as is right and proper, before we begin this special meeting of the Apella, let us pray.” 

Glancing up at the snow-capped mountains that ringed the valley of Laconia, Taygetus in the west and Parnassus in the east, I imagined Zeus and the Olympians leaning forward from their seats upon the mountaintops, wondering what we mortals had in store for them today. 

Raising both hands high, pointing the scepter at the sky, my uncle bowed his head reverently and cried out, “Father Zeus. Zeus Xenios! Lord over all. Father of our fathers. We beseech thee, oh Zeus, hear our prayer…” 

My uncle did not look like my idea of a king. Kings were men like my father or King Demaratus, a fit looking athlete who could lead soldiers. But Cleomenes did have a gift other men did not have. His voice. It was as powerful as King Agamemnon’s herald Stentor, who legend had it, could shout as loud as fifty men. The way he spoke, the way he emphasized the words reminded me of a theater actor speaking on a stage. 

Cleomenes asked Zeus to please remind his children the Spartans that xenios meant ‘hospitality,’ and that it was our duty to honor the tradition of guest-friendship. With that he concluded the prayer with a plea for wisdom and then opened his eyes and smiled. “Today is a happy day! We gather here to welcome home the sons of my father King Anaxandridas and his Queen Chrysanthe. My brothers; Dorieus, Kleombrotus and Leonidas have been away for four years fighting the barbarians. It is fitting that we should honor their bravery and skill at arms. Come forward brothers. Come. Let us embrace. Let us make peace between us.” 

The Spartiates’ power was limited in the assembly. They were there only to show their approval or disapproval by clapping, cheering or booing. At Cleomenes’ words the men began to applaud so enthusiastically, the sudden light wind that played through my hair felt like a breeze stirred from ten thousand lungs. I glanced at Gorgo for her reaction. She laughed out loud and impulsively kissed me. “Welcome home cousin.” 

“Not so fast,” I said wiping my cheek. 

A broad-shouldered giant with long blonde braids down his back pushed his way through the crowd like a great stallion stomping its way through a herd of mares. Dorieus was followed by my uncles Kleombrotus and Leonidas, the hero Othryades, the giant Paraebates and grey-haired Thessalus. 

Dorieus and his captains stood below the kings, senators and ephors on the gentle slope of the acropolis. Though stripped of their armor and wearing the same scarlet chiton the rest of the men in the agora wore, Dorieus and his captains looked like sun-tanned titans standing before Cleomenes and the withered, white robed, bearded old senators, who reminded me of a flock of temple pigeons standing there preening their feathers. 

“You may not hold the speaker’s staff, but you have our leave to speak,” Cleomenes said. 

Although my father’s voice was not as strong as Cleomenes, and the men in the back of the crowd could not hear him, we heard. 

“Thank you for your welcome home, half-brother. We thank the people of Sparta for their hospitality. It is good to see family and friends. But I did not come all this way to share embraces. I leave that to the women folk. Nor do I want to talk of peace. Not when there are so many Persians in the world that need killing.” 

Gorgo grimaced, as did the men in the crowd who wanted to see peace restored to the Agiad House, though surprisingly a small smattering of men applauded. Most looked stunned. 

“We go to build a new city,” Dorieus continued. “We stop here only to replenish our supplies. I put it before the council. I ask you for enough food to feed my people for three months. As soon as we have what we need, we will be on our way.” 

Gorgo punched me on the arm. 

Waving the speaker’s staff to quiet the sudden rumble spreading like thunder through the assembled crowd of men, Cleomenes said, “Brother, one day you will learn you can get a lot more with honey than you can with lemons. Where will you go? Where will you spend the winter if not Lacedaemonia?” 

It wasn’t until years later that I realized how cleverly Cleomenes had handled my father. My uncle appeared the gracious host, the generous peacemaker, while leading Dorieus down a dark path designed to make him look bad, especially when my father admitted with some annoyance that he had not yet decided where we were bound. Cleomenes nodded and pretended to hide a smile. It was as if the king knew Dorieus better than Dorieus knew himself. 

A bald, white-bearded senator named Prinetadas, the younger brother of the now dead Chilon, stepped forward and asked for the speaker’s staff. He was Cleomenes’ uncle through his mother Hypathia, and as I learned later, one of the king’s staunchest supporters. With unmistakable sarcasm he said, “Yes, welcome home to our conquering heroes. Before we continue to finance your adventures, please recount for us your victories over the barbarians. I want to hear it all in great detail. It must be a story to rival the labors of Heracles himself. Please, indulge us with the full report of what happened in Libya. Start with what happened to your wife.” 

Dorieus’ face flushed as red as his tunic. My father sputtered an unintelligible reply and reached to his belt where his razor sharp spatha usually hung, but it wasn’t there. If it had been, in his rage he might have skewered the smug looking senator. Dorieus was a soldier, not a public speaker. Put fifty thousand Persians on the border and he would lead the Spartans to victory. Put him in front of the Apella and he appeared like a rabid dog ready to snap someone’s fingers off. 

Another senator, this one with long white braids all the way down his back named Zenobios took the speaker’s staff from Prinetadas and waved it over his head to quiet the crowd. “This is no way to greet the sons of King Anaxandridas. We all know what happened in Libya from our allies at Thera. While we’ve been sitting here idle, the sons of Anaxandridas have been at the ends of the earth fighting our enemies. With only a small force they conquered more land than all of Laconia. While we’ve not lifted a finger against the Persians, these men took the fortress of Oea; a stronghold you, Prinetadas, said could not be taken. The only reason they are standing here now is due to the treachery of one man, King Arcesilas—who makes pacts with the barbarians.” 

Prinetadas took back the staff. “The land he conquered was mostly desert. Nothing at all like Laconia. He took it away from primitive savages who don’t even fight with iron weapons. They use bows and arrows and shields covered with animal skins.” 

When Zenobios reached for the winged staff, King Cleomenes snatched it first, “Dear brother, although you insult me, my hand remains extended in friendship. Before I allow you to answer, first let me tell you that on my recommendation the council has voted to offer you each a position here, if you want it. Good Leonidas, you are granted an officer’s commission as an enomotarch in the Pitane mora. To the warlike Kleombrotus, we offer a job in the krypteia. And you brave Dorieus, we want you to command the city’s elite guard, the Hippeis. What say you?” 

An enomotia is the smallest unit in the army. Only thirty-two men. Leonidas had aided my father in commanding thousands. Although seemingly generous, the offer was a step down in prestige for each of the three brothers. They wished to put Kleombrotus to work as an assassin slaying rebellious helots. And Dorieus, they’d given him a distinct honor in offering him the leadership of the best soldiers in Sparta, the three hundred Hippeis, but Dorieus was used to commanding armies. 

Before Dorieus could answer, Leonidas pushed his way to the front. “Hold on brother. Before you get us all exiled, I just want to say that I accept Cleomenes’ offer. With my thanks. To lead any unit of Spartiates is an honor,” he said with a bow. In truth, his wife Eumelia was with child and Leonidas had already decided to stay behind. 

“What say you?” Cleomenes said to Dorieus and Kleombrotus. “Will you stay? Or will you go?” 

Kleombrotus, as was his habit, stared at the ground and said nothing. 

My father took a step higher on the hill and turned toward the crowd. From the red coloring of his face, I could tell he was still smarting under Prinetadas’ insults. In a loud voice so that all could hear, Dorieus said, “I would rather be a peasant in hell than take orders from a pretender sitting on my father’s throne.” 

Cleomenes roared, “Then you shall go to hell!” 

Similar to when Pandora opened her box, all pandemonium broke loose. Shouts and fists flew back and forth like stones and arrows in a full-scale battle. The scene reminded me of the opening of Homer’s Iliad when Achilles attempted to draw his sword and cut down High King Agamemnon in front of the Achaeans. Athena had restrained Achilles by pulling him back by his long hair. In this case it took Paraebates, Leonidas and Othryades to pry Dorieus’ hands from his brother Cleomenes’ throat. Around them, our men and Cleomenes’ men went at one another like drunks in a roadhouse brawl. An avalanche of white robed senators and crimson clothed Spartiates shoved the two sides apart until order was finally restored. When the men were finally settled, it was Cleomenes’ booming voice that rang out over the assembly. 

“Pride! Sinful pride has brought many a man low. Your pride will be your undoing, brother. You want to know the truth of why your mission to Libya failed? It wasn’t the treachery of the Pentapolis. It was your own sacrilegious pride. You have never paid homage to the gods. Did you consult Delphi before you set out? Did you conduct the proper sacrifices? Did you do any of the things a god-fearing man does before he sets out to build a new city? No! Is it any wonder that you come crawling back in defeat. You can disrespect me brother. You can disrespect this entire city. But you cannot disrespect the gods without suffering the consequences.” 

It was true, any oecist that wanted to build a colony overseas traditionally journeyed to Delphi first to seek an oracle from Apollo. Polymnestus did it when he built Cyrene. As did Archias when he built Syracuse and Phalanthus when he built Sparta’s Italian colony at Taras. Cleomenes was right. My father never had much use for the gods or they for him. 

If Dorieus said anything more it was lost in the roar of the Spartiates, some of whom were cheering wildly, while others booed loudly. In the end, the senators called for a vote among the Apella. Instead of asking whether the Spartans would provide us with supplies, Prinetadas put this question to the people: “It is the judgment of the council that Dorieus and his people leave Lacedaemonia by sunrise tomorrow. What say the Spartans?” 

The crowd roared loudly as ten thousand Spartiates shouted out their vote. There was such a din that I could see Gorgo’s lips moving as she tried to yell something at me, but I couldn’t hear her. It was impossible to tell which side was louder. According to Spartan law, five men were housed in seclusion in the nearby Hellenion, a building off the agora where the Gerousia met to conduct trials. The five men were beyond range of hearing the question asked by the council. Their only job was to judge the opinion of the assembly. Which side made more noise? Those for us or those against us? Were the cheers or boos louder? 

According to the five magistrates in the Hellenion, those who wanted us to leave Sparta made the greater shout. Or so said the council, who according to the law, were not bound by the opinion of the Apella. They were there merely to gauge the Spartiates’ opinion. Ultimately the council made up of the kings, senators and ephors could do whatever they liked. 

Gorgo looked at me sadly. 

Walking to the edge of the temple roof I caught the rope Callicrates threw up to me. 

“Tomorrow is so soon,” she said sadly. “Where will you go?” 

“To Delphi, I expect,” I said. “From there, only the gods know.” 










11. A Journey of Miracles 




Shrines! Shrines! Surely you don't believe in the gods. 

What's your argument? Where's your proof? 




Aristophanes, The Knights 




After Dorieus tried to strangle his brother the king in front of the whole city, I thought the people might try to stone us. I ran through the streets and gardens back to the Eurotas expecting our camp to be under siege. 

I found my father sitting dejectedly by his cook fire with Othryades, Thessalus, Paraebates and Kleombrotus eating the last of our black broth. With them was our new priest, a Theban named Lycaon. We’d met Lycaon in Libya where he had been expelled from the temple of Hera in Apollonia for drunkenness. We had no priest, our last one having died at Oea, and Lycaon had training as a physician so Dorieus let him join us. 

As I approached, I overheard my father say, “It is finished.” 

“We’ll never make it to Delphi,” Thessalus added. 

Othryades scratched his beard. “The people will starve first.” 

“We’ll disband,” Dorieus said. “I’ll go on alone.” 

“Where’s your faith?” Lycaon slurred. Most of the camp was on the verge of starvation and here Lycaon had found a wineskin. “You wouldn’t surrender on the battlefield. Don’t give up now.” Like all Thebans he had a slow Boeotian drawl that the Dorians considered the height of ignorance. It sounded even worse when intoxicated. Usually Dorieus and his officers laughed at Lycaon and treated him like a drunken buffoon. For once they turned and listened to the priest. “There is still time. We have until tomorrow. There must be at least one god that finds our mission amusing,” he said and hiccupped. “Trust in the gods my friends. Life is a journey filled with miracles!” 

When Paraebates stood he was so tall I sometimes imagined his head bumping the clouds. The big man loomed over the priest and said in his cavernous voice, “A miracle needs an offering.” The giant snatched Lycaon’s wineskin and poured the purple liquid onto the fire where it landed with a hiss of smoke. “To Apollo, Lord of Delphi. God of oracles, light, and, uh… mm… what else?” 

Lycaon cried out in distress and tried to save his wine, but Paraebates held him off with one massive hand clamped over the man’s face. “… god of music, poetry, knowledge, medicine and plagues!” the priest whimpered. 

“Yeah, and all that. Lord Apollo, if you’re listening, accept this humble offering,” Paraebates said solemnly dropping the empty skin into the fire where it landed with a puff of sparks. “We need all the help we can get if we’re going to build a city. Uh... What next?” 

“Praise be to Apollo,” Thessalus said grimly, tossing a stick into the fire. 

“Praise be to Apollo,” the rest of the men repeated. 

Apollo must have been listening. Because a miracle did occur. 

Led by my cousin Gorgo, a steady stream of men and women; Spartiates, perioicoi and helots; waded across the Eurotas carrying all manner of food and supplies. They came leading cattle and goats. Carrying barley cakes, amphoras filled with wine and olive oil. Spits of iron. One of Thessalus’s brothers came leading three fine horses. A man from Mesoa came leading a two-wheeled wooden cart pulled by an ox. It was quickly filled with glistening bronze tripods, bolts of linen, pots of honey and sheaves of freshly tanned cow hides. 

“Your father will be angry when he learns you were here,” I said to Gorgo. 

“I am not afraid,” she replied. So only I could hear, she added, “As a devotee of Helen, I know how to get what I want. I can charm most men—all but you.” 

Dorieus was overwhelmed by the outpouring of generosity. He sat on a wooden barrel that was filled with salt like he was sitting on a throne, receiving each person graciously, with many a thankful handshake and embrace. In a way, another miracle occurred. Up to that point my father had always spoken with disdain about the perioicoi and helots. In the future he treated both with more respect. I stood behind his broad shoulders watching, noticing at times how his eyes glazed over with tears. I’d never seen such an outburst of affection from the people or my father. Traditionally most Lacedaemonians were reserved in public. This day was remarkably different. I thought we would be stoned to death and instead we were being showered with gifts. Let no one ever try to tell you we are a dour, sullen, miserable people. That is not true. I saw great love and affection on that day from Spartiates, perioicoi and helots alike. 

My father glanced over his shoulder at me and I sensed his embarrassment at his display of emotions. “Go see your grandmother,” he said gruffly. “Spend the night with her. Tell her I have much to do to get the people ready to march, but that I will come. Go!” When he used that tone of voice I obeyed immediately. 

Taking my bow and a quiver of red-fletched arrows, I ran to the Pitane Village where my grandmother Chrysanthe now lived. It saddened me to learn she no longer controlled the family farm. Once Cleomenes had been named king he inherited Anaxandridas’ lands, so grandmother left her fields and gardens and moved into a small stone house just like every other house in Pitane. 

I had not seen my grandmother in five years and could not help but notice how she’d changed. She was thinner, her face gaunt, her back bowed, nor did she have the boundless energy she once had. I found her outside in the small garden behind her house, where she sat on a small stool clipping the dead buds from a lilac bush. She looked up at me and the lines around her eyes broke out into merry crinkles. “Little Anax! You’re home!” She rose stiffly, trying to straighten her back. “Goodness sakes boy. You’re not little anymore. You went off to the ends of the earth a child and you’ve come back a man.” 

Just as she used to do when I lived in Lacedaemonia, grandmother insisted on showing me her gardens around the house. She pointed out her autumn flowers: red and yellow peonies, violets, irises, lilies and larkspur; then her vegetables, rows of radishes, turnips, onions, lentils, sweet peas, cucumbers and garlic. While we’d been overseas battling the Persians, she’d been at war with the rabbits. 

As if I’d never been gone, she led me inside the simple two-story stone house and ordered young Zoe to bring me food and wine. The girl looked at me wide-eyed like I’d risen from the dead. The last time I’d seen her she had been a skinny little girl with leaves in her black hair and smudges of dirt on her cheeks. Like Gorgo, in my absence Zoe had grown. She was still skinny and wore dog-skins like all helots, but she was no longer dirty, her hair no longer a tangled mess and her face more comely than I remembered. A smile flickered briefly across the corner of her mouth, the first I’d ever seen her display, then she ran off to fetch me food and drink. 

While I ate, grandmother questioned me about our adventures overseas. Unlike most Spartiates who only wanted to hear about battles, she questioned me about the people, plants and animals I’d encountered in Libya. She grumbled as she often did, “Lycurgus would have done a lot better if he’d spent less time talking about dying well and instead taught men about living well.” After I’d finished eating, grandmother gave me a new crimson wool cloak that she’d spun, sewn and dyed herself. She had a similar cloak hanging on a peg waiting for my father. 

“Take care of it. Don’t lose it. Who knows where you will go. You could end up in Hyperborea,” the home of the North Wind, Boreas, a place even farther than Libya. “If you do, at least you’ll be warm.” 

Before the sun set, I hid by a stone wall in my grandmother’s garden with my bow and killed three rabbits for her. You would have thought I’d slain a three-headed hydra she was so pleased. She gave them to Zoe with orders to clean them taking care not to bloody the pelts. “Then clean up your mess! I find so much as a rabbit ear on the floor, I’ll skin you alive!” Terrified, the poor girl ran off to do the woman’s bidding. After which grandmother turned to me, smiled toothlessly and said, “She’s grown up well, hasn’t she?” 

Deep in the night when I was sleeping upstairs in a small room on a pallet of fresh straw, I heard Dorieus arrive. Creeping to the edge of the balcony, I watched my grandmother greet him like he was the hero Odysseus returning from Troy. 

He had to bend down for Chrysanthe to kiss him on the cheek. “No matter what those old fools on the council say, you are the real king,” she said. “Your father raised you to be his heir. You and that boy upstairs. Don’t ever forget that. I heard what happened today. You did right not to deny your heritage. Plenty of people would love to get their hands on that man’s throat. The pompous windbag. Come. Sit. Eat.” 

For two people who had not seen each other in five years, they did not speak much. Still there was a comfortable silence in the air that I hadn’t felt since my mother’s death. A sense of family. Something sadly missing in Sparta. 

Grandmother commented about how clear the sky was. How endless the stars. In silence I rolled over on my back on the balcony and looked up at the heavens, wondering if Aria might also be doing the same thing wherever she was, in Tyre, Susa or Carthage. Listening to the crackle of the hearth fire in the courtyard below, I wondered where we would go. What did the gods have in store for us? Did they even know such things? 

I expected Zoe to try to sneak into my room and was mildly disappointed when she did not. Though I knew it was for the best. We weren’t little children any longer. Sleeping beside Zoe wouldn’t be so simple now. Like Gorgo, she was turning into a woman. It would no longer be so easy to throw her out of my bed. Although it’s legal for a Spartiate to take and mate with any helot he wants, there are consequences. The children born of such unions are called mothakes, a class of Lacedaemonians that are half-free, half-helot. Like their helot parent, the mothakes cannot own property. They are not citizens. They can never be elected ephor or senator. They cannot stand in the Apella. But they also have a Spartan parent, so they were given the freedom to come and go as they pleased. Most became merchants or tradesmen. Sometimes they were raised with a man’s children and in special instances allowed to enter the agoge and become hoplites. Still, Dorieus said there were plenty of freeborn women in the world, so it was a mistake to have children with helots. 

The next morning my father was up before dawn, eager to be on the march while the air was cool. Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I followed him outside carrying my new cloak. Grandmother was already outside in her garden. Without looking up from her lilac bushes, she waved goodbye as casually as if she would see us tomorrow instead of for the last time. 

“Why didn’t you tell me you had trouble with Pausanias?” Dorieus growled as we walked down a row of gnarled olive trees in the dark. He was never in the best of moods early in the morning. Anything I said would be wrong, so I said nothing. “You didn’t have to break his leg. You should have just knocked him out like you did the other boy. Kleombrotus has not said anything, but I know him. He’ll hold a grudge against you. When you least expect it, he will seek revenge. So be on your guard. This is far from finished.” 

People had come and gone from the camp. Most noticeably, all of the women and children had left. As I learned, the night before Dorieus gathered the people together and told the women and children to return to their homes in Lacedaemonia. He wasn’t about to repeat what had happened in Libya and allow our noncombatants to be captured and crucified by the enemy. This time, we would set out with fighting men only. Once we had settled in our new home and the danger had passed, then he would send for the women and children to join us. 

Although many had left, new faces had appeared. Among them were many hypomeiones, men who for whatever reason had lost their Spartan citizenship. They were good heavy infantry. Most had gone through the agoge, so they were the equal in training to our Spartiate veterans. My father welcomed them and told them that in his kingdom they would be given a fair share of the land and treated as Equals. When news spread of this, over three hundred hypomeiones swelled our ranks. 

As we packed up our belongings and supplies, Thessalus informed me of something else. While I was at my grandmother’s, Senator Zenobios came and visited my father. He had served alongside Anaxandridas and Othryades. After my father and the senator had exchanged pleasantries, Zenobios told him, “Go to Corinth. I have a guest friend there named Ocytus. He is a member of the Bacchiadae.” The Bacchiadae are Dorians. At one time they had produced the kings of Corinth, but they had been overthrown by a tyrant named Cypelus and scattered across the Mediterranean where they built colonies in Corcyra, Sicily, Etruria and Macedonia. Eventually the Spartans had ousted Cypselus’ grandson in favor of an aristocratic oligarchy and the Bacchiadae returned to Corinth. “Ocytus has a fleet of ships. Give him this letter and he will take you wherever you want to go.” 

Before we set out, our priest Lycaon, nursing a hangover, sacrificed a bull to Zeus and prayed for the success of our new city. After we’d quickly eaten and were collecting our things to march north, I was surprised to receive a visitor, Gorgo’s little brother Aristodemus. 

“I thought you were not allowed outside your father’s house,” I said. 

“I’m not,” the little boy shrugged. “I have something for you.” He handed me a small, homemade pottery image of an owl, the goddess Athena’s totem. “I made it for you.” 

“You don’t think Heracles will be jealous if I start praying to Athena,” I said taking it, turning it over in my hand, and then putting it into my belt pouch beside Battus’ ivory Amun. 

“Oh no. I doubt Heracles will even notice. But Athena will.” 

“My thanks. Now you best go home.” 

“I’m not going back. I’m going with you.” Over his shoulder he carried a sack bulging with scrolls. 

For a half a heartbeat I was tempted take Aris. With Pausanias and his minions trying to kill him he might be safer with us. Then again, with our future uncertain, we could end up fighting for our lives as we did in Libya. Gorgo would never forgive me if her brother died in my care. 

Kneeling down, taking the boy’s shoulders in my hands, I said, “You are the heir of the Agiad House.” We wouldn’t get a half a league down the road and his father would have the Hippeis chasing after us to get him back. “You belong here.” 

“I don’t want to be king,” the boy said with conviction. “I am going to be a priest. You can be king.” 

Surprised by the boy’s words, I found myself resorting to a phrase I’d often heard Othryades use. “We are what the Fates decree,” I said. “If they want you to be a priest, you’ll be a priest.” And I a king? 

I walked the little boy back to Cleomenes’ house where I hoped to say goodbye to Gorgo, but she wasn’t there. I saw Aris safely inside then joined the long column of Spartiates, hypomeiones, perioicoi and helots strung out in a long line along the Eurotas leading a caravan of ox drawn carts and herds of cattle and goats northward. 

The Spartiates led the way, with a detachment of Lacedaemonian hoplites under Othryades guarding the rear, with our helot bearers and herds in the center. Dorieus was at the front of the column with Paraebates, Thessalus, the priest Lycaon, the auletes and our herald Apollophanes. 

With them went the ‘fire carrier,’ a young man named Chariton. His sacred duty was to keep the fire alive in the copper cauldron that he carried. We used it to light camp fires, hearth fires and sacrificial fires. Day and night, to Libya and back again, Chariton kept the flame fed. The original fire came from the eternal flame that burned at the heart of Sparta in a small Temple of Zeus on the Eurypontid Hill. People were very superstitious about the fire carrier. If a ship was lost at sea or crops failed, people were quick to check to see if the flame was still lit. But it had never once gone out. After being expelled from Libya, when we returned to Lacedaemonia, Lycaon ordered Chariton to extinguish the flame and rekindle it from the Temple of Zeus. All of which gave the people a sense of hope. A new flame meant a fresh, clean start. 

As I made my way through the throng toward my father to see if he had any orders I sensed that I was being watched. Or followed. Having been warned that Kleombrotus would seek vengeance, and knowing my uncle would not want to risk my father’s wrath, I suspected he had placed some thugs on my tail that owed him a favor. 

I glanced over my shoulder and watched as the helot girl Zoe tried to hide behind an ox cart. Once she knew I’d spotted her she began running against the river of men, back toward Sparta. She glanced over her shoulder at me, her big brown eyes wide with fear as I began to chase her. Her chest and hips were not voluptuous like Aria’s, she had about as much shape as a javelin and was lithe as a gazelle, so she led me on a merry chase before I was able to catch her. Grabbing her firmly under an armpit, I pulled her out of the flow of men to the banks of the sparkling Eurotas. 

“What are you doing here?” I said letting her go. 

“I’m going with you.” 

I laughed. If I ever decided to build a city I could count on two followers: a little boy and a helot girl. 

“I will cook for you. Mend your clothes.” 

“Look around. Do you see any women?” 

“You will be king one day. You can do whatever you want.” 

“Does my grandmother know you are here?” 

“Of course. M’lady the queen said I should take care of you.” 

I am a fair liar, so I can spot a tall tale. Zoe didn’t have a false bone in her body. Her big brown eyes were like windows to her soul. Especially when she wasn’t telling the truth. “You’re going back.” 

“That’s not fair! My family is bound to your family. I want to serve you and you only. I’ll do anything. Anything you say. Anything.” 

She wasn’t talking about just cleaning fish. “You serve me best by going back to my grandmother.” 

When I grabbed her arm once more and began leading her back in the direction of Sparta, she struggled to get free. I only tightened my grip. I walked her to the rear of the column and like I was chasing a sick goat from the herd, I stood and watched as she glumly walked out of sight. 

To make sure Zoe did not try to sneak back, I hid behind a withy bush thick with clusters of purple flowers. Women call it the ‘chaste bush’ and say it was sacred to Artemis. As I watched and waited, the girl’s words echoed in my ears. No one had ever told me they wanted to serve me. Most Hellenes owned slaves, even other Hellenes, but helots weren’t slaves. Not completely. They were the original Achaean inhabitants of Laconia subjugated by the Spartans. You would think they would hate us. Most did. But not all. Still, it struck me as odd that anyone would voluntarily want to serve another. Particularly me. I owned nothing more than what I carried. I didn’t even have a place to lay my head. What had Gorgo called us? I was a homeless vagabond. 

The more I thought about it, I knew I’d been right to chase Zoe off. The long column consisted only of men. This was one command by my father that I would not test. A woman would only be a burden. She said she would take care of me, but I would end up taking care of her. Making sure her belly was full and she had a safe place to sleep. I didn’t want the responsibility for another human being. I was still learning to take care of myself. And the only woman I wanted warming my bed was a Persian girl named Ariatozah. 

By the time I’d rejoined my father at the head of the column we’d left the Eurotas and marched northeast along one of its tributaries called the Oenaus. By late morning we came to the village of Sellasia. It sat atop a flat hill overlooking the plain of Laconia, its only protection a trench filled with stakes and a wooden palisade. As we approached a hundred Lacedaemonians came streaming from the wooden walls and down the hill to join us. 

As our long column continued moving northeast, Thessalus, who had a good head for numbers and liked to keep count of such things, said we were over five thousand fighting men, though more than half were helot slingers. 

“A sizeable force,” Thessalus said. 

“A lot of mouths to feed,” was my father’s reply. 

As the sun god’s chariot reached its zenith, we stopped to eat in a grassy place by the Oenaus lined with thornapple trees and purple crocuses. Men filled their waterskins and cooked their midday meal, after which my father ordered us to train. 

On the march, most commanders will forgo any sort of exercises. Not Dorieus. He did not want the Spartiates to lose their edge. With so many new faces among his followers, he immediately set to work assigning the new men to units and selecting officers. Once he had them organized, he would drill them daily, forging them into a shieldwall that marched and responded as if they were of one mind and one body. 

When we were in Libya, there were twenty Spartiate boys my age with us, all of whom I could whip rather easily. Ianos was fleeter of foot and Meleagros could throw a javelin with better accuracy, but no one my age or several years older than I could stand toe to toe with me at wrestling or boxing. I’d enjoyed an invincible reputation while we were overseas. That was one of the reasons I respected Battus so much. We were evenly matched at every sport. For every time I whipped him, he beat me just as badly. Battus was my equal. 

Thessalus served as my paidonómos, but now that all the women and children had been ordered to remain behind, he had only me to train. Patting me on the bottom, Thessalus told me, “You’ve had it easy Eury. For the past five years I’ve been using you as my hammer to shape the other boys. That’s about to change. It’s time to mold you from iron into steel. Especially if you’re going to be a king someday. I’m going to pit you against one of the older boys. He’s new to us. Eury meet Theokles.” 

I looked at an olive-skinned, black haired, cocky Achaean, four years older than myself, who was my twin in size. He had recently been accepted by a syssitia that provided hoplites for an enomotia from Amyklae called the ravens. His state-provided kleros in Messenia had been washed away by a flash flood of the Pamisus River and he’d been unable to pay his mess dues. Through no fault of his own, Theokles had lost his Spartan citizenship and been relegated to the hypomeiones. He’d joined our cause for one reason only. Loot. If he could gather enough plunder on our travels, he could pay his mess dues and be reinstated with the ravens. 

Silently we watched as Thessalus marked off a wrestling boundary circle with his heel in the mud along the banks of Oenaus. “Let’s go over a few rules,” he said. “No punching or kicking. No eye gouging. No biting, finger bending or cock pulling. Save that for your free time. I want you each to give it your best. All right. Square off. Ready. Set. Wrestle!” 

You have to score three points to win at wrestling. You earn points by getting your opponent’s shoulder blades to touch the ground, throwing him outside of the circle or if he lifts a hand in surrender. The latter is the reason Lycurgus decreed that voting among the Spartiates would be measured by shouts instead of a show of hands. To a Dorian, raising your hand was a sign of defeat. 

Theokles was a lot stronger than the boys my age. Later I would learn he was among the best athletes in Sparta. He was a champion wrestler and boxer and had led his team among the eirenes to victory in the episkyros ball game at the festival of Karneia. He knew his moves. During our first match he picked me up and flipped me into the Oenaus so fast that I was spitting out muddy water before I knew what hit me. During our second match, he used the flying mare to throw me over his hip and send me sprawling. Before I could recover he twisted both my arms forcing me onto my back. He’d won the first and the second bouts handily. None of which I liked. I wasn’t used to losing. 

In the third bout I redeemed my honor somewhat by surprising the black-haired boy by snatching up one of his ankles, and sending him sprawling onto the ground. Our muscles straining we each struggled for control. As I had done with Pausanias, I gave Theo a head butt that stunned him, allowing me to trip and throw him out of the mud circle, although it was all for naught. Thessalus declared the blow from my forehead illegal and I was declared the loser. 

After which Thessalus yelled at me like I was the lowliest helot in camp. A big part of Thessalus’ training and method for motivating athletes was to berate them, insult them and get explosively angry with you when you failed to meet his standards. I’d seen him direct his ire at other boys, but rarely at me. Now I felt the full force of his displeasure and it hit me like a gale force wind. “What do you call that!? That’s not wrestling, that’s brawling! You’re never going to be much of a soldier if you can’t do better than that boy. This isn’t Libya. You’re with the army now. If you don’t improve, you’re going back to Sparta with the women and children.” 

Thessalus had me compete against Theo at boxing, running and throwing javelins. The twenty-one year old bested me at all. The hardest thing to bear was Theo’s attitude. While Thessalus cursed me angrily, Theo was painfully cheerful. Nor would he shut up. “That was awfully close. You’re not bad really. I just got lucky. Keep at it. You’ll get better.” 

Maybe it was an Achaean custom. He seemed to think he was consoling me with his comments, none of which I found comforting. When we finished for the day, he tried to make light of his victories by patting me on the shoulder, but I knocked his hand aside. 

“No reason to be a poor sport,” Theo frowned. “I’d be happy to teach you a few …” 

“In the agoge they teach you to speak when spoken to. You must have missed that lesson,” I said and walked off to wash the mud from me in the cool Oenaus. Of course I was being an idiot. I was rattled by Thessalus’ sharp words and wasn’t used to being beaten, especially by an Achaean. A hypomeiones. An inferior. As the son of Dorieus, I’d come to expect to win. My pride was bruised and the only way it would heal was to defeat Theo. 

Once the sun was past its zenith we left the shallow, thornapple lined Oenaus and entered into the rocky, pine covered lower hills around Mount Parthenius. To the north was a mountain range that marked Laconia’s northern border with Arcadia. It looked like a snow-capped wall built by the gods to divide our lands. To get to Corinth we had to walk between Arcadia and Argos. 

The Arcadians were rough, hard men living in the center of the Peloponnese on a small land-locked plain surrounded by the Parnassus Mountains. At one time the Spartans and Arcadians had been bitter foes, but ever since Chilon had created the Peloponnesian League, the mountain men of Tegea, Mantinea and Orchomenus had become Sparta’s firm allies. In return for our protection, the Arcadians like all members in the League, swore an oath “to follow wherever Sparta led.” 

The Argives were a different matter. Argos controlled the cities and villages of the Argolid in the northeast corner of the Peloponnese. Places like Tiryns, Mycenae, Hermoine and Epidaurus. The enmity between the Spartans and the Argives went back hundreds of years to the Dorian invasion. They say three brothers, great-grandsons of the hero Heracles conquered Argos, Laconia and Messenia. Instead of coexisting peacefully, they jealousy sought to dominate one another, with Sparta overcoming Messenia and constantly skirmishing with the Argives. The last great battle between us had been the Battle of Champions in the Thyreatis. Although my grandfather Anaxandridas had won the day, it had cost so many lives that each side had been loath to face one another again. The Argives were afraid of another thrashing—and the Spartans were afraid that if they lost, the helots in Messenia would revolt. 

Maintaining military order we marched through steep, uninhabited, rocky gorges. In places the road was marked by two grooves in the ground from years of carts traveling from Laconia to Corinth. In other places the way had been obscured by flash floods and landslides. At times the way was easy. Other times we had to push the ox carts over fallen trees and great rock impasses. 

Even with the supplies we’d been given at Sparta, feeding five thousand men was a constant concern. Though Dorieus would never approve of my bow, he still let me hunt in the Arcadian hills for fresh game. But, because we were close to the Argolid, he insisted a heavily armed spearman accompany me for protection. I would have preferred to go about my task alone. Unencumbered by a shield and armor I moved quickly and quietly. So I could not help but groan when I saw Theo approach wearing his heavy hoplite gear and carrying a leather backpack. 

I would have preferred anyone else in camp join me, but said nothing. 










12. Six Pieces of Silver 




Difficulties are things that show a person what they are. 




Epictetus 




“Do you have any idea where you are going?” Theo asked using his spear to steady himself as we climbed up a rocky hill. 

“Quiet,” I said. “You’re chasing away the game.” 

“What game? I’ve seen more animals painted on pottery jugs.” 

Being quiet wasn’t one of Theo’s virtues. He had a hundred questions—what was I hunting, where did I get my bow, was I familiar with the mountains—none of which I answered. While I wore only a loin cloth and carried my bow, a pig skin of water and a quiver of arrows, my companion wore a heavy bronze cuirass, greaves, shield, spear, dagger and short sword. To silence him I ran ahead. He huffed and puffed as he sprinted up and down the hills trying to keep up with me. 

It was past the hottest part of the day, the time when shadows grew long and creatures began to stir again. From what Thessalus had told me, if we walked west eventually we would come to the Alpheus River. Once we found one of its many streams there was a good chance we’d spot a deer or some other creature that had come down to the water to drink. 

Sweat streaking down his face from beneath a plumeless Corinthian helm, Theo grinned. “If you’re trying to tire me out, you’re wasting your time. I can go on like this all day.” 

Making Theo sweat was satisfying in its own way, but each rattle and bang of his shield, sword and spear was making enough noise to chase away all the creatures in the Peloponnese. I slowed the pace. We trekked across barren, rocky ground over three hills and then south toward a vale dotted with black walnut trees. Along the way I missed a shot at a squirrel and another at a black crow. If I’d been more religious, I would have recognized the crow for what it was: a bad omen. 

Theo lagged behind me, mumbling. Singing to himself actually. As I woefully discovered, he liked to while away his time making up songs and poems. The next thing I knew he pulled a pipe from his pack and began whistling away on it. I glared at him. 

He purposely hit a sour note. “Didn’t you ever hear the story of Orpheus? How he tamed the creatures of the wild with his music. What do you want? A buck?” His blew a series of notes, mimicking the grunt a male deer makes when in heat and ready to rut. “A duck?” He quacked away on his wooden pipe. “Maybe a boar?” Lifting his fingers from the blow holes he imitated a pig. 

“You’re no Orpheus. You’re scaring away even the gnats.” Actually, like everything he did, Theo was good on any kind of pipe, lyre and even the drums. He had an ear for mimicking sounds, catchy tunes and clever rhymes. But I would never tell him that. His head was too big for his helmet as it was. 

“Say, did you eat before we left? Aren’t you getting hungry? Let’s try to find a farm. We can steal something. Maybe some eggs.” 

In reply, I ran off ahead down the hill, choosing the most difficult path I could find, clambering over steep rocks and jumping over deep ravines. 

To annoy me further, Theo ambled along behind me, up and down hills, over rocks, and around scrubby pines, singing a new song he was working on. He sang the same lines over and over again… 




“I don't mind stealing much 

From the farms of the rich, 

But I can't thieve from the poor 

Even when my belly’s sore…” 




When we paused to take a drink from our water skins, I said, “Your song is stupid. We haven’t robbed anyone.” 

“You have no sense of imagination,” he replied loftily. 

After I’d shot two rabbits, Theo grumbled, “That’s not a proper way to hunt. The little bunnies don’t have a chance. I never would have guessed the son of Dorieus would use a bow. The only proper way to hunt is with a javelin.” 

“You have no sense of imagination,” I said. Which shut him up. Briefly. 

I tied the feet of the two rabbits together and slung them over my shoulder. Continuing on, I stopped at the top of a hill, and held up my fist, motioning for Theo to hold. I dropped to the ground and Theo dropped with me. Using hand signals, I told him to keep low and join me. We’d stumbled upon a small, glittering brook trickling between the hills. It zigzagged through a green copse of ancient, gnarled walnut trees. In a clearing among the trees stood a small, round, roofless shrine. We knelt behind an acacia bush studying the grove for any signs of life, but all we heard was the peaceful gurgle of the stream and the coo of a dove. 

“What is this place?” Theo whispered. 

“I’m going down to find out,” I said. 

“Wait!” said a female voice behind us. Like a dryad of the forest stepping out of a tree, Zoe stepped out from behind a great oak. “Don’t go down there. That’s the shrine of Artemis Caryatis.” 

“I told you to go home,” I hissed. In truth, I was more annoyed at myself than at Zoe. I couldn’t believe she’d trailed us without either of us spotting her. I’d been so irritated with Theo I hadn’t been paying attention. If Zoe had been a patrol of Argives tailing us, we’d have been dead. 

Theo was so startled, he jumped up and stood in his hoplite stance, left foot forward, shield up, spear raised in the overhead strike position. “Who..? What? Where did she come from?!” 

“Her name is Zoe. She followed us from camp.” 

“Oh.” Theo relaxed and smiled at the girl, bowing his head slightly as he introduced himself. “Artemis Caryatis. I’ve heard of this place. She’s right. You can’t go down there. Not unless you want the goddess to turn you into a toad or something.” 

The word ‘caryae,’ meant walnut. We all knew the story of how a maid named Carya wandered into these woods and was turned into a walnut tree by Artemis. Ever since, the maidens of the local villages gathered during the first full moon in spring and danced in the small grassy field in front of the shrine to appease the goddess. 

“You shot two rabbits,” Theo continued. “That ought to provide Paraebates with at least a mouthful. Let’s go back.” 

“You go back if you want. Take her with you,” I said. “I’m going down there.” 

With that I began creeping down the hill through the brush and rocks to the small, walnut stained shrine. Hoping they would both leave, I sneaked up to the edge of the tree line and scouted out the clearing. Artemis Caryatis wasn’t much of a shrine. It wasn’t even built on a slab of granite, it was built on grass. There were eight moss covered marble pillars surrounding a blood-stained altar. The pillars were fashioned in the Doric style, with a simple base and apex and made from a local Arcadian marble that was streaked with bluish lines. The grass dance floor in front of the shrine was empty except for the chirp of wood sparrows. 

Reluctantly Theo and Zoe followed. Behind me I heard Theo lower his voice and ask, “Have you ever danced here?” 

“Yes,” the girl replied softly. 

“Is it true what they say? The women caught an Arcadian boy spying on them and ripped him to pieces. That during the spring solstice the women hold wild orgies. That they…” 

The girl ran away from Theo and caught up with me. Zoe tugged my elbow, her brown eyes wide with fear. “Please go back,” she said breathlessly. “If you don’t, someone will get hurt.” 

Shivers rippled up my spine raising the hair on the back of my neck as I remembered how she’d predicted I would break Pausanias’ leg. “Go home,” I said to her, shaking off her little hand. The sun would set soon and this well-watered glen would draw plenty of game. Maybe even a fine buck. I was not about to return to my father’s camp with just two rabbits. 

With my hand in my belt pouch, rubbing the crude pottery image of Athena that Aris had given me, I walked out of the woods into the circle of marble columns. In the shrine was a statue of Artemis that had been carved out of wood so long ago it looked more like a mottled piece of driftwood than Apollo’s twin sister. Around the columns grew vines of ivy. In the center stood a stone altar stained black with dried blood. On the altar was a pile of food. Apples, grapes, figs, olives… Even a brace of dead squirrels. Gifts from the local women for the goddess. Like Theo, I was hungry and wanted to stuff my mouth, but didn’t dare. Although I would risk hunting in Artemis’s glen, I couldn’t steal food from a goddess. Instead I closed my eyes and whispered a prayer to Artemis, goddess of the hunt, the bow, of hunting dogs, stags and the moon, asking for her aid, promising to sacrifice a portion of our kill on her altar. 

Theo and Zoe knelt in the bushes, watching, expecting me to be turned into a walnut tree at any moment. 

“Where to now, my prince?” Theo asked sourly. 

Ignoring him, I ran to the stream where I found a number of tracks. All manner of bird prints, a ground hog, even a deer. I slaked my thirst in the clear, shallow creek, refilled my water skin, then followed the tumbling brook north. Behind me Zoe and Theo followed, his armor making more noise than a junk dealer’s cart. Just as I was about to order the spearman back to the shrine, suddenly a wild boar charged at me from a thicket. I walked with an arrow notched in my bow for moments such as this. Still, I was startled by the beast’s sudden attack and shot wild, over its head. It came crashing through the underbrush right at me, and would have gored me in the leg had not Theo leapt forward. He swatted Zoe aside with his shield, knocking her into the stream, and speared the tusker in the chest. The wild pig squealed as the hoplite rammed the blade deeper, giving it a twist and drawing it back for a second and a third thrust. With a final grunt the beast dropped dead. 

“Nice shooting,” Theo said cheerfully. He took the pig’s blood on his spear and smeared it across his forearms making red lines, giving him the beast’s power and letting the world know what a great hunter he was. 

Feeling rather humbled, I said, “I’ll carry it.” Picking the heavy beast up by its front and hind hooves I slung it across my back. “You can have the tusks and the hide. They’ll fetch a good price.” Hopefully Theo would use the funds to go back to Sparta. 

“Leave it!” Zoe said climbing dripping wet from of the stream. “Don’t you see? It’s a sign. The Mistress of the Wilds sent it as a warning. She is ordering us to leave her woods.” 

“What, did Helen tell you or is Artemis talking to you now?” I said. 

“Regardless of who told her, the girl may be right,” Theo said cleaning his spear in the stream. 

“I know things,” Zoe said stubbornly. “Things you don’t know anything about.” 

We were not leaving fresh meat behind. Not when there were so many mouths to feed. A good-sized kill like this would be a welcome feast around my father’s campfire. “I said a prayer in the temple. Artemis heard me. She sent us dinner. Praise be to the goddess of the hunt. Now come on. It will be dark soon. Let’s go.” In the back of my mind, I knew I’d promised the goddess a portion of our kill, but there just wasn’t time. A fateful mistake. 

Theo and Zoe followed, complaining loudly. Making me start running east. That shut them up. 

By traveling away from the setting sun we’d eventually come to the trail made by my father’s army marching north, but I worried that if it got too dark, we’d miss their foot prints. Laden as I was with a heavy load, I moved with as much speed as I could. 

I’d not gone far when Zoe caught up with me. “The beast belongs to the goddess.” She continued her dire predictions claiming one of us would come to a foul end if I did not place a portion of the boar on the altar in the shrine. To which I responded that once we reached Corinth I was sending her back to Laconia with the first merchant bound in that direction. That stopped her in her tracks. 

Behind me, I heard Theo tell Zoe, “Walk with me. I’m Achaean too. From Amyklae. Where we treat our helots with a good deal more respect. You’re a pretty little lass. Stay with me. I’ll protect you,” he said shaking his spear. 

Looking at the warrior’s blood stained arms, wide-eyed with fear, Zoe ran after me once more. This time she changed her tactics. She apologized for talking out of turn and offered to clean and cook the beast. To which I said nothing. 

As we hurried along we passed through a narrow defile between two hills. I led the way, with the pig draped around my neck. Zoe was behind me and Theo hustled to stay up with us. The last thing we were expecting was for it to start raining rocks. A stone dropped out of the sky, glancing off the dead boar. The next one bounced off the top of Zoe’s head, splattering the backs of my legs with her warm blood. She fell as soundlessly as a leaf hitting the ground. 

Looking up into the red glare of the setting sun I saw six shapes wavering around a clump of scrubby hawthorn bushes. Three were lifting and throwing heavy stones down on us. The other three swung slings over their heads, twirling them so hard they sounded like we’d stumbled into a nest of angry bees. One by one they fired their missiles at us. I dodged a poorly thrown rock while Theo deflected two sling stones with his shield. 

Our attackers had chosen their spot well. We were in a narrow chasm between two hills with no trees or rocks for cover. The only thing that stood between us and death was Theo’s hoplon. 

Reacting quickly, I threw the dead boar off my shoulder and jumped behind the spearman. In the time it takes to draw a breath, I notched an arrow and pulled my bowstring to my ear. 

I took aim at a black-bearded man who had lifted a huge boulder over his head and was about to fling it at us. Letting fly, a red fletched arrow pierced straight through the man’s heart and the triangular iron point came out his back. He dropped the rock on his own head and tumbled down the slope in an avalanche of stones and dust. 

“The girl!” Theo yelled wanting to move over her to protect her with his shield, but she was several steps away and I could tell from the look in his eyes that he was shaken and uncertain what to do. 

“She’s gone!” I replied. “Stay still!” 

Like a scene in Homer’s Iliad, just as Great Ajax’s brother Teucer had done, I hid behind the heavily armored hoplite’s shield, only exposing myself to let fly another arrow. Stones thudded loudly against Theo’s round buckler, one skittering off his helmet nearly hitting me in the face. 

“Forget what I said about your bow. Keep shooting!” 

In quick succession I notched two more arrows, leaned out from Theo’s shield and struck down two more assailants. One through his fat belly and the other through the throat. In a spray of blood, shrieking in agony they fell writhing on the ground like headless snakes. When I wasn’t dodging death, in the quick snatches that I’d been able to observe the men, I tried to figure out who they were. They could be thieves. They could be local Arcadian mountain men angry at us for trespassing on their ground. Or they could be Argive raiders snapping at Dorieus’ heels. It was impossible to tell. 

“They’re going to charge!” Theo yelled. “Here they come!” 

The remaining three men picked up shields and spears from the ground and charged down the steep hill at us. Hitting a moving target is never easy, but I still managed to drop one more with an arrow below his shield in his groin. He fell down the hill shrieking. As the two remaining men lumbered at us, I dropped my bow and drew the only other weapon I had, my knife. One of our assailants collided shield to shield with Theo with a crash and the other attempted an overhand thrust with his spear at my chest. The ground was covered with loose stones and the man’s attack clumsy. I dodged to the right and used a trick Othryades had taught me for just this kind of situation. I grabbed the shaft of the man’s spear and used it to pull him in close where his long weapon was worthless and my dagger deadly. I stabbed him in the neck severing the main artery. With a cry of fear and surprise he dropped his spear and stumbled backwards. He tried to ward me off with his shield, but I was on him like a stinging wasp. 

When the man’s life finally ebbed away and he fell, I turned to see Theo parry our remaining attacker’s spear and use an overhand thrust to pierce the man’s shoulder. The fellow dropped to his knees, screaming in pain. With another thrust, this one through the throat, he ended the man’s misery. 

Theo dropped his shield and spear, and pried off his helmet. He stripped off his metal breastplate. It clattered onto the ground. His crimson chiton was soaked with sweat and his knees wobbled. He sat on the ground, breathing hard, while I knelt by Zoe. 

“Is she dead?” 

Not quite. The stone had crushed the top of her skull like an egg. Bits of bone stuck through her hair like pieces of shell. With her big brown eyes Zoe blinked up at me as black blood soaked the earth beneath her head. With a shaky hand she touched my wrist, the hand holding my sticky dagger. Unable to speak, she pointed weakly to her own heart. 

It was one thing to slay men who were trying to kill you. It was something entirely different to stick a blade into a girl I’d known since childhood. 

“Well?” Theo asked. 

“She wants me to end it.” 

Tears welled up in her eyes and ran down the side of her face. Once more she tugged at my hand. 

“You’re the one that got us into this mess. Go ahead and do it, if that’s what she wants.” 

“No,” I said. “We’re taking her back. The boar too.” 

“She’ll never make it. She’ll bleed to death first.” 

“We have to try.” Using my knife I cut a strip of cloth from the hem of Zoe’s dog skin tunic. Gently I wrapped it over her wound and tied it under her chin. 

Earlier that day Zoe had begged to come with us. She’d wanted to take care of me. I certainly hadn’t done a very good job of taking care of her. The same way I’d done a poor job with Battus. But this time it would be different. I would get Zoe to the priest Lycaon. He could save Zoe. If he wasn’t drunk. 

Looking over my shoulder I saw that Theo had recovered and was slitting the throats of each of our attackers to make sure they were dead, then looting their bodies. 

“Pick up your gear,” I said. “We need to go. You’re going to have to carry the boar.” 

Theo laughed. “I’m not carrying anything for you. You’re a royal pain in the ass. This is your fault. The girl told you to stay away from the temple. But you wouldn’t listen. She’d be fine if not for you.” 

“Do what I say.” Every moment wasted meant Zoe might die. 

“No. I’m not taking orders from you any more, you spoiled Agiad brat. You damn Dorians destroy everything you touch.” 

“We’ve got to move now,” I said wearily. “It’s getting dark.” 

“Make me.” 

“I don’t want to fight you. There isn’t time.” 

“If you think I’m going to carry that pig for you, you’d better find the time.” 

“All right then,” I said putting down my bow and quiver of arrows. 

“Good,” Theo smiled. “I’m going to teach you a lesson. You are going to pay for what you did.” 

In our last boxing match Theo had defeated me rather easily. This time he faked a left at my face and delivered a punch with his right fist that felt like a kick to my belly, doubling me over, but not dropping me. I feigned injury, took a step closer, came out of my crouch and gave him a left jab to the nose that stunned him for a moment allowing me to give him a blow to the cheek and the stomach before he recovered and came back at me with a left to my chin. 

In the palestra boxers wrap their hands in soft leather strips to protect their fingers and knuckles. Hitting another man, especially in the head can do as much damage to your own hands as it does to your opponent. Theo came at me angrily, but I’d fought him earlier that day and knew his combinations, so this time I did not go down so easily. The two of us went at it, punching away at one another till both our faces were a bloody mess and our knuckles bruised. We stood there swaying, each of us struggling not to collapse. 

“You’re a tough son of a bitch,” Theo said tugging on a loose tooth and spitting blood from his mouth. “It’s getting dark. Can we finish this later?” 

“Are you going to carry the boar?” I asked. 

“Not a chance,” he laughed. 

“Then keep fighting.” 

Perhaps it was because he’d been wearing heavy armor all day while I’d been running up and down the Arcadian hills in a loin cloth, because Theo tired first. His guard drooped and I delivered a right cross that knocked him down and gave him a black eye that would last a month. He lay on the ground shaking his head as if trying to clear the cotton from his brain. 

“All right. I’ll carry the stupid sow.” 

While Theo re-armed himself, I carefully picked up Zoe and carrying her in my arms began walking east in the growing twilight. 

Afraid he’d be left alone and lost in the Arcadian hills, Theo yelled. “Hey! Wait for me!” It couldn’t have been easy weighed down as he was with a helmet, heavy bronze cuirass and shield, but he still managed to throw the boar over his shoulder. Talking to himself he lumbered after me. 

As the gulley widened, for a while we walked along side-by-side in silence in the wan moonlight. 

“She’s as lifeless as this boar,” he said. 

“She’s still breathing. I think she’s just unconscious.” 

“Half her skull is back there scattered across the ground.” 

“We have to try.” 

“I suppose.” That was the first time we’d agreed on anything. We trudged along quietly, but Theo could never stay silent for long. “You got five of them. I only got one.” 

“This isn’t the palestra. No one is keeping score.” 

“When I went through their pouches I found something interesting,” he said hesitantly. “Each one of them was carrying six silver coins.” 

“Let me see one. Hold it up to the moon.” Coins were all minted in specific places like Athenian owls, Aegina turtles and Persian darics. They could give us a clue to our attackers’ identity. 

“They’re yours really. You killed most of them.” Balancing the boar on his shoulder, and transferring his spear to his shield hand, he held up a silver coin. 

“You keep them. I just want a look. Let me see the other side too.” 

“There’s a ship on this side and a strange looking stalk of wheat on the back.” 

“That’s the Argo. The plant on the other side is called silphium. They were minted in Cyrene.” 

“They must have been bandits then. They attacked and killed some merchant from Libya. Then split up his silver…” 

“Perhaps.” As we trudged along I wondered if Theo was right. Had we merely stumbled into a thieves’ ambush? For some reason this didn’t strike me as pure chance. What would a merchant from Libya be doing way out here in the hills of Arcadia? Could the gods’ hands be in this? Was this divine retribution for killing a boar near the goddess’ shrine? Or was it something else? 

A sneaky suspicion began working its way into my head. What if these men weren’t from Arcadia or Argos? What if they were from Lacedaemonia? Who else would be carrying coins from Cyrene? Only I didn’t recognize any of their faces, and after five years in Libya I knew everyone who had sailed with us. They had to be new men that had just joined us. 

Carrying Zoe, with my eyes puffy and my body bruised, it was slow going, and I feared we’d be set upon again. To make matters worse, I could no longer tell if the girl in my arms was alive or dead. Theo was right. If she died, her death would be on my head. Just like the death of Battus. My fault. As darkness fell and I grew weary, my mind began playing tricks on me. I began to imagine that Zoe’s spirit had fled her body and was walking along side me. “You promised the goddess if she blessed your hunt you would leave a sacrifice on her altar. You cannot cheat the gods,” she said accusingly. 

“Then why did Artemis take you instead of me?” I asked loudly, mindless of the odd way Theo glanced at me. 

Zoe’s spirit whispered in my ear, “You are alive because the gods have plans for you, son of Dorieus. You think you killed those men alone? Do you really think you could accomplish such a feat? It was Pallas Athena. The goddess of strategy and skill is with you. She is the one that guided your hand…” 

Athena? Perhaps my cousin little Aris was right about her. One thing was certain, I’d be praying to her in the future and not my ancestor Heracles. As we stumbled along, I touched the owl totem in my belt pouch and whispered up a prayer that we’d find our camp before the girl in my arms bled to death. 

We didn’t find Dorieus and his men, they found us. When it got dark my father sent out patrols to scour the hills. Our soldiers tried to take Zoe from me, but I stubbornly refused to hand her over. By the time I finally staggered into camp I was at the point of exhaustion. I took her to the priest Lycaon who was in a foul mood. Dorieus had forbidden him any uncut wine so he was sober and so agitated his whole body shook. Still, he went to work tending her wound. About all he told us was that she still breathed, then he yelled at us to get out of his way. The boar was received with little fanfare. 

The army was camped among the hills below Mount Artemisius. To the east on the other side of the Argolid plain lights twinkled around the Larissa, the acropolis of Argos. Dorieus would allow no cook fires. He didn’t want to give our enemies a reason to come out from behind their walls and investigate. 

In the morning my father noted my face and Theo’ face. “All right. What happened to you two? You, shut up. Theokles, report.” 

We looked at each other and Theo said, “We were ambushed.” Leaving out the part about us fighting, he told the tale like it was one Homer’s epic poems, till Dorieus cut him short. 

“Who were they?” 

“We don’t know, m’lord. Each had six of these coins in their belt pouches.” Theo handed him one of the silver pieces minted in Cyrene. 

My father’s face began to turn red. He squeezed the coin like he meant to squash it like an acorn, then looked at me. “I told you my brother would have his revenge.” 

He gave the coin back to Theo and went directly to where Kleombrotus was packing his gear on the back of a mule. If my uncle was surprised to see me still alive, his lifeless black eyes did not show it. 

Dorieus went to one of the sacks slung over the animal’s back and tore it open. A stream of silver coins minted in Cyrene clinked to the ground. I was not quick enough to decipher what was going on, but Thessalus told me later that rather than burning our supplies at the Cinyps Wadi as he told us, Kleombrotus had sold our crops, herds and personal belongings for a small fortune, then set fire to the rest. 

“Come,” Dorieus said. “We’ll settle this now.” 

Men from every quarter of camp gathered around in a circle to watch the two Agiad brothers fight. Kleombrotus was nowhere near my father’s size, but he was fearless and as deadly as a viper. Once he sensed things were going against him, my uncle pulled a knife. Dorieus laughed and waved his brother forward. When Kleombrotus lunged with the blade, my father grabbed his brother’s wrist and gave it a twist, breaking it. After which he proceeded to beat Kleombrotus half to death, knocking out two of his teeth in the process. When he was done, Dorieus picked his brother up, threw him across his mule and swatted its rump sending both asses back to Sparta. 

When we were back on the road to Corinth, I found Lycaon in the column stumbling along looking miserable. “Do you have any wine boy?” 

“No. Where is the girl?” 

“She’s right here.” 

I looked in the back of an ox cart where Zoe lay sleeping on a Spartan crimson cloak, her head wrapped in fresh linen bandages. 

“I’ve done everything I can for her. Though, a little uncut wine might help ease her pain.” 

“I’ll see what I can do.” 

“Bless you. Frankly, it’s a miracle she’s alive. At this point, her fate is in the hands of the gods.” 

As I stared down at Zoe, I breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps the gods did have some purpose for my life. I’d survived an ambush set by my uncle Kleombrotus. I’d learned to tolerate an Achaean. And saved a helot girl’s life. 

Lycaon was right. Life was indeed a journey of miracles. 










13. The Temptation of Tantalus 




We are ever striving after what is forbidden and coveting what is denied us. 




Ovid 




Our four long columns passed by the small city of Philius where the people threw flowers at us from the walls. That took us by surprise, but as I learned from a mounted nobleman wearing a floppy hat who trotted alongside us, anyone who had fought against the Persians was a hero in their eyes. 

“The accursed barbarians are in Scythia now,” the man said. “Next they’ll be in Thrace, then Macedonia, then before you know it they’ll be here. We cheer you, because the Spartans are the only ones to stand up against the Great King.” 

I didn’t know any Scythians, Thracians or Macedonians so didn’t care all that much what happened to them. Some Hellenes would probably cheer if they fell. Still, the man’s words alerted me to the notion that someday the Persians could march into the Peloponnese, something I’d never considered before. It was inconceivable that anyone could take Lacedaemonia from the Spartans. But if anyone could, it was the Achaemenids with their vast empire of subjugated nations. Catching a pink gladiolus flung from a girl on the wall, I put it behind my ear, and basking in the approval of the crowd, quickly forgot about the King of Kings. 

After we’d set up camp for the night and the men had finished their evening meal, our pickets brought in a withered whitebeard with a staff leading a donkey. He was a spry old fellow with as many ticks and twitches as a squirrel. He said his name was Antichares and that he came from the village of Eleon in Boeotia where he claimed there was an oracle called Laïos. He’d walked all that way to find Dorieus and truly was wide-eyed with excitement when brought before my father. 

“Thanks be to Hermes, patron god of travelers! I shall offer up a hecatomb in thanksgiving when I return safely to Eleon,” the man said, his arms jerking spasmodically. “All praise to you King Dorieus! I know about your expedition. I know what befell you in Libya. And I know you are on your way to Delphi to consult the oracle. You are going to ask the Pythia where to build your new city.” 

“You know a great deal for a Boeotian,” Dorieus said. His captains seated around the cook fire chuckled, though Antichares did not seem to notice the slight. 

“Indeed! I am a priest of Apollo. And I have news for you from the oracle of Laïos. All of this was foretold long, long ago, before you were born.” He rooted within a sack on the back of the donkey and pulled out a rolled up scroll. “Ah! This is the one I want. It is written right here.” 

“What is written?” Thessalus asked politely. 

With a violent twitch that shook his whole body, Antichares answered, “Where you should build your city, of course. All of this was preordained by the oracle.” 

None of us had ever heard of Laïos, but at mention of where we should place our new home, Dorieus and his captains all sat up straight. I watched as each of them exchanged glances, their eyes glowing with interest in the campfire light. All men, including my father, were greatly impressed by any kind of writing, especially if it appeared old. The sight of an ancient scroll of cured goat skin made even the great spearman Paraebates stiffen respectfully. “What do the squiggly symbols say?” the giant rumbled. 

“I’m getting to it.” Smiling ear to ear, Antichares carefully unraveled a brittle roll of parchment that looked like it had been written in blood. The old Boeotian squinted at the page, skimming through the hieroglyphics. “Here. Your ancestor Heracles. After he completed his tenth labor. After he had stolen the cattle of Geryon. On his return to Hellas. He stopped in Sicily. There he wrestled a king named Eryx. If Heracles lost, he promised to give Eryx a cow from the herd of Geryon. If Eryx lost, he promised to give Heracles his kingdom.” 

“A cow for a kingdom,” my father remarked. “I like these Sicilians already. They’re not too bright.” 

“Am I boring you gentlemen?” Antichares asked his head bobbing up and down. “Have you heard this story before?” 

“We know about Heracles’ labors.” Othryades said scratching his beard. “Sicily.” 

“Then I don’t have to tell you what happened,” Antichares said squinting at the men. “Heracles slew Eryx.” 

“The fellow has a point,” Dorieus said. “Heracles won Eryx’s kingdom. As his kin, we have the right to go and live on land we have legal title to.” 

“It’s as good an excuse for stealing someone’s property as I’ve heard in a long time,” Thessalus murmured. 

Antichares waved a gnarled finger in the air. “The land is yours! The oracle foretold it. It’s right here.” Reading from the scroll, he recited, “One day Heracles’ heirs will return and they will build a city on Mount Eryx and they will call it Heraklea.” 

“Mount Eryx is where in Sicily?” Othryades pondered. 

“It’s on the west coast,” Thessalus answered. “In the heart of Phoenician and Carthaginian territory. It will be a rematch of Libya all over again.” 

Dorieus nodded. “From what Timandros told me, the eastern half of the island is controlled by Hellenes, mostly Dorians out of Syracuse. The western half belongs to the baby burners and to native Sicels called Elymites.” 

“Just as Heracles defeated Eryx, you shall triumph,” Antichares declared rolling up the piece of parchment. “That’s not my word. That is the word of Apollo!” He bowed his head and reverently kissed the scroll. 

My father looked around the circle of men. The firelight played across the bronze helmet he wore pushed back on his head. “Well? What do you say? Sicily.” 

Paraebates growled, “I like the idea of another round against the purple slugs.” 

“With the gods on your side,” Antichares said excitedly. “You cannot lose!” 

Othryades kicked the dirt. “There would be some justice to it, for what they did to our women and children at Oea.” 

“The only thing that would make it perfect, is if they were led by Mardonius,” Paraebates said. “So we can nail him to a cross.” 

Thessalus rubbed smoke from his eyes and sighed. “I’m only an athletic trainer, what do I know? But to repeat our four years in Libya is madness! We are only five thousand fighting men and half of them are helot slingers. You know how many men the Persians can muster. To expect Syracuse and her allies to support us is like depending on Arcesilas to come to our rescue.” 

“What if we trained our helots as hoplites?” Dorieus mused. 

“They’d still be helots!” Thessalus exploded. “They’re nothing more than pack mules that walk on two legs. With no training. No skill at arms. No code of honor.” 

“So you’re against the idea?” 

“Yes! Why do any fighting at all? Central Italy is ripe for the taking. Untainted by Baal worshipers and their strange gods. The Trojan prince Aeneas passed through Sicily and went on to Italy for a reason. It would be a lot easier to build a city in Lavinium. Sicily is at the crossroads of the Mediterranean. East and West have been fighting over it for hundreds of years. And they’ll still be fighting over it long after we’re dead and buried.” 

The men considered Thessalus’ counsel. “We will see what the oracle at Delphi says,” Dorieus said. “If the Pythia says Sicily: we go. We will take the land around Mount Eryx and call it Heraklea.” 

All agreed with Dorieus. If Apollo told us to go to Sicily, how could we ignore the will of the gods? 

Before going to sleep, I went to look for Lycaon. He was from Boeotia and I wanted to ask him what he knew of Antichares and the oracle of Laïos. I found him smelling of wine and passed out in his own vomit snoring under a cart. Inside the cart Zoe lay sleeping, her head wrapped in clean bandages. She’d yet to regain consciousness and looked dangerously thin. 

Feeling restless, I found Theo where he was stretched out on his crimson cloak on the hard ground among his shield mates called the crows and told him the news. 

“Sicily,” he whistled. “According to Homer, that’s where Odysseus ran into the cyclops, Polyphemus. Seems a bit far to go to build a city.” 

“Yeah,” I said sitting down on a rock. After a moment’s silence interrupted only by the hoot of an owl, I asked Theo the question that had been nagging me ever since Antichares arrived. “How could an old greybeard with a donkey cross over the Scirion Road alone? Without being robbed and tossed over the cliffs?” The Scirion Road was a section of the Isthmus of Corinth so narrow men had to walk across it single file. It had a notorious reputation all the way back to Theseus and Heracles’ time as a haven for thieves. 

“Maybe he came by boat,” Theo said yawning. 

“Maybe.” Still, there was something about the man’s story that bothered me. How did we know he was who he said he was? What if he was a charlatan sent here by someone like my uncle Cleomenes who wanted to see us die fighting the Persians? 

“It’ll make for a good poem,” Theo said with his eyes closed. “Spartans fighting one-eyed giants. Mm. I’ve heard there is a magnificent temple to Aphrodite on the top of a mountain in Sicily. The most beautiful women in the world are given to the goddess to serve there as her whores. You don’t suppose that’s where we’re going, do you?” 

“I have no idea,” I said getting up to look for a patch of grassy earth to sleep on. Considering all of the strange things I’d seen in Libya, anything seemed possible. 

We never did learn how Antichares had journeyed from Boeotia to the Peloponnese because in the morning he and his donkey had vanished. 

As we broke camp and continued the march north to Corinth, news about Antichares’ visit spread up and down the column like a rope dipped in olive oil and lit on fire. Sicily was on everyone’s lips. The perioicoi and helots liked the idea. Like Hellas, Sicily was crisscrossed with mountain ranges, but the valleys and plains were prized for their rich soil capable of growing wheat, a crop that wouldn’t grow in Laconia because the ground was too stony. The soldiers liked the idea of avenging what had happened to us in Libya. Most were confident the Dorians in Syracuse, Acragas and Selenius would provide us with support. 

Nor did it dampen anyone’s spirits when a passing spice merchant told us Mount Eryx stood between the Carthaginian stronghold at Panormus, the Phoenician island fortress at Motya and the Elymite capitol at Segesta. Only Thessalus grumbled about the news, but no one paid him any mind. When Theo found out that Aeneas’ Temple of Aphrodite stood on the peak of Mount Eryx, he couldn’t wait to go. 

After Antichares disappeared, men said that clinched it. I overheard a Lacedaemonian blacksmith say, “To come and go like that, the old man was probably the god Hermes in disguise delivering a message from Zeus. We’re going to Sicily, mates.” 

Our little army spent the afternoon crossing three rivers, the widest of which was the Nemea, where two Lacedaemonian brothers that had been with us in Libya drowned. In the past Dorieus would have continued onward without delay, instead of halting the column while we found the bodies, washed them, burned them and buried their bones. Since the miracle in Sparta he’d changed. We’d been raised to believe the perioicoi and the helots were inferior to the Spartans—that their lives did not matter—but I could see from my father’s behavior that now, the life of even the lowliest peasant did matter. 

My father did something else that shocked the Spartiates. He began training our helots as hoplites. They did not have weapons or armor, so he outfitted them with sticks and barrel lids for spears and shields and began drilling them, teaching them the basic maneuvers. How to form up into four columns, march and wheel into line to face an enemy. Paraebates and Thessalus silently shook their heads, convinced that helots would never make good soldiers. Some said it was madness to train men who didn’t have the equipment to serve as hoplites, but that didn’t stop Dorieus. He said we would get them shields, swords and spears. Somehow. Only Othryades took to the idea and worked hard with the helots to whip them into fighting shape. Dorieus called them the neodamodeis, the ‘new men,’ and separated them into units like the rest of the army. 

As we approached Corinth, I walked at the head of the column, behind my father carrying a waterskin for him and his captains. Thessalus turned to me and pointed out the Acrocorinth. It was easily recognizable as it stood out from the surrounding plain like a tall sailing ship on a flat sea. The great rock citadel was located at a strategic point on the isthmus that connected the Peloponnese with northern Hellas. With its two ports, Lechaeum on the Gulf of Corinth and Cenchreae on the Saronic Gulf, Corinth straddled the trade routes between East and West, making it one of the busiest cities on the Mediterranean. 

As we marched closer, the Acrocorinth rose up so high it touched the clouds. The sides sheared off steeply, making it look like a giant grey castle built by the gods. In comparison, the Spartan acropolis looked like a little dung hill. “Has it ever been taken?” I asked in awe. 

“Of course,” Thessalus said. “The Dorians took it from the Achaeans. They say Aletes scaled the cliffs and slipped over the walls at night.” 

Othryades glanced over his shoulder at me and said, “Any fixed position is only as good as the soldiers defending it, son.” 

“The Corinthians may sound like Dorians,” Paraebates grumbled, “but they ain’t no soldiers. My grandmother could take that fort.” 

“The Corinthians are sailors,” Thessalus said, “with lots of ships.” 

Lycaon whispered to me, “The Corinthians are libertines. The very word for ‘fornicate,’ korinthiazomai, comes from the word Corinth.” 

“Instead of taking their acropolis, try coming up with a plan to convince their city council to help us,” Thessalus added. “We need supplies to get us through the winter. Not a war with our allies.” 

“I have a plan,” Dorieus smiled. “I’m going to barter with the Corinthians.” 

“With what? My pretty face?” Thessalus asked and all laughed. 

“We have something every city wants,” Dorieus said. “An army. Don’t worry old friend. Just keep exercising the men. I’ll take care of the rest. With the gods on our side, how can anyone be against us?” he said wryly. 

It wasn’t until we made camp that night that I realized the true size of Corinth. We were in a leafless apple orchard outside a village called Cleonae. As Helios drove his fiery chariot beyond the Pillars of Heracles, thousands of hearth fires began to glow across the hills and plains nestled between the Acrocorinth and the Gulf of Corinth. As darkness fell Thessalus pointed out the holy places on the top of the Acrocorinth. There were temples to Zeus, Lord of Thunder, and the city’s two patron deities, Poseidon, Lord of the Sea and Aphrodite, Goddess of Love. After darkness fell, the sacred fires in the temples glowed bright as stars against the black sky. 

In the morning we marched to a fallow barley field south of the long curtain wall around Corinth and halted by a small brook so we would have fresh water. There my father left us under Othryades’ command and taking Paraebates with him he went to find Senator Zenobios’ guest friend Ocytus. They were gone for three days. While Dorieus was absent we were given strict orders not to enter Corinth on pain of a public caning in front of the whole army. To hear our officers speak, the Corinthians’ hedonistic ways would dull our fighting edge and sap our spirits. Thessalus told us that he was going to train us so hard, we wouldn’t have the strength to crawl out of camp and he was true to his word. 

When Dorieus returned he said Ocytus was quite excited about our arrival. The Corinthian aristocrat feasted Dorieus at his villa by the Gulf of Corinth and gave my father a tour of the city. He showed him the city’s temples, bustling market and the Diolkos Road where for a fee the Corinthians hauled boats across the isthmus. Ocytus concluded his tour in Lechaeum at the docks where he proudly displayed his most prized possessions: his ships. Twenty merchant ships and a trim looking trireme called the Medea. 

“Octyus is on the boule,” Dorieus said. The boule was Corinth’s governing body of one hundred aristocrats. “He will speak to them for us.” 

Octyus told Dorieus that the merchant seamen in Athens, Aegina and Euboea vied with one another for control of the shipping in the Aegean Sea and the Far East. So the Bacchiadae had focused their trading efforts in the West with Italy and Sicily. It turned out Dorieus was right. We had an army. And the Bacchiadae were only too happy to hear a Spartan force wanted to build a colony in western Sicily where we would undoubtedly come to blows with the Corinthians most hated rivals, Phoenicia and Carthage. 

No sooner had he returned, Dorieus prepared to leave again to meet with Ocytus’ aristocratic colleagues on the boule. Men who owned the ships we needed to sail across the sea. Wealthy men who could feed an army. 

As my father’s squire I followed him everywhere, but once again he ordered me to stay behind. “I don’t want you setting foot inside Corinth and picking up any bad habits—or diseases,” my father growled as he threw a clean crimson cloak over his shoulders. “You heard my orders. Anyone sets foot inside those walls, they’ll be severely punished. That goes double for you. You are more valuable to me here hunting for fresh supplies. Oh. One more thing. The girl Zoe. Lycaon says she has yet to show any improvement. She is your responsibility. If she has not recovered by the time I return, you will put her out of her misery. An unpleasant task, but one that you had better get used to if you ever want to be a king. Just make it quick. Understood?” 

“Yes sir.” 

I left him and went to Zoe’s tent to see how she fared. Theo stood outside her tent flap carrying his shield and spear with his helmet pushed back on his head. He’d tired of chasing me all over the countryside in a heavy bronze breastplate and had traded a few of his coins for a light cuirass made of boiled linen. 

He shook his head negatively. “Don’t waste your time,” Theo said. “She’s the same. You should have slit her throat back in Arcadia.” 

Ignoring him, I crawled inside the tent. He was right though. Her condition had not improved. Her arms and legs were as thin as twigs. She lay with her eyes closed on a bed of rabbit pelts that I had tanned and stitched together for her. Putting my bow aside I sat by her head and leaned down close to her ear. “Zoe. It’s me. Euryanax. If you can hear me, hear this. If you get well I will take you with me to Sicily. But if you do not wake by the time my father returns, he will send you away. Back to Laconia. Back to my grandmother’s farm. It is your choice. You can go with me. Or you can go home.” 

Of course I was lying through my teeth, but if anything might inspire her to get well, this would. Still Zoe lay unmoving. Just when I thought she did not hear me, a tear slid from the corner of her eye. From my belt pouch I took the ivory Amun that Battus had given me and placed it in her puny hand and closed her fingers around it. If it had any magical powers, perhaps it would help make her well. I sat for a moment longer, encouraged by the way she was breathing deeply, as if excited about something. She heard me. I knew it. But she continued to lay there with her long, moist eyelashes shut. 

As Theo and I left camp and headed toward the foothills of Mount Onea, he said finally, “What are you going to do? What if she never wakes up? Never walks?” he said slinging his shield over his shoulder. “Never talks?” 

“Someone that can’t talk,” I said sourly. “What a blessing that would be.” 

Theo grunted and said nothing more, instead choosing to pull one of his reed pipes from his backpack and begin playing. I began to run. Though Theo thought I ran to disrupt him, I was doing it to get as far away as possible from Zoe. Had I been wrong in carrying her back? Maybe Theo was right. Maybe I should have ended her suffering when she asked me to. One thing was certain. I could not stick my knife in her. If she did not recover quickly, I would send her back to Laconia with a merchant caravan before my father returned. The thought of taking her life made my stomach roil and burn like the time I’d eaten maggoty bread, making me want to vomit. 

The safest place to hunt was around Mount Onea as it was treacherous rocky ground so no one bothered to go there. It was too frustrating to try and track game on the rocks so I used a trick Battus had taught me and looked for a water source and a good hiding spot. We found a little trickle of a brook that led to a green scum coated pond where there was an old ruined mill. We hid inside on the second floor where we had a good view and waited for game to come to the water to drink. As we knelt down on our haunches on a sagging wooden floor, Theo whiled away the time by making a new wooden pipe. He used the tip of his bronze knife to drill six blow holes. 

Theo loved music. Around the camp fire at night he played his collection of pipes, the 5-stringed lyre and sang better than anyone I’d ever heard. He talked about music incessantly, even on the practice field. When he wasn’t trying to bash my brains in, Theo spouted poetry. Not just his own. He could recite most of Homer, The Iliad and The Odyssey. He had committed the Spartan poets Tyrtaeus, Alcman and Cinaethon to memory. He despised the poems of the mercenary soldier Archilochus of Thasos, who Theo claimed sang about throwing away his shield on the battlefield, espousing the very unSpartan philosophy that cowardice was preferable to death. He said the Boeotian named Hesiod was a bore. The comic work of Epicharmus of Cos made him laugh. More than anyone else in the world, he wanted to meet the poet Simonides of Keos, who he said was paid by the tyrant Hippias to perform at the Athenian court. 

I squatted beside him, bow notched with an arrow, waiting, trying not to think about Zoe. Theo’s stomach growled loudly. 

“Why do we always have to leave before breakfast?” he hissed. 

“I hunt better when I am hungry. Quiet.” 

“I’ll shut up … I won’t say a word, not a poem, not a note … if you do me one small favor.” 

“What?” Anything to keep Theokles quiet. 

“Instead of hunting tomorrow, let’s go into Corinth.” 

“Go by yourself.” If he wanted to disobey a direct order and receive a beating in front of the whole army, I wouldn’t stop him. 

“I’m not like you. I don’t like doing things alone. I’d go with one of the crows, but they’re all afraid of your father.” 

“As they should be.” 

“You’re a miserable bastard, but I figure if anyone is crazy enough to go, it’s you.” 

“What if we get caught?” 

“So we get beat. So what? It won’t be the first or the last time. Where is your sense of adventure?” 

Since I was a child I’d heard stories about Corinth. The city where East met West. The Corinthians traded with every corner of the Mediterranean from Egypt to Massalia. Their marketplace was said to be one of the busiest in the world. Lycaon claimed a thousand vendors hawked their wares in the agora every morning. “It’s also the home of the Aegean’s best pickpockets and con artists,” Lycaon said. “If someone tries to embrace you, it’s only to steal your purse.” 

“We’ll dine in the agora,” Theo said excitedly. “Climb the Acrocorinth. Explore the docks. Think of the warships. For the gods’ sake, think of the women!” 

One could not escape hearing about all the Temples of Aphrodite scattered throughout Corinth, where hundreds of temple prostitutes reputedly plied their trade. In Sparta, the lawgiver Lycurgus had outlawed women selling their bodies. He said the city-state needed legitimate sons for soldiers, not additional classes of inferiors to foment sedition. In Corinth they had no such law. Quite the opposite. The city was infamous for having more pornai and hetaera than any other city in Hellas. According to Lycaon, “They lure in sailors from every corner of the world like fish to bait.” 

I’m not sure what twisted my thinking that day in the Onea foothills. My father had expressly forbidden me to go into the city and I had no desire to disobey him or earn his wrath. Nor did I care about rutting with some prostitute that reeked of perfume meant to cover the stink of other men. Only one woman interested me, Aria, and I didn’t see the sense of settling for less. What tempted me was simple curiosity. Telling a young man a place is forbidden is the surest way to make him want to go there. Plus, I didn’t like the way Theo said he wasn’t like me, that he didn’t like doing things alone. He was right. Since Battus’ death I had become as solitary as a rogue bull. Theo was no Battus, but he was different from the ordinary foot soldier who spoke little and had no imagination. Who but Theo would even consider going into Corinth against orders? No one. 

“All right,” I said. “I will make you this offer. You don’t say a word the rest of the day. No singing. No humming. No whistling. Not a sound. If you can keep quiet until we get back to camp, I’ll go with you.” 

I didn’t think Theo could do it and looked forward to teasing him unmercifully when he failed, but he was good to his word. On the way back to camp, with a doe over my shoulder, I even tried stepping on his foot, a trick meant to make him complain, but he must have wanted to go into Corinth very badly as he was on his guard and did not fall prey to my trap. 

Early the following morning Theo and I headed west out of camp like we usually did, only this time when we were out of sight of our pickets instead of heading south toward Mount Onea we turned north toward Corinth. Not wanting to be recognized as Spartans, in a farmer’s field Theo hid his lambda shield, spear and spatha in a bale of hay. I placed my bow and quiver alongside them. Then we continued on our way. 

With every step closer the Acrocorinth loomed over us filling the sky like an ominous grey thundercloud. Around us, fishermen, farmers, drovers and slaves all converged and moved together like a school of mackerel swimming down the road. A farmer carried a sack overflowing with onions, a potter pulled a cart lined with black painted vases, and a drover used a switch to guide his goats to the marketplace. Along with them we passed under the stone Lion Gate carved with its pair of rearing, maned beasts and laughed to find it unguarded. My father was right. The Corinthians were not professional soldiers. 

Like two leaves tossed into a fast moving stream, we were carried along by the flow of the crowd through narrow, winding, palm tree-lined streets past white-washed houses with blue-painted doors and walled gardens. We had entered the city on the high ground west of the Acrocorinth and looked out over the roof tops across three terraces that dropped like giant steps down to the port of Lechaeum. As we walked along jostled on all sides, between the houses I caught glimpses of the wine dark Gulf of Corinth ringed on all sides by misty mountains. 

The smell of salty sea brine, horse dung, unwashed field hands, rotting garbage and perfumed women all mingled together to tickle my nose making me sneeze. 

“A good omen!” Theo said. “This is going to be a memorable day, I know it.” It was true, most people considered a sneeze a prophetic sign from the gods. So I whispered a prayer to Athena, politely asking her that our journey go unnoticed. 

On every street corner in Corinth there was a roadhouse renting rooms, a tavern selling wine or a small temple dripping with half naked pornai. Wherever there was a shrine to the goddess of love Theo had to stop. I watched a whore with thick black eyebrows and an Egyptian accent take one of Theo’s silver coins and lead him into the temple. He returned an hour later with a big grin on his face and an extra bounce in his step. 

We went only a hundred paces down the street when we came upon another Temple of Aphrodite. Theo had to stop and flirt with a red-haired, tattooed woman from Iberia. After he disappeared a second time I sat on the temple steps and watched four street urchins attack a little girl in an alleyway for a pomegranate she held clutched in her hand. One of the unsung results of having so many prostitutes in the city was a high population of homeless children. The skinny little waif clung to her small piece of fruit as the boys knocked her down and began kicking her. Getting up I walked among her assailants. I didn’t have to say a word. The boys scattered like cockroaches. The beaten girl had oily, lice infested hair. Without a word of thanks or a backward glance, like a feral cat she scampered off and disappeared down the crowded street. 

After Theo returned he said, “Did you see the Phrygian? She’s trying to get your attention and you’re paying her no mind. The little one with the big…” 

“The one missing a tooth?” 

“No one’s perfect. Haven’t you ever fallen in love?” 

Not wanting to talk about the Persian girl, I said, “You call this love?” 

“Of course! I fall in love every time I see a thing of beauty,” he said and sighed. Looking at the dwindling number of coins in his belt pouch, he said, “Now I know how Tantalus feels,” referring to the story of the Achaean king who murdered his son and fed the boiled body to the gods. Father Zeus condemned Tantalus to the lowest pits of Tartaros where he stood in a pool of water beneath an apple tree. Whenever Tantalus reached for the fruit the branches rose out of his grasp and whenever he bent down to drink the water receded, leaving him in a perpetual state of temptation. Much like the way Theo was behaving. 

Surrounded on all sides by bleating goats we strode between two rows of tall Doric marble columns that led to the agora. On one side was a long, narrow stoa where the local Corinthian merchants had their own special market. On the other side of the limestone paved thoroughfare was a bright white Parian marble Temple of Apollo with a frieze depicting the god battling giants called the Aloadae. By the temple stood a tall statue twice my height made of gleaming, polished bronze of the sea god Poseidon holding aloft a triple-barbed trident. 

Finally we came to the grand marketplace where merchants sold their goods on tables, on the ground and from colorful tents. Traders from Rhodes, ship captains from Crete, merchants from Italy, local farmers and craftsmen, priests, rich aristocrats and slaves all haggled over goods in a dozen different languages. Men shook their fingers, brandished their fists, and waved their hands using sign language to make themselves understood. Or they used the new international dialect all could comprehend—coins. In this case the Corinthian silver stater, with its winged Pegasus on one side and a tetraskelion on the other. 

An overly aggressive Ionian from Miletus gestured wildly at a stack of carpets and speaking faster than I could listen he urged me to view his wares. Saying nothing I kept walking, admiring four magnificent black steeds that a horse merchant from Syracuse said were trained to pull a chariot. Beside him stood a wheat dealer from Croton, then an armor smith from Taras, then a woman selling dyes from Chios. Gold jewelry from Samothrace. Live songbirds from Egypt. Copper ingots from Massalia. Whether you were looking for a statue of the Etruscan war god Laran, fruits, vegetables or sweet smelling flowers like jasmine, lupins, roses and honeysuckle—you could find anything you dreamed of for sale in the noisy, bustling agora of Corinth. 

After Theokles had exchanged his Libyan coins for twenty-two silver staters, the aroma of freshly cooked mutton wafting on the air caught our attention. We sniffed at tables containing roast pork, freshly baked bread and honeyed ham. As we hadn’t eaten Theo traded one of his silver staters to a fisherman’s wife for a feast of seafood. We dined on steamed clams and oysters. Turtle soup. Theo tried their freshly cooked eel, while I stuffed tender red mullet into my mouth. 

Sharing a skin of watered Arcadian wine we wandered into the center of the square where a large crowd had gathered around a raised wooden platform to watch the slave auctions. Several hundred men surrounded a short, overweight slave dealer from the island of Samos wearing a conical yellow hat with a whip on his belt. He auctioned off a line of twenty naked females of every age, shape and nationality. There was a dusky, young native Macae girl who was crying, a wrinkled, old Scythian grandmother who appeared to be praying, and an angry Carian woman that cursed the crowd in her strange tongue. One by one they were led up in front of the men who registered their bids with a wave of the hand. 

As we were both eager to climb the Acrocorinth to see the view, we would have left the marketplace if the crowd had not made a great shout. A sudden ripple of excitement surged through the heart of the square. Where we stood at the edge of the throng all I could see on the slave platform was a young girl about Theo’s age surrounded by long blonde hair that reached all the way down to her thighs. She stood there modestly covering her nude body with her hair while the men around us seemed to go mad, clapping, hooting and hollering. Compared with the square shouldered Carian woman that preceded her, the girl’s body was so round, so perfectly proportioned, she looked like a pale statue of Aphrodite, demurely covering her breasts with one hand and her sex with the other. 

“What is all the fuss about?” Theo asked a balding man standing beside us who had flakes of paint on his hands and in his beard. 

“Look at her!” the man said. “This is the one they have been waiting for all morning. She is a living work of art. I should know. My name is Aglaophon. I am a painter. I came all the way from Thasos just to see her. Already I am imagining the work of art I shall create… with her hair and her hands posed just so.” 

“Who is she?” I asked. 

“Her name is Stesilaus. She is from Keos,” a small island off the coast of Attica. “They say she is related to the poet Simonides.” 

“Simonides?” Theo asked, twisting his neck to get a better look at the girl. 

“As the story goes, her father Leoprepes was a poor farmer,” the man continued. “He became indentured to an aristocrat who sold the entire family into slavery. Her brother, mother, father, even her infant son, who they say was thrown from a cliff. A sad tale. But all too common these days.” 

“How much does a woman like that cost?” Theo asked. 

“Unless you are rich, more than you could earn in a lifetime, my friend. Say, you’re a big fellow. Where are you from? With that black eye and those muscles you have the look of a warrior. Are you one of the Spartans they say is camped outside the walls?” 

“No, no, by the gods no,” Theo laughed as we edged away. 










14. Song of the Siren 




Love is a serious mental illness. 




Plato, Phaedrus 




I glared at him, “You talk too much. You’re going to get us caught.” 

“You’re as skittish as a sheep on sheering day,” Theo grinned. “Come on. Let’s get closer.” 

As we pushed through the crowd, the people packed in tightly around the slave platform suddenly quieted. The shouts and catcalls stopped as men craned their necks to listen. 

Stesilaus’s high voice rang out clearly over the gathered crowd ... 




“Oh Aphrodite, beauty of the skies, 

To whom a thousand temples rise, 

Oh goddess, from my heart remove 

The wasting cares and pains of love ...” 




“That’s Sappho. Sappho come to life,” Theo said excitedly squirming his way closer. 

With the neighing of horses and shout of vendors in the background, Stesilaus recited a sad, lyrical poem about a young woman whose husband was lost at sea. Theo stood staring up at her, as spell-bound as Odysseus tied to the mast of his ship, enchanted by the song of the Sirens. 

Like Odysseus’ crew, it was as though I had wax in my ears. I cared not for poetry the way Theo did. Sappho meant nothing to me. Unlike the martial songs I’d been raised on, the poem sounded rather whiney. Whatever admiration I had for Stesilaus was that she could sing at all in front of that crowded marketplace. The women in line behind her wept, shook with fear or struggled with their guards. The pale, naked blonde young woman from Keos alone retained her composure. Although unaccompanied by a lyre or flute, her voice had a pleasing, melodic quality tinged with a note of sadness that I guessed came from the death of her child. Though unquestionably an alluring, talented woman, she was a slave. Slaves were bought and sold every day. People who worked the land were at the mercy of the weather and the rich landowners who loaned them money. A bad harvest and you could lose your freedom. Such was the way of the world. 

Theo whispered in awe. “If ever a face could launch a thousand ships…” 

“You are in love … again?” 

“Yes. But this is different. Look at her. Her skin is as smooth as polished marble. Her breasts perfection. Her face godlike. She has the blood of poets in her veins. Never did I know true love till now.” 

“Look you fool,” I said grabbing Theo’s arm. “The plan was to slip in and out of Corinth unnoticed. Not to steal a woman. If you try to carry her off, you’re on your own. I won’t lift a finger to help you.” 

Theo was so entranced by the woman’s song, that he paid me little mind. He waved me away like I was a servant no longer needed. Gladly, I left his side and melted into the mass of sweating, stinking men. I knew he was about to do something stupid and I was not about to get punished because of his lack of self control. At the time I thought him an idiot. Weak. Ill-disciplined. Inferior due to his Achaean blood. “Poets,” I muttered under my breath. 

After Stesilaus had finished her song the crowd cheered and clapped, Theo more enthusiastically than all the rest. You’d think the young woman might have smiled, waved or registered some gratitude. She nodded once in polite acknowledgement, then lowered her gaze and stared sadly at her bare feet. 

Now that he had an attentive audience, the Samian slave dealer started the bidding. “What will you offer for this exquisite songbird? Dig deep gentleman. A talented beauty such as this only comes along once in a lifetime.” The bidding took off so quickly, before Theo had a chance to dig the coins from his belt pouch Stesilaus’ price had already shot up over a hundred silver staters. Men everywhere waved their hands frantically over their heads. The Samian could hardly keep up with the offers. “… Two hundred from the man in the straw hat… Do I hear two hundred and fifty? Two hundred and fifty from the priest of Apollo… Do I hear three hundred!?” 

The Samian’s tongue sped faster than an Arabian race horse until finally a ring-bejeweled Corinthian merchant with his beard oiled into curls ended the auction by shouting, “A silver talent for the wench!” 

The crowd gasped in awe. 

“A talent of silver from Admeistius of the esteemed Bacchiadae!” cried the slave dealer happily. “Does anyone dare go higher? Come on now. Surely there must be someone who can pay more for this fine, delicate flower. She sings. She cooks. She cleans. She’ll satisfy your every desire. Come on now. I have an offer of one talent. Going once… going twice… sold to…” 

“Twenty-two silver staters!” Theo shouted. 

“W-What?” the Samian stammered, squinting at the giant standing at the edge of the platform. “Good sir, the last bid was a talent of silver.” 

“Well, I say twenty-two silver staters. Anyone that can make Sappho sound good is worth at least that much.” 

That got the girl’s attention. For the first time the girl glanced up and for a brief moment a smile flickered across her lips. 

“Sir, a talent is worth six thousand staters.” The Samian, with a wave of his hand behind his back, signaled to six bare-chested guards with shaven heads. 

“In Sparta, we do things the old fashioned way,” Theo said loudly. It was a gamble, he knew mention of our city-state might get him caught, but it also gave him the instant respect of the crowd. All one had to do was look at the crimson cloak draped over his shoulders and Theo’s size—he was enormous next to the farmers and fishermen around him—and people knew he must be a Spartan. “We don’t use fancy coins. We barter.” 

Up on the slave platform the Samian looked at Theo uncertainly. “So I have heard,” he said, waving at his guards to hold. His men were armed with whips and daggers, and though they out-numbered Theo six-to-one, so great was our reputation as trained killers, the slaver feared even just one Spartiate, especially one that looked like an Olympic champion. If Theo disabled the slaver’s guards, his merchandise would scatter like leaves to the wind. “But the highest bid remains one talent of silver,” he said tentatively. 

“I’ll trade you a goat for her,” Theo replied. “Two nanny goats!” 

A surprising thing happened. People around me began to laugh. 

Like she were acting out a part on a theater stage, Stesilaus bent towards Theokles and said to him, “Am I not worth at least a cow?” 

“All right, I’ll throw in a block of cheese.” 

“M’lord,” the slaver pleaded, “there are dozens of pornai in the temples who are just as pretty. Perhaps the good Lacedaemonian captain would care to sample their charms.” 

“I don’t want just any woman. I want this one!” 

The man on Theo’s left laughed so hard he clapped his knees, while the man on his right looked at the Spartan in horror, like he was insulting a national treasure. 

There was a cool breeze blowing from the north and yet the Samian was mopping sweat from his brow with his sleeve. “If the noble Spartan would please get into the proper spirit of things so we can continue. Now where were we? What was the last bid? A block of cheese… no! A talent of silver.” 

“Two talents!” Theo yelled. “Three!” 

“Please sir. We don’t want trouble.” 

“I don’t want any trouble,” Theo said resting his arms on the wooden platform, “I want to marry her.” 

Stesilaus’ blue eyes widened. It is not hard to understand why. She’d lost a son. She was no chaste maid, and Hellenes were notorious for demanding their wives be virgins. If a woman was untouched it ensured the children she bore came from her husband’s seed, and men were fanatical about making sure their inheritance went to a legitimate heir. It was the reason the Athenians married women as young as thirteen—a custom the Spartans considered obscene. At twenty-one, Stesilaus was an old maid who’d already bore a child. Considering her current status as a slave, she might be pregnant again with some other man’s child, the Samian or the aristocrat who took her family’s freedom. Men might want to possess her, but no sane Hellene wanted her as a wife, that was except for a crazy Spartan. 

The Corinthian merchant who had offered the silver talent used his wooden staff to beat people out of his way till he came to the slave platform beside Theo. He was a barrel-chested fellow my father’s age, wearing a fine linen himaton dyed blue with white embroidered geometric patterns at the hem and more gold jewelry than a woman. His arm was lined with bracelets. His fingers were studded with fat rings. Gold hoop earrings dangled from his ears. “What is meaning of this? Ratmus, I demand the girl be turned over to me immediately.” 

“Here’s what we’ll do,” Theo said to him. “We’ll be fair about this. You want the girl. I want the girl. We’ll decide this with a contest. Odysseus married Penelope by winning a footrace. What do you think? Wrestling… boxing? We’ll let the young lady decide. Go ahead. What contest for your hand?” 

“And all that goes with it!” someone yelled and the crowd laughed. 

“This is nonsense,” Admeistius cried. “Ratmus, have this man thrown out of the market or I shall call the guard.” 

“I choose poetry,” the girl said. She spoke so softly that from where I stood at the edge of the slave market I couldn’t hear her answer, but word of her response spread through the crowd as quickly as news of war. 

“So be it,” Theo cried trying not to look too pleased. “Go ahead good fellow. Give it your best. Quote Archilochus of Thasos if you like. How about some Hesiod? Simonides perhaps?” All the while his mind was stitching together words into a poem of his own. 

In reply Admeistius lost his temper and tried to strike Theo with his staff. Theo caught the wooden shaft in one big hand and snatched it from the Corinthian noble as easily as if he were disarming a child. Theo lifted the stick and then ground one end sharply just as hoplites do when snapping to attention with a spear. The crowd roared with approval. 

Those around Theo with any sense began pushing to get out of the way. Admeistius was no coward. He didn’t even flinch. He stood there daring Theo to strike. 

“My father is Octyus, a member of the boule,” the aristocrat said proudly. “I’ve met your King Dorieus. I’ve heard him speak. If you really are who you say you are, you are under strict orders not to enter Corinth. If you wish to remain a Spartan, you better run while you have the chance.” 

The son of Octyus! I whispered a prayer of thanks to Athena for giving me the wisdom not to follow Theo’s reckless course. He was certain to be caught, while I was safely out of sight. 

Theo used Admeistius’ staff to leap up onto the slaver’s platform and stood between the Samian and Stesilaus. “Spartans are not in the habit of running. Put your money away. Beat me at this contest and the girl is yours fairly won. The crowd can be the judge. What say you everyone?!” 

Many had fled, but others from the crowded marketplace had been drawn by all the commotion. Those standing in the center of the square showed their agreement by clapping, especially when Theo took his crimson cloak and wrapped it around Stesilaus’s shoulders to protect her from the autumn air. These were common folk, who appreciated Theo’s gallantry, men who could not afford Stesilaus, who felt no sympathy for rich aristocrats like Admeistius. Although his actions were against all custom, Theo had the mob’s full support. 

His face flushed with rage, Admeistius said, “This is not a contest. This is thievery. Ratmus, if you do not do something this instant I shall have you thrown out of the city and your useless thralls with you.” 

It was then that the Samian signaled to his men to overpower Theokles. With a shout they drew their daggers, unfurled their whips and came at him from all sides. Their mistake was that they climbed onto the wooden platform one at a time, giving my comrade time to deal with each singly. The first he punched in the face, knocking the man out cold. Stesilaus screamed as another came at Theo from behind. This one he whacked in the side of the head with Admeistius’ wooden staff. The next he grabbed by the beard and flung into the crowd. Another he kicked in the groin. All six were summarily tossed off the stage where they lay on the ground rubbing their hurts, afraid to try again. 

The audience had moved away from the platform to avoid being caught in the melee, and cheered Theo’s show of skill. 

Admeistius cried, “You are applauding a bully. A man who tries to take the law into his own hands. With what right? Because he is a Spartan and takes what he wants? Watch out friends, because it might be your property he steals next.” Shaking a finger at Theo, he added, “Go ahead. Have your little joke. You’ll sing a different tune when Lord Dorieus hears of this.” With that Admeistius spun around and pushed his way through the crowd. 

The slave dealer Ratmus stood on a corner of the stage and nervously climbed down the steps. His six paid thugs stood around doing nothing. 

If Theo had any brains he would have picked up the girl and carried her off. Instead he got down on one knee before the girl and recited lines I later learned were written by the poet Simonides: 




“Oh son, what unbearable pain I'm in! 

But you sleep serenely 

in the blue darkness of the night, 

lying down in this cheerless brass-chest. 

Oh fair little face, 

nestled in your purple cloak, 

you don't feel the salt 

of the scudding waves over your hair, 

nor the roaring wind. 

Thank god, you don't feel the danger 

And you don't sense my despair! 

Sleep my baby! 

And let the sea sleep! 

And let this torment end...” 




Theo began slowly at first, but with each line spoke more confidently as if gaining inspiration just by looking at her. As he continued, words poured from his mouth like honey from a pot. At first Stesilaus looked at the Lacedaemonian like he was touched by madness. Then she began to sniffle and wiped tears from her eyes. To let us all know she approved of Theo’s poem, she reached out her dainty fingers for him to hold in a big calloused hand. 

If Theo had thrown the girl over his shoulder after he’d finished the poem, he might have gotten away cleanly. Instead he stood there basking in the applause of the marketplace like he’d just won the poetry contest at the Pythian Games. His foolish pride would cost him dearly. 

It was then that Admeistius returned with sixteen Corinthian hoplites from the city guard. While the crowd cried out in alarm, the hoplites surrounded the platform pointing their spears at Theo, who stood calmly holding Admeistius’ staff with both hands, ready to parry any thrusts. Thankfully he did not attempt to escape or attack. If he had, he would have been skewered from all sides. 

Stesilaus dropped to her knees in a supplicant’s pose. The crowd fled in all directions—giving the hoplites plenty of room, forming a ring around them. No one went too far. Things could turn bloody and like hunters encircling a wild boar all wanted to be in on the kill. Pretending to snarl and spit like a cat, Theo stomped his left foot forward, banging it loudly on the wooden platform, scaring the Corinthian hoplites back a step. The crowd gasped, then laughed nervously, while the hoplites remained in the strike position—shields emblazoned with a pegasi raised, glittering spear tips poised pointing a ring of death at the lone Spartan. 

I admit I was not helpful. All I wanted to do was avoid getting caught by my father. What was the sense in dooming myself along with Theo when he was behaving like a madman? For all their reputation as poor soldiers, these sixteen Corinthians appeared to know their business. I saw no reason to throw myself at them armed only with a dagger. Instead I stayed where I was in the back of the assemblage watching to see what happened. 

The captain of the city guard, a grizzled looking fellow about Othryades age with an unkempt grey beard and his Corinthian helm pushed back on his head, cried, “Hold! Relax men. No need for any bloodshed. Everyone calm down. Girl. Come down from there. You’re going with Admeistius. You. Lacedaemonian. You’d better get back to your people. Off you go.” 

Admeistius began arguing angrily with the officer, demanding Theo be taken into custody and imprisoned. Not looking happy, his face red, the officer shouted at Theo, “Get your ass out of here boy. Now! Move!” 

Theo whispered something to Stesilaus and she said something in return, then still wrapped in his crimson cloak she climbed down from the stage and was escorted by the hoplites to the home of Admeistius. 

Before anyone could try to grab him, Theo jumped down and began heading from the agora. Near the statue of Poseidon I caught up with him. For once, he had nothing to say. He was so distracted by his thoughts he did not even see the pornai on the streets loosening their robes in front of him to advertise their wares. He walked right by them. 

Not knowing Corinth, we were quickly lost in the narrow, winding streets. As we wandered aimlessly, I spied a herd of dark clouds rumbling down the isthmus. Father Zeus cracked his shiniest lightning bolts sending bright flashes bouncing from cloud to cloud over Mount Gerania to the north. The wind picked up, and while we tried to make our way to the Lion Gate an army of black clouds enveloped the sun. I watched as a wall of rain advanced down the street like a phalanx of tears. Whipped by the wind the rain pelted us like icy needles. Overhead Father Zeus creased the sky with a mighty thunderbolt, bathing the temples on the Acrocorinth in a brief snatch of blinding light. Thunder shook the ground beneath my feet. A palm tree came crashing down across the street. None of which Theo noticed. 

He stopped and began pacing back and forth in a puddle oblivious of the storm raging around him. Suddenly he said, “I have to find her.” 

“We’ve got to get back to camp.” 

“I’m not going back.” Rain streaked down Theo’s face and dripped from his long black hair. “Do you know what she told me? She said she would wait for me.” 

“Have you lost your mind?” 

“You don’t have to come.” 

“I’m not coming—and you’re not going.” Theo and I always had an odd friendship if you could even call it that. In the midst of a raging storm the two of us began wrestling. We rolled around in the mud, carrot peels and dog excrement of a narrow Corinthian street. I should have known better than try to defeat a man when he was passionate about a woman. He banged my head against the ground as if trying to knock some sense into it, until finally I lifted my hand in surrender. 

My head spun like a potter’s wheel. At times I admired Theo, other times I couldn’t stand to be near him, like now. It made me furious to sit there on the ground in the cold rain feeling guilty about leaving him behind in Corinth. But there was a limit to how far I would disobey my father. “You don’t know my father like I do,” I said. “If he finds out you’ve run off, he may flay you alive just to make an example of you.” Theo shrugged in response. “You don’t even know where to look. How do you expect to find one girl among thousands?” 

“I’ll start with the slave dealer. He’ll tell me. If I have to break into every house in Corinth, I’ll find her.” Raindrops dripping from his eyelashes, Theo offered me his hand, pulling me up from the ground. 

“You’re going to get caught.” 

“Some things are worth the risk. Goodbye, my prince.” 

Theo headed back into the city while I made my way through the Lion Gate to the farmer’s field where I’d hidden my bow and quiver. The wind howled so loudly through the forest I couldn’t help but think I was being chased by the Furies; the three dread sisters people called the ‘Kindly Ones’ so as not to offend them. I was certain they were punishing me for abandoning Theo. Their bats’ wings blew the wind in gusts and the rain stung like the blood that drips from their eyes. No matter how angry I was with Theo, I should have stayed with him. Wet and miserable, I quietly slipped inside our lines and back into camp. 

Due to the storm I had not been missed. Thessalus was more concerned about keeping our supplies dry and our dwindling herds from scattering than he was about me. Early the next morning before Eos touched the sky with her rosy fingers I found Theo’s enomotarch Eumelus and told him Theo would miss drill as he would be with me all day hunting. Eumelus grunted and made no comment. I’d bought Theo a day. There wasn’t much more I could do. 

If Eumelus had any brains under his shaggy mane of hair, he would have realized it was too wet to hunt. A few raindrops from the trees and my bow string would loosen. Instead I went to see Zoe. I found Lycaon had moved her from the wet ground of the tent to the back of a cart where he was spoon feeding a thin broth into her. Although still motionless, I noticed that for the first time her eyes were open and she clutched the ivory Amun in her hand. 

“She still doesn’t speak, but we’re making progress, aren’t we?” the priest said feeding her another mouthful. 

“She needs to be up on her feet and walking around by the time my father returns,” I said. Feeling Zoe’s eyes on me, I added, “Or he’ll send her back to Laconia.” 

“Why?” Lycaon scoffed. “We’re not going anywhere.” 

“What are you talking about? We’re going to Delphi.” 

Shaking his head, the priest explained how the Pythia saw petitioners only one day a month—the seventh day, the day sacred to Apollo. And she only saw people during the spring, summer and fall. “Your father missed seeing her in Boedromion. Through the winter months the temple is closed. They receive no one. Not even Spartans. Dorieus won’t be able to get an audience with the priestess until Gamelion. According to Thessalus our supplies will never last that long. So we may all go back.” 

Just before sundown Dorieus and Paraebates returned with the solution. My father gathered his captains, Thessalus, Othryades, and the new officer of the hypomeiones, Sostrate, and of the neodamodeis, Onsimus. Unable to hide his excitement, Dorieus clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “The boule voted to give us whatever we want. They’ll feed us. They’ll arm our men. They’ll sail us wherever we like.” 

“If not for the heavy seas, they’d take us to Sicily right now,” Paraebates grunted. 

“All we have to do is perform one small task.” 

“When you put it like that,” Thessalus said, “I have a feeling it will be more like a Herculean labor. What kind of a task?” 

“It involves a few pirates,” Dorieus answered smiling gleefully. “We destroy their base and the Corinthians will be in our debt.” 

All summer long the Corinthians had their merchant shipping preyed upon by an annoying group of Illyrian sea raiders. The pirates had set up shop on the coast of northwest Hellas in a mountainous area called Acarnania. Merchant ships sailing between Corinth and their island colony on Corcyra had to pass the pirate’s base and the Illyrians were stealing their ships and cargo. At the end of the summer the Corinthians sent out twenty triremes led by a man named Helladius to sweep the bandits from the sea. They were met by thirty small, sleek warships called penteconters and a large number of small craft including fishing boats and merchant galleys. While the Corinthians managed to ram and sink six vessels, the pirates used wooden gangplanks to board and swarm over the big warships, capturing four Corinthian triremes. 

“Helladius and the rest of his fleet ran,” Dorieus said dryly. 

“If the Illyrians had enough men to man thirty penteconters they are almost two thousand strong,” Thessalus said. “Plus however many were manning their smaller ships.” 

“The boule estimates about four thousand pirates,” Paraebates said. 

Thessalus sighed with relief. “With five thousand of us and whatever the Corinthians send along, we’ll be more than a match for them on land. That’s what you’re planning, I pray.” 

“I’ve already got it worked out,” Dorieus said. “We’ll only need twelve hundred men. We’ll take three hundred from each of our four units; the Spartiates, the hypomeiones, perioicoi and the neodamodeis. The best of the best. Consider it a training exercise for Sicily.” 

“Why so few?” Thessalus asked. 

“So we can move fast. Now that everyone in Corinth knows we’re marching on Acarnania—I want to get there before some fisherman gets there first and sells us out for a handful of silver. We select the men tomorrow. We leave the day after. If we take the whole army we’d have to bring along ox carts to carry supplies. It would take too long to get there. With just twelve hundred men, each carrying his equipment, with a hundred mules to carry supplies—we’ll be there in four days.” Dorieus grinned merrily as he added, “I have a special surprise in mind for the Illyrians. We are going to descend upon them like avenging Furies. No prisoners. No mercy. The Corinthians want us to make an example of them so future pirates think twice about preying on their shipping.” 

The following morning my father and his officers set about selecting the three hundred best hoplites from each of the four units. Three hundred Spartiates. Three hundred hypomeiones. Three hundred perioicoi. And three hundred of our freshly armed helots, the neodamodeis. The aristocrats of the boule generously supplied the ‘new men’ with Corinthian helmets, spears, swords and hoplons emblazoned with the emblem of their city, a white-winged flying pegasus. They also gave us a hundred mules and enough food to feed our force for eight days. 

After my father and his captains had selected the twelve hundred, the remaining men of the army were given the chance to challenge them, and if they could beat them at two out of three athletic events—the challenger could take the man’s place. The field outside camp was filled with men wrestling, boxing, running and throwing javelins. The competition was stiff. Everyone wanted to go. 

I spent the day hiding from Theokles’ enomotarch Eumelus. If Theo were around he would have been selected among the twelve hundred. The fact that he was missing finally came to light late in the day when Theo appeared, hands bound behind his back, his ankles manacled together with irons, led by the Corinthian captain of the city guard and a troop of hoplites and unarmored javelin men. 

Although I did not hear the words exchanged between Dorieus and the captain of the guard, it quickly became common knowledge. Theo had broken into Octyus’ house and tried to carry off a slave woman of unsurpassed beauty. Admeistius had anticipated the Spartiate would attempt to steal the girl and had set a trap for him. He sat on his bed with Stesilaus on his lap as bait, while twenty hired men hid overhead on a balcony. When Theo burst into the room they snared him in a fisherman’s net. 

My father told the Corinthians to unshackle Theokles’ feet and then had his captains assemble the Lacedaemonians into their units. In front of the whole army, Dorieus cut Theokles’ bonds, and said in a loud voice, “You all know you were forbidden to go into Corinth. This man disobeyed a direct order. I ask you. How should we punish him? Speak freely. I am your commander, not a tyrant. Let any man speak. What say you? How should we handle this deserter?” 

At first no one said anything. Theo was popular with most of the men because of his music. He kept them entertained. But he also had enemies. Men who had no ear for poetry. Men he’d beaten on the practice field. Men who didn’t like black-haired Achaeans from Amyklae. 

“The punishment for disobeying an order during war is death,” yelled a fierce looking Spartiate with tangled, dirty hair named Xenocrates who stood among an enomotia that had served in Libya with Dorieus called the hippos. 

“I say flay him alive!” said a perioicoi named Hieron whose advances Theokles had snubbed. 

“We’re not at war,” cried out Thessalus. 

“Not yet,” Paraebates roared. 

Men laughed. 

“Standard punishment,” called out a helot soldier. “Fifty from the Agiad cane.” 

“Go get the cane,” my father said motioning to me. “Then I am going to use it on both of you. Theo for disobeying my command. And you for not telling anyone where he was.” 

“No one asked,” I said in my own defense. 

My words did not impress my father. “Where were you yesterday? Hunting with Theokles? In the rain? You went with him into Corinth, didn’t you?” 

Theo, who had been silent, spoke up and sneered, “I wouldn’t go with Eury. Everyone knows he hates me. I went alone.” 

Thessalus, who favored Theo and I, cleared his throat and said, “No one else would be mad enough to disobey you my king. Punish the lad and be finished with it.” 

I stood before Dorieus, my gaze on the ground respectfully. If I had looked him in the eye he might have fathomed the truth. Taken in by Theo’s words, he barked at me, “Do as I told you! Get the cane. You can deliver Theokles’ punishment.” 

The Agiad cane was a length of hard oak that had been polished smooth by the backs of hundreds of men and boys. My father had been carrying it for years. Initially he used it to discipline me, but over time it had become the official instrument of punishment for the entire army. If anyone disobeyed an order or failed to live up to expectations the Agiad cane would be fetched and an appropriate number of swift, searing strokes delivered. 

Receiving and administering punishment is something expected of every good Spartiate. Whether you are a young boy in the agoge being beaten for being a poor student or a soldier being beaten for fouling up orders, harsh discipline was a part of army life. According to the lawgiver Lycurgus, we whip our slaves, dogs and horses to mold them into faithful, obedient servants—why would we treat something as important as our children or our soldiers any differently? Lycurgus believed that the best way of educating the young and old was done with a cane in one hand. 

In some ways, giving and taking punishment was an art form. Theo was expected to stand before the army, naked, arms and legs out-stretched pretending he didn’t notice the red stripes that were slowly beginning to cross-cross his body. Back. Buttocks. Thighs. Chest. Shoulders. The only spots off limits were a man’s face, lest you blind him, and his genitals, lest he be unmanned. 

As I swung my arm and slashed at Theo’s back, I called out each blow so all could hear and know when the punishment was over. 

“… four… five… six…” 

You might think we’d employ a whip instead of a cane, but a bullwhip can cut and tear flesh from the body. No one wanted a scarred, deformed citizenry. A cane is the perfect instrument of torture. When used properly it inflicts the maximum amount of pain while doing the minimum amount of damage to the skin. As a boy, receiving just five searing strokes from my father’s cane hurt horribly, ten were a test of my youthful endurance. Twenty-five was enough to make a grown man grit his teeth. Fifty was so extreme that men had been known to bite off their tongue rather than cry out. 

“… thirteen… fourteen… fifteen…” 

I wanted to go easy on Theo. He’d spared me a similar fate. Yet, if I didn’t deliver the same treatment to him that I would give to any Lacedaemonian, my father would think I was soft or his accomplice. Then I would be in for more pain than I was administering to my friend. Here I was beating Theo, covering his body with red stripes that would turn into bruises and it occurred to me for the first time, he’d become a friend. 

“…twenty-five… twenty-six… twenty-seven…” 

I’d often wanted to beat Theokles for something. Embarrassing me in a foot race. Singing when we were on the hunt. Talking too much. Now that I had the chance, I found myself wanting to spare him. If I truly wanted to hurt him I would have kept working the same spot on his body with repeated strokes. Instead I placed each blow on a different area of flesh, giving him a chance to recover. 

“…thirty-eight… thirty-nine… forty…” 

When I finally reached fifty, Theo’s chest, back, arms and legs were crisscrossed with red stripes. Slowly he would begin to look like a spotted leopard as purple and yellow bruises rose to the surface. His naked body was covered with a sheen of sweat and though he’d endured all without a sound, he could not help but let out a sigh of relief when it was over. 

After I had finished and stepped back, Dorieus surprised all by snatching the cane from my grasp. “Pah! You were too easy on him.” Dorieus delivered two additional strokes: one to Theokles’ left hand, breaking his knuckles and one to his left foot breaking his toes. Theo grasped his broken hand. His face contorted in pain, but not a sound escaped his lips. 

“We go to war,” my father said so that all could hear. “Tomorrow we march. Although this man did not disobey an order in battle, he disobeyed his commander in the field. I am going to make an example of you, Theokles. If you cannot obey my orders, you cannot remain in my army. You are hereby exiled. No Lacedaemonian is to speak with you… to aid you… to take you in or feed you until I lift your banishment. Now go. Get out of my sight.” 

Dorieus took from Theo the most important thing to any man, his place in the community. Even if we had no city, to be cast out was in some ways worse than death. Theo was now a man without roots, without kin or clan or guest friends. By the look in his eyes I knew my father’s decree hurt him more than his welts or broken bones. 

The army was ordered to stand down, eat dinner and then prepare for an early march on the morrow. Dorieus looked at me, and growled, “That goes for you too. Stay away from him. Theokles needs to decide what is more important; chasing whores or being a good soldier. Until he figures that out, there is no place for him here.” With that he stomped off to finish organizing the one hundred mules the Corinthians had delivered, loading them with supplies. 

At a safe distance, so I wouldn’t be noticed, I followed Theo as he limped across the field where the men had spent the day competing for their positions in the newly formed raiding force. Occasionally a man shoved Theo or threatened him verbally when he got too close. Those who disliked him used this as their opportunity to get even with Theo for whatever wrong they perceived he’d done them. The perioicoi Hieron tripped him and sent him sprawling. A few laughed. Most men merely turned their backs. 

I watched from the edge of camp as Theo stumbled south in the direction of Mount Onea. Knowing where he was bound, I pilfered bread and cheese from the camp stores, along with a crimson cloak. Then I ran north to the hayfield where Theo had hidden his equipment; his helmet, hard linen breast piece, shield, spear and sword. Collecting his things I sprinted through a fallow field and an oak forest toward Mount Onea, where I found him sitting on a rock beside the ruined mill. Without a word I set everything on the ground at his feet. 

He was in obvious pain, but would never dare show it. “Your father will beat you if he finds out you came here,” Theo said picking up the crimson cloak with his good hand. When the sun went down the air grew cold and it had begun to drizzle. He pulled the cloak around his head and shoulders, wincing slightly as he did so. 

“Some things are worth the risk.” 

Theo grunted. Those were the same words he’d used before going off to find Stesilaus. 

“Well, was she worth it?” I asked. 

A brief smile touched Theo’s pain-contorted features. “Yes. Up until the moment your father exiled me. Now, I’m not so sure. When Admeistius caught me, I cut through the net with my knife. I went mad when I saw Stesilaus sitting on the lap of that greasy pig. I would have slit his throat, when she threw herself at me. She begged me not to strike. Not for him, but for me. If I took his life, they would kill me. So I gave her my knife and let them take me. You should have seen the look in her eyes. I’ve never seen anyone so beautiful. She loves me. I know it.” 

“Look where it’s gotten you.” 

“Your father is a hard man.” 

“I warned you, but you didn’t listen. You should be thankful you’re still alive. We’re about to go to war. And you disobeyed orders. So he made an example of you for the whole army.” 

“All is lost,” Theo sighed trying to move his broken hand. “I am ruined. All because of a woman. A woman I’ll never have. I will return to Laconia and live among the inferiors.” 

“All is not lost. The king said he’ll take you back; when you decide what is more important: chasing women or being a good soldier.” 

“He said that?” Theo asked incredulously. “Mm. Maybe there is a chance. If do something. Something impressive to make your father take me back. What, I don’t know. When are they leaving for Acarnania?” He tried standing on his broken foot and winced. 

“First thing tomorrow morning. We won’t be back for eight days. At least that’s how many days’ supplies we’re taking. You’ll have to wait till we return. If you want I’ll tell Lycaon where you are. He’ll set your hand and foot and bring you herbs for the pain.” 

“Lycaon isn’t going with you?” 

“No. He’d never be able to keep up. We’re going to move fast.” 

Theo nodded and said, “All right then. Tell the priest to come tonight.” 

Back in camp I drew my evening meal, a ration of black broth, beside the priest Lycaon. He’d never learned to appreciate our food. “No wonder your men don’t get fat,” Lycaon muttered as he picked out a piece of mutton and chewed on it. 

I drew my own ration, and in whispered tones told him about Theo, then asked him about Zoe. 

The man looked at me and his bowl of broth with the same annoyance. “Your father asked about her as well. You said he was sending her back to Laconia. More likely to Tartaros. If you can’t do it, I will. I have a poison made from hemlock. She won’t feel a thing.” 

Quietly I followed him to Zoe’s tent. I thought I would give her a last meal before Lycaon sent her across the river Styx. Getting down on my hands and knees I followed the priest inside the tent, where I was surprised to find Zoe sitting up. 

“She still can’t speak,” Lycaon said as I entered. “But, she’s up. She will live.” 

I handed the bowl of broth to Zoe who accepted it with a weak, but warm smile. She was so thin, her skin drawn so tightly drawn across her skull, she looked like a plague victim. She lifted the bowl to her lips and took a long draught. 










15. Hammer of the Gods 




Rise up warriors, take your stand at one another's side, 

like oaks rooted in the ground, our feet set wide. 




Tyrtaeus, Arete 




The following morning we were up before dawn, during the hour men say ghosts walk the earth. It was easy to see why, with so many shadowy figures moving about in a chill fog from the gulf that shrouded everything in a mist. No one spoke. The only sound came from mules braying, armor clanking and the tramp of hundreds of men’s feet as four long, snakelike columns moved north on the isthmus road. 

The Spartiates took the lead, followed by the perioicoi, then Onsimus’s neodamodeis, with Sostrate’s hypomeiones bringing up the rear. If we met an enemy along the way, the entire formation would wheel right or left and within a matter of heartbeats form up in a shieldwall. 

With us went the Corinthian noble, Helladius, the man who had lost the naval engagement with the pirates. With Helladius came a hundred Corinthian hoplite volunteers. Dorieus didn’t like Helladius on sight, simply because the man smelled of perfume, nor did he want the Corinthians along, as he said they would slow us down. But Helladius had something Dorieus needed: a seaman who’d been captured by the pirates and escaped. The man drew us a map of the Illyrians’ base which we now learned was on a small island called Artemita. Plus Helladius had two Aetolian guides who knew the way through the Acarnanian hills to Artemita. 

As the day dawned and our raiding force of heavily armed hoplites jogged across the isthmus, Dorieus moved up and down the column. He was like a shepherd, whistling at the men to keep them in line, parceling out jokes to make them laugh raising their spirits, along with an equal number of jibes to maintain strict military discipline. 

My father set what we called the leomodros or the ‘lion’s stride.’ Five hundred paces at a run followed by a hundred paces at a walk. We would keep it up all day till nightfall, stopping at midday for food and water. To constantly run in full hoplite gear will tire most normal men, as it did the Corinthians. Owing to our constant exercise and training, the Lacedaemonians had no trouble with the pace. 

Dorieus saved his sharpest barbs for the Corinthians to whom he said, “You are in the company of the toughest professional soldiers in the world. I see maybe ten real warriors among you. Maybe twenty will be able to keep up. The rest of you: go home! Go back to your farmer’s plow, to your wives. I don’t need you. You’re eating my food, stealing it from my spearmen. So go!” 

Before we reached Mount Gerania at the other side of the isthmus, half the Corinthians had taken Dorieus’ advice. The ones that stayed had a hard time keeping up and quickly fell behind the column, lagging after our supply train of a hundred pack mules. 

As he ranged up and down the Spartiate lines, Dorieus said, “Victory depends on surprise. We are going to crush these bastards before they know what hit them. If you listen to me, we will kill every one of them without one of us catching a scratch.” To do this, we were going to march around the gulf in four days. A journey that normally took seven days. “You’re going to curse me for riding you. But after it’s over and you still have your head on your shoulders, you’re going to thank me.” 

The only reason Helladius kept up was that he was on horseback. Dorieus brought four horses with us, all of which were used to scout ahead. Concerned about our mules staying with us, Dorieus assigned an enomotia of neodamodeis called the bulls under the command of a Messenian helot named Clitius to hurry along our braying, obstinate pack animals. 

At the end of the first day we camped near the foothills of Mount Helicon outside the small Boeotian town of Thisbe. Darkness had fallen and the men had already eaten their evening meal and were settling down on their cloaks to sleep by the time the bulls arrived with the supply train. The remaining Corinthians staggered into camp much later, complaining of hunger, stiff muscles and sores on their feet. 

As we hunkered down on the hard ground to sleep, my father found me and said, “Those mules have got to keep up. If they get too far behind, we’ll lose them. Tomorrow you go with Clitius. Your duty is to whip them along. You’re in charge. Don’t lose them.” 

The mules were laden with dried and salted meat, apples, dates, dried raisins, wine and twelve pots filled with white paint. When I questioned Clitius about the paint, he could only shrug. “We ne’r know.” Like most of our Messenian helots Clitius didn’t say much and when he did, he spoke with the broken tongue they used. He was of Achaean decent, with deeply tanned skin and limp black hair. He was short and wiry and deceptively strong. He’d won his place among the bulls owing to his lightning speed, skill with a spear and unfailing loyalty to my father. 

“Yous fadder,” Clitius said as we hurried the mules along, “him hard, but gud man. Differ’n frum udder Dorun soldier. Him gib us chance to be mens agin. We ne’r fergit.” 

On the second night I arrived in camp with the bulls and the supply train, close on the heels of the hypomeiones. Although Dorieus did not say anything, he was pleased. 

On the third night, as I lay down to sleep my father came up and kicked me twice in the side, hard. “Thessalus counted the mules. You’re missing two. He even counted them again. Either they wandered off the trail or someone stole them. Keep a better eye on them or next time it’ll be the cane.” 

The following day brought more of the same, with less and less Corinthians able to keep up, until there were only twenty-two left. Rather than worry about our allies being lost in the wilds of Aetolia, the Lacedaemonians found the failure of the Corinthians endlessly amusing, and it helped build a strong morale among our tight-knit force. 

Most generals would not drive their troopers that hard before a fight. Not Dorieus. He pushed the men to their limits, weeded out the weak, and welded the rest into a strong fighting machine who by the time we reached Acarnania believed they were invincible. 

After four days of running through wind and rain, over hills and across valleys our Aetolian guides led us to the mouth of the Alpheus River where it emptied into the Ionian Sea. The island of Artemita lay like a sleeping giant a short distance off the coast, where the pirates had set up camp in a U-shaped bay. It was the perfect spot to engage traffic coming down the river as well as ships sailing in and out of the Gulf of Corinth bound for Corinth’s colony at Corcyra which merchant shipping used as a jumping off point for Italy. 

The reason Dorieus had driven us so hard had to do with the cycles of the moon. Only a narrow channel four stadia wide separated Artemita from the coast of Acarnania. The water was too deep to ford, but once a month during the full moon, the tide dropped so low we could walk to Artemita across the wet sand. Rather than building rafts to ferry us over, Dorieus had timed our assault with the changing of the tides. 

We set up a fireless camp inland behind a hill only a short distance from the sand and scrubby pine tree strewn coastline. While we waited for darkness Dorieus, our Aetolian guides and the sailor who had escaped the pirate camp scouted the area. 

They returned with the news that the water was receding rapidly. We would strike at midnight. Dorieus also told us they’d found an old, ruined fort on the coast that was guarded by a small party of six Illyrians that were most likely from Artemita. 

Our men were given their instructions. Once the water was shallow enough they would march in column across the channel to Artemita, where they would form up a shieldwall and sweep across the island killing everything in their path, including women and children. 

While the men waited and prepared themselves, Dorieus told Clitius and me that the Spartiates would slay the guards in the fort, “Then the bulls will herd the mules inside and keep a watch over them. You are not to leave the fort. Understood?” 

“Yes sir.” 

Though he said nothing, Clitius could not hide his disappointment. All the neodamodeis were eager to prove themselves as hoplites and now the bulls would not get to go with the raiders to Artemita where all the fighting would take place. Personally, I didn’t care. From having witnessed night battles before, I knew they were chaotic. Once men got out of line, in the darkness and confusion it was not uncommon for them to mistakenly strike down their own comrades. In Libya on one such night raid the Lacedaemonians did more damage to one another than the Macae. So I was relieved to be left behind with the supplies. With any luck, it would be a quiet night. 

“I know you want to fight,” Dorieus said to Clitius. “And you just might. Any Illyrians that survive our attack will try to flee. They may come this way. My advice to you: rebuild the fort the best you can and man the walls. Once we’re done our sweep across the island we’ll be back and take care of whatever rabble is left on the beach.” To me, he added, “I’m leaving Helladius and his Corinthians here. You are in command.” 

As it neared midnight we learned why Dorieus had brought along twelve pottery jugs of white paint. I watched the men rub the paint across their helmets, shields, body armor, arms and legs. Between the full moon and the white coating the hoplites glowed like an army of ghosts. 

“The Illyrians are notoriously superstitious,” Thessalus grinned. “They will think they are being attacked by vengeful spirits. For us, the paint will help distinguish between friend and foe in the dark.” 

While our phantom raiders disappeared into the night marching in column across the sandy causeway that now joined Acarnania and Artemita, Clitius and I set the bulls about their work. We herded the mules into the fort and began piling the large stones that littered the ground back up onto the wall. Before they joined Dorieus, the bulls had been field hands so they were used to hard work. The Corinthians were another matter. Helladius haughtily refused to make his men do menial labor, and without listening to me, led his twenty-two hoplites down to the beach to dispatch any fleeing pirates. 

As was his habit, Clitius shrugged and said, “If’n fancy man ne’r lissen ta King Dorus order, it be him neck. Nay yous.” 

The square fort had been abandoned hundreds of years ago. It was built on the highest point on the coast guarding the river mouth. Whatever buildings had once existed inside were now rubble. The rear and side walls were the height of three men and in fair shape, but the front had taken a beating from the wind and sea, so we concentrated our repair efforts there. The doors on the front gates were gone, so we built a barrier of pointed stakes, set them into the ground facing outward, and covered them with dried brush that we could light on fire in an emergency. 

Far off to the west over the Ionian Sea lightning crackled and Zeus Thundermaker rumbled. A cloud passed lazily over the full moon. I sniffed the moisture in the air. A storm was brewing. 

As I grunted and strained alongside four bulls lifting a huge stone, Clitius cocked his head and said, “King son hear dot?” We dropped the stone into place on the wall and paused. I listened to the sound of iron striking iron and men’s screams floating across the flat space between the island and the fort. The battle had begun. 

As we went to pick out another stone, a Corinthian hoplite appeared leading three lost souls found on the beach. 

With some surprise, I looked at Theokles, Lycaon and Zoe; the latter two riding our stolen mules. The only reason Helladius did not order his spearmen to strike them down was that he recognized Theo’s lambda shield. Reasoning Theo was probably a messenger from Othryades back in Corinth, he sent them to me. 

“What are you doing here?” I asked sourly. 

“I told you I had to do something spectacular,” Theo said by way of explanation. How he had done it, walked and run all that way, with three broken toes, I’ll never know. Every step over hundreds of leagues would have been torture. 

“Why did you bring them?” 

“Lycaon insisted on coming.” 

“You’re going to need someone to tend your wounded and bury the dead,” Lycaon said, wearily sliding from the back of a mule. 

“And if he came,” Theo said helping Zoe down, “I couldn’t very well leave a sweet girl like Zoe to those animals in camp. They’d eat her alive.” 

Both Lycaon and Zoe looked thoroughly exhausted, and although I yelled at them for following a fool like Theo, I couldn’t help but admire their feat. They’d made it to Acarnania in four days and four nights where seventy-eight men of Corinth had failed or given up. 

It was then we heard a shout of excitement from the center of the fort. Against my orders men lit torches and waved them around. 

We went to see what the commotion was about and learned the pirates had been stationed in the fort for a reason. Six bulls had lifted up a great rock to find it covering a hole in the ground. When they explored it further, they discovered a stone passageway. Taking one of the torches I led the way down a flight of narrow steps cut into the rock leading to an old Mycenaean beehive tomb—and the pirates’ treasure. Clitius, Theo, Lycaon, Zoe and I stood staring in amazement as the torchlight flickered over a pile of golden engraved plates, chests filled with silver coins, and pottery jugs glittering with gems fit for the crown of a king. 

“Dis cud mean trouble,” Clitius said. 

Dorieus had counted on us guarding a hundred mules, not a fortune. Would a handful of neodamodeis and Corinthians be enough to withstand what was sure to come? 

Things began to happen quickly. I’d no sooner emerged from the tomb, when a terrified Helladius and eleven of his remaining hoplites came limping back into the fort. Breathlessly, they told us how a few pirates had trickled up onto the beach, whom they had easily dispatched, until suddenly the trickle had turned into a torrent. 

Running to the top of the wall, in the brief snatches of moonlight and lightning I could see an angry mob of Illyrians gathering on the beach. Nor were they intent on running away. They weren’t going anywhere without their hard-earned loot. 

Helladius’ Corinthians looked beaten, so I ordered them to guard the places I least expected an assault, the north and east walls. I placed four bulls along the south wall and twelve along the western front wall. I set all of them to work piling stones on the ramparts that they could heave at attackers. The most vulnerable point in our defenses was our door-less front gates, where we’d driven pointed fir stakes into the sand and covered them with dried brush to light a blaze—but how long would that last? 

My remaining sixteen bulls I stationed behind the gates, four shields across, four ranks deep, with Theo anchoring the line in the position of honor, in the front right. Lycaon tied the exiled Spartiate’s broken left hand to the porpax grip inside his hoplon. For his broken toes Lycaon had fashioned a wooden splint and wrapped the whole left foot in dirty, bedraggled linen. 

“You’re a fine mess,” I said to him. 

“Half spent, I’m still better than these Messenian clods.” 

“Will you be able to hold?” I said. 

“Someone tries to push me from this spot,” Theo growled, “they’ll be the first to die.” 

Clitius stood on Theo’s left. When I looked at him all he could do was shrug. 

Not having time to argue, I left them as they were, knowing a Spartiate in their midst would help bolster the rest. Finding Lycaon I told him to take Zoe down into the tomb and find anything that would burn and pile it atop the brush in the gate. 

“Clothes, furniture, I don’t care if it’s a king’s throne, if it’ll burn, get it,” I told them. “Then go down into the tomb and stay there till it’s over.” I didn’t want to risk either of them getting struck by an arrow or a slinger’s stone. Zoe looked at me with her large doe-like brown eyes, but still could not speak. I noticed she wore Battus’ ivory Amun around her neck and wanted to say something to comfort her, but there just wasn’t time. 

Running up the loose stone steps to the top of the wall, I whispered a prayer to Athena to watch over us in the coming maelstrom. As I ran, I strung my bow and notched an arrow, cursing myself for wasting two bolts fruitlessly on a squirrel and a rabbit on the journey to Acarnania. Unlike Battus, I’d never been very good at fletching my own arrows and only had twelve missiles left. I intended on making every one of them count. 

“Here dey come,” said a shaggy bearded bull beside me named Polykles. He placed a stone the size of a plum into a well worn leather sling and after hefting it behind him, slowly began to twirl his arm, whipping his bullet faster and faster over his head. 

The goddess Artemis was with us at the start of the fight. The clouds broke and the moon goddess shone her pale glow on the beach in front of the fort. I watched as hundreds of shadowy figures, like an army of ghostly specters come charging swiftly across the sand. I picked a spot two paces in front of the lead man. He carried a cheap wooden pike in one hand and was waving a torch in the other, encouraging the men around him to attack the walls. He was the first to fall, a red-fletched arrow through his chest. 

I fired as rapidly as my hands could move and my eye could take aim, watching nameless, faceless Illyrians stumble and crash to the earth, their spirits fleeing to the Blessed Isles. In the depths of my mind I wondered what kind of life I had taken. A father? A brother? Someone’s son. Someone’s husband. The will to live is strong, so I brushed such thoughts aside. The thrill of the kill took over and I laid eight men into their graves. As I snatched my last arrow from its quiver I was conscious of the bulls around me letting loose their slings and heaving huge stones over the walls at the screaming, weapon waving foes below. Just a spit’s distance away six men fell, lifeless as rag dolls dropped to the earth by the murderous scythe of Ares, god of war. 

A rush of pirates reached the base of the wall and used the cracks in the ancient stones to climb toward us. Where I stood the fort was only the height of two men and our enemies swarmed rapidly upward like locusts eating their way up a stalk of corn. I loosed my last arrow at a pirate who held his knife between his teeth, hitting him in the eye, flicking him off the wall like a mosquito. Beside me Polykles raised a huge stone over his head and hurled it downward turning a helmeted man’s face to mush. I ducked a flung axe and watched as a wild-eyed, tattooed man reached the top to stab a bull named Zotikos in the belly. In one swift motion I drew Polykles’ sword from the scabbard on his belt and swinging hard at the wild-eyed man’s unprotected neck severed his head. His lifeless, decapitated body fell backwards landing atop his mates scattering them like roaches. 

Through it all I thought that Hermes might come for my soul at any moment. A slinger’s stone. A thrown axe. A knife to the guts. All was confusion. Aging generals love to tell stories about the neat movement of armies on the battlefield and how they prevailed through brilliant military maneuvers. There was nothing neat or brilliant about that wall. The ramparts turned slippery with blood. There were only desperate men clawing at one another doing whatever it took to kill or be killed. Using spears, stones, knives and our bare hands, we slew so many Illyrians they finally fled in disarray. 

You’d think we might have offered up a cheer, but we were too exhausted and unnerved by the piteous cries of the wounded and dying. To a man, we prayed to the gods that was the last of them, but it wasn’t. As more and more Illyrians fleeing my father’s raiders stumbled up onto the beach they gathered together like a pack of snarling jackals hungry for gold. They didn’t care about us. We were but an annoying obstacle in the way to what lay beneath the earth in the Mycenaean tomb. 

Below me inside the gates I heard a scuffle and looked down to see Lycaon and Zoe dragging a heavy wooden chair to throw onto the dried brush and Helladius trying to pull it away from them. “You fools, that’s mahogany!” the Corinthian cried. Then he made a grave error. He backhanded Zoe across the face right in front of the bulls guarding the gate. Theokles stepped forward and swung his shield around hard, whacking Helladius in the face, breaking his nose, dropping the man. Clitius picked up Zoe and carried her out of the way, while his men helped Lycaon toss the chair onto the pile of brush in the gate. 

“Get back in line! You two—get below!” I shouted and the bulls reformed their ranks, while Lycaon and Zoe ran to the tomb. 

No sooner had the bulls returned to their shieldwall than an even greater force of Illyrians returned, this time focusing their attack on the wooden stakes blocking the gate. A hundred men dashed forward with shields and axes determined to hack their way through our defenses. As they went to work chopping away, wood chips flying, Theokles and Clitius used torches to light the dried tinder and brush. A gentle sea breeze supplied by Zephyrus the West Wind fanned the flames into a roaring inferno that drove the enemy back. Rubbing Athena’s owl totem in my belt pouch I prayed my father would see the bonfire and rush to our aid. 

Outnumbered as we were we had done well thus far. Then the fickle gods turned against us. Clouds blanketed the moon giving our enemies the cover of darkness. Brief streaks of lightning creasing the sky provided the only visibility. Then it began to rain. I listened as a drenching cloudburst came in from the sea like a wave of watery cavalry sent by Poseidon to aid the Illyrians. The downpour lasted just long enough to extinguish our hot fiery gate turning it into a smoky pile of black cinders. As thunder crashed around us shaking the very ground, I imagined the gods seated upon the clouds offering bets as to which side would win or lose as we competed in a deadly game for their amusement. 

Bereft of arrows, in the lull between assaults, I made a quick circuit of the walls to make sure all were holding firm. His nose red and split like an over-ripe tomato, Helladius cowered in a corner. His Corinthians all looked scared. One of their number had bled to death of his wounds. I took the man’s helm, shield, spear and sword and joined Theo and Clitius at the front gate where I took up a position between the two of them. 

No sooner had I joined the line when cheering as if they had already won, the Illyrians returned. They must have known what was in the beehive tomb beneath the fort—because in their hurry to get inside, they trampled the squirming bodies of their own wounded. 

The bulls’ shields overlapped and stood like a stone wall. I ordered the first rankers, men called protostates, to stand with their spears in the underhand thrust position, while the hoplites in the second rank behind us leaned their shields against our backs and raised their right arms in the overhead strike position. Through the smoke and hissing cinders of the open gate the enemy came at us in a wild rush. They were men with no body armor and an odd assortment of weapons; boat hooks, clubs, pikes, bronze swords, axes and an occasional small round shield designed for sea fighting. 

Like the pincers of a crab, our two front ranks jabbed at the enemy, our sharp spear points quickly finding and biting soft flesh. By the surprised look on the face of the first man that came through the smoke, I knew he wasn’t expecting us to block the gate. He thought he’d run into the fort uncontested and instead stepped into a deadly nest of scorpions. I dropped the man with a spear thrust to his groin. He fell screaming, the man behind him tripping over his body and right onto Theo’s spear. 

Like an ocean wave smashing onto a black sea rock the pirates crashed into our line of shields. In the dark and the smoke, stones, pikes and swords came at us from every direction. Thrusting our spears like madmen we fought to keep them back. In the thick of the fight the bull on far left of our shieldwall, a Messenian helot named Andros was dropped by a javelin through the throat and the man that took up his position, Makedon, was hacked down by a giant blond bearded pirate with a double-bladed Cretan axe. Then the man behind me was felled by a slinger’s stone that clanged off his helm. The very weight of hundreds of men outside the walls pushing to get in drove us back step by step through the square stone gate. 

To separate us from our enemies and give us room to wield our spears, I shouted out an order, telling our little formation to give one last shove with their shields and then quickly fall back three paces. We did so, only for Theo to break ranks and jump into the breach between us and our enemies. He speared the blonde bearded giant with the Cretan axe through the side and broke off his spear in the chest of a turbaned man who came at him with a curved blade. Rocks, arrows and axes flew thick as snow in the air around him. If the Illyrians didn’t kill Theo, I wanted to spear him myself. Breaking ranks was a death sentence and we needed every hoplite we had. Theo didn’t stand a chance. I felt certain he would die, but his god Apollo must have stood at his side that night, because there is no other explanation for the deeds he did. 

While Theo drew his sword and hacked down a fat pirate like he was slaughtering a steer, I shouted for the bulls to charge and as one we leapt forward. I used my long spear to skewer the bald man before me through the shoulder and he flopped backwards like a squirming fish on a spit. Somehow Theo ended up back in the front rank on our weakened left flank which he shored up. After my own spear broke on the shield of a screaming black bearded man, I drew my sword and slashed at the man’s jugular till he died at my feet. At my left shoulder I was aware of Clitius wielding his own sword like a fiend, cutting off the arm of a man who attempted to stab me with a fisherman’s harpoon. 

After what seemed like hours, but was only a short span of time, as I was wondering how much longer we could hold, Dorieus’ returning raiders fell on the pirate’s rear. My father and his main force had finished their sweep across Artemita, saw our bonfire and now descended upon what was left of the Illyrian’s on the beach like the hammer of the gods. When those in front of us realized they were surrounded and turned to flee, we cut them down unmercifully. None escaped. 

Finally when the smoke cleared we saw through the gate an orderly troop of blood soaked demons bearing shields and helmets painted white. Dorieus led them from the front rank, in the position of honor. He was with his elite enomotia from Libya called the hippos. They looked like grim, armored titans, born and bred fighters all, and I was glad to see them. 

Lovely Eos, goddess of the dawn, painted streaks of brilliant red and yellow across the Acarnanian Mountains. In the early morning light, even beneath his transverse crested Corinthian helm, I could see the terror in my father’s eyes. Later we would count almost two hundred dead outside the walls and around the gate. He thought he’d put me in a safe place, and it turned out to be a death trap. I watched my father searching the faces of our remaining bulls, counting their numbers… and finally finding me. Even under that bronze helm I could see the relief spread across his face. 

Then he looked at Theo standing beside me, a trail of dirty linen behind his broken foot—and his gaze turned to stone. 

Dorieus barked out orders for the hippos to kill all the enemy wounded and then man the walls. Followed by Paraebates, my father strode straight for me and clapped a heavy hand on my shoulder and shook it. He said nothing, but I knew he was happy with my work. 

One of the frightening things about my father was how quickly his moods could change. His smile disappeared as he looked at Theo, and his face turned deep red as he worked himself up into a rage. Dorieus pointed his blood and gore stained spear at Theo’s face. “You disobeyed my orders.” 

In his cavernous voice Paraebates added, “The punishment during war is death.” 

Jumping nimbly for a fifty-five year old man, Thessalus hopped across the dead bodies in the gate to join us. “Praise the gods, Eury you’re all right. Theokles! What are you doing here? With a broken foot no less.” 

“Perhaps in your age, old man, you’ve forgotten Theokles was banished,” my father said. He took several deep breaths to calm himself. To me, he said, “You, don’t say a word. You,” he said pointing at Clitius. “How fought this man?” 

Clitius shrugged and replied, “Broken Dorun fight bess ub allus. Leaf shield wall. Go berserk. Kinna stoopid, but berry brabe.” 

“Theokles is very stoopid,” my father said, pulling his spear point away from Theo’s face. “And berry brave. For that, Theo you will die.” 

No one said anything. 

Looking around at the carnage in the gate, the red coloring of his face returning to normal, Dorieus said, “You will die a Spartiate. Your exile is lifted. Rejoin your old unit.” 

Myself, Clitius and the bulls showed our approval by banging our spears or swords against our shields. 

“Welcome back, stoopid,” I said to Theo, who for once was speechless and could only smile wearily. 

Thessalus told us that our raiders coming out of the night like spirits risen from the grave had terrified the Illyrians. Sweeping through the enemy camp, the shieldwall quickly lost cohesion. In the dark and in the storm, the paint on their helmets and shields kept the Lacedaemonians from spearing one another. The pirates who managed to evade the onslaught tried to escape by sea only to learn that the tides had gone out so far that they didn’t have enough draft to launch their ships. There was only one place for them to go: toward the mainland where they attempted to take the fort. 

Looking around at the piles of dead outside the walls and in the gate, Paraebates rumbled, “By the gods, why?” 

“Come, I’ll show you why,” I said. On the way to the secret passageway down into the earth, we came upon Lycaon bandaging our wounded. 

“It’s the priest,” Dorieus laughed. “And skinny little Zoe. You made it here when Corinth’s finest fell by the wayside.” 

Soaking a blood stained cloth in a bowl of crimson water, Lycaon said, “Only by virtue of the fact that Theokles stole two of your mules.” 

“That solves that mystery,” Thessalus said. “How many wounded have come in?” 

“So far only six of your boys from the island. The ones here in the fort took it the hardest. Of thirty-two bulls, thirteen are dead, eight are wounded. Only a couple, like your son and Clitius came out of it without a scratch. The gods favor your son Eury. He’s learned your business well.” 

Theo, Clitius and I lit torches and took my father and his captains down the narrow stairway to the Mycenaean tomb. The high ceiling made you feel you were in a giant hollow pine cone and gave a slight echo to our words. In the torch light the gold and silver in the room sparkled like the treasury of the gods on Mount Olympus. 

Dorieus gazed at sacks of gold, iron ingots and chests of silver coins in wonder. He spent a good portion of his time worrying about how he was going to feed his soldiers. As a member of the Agiad royal family, in a city where there was no coinage, he’d never expected to have to fret over things like money. 

His eyes wide, Thessalus said, “This loot will feed the men for a year.” 

“Does Helladius know about this?” my father asked. 

“Yes,” I replied. “He was upset when we burned a few things in the gate.” 

“Bah, the man’s an idiot.” Dorieus cried kicking an ornate bronze helm across the room. “This means the Corinthians will want a share. Still, it explains why the Illyrians were so eager to retake this broken down old fort. We’ll pack our share on the mules.” 

The day after the raid was spent collecting our dead. The raiders had lost four men on the island. The units that suffered the greatest losses were the bulls and the Corinthians. While the bulls fell fighting in the fort, the Corinthians had died on the beach when they’d been overwhelmed by the Illyrians and turned to run. As we went about carrying the dead we found that most of the Corinthians were struck down from behind. 

“Hit inna back or inna arse, woeful way ta die,” Clitius said. 

After we’d laid out our twenty-eight dead, Zoe washed their bodies and we dressed them in fresh crimson cloaks and burned them on a great pyre. Afterwards Lycaon said a prayer and we covered their bones with a tall earthen mound to mark the spot. 

The pirate bodies were decapitated and their heads placed on poles around Artemita and the fort. Passersby would not be able to miss the gruesome sight of four thousand skulls staring at them from the shoreline. We tossed their headless corpses into the Ionian Sea. Without the proper funeral rites their souls would wander aimlessly the rest of their days as shadows in the Fields of Asphodel; a grim warning to prospective pirates everywhere. 

With his nose bandaged across his face, with a nasal whine, Helladius complained about everything, particularly the division of the treasure. He insisted that the items we’d burned be deducted from our share of the spoils and when Thessalus tired of arguing with him he got his way. 

In the end, when all the spoils were tallied the Corinthians got back their four lost triremes, along with twenty-six penteconters and all the merchant ships the pirates had stolen. To protect the ships until seamen could be sent from Corinth to sail them home, Dorieus left four hundred men behind, a hundred from each division, while the rest of us began the return march. 










16. So Dance the Muses 




Of all possessions a friend is the most precious. 




Herodotus 




The march back to Corinth was dreary. The temperature dropped and one night in the hills near Delphi it snowed. For warmth all we had was our crimson cloaks. As I lay on the hard ground trying to sleep, I looked up at the snowflakes landing on my face and eyelashes wondering what god controlled such things. 

Wrapped in a cloak someone stumbled up and dropped down beside me. I thought it might be Lycaon. Somehow he’d found a wineskin and was drunk. No. It was Zoe. 

She snuggled up close next to me till her nose nearly touched mine. Disappointment filled me, as I wished I was staring into Aria’s brown eyes instead. I lifted my foot to kick the skinny little helot away. She was nothing but trouble. A worry I didn’t need. Then I noticed Battus’ ivory Amun dangling from her neck. She was shivering. I grabbed a wrist as skinny as a spear shaft and pulled her close, sharing with her my grandmother’s cloak. Her toes were like icicles. I warmed them with mine. She shook like a fever victim. As her body thawed her breathing slowed. She could not speak, but she sighed contentedly. Thankfully she fell asleep. I stayed awake staring up at the falling snow, happy to be alive. 

As Zoe unconsciously snuggled closer against my side her hair got in my face. Nor had she washed since she’d been hit in the head by a rock. I sniffed her and was reminded of Battus’ stench. It was hard to say who smelled worse. I lifted Battus’ ivory Amun. I considered ripping it from her neck. The little statuette had great power. How else could Zoe have recovered without the help of some spirit? Knowing Battus, he probably enjoyed protecting a helpless little waif like Zoe. Perhaps if she wore the Amun longer, maybe it would bring back her speech. I let the necklace go and lay there staring up at the falling snow, warmed by Zoe’s frail body and the memory of my fallen friend. 

The next morning as I went about my duties guarding our treasure laden supply train, Zoe followed me like I’d sprouted a second shadow. As I walked up and down the line of mules, whenever I had to stop and speak to one of the bulls, I couldn’t help but notice how they ignored me and stared at Zoe. They quieted, got rather shy, and stared at her like she was the Queen of Sparta, instead of some skinny, wild-haired urchin wearing dog skins with holes in them. 

Acting as bashful as the rest of his bulls, Clitius sidled up next to me and whispered, “Yous know dot girl be same blud de Helen ub Troy. Yous knows dot, right?” 

“What are you talking about? She’s a Laconian helot. She serves my grandmother.” 

“Her family be royals too. Dot why dey serb you. Dey cum frum Helen. Ye know de old stories bard tell. She be onna dem.” 

“Clitius, every Laconian helot that I have ever met claims to be descended from Helen or her brothers Castor and Pollux.” No one ever claimed to be related to Helen’s husband Menelaus. Not that I could blame them, as he’d been cuckolded by the Trojan prince Paris. 

“Well dis one, she be real. Ana we wanna take care her. She look tire. Bolas will carry her. Onna him back. Him strong like ox. We no minds.” 

For some unfathomable reason I didn’t like the idea of a Messenian helot carrying Zoe. “I’ll take care of her highness,” I said. I picked up Zoe, who weighed next to nothing, and as a mule ambled by I dropped her on its back. “You stay there or I will tie you down.” 

Clitius and the rest of his bulls kept staring at her, till I had to yell at them to spread out along the trail and keep watch over the mules. We were transporting a king’s fortune. My father would use the cane on all of us if we lost so much as a copper plate. 

Against all standard military procedure, Theo left his enomotia and found me herding along the mules. 

“You trying to get beat for leaving the ranks?” 

“Eumelus will never know I’m gone, and the crows won’t squeal on me.” 

“I never got a chance to thank you for not telling my father I went with you into Corinth. I owe you one.” 

“You let me stand in the shieldwall. Consider the score even,” Theo said. “Hey, I saw you last night with Zoe. So you’re actually human after all. I was beginning to wonder if you liked boys.” 

“Go away. Go back to your unit.” 

“You could at least treat the girl a little nicer,” Theo said limping along beside me, his shield slung over his back and his spear over his shoulder. “She follows you around like a little puppy.” 

“A week ago you wanted me to slit her throat.” 

That shut Theo up for a few steps. “A lot changes in a week. I was wrong about that. I’ve been wrong about a lot things lately.” 

“Wrong about Stesilaus?” 

Theo pondered that and said, “I’ve been thinking a lot about that too. What’s more important in life? Loving a girl? Or being a good citizen? Now that your father has taken me back, I don’t want to get kicked out again. So I’m going to behave myself and try to forget Stesilaus. Women,” he said ruefully. 

“You know what Clitius told me about Zoe? He and the bulls think she’s the great-great-grand daughter of Helen. They’re worrying over her like a bunch of mid-wives.” 

Theo glanced back along the supply train and looked at Zoe. “If you wiped off the dirt and combed her hair, she could be beautiful. You don’t see it, because you’re a stupid Dorian. You only like fair-haired girls.” 

“You don’t know a thing about me. I happen to love a girl with blacker hair and darker skin than Zoe.” 

“I don’t believe you. You’ve never spoken of any women.” 

“I’m not like you. I don’t need to talk about everything.” Especially the woman I loved. That was private. 

“Well, who is this raven haired beauty? A native girl you met in Libya?” 

“No. A Persian girl I met in Libya. Her name is Ariatozah. She is the niece of the King of Kings, Darius.” 

Theo laughed long and hard till he wiped tears from his eyes. “The niece of the Great King? You’re an even bigger fool than I am. At least there is a chance I’ll see Stesilaus. But you’ll never see this Persian girl. Not unless your father decides to march on Susa. Then, maybe. Ah. But that explains why you were so uninterested in Corinth’s brothels. You’re in love with a girl. And actually true to her. That’s rather admirable. Who would have ever guessed? An Agiad with a heart.” 

“Go away before I step on your foot.” 

“But what about Zoe?” 

“What about Zoe?” 

“I saw you two last night. Maybe you’re not so committed to your Persian girl after all.” 

“She was freezing. All I did was keep her warm.” 

“Send her to me tonight. I’ll keep her warm.” 

“She doesn’t even like you.” 

Theo forced out a laugh. “I stole a mule for her! The queen of the helots should at least like me.” 

I never understood men like Theo. Who cares if everyone likes you? From what I had learned from my father, it was more important to be respected than loved. Men who respect you will follow you to the ends of the earth. The people who profess to love you, try to take advantage of you. A man who respects you would never dare do such a thing. 

In an effort to be liked, Theo pulled out one of his pipes and began to serenade Zoe. Her head bobbed up and down along with the head of her mule. She stared at Theo blankly, like she was deaf instead of dumb. The bulls along the line enjoyed Theo’s music. Some even began to dance. Try as he might though, Theo could not so much as coax a smile out of Zoe. Instead, she twisted her head and looked for me in the column. Seeing he was getting nowhere Theo gave up and rejoined the crows. 

When we returned to Corinth, even though it was a cold winter day, thousands of people lined the dirt road called the Cow Path to welcome us back. A runner had already informed the boule of our success in Acarnania and word of our victory had spread. What amazed people the most was that we’d fought at a time of year when no sensible Hellene goes to war. There was an old saying that went: théros, trýgos, pólemos. Summer, harvest, war. The rest of Hellas waited till summer after the harvest was in to go to war. That Dorieus could attack during the winter months added to his reputation as a general and a warrior. 

While we’d been gone, those who had stayed behind with Othryades had set up a camp made up of orderly rows of tents donated by a Corinthian aristocrat. After we returned Dorieus gathered the men in front of our new sleeping quarters and told them he had sold our division of the spoils to Corinth and had received twenty talents of silver. All would receive an equal portion. When one of the Spartiates grumbled that the helot hoplites should receive a lesser amount than they, my father squashed the debate. 

“The neodamodeis fought bravely. If not for the bulls, there would be no treasure to divide. They have earned the right to be treated as Equals.” 

Most of the men cheered, especially when they found out that Dorieus would receive the same share as the rest. Kings were expected to take the lion’s share. Not my father. He shared the same bed on the ground at night, shared the same food, and over Thessalus’ protests, took the same share of the treasure as the rest, which made our soldiers admire him even more. 

“Take half and give them half,” Thessalus told him. “They’ll be more than happy. Most of them have never even seen silver coins before. We’re going to need materials to build our new city. How are we going to pay for everything?” 

Dorieus smiled and replied, “These men risk their lives for me. There will be more battles and more plunder ahead in Sicily.” 

After the men received their pay, which amounted to twenty-four silver staters per Lacedaemonian, to reward them for their hard work, Dorieus gave them leave to spend two days in Corinth. With my pouch of silver I joined our five thousand Lacedaemonians as they invaded the city. While most headed toward the Temples of Aphrodite, I went to the agora where I found a fletcher and commissioned him to make me fifty new red-feathered arrows for my Libyan longbow. 

When I returned to camp I learned that the aristocrats of the boule were so happy to be rid of the pirates, Octyus and his son Admeistius had invited Dorieus and his officers to a feast at his villa along the gulf. 

I stood outside the king’s tent around our watch fire with Dorieus and his captains trying to stay warm. All of us were naked, oiling our bodies, combing our long hair and putting on clean wool tunics in preparation for the night’s festivities. 

As I scraped the oil from Paraebates’ broad back with a wooden strigil, my father surprised me by saying, “Eury, go get Theokles. Bring him along.” 

“Permission to speak?” I asked and it was granted. “Theo tried to break into the house of Admeistius. Won’t that cause trouble?” 

“That’s why I want him there. Admeistius sent word he intends on prosecuting Theokles in their courts. I want the matter settled tonight.” 

Theo was as giddy as a maenad during the rites of spring when I gave him the news. He was playing one of his pipes and broke into a joyous wedding song. He was going to see Stesilaus again or so he prayed every step of the way from camp to Octyus’ house. 

Octyus’ home was a marble, columned palace. It was set into a cliff overlooking the Gulf of Corinth where the lights of Lechaeum twinkled on the water. Outside on the grounds were small pools of water stocked with colorful, exotic fish, lines of tall royal palms from Egypt and pink and purple orchids from an island near Sicily called Icnhusa. Amidst the lush greenery there was a bronze statue of Pan playing his pipes and a marble statue of Thetis with water spraying from her breasts. Other statues danced, fought and copulated about the gardens. 

Our hosts had invited a dozen Corinthian noblemen to join us. Octyus’s servants led us all inside a large great hall that had been covered with a canvas to keep in the heat. The walls were painted with frescoes made of chips of colored glass, depicting creatures like dolphins, sea horses and turtles swimming about the room. In the corner was a statue of the Bacchiadae’s patron god Poseidon, and in the center of the floor, a small sunken pool of water where fish swam over an image of a trireme painted on the tiles. 

A distinguished looking, white-bearded old man, that turned out to be Ocytus, met us in the center of the room and unlike his son, seemed like a pleasant fellow. He bubbled over with enthusiastic praise for our victory, after which Octyus took Dorieus by the arm and led him about the room introducing him to his associates. 

“King Dorieus, this is my brother Philippos. He is the one that supplied your men with their tents…” 

When Octyus came to Theokles, whom he didn’t recognize, the nobleman’s son Admeistius, who hovered at his father’s elbow, cried out, “It’s him! The villain that tried to carry off one of my slaves!” 

“I pray King Dorieus that you’ve brought the man here to turn him over to the law court,” Octyus said. 

“I brought him here to have dinner,” my father replied politely. 

“What?!” Admeistius burst out. “This rude fellow insulted me in the agora. He broke into my house!” 

“For which he was punished. In Acarnania he redeemed himself in battle.” 

Somewhat hysterically Admeistius babbled, “Just because he murdered a couple of pirates in their sleep, I am supposed to forget about the crime he committed? He tried to kill me!” 

“Yes, you are to forget,” my father said coldly. Although the Corinthians praised us to our face for ridding them of the pirates, behind our backs some of them belittled Dorieus’ victory by claiming slitting men’s throats in their sleep was not the same thing as defeating another force on the field. We knew Dorieus was saving us for the battles ahead in Sicily. He did not want to see even one of us die exterminating a den of sea rats. The Corinthians knew nothing of the profession of war or how to care for one’s men, all of which irritated Dorieus into replying, “If you wish a trial, let it be by combat. Go get your arms and armor, sir. I am sure Theokles would be happy to demonstrate for you how to slit a throat.” 

While Admeistius sputtered and turned dark red, Octyus ended the discussion with a wave of his hand. “There will be no need. The matter is concluded. Come Lord King, I want you to meet a dear friend of mine. He also happens to own ten of the ships that will be transporting you to Sicily in the spring…” 

From the glint in Admeistius and Theo’s eyes, I knew neither man would forget their quarrel. 

Inside the great hall, light and warmth came from a central hearth fire and oil lamps set into marble columns that supported the encircling balcony. After all the proper introductions had been made the men sat or reclined on feather-stuffed pillows around low tables while young male and female slaves scurried about with silver trays containing all manner of delicacies. Geese livers. Pickled leeks. Mushrooms, snails and raw clams. The main course was something called a roasted ‘Trojan pig.’ Its belly was cut open and sausages and fruit spilled out. On the table there were different spices like pepper, salt made of mackerel intestines and even silphium. 

Dorieus and his captains were unimpressed by the rich display of food. Instead I watched my father and Paraebates exchanging looks, rolling their eyes. To them, the men of Corinth had been made soft by luxury like fancy foods, clothing, perfume and jewelry. Likewise, I could see that Admeistius and his friends looked at us like we were crude, uncultured savages. 

When the meal was finally over, the elderly Ocytus, with a great show of deference to his guests, excused himself for bed, leaving the men to drink raisin wine and talk. 

“Lord Dorieus, I apologize for my earlier, rash words,” the oily, black-bearded Admeistius said reclining on a pile of pillows by my father. “I hope to make it up to you with a little performance by my female slaves.” With that he clapped his hands and on cue six scantily clad young women entered the center of the hall and danced before us. Each had clever little bells on their fingers and toes that made a pleasant jingle as they leapt about. 

One woman stood out from the rest. There was something familiar about her body, her blue eyes, and the way she moved. I sensed it must be Stesilaus, but at first I didn’t recognize her. They’d cut her long blonde hair to her shoulders, painted black kohl makeup about her eyes, and covered her cheeks with rouge made of crushed mulberries. She wore a beaded Egyptian headdress and a sheer silk himaton that flowed around her body like a gold mist. To confirm her identity, all I had to do was look at Theo sitting beside me. His mouth was wide open and his eyes glazed over like he was staring at an Olympian goddess. 

They’d only just begun when Admeistius climbed to his feet clapping his hands, waving at the girls to stop. “No, no, no! I told you no!” he shouted at Stesilaus. “I don’t want you here. Leave! The others can finish. I’m sorry Lord King for the interruption. The girl is new and devious as a lawyer.” 

Dorieus stood up, causing all of us to stand with him. “Is this the woman? The one Theokles tried to take from you?” 

“Yes m’lord. This is an embarrassment I wished to avoid. I told the girl she was not to dance. But here she is. Disobedient to my word. I shall have her whipped till the tiles run red with her blood.” 

“You shall do no such thing. Tell them to please continue. All of them,” he said sitting, and we sat along with him. 

I’d seen plenty of naked girls dance at home in Sparta, but none like this. The traditional Dorian dances were fairly conservative; a lot of synchronized athletic leaping around like a herd of gazelles. All of us watched wide-eyed as the six lithe figures before us shook their breasts and undulated their hips in a very suggestive manner. All were eye-catching, but Stesilaus out-shone them all. She danced with an enigmatic smile, an energy and a jiggling body that sucked the men in like quicksand. Even Othryades stayed awake long enough to watch the entire performance. 

“This style of dance is all the rage in the East,” Admeistius said popping a baked newborn rabbit fetus into his mouth. “It is naughty, no?” 

Dorieus was as mesmerized as the rest. When the dance was done and Admeistius had ordered the young women to leave—my father pointed at Stesilaus. “Tell her to stay.” 

“As you wish m’lord,” Admeistius said and motioned for Stesilaus to stand before my father. There was no mistaking the look of joy on the young woman’s face as she skipped nimbly back into the hall, where she struck a demure pose in front of my father with her eyes fixed on her feet. Her face glistened with a sheen of moisture as pure as dew, her sheer silk outfit clung to the sweat on her arms and legs, and her chest heaved from her exertions. “She’s a pretty little tart, isn’t she? She claims to be the niece of the poet Simonides. Perhaps you have heard of him. She too is from the island of Keos, with a voice as sweet as a nightingale.” 

Unbeknownst to us, Stesilaus’ blonde hair and fair face reminded my father of a young version of my mother, for whom he still grieved. When he saw Stesilaus, it was as if his beloved Phile had returned from the dead. He, like Theo and most of the men in the room were smitten. All but me. I watched my father intently, aware of how he was unable to take his eyes from the girl, a woman half his age. Dorieus cleared his throat, and said, “Have her recite a poem for us.” 

Admeistius clapped his hands. “You heard the king. A poem girl. A poem for King Dorieus and his brave Spartiates.” 

Beside me I was aware of the affect Stesilaus was having on Theo. The entire time she’d been in the room she’d never once looked at him or acknowledged the presence of anyone other than her master Admeistius and his guest of honor Dorieus. I listened as Theo made a variety of noises besides me, groaning, growling and even bird calls with the express purpose of catching Stesilaus’ attention, but she never once looked at him. 

“Wait,” my father said. He knew Theo had tried to carry her off and was curious as to the relationship between the two. “Theokles. Stand up. Have the girl recite a poem to him. I want to hear what she has to say.” 

For a brief moment Stesilaus looked surprised and uncertain what to do. Then she nodded, smiled to herself and walked toward Theokles who slowly stood facing her. 

With a polite bow to Admeistius and then Dorieus, with her eyes still on the ground, Stesilaus said, “A poem for the warrior king. A poem by my lady Sappho.” 

She looked up at Theo, and with her eyes flashing with the wrath of the gods, recited sharply … 




“Happily on another shine 

The eyes that once looked into mine. 

How false is this fair misery 

When I am forgotten by thee! 

I care nothing for one that true love can betray 

Love on, have your little day, 

Make your pretence of love—all so faithlessly, 

You sir, are nothing to me!” 




The men in the room burst out in applause and laughter, Dorieus louder than the rest. 

“No, no, no!” Admeistius cried, feigning indignation when in fact he was quite delighted by Theo’s obvious displeasure. “Get over here you wayward, willful girl! You insult my guest and embarrass me in front of the king.” 

Stesilaus did as commanded and stood once more before Dorieus and Admeistius with her eyes lowered respectfully to the floor, while Theo plopped down beside me looking like he’d been kicked in the crotch. Theo cursed us all under his breath. No man likes to be laughed at. Least of all at the instigation of the woman he loved. 

“M’lord Dorieus, I shall have molten bronze dripped down her throat.” 

“You’ll not harm a hair on her head,” my father said greatly amused. “The girl has courage, a virtue I find lacking in Corinth. Come here girl. Look at me. What is your name?” 

“Stesilaus,” she whispered shyly. Fearfully she glanced up, then batted her lashes flirtatiously. The girl had as many facial expressions as she did dance steps. She stood before Dorieus tapping her foot nervously, his power and his bearing having an obvious effect on her. 

My father smiled, the happiest I’d seen him in years. Since my mother was alive. “Please sing a song for us. A song of celebration.” 

With that Stesilaus thought for a moment, then bowed from the waist and began to dance and sing: 




“Around the altar the daughters of Crete 

Stomp to the music with their dainty feet…” 




Skipping about the room, doing the steps of our traditional Dorian wedding ceremony, with golden silk flowing around her, the girl continued: 




“Their white robes swirl up, ripple and pass 

Scarce seeming to touch the sacred grass. 

So dance the Muses, so dance the Graces 

Under the moon, silent, with reverent faces. 

Then up to the altar with gifts they bring 

The bride and groom into the wedding ring…” 




She approached Dorieus, stomped her right foot on the ground, bowed and held out her hand to him, beckoning him to take the part of the groom in the dance. My father wasted no time in jumping to his feet. He took Stesilaus’ little fingers in his giant hands and spun her around the hall like she was weightless. The men, both the Corinthians and Spartiates clapped their hands with the beat of their dancing feet. 

My father moved like I’d never seen him move before, with amazing grace and great joy. Theo on the other hand looked miserable. His initial excitement at seeing the girl of his dreams had been dashed and trodden underfoot. In his anguish I caught him wipe away a tear. 

When the dance was finished, my father lifted the girl’s chin so he could look into her eyes. “Admeistius. You will have your slaves bathe her. Have them wash off the perfume and the makeup. Dress her in a plain, simple white robe. And then you will send her to me.” 

Beside me Theo made a tortured sound. 

“If the noble son of King Anaxandridas wishes her company for an evening, you may...” 

Dorieus turned and looked at the man sternly. “Your father offered me many fine gifts. Slaves. Gold. Land in Syracuse. Keep them. Instead, I am taking Stesilaus. She is my Briseis. She is the prize I claim for ridding you of the pirates. Give her to me, and I will give you Sicily.” 

Looking like he was getting swindled in the marketplace, Admeistius squirmed uncomfortably. “Although a bit petulant, the girl has great value. I paid a talent of silver for her…” 

“After I build my city, I will send you ten talents of silver for her.” 

“A girl such as this m’lord, can earn that much in the temples. Over several years of course…” 

My father’s face reddened. “You make this girl serve in the temples?” 

“Not just any temple. The Temple of Aphrodite on the Acrocorinth. We save it for the truly beautiful girls like Stesilaus. At twenty-one, she’s a bit old, but the men line up for her. Already she has earned back half the talent of silver she cost me. A girl like her is a good investment. And all she has to do is spread her thighs.” 

There was no mistaking Stesilaus’ humiliation and embarrassment. Those who knew my father well like Paraebates, Othryades and myself knew Admeistius was a cat whisker’s width away from having his nose broken. Dorieus took a few deep breaths, the color returned to his cheeks and he said, “Send her to my tent. Tonight.” He thanked the Corinthians for their hospitality and told us it was time to leave. 

No one said a word on the walk back to camp. Theo limped along beside me staring at my father like he wanted to stick a knife between the king’s shoulder blades. Before we reached our tents, just outside the Lion Gate in a moonlit lane between two leafless olive orchards, Dorieus stopped and turned to face Theo. 

“Let’s settle this now,” he said grimly. “You want to fight me for the girl, don’t you?” 

Surprised, Theo replied, “Yes.” 

“Then let it be the pankration,” Dorieus said calmly. 

Theo swallowed hard and whispered his reply, “As you wish.” 

None of the men wore their heavy metal breastplates or helms, nor carried shield or spear. Each wore a wool tunic and their crimson cloaks, with a spatha and a knife sheathed on their belt. Dorieus and Theo threw their cloaks aside, dropped their belts and squared off. 

No man with any sense wants to fight the pankration. It is a no holds barred combination of boxing and wrestling with very few rules. Gouging out eyes, breaking bones, smashing windpipes—were all permitted. About the only rule was that you were not allowed to kill your opponent—but some still died. Though held at the Olympic Games there were usually very few contestants because very few pankrationists lived very long. 

Though Theo was a champion athlete, with his broken fingers and broken foot, he was at a severe disadvantage. Nor did Dorieus show him any mercy. Never have I seen Theo beaten so badly. My father toyed with him like a cat teasing a wounded bird. He used his fists on Theo’s face to close both eyes before using his elbow to smash several ribs. 

Paraebates, Othryades, Thessalus, Sostrate, Onsimus and I formed a circle around the two combatants. Theo stumbled about blindly in the center. In the wan moonlight I could tell my father was considering whether or not to kill Theo. Should he finish him? Where to strike? The throat? My father tripped Theo sending him sprawling in the dirt. 

I shouted out, “No!” 

All eyes turned to me, including Dorieus. “Do you want to take his place?” 

That was meant to shut me up, nor did I know what to say or do, I had no plan. My rescue came in the form of footsteps from the Lion Gate. A bald-headed slave with three overlapping bellies led Stesilaus toward us on a leash. She wore leather sandals strapped up her calves and a long fur cloak made of fox pelts against the chill night air. The makeup had been washed from her face and her blonde hair braided on top of her head. Unhidden by her locks, her face shone as radiant as the moon, and in her fur coat she looked like a vision of Artemis herself. 

My father stepped out of the circle, snatched the rope from the slave’s hand, gently removed it from Stesilaus’ neck and told the fellow to return to his master. 

As she stepped closer to the ring of men Stesilaus squinted at Theo’s crumbled form on the ground and gasped in horror. “You’re killing him!” 

“He tried to take you once,” Dorieus said simply. “He will try to take you again.” 

Rather than throwing herself over Theo to shield him, as a fool would have done, the girl threw herself at my father. She stood close against him, so that their bodies touched, which had more of an effect on him than any punch Theo could have thrown. Looking up at him, Stesilaus implored, “Please don’t kill this man for my sake. I’ve already lost my son. I want no more killing on my account. I could not bear such a burden on my soul. Please, I beg you. I will be faithful to you, m’lord. You have nothing to fear from this man. If he so much as tries to touch me, I will tell you.” 

“And I will cut off his hands,” my father growled. 

“Now there’s an idea,” Thessalus interjected. “I know how you can handle our bard from Amyklae.” 

“You have an opinion, as usual,” Dorieus said with some annoyance. “You’ve always favored Theokles. What do you suggest?” 

Pointing at Stesilaus, Thessalus said, “You’re bringing a young, beautiful girl into a camp of five thousand men. All of them will want her. What are you proposing to do, fight everyone? Nor can you watch over her all day long. When you’re with the army the girl is going to need constant protection. If Theo cares for her—as he seems to—make him guard your lady. I daresay, he’ll keep her safer than anyone else could.” 

“That’s like having a wolf guard the hen house,” Paraebates rumbled. 

“We make him take an oath,” Thessalus continued. “Theo so much as tries to kiss the young lady, he loses his tongue. Touches her, he loses his hands, and so forth.” 

“It’s a damn fool idea,” my father said shaking his head, as if hoping to shake loose a better solution. Now that they’d stopped fighting the blood had cooled in his veins. Nor did he want to kill Theo in front Stesilaus. Thessalus was right. Many men would want her. He couldn’t kill them all. “I will give it some consideration. Get down on your knees both of you. Let me hear your oaths.” 

The girl took a deep breath and dropped to her knees in front of Dorieus in a suppliant’s pose. “I will be faithful to you and only you m’lord. I swear it on the soul of my dead son.” 

Paraebates gave Theo a kick to rouse him. Kneeling beside the girl, his lips bloody and his eyes swollen closed, he mumbled, “I will not touch her. I swear it by Apollo.” 

Dorieus nodded and said, “You’re in no shape to look after a kitten. Stay with the crows. For the time being, I will watch over Stesilaus myself.” 

Wiping the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand, Theo shakily got to his feet and nodded. 

With that Dorieus took Stesilaus to his tent. I took Theo to Lycaon who cleaned him up the best he could, though he said he could nothing about his ribs. “You’re not spitting up blood. That’s a good sign. It’ll heal in time. Till then, try not to breathe.” 

Theo and I slept in our crimson cloaks on the ground outside Dorieus’ tent. Thankfully Theo’s mouth was too battered for him to talk. We lay silently, trying to overhear the two whispered voices inside. Once I think I might have heard the girl crying. Then nothing, but the sound of their even breathing as they slept. 







Part III: Delphi 




Gnōthi seauton. 




Inscribed in the pronaos of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi, translated it means, “Know thyself.” 










17. Black-Hulled Ships 




Seamanship, just like anything else, is an art. It is not something that can be picked up and studied in one’s spare time. Indeed, it allows one no spare time for anything else. 




Thucydides 




We spent that winter working like pack mules. 

To keep the Corinthians supplying us, Dorieus agreed to use our army to pave the Diolkos Road. During the sailing season ships lined up and were hauled across the thirty-five stadia isthmus road rather than sail around the southern tip of the Peloponnese. When it rained the earth turned to mud and the rollers beneath the boats sank in the muck making the Corinthians want a road of stone. Throughout the cold months we kept ourselves warm by cutting, carrying and setting heavy blocks of granite. 

Building the road would have been drudgery had not Thessalus made a game of the work. The goal of the contest each day was to see who could lay the most block. Everyone took part, even Dorieus with the hippos, Pareabates with a unit from Libya called the leopards, Theokles with the crows, and I with Clitius and the bulls. The hippos or leopards always won, but we enjoyed watching Dorieus and Pareabates compete. Seeing the king lifting heavy stone alongside of them, and doing it cheerfully, did a lot to build morale and muscle. 

The men forgave Theo for his desertion. How he’d tried to carry off Stesilaus made for a good story, especially in camp where life was generally dull and routine. How Dorieus had taken Stesilaus from the son of Octyus as his prize and nearly beaten Theo to death was told time and again around the cook fires at night. 

Theo won his place back among the men with his music. When he was recovered from my father’s beating enough to join us on the Diolkos Road he made up little ditties and got the men to sing as they worked. 




“When my grandma was sixty-one 

She built a road just for fun, 

When my grandma was sixty-two 

She could build a road better than you.” 




I’d always scoffed at Theo’s songs, but that winter for the first time I realized there was a reason music had been a part of the training in the Spartan agoge. Working and singing together was like marching together. It built a spirit within us that made the army think and act as one. 




“When my grandma was sixty-three 

She could build a road better than me, 

When my grandma was sixty-four 

She built a road from shore to shore...” 




No one forgot about Theo’s oath. All winter long men watched his every move and waited for him to break his word—and the king to break his neck. 

One chill day as we worked on the road, during a water break Theo and I walked away from the other men and sat on a sand dune watching the endless grey waves of the Saronic Gulf rush hissing up onto the sand. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” Theo said staring out to sea. “You and everyone else. You’re waiting for me to carry off Stesilaus. And it’s true. I think about it. I think about it every day. But I’m not that stupid.” 

If Theo didn’t see Stesilaus, maybe he would have forgotten about her, but he couldn’t help but see her. We all did. Dorieus didn’t trust anyone to look after his prize and wasn’t about to lose her like he did Phile, so he took her with him everywhere. Whether he drilled our troops or worked on the road, wrapped in her furs, Stesilaus followed along behind him like a faithful hound. The first man to make a crude comment about her within his hearing, an unfortunate perioicoi named Brimo, Dorieus hit him so hard in the head, he nearly killed the man. After which no one said a word about Stesilaus. At least not within my hearing. It was only when I hid in the shadows and spied on my father’s captains that I overheard men like Thessalus and Lycaon bitterly complain about the girl’s presence. To them Stesilaus was a distraction that would eventually result in my father’s destruction. They quietly wished Theo would carry her off, just so the army could get back to business as usual. 

As we sat on a sand dune staring at the endless roll of the waves, I told Theo, “You like Homer. Remember what happened to the Trojan prince Paris after he carried off Helen. It did not end well for him.” Helen’s husband, the Spartan King Menelaus caught up with Paris and took Helen back. Paris ended up dead, while Menelaus and Helen lived a long life together. 

“You’re not telling me anything I don’t know,” Theo said absent-mindedly digging a hole in the sand with his toe. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to break my oath to your father. What, and get exiled? Where would we go?” 

“My father would hunt you down and kill you both.” 

“I know that,” Theo said in growing annoyance. “So I’ve stayed away from her. Not that it matters. When she walks by me during inspection she never even looks at me. She ignores me. It’s like we never met.” 

“She’s smart,” I told him. “Stesilaus doesn’t look at you, because if she did, you’d do something stupid and end up like Brimo.” 

“Maybe you’re right.” 

“I don’t know what you see in her.” I was beginning to agree with Thessalus and the other captains. Stesilaus had my father acting like a school boy, showing off in front of her, laughing too loud, pretending to be charming. It was disgusting. According to the priest Lycaon, she would be the death of us all. Nor did I like the way she had replaced my mother in my father’s bed. “She’s just a porna.” 

Theo reacted by throwing an elbow at my face. I saw it coming and deflected it with my forearm. The next thing I knew the two of us were rolling down the sand dune, punching, kicking and snarling like two wild dogs. This was the first time we’d tangled since he’d broken his hand, foot and ribs. Thessalus had forbidden him to box or wrestle till his bones healed, all of which seemed fine now. In truth, I’d missed my bouts with Theo. I had learned a lot from him. We were fairly evenly matched now and he had a knack for annoying me that made it enjoyable to punch him in the jaw. 

As we thrashed about, kneeing and elbowing one another, a group of Lacedaemonians that had been sitting below us on the sand dune scattered like sea gulls. Eventually they pulled us apart. One of them, an enomotarch named Timon said, “He attacked you Eury! I saw the whole thing. I will report this your to father so…” 

“No, no,” I said. “Theo was just showing me a new wrestling move. Forget it.” 

Our auletes piped out a series of notes, letting us know we were to get back to work. Theo and I limped back to the Diolkos Road. Lowering my voice, I said, “I didn’t mean to insult her. You admit, she did serve in the Temple of Aphrodite.” 

Theo balled up his fists and looked about ready to hit me again, till he sighed and relaxed his hands. “You don’t like her because she took Zoe.” 

That was true. Stesilaus complained to Dorieus that she was surrounded by men and needed the company of a woman. Zoe was the only other woman in camp, so my father gave her to his mistress like he was giving her a caged canary to talk to. 

“Not at all,” I replied. “I’m glad she’s out of my hair.” In truth, I did not want the responsibility for another human life, especially a dirty, little helot. 

“For an Agiad, you’re a lousy liar. If you dislike Zoe so much, why did you give her your ivory Amun? Everyone knows you favor her, but you’ll never say so because you’re a royal snob and she’s a lowly Achaean. At least admit this,” he said, “the helot princess looks like a princess these days, doesn’t she?” then he went off to join the crows. 

Theo was right. Stesilaus had given Zoe a bath, washed the dirt from her face, combed the knots from her hair and put her in clean robes. Which caught all of the helots’ attention. They began bringing Zoe gifts. She’d wake up mornings to find a freshly caught fish, rabbit pelt or a live squirrel in a cage outside her tent flap. When the weather warmed they left her flowers, chicken eggs and tomatoes they stole from the surrounding fields. The way the helots were behaving I began wondering if maybe Clitius was right. Maybe Zoe did have some of Helen’s divine blood. The way Stesilaus braided Zoe’s black hair and styled it atop her head, she actually did look like a princess. My father’s mistress had done the impossible, she’d turned a skinny house helot into an attractive young woman. Now when we crossed paths and she was following Stesilaus, the same way her mistress kept her eyes lowered respectfully in the presence of the men, Zoe never looked at me. Not that I cared. I kept telling myself that I was smitten by the Persian girl and Zoe was merely a distraction. 

We worked all morning on the road, while afternoons were devoted to marching, drilling and exercise. After the men finished practicing in the fallow fields beside our camp, when they settled down to eat their evening meal and sit about the fires drinking wine, to get Zoe out of my thoughts, I’d begun sneaking out of camp and going down to the port of Lechaeum overlooking the Gulf of Corinth to gawk at the warships. With their oculus painted eyes on their prows and long, narrow frames, they looked like giant, deadly sea serpents washed up on the beach. 

Theo didn’t understand my fascination with the sea. Nor did he offer to come with me, which turned out to be smart on his part, because every time I sneaked off I got caught on the way back. After giving me ten strokes from the Agiad cane on four occasions, Thessalus brought me before my father. 

“Running off to loaf on the docks?” Dorieus frowned. “I don’t understand you boy. Do you like getting punished?” 

I didn’t understand it myself. When I was young, I felt the same as my fellow Lacedaemonians, terrified of Poseidon Earthshaker and a watery grave. When we’d been in Libya I’d paid little attention to my father’s trireme the Agreuousa. At the time I thought of it as a big wooden chariot that could carry two hundred men to battle and nothing more. Now I felt drawn to the waves lapping at the harbor like I was being lured there by the song of some beautiful temptress like the monstrous sirens. 

“I want to learn how to sail,” I said. 

Thessalus and my father exchanged glances, Thessalus tugging at his pointy white beard and my father rubbing his eyes as if hoping when he opened them I would start making sense. 

“Boy,” Dorieus said trying to be patient, “we’re spearmen, not sailors.” 

“Why can’t I be both?” 

“The sea is more dangerous than any battlefield,” my father said with some exasperation. “A trireme might look sturdy and secure when it’s drawn up on land, but in the middle of the sea it’s as flimsy as a piece of driftwood. You’re at the mercy of the wind and waves. It’s no wonder people think there are monsters under the sea. When you go to war, you want firm ground under your feet. On the pitching deck of a ship, you fall overboard, and your armor will take you to the bottom as fast as a rock.” 

“Maybe it’s not such a bad idea,” Thessalus mused. “None of us are seamen. What could it hurt to let Eury spend some time with the Medea? A day might come that such knowledge could prove useful.” 

There was nothing I could add that would sway my father. If I opened my mouth, most likely I’d anger him and he’d deny my request. So I kept quiet. 

Dorieus paced back and forth. “All right,” he sighed and nodded. “I’ll speak to Octyus. He’ll introduce you to Mnason, the trierarch of the Medea. Only I don’t want him using you like a common peasant to tar his boat. You’ll be there to learn how to captain.” 

A few days later it was arranged. After we finished working on the road, I walked with the army as far as the great marble fountain at Peirene. The place was named after a local woman whose son had been slain by the goddess Artemis and Peirene’s tears caused the spring to flow. At the fountain the Lacedaemonians took the cow path south to camp and I followed the cart ruts in the earth leading west. With every step the scent of salt air grew stronger till it tickled my lungs like an acrid mist. 

Eventually I came to a cliff over-looking Lechaeum and the Gulf of Corinth. According to local fishermen the seaside village of white-washed houses was named for a son of Poseidon named Leches. Two long moles built of black rocks protected the harbor making the water as calm as a lake and a safe haven for hundreds of ships. Nestled around the cove of aqua blue water was a fishing village built on stilts. The tilting, wooden houses looked like they would blow over in the slightest wind and sometimes did. The alleyways between the houses were so narrow and winding, it seemed the place had been designed by a drunken fisherman. My first trips into Lechaeum resulted in getting completely lost, a common phenomenon among visitors that the locals found amusing. I learned most seaside villages were purposely laid out like a maze to confuse pirates and sea raiders, giving the local inhabitants enough time to gather their belongings and escape to the safety of Corinth’s long walls. 

The only thing about Lechaeum that was in excellent repair was its dock. The wealthy merchants among the Bacchiadae had built a long wooden walkway that curved around the cove. In most places I ever visited ship captains hauled their ships up on the beach at night. Only wealthy, well-established ports like Corinth, Miletus and Syracuse had wooden docks. They were difficult and expensive to build and maintain, but merchants loved them because they allowed their crews to load and unload their cargos more easily, and warship trierarchs loved them, because it allowed them to get their triremes to sea more quickly, making it harder to surprise them, as warships were horribly vulnerable on dry land. 

As I walked along the wooden dock between the cracks in the boards, I watched as the water beneath my feet gently rippled toward the shell and seaweed strewn beach. There was something enlivening about the crisp salt smell of the sea and hypnotic about the endless roll of the waves. Staring west at the far horizon, the Gulf of Corinth looked like a shimmering roadway between the mountains of Achaea in the south and the Parnassus Mountains to the north. The sparkling gulf was a gateway leading to exotic places like Libya, Italy and Sicily, and strange people like the Phoenicians, Nasamones and one-eyed cyclopes. No wonder Hellenes loved the tale of Odysseus. Stories about the sea were stories of adventure. 

The harbor was an anthill of activity. Men had pulled ships large and small from the water and spent the winter working on them; caulking and painting their timbers, replacing rigging and mending sails. The people who lived by the sea moved at a slower pace than hardy landlocked folk like the Lacedaemonians. While the Spartiates raced to see who could place more granite blocks on the Dioklos Road, Lechaeum’s villagers moved as slow as a horseshoe crab. Whether they were sawing wood, tarring the hull of a ship or refitting the mast, sea people moved like their joints were rusty and needed oiling. I could see why my father was concerned that I did not pick up any of the Corinthians’ bad habits. They put in a few hours of labor in the morning, napped most of the afternoon and spent their evenings drinking uncut wine and chasing pornai. 

The city’s great warships, Corinth’s twenty-eight triremes, sat on the north side of Lechaeum. They lined the end of the cove like a cabal of snobby aristocrats that were too high and mighty to mingle with common fishing boats. Each trireme had been drawn up the beach on rollers, past the high tide mark to spend the winter housed like royalty in long, narrow ship sheds. 

I found the Medea protected from the wind and weather in one such pine barn with a clay tile roof supported by mildewed granite columns. Over the winter months, much of the warship had been disassembled, from the rowing benches and gang plank to the mast and outrigger. Each piece of the ship was carefully gone over for signs of rot and replaced or repaired if need be, then put back together again like a giant wooden jigsaw puzzle. 

The trierarch of the Medea was a weather-beaten Ionian named Mnason with skin as brown and tough as boiled leather. He was a head shorter than I, about my father’s age, and hailed from the Aegean island of Samos, famed among the Hellenes for its ships and its pirates. At first glance the sea captain seemed like a solemn, gloomy man, with droopy, melancholy eyes. It was only when he spoke about the Medea that he brightened and showed signs of life. 

When I first met Mnason, he did not like the idea of being ordered by Octyus to teach me seamanship. “Frankly, I can’t say I’ve ever heard of a Spartan trierarch before. I’m not sure it’s possible to teach you people anything other than how to gut someone with a spear, and from what I hear, that’s all you’re good at. You want to become a sailor, you’ve got to grow up by the sea and spend every day on the water.” He looked at me and grimaced like a rotting fish was stinking up his ship shed. “Your father is King Dorieus, huh? I suppose I ain’t got much choice in the matter, do I? Just don’t expect your daddy to grant you any favors down here. The first thing you need to learn about ships boy, is that when we are at sea, a captain’s word is law. Even kings follow my command when it comes to running the Medea. Octyus might set the destination, but as far as how we get there, that’s up to the ship’s master: me.” He looked at me and shook his head as if hoping I would get discouraged and go away. When I didn’t, he sighed deeply and waved for me to follow him. “All right. We’ll see how you do. This time of year, Poseidon drowns any fool that tries to cross his oceans, so no one sails in winter. Not till the winds settle down. We use the time to get ready for good weather. So you’re going to get a good education on how ships are maintained. The second thing you need to learn is that we refer to ships as ladies for a reason. The Medea is as demanding as any woman you will ever meet. Maybe moreso. She requires constant care and attention. Come on.” 

I followed Mnason around the Medea toward the prow. Like all Corinthian warships, leaning out over the bow was a bust of the city’s patron goddess, Aphrodite. A naked young man tanned as black as a Nasamone hung out over the side of the ship painting the love goddesses’ wings white. Her hair was painted yellow, her eyes blue and her lips red. 

The trierarch patted the hull affectionately, the timbers of which were coated with dried, salt encrusted pitch. “Go ahead and touch her. Feel her sides. Don’t be afraid. Bang on the timbers. That’s it. Give her a nice rap in the ribs. Here’s your lesson for the day,” Mnason said placing his ear near the hull and tapping his fingers on the wood. “A ship’s greatest enemy, more dangerous than a Phoenician war galley, is the sea worm. They infest the entire Mediterranean like locusts. Just one little worm burrows a hole into the hull, and they can sink my proud lady like a stone. The only way to keep the slimy bastards out, is to tar everything below the waterline.” 

We walked around the bow to the starboard side where a half dozen Corinthians worked. I watched a man use a torch to carefully melt the old pitch from the hull. “Some captains leave the old coating on and just keep slapping more tar on top. That only adds weight. Speed is what wins sea battles. You don’t want anything slowing you down. It could mean your life and the life of your crew.” 

Mnason handed me a brush with a long handle and pointed at a cauldron of bubbling black liquid hanging from a tripod over a fire. The overpowering, brackish scent of black tar filled my nostrils making me light headed for a moment. 

“Don’t breathe it in, paint it on. Well boy, you wanted to learn about ships. You’ve got to start at the bottom with the swabbies. Now get to work. You’ve got the rest of the day to finish painting the starboard side. Don’t worry, I ain’t going to expect you to clear off the old pitch. You’re liable to set the whole ship on fire. Tomorrow you get to help paint the port side. Be careful not to let any drip on ye. It’ll burn your skin off.” 

Homer was right when he called them ‘black-hulled ships.’ Working alongside the Corinthians, all of whom were freemen, I moved a crusty black brush side to side, painting the bottom of the Medea with thick, steamy black oil. After Mnason ambled off, the men eyed me cautiously. One of them guessed from my long blonde hair that I was a Spartan, after which they moved closer, asking me questions. It seemed everyone, even the sea people of Lechaeum had heard about our mission to Sicily and they were as excited about our re-match against the Phoenicians as we were. 

As I dipped my brush into the cauldron, a spottily whiskered old seaman missing half his teeth called Shaker, said under his breath, “M’ason, e’ neber tell you dis, but ‘im, e’s ah ‘ole pie-rat. Used ‘ta be, anyways.” The man giggled and told me Mnason had served with the tyrant Polycrates of Samos, who had forty triremes, the first fleet of its kind among the Hellenes. Even I knew about Polycrates. He used his fleet to plunder the islands of the Aegean Sea. Eventually Polycrates allied with the Persians and helped them conquer Egypt, causing my grandfather Anaxandridas to lead an expedition of Spartans and Corinthians to Samos to overthrow the tyrant, but they failed. A year after our forces withdrew, the Persian satrap of Lydia invited Polycrates to a feast, and for reasons unknown to us, had him impaled on a stake. “Which be why M’ason ‘ates ‘da Bursens. ‘Ates da Bo’necians too. Course, ebry squid onna sea ‘ates people dot burn ‘lil beebees. Dun make no sense. Lessen dey filled wit ebil spirits.” 

After we finished painting the hull, then I got to help burnish the bronze ram. It had been cast in the shape of a Cretan bull’s head, with three pronged horns protruding from its forehead leading the charge. For the winter the ram had been taken off the wooden beak of the ship and sat on several wooden rollers to keep it off the wet sand. For two days we rubbed away at the coating of blue-green tarnish, till the bronze shone so brightly I could see myself in the metal. 

“That’s it boy, polish her good,” Mnason said as he watched me work. “Stroke her like you would your girl. A trireme is built for one purpose and one purpose only: to sink ships, preferably Phoenician or Carthaginian. This ram is our primary weapon. Shine her up like you would your daddies’ sword. Make sure to sharpen her horns too.” 

As I scoured at the metal with a handful of wool dipped in vinegar, I asked, “Why was she named the Medea?” 

“Because she’s a deadly witch,” Mnason replied. “Unlike most of the triremes round here, the Medea is built for speed. All of the warships at Lechaeum are made of oak because it’s stronger. But it’s also makes them heavier and slower. The Phoenicians have always built their ships out of pine because it’s light weight and makes you faster in the water. Ram one, and it’ll crack open like an egg, but as far as maneuverability and quickness—there is nothing like a ship built of Phrygian pine. She’s a dancer, this one. A quick-footed, nimble dancer on the water.” 

When we were finished polishing the ram, it took four of us to carry the heavy bronze weapon to the prow where we nailed it back onto the beak of the ship. Next I helped Shaker put a pair of oculus-shaped eyes on the prow over the ram. The eyes were not to ward off evil spirits as I had always thought. Toothless Shaker told me, “E’s eyes is wot ‘elps ye find safe pass’ig ‘ome.” Nor were the ship’s eyes painted onto the wood as I’d thought. I discovered they were made of marble. Using small holes around the edge of the white stone, we nailed an eye on each side of the hull. Then we caulked the nail holes and painted the outside of the eye black. I watched as Shaker painted a black iris and then an ochre-colored pupil on the marble giving the prow a distinctly menacing look. 

That winter I worked hard with the Lacedaemonians on the Diolkos Road and spent whatever free time I had helping Mnason with the Medea. The trierarch slowly warmed to me and didn’t mind my questions. When I finally was able to coax him into talking about his adventures with Polycrates, I learned that when it came to ship fighting there were as many tactics to employ at sea as there were on land. Fleets could be arrayed in lines or a circle. You could ram the enemy in the hull, sheer their oars off by running close along their side or grapple with them and attempt a boarding action. 

Although triremes typically carried ten heavily armed marines and ten missile throwers, boarding actions were a tricky affair. With one hundred and seventy rowers onboard, all of whom were freemen and could be armed with knives, clubs and boat hooks, it wasn’t easy to storm and capture a ship. Phoenician warships were even more dangerous, because the Persians had put forty marines on each ship, partly to help board and capture, partly to keep the Phoenicians from rebelling. 

“Those extra marines don’t sound like much, but they are going to slow the bastards down. We run into one. Which we will. I’m going to get behind her,” Mnason said using a stick to draw in the sand, “and slam her in the rear. Go for the tiller. That’s her jugular.” 

Ramming another ship was a delicate maneuver. If done too fast you could damage your own ship. Become too entangled in their hull and you could end up going down with them. If the attack was done too slow the enemy could swarm over your bow and capture your ship. 

“You make a nice clean ram, backwater, get away and then wait around for them to sink. Once they go under, eventually they’ll roll over. Once she does, you pick off the survivors with your slingers. Wood doesn’t sink. Once you’ve dispatched the crew, you hook a line to the hull and drag her home. Then you’ve got yourself a nice prize. It’s a dangerous way to earn a living, but men get rich that way.” 

Mnason had accumulated enough wealth in Samos that he could live comfortably with his wife, his three daughters and son in Corinth, but he chose to work for Octyus because, “You live on the water all your life, you end up with salt water in your veins. If I gave it up, I’d dry up and die. Wait until we get out on the sea. You’ll see. That’s when the fun begins.” 

Winter waned and the weather finally began to warm. The snow on the Parnassus Mountains began to melt and the rivers and streams overflowed across Hellas. With spring came the greening of the countryside. All of Corinth bloomed, from the cherry tree orchards to the sweet-smelling lavender larkspur around our tents to the potted saffron in Corinth’s second story windows. With the return of the farmers to their fields came the return of good sailing weather—and the re-opening of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi. 

“I’m tired of being treated like a pack mule,” Theo said one day as we walked wearily from the Diolkos Road toward camp. Theo and the rest of the army were eager to take up their shields and spears and head overseas. 

Lycaon, who kept track of the days and months, told us that Gamelion approached. On the seventh day of the new month the Delphic Oracle would once more hear petitioners. As the re-opening of the Temple of Apollo drew near, in the evenings my father and his captains sat around their cook fire eating black broth discussing the best route to the temple. Thessalus wanted to march the army around the Gulf of Corinth. Dorieus disagreed and said he would take a small, hand-picked group of Spartiates and sail across on the Medea. 

Ever cautious, Thessalus said, “You can’t go to Delphi with only one ship. People from all over the world will be there. Let them see our power. Besides, I want every man possible there to protect you. Something happens to you, what happens to us?” 

My father shook his head negatively, “March five thousand men around the gulf? It would cost a fortune. No my friend. The army stays here at Corinth. Octyus will see that our men are fed. I’m taking just enough men to crew the Medea. Our two hundred best. They can row and serve as my honor guard when we get to Delphi. We’ll live off the land. Eury will come and help supply us with his bow. Pareabates, you’ll come to lead my guard. Thessalus you’ll come for your counsel. Lycaon, will come to take care of the sacrifices. Stesilaus to warm my bed. And, Zoe because Stesilaus will need a woman. Othryades, will remain here. You’ll be in command while I’m gone.” 

“M’lord, an excellent plan,” Lycaon interjected carefully, “but are you sure it is wise to take women with us? Ever since Jason took the witch Medea onboard the Argo, sailors have been superstitious about allowing females on a warship.” It was all right to carry women as passengers on merchantmen. Merchants looked at women like cattle. They’d carry any cargo for a price, but not a ship of war. “The entire purpose of seeking the oracle is to gain the favor of Apollo. Why risk the wrath Poseidon in the process?” 

“Octyus has merchant galleys,” Thessalus said. “The women can sail on one of them.” 

“I won’t be guided by foolish superstitions,” the king said stubbornly. “You priests invented the gods. Come up with a sacrifice or some new prayer. I don’t care how you do it. Stesilaus stays with me.” 

Lycaon shifted uncomfortably. “Your soldiers adore the girl, and are not seamen, so may not care. But you’ll need the trierarch Mnason to run the ship. You may have the blood of Heracles in your veins, but Mnason is a mere mortal. Like all sea captains he will fear the wrath of Poseidon. He may refuse to sail with women onboard.” 

“Then I will find someone who will,” my father said ending the discussion. 










18. The Wrath of Poseidon 




No great genius has ever existed without some touch of madness. 




Aristotle 




The following morning, the officers went about selecting the men to crew the Medea. Most were Spartiates, but among them were hypomeiones, perioicoi and helots. Each man would sail with his war gear giving Dorieus a small, elite company of hoplites to serve as his bodyguard. Although Theo had no sailing experience, Thessalus picked him to serve as the ship’s aulete. 

As Gamelion approached our chosen force marched down to the docks at Lechaeum. Dorieus left the women, Stesilaus and Zoe, behind, as we were not leaving yet. We had ten days before we sailed to Delphi for Mnason to whip our men into shape and get them rowing together as a unit. 

Mnason did not like the idea of having a band of ‘land-loving Lacedaemonians’ take over his ship and he had argued with Octyus to use his own crew, a request that was denied. The Bacchiadae were over-awed by my father, the likes of whom they had never met before. They were so eager to take our army to Sicily they voted to give Dorieus anything he asked for, including the Medea. Still, Mnason was able to convince Octyus to allow him his Corinthian helmsman and bow officer because they knew the waters of the gulf, and he kept his sailors because they could rig the sails better than we could. 

As our men lined up on the Lechaeum dock to file over two wooden gangplanks onto the majestic trireme, Dorieus motioned for Mnason to join him on land. Hoping his first meeting with my father was onboard his ship where he reigned supreme, looking grumpy Mnason ambled onto the dock where Dorieus towered over the trierarch. 

“You have your orders?” Dorieus asked. 

Bowing politely in deference to my father’s rank, Mnason said, “Yes sir. Octyus asked me to turn your soldiers into nautai and then sail ‘em across to Delphi. We leave in exactly eleven days. The gods willing, we’ll make it across the gulf in a day. It’ll take a half day to walk to the shrine. If all goes as planned, you’ll be at the Temple of Apollo the day before the Pythia hears petitioners.” 

“Good. When we sail there will be two more in my party. Two females.” 

Mnason’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard. “Women? You want to bring women onboard a warship?” 

“Yes. If you’re afraid of carrying them, I will find a captain with more courage.” 

Unable to meet my father’s gaze Mnason lowered his eyes to the wooden slats of the dock, staring at the water drifting lazily beneath our feet. “It won’t take courage. It’d take a damned fool. Only a captain that’s lost his mind would sail with two women onboard a warship. You’re from the plains. You don’t understand the sea. Poseidon is a fickle god. Like his brother Zeus he has an unquenchable thirst for women. Poseidon may see your females safely across the gulf. Or he may want them for himself. There’s no telling what he might do. That said, I must be a damn fool, because I’m staying with my ship. But I feel it only fair to warn you. You bring two females onboard, Poseidon will cause us some mischief before this voyage is through.” 

Dorieus clapped Mnason heavily on the shoulder. “I accept the challenge. The god’s wrath will be on my head, not yours. Just get me to Delphi.” 

With that we finished boarding and Mnason began getting us underway. The ship captain motioned for me to follow him down the gangway between the port and starboard rowing decks. As I joined him the trierarch lowered his voice and growled, “It takes months to train a good crew and your father gives me ten days. Plus he is bringing two women on board! This little trip across the gulf is going to be quite an adventure. Follow me boy. You still have a lot to learn.” 

The mooring lines were cast off, we used gaffs to push away from the docks and slowly drifted into the harbor. Mnason had the men run out their oars, one bank at a time, starting with the thalmians, then zygites, then thranites. Like the legs of a centipede the oars stood over the water in a jagged line that Mnason patiently straightened. At Mnason’s order the oars dropped into the water with a ragged splash. The Lacedaemonians pulled back hard on their oars and the Medea began to move. As the deck beneath my feet surged forward like a powerful racehorse, I began to understand Mnason’s love for the sea. 

We spent the whole day rowing back and forth inside the boundaries of the two rock moles that protected Lechaeum’s harbor. No waves slapped against the hull. Mnason said he refused to take us outside the moles. “We stay here in the pond away from the big fish until we get a few things sorted out.” 

Mnason proved to be a different sort of captain than Agathon who had trained the Lacedaemonians on the Agreuousa in Libya. Agathon had screamed at our men till his face turned purple and his voice became a hoarse, strained whisper. Mnason didn’t lose his temper, shout or curse. He studied each man carefully and went about the three tiers of benches moving men about as they rowed slowly across the harbor. 

The trierarch patted a Spartiate named Beleus on the top of the head. “You, number twenty-two. Change places with sixty-seven.” 

I’d never noticed it before, but every rower’s seat on the Medea had a number carved into the wood. Mnason knew the location of all one hundred and seventy rowing benches without ever having to glance at the symbols. 

“You, one-hundred and sixteen. Up! I want you in bench two. You put your men that keep good time in the stern where everyone can see them and follow their stroke. Eighty-four! Get up and trade seats with forty-seven. You want their weight and strength evenly distributed all over the ship. If just one section is over-loaded or one side stronger, the whole ship is out of balance and you row crooked.” He even balanced our marines evenly around the ship. Theo he placed in the center by the mast so all could hear his pipes. 

“Son, you ever play aulete for a trireme before?” 

“No sir.” 

“That about figures. All right. Listen up. I don’t want anything fancy. This ain’t a dance. I want four crisp notes. Like this. Te-dee, ta-doo, te-dee, ta-doo. Watch number one in the stern. He’s setting the pace right now. Time each note with his four strokes. First, a short high note to drop their oars. Then a long, low note for the long pull. Followed by a short, higher note to lift their sweeps from the sea. Last, a long, low note while the oarsmen push forward and recover. Try it. Te-dee, ta-doo. That’s it. Stay with number one for a while. Keep it slow and steady. This is called the ‘walk.’ These strong lads should be able to keep up this pace all day. There are two more speeds. Both faster. ‘Run’ and ‘sprint.’ Run to chase down quarry or escape from an enemy squadron. And sprint to ram another ship. There is only one other thing you need to know for now. When I want to reverse oars, you play your four notes backwards. That’s it. Keep them at a walk for now. Once I get everyone situated, we’ll practice running and sprinting.” 

Mnason went back to studying the crew, tapping men on the shoulder and moving them about like a man moving pieces on a gaming board. He re-adjusted the oarsmen, sailors and marines, all the while giving each man his duties. My father stood quietly with Pareabates and Thessalus in the stern by the kubernetes watching Mnason, and frowned in disapproval when the trierarch had me take an oar among the thranites. 

“If you want to captain a trireme boy, you’ve got to learn how to row. This way you’ll understand the limitations of your crew. Take number fifteen. That’s it. Now run out your oar. See how the thranites oars are longer than the zygites or the thalamians. They have the hardest job so you want your strongest men up here on the top benches.” 

The thalamians sat in the bottom of the ship and drew their name from the hold of ship, called the thalamus. It was the hottest part of the vessel, but also the safest from missile attacks. The zygites sat in the middle tier and drew their name from the zuga or beam that they sat upon. The thranites in the upper tier sat inside a raised wooden frame outrigger that hung out over the side of the ship called the thranos. The fir oar was lighter than I expected and had an iron weight fitted into the handle to help make it easier to balance. The thranite’s oar was called a ‘hatchet’ for the shape of the tip of their oar blade. The zygites and thalamians oar had a curve in the end that dipped into the water and was called a ‘spoon.’ 

“All right. Calm down,” Mnason told me. “It won’t be this much fun by the end of the day. Careful now. Watch the others. Mind the zygite below you. Push down. That’s it, keep the blade level with the thranites. Now push forward. Good, good. Let the oar drop. Now pull hard. Harder! Catch the water with the hatchet. That’s it. Drive the ship. Now finish; push down and lift your sweep out of the water. Recover as you lean forward. Not too bad for your first stroke. Keep it up. With a few months of practice you might be mistaken for a seaman.” 

“Lean back into it Eury,” said one of the leopards, Bakalos, sitting on the bench behind me. He had served in Libya on the Agreuousa. “Pull with your back, now your arms.” 

“Listen to the pipe,” said Xenocrates wryly from where he sat close below me among the zygites. “Keep time with your boyfriend.” 

When Mnason had us moving in unison, he had Theo increase the tempo and we practiced running. Like he was tuning a lyre, Mnason worked with Theo to set the exact pace he wanted, then strolled up and down the gangplank correcting anyone that pulled out of the water too early or banged oars. 

The sprint proved to be a test of my endurance more difficult than any footrace or wrestling match. As I pulled hard on my oar, I felt my lungs begin to burn as I sucked in air along with the stink of one hundred and seventy sweaty rowers. I feared that I would not be able to maintain the sprint as long as the older men around me, and just when I thought I would collapse, Mnason had Theo stop playing, our signal to lift our oars out of the water and hold them there while the Medea glided quickly toward our imaginary prey. Exhausted as I was, I couldn’t help but smile as the ship flew forward, slicing through the blue water of the harbor like a bronze-horned bull charging its prey. 

By the end of the day, like the rest of the men I was hot, soaked and weary. After we’d docked, shipped oars and were allowed to get up, I discovered that my back and shoulders were so sore I could hardly stand straight. Embarrassingly, what hurt the most was my bottom. Sliding back and forth all day across a wooden bench wearing only a loin cloth had blistered my backside. 

As we disembarked Mnason noted how we were walking stiffly. While we exited the ship over the gangplank onto the docks, the captain yelled, “Tonight you men on the benches are going to feel some sore muscles you never knew you had before. Get yourself a sheepskin rower’s pad in the agora. They’re cheap. Cost you a couple of copper pieces. They’ll keep you from bleeding all over my nice clean benches. I know what you’re thinking. Only a soft Corinthian would pad his bottom. I don’t care about that. I need a crew I can depend on. You get blisters, splinters and infections up your arse, you’re no good to me. You men want to sail across the gulf, and that mean’s you too Eury… you come with a rower’s pad tomorrow. That’s an order.” 

The following day when we returned each of our oarsmen carried a rower’s pad. After nine days of practice, as we were leaving the ship, Mnason said to my father. “A word with you m’lord. Tomorrow is our last day of training. Bring with you everything that you intend to take to Delphi. Have your Lacedaemonians bring any equipment they intend on carrying with them. Armor. Supplies. Treasure. I need to see how the weight affects our draft. Try to carry too much on a light ship like the Medea and we’ll take on water. Bring your women too. And when you do, I have a favor to ask of you.” 

“Yes?” my father asked suspiciously. 

Mnason looked over his shoulder as if nervous someone might be listening. He lowered his voice and said. “Dress your two women like marines. Put helmets on them and your crimson cloaks. If we disguise them as soldiers, we just might be able to hide them from the Lord of the Sea. 

Dorieus laughed. “If there really are gods, do you think they can be fooled so easily?” Before Mnason could argue, my father held up a hand to stop him. “In appreciation of the schooling you have given my son, I will grant your favor.” 

The next morning we returned, this time with the crew carrying their hoplite equipment. Once onboard, we stowed everything in the hull and each took their places as before, with Mnason placing Stesilaus and Zoe in the bow of the ship. Since the rowers faced the stern, by hiding the women in the front of the ship, Mnason reasoned they were out of sight of the men and hopefully Poseidon as well. 

We cast off our lines, pushed away from the docks and ran out our oars. Mnason bid the kubernetes set a course toward a rocky promontory on the northwest corner of the Bay of Corinth. As the Medea moved across the harbor, our unshaven captain moved about the ship, shuffling the men’s weapons and supplies about the ship until he judged we were, “As balanced as we’re going to get.” As we rowed between the two black moles that protected Lechaeum’s harbor, Mnason grumbled that our armor was weighing us down, decreasing our speed. 

“We get to the other side of the bay,” Mnason said as he paced the main gangplank between the rowing benches, “we’ll come about, raise the sail, and use the west wind to take us back to the docks.” 

Mnason had given me the humiliating task of watching Stesilaus and Zoe. I stood on a small raised platform called the forecastle beside the bow officer called a prorates, whose job it was to keep a strict watch for rocks, reefs and other ships. The prorates of the Medea was a middle-aged Corinthian out of Lechaeum named Acastus who had taught me to look for disturbances in the wave patterns of the sea as they gave you clues to what lay beneath the surface. On this particular day Acastus was having a hard time paying attention to his duties. When he wasn’t looking over the side, he glared down at the two women huddled in the corner of the forecastle. 

Stesilaus looked miserable. She lay in a heap at our feet sweating profusely under her disguise and complaining loudly about being sick. By her trembling lower lip and the look in her eyes I knew Stesilaus was terrified. Zoe sat back on her haunches trying to comfort her female companion. Like Acastus the little helot was having trouble attending to her duties as I continually caught her staring at me. Zoe took Stesilas’ hands and rubbed them, trying to give her strength. 

Acastus glanced down at them, rubbed the wooden totem of a dolphin that hung from his neck and muttered, “These two are going to bring us bad luck.” 

Our nautai had their backs to the bow, but there was a tension in the air that told me they had not forgotten the women’s presence. What if Poseidon saw them? What if trying to fool the god made him angry? 

My father stood in the stern with Mnason, his officers and the helmsmen. He seemed to be the only one unafraid of the sea god, which later as men told stories about our voyage only served to increase Dorieus’ reputation for bravery, pride and impiety. 

As we rowed across the aqua blue bay Mnason bid Theo to increase the pace to a run and then a sprint. 

“In a battle,” Mnason called to the men in the rowing benches, “I would never ask you to row this hard for this long, but its good practice. When you get into a fight, victory comes down to strength and smarts. You provide the brawn and I’ll provide the brains. All right boys. We’re here. They call this Heraeum Point. Let’s bring her about and sail for home.” 

Turning a warship around is not a simple matter of using the twin tillers in the stern. To turn the Medea to the right, the rowers on the starboard side lifted their oars from the water while the three tiers on the port side pulled hard. If a sharper turn was needed, the rowers on the starboard side would reverse their motion and back oar. 

Once the trireme’s gleaming bronze ram pointed toward the Acrocorinth, Mnason ordered our oarsmen to pull in their sweeps and stow them away. Then he had our sailors lift the spruce mast and yardarm from where they were stored beneath the gangplank. The mast was set it in its berth in the center of the ship and safely secured in place with rigging tied off to copper cleats in the stern, aft, port and starboard sides. Using a pulley that had been set into the top of the mast, sailors raised the yardarm, securing it like the mast to cleats in the sides. Lastly, the linen sail was unfurled from the yardarm and kept from flapping in the wind by tying off four ropes called sheets. Mnason had his men set the sail to catch Zephyrus, the west wind, and we began to slowly slice through the waves back toward the dock at Lechaeum. 

“Eury,” Mnason called to me. “Get up there to the top of the mast and keep a sharp lookout.” 

Thankful to get away from the two women, I used the wooden dowels fitted into each side of the mast to climb up to the yardarm. As I did, Zephyrus’s gentle breathe tugged at my hair and billowed out the linen sail so that it rippled in the breeze and occasionally snapped like sheets on a clothes line. As I climbed I could feel Mnason, my father and the rest of the ship’s complement watching me. When I reached the top I looked around in all directions and waved to Mnason signaling the all clear. Except for three dolphins that kept pace with us off the port bow, the long, narrow Medea was surrounded by an empty desert of endless, rolling waves. The only ships in sight were a few fishing boats that bobbed like corks in the distance. Behind us, to the northwest was Hera’s temple atop the rocky point named in her honor, and before us, the ship’s ram pointed southeast toward Corinth. From my vantage point at the top of the ship, in the distance the walled city of merchants, sailors and hetaerae looked like an unorganized jumble of white-washed children’s blocks tossed haphazardly around the base of the unmistakable shape of the Acrocorinth. 

Mnason cupped his hand to his mouth and called, “Pay attention to what you are doing!” 

Zephyrus cooled the sweat from my body and I thrilled to my task, enjoying the view. We had only travelled a few leagues when suddenly the wind stopped tugging at my hair. The sail wavered then went limp. We slowed and came to a halt on a dead calm sea. The dolphins off the port side had disappeared. Other than the creak of the Medea’s wooden joints, the only sound came from rocks splashing into the water behind me. I twisted around to look back at Heraeum Point in time to see a great section of stone break away from the cliffs and crash into the gulf. Atop the point the columns on the small shrine to Hera wavered, broke apart and toppled over the cliff to splash into the sea. 

From the southeast came the sound of distant thunder. “Look!” I cried pointing at Corinth. The white terraces ringed about the Acrocorinth trembled. A section of the long wall seemed to wave like trees in a storm. Poseidon Earthshaker shook the ground, houses fell, statues toppled and the great city of Corinth disappeared in a cloud of dust and smoke. 

While the entire’s ship’s crew stood spell bound, the still air was split by a shrill scream. For the first time in five months Zoe spoke. She stood at the bottom of the mast looking at me in her oversized helm yelling, “Eury!” It was then that I realized she’d followed me. She stood pointing west out to sea, where nine stadia away the dark water rose up like the tail of a giant whale. A wave taller than the walls of Corinth rolled toward us silent as the hand of death. 

“God’s eyes!” Mnason cried. “Boy, get down from there! Nautai! Run out your sweeps! If we don’t get the mast lowered and the ship turned into that wave we are going to capsize.” Quick as a squirrel coming down a tree, I climbed half way down the mast, then leapt to the deck below. 

The King’s Champions ran out their oars faster than ever before. “Port side oars! Backwater!” Mnason shouted. “Ship’s crew! Tear the mast down!” All eyes were on the wine-dark mountain moving silently toward us. With it came many a man’s greatest fear; drowning. “Starboard side oars! Forward at the run! Get us turned into that wave or we are going for a swim.” 

Instead of bringing down the mast, our five Corinthian sailors stood with their feet rooted to the deck staring up in abject fear at the watery wall that was rushing towards us. Unfazed by what was happening, Dorieus knocked the sailors out of his way and with Paraebates’ help, the two heroes added to their legend by doing the work of five men, lifting the heavy mast out of its peg, along with the yardarm and the sail. 

Mnason cut the rigging with his sword. “Over the side with it!” he yelled at my father. 

Since I stood on the gangplank by the mast I attempted to help my father only for Paraebates to elbow me out of the way. “We’ve got it boy.” Dorieus and Pareabates single-handedly tossed the heavy mast, yardarm and sail over the side, where they landed with a splash. 

Its wooden hull creaking, the long, thin trireme slowly came around, till our shiny bronze ram pointed into Poseidon’s wet tail. Mnason snapped at our rowers to tie down their oars. “Throw everything else overboard! Everything! Your armor too! We need to lighten the ship. Everything: over the side!” 

The Medea shivered beneath my feet and her timber’s groaned. When I turned around to help the men toss our supplies over the side, I ran into Zoe, who’d been standing right behind me. 

“Can you swim?” I asked. 

“No!” she said, her voice scratchy from disuse. 

I snatched the oversized helm from Zoe’s head and tossed it into the sea. Then I grabbed her crimson cloak and stripped it from her. “Get rid of your robe. If we go over the side it will drag you under.” As she was not moving fast enough I ripped Zoe’s white himaton from her shoulders and from her body, throwing it and her crimson cloak over the side. 

As the wave swept closer its shadow covered us. Like the spin of a twister or the crackle of thunder, I could hear it coming, roaring, splitting the silence like a roar of a lion about to pounce. It was the sound of Poseidon, Lord of the Sea, coming to swallow us whole. 

“Here it comes!” Mnason yelled. “Grab something and hold on! We’re in for a rough ride!” 

Taking one of Zoe’s skinny wrists I jerked her down off the gangplank and onto an empty rowing bench. I wrapped one arm around the bench and the other firmly around Zoe’s waist and held on tight. “Hold onto me,” I told her. Like me, Zoe was now naked but for a loin cloth. I took her little hands and put them around my waist. “Tight!” As her flat-chested sweaty body slid against mine, the girl began to hyperventilate, then controlled herself by taking deep breaths. 

A wave twice the height of Corinth’s walls was upon us. I thought we were about to die. Only my father seemed unafraid, quite the contrary, he appeared quite in his element, shouting at the wave, “Come on Lord of the Sea! I defy you! Come do battle with me!” 

I was certain the approaching wall of water would crash down on the Medea splintering her into a million pieces. But no. Instead the great trireme rose up through the wave, the prow tilting upwards till it seemed to point at the heavens. My stomach fell to my feet as the Lord of the Sea lifted us high in the air like we were as light as a piece of seaweed. 

With Dorieus laughing like a child riding on his father’s back, the narrow warship reached the crest of the wave and the bronze ram shot out of the sea. Cool salt water sprayed over us as the Medea shook her horns like a Cretan bull. We were moving with such speed I thought the entire ship would fly through the air. But no. Her deck shivered and her timbers groaned so loudly I thought she would snap in half. Instead the Medea floated lazily over the crest and slid down the far side of the wave. 

Zoe clung to me. I glanced down at her and found her staring up at me wide-eyed. Knowing this could be the end, trying to appear unafraid, I said, “Well, say something.” What did her patron Helen have to say? Would we live through this day? 

With that the little helot placed her arms around my neck and slid upward across my sweaty chest so that our noses touched. Her lower lip quivering, she said, “I love you,” then kissed me full on the mouth. This wasn’t the kind of kiss I sometimes had gotten from my mother or grandmother. This wasn’t a peck on the cheek. This was a kiss filled with a lifetime of yearning. This was a kiss that woke me to the fact that I was an idiot. Zoe had not followed me from Sparta to darn my clothes. Even though I’d never shown her any encouragement, for some unfathomable reason the girl cared for me. Her lips tasted as salty as the sea, were surprisingly supple and soft, not dry or chapped and were as thin and trembling as the rest of her. Zoe’s mouth held onto mine like the sucking tentacles of a squid. For a brief, euphoric moment I forgot we were riding a killer wave. I could have pushed her away, but didn’t. I was overcome by two small, little lips that were filled with a passion as powerful as the sea. 

The great warship tilted downward and glided across the far side of the giant wave as gracefully as a duck swimming across a pond. Just when I thought we were safe, the prow plunged into the trough of the wave. The long, narrow trireme sliced downward like a steel trident tossed into the ocean. The beak of the warship, the oculus-shaped marble eyes and bust of winged Aphrodite on the prow all disappeared as we dove straight toward the bottom of the gulf. Water rushed over the front of the ship taking the man farthest aft, the prorates Acastus, overboard never to be seen again. 

“She’ll come back up!” Mnason shouted. “Hold on!” 

Pulling my head back, our lips smacking apart, I told Zoe, “Take a deep breath!” 

The front of the warship submerged, then like a great whale coming up for air, the prow rose up through the sea, sending briny water surging over the deck with such force it washed oars, equipment and men over the sides. 

I saw Zoe take a gulp of air, then the gulf rushed over us like a raging flood. It was just as Mnason had said. Poseidon was trying to take our women. It felt as if the god was trying to rip Zoe violently from my grasp. The force of the ocean was more powerful than any gale force wind I’d ever been through, but I held onto the little girl with one arm, while clinging to a rowing bench with the other. Poseidon’s strength was so great he threw bits of debris torn from the ship at us. An oar smacked me in head and the bust of Aphrodite bounced across my back. The wooden seat I held onto splintered and broke apart. The god picked us up and threw us across the galley as easily as if he was sweeping two dust balls from the deck. 

As we went over the side, I managed to grab hold of an oar port. The deluge continued to tug at us, but I held on tightly to the ship and to Zoe. Salt water forced its way up my nose into my mouth. I wouldn’t be able to hold my breath much longer. Zoe might already be breathing in water. As we hung over the side, finally the last of the water flooded across the decks and like a duck preening her feathers, the Medea slowly righted herself and the sea subsided, leaving us bobbing peacefully on a calm gulf under a gentle Mediterranean sun. 

Blinking the stinging salt from my eyes, I saw that Zoe was still alive. She sputtered, gasped and looked up to give me a brave smile. Dangling over the port side, I saw that pieces of the thranos, the wooden outrigger, had been ripped from the ship. Zoe’s feet touched the water. Pulling the girl up beside me, I slowly climbed up through the broken outrigger. When I reached what was left of the deck I was surprised to see Theo running straight at me. Without breaking stride he dove into the sea. 

In all the excitement, I’d forgotten about Stesilaus. The last I’d seen her she’d been in the bow along with the prorates Acastus who’d been carried over the side. Like Zoe, Stesilaus couldn’t swim. Panicked by the approach of the giant wave, she’d hadn’t done much more than scream, a screeching high-pitched wail that went unnoticed by all—except Theo. He watched Poseidon pick her up and toss her over the side along with Acastus. Our aulete aimed his dive between the oars, boards and debris littering the sea around the Medea. Using strong strokes he swam through the clear water till he found the flailing woman. She’d removed her bronze helmet but never thought to take off the heavy woolen war cloak that now rippled around her like a death shroud. Theo stripped her of her robes and grabbed her by the hair, yanking her upward. Kicking hard, our Amyklean bard pulled the half drowned woman to the surface. 

They say Aphrodite was born when father Zeus’ seed fell from Mount Olympus into the Aegean Sea, whereupon Aphrodite rose up naked and beautiful standing inside a clam shell. Stesilaus, unlike the goddess of love whom men liked to compare her to, came out of the sea as lifeless as a limp mackerel. I helped those of us still onboard pull Stesilaus from the sea and hand her up onto what was left of the deck. As I handed her up, when I touched her pale, nude rump, her skin felt cold and clammy, as rubbery as the flesh of an octopus, making me think she was already dead. 

As nimble as a monkey, Theo clambered back up onto the ship where he cried out in anguish. Mnason pushed him out of the way. The trierarch was the only one who knew what to do. While the rest of us watched helplessly, Mnsason rolled the lifeless woman onto her belly. Her wet hair obscured her face like golden seaweed. The ship captain sat on Stesilaus’ broad bum and began pushing down on her shoulder blades, trying to force the water from her lungs. Water leaked from her mouth the same way the sea ran over the sides. Lycaon stood beside me praying to Apollo, Lord of Healers. When Stesilaus did not respond, Mnason turned the lifeless woman over and began doing something I never would have thought to do, he began breathing air into her mouth. 

My father had been swept overboard along with Pareabates, Thesslaus and most of the crew. All swam back to the ship, some of them laughing and splashing one another. My father hauled himself up to the rail in time to see Mnason blowing air into Stesilaus’ mouth. Dorieus moved so quickly, for a moment I thought he meant to throttle the trierarch, but as fate would have it, Stesilaus coughed up water and gasped for air. When my father realized what had happened, he stopped in his tracks and had the sense to look embarrassed. While he’d been busy shouting at the Lord of the Sea, he’d forgotten about his precious prize. 

The men parted before my father who scooped his mistress up in his arms and hugged her to his breast. 

Theo looked at Stesilaus longingly and without thinking pushed a strand of wet hair out of her face. 

Dorieus batted Theo’s hand away and might have struck him if Mnason had not interceded. 

“Theo’s the one that pulled her from the sea, m’lord. If not for him, she’d be fish bait.” 

My father and everyone else onboard knew that Theo had kept an eye on Stesilaus and been the one responsible for saving her life. Which would become rather complicated, as Dorieus was grateful for Theo’s action, but at the same time distrusted him even more. 

Zoe tapped me on the arm. “Your back is bleeding.” 

“Are there any bones sticking out?” 

“No, it’s just a cut. I could sew it together if I had a needle and thread.” 

“It’s nothing. Come on. Let’s help the others.” 

I thought back to Zoe’s kiss. What a crazy little fool. How dare her. I should have been angry, but I wasn’t. I’d liked the taste of her salty, thin lips on mine and if I was completely honest with myself, I admired the skinny little helot. In a life or death situation, she hadn’t panicked, she’d done exceptionally well, better than I would have expected of a woman of any race. When Lycaon came along and led her away, modestly covering her nakedness with a piece of sail cloth I felt annoyed. I liked having her glistening, flat-chested, half-naked body at my side, but quickly put such thoughts away. There was work to be done. 

Oars, rower’s pads and barrels of food and wine bobbed in the ocean around us. We fished our people from the sea, the living and the dead, along with what equipment we could salvage. On the gentle waves bobbed the lifeless bodies of the old sailor Shaker, a Spartiate from Mesoa named Beleus and the Messenian helot Clitius. I remembered Clitius’ sword arm protecting me in the gate of the old Mycenaean fort. Placing a wet crimson cloak over his body, silently I grieved for the leader of the bulls. He had been a good soldier, as good as any Spartiate. 

Acastus’s body was never found. Most of our armor and equipment were gone. Seeming greatly irritated, as if mad at us all, Mnason snapped orders and slowly we patched the Medea together. 

“Back to Corinth,” he said looking suspiciously at a bank of clouds to the west. “The gods only know what we’ll find there.” 

Able to man only half of what was left of the benches, we rowed back toward Lechaeum in stunned silence. The gulls overhead sounded like they were laughing us. No one said a word. As Theo had lost his pipes, the only sound came from the prow slicing through the water and the slap of the oars. Winged Aphrodite had been retrieved from the sea and now lay on her side in the bow. The Medea was limping, but the proud lady had survived. All but four of us had cheated Poseidon Earthshaker out of a watery grave. We felt lucky to be alive. 

As we slid between what was left of the two black moles protecting the harbor our spirits turned even gloomier as we gazed upon the devastation the Lord of the Sea had wrecked upon Lechaeum. The wooden shanties were gone. Except for bits of debris the giant wave had wiped the sand dunes clean. Poseidon had smashed the docks and picked up ships great and small, breaking their mooring lines and flinging them into warehouses and temples. A trireme named the Nereus, ‘the old man of the sea,’ lay on its side in the middle of a street like a fish out of water. Broken pieces of people’s homes littered the shore like bits of seaweed and shell. The long, narrow ship shed that had housed the Medea had disappeared. The only thing left was four mildewed granite columns on a stretch of sand. 

We spent the rest of the day digging out survivors and collecting, burning and burying the dead. The only structure in the harbor that remained standing was the marble shrine to the Lord of the Sea. It didn’t take a priest to tell us that the disaster that day had been the work of a god. Though no one said a word, I couldn’t help but wonder if bringing two women onboard a warship had brought the wrath of Poseidon down upon our heads. 










19. The Power of Fate 




The power of fate is a wonder; 

a dark, terrible wonder— 

neither wealth nor armies 

towered walls nor ships 

black hulls lashed by the salt 

can save us from that force. 




Sophocles, Antigone 




The months of Anthesterion and Elaphebolion came and went, but we remained at Corinth. Docks, homes and roads needed to be repaired. Ships mended and hauled back to the water. Statues righted. Temples rebuilt. That spring many in Corinth considered the Spartans their saviors because we rescued lives and helped put their city back together. Dorieus knew he couldn’t get to Sicily without the Corinthians’ ships, so by aiding the Bacchiadae, he was furthering his own ends as well as creating a loyal ally that would stand by Sparta for years to come. 

During that time I avoided Zoe. I wasn’t sure how I felt about being kissed by a helot and worried that the crew would tease me, but it seemed the men had been too busy saving their own skins to notice. My father gave me permission to help Mnason refit the Medea so I spent my days wielding a hammer as I helped rebuild her ship shed. There was so much to do, each night when I returned to the Spartan camp it was already dark and the two women tucked away in their tent preparing for bed. 

One night, Dorieus and his captains lingered by the cook fire later than usual chaffing over the delay, eager to get to Sicily. Our priest Lycaon had gotten a hold of a skin of uncut wine and blabbered, “We should have never taken women onboard the Medea. You can’t fool the gods. Is it any wonder Poseidon punished us? We insult them with our arrogance.” 

Thessalus, Paraebates, Othraydes and the other officers sitting about the fire looked at Dorieus who sat on a rock chewing on a mutton bone. We all waited for my father to lose his temper and make an end of the priest. Instead the king laughed. 

“You’re fortunate that you’re a good physician,” Dorieus snorted, “because you are a drunken fool of a priest. The ground shakes. The oceans move. These things happen of their own accord. Not because of some lecherous blue-bearded titan living in a cave under the sea. Where are these gods of yours? Have you ever seen one?” 

“I see them everywhere,” Lycaon slurred. “They are in the thunderbolts that crack the sky, the sun that warms the fields, in the creatures that fill our nets. If the gods wish to walk among us, they take human form. Any one of you sitting here could be the shade of Poseidon come to hear what we have to say. So take care, my king. The gods are listening.” 

Thessalus, Pareabates and the others glanced nervously around the fire at one another. Each of them unconsciously touched the totem of their patron god in their belt pouches and rubbed it to ward off evil spirits. 

“Bah! That’s superstitious prattle,” my father replied tossing his mutton bone into the fire where it sent sparks crackling into the night sky. “If these gods of yours meant to harm us, why was the Spartan camp untouched by the quake? Explain me that. If you want to spread rumors, tell people the quake was Corinth’s fault. If your gods have any honor or decency, they would be more apt to punish the Corinthians for their drinking and whoring, not us. Octyus tells me almost a thousand people died. We lost two spearmen and Mnason lost two sailors. If the Lord of the Sea tried to attack me for bringing two women onboard the Medea, well he did a poor job, because I’m still here.” 

The men swallowed hard and glanced around, agitated over such talk. They loved and respected Dorieus, but each man also feared the gods. When asked publically their opinion the Lacedaemonians were in awe at how their king had been able to do battle with Poseidon and live to tell the tale, but privately agreed with Lycaon. Earthquakes didn’t just happen. They were sent for a reason. 

Ultimately the Corinthians agreed with Dorieus that the city was being punished for its licentious behavior. The boule voted to purge the city of its drunkards, its homeless and the older, less desirable pornai. To make sure the gods were appeased the council invoked an old custom that had not been practiced for several generations, the sacrifice of a human scapegoat. The Corinthians used a lottery to select a citizen, in this case an innocent young man, whom people said was as pure as a spotless white lamb. They loaded him up with the sins of the city and stoned him to death. After that everyone felt better. A sacrifice had been made. According to the city priests, the gods were appeased. 

The Medea was one of only a handful of triremes at Lechaeaum still seaworthy. The ship’s carpenter went about repairing the damaged outriggers and Octyus paid for a new mast, yardarm and sail. The hull was dried out on the beach and the ship refitted with benches and oars. Once Mnason was satisfied, we pulled her on wooden rollers across the Diolkos Road. That spring while the army helped rebuild Corinth, I made countless trips with Mnason from Lechaeaum’s sister harbor Cenchreae on the Saronic Gulf to ports all over the Aegean Sea. The Medea and four Corinthian triremes escorted a fleet of a thirty merchant ships to collect much needed supplies and building materials. None of our destinations were touched by the earthquake. The general opinion in ports across Hellas was that my father was right. Corinth had been punished for its infamous bawdy behavior. 

At Athens’ port Phalerum I saw the endless fields of olive trees in bloom for the first time. In Sestos I saw the Hellespont, on the island of Paros I saw their quarries famous for their white marble and in Miletus I was over-awed by the largest, busiest harbor in the world and even got to visit the great Temple of Apollo at Didyma, second only in importance to Apollo’s temple at Delphi. The Corinthians bought olive oil from the Athenians, wheat from Sestos, marble from the island of Paros and granite from Miletus, all of which helped in the reconstruction of the city. 

It was during those days, that Mnason taught me how to island hop across the Aegean. Every ship captain faced the dilemma of going the long, safe route along the coast or taking the faster, riskier route by leap frogging from island to island which meant sailing out of sight of land. Though lethal in ship-to-ship combat, the trireme was not as seaworthy as a simple fishing boat. In choppy seas she would take on water and might capsize in the slightest storm. Mostly we hugged the coast though occasionally Mnason sniffed the air and said it was safe to island hop, and his knowledge of the sea held true for we ran into no trouble. 

As life in the Lacedaemonian camp was fairly dull and the Medea promised the only diversion, our men competed daily for a berth on the warship. Dorieus let it be known that only the best could serve on the Medea, whose complement he called the ‘King’s Champions.’ Any man in the army could challenge the crew and if they could beat the man at two out of three athletic contests the new man took their place, which made for some lively wrestling and boxing matches, which filled the rowing benches of the Medea with what Thessalus began comparing to Jason’s Argonauts. 

Word of Dorieus’ army camped at Corinth spread far and wide. All spring aspiring athletes and young men seeking fame and fortune strode into our camp and begged my father to join our ranks. They came from every corner of Hellas. There was a prince of the Aleuadae of Thessaly named Chrysaor. An Olympic boxing champion from Thebes named Pheidias. A mercenary captain from Elis named Nazoraios. These men vied with the rest of the army for a place among the King’s Champions, so that over time Medea’s crew was made up of finest warriors and athletes from across Hellas. 

By the month of Munychion, Dorieus was eager to begin moving the army to Sicily. I overheard him tell Thessalus it was a waste of time and treasure to visit Delphi. “It’s all a game,” my father said. “We donate silver to the temple and Apollo’s priests tell me what I want to hear. The money would be better spent buying supplies.” He did it for one reason only; he understood the power the oracle had over men’s minds. If the Pythia told us to go to Sicily, the army would believe our mission was blessed by the gods and it would lift their morale for the fighting that lay ahead. 

The day finally came when my father declared he was ready to sail for Delphi and once more we marched down to Lechaeum. Signs of the recent devastation were everywhere, people were living in lean-tos and tents, but the moles had been repaired, along with the warehouses and the docks. The port was busy with ships from all over the Mediterranean coming, going, loading and unloading. 

There had been much debate regarding whether or not to bring the women. Dorieus alone wanted to take them, saying, “It was the helot girl that raised the alarm. Having her onboard saved our lives.” But when he saw that his captains, including Pareabates were jittery about tempting the Fates a second time, he agreed to leave Stesilaus and Zoe behind. All of us breathed a collective sigh of relief. 

After Lycaon sacrificed a pure white lamb and offered up an unusually long prayer to Poseidon, the lines were cast off, we pushed away from the docks, the oars were run out and the Medea began to move north across the Bay of Corinth toward the toppled shrine atop Heraeum Point. 

By the look of unholy terror in Lycaon’s eyes I could tell he expected a sea monster to swallow us at any moment. On the contrary, it turned out to be a beautiful day. We had a pleasant easterly breeze and calm seas. Once we had rowed across the bay and rounded the point Mnason had our sailors raise the square linen sail along with the smaller foresail and we swiftly scudded north. Rather than sailing straight across the gulf to Delphi, Mnason cautiously hugged the rocky coastline always keeping land in sight. When we reached the end of the isthmus the helmsman changed course, the sails were reset and we tacked our way westward. 

Before nightfall, the Medea slid gracefully into the cove of Kirrha. The little coastal village served as the closet port to Delphi, which lay hidden in the Parnassus Mountains a half day’s march to the north. We lowered the yardarm, stored the mast under the gangplank and the fir sweeps were run out. Mnason issued an order to Theo who piped out the cadence for us to row at a walk across the still water of the cove. One hundred and seventy King’s Champions pulled at the oars, singing a song about the heroes Castor and Pollux as they kept time with the four crisp notes from Theo’s flute. 

Lined up across Kirrha’s sandy beach were fishing boats and merchant galleys of every size and shape. Among them, standing out like tusked elephants among a herd of cows, were triremes hailing from every corner of the Mediterranean. Each was parked with their sterns pointed inland and their oculus-shaped eyes staring out to sea. Thessalus counted sixteen of the big wooden warships drawn up on the beach. 

Mnason tapped me on the shoulder and pointed out a bust of Hera on a ship from Croton. “I know her and her captain Draco.” He identified Urania, goddess of astronomy, adorning the prow of a trireme from Crete and a ship called the Triaina, or the ‘Trident,’ from the island of Rhodes. 

As we drew closer and Mnason studied each ship carefully his face dropped as he gazed at three warships drawn up at the far end of the beach away from the others. The prow of each was decorated with the painted wooden bust of a wild-haired goddess holding a curved scythe before her in both hands. 

“Mark that bitch well.” The trierarch scratched at the beard on his chin. “That’s Anath, Punic goddess of war and slaughter. She’s the sister and whore to their god sky god Baal and yet the bastards still claim she’s a virgin. See how their bronze rams are forged to look like a crocodile. They don’t use the triple-barb like we do. The Phoenicians use a long, thin ram. Take a good look at the ship at the end of the beach. That’s the Lykaina.” The She Wolf. “She’s captained by a cutthroat named Ithobaal out of Tyre. See those symbols on her prow? Each one is for a ship the Lykaina has sunk or captured. She’s the most hated ship on the Aegean. She’s also the flagship of the Persian navy. If Ithobaal is here, good chance the Persians are here too.” 

As we drew closer, Mnason picked out a spot between the Phoenicians and the Hellenes and had our oarsmen turn the long, narrow warship about until the stern faced the shore. Then he bid Theo reverse his notes and our three tiers rowed backward. The ship’s deck surged beneath my feet. As we made for the sand, Mnason tapped the thranite in bench sixty-five. “Foul your oars. Go ahead. All of you on this side. Bang your oars together. Ithobaal will think you’re a bunch of Corinthian clods. Just do as I say! If we ever run into them at sea, they’ll make the mistake of underestimating us.” We listened as the Phoenicians down the beach laughed at our ineptitude. Mnason grinned at me and said, “One last lesson for you boy. Never trust an old pirate from Samos.” 

Once we were ashore we set up camp on the beach around the Medea. According to Lycaon, we’d sailed around the gulf on the fifth day of Munychion. We had two days before the Temple of Apollo opened. It would take a half a day to walk up into the Parnassus Mountains to the village of Delphi below the shrine. From all the ships in the cove and men in the village of Kirrha, as the Pythia only heard petitioners one day a month, the temple would undoubtedly be crowded. All those desiring to put their question to the oracle would have their names put into a bowl and lots would be chosen to determine who would gain entry to the temple. “By some miracle,” Lycaon confided in me, “men of stature like your father tend to have their names picked. But there are no guarantees.” 

To ensure the Pythia knew we were there, my father wanted to get to the shrine early so he informed us we would set out at dawn. As the sun began to set we took the Medea’s sail and constructed a lean-to beneath which we stored our supplies and the chest of silver coins we would offer as a gift at the temple. Dorieus ordered the men to bed down in their armor, including their cuirasses and greaves. “Sleep with one eye open. With those Punic curs down the beach, we need to be ready for anything.” 

By the time the ship was emptied and our camp set up Helios was pulling his golden chariot over the Pillars of Heracles. Theo and I had just spread our crimson cloaks on the soft white sand above the high tide mark and hunkered down with our evening ration of black broth when Mnason approached looking angry enough to bite the point off a spear. 

“Eury! Come with me. Right now! Theo, stay put.” 

Mumbling to himself the entire way, refusing to tell me what was wrong, insisting that I had to see for myself, Mnason led me into the bowels of the Medea where he took me below the helmsman’s deck to where we stored our fresh food and water. He pointed to a homespun crimson cloak huddled beside a wooden barrel. 

“We have a stowaway.” The trierarch pulled the cloak aside to reveal a very unhappy looking helot girl. Zoe had been sick during the voyage and vomited all over herself. She managed a weak smile when she looked up at me. “This spells trouble,” the sea captain wailed, tugging at his beard so hard he tore out a tuft of hair. “We’ve got to get rid of her before the men see her.” 

Mnason was right. Regardless of whether Poseidon saw Zoe onboard our warship, if the crew saw her, it would frighten the more superstitious among them, of which there were plenty. 

“I was going to slit her throat and toss her into the sea,” Mnason said looking absent-mindedly at the hunk of hair in his hand, “but as I recall the girl is yours. So she’s your problem. Do with her what you will. Hide her in the village, bury her in the sand, just get her off my ship.” 

To let her know I was not happy, I grabbed Zoe under the armpit and jerked her roughly to her feet. “I’m sorry,” Zoe said woefully. 

“The almighty gods take pity on you girl, as things are about to get a lot worse than the stain of puke on your robes,” Mnason growled. 

Keeping the helot girl hooded and hidden beneath her crimson cloak I held onto her little hand and dragged her through the camp in the direction of the village where I hoped to find a barn, a chicken coop or a storage shed where I could hide Zoe. At first light I would be marching with my father, Pareabates, Thessalus and Lycaon up the mountain to the Temple of Apollo. We might not be back for a couple of days. How was I going to keep her fed? 

When we were out of sight of our Spartan pickets and looking for a path through the sand dunes into Kirrha, Zoe said, “Do you know why I came?” 

“I don’t really care.” 

“You let me kiss you on the boat.” 

“We were about to die.” 

“You haven’t said a word to me since we got back.” 

“There is nothing to say. Mnason is right. You are going to bring us trouble. Or did Helen tell you differently? What did she say this time?” 

Sniffing back her tears, the girl said quietly, “That if I followed you, I would not see you again for a long time.” 

“Then why did you come?” 

“She also said if I did not come, you would die. I had to come.” 

Footsteps pounded on the hard sand behind us, but before I could get Zoe off the path and hidden out of sight, Theo came around a sand dune and found us. “What kind of trouble are we in this time? Who..?” He pulled Zoe’s hood back, looked at her wide-eyes and broke out laughing. “The helot princess! Once again our mission is damned. Where are you taking her?” 

“I’m going to hide her in Kirrha.” 

“You can’t go into the village. It’s too crowded. People will see her. Hide her out in the woods, down near where the Persians are camped. No one would dare go there.” 

“For once you may be right,” I said. The three of us changed direction and began heading east though sand dunes painted red by the setting sun. We stayed away from the village and the ship crews camped out on the beach. A few hundred paces inland from where the Lykaina was drawn up on the beach was a copse of trees, mostly scrubby pines that grew along a fresh water stream called the Pleistos. 

We found a well worn path through the trees that led upstream. As we followed the gently gurgling water looking for a place to hide Zoe torchlight flickered through the woods catching our attention. Without saying a word, using hand signals, I took the lead and scouted ahead while Theo followed cautiously keeping watch over the girl. 

Moving silently through a patch of sweet-smelling myrtle bushes, up ahead wafting on the crisp spring air, I heard the sound of women’s laughter. It came from the direction of the torchlight. Probably some local villagers come to draw water… 

Waiting till Theo and Zoe caught up with me I pointed deeper into the woods. We would go around them. 

“Did you hear that?” Theo said cocking his head, listening. “No one draws water after dark. I’ll bet you it is a couple of young beauties from Kirrha come to take a bath. I haven’t been to the Temples of Aphrodite since the Earthshaker destroyed Corinth. Let’s take a closer look.” 

“No!” Zoe said, speaking for the first time since Theo had joined us. “They are nymphs of the woods. Disturb them and it will unleash untold troubles.” 

“Mm, maybe we should listen to her this time,” Theo said thoughtfully. “Remember what happened in Arcadia.” 

“All right,” I said as the three of us huddled together. “Let’s go.” Before we slipped deeper into the forest, two women’s voices speaking Aramaic rang out clearly in the night. 

“Don’t talk that way! He will hear you.” 

“Hester, I don’t care what he thinks. He is an animal. I hope he does hear me.” 

Hester? Where had I heard that name before? Chills rippled up my spine. I’d heard it in Libya. In the tent of Mardonius. The second voice sounded so familiar. Could it be, the niece of the Great King, here? 

“What are you doing?” Theo hissed. “I thought we were going that way.” 

“I want to take a closer look.” 

“You don’t know what you’re doing,” Zoe pleaded. 

“I know exactly what I’m doing.” 

“You can understand them?” Theo asked. 

“It’s Aramaic,” I whispered. “I recognize one of the voices.” 

Theo studied me carefully. “From Libya?” 

“Yes.” 

So Zoe could not hear, Theo moved his lips close to my ear. “She’s a member of the Achaemenid family. She’ll have guards. Remember how you tried to warn me about Stesilaus. Well, I’m returning the favor. Zoe is right. Don’t be a fool.” 

I should have listened to them, but of course I didn’t. How could I with Ariatozah possibly only a hundred paces away? “Hide Zoe in the bushes. Tie her to a tree if you have to. Don’t let anyone see her. Then go back to camp. Get my father and bring him here. If something goes wrong, he’ll know what to do.” 

Theo shook his head and patted my shoulder. “The gods go with you my friend.” If Theo had more sense he would have argued with me and if I had more sense I would have waited for my father to arrive, but I was in a hurry. It had been a year since I’d carried Aria through the burned out lower town below the fortress of Oea. No matter what the cost, I had to see her. 

Theo grabbed Zoe by the hand and led the protesting girl deeper into the dark woods while I crept closer to the light. Moving quietly, listening intently, I could no longer hear Aria and her companion. They had lowered their voices, probably so their guards could not hear. 

Normally I would have been more cautious. My only concern should have been to hide Zoe. A force beyond my control, fate, drew me like a thirsty man to fresh water. What if I was mistaken? What if it was not Aria? Why would she be at Delphi anyway? What would bring her father to the oracle? No matter the reason, Mardonius must be here. What Persian lord would sail on the Punic flagship other than the satrap of Phoenicia? 

Zoe was wrong this time. Wood nymphs did not speak Aramaic. Or did they? 

Over the rustle of pine needles and trickle of the Pleistos I overheard a feminine giggle. They were still there. Getting down on my belly I crept through the brush as soundless as a garden snake till finally I was able to see the sparkle of golden light dancing on the water. A ring of eight torches lit a small pond. The trees had been cleared away and the dirt along the bank worn smooth by countless villagers who came to fetch water, wash clothes and bathe. 

Moving a pine branch out of the way I searched the area. There were two people in the middle of the pond. Their bodies were submerged beneath the water. All I could see was their long black hair. They stood nose to nose speaking in low tones, with a light mist swirling atop the surface, obscuring their faces, making me wonder if perhaps Zoe was right and I had stumbled upon two wood nymphs in their bath. 

Crawling as close as I could, I scouted out the area. Other than three handmaidens on the shore holding clothes and dry towels I didn’t see any guards. Of course they could still be there. They were probably discreetly out of sight. Try as I could, the light was not good enough to be sure that either of the women in the water was Aria. I had to get closer. 

Slipping away from the torchlight I crept a little ways down the Pleistos, then slid into the cool mountain stream. The water was so chill a light mist from the warm air swirled around the surface. The water was waist deep, so I got down on my hands and knees and used the slimy stones on the bottom to slowly navigate my way upstream. With only my eyes and nose above water I felt like a crocodile on the hunt. There they were, whispering to one another. I would slip in close among them … and then what? 

I remembered the first time I’d seen Aria running from a lioness on the white sands of Libya. Goosebumps rose on my arms as I recalled how Aria had strode from the sea and the way her silk clothes had stuck to her breasts and hips. The closer I crept my heart pounded so hard in my chest I felt certain the two women must feel the vibrations through the water. I was so excited I inadvertently swallowed a mouthful of water and almost choked on it. Careful boy. For all I knew Zoe was right and this was some wood sprite who had taken Aria’s form. All they had to do was look at me and I’d be turned into a minnow. 

Patient as a shark circling its prey, I crept through the cool water closer to where the two black-haired women crouched down speaking quietly. They looked human enough. Could it really be her? What if Hester was a common name in Persia? What if instead of Aria it was her mother, her sister, her cousin..? Time to find out. 

Taking a deep breath I lowered my head below the water. Eyes open, I swam toward two blurry shapes. The torches circling the pond wavered overhead like a ring of fire, sending shafts of light beaming through the stream illuminating the women’s soft breasts, bellies and thighs with rays of light. Which was Hester, which Aria? 

I came up for air an arm’s length from them. When I did, one of the women reacted like I was a scaled demon sent by the river god to devour her. She leapt to her feet in waist deep water and with her small white breasts bouncing side to side, ran screaming in terror from the pond. 

The other did not run. Zoe was wrong. It was not a wood nymph. My eyes met Aria’s and my heart soared high among the tops of the pines ringing us overhead. Unlike Hester, she was not afraid. Shocked and surprised, yes, but her smile told me she was happy to see me. 

“Eury? What..? No Hester! It’s all right! Come back!” 

Aria cried out after her friend, but it was too late. Without looking back the young woman ran naked from the water up the bank and down the path toward the beach and the Persian camp. 

“What are you doing here? No. Don’t answer. Just go!” Aria said. “Or Achaemenes will kill you!” 

Achaemenes. I remembered that name. Anger tightened my chest. Achaemenes was the Persian prince that had sacked our colony at the Cinyps Wadi and had crucified my mother before the walls of Oea. He was the son of the satrap of Lydia and Aria’s suitor. “Into the woods, where we can talk,” I said quickly. 

The girl looked stricken. She wanted to go with me, but was afraid of whatever it was that lay down the path to the Persian camp. “My clothes!” The girl glanced at her handmaidens, two of whom had run off after Hester. The third stood shaking violently as the two of us came up out of the pond. 

I ran out of the water and snatched the robe a trembling young maid held out to me. Aria followed me halfway out of the water and stood there modestly covering her breasts with both hands as I handed her a white robe. 

“Why are you here?” I asked unable to stop staring at her. 

She motioned with a finger for me to turn around, which I did reluctantly. She wrapped her robe around her and said, “My father knew your father would be here.” 

“How?” 

“The Great King has many spies.” 

By the time we were out of the water and onto the bank I heard the sound of footsteps, heavy footsteps, pounding on the path. 

“Run Eury! Run!” the girl cried. 

A man wearing Persian garb ran out of the darkness of the woods and into the light. He was a powerfully built, water buffalo of a man that looked angry enough to snort fire. His jaw was set so tight he could have used it to crack open a clam shell, he had a large, hooked nose and by the two scars crisscrossed over his left eye I knew he’d seen his share of battle. As I would learn, Achaemenes was the most feared warrior in the Persian Empire. Without pause, without bothering to ask for an explanation, he charged me, drawing his curved sword and raising it over his head, intent on cleaving me in two. 

I got in one good move, one that would earn me Achaemenes’ undying hatred. In the agoge, Idmon had taught us that when unarmed and attacked by a man with a sword how to duck and sidestep the attacker, then to use a wrestler’s trip to send your assailant flying. Achaemenes went sailing through the air into the pond as did his sword. I should have used the moment’s advantage to throw Aria over my shoulder escape into the forest. Instead, like a show-off, I paused to grin at her. My foolish pride was my undoing. 

Aria tried to tell me to run, but it was as if her brown eyes had turned me to stone. I stood mesmerized by the way her robe clung to her breasts and never even saw Achaemenes coming when he tackled me from behind. He picked me up like I was as light as a lily pad and plunged my head underwater. The brute got his huge hands around my throat and meant to strangle and drown me at the same time. 

Beneath the water I heard the muted sound of Aria’s scream. My limbs flailed at Achaemenes’ chest. It was like punching a brick wall. 

It’s true what people say. As I neared death a tapestry of memories raced through my mind. I saw my father wielding his sword like a reaper’s scythe before the gates of Oea. I remembered how Aria lifted her veil for me as I carried her through the burned-out lower town of Oea. I heard Theo’s pipes and the army singing as we built the Diolkos Road. Last of all, I tasted Zoe’s salty lips as she kissed me on the deck of the Medea. 

Dorieus, Aria, Theo, Zoe; I’d never see them again. Achaemenes’ fingers tightened around my windpipe. After surviving a tidal wave, drowning in a shallow pond seemed a stupid way to die. Father wasn’t coming. This was it… 

Suddenly the fingers around my throat loosened and let go. I sat up gasping for air to see skinny little Zoe clinging to Achaemenes broad back. Like an enraged shewolf protecting its young she bit him on the ear, ripped off his earlobe with her teeth and spat it into the water where it landed with a splash and was immediately snatched up by a bluegill that darted away with its dinner. 

In his hurry to get back to camp, Theo had not bothered to tie Zoe to a tree and as she always did; she’d followed me. Zoe had been watching from the trees the whole time. She’d seen me come out of the water with Aria and was just about to turn away when Achaemenes came charging at me. While Aria stood on the bank screaming for Achaemenes to stop, the crazy little helot girl ran splashing into the stream to throw herself on the giant’s back. 

The Persian prince bellowed like a stung bull. Forgetting about me, he stood and reaching over his shoulder, grabbed Zoe by the throat. Like he was holding a helpless kitten in front of him he examined her curiously, growling like he meant to rip her head from her body. With his free hand the annoyed giant dabbed at his ear, looked at the blood on his calloused fingers and laughed. 

The distraction was enough to save my life. 

Realizing I was crawling away, Achaemenes tossed Zoe into the middle of the pond as easily if she were a pebble. As I got to my knees, a fist as hard as a stonemason’s hammer punched me in the side of the head, knocking me out cold. 

When I awoke a Median tribesman was binding my wrists behind my back. A second man gagged me with a strip of cloth. While I tried to remember where I was and what had happened, three Medes wearing pointed leather caps and linen trousers with short bows slung over their shoulders lifted me to my feet. As I fought to keep my balance, a rope was placed around my neck and tied into a noose. The bastards meant to hang me. No. Someone jerked the rope and I was forced to follow. Someone else was jabbing me in the buttocks with a short spear, urging me to start moving toward the Persian camp. 

Stumbling along the path, I knew resistance was useless. All my captors had to do was jerk my leash and the noose tightened around my neck making it difficult to breath. While trying to walk and keep from suffocating, I saw Zoe tripping along ahead of me, similarly gagged, tied and collared. Ahead of her, the warrior Achaemenes shepherded the princess and her maids back toward the shore. Aria and Hester were now fully dressed and their faces veiled, but I would have known my Persian girl’s shapely figure anywhere. She glanced over her shoulder at me. Though I was in a bad way, I winked at her. Through her sparkling tears she smiled sadly in reply. 

The way my captors were hurrying Zoe and I to go faster, it dawned on me they were running from something. They were being chased. The Spartans were coming. 










20. Prometheus’ Gift 




I prefer the most unfair peace to the most righteous war. 




Cicero 




We were quickly out of the woods and onto the beach where I saw the stern of the Lykaina looming up against a pale moon like the tail of a dragon. I was jerked into the enemy camp on the end of a rope with my hands bound behind my back, making me vulnerable to every Persian, Mede and Phoenician who hated me just for my fair colored hair, which marked me as a Dorian. One bearded, toothless fellow with a gold ring in his nose took great delight in whacking me across the side of the face with a cooking ladle, another tripped me, sending me sprawling, almost landing in a watch fire, while others threw bits of shell they found in the sand at me. Nor did Achaemenes do anything to stop them. Instead he laughed at my plight. 

Aria watched all of this over her shoulder helpless to do anything to protect me. Persian women had even less rights than Hellene women. Spartan women were probably the only women in the world with the courage to stand up to men. From the look of the tears wetting her veil, her inability to save me hurt her more than the stones thrown at me by my tormentors. 

My captors yanked my rope toward Mardonius’ great pavilion where it stood among the rows of Persian tents like an ornate palace among cheap shanties. While the Spartans were austere people and our king slept on the ground with his soldiers, the Persians loved to show off their wealth, as if the colorful tapestries decorating the exterior of the satrap’s tent made him better than other men, all of which made the Spartans think the Persians were soft as our lawgiver Lycurgus had taught us that opulence led to laziness. 

Achaemenes took my rope and Zoe’s rope from his men and led us inside the great tent where he handled me roughly, punching me in the stomach and tripping my ankles out from under me. “On your knees, pig dog.” All he had to do was glare at Zoe and she dropped down beside me. 

The interior of Mardonius’ great tent was lit by a dozen torches, candles and oil lamps. They glimmered across a king’s treasure piled around the tent walls. Open chests overflowed with silver darics, gems, jewelry and rare spices that gave the air a sickly sweet odor. I had landed on a plush carpet woven with pieces of dyed wool into the image of something the Persians called the Faravahar, a bearded male riding a winged disk that represented the personification of the King of King’s royal power and glory. As I rolled onto my side and up onto my knees, I looked up at a life-size marble statue of Apollo playing his lyre that stared at me sightlessly. I should have been scared, but I wasn’t, not with Aria standing only a few paces away. 

There was plenty to look at in the tent, but I only had eyes for Aria. I gazed at her so intently she turned red and looked away. She stared down at her feet like all good Persian ladies were accustomed to do in the presence of men. Her maids huddled together in the back of the tent, weeping and moaning like women in mourning. Aria stood apart from them, her back straight, her demeanor proud and her chest heaving as if she’d run a long distance. 

While we waited, Achaemenes caught me staring at the Persian princess. “Down boy.” He kicked me in the crotch so hard I fell forward onto the carpet. Sand stuck to my tongue. Though I was in agony, I struggled back up to my knees, doing my best to show no sign of pain. Still looking at Aria I saw her glance curiously at Zoe and could not help but note how her eyes narrowed as she watched Zoe huddle close up against my side. 

To the beat of a drum, Aria’s father Lord Mardonius, satrap of Phoenicia and brother-in-law of the King of Kings, entered the great tent followed by a retinue of captains, trierarchs and black robed mystics called magi. 

“This better be of great importance,” Mardonius said speaking in Aramaic. “I was out checking our pickets. I don’t trust these Spartans. They are liable to try to fire the ships.” 

I’d seen Mardonius only once, when he and my father had met in front of the Punic Gate at Oea, and then it had been at a distance and he’d been on horseback. He was a dark, handsome man, dressed in rich silk robes and a fancy silver cuirass engraved with a lion bearing a sword over a sun that was meant to display his wealth, silver being too soft a metal to be of any protection in a battle. He was shorter than I had imagined, with curly black hair graying at the temples, an oiled black beard, Aria’s brown eyes and her smooth, tanned skin. His lively, active eyes took us in at a glance, noting me bound and kneeling on the floor and the way his daughter was trying not to look at me. 

The Persian satrap waved a hand containing a large signet ring, his token of power from the Great King, at Zoe and me. “Who are they? What have they done?” He ignored the women, including his daughter, addressing his questions to Achaemenes. 

“I caught this Dorian pig wallowing in the pond with your daughter,” Achaemenes said, punctuating his words with a kick at my thigh. “If I’d not gotten there in time, they would have been making the beast with two backs together.” 

His face flustered, Aria’s father took a deep breath to calm himself, then turned to a black-robed priest with a long, unkempt beard and shaven head.that stood among his retainers. “What is the proper punishment for such a crime? What say the magi?” 

The magi stared at me hard then said in a deep voice, “I have foreseen this boy’s coming in the stars. He means trouble for Persia. The magi say, remove his head.” 

“Do it outside,” the satrap said to Achaemenes. 

“No father! The boy is innocent!” Aria cried. 

Mardonius turned on his daughter. “Did I give you leave to speak?” 

“No m’lord,” the girl said lowering her eyes respectfully. 

“This is what comes of a father giving in to his daughter’s every whim. I wanted you to stay in Susa with your mother, but you pestered and begged me to come. Then when I told you to remain in the tent you insisted on having a bath. You even complained when I made Achaemenes go with you. You disappoint me daughter. You, who I have stood by through all your travails. You throw away what is left of your virtue with a dirty Hellene who is far beneath you.” 

Clasping and re-clasping her hands before her, with her lower lip quivering, Aria answered saying, “Nothing happened. Certainly not what you are suggesting. The only crime that has been committed has been one of brutality by Achaemenes. I know this boy. His name is Euryleon. This is the Dorian that saved me from the lion in Libya. Instead of tying him up, you should pay him every honor. He saved my life.” 

Mardonius’ brows rose. “How do you know it is the same boy? These Dorians all look alike. Quiet prince, let my daughter speak.” 

“Bagibania met Eury on the beach. Tell them Captain.” 

Looking uncomfortable, the cavalry officer Bagibania that I’d met briefly in Libya bowed his head respectfully at Mardonius and then Aria. “What the princess says is true m’lord. I recognize the boy. He was with a giant of a Nasamone. The two of them slew a magnificent lioness with a longbow and a javelin. I saw the beast myself. He speaks our tongue, not very well, but as I recall he warned us that Dorieus was marching on our camp. He saved all our lives that day.” 

“Why would an enemy do such a thing?” All he had to do was look at the way Aria and I were staring at one another and the satrap grimaced as if he’d bitten into a lemon. “By the beard of Zarathustra…” 

“Euryleon is the son of the Spartan King Dorieus,” Aria said. 

“The one that hung you from the walls of Oea for all to see,” Achaemenes added. “The one that stole your honor.” 

“The son of Dorieus?” Mardonius said eyes widening. “In my hands?” He stood straighter as he looked me up and down. He pulled aside a lambskin cover from a golden throne. Smiling to himself he sat on a cushion on the glittering chair. “Is this true?” 

“Yes,” Aria said. 

Mardonius studied me closely. “A boy who might one day grow up to be a king. I’ve got Dorieus this time!” He laughed and slapped the arms of his throne. “Who is this skinny little girl? She is an offense to the nostrils.” 

“She is a devil,” Achaemenes said touching the side of his head gently. “She bit off a piece of my ear. I claim her as my prize for my work in rescuing your daughter. I will cut off her ears and carve out her tongue for what she did to me.” 

Her eyes flashing above her veil, Aria said, “Look at her clothes. The girl is only a slave. All she was doing was defending her master. Father, you should have seen the way she threw herself at … at… him. It was one of the bravest things I’ve ever seen.” 

Mardonius nodded and hid a smile behind a jeweled hand. “Anyone willing to attack Achaemenes has courage, I agree.” 

“More like stupidity,” Achaemenes growled. 

“Give her to me,” Aria said clasping her hands together before her father as if in prayer. “I need another maid. All I have is Laleh, Minau and Sidira.” 

Mardonius sighed and waved his hands helplessly. “Take her and go. Get out of my sight daughter before you try my patience further.” 

“Thank you,” the girl said smiling broadly beneath her veil. She leaned forward, rubbing her cheeks against the sides of Mardonius’ face. Her father pretended to be irritated, but smiled warmly. 

“You spoil the girl and have made her willful,” Achaemenes said, adding under his breath, “A trait I look forward to breaking.” 

Aria helped Zoe to her feet and bid her maids untie and ungag her. As the women began leading Zoe into one of the smaller tents adjoining the great tent, Aria started to follow them then stopped and turned. Looking down, she asked, “What will happen to Euryleon?” 

“His father humiliated you in front of my entire army,” Mardonius said. “Someone has to pay.” 

“His mother paid.” 

“What..?” Mardonius demanded. “What does that mean?” 

“Achaemenes crucified Eury’s mother at Oea,” Aria said quietly. “That is why his father did what he did to me.” 

“Oh,” Mardonius said, running his fingers through his beard. “Oh!” 

“We should have crucified them all,” Achaemenes said. 

“No wonder the man hates me,” Mardonius sighed. “Why didn’t you tell me this before daughter?” 

“I did tell you about Euryleon and Battus. I was ashamed to speak of the rest.” 

“Such are the horrors of war. Go daughter. Go clean up your new maid.” 

As Aria turned to enter a side tent I struggled to my feet. Achaemenes tripped me, sending me sprawling. “Down pig dog.” 

“Don’t hurt him,” Aria pleaded. 

“Go,” Mardonius insisted. “I am not going to harm your Dorian lion. The son of Dorieus is much too valuable a prisoner. I am going to use him the same way his father used you… to negotiate.” 

Aria gave me a last look and with a soft sigh that blew up her veil just enough to see her chin, she left her father’s tent. 

“Say the word Lord,” Achaemenes said grabbing my hair, twisting my head back and laying his curved belt knife against my throat, “and I will remove his head and toss it into the Spartan camp.” 

“No! This is a gift from the gods. We must consider the wisest way to take advantage of the situation,” Mardonius mused. 

“Pah!” Achaemenes released his grip on my hair. “You should have seen the way your daughter threw herself over top of the boy to protect him. It was sickening. I will have his slave girl’s ears and the boy’s eyes and wear them on a necklace.” 

“You will do nothing of the sort unless I order it,” Mardonius said firmly. 

“I could have killed him at the pond when I had the chance, but I wanted it to be a long, slow death and there wasn’t time,” Achaemenes said. “Dorieus’ spearmen were coming. There were fifty of them and only four of us. We were lucky to escape.” 

“The one true god, Ahuramazda, god of justice, favors us,” Mardonius said smiling, sitting back on his throne. “The last time we met, Dorieus had my daughter and this time I have his son. Artontes, remove his gag, but leave his hands tied. I want to question him.” 

Aria’s brother Artontes, a handsome young man a year younger than myself stepped forward. He had short black hair, a patchy, adolescent’s beard and a nervous air about him. I noticed his hand shook as he used a curved dagger to cut my gag. I spit it from my mouth and rose to my feet. Achaemenes would have tripped me again, but Mardonius stopped him with a wave of his hand. “Let him stand.” 

“Why are you here?” I asked. 

Achaemenes punched me hard in the stomach, doubling me over. With my hands tied behind my back there was nothing I could do but take it. “We’ll ask the questions.” 

“Enough Achaemenes! It is a good question. One I wish to answer. We are here at the orders of Darius, the King of Kings, the son of Cyrus the Great, master over India and Babylon, Egypt, Palestine, Ionia and a hundred nations much larger than your small city. Darius’s wife Atossa had a dream that a lion came from the west and ate her children. The magi were called in to interpret the dream, and as the Spartans are the only people in the west to show any will to fight, the magi said your people will cause Darius’ heirs great trouble. So the Great King sent me here to speak to your father. He thinks because I defeated you in Libya that the Spartans fear me. I know your father better than that and tried to tell the Great King, but kings tend to believe what they want to believe. I know your father hates me and now I know why. I am sorry about your mother. I wish I had known. I am a diplomat, not a murderer.” 

“What does the Great King want?” 

Achaemenes would have hit me in the stomach again, but with some annoyance Mardonius waved him away. “He wants your father to stay out of Sicily. That’s why I am here. Sicily is the breadbasket of the world. The Empire has a number of interests there and if your father comes it will mean war. Crops and towns will be burned, all of which costs money. If your father is wise, he will build his city in Italy, but I imagine he will go to Sicily just to spite me. But now that I have you in my hands, he may look at the matter in a new light. That is if he ever wants to see his son again. Well boy? Will your father listen to me?” 

“No,” I replied grimly. 

“Why not?” Mardonius demanded. 

“Because you’ll be dead.” 

“What do you mean?” Mardonius demanded, irritation creasing his brow. 

Pausing for a moment, gathering my thoughts, I tried to determine the right thing to do. Warn Aria’s father that Dorieus was scouting their camp? Or keep my mouth shut and let my father kill them all? No. Many would be slain and in the confusion Aria and Zoe could get hurt. 

“At this very moment my father is marching on your camp.” 

“No one fights at night,” Mardonius said moving uncomfortably on his throne, “especially not on your god Apollo’s sacred ground.” 

“Excuse me m’lord,” Bagibania said glancing nervously at the tent flap. “If you recall the Spartans attacked us our first night at Oea. Too, our man in Corinth told us Dorieus slaughtered eight thousand Acarnanian pirates during a night raid a few months ago. He said the Spartans rose up out of the ground like a mist and slew everyone without losing a man.” 

The magi with the unkempt beard cleared his throat and added in his deep voice, “These Spartans are not human. They say their false King Dorieus curses the gods openly. If so, he will not care where he spills blood, even if it’s on holy ground.” 

It was then that a young Persian, sweating profusely and breathing hard staggered into the tent. “M’Lord! Someone broke into the corral. They ran off the horses!” 

“Damn, it’s Dorieus!” Standing, Mardonius said briskly, “Bagibania sound the drums. I want watch fires around the perimeter so we can see them coming. Achaemenes call out your spearmen. Ithobaal I want your archers behind our shields. Everyone! If you value your lives, move! Now!” 

As the Persians and Phoenicians hurried from the tent to ready their troops, Mardonius paused. “If you had not saved my daughter’s life, I would let Achaemenes cut out your eyes merely for looking at my daughter. As it is, your fate now rests in your father’s hands. Achaemenes, bring the Spartan. If he tries to escape, put an arrow in his leg.” 

Achaemenes notched an arrow in his bow as he led me outside where we followed the satrap through the camp. A cool gulf breeze rippled the canvas of the Persian tents and a half moon cast enough light for me to see the smile float across the Persian prince’s lips. 

“Go ahead. Try it,” Achaemenes said nodding toward the Spartan camp. “See if you can out run death.” 

“I’m not going anywhere.” Not yet. Not with Aria so close and not with Zoe in Persian hands. 

We followed Mardonius down a row of tents while around us the Persians assembled to the sound of drums. Four Medes stood on the edge of camp pounding shallow, circular frame drums called dafs with the heel of their palm. With the Spartans so close the Persians had been on alert and gathered quickly. Mardonius barked orders aligning his Persian spearmen with their wicker shields and short spears so that they faced west toward the Spartan camp. They built up their watch fires until the night burned bright as day. I watched as the men formed up in ranks and noted the Persians seemed fairly well trained while their Phoenician allies were a mob of undisciplined bowmen. Knowing they doubled as oarsmen on the three Punic triremes, I estimated they had at least six hundred archers. The Spartans were out-numbered more than three-to-one, but they had eliminated the Persians most deadly weapon, their cavalry. 

“Well?” Mardonius said peering west at the outline of the Medea. “Where are they?” 

“Where you least expect them,” I answered. 

The satrap, Achaemenes and Bagibania looked back into their camp. “I don’t see anything,” Artontes said. 

“You never will,” I replied. 

“There is a mist over the bay,” Bagibania said. “You don’t suppose they will rise up out of the water like they did in Libya..?” 

While the Persians looked out over the moonlit cove, two hundred heavily armed King’s Champions stepped silently out of the darkness of the sand dunes from the direction of Kirrha. Their bronze hoplons were a sight to see even if they were blackened with coal to keep them from glinting in the moonlight. Instead of coming straight at the Persian line from across the beach, as I suspected he would, my father had ranged his shieldwall perpendicular to the Persian line. In one fell swoop he could fall on the Persian right flank, roll them up and drive them into the sea. It was a massacre I would have enjoyed seeing if I hadn’t been on the wrong side. 

The sudden appearance of the Spartans panicked the Persians and their allies who scattered like leaves blown by a gust of wind sending them running in every direction. Instead of charging, Dorieus lifted his spear and halted his men twenty paces from the Persians’ disintegrating right flank. Our men were so close I could make out my father’s transverse helm, Pareabates’ broad shoulders and Thessalus’ grey braids among the Spartan ranks. Their line was fifty shields across by four ranks deep. All they had to do was charge and they would have swept Mardonius into the sea. Instead their line ground to a stop. I knew my father wasn’t afraid of spilling blood on sacred ground. Something else made him pause. Me. 

Dorieus’ voice called out from the right side of the shieldwall from the position of honor. “Is that you Mardonius?” 

The Persian satrap grabbed me by the arm and pulled me out into the empty space between the two forces so that the Spartans could see me. Aria’s father called out in the Ionian tongue, “We meet again Dorieus. Last time you had my daughter. This time I have your son.” 

“Let the boy go and you will live to see another day.” 

“Attack and your son will be the first to die,” Mardonius called back. “Attack and you will spill blood on holy ground. Attack and you risk your mortal soul and the souls of your men.” The satrap spoke slowly, stalling for time, while Achaemenes and Bagibania shouted orders, reforming the Persian line to face the Spartans. 

“I would spend an eternity in hell to see your head on a pole,” Dorieus replied. With my father’s tactical advantage rapidly disintegrating, I knew he was considering giving the order to charge. But with my life hanging in the balance, he did nothing. 

The men on both sides gasped as they watched Mardonius draw a gold dagger from his belt, then sighed in relief as he used it to cut the bonds restraining my wrists. 

“Your son is unharmed. You can have him back. We can all return to our tents: on one condition.” 

“I don’t barter with barbarians. I eat them for breakfast.” The men around my father chuckled. 

“Let’s be civilized about this,” Mardonius called back. “You want something from me. You’ll have to give me something in return. It’s called diplomacy my friend.” 

When my father did not reply, I knew he’d lost his temper and was ready to risk a charge, and Thessalus was arguing with him, calming him down, advising caution. 

Seeming unafraid, Mardonius paced back and forth in front of his line of wicker shields. “I am here at the orders of Great King Darius, first among the Achaemenids, ruler over the Medes, Babylonians, Egyptians, Phoenicians, Lydians and a hundred other nations. The Great King sent me here to deliver a message to you.” 

“Whatever it is your master wants, you run back like a good errand boy and tell him the answer is no. Enough talk! Let’s get on with this!” 

Mardonius grabbed my arm and shoved me back inside the Persian line. “Achaemenes, if they charge, kill him. Ithobaal, you may order your archers to load their weapons.” 

Achaemenes’ curved dagger jabbed at the small of my back. “They take one step forward and I carve out your kidneys.” 

Persian officers barked commands down the line in Aramaic and hundreds of Phoenician bowmen responded by drawing back their short bows, while on the other side of the field I could hear our officers shouting in Doric for our hoplites to raise their spears into the overhead strike position. 

For a perilous moment both sides gripped their weapons and glared at one another ready for a fight, when all of a sudden honking like a gaggle of geese, a passel of white-robed priests and politicians staggered out from the sand dunes and into the space between the two lines. 

First among them, was an old man with a long white beard all the way down to his belt. He had a bold way of planting his staff before him in the sand that said he wasn’t afraid to walk between two opposing rams that were about to butt heads. The man waved his hands and called out in loud, angry voice, “Stop! Stop this! Stop this right now!” 

“What in the name of Nebuchadnezzar..?” Mardonius asked no one in particular. 

In an amazing show of bravery, followed by a half dozen priests and noblemen the old man made a circuit of the lines, ordering the men of both sides to lower their spears. “Are you all mad? This is hallowed ground! There can be no fighting here. Any man that draws blood will join Sisyphus in Tartaros to spend eternity rolling his great stone uphill.” 

“Go away old man before you get hurt,” someone cried out from the Spartan side. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” the old man replied using the Ionian tongue. “We are civilized people. Or so we say. And civilized people find other means to work out their differences. Ways that don’t require sticking a spear in your abdomen.” 

“There will be peace when I see my son safely returned,” Dorieus called back. 

“You can have your son when you bend to the will of the Great King,” Mardonius replied. 

The white-bearded old man took up a position in the center of the beach and cried, “Enough!” He held his arms up at the two commanders and looked at them like an irate headmaster shaking his finger at two naughty school boys. “You each want something. We will decide the matter through a trial of strength and skill.” 

“What kind of trial?” came Pareabates’ cavernous voice. 

The old man paused for dramatic effect then pointed with his staff into the Parnassus Mountains in the direction of Delphi. 

“Trial by athletic contest. In the Pythian Games. We will use the stadium above the Temple of Apollo. The god of prophecy, light and knowledge, Apollo, will choose the victors.” 

When both sides began grumbling, the old man motioned to his circle of followers that stood huddled in the center of the sand field looking as nervous as a corral of soon-to-be-slaughtered sheep at fall harvest. From among them came a brown-bearded man that stood head and shoulders over the rest. As he ambled forward he pulled off his robe revealing a thickly muscled body. 

“We challenge you to a wrestling match,” the old man said. “If Milo can beat both of your champions—you will settle your dispute peacefully in the games. Come now. Send your man forward. This will provide a good example of what can be accomplished when we stop using violence to settle our disagreements.” 

I’d heard of Milo of Croton. Everyone had, even the Persians. Milo was the best wrestler in the world, undefeated in five Olympic Games. 

“We accept your challenge!” Mardonius called out loudly. 

So did the Spartans. 

“Let me do this,” Achaemenes said. “I will break this Italian stallion.” 

“No, send out Imanish.” 

“Imanish? That old goat hasn’t won a match in years.” 

“Precisely,” Mardonius smiled. “If we lose this contest, we’ll settle our differences in the games, where if we win, the Spartans will be forced to bend to the will of the Great King.” 

After some discussion each side sent out their best wrestler. Among the Spartans it was a homoioi from Pitane and among the Persians it was the Mede Imanish. A great deal of time was wasted swearing oaths and sacrificing a goat, after which lots were thrown to decide who would face Milo first. After all was settled, there on the sand between our two armies Milo proved why he was an Olympic champion. First he picked up our Spartiate and pinned him to the ground and without working up much of a sweat did the same to the Persian’s wrestler. 

So it was decided. The dispute between Mardonius and Dorieus would be settled in the Pythian Games above the Temple of Apollo. If the Spartans won, they got me back. If the Persians won, the Spartans agreed to heed the will of the King of Kings. As Apollo’s favorite number was seven, there would be seven events. Three chosen by the Spartans, three by the Persians and if the games ended in a tie, the final event would be chosen by the priests of Apollo. All of this was decided by the mad old fool who’d stopped the battle, who turned out to be a comrade of Milo’s from Italy named Pythagoras. 

For their events the Spartans chose pankration, the ball game episkyros and a race called the hoplitodromos that involved a single lap of the stadium in heavy armor. The Persians selected archery, a horse race and a sport we’d never heard of called chowgan. 

Once our leaders had given their oaths to abide by the agreement and a bull was sacrificed to seal the arrangement, the men on both sides relaxed, put down their weapons and began talking excitedly about who might represent them in each event. 

As the Spartans and Persians stood down and returned to their camps, Dorieus left the shieldwall and approached Mardonius. The Persian satrap saw him coming and ordered Achaemenes, Bagibania, Ithobaal and Artontes to gather round him. Even though there were five of them and my father was alone, so great was my father’s size and reputation that I watched as Artontes’ broke out in a sweat. In his crimson cloak and transverse helm Dorieus looked like the Lord of Death himself striding confidently across the sand. 

Pythagoras had been leaving the field with the priests, but when he saw Dorieus approaching the Persians he hurried back dragging Milo along with him. The old man and the wrestler took up a position between the two opposing commanders. 

“You want I should break his leg?” Milo asked. 

“No, no. Stand where you are,” the red-faced Pythagoras said furiously waving his staff. “What is it you wish Lord Dorieus?” 

My father jammed his spear into the sand. “My son.” 

“Win in the games tomorrow and your boy will be safely returned,” Pythagoras said. “You swore an oath.” 

“I swear this as well,” my father said. “Harm one hair on Eury’s head Mardonius and I will hunt you down, even if I have to go all the way to Susa to kill you.” 

Mardonius answered, “I should treat your son as you treated my daughter. That would be fair considering the indignity you heaped upon Aria at Oea. You not only harmed her physically you destroyed her reputation. Once she had thirty suitors from all over the Empire, now only Achaemenes remains.” 

“You will rue the day you heard that name,” Achaemenes said evenly. 

I knew from the twitch in my father’s shoulder that he was doing his best to control his temper. “What I did to your daughter, can never compare to what you did to …” Phile. The name was unspoken but I knew what was in his mind. 

“Then we are even,” Mardonius said looking away, unable to meet my father’s gaze. 

“Not even close.” 

“Then I will be the better man,” Mardonius said. “I swear to you on the souls of my ancestors that I will not harm young Eury. I have a much better idea. Instead of torturing him, I am going to put him in the care of my captain Bagibania. He will teach your son our ways. He will learn that the Persians are not the monsters you seem to think we are. We are good people that bring law and order to backwater provinces like Hellas.” 

“While taxing them for their silver,” my father answered. “I know the kind of law and order the High King brings.” Dorieus pointed a finger at me. “Eury, tell them nothing. I don’t want you turning them into soldiers.” 

Instead of snapping back angrily, Mardonius smiled. “You are not a very good diplomat my friend.” 

“Diplomacy is for the mouse, not the lion.” 

“Diplomacy is one of the many sacred gifts the titan Prometheus brought down from heaven,” Pythagoras said. “It is a means of getting what you want without slaughtering a lot of innocent people.” 

“Precisely. You should learn how to negotiate my friend,” Mardonius said looking smug. “You’re not very good at it. For instance, if we win the games, we shall keep your son.” 

“What are you talking about?” my father said snatching up his spear and taking a step forward. Achaemenes drew his sword, Bagibania hefted his spear, while Ithobaal and Artontes notched an arrow in their bows. 

“We agreed to turn your boy over to you if you win. But if we win, there was no discussion regarding his fate. When we defeat you tomorrow, I am going to keep your son and turn him into a Persian.” 

Like an enraged beast, Dorieus roared out his rage. It was so terrifying to see, all those around me, except Achaemenes, flinched and took a step back. He would have rushed forward had not Milo gotten in his way. The wrestler gripped my father’s spear in both hands and the two struggled for a few moments while Achaemenes and Bagibania both took up defensive positions in front of Mardonius while Ithobaal and Artontes flanked them with bows drawn. Milo and Dorieus grappled for a moment until finally the Olympic champion let go of the spear and shoved my father backward. 

Dorieus went into his hoplite’s stance, with his shield raised to his chin and his spear in the overhead strike position. “Not another step Milo or your illustrious career ends here.” 

“Stop! Enough!” Pythagoras cried, infuriated. “All will be decided tomorrow.” 

While everyone’s attention was focused on Dorieus I could have escaped, but I hesitated. I had no desire to become a Persian, the idea was repulsive, but I wasn’t about to leave the Persian camp until I’d gotten a chance to speak with Aria. Too, I couldn’t leave Zoe behind. She’d saved my life. I needed time to engineer her escape. So I did nothing. 

Mardonius and his men began backing away, as did my father, who was not so mad as to murder Milo. “Tomorrow,” Dorieus spat and trudged back to the Medea. 

Achaemenes strung his bow and would have put an arrow in my father’s back had not Mardonius blocked his aim. 

“We could end this all right here, right now,” Achaemenes growled. 

“No,” Mardonius replied. “We are not the villains here. We will beat Dorieus fairly. That is how we win the most glory for the Great King. Bagibania, take the Spartan boy. I want you to teach him how to…” 

“I’m the one that captured him,” Achaemenes said. “You should give him to me.” If Mardonius did, I’d never see the light of morning. 

Artontes surprised everyone by stepping forward. “Let me have him. Bagibania and Achemenes have their men to care for. Let me show him our ways.” 

“The sons of two enemies,” Mardonius mused. “An interesting notion…” 

“Don’t do it m’lord,” Bagibania said. “Look at the size of the Spartan boy. He will escape at the first given opportunity.” 

“I will not escape your son,” I said. “I swear it.” 

“Swear it on the soul of your dead mother,” Mardonius said. 

“I swear it on the soul of my mother,” I said grimly. I knew it would be easier to escape Artontes than Achaemenes, but ended up regretting my words. This was an oath I would have trouble breaking. 

Mardonius smiled. “All right Artontes, you are responsible for the son of Dorieus. Treat him as our guest while you acquaint him with our customs.” To ensure I kept my word, Mardonius assigned two bodyguards named Farud and Sasan to accompany us. 

Artontes smiled happily, reminding me of Aria, and escorted me back to Mardonius’ tent. Farud and Sasan followed, keeping their bows notched. As we walked through the camp the Persians and Phoenicians were bedding down. Though some claimed they were disappointed there had been no battle, beneath the bluster all seemed relieved that our differences would be sorted out on the athletic fields. There was a palatable feeling of excitement in the men’s chatter that carried on the air like the sweet scent of incense that the Phoenicians burned to cover the smell of their latrines. 

There was a lot more at stake tomorrow than my fate or the question of where my father would build his city. With people at Delphi from every corner of the Mediterranean, word of who won the games would travel around the world. This would settle once and for all the question of superiority between the Aryans and the Spartans. To the victor went the claim that they were indeed the master race. 










21. Swimming with the Enemy 




Eros, again now, the loosener of limbs troubles me, 

Bittersweet, sly, uncontrollable creature ... 




Sappho, fragment 7 




Artontes shared one of the smaller rooms off the great tent with two Persian princes from royal families that had been sent with Mardonius to serve as squires. Although I was a hostage, in an effort to treat me like a guest I was left unbound. The three princes lay down on beds made of soft rabbit fur and after some excited discussion as to who would represent them in the games, they settled down and tried to sleep. Farud and Sasan took up positions outside the tent flap, one sleeping while the other stood watch. 

I was exhausted and could have slept easily, but forced myself to stay awake. Pretending to doze, I listened carefully until I was certain the young princes slumbered. Slow and silent as a cloud, I cautiously slid my head under the tent wall and studied the camp. When I was sure all was still, I crawled outside into a pleasant sea breeze. The tent was only fifty paces from the water. I could have slipped into the bay and swam to freedom. No. Not yet. 

I found Aria’s tent and being careful not to wake Zoe or Hester, just as I had done in Libya, I crept inside and woke the Persian princess. She smiled broadly. “I knew you would come,” she whispered. 

Smart girl. Beneath her covers she was already dressed. Once outside, hands held tight, keeping low and out of sight, we made our way to an unpatrolled section of the beach where we hid behind a great black rock. We huddled together side-by-side on the sand and for a few moments enjoyed one another's company in silence. 

“What are we to do?” she asked finally. 

“I don’t know.” 

“I’m not dreaming. This is real. You do love me, don’t you?” 

“Haven’t I proven it to you?” 

“Yes. But a woman likes to hear it.” 

Knowing our time together would be short, in answer I did something I never could have imagined myself doing, but I felt so comfortable with Aria, like I’d done it a thousand times, I put my arm around her shoulders, pulled her close and kissed her gently on the lips. Hers were soft as the down on a baby’s head and tasted sweet as honey wine. When our lips parted, I told her, “A man prefers to show it.” 

The girl sighed, smiled radiantly and snuggled her nose into the nape of my neck. “You make me feel the way I’ve always wanted to feel. You love me for me, not for the land or the silver or the titles.” She curled up on my lap so that she could look into my eyes. “Euryleon. The wandering lion. I’ve loved you from the first moment I set eyes on you. I’ll never forget that day. I was never more frightened in my life. I thought I was about to die a horrible death in the jaws of that beast. But when I came up from the sea, there you were, you and Battus. Fighting a lion like the heroes in the paintings on the walls in the palace at Persepolis. At first I thought you were a god sent to save me.” Her dainty fingertips grazed my chest. “When I saw how the lion scratched you, I knew you were mortal.” She kissed me softly on the cheek. “I admired you then and I admire you now. You are everything that Achaemenes is not.” She sat quietly in my lap thinking. “I should hate you for what your people did to me. But, when I saw you throw yourself at your father to try to save me…” She wiped her eyes. “That’s when I knew you loved me.” She laid her head against my chest. “What are we to do? This may be the last time we get to speak…” 

We sat in silence watching the way the moon played upon the rolling water like flickering firelight. Being in Aria’s company made me happier than I’d ever been before, but the joy of the moment was tainted by the knowledge that it would not last forever. There was also a hunger growing inside me, a desire for Aria that I’d never experienced that was beginning to make the blood rush to a certain place in my body. I shifted uncomfortably. 

Aria’s fingernail scratched at my chin, feeling the whiskers that had begun to sprout there. She turned my head side to side as she studied my face. “You killed my suitor Azad in Libya. I know it was you. One of your helot deserters told me.” 

“I hope he wasn’t a good friend of yours.” 

“No, like Achaemenes he only wanted me for my dowry. He was a full grown man, a warrior of great renown. I can’t believe you slew him.” 

“One day I will kill Achaemenes,” I said simply. 

“I hope you can, but beware, Achaemenes is a demon,” Aria shuddered. “My father knows I can’t stand to be in the same room with him, but he says such feelings matter little when it comes to affairs of state. Achaemenes' father is one of my father’s most powerful allies at court. If my father fails in his mission here, I will be forced to marry Achaemenes when we return to Sidon.” 

“But you don't love Achaemenes.” 

“What has love to do with marriage?” 

“Everything.” 

“Maybe in your country, but not in ours.” Her shoulders shook then a rain drop fell on my wrist and then another. 

“What’s wrong, well, besides our father’s wanting to kill each other?” 

When she lifted her face to the moon I saw something I’d never witnessed before; tears of joy. “Nothing’s wrong. I am happier here with you than I have ever been in my life, though I know we have no future.” 

“What if I asked your father for permission to marry you? What then?” 

The girl swallowed hard. “It would never work. You just said, our father’s hate each other.” 

“What if we were able to change that?” 

“You’re a brave warrior Euryleon,” the girl said emphasizing her words by tapping her finger on my chin, “but you’re naïve if you think your father is ever going to forgive my people for what they did to your mother.” The Persian girl wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tight. “I won’t see you tomorrow. Women are not allowed to watch the games. We are staying here in camp. If your people win, we may never…” 

I stood up and pulled off my chiton. “Let’s go for a swim.” Now was the perfect time to escape. I would take Aria with me. Dorieus and the Spartans would rejoice at my return. Freedom was only ten paces away in the moonlit bay. Not only would I be back with my companions, I’d have the princess. We would marry when we pleased. Or so I thought. 

“You’re naked!” The girl flushed deeply, tried covering her eyes with her hands, but peeked between her fingers. 

“Come on,” I said holding out my hand. “Can you swim?” 

“Of course.” The girl stared wide-eyed trying unsuccessfully to keep her eyes above my waist. “You are mad! If Achaemenes catches us here on the beach he will skin us alive, but if he finds us naked together, I can’t even imagine what he might do. You are lucky you survived last time.” 

“He’s not going to catch us,” I said pulling her to her feet. 

“No. I-I can’t. It’s not proper.” 

“Whatever we both consent to do is proper.” 

“I doubt my father would agree. Our ways are different. Unmarried men and women do not swim together. They don't even speak without a chaperone. Besides, I know what you are thinking. You are going to try to carry me off to your camp. Remember what happened the last time.” 

“No one will harm you,” I said leading her toward the bay. Cool water lapped at my ankles. 

Aria twisted her wrist, trying to free her hand from my grasp. “Please put your clothes on.” 

I let go of her hand and waded knee deep into the calm waves. “You don’t want to be together?” 

“Um, well, no, it’s not that… It’s simply not done. We’re not married. You’re naked!” 

“You said this could be our last time together.” 

“You are not allowed to see me unclothed. I should not even be without my veil…” 

“I saw you in the pond. You are beautiful.” 

The girl blushed darkly and took a cautious step toward the water. I could see her struggling with herself. “This could be the last time… All right, if you promise not to carry me off.” 

“I promise.” 

“Turn around. Don’t watch.” 

I’d seen hundreds of women dance naked in the public festivals at Sparta, so didn’t understand the Persians obsession with modesty, it seemed unnatural, but I complied with her wishes and plunged into the salt water. 

When I surfaced I heard her dash through the shallows behind me. Before I could catch sight of her nude body she dove gracefully into the pitch black bay and swam strongly underwater. She popped up in front of me. I wanted to enfold her in my arms and kiss the salt from her lips, but she splashed brine into my eyes and darted away. Giving chase, I swam after her, caught her by the ankle and the two of us wrestled in the water, rolling around beneath the moon like two love-sick otters. 

When we kissed my heart pounded so hard it felt like a drum in my chest that beat so loudly I thought it would wake the entire camp. Zoe was right in a way. Ariatozah was a magical creature, my very own nymph of the woods, a beautiful water sprite that had bewitched me as Circe had bewitched Odysseus. 

Aria broke away. “Your thing… It’s like a dagger stabbing me in the side.” 

“Oh. That. Sorry.” Now it was my turn to be embarrassed. 

“You do know what it’s for, don’t you?” the girl teased. 

“Of course. Have you ever..?” 

“Of course not! Have you ever…?” 

“No. Our men did with the pornai in Corinth. All but me. I only want to be with you.” 

Aria hugged me close. With her wet arms wrapped around my neck she rubbed her nose against mine. As we kissed, the goddess Aphrodite cast a spell on me. I was overcome by a passion so blistering hot it’s amazing the sea did not begin to boil. I forgot we were floating weightlessly in the cove of Kirrha. I forgot Achaemenes and the Persian camp were only fifty paces away. I forgot our people were at war. We were on holy ground. We were no longer an Aryan and a Dorian. We were two people in love. 

I pulled her close, feeling the water rush between our bodies. Her kiss was more intoxicating than any wine. The stars spun in the sky, I felt transformed into an animal, into a beast I never knew existed. I was conscious only of the way her rubbery breasts and her nipples rubbed back and forth against my chest, the way her thighs came up and wrapped around my hips and our bodies and souls melded into one. 




* * * * * * 




In the morning Artontes woke me. I lay there unwilling to open my eyes, dreaming about the previous night’s events. When I refused to get up, Aria’s brother shook my shoulder and called me lazy. On another day I would have been annoyed and snarled at the young man, but this day I woke feeling happy with the world and everyone in it, even Persians. Nothing could spoil my happiness, not even Artontes. He reminded me of an irritating, yappy little puppy with boundless nervous energy, but he had Aria’s brown eyes, high cheekbones and her infectious smile. He was an enemy, but he was also the brother of the woman I was bound to, so I ignored his grating, high-pitched laugh, and sat up, stretched and slowly rose to my feet. Convincing Mardonius to let me court Aria would be a labor worthy of Hercules, one that I had no idea how to accomplish, but I was in such high spirits I believed I could move mountains. 

Artontes was dressed in a loose fitting red silk robe, baggy brown pants and deerskin leather boots with a tall fluted hat. The Persians took great pride in their clothes, wearing ornamented belts, gaudy silver bands around their wrists and gold earrings in their ears. I wore what I’d arrived in, a dirty white chiton that made me look like a poor sod farmer. When Artontes generously tried to offer me some of his clothes, I declined. I would rather dress like a slave than a Persian. 

Even odder than their clothes were their religious customs. Once they were dressed, Artontes and the Persian princes knelt on their bedrolls with their foreheads touching the ground and began reciting a litany of prayers to their god Ahuramazda. I waited impatiently as together they sang a hymn from their holy book, the Avesta, after which they rose, embraced one another and said, “Peace and blessings be upon you.” 

As I followed Artontes outside Mardonius’ great tent, I breathed in the morning’s crisp salt air and examined the enemy camp in the daylight. I hated to admit it, but the Persians’ wealth was impressive. While my father constantly struggled to feed us, the Persians received a supply ship every other day from the East with fresh food and drink. I sat at the satrap’s cook fire with Farud and Sasan eating dates from Miletus, pomegranates from Tyre and drinking Egyptian wine. While the men downed their breakfast, I kept my eyes on the front flap of Mardonius’ tent hoping to catch a glimpse of Aria. As the men finished eating and she did not appear, my yearning for her became so acute my chest began to ache. 

“From what I’ve heard of your black broth,” Artontes said licking his fingers, “you have to agree, we eat well.” 

I hope it makes you fat, I thought to myself. I watched as he gobbled his food and then along with a picked party of one hundred spearmen, archers, athletes, captains, cooks, artisans and porters prepared for the journey to Delphi. Oxen were hitched to ten wooden carts that were loaded with provisions, bed rolls and gifts for the temple. 

The horses my father’s men had run off the night before had been rounded up and placed in a corral on the beach. The Persians had twenty fine Arabian steeds that were mounted by the satrap and his nobles. While I expected to walk with the rest, with a sly smile Achaemenes pointed out the lone remaining horse inside the fence, a frisky black stallion and said, “That one’s for you, pig dog.” 

The unruly black beast had not been broken and threw me the moment I tried to climb on its back. I landed hard, bouncing across the sand on my shoulder. I rolled away quickly to avoid being kicked in the head. Achaemenes sat on his horse grinning. I supposed this was his idea of a joke. 

The big black stallion threw me three more times, scraping my knees, elbows and forehead. As I hit the ground my brains rattled around in my head like dice in a cup. All of which the Persians and Phoenicians found infinitely amusing. When I jumped back to avoid being bitten by the stallion, the Lykaina's ship captain Ithobaal laughed so hard tears streamed down his face. 

Achaemenes sat atop a magnificent brown and white speckled Arabian stallion with the rest watching. “The Spartans are obviously not horsemen,” he said with some satisfaction. 

He was right. I had never tamed a horse in my life and was about to give up, when Aria, Hester, Laleh, Minau, Sidra and Zoe come out of the great tent carrying baskets filled with clothes for washing. Aria noticed the circle of men and climbed up onto the wagon wheel of a cart to see over their heads. 

Without a word I got up and tried again. The stupid horse threw me once more, but no matter how bruised I was, I wasn’t about to quit now. Not in front of Aria. After the beast had reared and thrown me a sixth time it was snorting as hard as I was. I was determined to outlast the stallion, whose name I would learn was Anicetus, ‘unconquered.’ 

Mardonius had been seeing to the supply train and now that it was packed and ready to go, he trotted up on his white speckled gelding. “Enough of this foolishness,” Mardonius said. “Let’s go. We need to reach the temple by noon.” 

I grabbed Anicetus' mane a seventh time. Seven was Apollo’s lucky number. Whispering a prayer to the god of knowledge asking him to teach me what to do, I slowly climbed upon the horse's back. The great stallion pawed the earth and tried to buck, but it was more like a tired hop. I gathered the reins in, drew the bit in tight and struggled with the powerful black creature for a few moments, till finally he shuddered and stood docile. While Achaemenes sneered, several Persians cheered. 

Artontes rode up beside me on a beautiful bay mare. “Not even our best trainers could tame Anicetus. You have just won a great deal of honor. Well done.” 

The Persians broke camp and began making their way through the sand dunes toward Kirrha and the road to the Temple of Apollo. While Artontes, Farud and Sasan were distracted by a stubborn ox that would not budge, unseen by them I slid off Anicetus’ back, tied his reins to a corral post and slipped among the tents where I chased after Aria. She walked with her women, each of whom carried a basket of clothes on their heads. 

Aria had been watching my every move. She saw me coming and shooed her women on ahead. 

“You are hurt,” Aria said. 

“I’m fine. What about you? Are you all right?” 

The girl blushed behind her veil. “I’m fine. You should go. If we are caught, we will both be in trouble.” 

“In a moment…” It pained me to leave her. The smell of her jasmine perfume, her dainty hands, sparkling brown eyes and voluptuous curves all conspired to make me want to tear away her veil and kiss her. 

I was about to embrace Aria when something hard struck me in the forehead. At first I thought Artontes had caught us and hit me with a stone, when I saw Battus’ ivory Amun bounce across the hard sand. At first I didn’t recognize Zoe as they’d dressed her in the Eastern style in silk robes and a veil, but I would have known those big, doe-like eyes anywhere. While the other woman had gone ahead, Zoe had spied on us. Above her yellow veil, the way Zoe’s eyes burned holes in my chest I knew she’d heard every word and knew what they inferred. 

“How dare you!” Aria cried. Picking up a stick from a pile of firewood she would have struck the little helot girl had I not disarmed her. 

“Leave her alone,” I said picking up my Amun, cleaning away the sand from the creases in the ivory. “Go Zoe. Do your chores.” 

Zoe appeared ready to say something, and I imagined her calling down all manner of curses on my head, probably deservedly so for forgetting about her after she’d saved my life, but instead she picked up her clothes basket and hurried away. 

Hiding as we were behind a tent, I glanced back toward the Persian column, where I spotted Artontes, Farud and Sasan searching for me. “I have to go…” 

“Wait,” she said grabbing my hand and pulling me inside an empty tent that smelled of unwashed Phoenicians. She embraced me in the dim light. Outside the place where we hid Artontes trotted past frantically calling my name. Aria undid her veil, kissed me on the lips, then pushed me away. “What if… what if I am with child?” 

I’d been so pleased by our evening together I hadn’t considered the consequences. 

“What if he has your golden hair?” 

How would her father react? Not well. I stood there dumbfounded as my joy turned to confusion. 

“I will be forced to accept Achaemenes and try to convince him it is his child.” 

“You can’t marry…” 

“I can and I will. If I am with child and I am not married, the magi will accuse me of adultery. They will stone me to death.” 

The girl’s words frightened me more than a phalanx of charging spearmen. 

She reached up and touched my face gently and smiled. “I’m probably fine. If not, I will do what all women do: I will tell them that while I was at Delphi I was visited by a golden-haired god and he commanded me to lay with him.” 

The foul smell of Phoenicians and Aria’s revelation had the pomegranates in my stomach churning so hard I thought I might vomit. I pulled her out of the tent into the fresh air and found myself breathing hard, trying to force the bile back down my throat. “I will convince your father to let me court you,” I gasped. How, I didn’t know. I handed her the ivory Amun. “Take this.” 

“That’s hers…” 

“Battus made it,” I said placing the rams-head figurine into her hand, closing her fingers around it. “It has power. I gave it to Zoe after she was hit in the head by a slinger’s stone and it helped make her well again. It will keep you safe till I return.” 

Aria opened her hands and looked at the Amun like it was a radiant diamond. “Battus…” she said and looked up at me sadly. 

Before we could say more, we heard Artontes’ mare approach. 

Aria hid the ivory totem in the folds of her robes, quickly rubbed her cheeks against the side of my face and ran off between the tents to join her women. 

I stepped out from my hiding place and began pissing on the Phoenicians’ tent. Artontes spotted me and rode up rapidly. “What are you..? Oh,” the young prince said with unconcealed relief. “Come along. We are leaving.” 

Once I was mounted on Anicetus I followed the son of Mardonius while my two guards Farud and Sasan tagged along behind us as we joined the Persian column. I glanced back, but did not see Aria. Would I ever see her again? My heart sank like an anchor stone. What if she was right? What if she was with child? My child. Our child. Though I’d never considered being a father, the thought of having a baby with Aria was not an unpleasant one. If it was a boy, I’d teach him to be a great warrior. And if it was a girl, she would be the most beautiful girl in the world. Only, please great mother Hera, goddess of marriage and childbirth, not now. Not like this. If I could not convince Mardonius to let me court Aria, either she would be forced to marry Achaemenes or she would be stoned to death. 

What had I done? 

At the rear of the Persian column walked more than eighty soldiers, athletes, cooks and porters. Artontes and I trotted alongside the Persian ox-drawn carts filled with food, supplies and treasure. We traveled through the sand dunes and squeezed through the narrow streets of Kirrha where chickens scattered out of our way and a barking dog chased after Anicetus. After we passed out of the village we caught up to Mardonius and the mounted noblemen leading the way. They followed a pair of ruts worn into the ground from thousands of carts traveling from Kirrha to the temple. 

“Lord Mardonius, a word with you please,” I asked politely. 

The satrap glanced over his shoulder at me. “Ah, the Spartan boy. A bit bruised, but not seriously hurt I pray. I hope you did not mind Achaemenes’ little prank. You used the opportunity wisely, to prove yourself quite tenacious, an admirable trait, even in an enemy. Any other man would have given up. Now what was it that you wanted?” 

“I want your permission to marry your daughter Ariatozah,” I said. 

The men who overheard like Bagibania gasped and looked horrified. Some like Farud reached for the handles of their swords. Only Artontes laughed. 

Mardonius winced as if he’d been slapped. “Clearly you must be joking. No, you are just ignorant. Hear me boy. I’d sooner mate my daughter to a scorpion than marry her to a Dorian. She will marry an Aryan, the same way you must marry among your kind.” 

“Why?” 

Becoming flustered, the man replied, “There is no why. What you suggest is simply not done. You don’t understand our customs. For instance, you don’t just blurt out such a request. It is insulting. Certain proprieties must be observed, an intermediary chosen, gifts exchanged.” The satrap rubbed his forehead the same way my father did when I vexed him. “You must never mention my daughter again. Artontes, you wanted to teach him our ways. Teach him some manners. Now go. Farud, Sasan, don’t dare let him out of your sight. If he tries to escape, shoot the horse.” 

With the morning sky painting the gulf behind us the color of an orange autumn leaf, we left the village and followed the ancient trail through a freshly planted field of barley bounded by a stone fence. Slowly the incline increased as we traveled into the foothills below the Parnassus Mountains. 

Followed by my two guards I rode alongside the ox carts. “Why do you want to marry a Persian?” Artontes asked. 

Because I thought she was the most beautiful creature in the world. Because my heart thrummed like a war gong whenever I was near her. Because she made me happier than I’d ever been in my life. But I said nothing. 

“My father is right,” the young Persian prince said. “You must forget her.” 

“You father told you to teach me your ways. Tell me how to properly court Aria.” 

Artontes chuckled. “Well, for one, among our people it is not polite to speak the name of an unmarried woman. Everything must be done through an intermediary. He goes to the father for you and…” 

“Will you do it?” 

Artontes laughed. “The intermediary should be a member of your family. Someone the father knows and trusts…” 

“Your father knows and…” 

“But he does not trust me,” Artontes interjected. “If he did, he would not have Farud and Sasan following us. He treats me like a child…” 

“If you help me—I promise not to escape.” 

Artontes considered this. “My father will think we’ve both lost our minds…” 

“Tell me about her.” 

Artontes smiled. “Aria is everything she appears to be and more. She is the only woman I know that can read and write. She was Darius’s favorite for many years. He used to say she was born to become a queen. But she is not like other women, not like Hester, who knows her place and remains silent in the company of men. Aria is like my mother, too loud, too willful, too smart. Besides, she is not what she once was.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Before we went to Libya, her wisdom, virtue and modesty were legendary. She was the most sought after princess in the Empire. Kings, princes and nobles came to court her. Your father changed all that when he hung her over the walls at Oea. Though she swears it is not true, there are some that think your men violated her. The magi say she is still pure, and that saved her, but the question lingered and she fell out of favor with the Great King. The only reason my father let her accompany us on this voyage was to get her out of Susa where the women in the royal harem treated her cruelly. If you really care about my sister, the honorable thing for you to do is to leave her alone. Someone catches you so much as talking to her and you will destroy what little is left of her reputation.” 

Artontes words ate at my insides the same way Aria’s news tore at me. What was I to do? Abandon her? Was that the honorable course? The thought of never seeing Aria again pained me so horribly my abdomen began to hurt. 

Even though I was in turmoil, I was still mindful of my surroundings. Glancing at the woods below us I caught a glimpse of bronze flashing among the oaks. Someone wearing heavy armor approached. 

I pointed west. A group of twenty armed hoplites emerged from a clump of trees and jogged toward us. I spotted Dorieus, Thessalus and Pareabates carrying Lycaon on his back. With their helmets lowered and spears at the ready they ran across a newly plowed field like a company of armored demons sent from the maws of hell to collect fresh souls. 

Artontes glanced nervously at them and me, realizing for the first time we were out of sight of his companions and that Farud and Sasan were no match for twenty of the King’s Champions. 

“We’d best catch up with your father.” 

“Come on,” Artontes said digging his heels into his mount. Farud and Sasan needed no encouraging and followed at the gallop. “Where are the rest of your men?” 

“That’s all they need.” 

“And their supplies?” the Persian prince yelled over his shoulder. 

“On their backs.” 

Most men, including the Spartans, do not wear heavy armor on the road in peaceful country, especially when they were about to climb a mountain. The Spartans had a special unit of helots called the ‘mules’ that carried their gear. My father wore his full battle dress to show the people they encountered along the road that the Spartans were Hellas’ only true professional soldiers. They made an imposing sight, as the horsehair plumes danced above their gleaming bronze helms. My father had brought his best. The giant Pareabates, the hippo from Libya named Xenocrates and the boxer Pheidias of Thebes, all armed for war, all running at an easy lope, all seeming unaffected by their heavy armor. 

Soon after Artontes and I joined the Persian vanguard, Dorieus caught up with us. The Lacedaemonians formed a single column on our right with their burnished hoplons facing us. The two commanders, Dorieus and Mardonius, glared at one another, and owing to the enmity between our two peoples, there was an uneasy moment when I thought the two sides might clash. It was only the sudden appearance of a half dozen pilgrims ahead of us on the road bound for Delphi that made both sides relax the grip on their weapons. 

Theo broke ranks and tossed me my crimson cloak. “Put this on. Your father’s orders.” So I didn’t forget where I belonged. They’d seen me riding alongside Artontes and had been dumbfounded when I didn’t box the younger boy in the face and escape using the horse our enemies had conveniently provided me. Why hadn’t I joined them when I had the chance? The son of Dorieus would never turn Persian, would he? 

Thessalus called out to me, “Eury, you’re representing us in the archery contest. We have your bow.” 

Artontes said excitedly, “Then we are competing against each other in the games. Wonderful! Though I should warn you, I learned to shoot before I could walk. I’ve yet to meet the Hellene who knew how to pull a bow.” 

“Spartans are not known for killing from afar,” Theo said. “We are known for our music.” 

“Theokles,” Dorieus called. “Shut up and play us a tune.” 

Theo slung his shield over his shoulder, brought out one of his pipes and began to play an old marching song written by Tyrtaeus. 

Dorieus, Thessalus, Paraebates and the King‘s Champions sang: 




“March forward, citizens of Sparta! 

Go forth from the land of brave men! 

Go with your left hand holding your shield firmly, 

Raise your spear with your right hand and attack! 

Show your courage without fearing for your life 

Because fear is not becoming to a Spartan…” 




Mardonius signaled to his son. Artontes dug his heels into his mount and rode back to one of the carts where he dug out a Persian daf. The Persian drum was not like the long, deep drums the Libyans used. The Eastern version was short, only a finger‘s length deep and a forearm‘s length across. Dropping his reins to free both his hands, guiding his horse with his legs, the son of Mardonius held the daf in his left hand and struck it with the flat of his right hand. The goatskin head was stretched so tight the drum gave off a high sharp note that rattled with the copper rings fit into the rim. The Persian‘s responded in Aramaic with verses from their holy book, the Avesta: 




“Radiant, glorious, the greatest, the best, 

The most beautiful, the most firm, the most wise, 

Of the most perfect form, the highest in righteousness, 

Possessed of great joy, creator, fashioner, 

Nourisher and the most Holy Spirit…” 




Artontes tried to play louder than Theo‘s pipe, while the Spartans and the Persians did their best to drown one another out with their singing. The Persian prince pranced his horse between both columns, laughing as he banged his drum, while the pilgrims on the road shied away from us, unsure whether this might be the prelude to a brawl. 

Up ahead the road narrowed as it began its upward assent into the Parnassus. Wanting to reach Delphi first before the Persians, the Spartans broke into a run. Mardonius and the riders around him urged their horses faster, racing ahead of the Spartans, only to realize their ox drawn carts would never keep up. Dorieus and the King‘s Champions passed the Persians and their magnificent horses, giving a shout of triumph as they took the road and jogged up into the mountains. The pilgrims on the road cheered. Score one for the Spartans. 

“Let them go,” Mardonius said. “They will be hot, sweaty and tired when they reach the top. They can have the road. We will have our revenge in the games.” 










22. The Sacred Way 




It is right to learn, even from the enemy. 




Ovid 




All morning and through the early part of the day we journeyed uphill through dry, barren, inhospitable country. When I could, I caught snatches of sleep in the saddle. The Persians did not ride the entire distance, but rested and watered their mounts from water barrels carried in the carts. They stopped several times along the way, caring for their beasts like beloved children. 

On one occasion, the Persians in the company faced east, got down on the ground with their heads touching the dirt and recited their litany of prayers, ending with a hymn from the Avesta. According to Arontes, they conducted this same ritual upon waking, before their noon day meal, before dinner and before sleeping, the knowledge of which might come in handy in the future: these pious Easteners were vulnerable to attack four times a day. 

The road followed a torturous path, hugging the lower slopes as it wound its way through the mountains. It was so narrow in some places there was barely enough room for a single cart. Several times the way overlooked cliffs so steep, glancing over the edge made me dizzy. 

With the rear guard was a unit of six riders richly dressed in linen uniforms stitched with gold ringlets. While I fretted over Aria‘s fate, I watched the riders who seemed to be playing some sort of game. Each man carried an odd piece of equipment that looked like a long wooden mallet that they used to swat a ball made of willow root. With great precision they passed the ball to one another with their mallets, moving it down the mountain road, occasionally whacking it hard at an imaginary goal, all six of them cheering when the ball hit the target. 

“You‘re not going to win at chowgan,” Artontes said. 

“You‘re not going to win at episkyros.” 

“What kind of sport is that?” 

“It‘s like your chowgan, but without the horses or the mallet. Instead of using a ball, we use a human head, preferably a helot.” 

Artontes shuddered. “You‘re joking of course.” 

Trying not to smile, I said nothing. 

“The Ionians say you Spartans are all born thieves, liars and murderers.” 

“Is that what you think?” 

Artontes’ brow furrowed. “I don’t know. You are crude, you believe in the pagan gods when everyone knows there is only one true god, but I think you have honor. In Persia, there is no more important virtue than honesty. According to our prophet Zoroaster, order and chaos are in constant battle. Persia brings order by bringing the truth, while other people spread chaos with their lies. You Hellenes lie, cheat and fight with each other constantly and yet you say we are bad people. You don‘t know us at all. When the King of King comes he will bring truth, peace and order to your backward little nation.” 

As we rounded a bend in the road, the light up ahead was so bright, the two of us shielded our eyes. Artontes gasped as we looked for the first time upon the holy sanctuary of Delphi where it sat on the southern slopes of Mount Parnassus. The sight silenced us both. No wonder people considered the place the home of Apollo, lord of the sun. Rising up behind the temple soared twin limestone cliffs known as the Phaedriades, the ‘Bright Ones,‘ that glowed so brilliantly in the noonday sun it was nearly blinding. 

We’d traveled for many leagues over rough, barren terrain and here before us the lush, green mountainside village of Delphi sprang like a flower from bare rock. Though I didn’t know it at the time, Delphi was watered by five natural springs. My heart fluttered in my chest. On a terrace above the village, the Temple of Apollo gleamed bright white in the hot sun like the pillared palace of a great king. Hundreds of statues of gods and heroes lined both sides of the winding path that led from the village up to the temple, giving the place an air of magic and majesty. The place looked like how I would have imagined the home of the gods, Mount Olympus. 

With each clop of Anicetus’ hooves on the mountain path my pulse beat faster. Around me, I noticed the Persians and the Hellenes on the mountain pass all gazed on the sanctuary and took on an awed, humbled aspect, as they trod on Apollo’s holy ground. 

“Look behind us,” Artontes whispered. 

Twisting in my seat on Anicetus’ back, the view was just as breath-taking. I could see all the way to the Gulf of Corinth. The village of Kirrha appeared like a small, smoky smudge on the coastline and far off in the distance the mountains of the Peloponnese rose up through a mist. Though I squinted and searched the half-moon shaped cove I could not make out the line of ships or the Persian camp where somewhere Aria might be carrying my child. 

With Farud and Sasan following behind us like watchdogs we joined the throng of people entering Delphi from every direction. The village was built at the intersection of four roads, the road south from Kirrha, west from Aetolia, east from Athens and north to the temple. The boarding houses, village square, cistern and stables overflowed with people from a hundred cities; clay speckled potters and toothless sailors, rich olive oil merchants, poor subsistence farmers and self-important politicians with lines of naked slaves to carry their gifts for the god. They came from every corner of the Mediterranean seeking the advice of the oracle. 

When the Persian column moved through the steep, narrow streets they caused quite a stir. People filled the allyways and climbed onto their rooftops to watch Mardonius and the Medes pass. Some booed, some jeered at the Easterners’ trousers while a young boy threw a rock that thudded harmlessly against one of the wagons. 

“Friendly people,” Artontes commented. 

“What do you want?” I said. “You’re Persians.” 

The way north toward the temple, stadium, theater and gymnasium was paved with limestone and called the Sacred Way. Goosebumps rippled up arms as I looked up at a sanctuary populated by giant, frozen statues, some tall as I was, some two and three times my height. I stared up at a copper Apollo wrestling a life-sized dragon called Python, from whom his priestess, the Pythia, took her name. Next to Apollo and Python stood a marble sculpture of my ancestor Heracles wearing his lion’s head helm, his knotty club over his shoulder. Beside him the nymph Daphne ran without ever moving, Daphne who scorned Apollo’s love and was turned into his sacred laurel tree. 

Overcome by the sights around us on the Sacred Way, out of respect, and a desire not to jostle the throng of people crowding onto the road around us, Artontes and I dismounted and led our mounts. Between the statues lining the road stood small, stately, columned storehouses that contained a treasure trove of gifts from cities across Hellas and from around the Mediterranean. 

A bald-headed carpenter with his copper hammer and saws jangling at his belt, Arcadian by his accent, said, “Cities the world over use Delphi to show off their power. They bring the best painters, sculptors and stonemasons that money can buy and put them to work turning their treasuries into works of art. The cities are as competitive about their storehouses as their athletes in the stadium.” 

The most ornate treasury was that of the Siphnians who lived on one of the Cycladic Islands. Instead of columns, to support the roof the porch used a pair of caryatid marble statues carved like the muses of poetry and music. The frieze on the entablature above them encircling the building was carved with gods and heroes. I looked up at Aeneas and Hector battling Menelaus and Ajax over the dead body of Patroclus. A crowd gawked up at the judgment of Paris by the goddesses Athena, Hera and Aphrodite. The northern frieze depicted the Gigantomachy, the war between the gods and giants. Artemis and Apollo shot arrows at three fanged giants wearing hoplite armor while a fourth giant turned to flee. 

On either side of the Sacred Way stood merchants with their wares on display on carts, tables and rugs. With Farud and Sasan still following along behind us, Artontes stopped by a local vendor. Spread out across the ground on a hand woven rug were dozens of small clay, wooden and stone totems similar in size to my ivory Amun. 

“If you go anywhere near the Castalia Spring,” the merchant said holding up a carved image of a fly, “you’ll want Zeus Averter of Flies with you. The spring is infested with green-headed flies. Better buy one or you’ll get eaten alive.” 

While Artontes haggled with the merchant, I watched Achaemenes ride past on his great brown and white speckled Arabian stallion. Unlike the rest of us, Achaemenes remained mounted, nor did he care if he bumped into anyone that got in his way. I watched as his giant warhorse knocked over a woman. He hit her with such force the poor grey-haired woman fell to the ground. 

“Watch where you‘re going you old fool,” the Lydian prince growled and urged his horse onward laughing as the crowd struggled to get out of his way. 

I pushed through the throng and helped the woman to her feet. 

“Would you prefer to ride ma‘am?” I said. 

The woman took my hand and rose slowly, wiping the dirt from a scrape on her elbow. “Yes, I would like that. Thank you, young man.” 

The woman cackled with glee as I hoisted her up onto the back of my horse. The merchants and pilgrims on the Sacred Way showed their approval by clapping. 

The woman scowled and shook a finger at them. “All Hellenes know what is right, but you do nothing. It is only the Spartans that show any true manners.” 

People reddened with shame or frowned and shied away from us. The woman chuckled while I took Anicetus’ reins and began leading the stallion through the crowd. 

“How do you know I am a Spartan?” I asked. 

“You lead an Arabian horse, but you wear the crimson cloak of the Lacedaemonians. You are the son of Dorieus. I would be a poor Pythia if I did not know at least that much.” 

“You are the Pythia?” 

The woman shrugged. “Not the Pythia. One of three. I know what you are thinking. You thought we were beautiful young maidens. There was a time when that was true. Each year they chose the most beautiful virgin in the village, clothed her in white and declared her high priestess. That was until the priestess Themis got pregnant by a Rhodesian fresco painter and ran off with him. Even though we still wear white, ever since Themis‘ time, to spare themselves further embarrassment, they city elders choose old biddies like me.” 

“Do you know why my father is here?” 

“Of course,” the woman replied. “To find out where to place his colony. We‘ve known you were coming for months. You are young. You have no idea the fuss your father has caused. There are men here from ten nations with chests of silver to bribe the priests into telling your father to fight their wars for them. Politicians! They think they can buy Apollo‘s favor. Ah, we are almost there. At the fork in the road is where we part ways. You are going onward, up to the stadium and I am bound for the temple. Before I go, I have some advice for you young prince of Sparta. On the other side of the stadium at the base of the Phaedriades is the Castalia Spring. Before the games, go there and wash your hair in the water. Say a prayer to Apollo, god of archers. His water will fill you with enough strength to shoot an arrow around the world.” 

Amazed the woman knew so much about my father and I, at a fork in the road marked by a tall marble column with a golden Sphinx upon the top, I helped the Pythia down off Anicetus. 

In the shade of the Sphinx, the Pythia motioned to me. “Lean forward. Closer.” Her bony fingers rubbed my scalp. “The bumps on the head can tell you much about a man…” As she touched my head, she let out an ‘ooh‘ and an ‘ahh.‘ “You would have done better to have chosen Apollo as your patron. Athena can be such a shrew. Give me your hand. Give it to me!” The Pythia grabbed one of my big fingers, examined the knuckle, then turned it over and studied the palm. “You are of the sign of water. Rare for your kind. Like your father, you will be a strategos to be reckoned with, but your greatest moments will be at sea. Now ask me a question. One question.” 

“Who will I marry?” 

The old woman pushed my hand away. “That’s not the right question. Don’t you want to know if you’ll be King of Sparta one day?” 

“No. I don’t care about that. Who will I marry?” I repeated. 

“I cannot see everything,” the woman said with some annoyance and began to walk away. “Some things you have to figure out for yourself.” She stopped for a moment, squinted up at the Bright Ones, then turned and said, “If you cannot marry the one you love, marry the one that loves you.” She gave me a feeble wave, turned and continued down the Sacred Way toward the Temple of Apollo. 

Artontes joined me as I watched the Pythia shuffle off. 

“Who was that?” 

“The Pythia.” 

“What did she say?” 

“Nothing much,” I said. 

“I want to know everything.” 

“She said my greatest moments would be on the sea.” One of them certainly had been, with Aria in the cove. I wondered if that is what she had meant. “That’s all.” 

Artontes looked at me dubiously. “That’s all? She was talking your ear off. Would it loosen your tongue if I helped you court my sister? I saw how you helped the old woman up. It’s got me thinking. You would be a better husband to my sister than Achaemenes. All he wants is her land. From what I can tell, you would treat her well. So, do you want my help?” 

“Of course. What do you want in return?” 

When Artontes smiled he reminded me of Aria. “Peace between our people. Then we wouldn’t have to be enemies anymore. Wouldn’t that be grand? So what did the Pythia say? Tell me everything.” 

As we followed the stream of people trudging uphill I told him what I could remember. The stadium was built on a terrace above the temple and its green grass well watered by the Castalia Spring. The Bright Ones provided an impressive backdrop behind the athletic fields, turning the entire area into a huge, natural amphitheatre. Along the far side of the track lay a set of long, wooden bleachers that went up ten rows. It could hold six thousand people and was filling slowly. 

At another fork in the road, this one marked with a stone etched with the name of the Castalia Spring, I left the main road that led to the stadium and joined a group of white-robed priests that continued east toward the spring. Farud and Sasan complained loudly when Artontes chased after me. “Where are you going?” 

“To visit the spring.” 

“We can’t leave the others… Oh damn. Wait for me!” 

Any fresh water spring, particularly one this high up in the mountains, was a miracle that could be attributable only to the work of a god. Where the two cliffs of the Phaedriades came together, water flowed down a narrow ravine where it was collected in a great stone cistern. Set into the cistern were seven bronze spouts in the shape of lion’s heads that gushed forth water into a pool that trickled off down the mountain where it would eventually join the Pleistos. 

“Where are the green-headed flies?” Artontes asked looking dubiously at the figurine of Zeus Averter of Flies that he had purchased. 

“They are here at the height of summer, not now,” said a white-robed priest sitting on the edge of the pool washing his face and hands. He stared at us, obviously unused to the sight of a Persian and a Spartan traveling together. “Go ahead. Drink. Purest water you’ll ever taste. Poets come here from all over the world to drink. They say it gives them inspiration. Some even think the spring has the power to heal the sick. Tomorrow, if you watch, you’ll see the Pythia drink from the Kassotis Spring beside the temple. Its water gives her the gift of prophecy.” 

Kneeling down on the grass I drank beside Anicetus. The man was right. The water was cold and clean as fresh snow. I dunked my head in the water. “Wash your hair,” I told Artontes. 

“Why?” 

“The Pythia told me it brings luck in the games.” 

The young man looked at me wide-eyed. “Why are you telling me this?” 

He was right. The smart thing would have been to have kept quiet and gain an advantage in the archery contest. 

“Because you’re helping me court your sister.” 

Artontes nodded, smiled, and side-by-side a prince of Persia and a prince of Sparta washed their hair in the Castalia Spring. 

The Spartans had arrived at the stadium first and set up camp at the western end of the long, narrow grass field. To ready themselves for the games they’d begun exercising and had attracted a large crowd of onlookers who viewed their gleaming, naked bodies with awe. 

The Persians took up a position on the opposite side of the field and began setting up orderly rows of tents, in front of which they displayed the treasure they’d brought. A crowd of gawkers stared at engraved gold plates, silverware, tapestries, rugs, copper candelabras, bronze tripods, a small marble statue of Apollo, and chests filled with brightly colored rubies, garnets and diamonds. 

Pythagoras, Milo and the priests of Apollo stood in the middle of the field surrounded by a circle of the best men present, from which they were busy casting lots to select a panel of judges. 

My blonde hair and Artontes’ black hair dripping down our backs, flanked by Farud and Sasan, we rode by the bleachers where a group of rowdy men argued over who would win the day. Everyone had come to see just who was the superior race, the Spartans or the Aryans? Artontes waved to the crowd and smiled good-naturedly as we trotted across the grass field to join Mardonius and his captains. 

I’d been hoping we’d walk as my bottom was sore from sitting atop Anciteus all day, but Mardonius, Achaemenes, Bagibania and the rest of the Persian nobility remained mounted as it gave them an advantage over the unarmed civilians milling about staring up at them. In Hellas, horses were a rarity reserved for the rich. By the expressions on the faces in the crowd it was clear the Hellenes held the Persians in the same high regard they held the Spartans, if only for the Easterners’ rich clothes and magnificent steeds. 

Mardonius and his captains sat watching the Spartans do their calisthenics to limber up for the games. 

Bagibania said half begrudgingly, half admiring, “You would think they would be tired after running up the mountain.” 

Standing in front of Mardonius was an overweight, white-robed man with a well-trimmed grey beard and a stately air of self-importance about him who said, “The Spartans are not only the best soldiers in Hellas, they provide some of the best athletes at the Olympic Games. But I warn you. I heard it straight from Dorieus’ lips, they are going to turn these games into a brawl…” 

The man abruptly stopped talking when he saw me approach. Mardonius looked at his son with some relief, “There you are.” 

Squinting against the glare coming from the Bright Ones, the round, white-robed man stared up at me. “From the looks of their hair, they’ve been to the Castalia Spring. Your athletes would be wise to do the same. According to local legend, it will give you the favor of the god.” 

Mardonius introduced us. “This is my son Artontes and…” 

“The son of Dorieus. The one they call Euryanax. You look just like your father,” the man said bowing his head slightly in my direction. “I am Cleisthenes, the leader of the Alcaemonids. My people are repairing the temple. Ah, I can see from that look on your face you were not aware the sanctuary was destroyed by fire…” 

Mardonius’ eyes danced in amusement. “Cleisthenes is also an exile of Athens. Banished along with his kin for blasphemy by the tyrant Hippias’ father Peisistratos.” 

“And honored to stand among the judges today,” Cleisthenes added hurriedly. 

“The Alcaemonids have become quite influential at Delphi,” Mardonius said, then added, “with the help of Persian gold. I’ve been told, every time the Spartans come seeking an oracle, the priestess begins with, ‘Free the Athenians.’” 

“I would use any means possible to help my countrymen,” Cleisthenes replied. “I would use your cavalry if I could, but the Great King is a master diplomat. He helps me and he also aids the tyrant Hippias.” 

“Hippias’ son and daughter are married to allies of the Great King. He has out-maneuvered you,” Mardonius smiled. 

“Hippias is a madman that executes anyone who disagrees with him,” Cleisthenes said angrily. 

“This is a discussion for another time,” Mardonius replied. “Today, I ask only that you adjudicate the games fairly and honestly.” 

“It would be easier to find a holy man in hell than to find an honest man among these Ionian merchants,” Achaemenes said. “Cleisthenes would sell his soul to get the Spartans to overthrow Hippias.” 

“You wrong me sir,” Cleisthenes said sternly. “I will adhere to my oath.” 

The magi with the deep voice said, “I saw Dorieus throw Cleisthenes out of his camp. The Spartans have no interest in Athens. They are intent on Sicily.” 

“Then perhaps we should offer him a bribe, er, ahem, a generous gift if he votes in our favor,” Achaemenes said. 

Mardonius shook his head negatively. “We will win fairly or not at all.” 

Uncomfortable with the conversation, Cleisthenes said brusquely, “I must go. Pythagoras calls. The games are about to begin. Your one god go with you. You’re going to need him.” 










23. The Pythian Games 




You can discover more about a person in an hour of athletics than in a year of conversation. 




Plato 




Ten judges had been selected from among the best men. Besides Cleisthenes, Pythagoras was also among them. When Mardonius pointed out that all of the judges were Hellenes who might be hostile to Persia, Pythagoras solved the dilemma by adding ten men who claimed to be from Persian controlled territory, including a Carthaginian, Phoenician, Egyptian, Milesian and the officer Bagibania. After all agreed upon the judges, we were ready to proceed. 

A handsome young priest of Apollo said a long prayer asking the god to ensure the games were decided fairly, then sacrificed a pure white lamb. Once the sacrifices and the omens were satisfactory, Pythagoras stood atop a great flat rock in front of the bleachers and from a floppy hat selected one at a time, six markers that represented the order of the six events. First would be the hoplitedromos, then the horse race, followed by the archery contest, episkyros, chowgan and pankration. 

Among the Persians, Mardonius selected the participants for each event. On the Spartan side, the King’s Champions that wanted to compete volunteered and had their names thrown into a pot. The participants were chosen by lot after yet another sacrifice, this one conducted by Lycaon who seemed to be competing with the young priest of Apollo for who could say the longest, dullest prayer. Evidently Lycaon’s prayer was answered, as when the King’s Champions dropped their markers into the pot for the first event, Lycaon shook it and my father’s name fell to the ground. The Spartans gave a shout of joy. Dorieus would run for us in the hoplitedromos, an event he had won at the Olympic Games when he was a young man. The crowd buzzed with the news. Was the son of King Anaxandridas still as strong as he was fifteen years ago? All were excited to find out. 

My father’s opponent was a young, dark-skinned, dark-haired Mede named Javed. Javed was probably as old as Dorieus was when he won the Olympics years ago. The crowd vigorously debated the merits of youth versus experience. 

The two contestants stood side-by-side as they were each fitted with a suit of hoplite heavy armor. First they tied a leather cuirass about their chest and leather cuffs around their calves to protect their skin from chaffing against the metal. Then they were strapped into an iron breastplate, bronze greaves, fitted with a Corinthian helm and handed a spear and a gleaming hoplon. While most kings and princes liked to strut about in ornate armor engraved with their patron or a heroic scene from The Iliad, my father wore the plain, simple cuirass that he and all Spartan infantrymen wore, without ornament, but polished to a high shine. For the people watching, most of whom were of humble origins, my father’s plain equipment added to his stature in their eyes. 

Poor Javed was obviously unused to wearing our armor, particularly the greaves. He walked about stiffly, giving the crowd a hearty laugh. He moved like a man whose arms and legs have been broken and fitted with uncomfortable wooden splints. As the two contestants lined up beside one another on the stadium track, my father stood a head taller than Javed, who Artontes told me had been chosen because he was the fastest man in his father’s force. A judge from the island of Aegina dropped his arm and the race was on. 

The two hoplites leapt forward like two race horses, sprinting around the track while thousands of onlookers in the bleachers screamed encouragement. Once they got past the first quarter turn, my father took the lead and never lost it. By the halfway point, he appeared to run as unimpeded as if he were naked, while poor Javed lagged far behind, undoubtedly hampered and slowed by his heavy armor. Dorieus loped easily around the track, his blonde braids bouncing on his back, looking as strong and ageless as the patron of Delphi, Apollo himself. It turned out to be one of my father’s finer moments, one that made me proud to be his son. It would even inspire a poet named Pindar to write a poem praising Dorieus’ victory over the Mede, calling it the first great victory for the West over the East. 

My father crossed the finish line to the sound of thunderous applause. The judges, led by Pythagoras crowned him with a wreath made from Apollo’s sacred tree, the aromatic bay laurel. 

Limping noticeably from the greaves chaffing his legs, Javed eventually finished, giving the Spartans an easy victory, one the Persians hastily acknowledged they knew the Spartans would win. 

“The Spartans must win the events they selected,” Mardonius said, “while we must win our events.” According to the satrap, final victory would probably be determined by the final seventh event, which had yet to be announced. 

As Mardonius predicted, the Persians evened the score by winning their event, the horse race. They’d brought a magnificent selection of Arabian horses with them, while the Spartans had to borrow a Theban pony. The King’s Champions selected their rider by lot, in this case a Thessalian prince of the Aleuadae named Chrysaor. When they lined up at the starting line, the Theban pony stood two hands smaller than the white stallion ridden by the Persian captain Bagibania, whom Artontes informed me was the best horsemen in his father’s company. 

As the horses’ hooves pounded around the course, the throng screamed their advice, but the race was never in any doubt. Bagibania finished ten lengths ahead of Chrysaor, after which Dorieus’ comment, ‘the Persians have defeated a Thessalian, not a Spartan,’ quickly passed through the crowd. 

Now it was my turn. The archery contest. I was the only one among the Spartans that owned a bow, so I was the only volunteer. I watched as Cleisthenes paced off the fifty steps between us and our target, a Lacedaemonian bronze hoplon painted with a red lambda. Thessalus handed me my quiver and Libyan longbow. 

“Apollo guide your hand lad,” the Spartan captain said. 

Up until the moment I strung my bow, I hadn’t really given the competition a lot of thought. Giving my bow a test pull, I swallowed hard. I was a fair shot, but Artontes had probably teethed on his horn bow. What chance did I have? 

“You will each get one shot,” Pythagoras explained. “Closest to the center wins. This is the Persian’s event, so their man will shoot first.” 

In the agoge, Idmon had taught us that thinking too much prior to an event only made you nervous, which could adversely affect your performance, so I kept my mind on other things. I took a deep breath, taking in the smell of the lush grass beneath my feet and the aroma of roasting pork wafting on the air. I took in the crowd, heard their shouts and jeers. I took in the solemn line of my kinsmen. All stood watching Artontes bend his bow. I saw how carefully he took his time aiming. My heart began to beat faster. The Persian youth knew what he was doing. As Battus had taught me, he drew his bow to his ear, closed his left eye and with his right eye gazed down the shaft of his purple-fletched arrow. 

I suddenly realized the enormity of what my shot meant to my people. It could turn the tide in our favor. If I could take one of the Persian’s events, we would go on to win the games. There would be no need for a seventh event. 

Artontes’ arrow hit the hoplon dead center. The judges and the men on both sides examined the shield and Thessalus pointed out how the steel point punctured the bronze outer layer, but the short bow did not have the power to pierce the wooden core. The crowd clapped politely. 

“It’s your turn Eury,” Lycaon said. “I’m praying for you boy.” 

I gave my father one last look, hoping for a word of comfort, but as was their way the Spartans said nothing, but stood still as statues. Achaemenes sneered at the size of my bow, the Persians jeered, calling it out-dated, while the crowd in the bleachers yelled mutely somewhere in the background. As I stepped up to the line, I looked at Artontes who stood close by, smiling broadly, nodding his head encouragingly. 

I took my time pulling my great Libyan longbow. I stared long and hard at the lambda on the target. The noise around me quieted or I just didn’t hear it. I concentrated, took aim, whispered a prayer to Apollo lord of archers and let fly. 

The Persians began to cheer as they thought I’d missed the target entirely. It was Thessalus who pointed out the hole in the bronze and the tuft of crimson feathers where my arrow had passed through the shield. My father looked uncomfortably at the hole. An army of archers armed with longbows could decimate a phalanx, but no one on either side began equipping companies of archers with Libyan longbows. Bagibania pointed out where the arrow had hit the shield. I’d missed the center by a finger. Artontes had won. 

Just as Pythagoras was about to declare Artontes the victor and crown him with a laurel wreath, the words of the Pythia came to me. His water will fill you with enough strength to shoot an arrow around the world. 

“I challenge you to one more shot,” I said loud enough for the judges to hear. “Artontes, beat me and you can have my bow.” 

“Who would want such a poor weapon?” Achaemenes scowled. 

“Then you can have my life. Beat me at one more shot, a shot of my choosing, and I will be your bondsman.” 

Those that heard cried out in surprise, including the Spartans, who shouted at me to take back my challenge. 

“You are crazy,” Artontes laughed. “Father?” 

“If the son of Dorieus wants to live among us,” Mardonius smiled grimly. “Go ahead.” 

“Then I accept your challenge,” Artontes said. 

“This shot will be to test your accuracy at a greater distance,” I said and began pacing off an additional fifty steps. 

“What are you doing?” Artontes asked as the crowd of Spartans, Persians and judges followed me. 

“This shot will be from a hundred paces,” I said. “If you Persians are such good archers, you should be able to shoot just as well from this spot.” 

The Spartans and their supporters laughed and applauded. 

“He can’t do that,” Achaemenes complained to the judges. 

“Why not?” Thessalus asked. “Your boy agreed to a shot of Eury’s choosing.” 

“This makes no difference to the event,” Mardonius argued. “We have already won. This is a personal challenge.” 

The judges argued then agreed that the question of whether or not the shot counted was best answered by Apollo. Pottery shards with our names scratched into them were placed into a pot, Pythagoras shook it, tipped it over and the shard marked with the first letter of my name, an epsilon, fell to the ground. My pulse raced. The goddess was with me. The shot would count toward the contest. 

We took up a position a hundred paces from a shiny new hoplon. 

“You are the challenger,” Pythagoras said softly over the hushed crowd. “Eury, you may shoot first.” 

Slowly I drew an arrow from my quiver and notched it in my bow string. As I took aim, I wished Battus was with me. Where are you brother? I need your steady hand, your eye, your calm spirit. Thinking I felt Battus’ presence at my side, I let loose. The crowd held their breath and cried out in delight when I hit the target. My red-fletched arrow did not go through the shield as it had the first time, nor was it dead center, it was two fingers’ away from the middle. If Artontes shot true he would still win. And I would end up living among the Persians. I swallowed the growing lump in my throat. 

The Persian prince glanced at me uncertainly before pulling his cavalryman’s short horn bow. Instead of aiming straight at the hoplon, he overcompensated for the distance by raising his aim. The crowd gasped as his purple-feathered arrow flew through the air to thud into the grass five steps short of the target. 

The crowd shouted their approval while the Persians complained this was typical Hellene treachery. Achaemenes complained the loudest of all, claiming that the judges had been bribed. 

The judges argued some more. A judge from Miletos even took a punch at a judge from Pella, and after a vote of 11 to 9, Pythagoras declared, “The archery contest is a draw.” The judge from Pella placed a laurel wreath on my head and another upon Artontes’ head. 

The results caused a great outcry among the Persians and their allies who were so angry Mardonius threatened to leave Delphi. It was Artontes who quieted the satrap and the crowd. He clasped hands with me. 

“Congratulations,” Aria’s brother said. “You’re the first Hellene I’ve ever met who drew his bow to his ear. It was a great shot.” 

Behind him I overheard Achaemenes grumble, “We have not been out-shot. We have been out-foxed.” 

While I handed my bow and quiver back to my companions, all of whom clapped me enthusiastically on the back, Pythagoras said loudly so all could hear, “We still have three more games to complete before this day is through. Captains, present your teams for the ball game episykros. I need fourteen players from each side.” 

Fourteen King’s Champions were selected as were fourteen Phoenicians who had reportedly played the game in Crete. For a playing area they used the rectangular field of grass inside the track. Goal lines were marked at either end of the field with white powder made of limestone dust. The first team to carry a leather ball across their opponent’s goal line five times won. 

Episykros was the most popular sport in Sparta. Every summer during the festival of Karneios they held an episykros tournament among the 19-year old eirenes. The winners received the unique honor of having their herd’s name inscribed on an obelisk in front of the Limnai gymnasium. When played among ourselves, the Spartan version of episykros was to out-run your opponent, to throw or kick the leather ball from player to player and carry it across the opponent’s goal line. When the Spartans played episykros against outsiders they adopted a more violent style of play. 

To start the match, a referee called an xystarch tossed the ball up into the air. Pareabates whacked his Phoenician counterpart in the face with his forearm knocking the man down, caught the ball and threw it to Dorieus who was streaking down the center of the field. My father caught the ball in mid-stride, dropped it, then kicked it to Theokles who was sprinting down the left sideline. Theokles leaped high into the air, caught the ball with his fingertips and landed over the Phoenician’s goal line. Score one for the King’s Champions. 

When given the ball, the Phoenicians tried running with it up the field. Xenocrates dove at the bearded Phoenician ball handler, driving his shoulder into the man’s back, jarring the ball loose. Dorieus picked it up, and when two Phoenicians tried to get in his way, he elbowed one in the face, knocking him down and ran over the second man stepping on the poor fellow’s chest on his way to the goal line. 

At every given opportunity the Spartans slammed a forearm into an opposing player’s face, kneed them in the thigh or kicked them in the ankles. The Phoenicians had a hard time staying on their feet, much less holding onto the ball. One of their players was knocked unconscious and had to be carried from the field, another had his ankle broken and another lost most of his teeth. The Persians screamed foul from the sidelines, the xystarch looked the other way, and the crowd roared with delight each time a Phoenician limped from the field. 

It was no great surprise that the final score was 5-0 in favor of the Spartans. In the end, Dorieus and all twenty of his companions were awarded laurel wreathes. 

While everyone’s attention was focused on the game, while Artontes was engaged in conversation with his father, and while Farud and Sasan were busying placing bets with a Syrian moneychanger, I could have slipped away and rejoined my people. Edging quietly to the back of the crowd, I was torn between escaping my enemies and staying to see if Artontes could convince Mardonius to let me court Aria. 

While I debated what to do, Theokles snuck up behind me and stuck a finger in my back like it was a dagger. 

“You’re getting sloppy living among these barbarians,” Theo grinned. “Come on. We can run behind the stands.” 

“No, wait,” I said. “Talk.” 

“You never want to talk.” 

“I’m keeping my oath. I’m staying.” 

Theo snorted. “And you call me a fool. This is about the woman, isn’t it?” 

“It’s about honor.” 

Theo stifled a laugh. “Since when have you cared about honor? You’re like your father. You only care about winning. If I know you, you’re trying to win this Persian girl.” 

“It’s not just the girl,” I said. “It’s the Persians. Mardonius is not a bad man. And I like his son.” 

“Aren’t you forgetting something..?” 

“No. Mardonius had nothing to do with my mother. It was Achaemenes. He is the one responsible. Tell my father.” 

“Tell him yourself.” 

Theo was right, I should go with him. But I wasn’t leaving the Persians, not yet. Not when there was a chance that I might be able to court Aria. Too, I didn’t like Theo’s comment that I lacked honor. In the agoge, Idmon used to say, “There is no greater virtue than honor. To a good man it is more important than anything, even courage.” 

Theo’s words stung, particularly here, in this holy place. Delphi did something to you. You felt the god’s presence. It was everywhere, in every blade of grass, every leaf, every stone. How could I break my oath here? I couldn’t. 

“I’m not going with you. They have Zoe.” 

Theo cursed. “I tried finding her in the woods. I figured she followed you. I should have tied her to a tree.” 

“If you had, I’d be dead right now by Achaemenes’ hand. Zoe saved my life.” 

“How do we get the little helot princess back?” 

“I don’t know yet. You’d better go. Artontes is coming.” 

“All right. Try not to get too close to these Persians. If we go to Sicily, you might have to put an arrow in your friend Artontes,” Theo grinned and melted into the crowd. 

The next match was a Persian event, chowgan. Just seeing the two sides mounted, I knew a Persian victory was inevitable. The Medes sat astride magnificent Arabian horses while the Spartans had to borrow an odd collection of shaggy Theban, Thessalian and local ponies that looked more like plow horses than race horses. 

Using their long wooden mallets the Medes skillfully passed the ball among their players, quickly scoring the first goal. When the Spartans were given the ball, they flailed uselessly at it while trying to guide their mounts. The King’s Champions were so bad, Xenocrates fell off his horse. The crowd laughed whenever the Spartans got the ball as the Medes immediately stole it from them. In no time the score was 3-0. 

The Spartans saw they had no chance at hitting or passing the ball, so instead adopted the tactics they used at episkyros. Dorieus swung his mallet at the best of the Medes chowgan players, a fellow with a bushy black beard that blew around his neck as he flew about the field. My father whacked him in the face with his mallet, knocking the poor fellow off his horse. He lay on the ground unmoving. The crowd went wild, shrieking in triumph and outrage, as they thought the man’s neck was broken. A war might have erupted, until the Persian magi with the deep voice announced the man was only unconscious and they carried him from the field. 

After the Persians lost two more players, one with a broken nose and the other with a fractured knee, with the Persians screaming foul, the xystarch stopped the game and after conferring with the judges on the sideline, the Spartans who had caused the injuries, Dorieus, Pareabates and Xenocrates were ejected from the match. The Persians raced back and forth uncontested across the field. They were so good, they began showing off by hanging down the sides of their horses and making trick shots. They completely out rode the Spartans impressing everyone with the quality of the Great King’s cavalry. 

During the chowgan match Artontes joined me on the sidelines. 

“I spoke to my father for you,” he said, pausing to cheer as a Mede galloped by making a spectacular pass to one of his teammates. “Of course he thinks we are both mad. Your people’s behavior during the games has not helped your cause. He says your father is without honor, and you are of his blood. I’m sorry my friend.” 

“Achaemenes is a devil and he is allowed…” 

“Achaemenes is related to the King of Kings. He has Achaemenid blood. If he succeeds his father as the satrap of Lydia, he will inherit more land than your whole country.” 

“Ask him again.” 

Artontes laughed. “There is nothing I can say…” 

“Isn’t it customary that I give your father a gift? Ask him what he wants.” 

Artontes shook his head. “The gift should be of incense or silver. You know nothing of our customs.” 

“Just ask him.” 

Artontes sighed loudly. “I will try.” 

After the Persians won at chowgan, before the final event of the day, Pythagoras informed the crowd there would be a short break for dinner, then everyone would meet at the gymnasium where the sixth event, pankration, would be held in the sand pit of the palestra. 

While the Spartans dined on hard bread, crusty cheese and watered wine, the Persians put forth a banquet of fresh dates and grapes from Ionia, melons from Egypt and three types of meats; beef, lamb and chicken. As I ate among them I could not help but notice how the Persians and their Phoenician allies were looking at me in disgust. The chowgan player my father had knocked unconscious was alive, but had not regained his senses. The only thing that kept them from taking their anger out on me was Artontes presence at my side. It confounded them that Artontes could be so noble when the slippery Spartan had duped him so blatantly during the archery contest. 

While we ate, we noticed the crowd walking from the stadium toward the gymnasium. When Farud and Sasan weren’t looking, giggling like a schoolgirl Artontes gathered up his food and a skin of wine and urged me to join him and the throng heading east on a dirt path. Before we came to the square colonnade that encircled the gymnasium we came to Delphi’s theater. On the lower slope of the Parnassus, carved into the rock was a great semicircular amphitheater large enough to hold six thousand people. What gave the Pythian Games its unique flavor, what made them different from the other Pan-Hellenic games like the Olympic Games, was its poetry, singing, dancing and drama competitions. Instead of walking to the gymnasium to get a good seat for the pankration match, the crowd took the dirt path that led to the theater. 

“I hear a drum,” Artontes said. 

Curious as to the source of the music, we followed the flow of people climbing up the steps into the theater and flowing row by row into the seats. Down front near the stage the seats of honor were made of red limestone while the ordinary seats were made of white stone. As we sat I noted that the stone was undercut so that you could tuck your feet back under the seat. 

As we began passing our food and wine back and forth, Artontes pointed to two figures. “It’s your friend.” 

In the center of the round stage, stood Theo fully armored, in his linen cuirass, greaves, hoplon, spear and wearing the laurel wreath he’d won in the episkyros match. Sitting on the edge of the stage was Xenocrates pounding on the lambda shield in his lap like it was a drum. Theo looked like he was practicing the overhead strike with his spear. The crowd cried out in alarm with his every thrust. They cringed and ducked as if they thought Theo meant to leap among them, but he was only doing one of the pyrriche dances popular in Sparta. He repeated the steps of an old spear dance called the ‘fisherman.’ When Theo spun in circles waving his shield and spear around him, the movement was meant to mimic a fisherman casting his nets. The banging on the shield was meant to portray the fisherman calling to the fish. The overhead thrusts with the spear mimicked the fisherman impaling his prey. The crowd reacted to Theo’s every step with loud cheering and vigorous applause. 

“Your friend is good,” Artontes said. 

“He likes to show off.” 

By the time the pyrriche ended the theater was crowded with raucous men. Theo and Xenocrates bowed graciously, enjoying the adulation of the spectators. 

Someone in the crowd yelled out, “Sing something!” A man with an Italian accent added, “Something you wrote.” 

Theo made them laugh by singing the work song he’d invented when the Spartans were building the Dioklos Road. 




“When my grandmom was sixty-four 

She built a road from shore to shore…” 




Theo’s voice was strong and melodic and I was amazed that even in the thirtieth row his words were as clear as if he stood only an arm’s length away. 

“Something serious!” a man in the front row requested. 

Smiling, Theo brought out his 5-string lyre, plucked the strings and recited a poem I’d never heard before, one that told the story of how Paris fell in love with Helen and how their love brought death and slaughter to countless men and endless grief to families across Hellas. Though the crowd heard the ill-fated story of Paris and Helen, I heard the story of Theo and Stesilaus. While I wanted throw a piece of fruit at our Amyclaen bard, the men listening in the seats around me quieted, sniffled and some even wept. 

When he was done, Theo lifted his arms to the audience and called out, “I need volunteers!” From his leather backpack Theo pulled out pipes, a lute and other instruments. As he placed them about the stage, he cried, “I need musicians, dancers. Come! Let us celebrate our time together in this holy place. Come dance with us!” 

Theo got plenty of enthusiastic help. Dorians, Ionians and Aetolians from every corner of Hellas joined him on the stage and did a popular dance that was done this time of year during the spring planting. Flutes, drums and strings filled the air with sound and like Pan’s magic pipes the music hypnotized the crowd. The dancers formed a circle and went round and round on the stage, while the audience tapped their feet and clapped with the beat. 

“Look, it’s Bagibania,” Artontes said excitedly. By the Persian captain’s clumsy steps it was obvious he did not know the dance, but because he wore the laurel wreath he’d won in the horse race, men made room for him. Bagibania joined the circle, where the others showed him the steps and he was soon dancing merrily with the rest. 

Though not a scheduled event during the games, no one would forget what happened that day in Delphi’s theater. Hellenes, Medes, Italians, Phoenicians, Egyptians and others forgot their differences, laughed, sang and danced in peace—until a farmer from Phocis ran onto the stage and shouted, “The pankration is about to begin! Come on!” 

The music stopped abruptly as everyone scrambled to get out of the theater. Men pushed, shoved and tripped over one another in their hurry to get to the gymnasium. Swept along by the surge of bodies, Artontes and I walked wide-eyed down a lane lined with statues of past winners of the games that included a javelin thrower from Sparta, a runner from Syracuse and a boxer from Argos. Once we reached the square colonnade men wriggled tightly together, writhing like herring spawning in a pond, trying to get a good view of the sand pit in the center of the square. 

Artontes and I shimmied up a marble column to the clay tile roof over the colonnade where we could see everything. Achaemenes had been chosen from among the Persians. Though I hated to admit it, he was the obvious choice, the Persian’s greatest champion by far. He was not as tall as the Spartans, but he was broad across the shoulders and the scars across his left eye gave him a menacing appearance. Remembering how easily Achaemenes had tossed me around the Pleistos, he was probably the only one in the Eastern camp that had a chance of standing against us. 

Pareabates had been chosen from among the Spartans, who were now in hot debate. Pareabates had been selected by lot, a fact that relieved many people, as Pareabates was the biggest and strongest among our men, but my father had stepped forward and announced he would fight Achaemenes. Afraid lest anything happen to their king, Thessalus and Lycaon were arguing with Dorieus, who was not to be deterred. Dorieus wanted vengeance for what Achaemenes had done to my mother. 

I reached for the owl totem in my belt pouch, rubbed it and whispered a prayer to Athena to give my father strength and wisdom. I prayed he knew what he was doing and did not let his anger overcome his judgment. If Dorieus killed Achaemenes, he would get his revenge, but he would automatically be disqualified, the Persians would win the games, and Mardonius would carry me off to Sidon. My fate rested in my father’s hands. 

“This will be a historic fight,” Artontes said excitedly. “Our best warrior against your king.” 

The crowd leaned forward, mouths agape as they watched silently as my father stripped off his tunic and rubbed his well muscled body with oil. The Easterners in the crowd grimaced as father strutted around the sand naked. Achaemenes modestly wore a tunic over a loin cloth. “Achaemenes is going to regret wearing clothes,” I commented. 

“Why?” 

“You’ll see.” 

The two men faced one another in the center of the pit. A scarred, old pankration Olympic champion from Sicyon served as the xystarch. With a wave of his hand the referee signaled the start of the match. The crowd roared with pent up energy. Dorieus and Achaemenes circled one another like snarling wolves, studying each other, looking for an opening. Neither had so much as made a move and the onlookers packed into the colonnade were roaring so loudly I doubt I could have heard myself if I tried to speak. 

Dorieus landed the first punch, a jarring blow to Achaemenes’ chin. He tried following it up with a combination of blows. Achaemenes fended him off the best he could. My father intended on using his longer arms to beat the Persian about the face until he weakened and then Dorieus would either pin him to the ground—or kill him. Unable to land any blows of his own, Achaemenes sought to get in close, tried a leg trip on my father’s ankle, hoping to wrestle him to the ground, but my father used the opportunity to grab the Persian’s tunic and fling him across the pit. Before the Persian could regain his balance, Dorieus had kicked him in the groin. While Achaemenes was momentarily stunned, just to amuse the crowd, my father grabbed his opponent by the tunic and threw him by it again, this time, ripping the cloth from his body. The Hellenes in the crowd cheered in appreciation while the Medes shook with anger. 

So it went. My father beat Achaemenes’ hooked nose bloody, none of which seemed to impair the Mede, who determinedly kept advancing trying to get inside my father’s guard. Eventually the Persian succeeded in deflecting two of my father’s punches, stepped in close and used his ankle to trip my father. The two men went sprawling to the sand. As the audience jumped up and down and shook their fists in excitement, the two antagonists rolled around the sand struggling for control. Owing to the oil on his body, my father was able to slip behind the Persian prince and get both of Achaemenes’ arms locked in a move called a double chicken wing. My father applied pressure on the hold, making the Persian grimace and struggle to break free. 

“Yield or I will break your arm,” my father said. 

“Go to hell!” 

With that Dorieus dislocated Achaemenes’ right arm at the shoulder. 

My father would have gone on to break the man’s left arm, except that the xystarch got in the way, allowing the Persian to roll away. Achaemenes stood, his right arm dangling uselessly at his side, looking more enraged than injured. He continued to fight, fending off my father’s punches with his one good arm. Like a lion with its teeth in the throat of a gazelle, Dorieus showed the man no mercy, occasionally aiming and landing a jab on his opponent’s injured shoulder. 

Eventually my father used the flying mare to throw Achaemenes over his hip and across on the sand. My father was going in for the kill. I’d seen this before in Libya. Once Dorieus was on top of his opponent he’d punch the man in the windpipe or if he wanted to torture him first, he’d break his spine before snapping his neck. 

As the two men grappled on the ground, Achaemenes shocked everyone present by using a pankration move I’d only heard described, but never seen practiced till that day. The Persian prince stabbed his forefinger into Dorieus’ left eye, pulled the eyeball from the socket and tossed it into the crowd. Men screamed and dove onto the eye fighting one another for what they considered a prize souvenir. 

Blood gushed from the wound, staggering my father, forcing him to roll away. He rose to his feet and took a step back, covering his wound with one hand, trying to focus. Achaemenes got up, his right arm dangling at his side. Both would have continued, except the xystarch stepped between them and the judges came out onto the sand waving their arms, signaling the end of the bout. 

The people watching moaned with disappointment. They’d been waiting anxiously for the kill and were angry to be cheated out of the death blow. No one cared that killing your opponent at pankration meant immediate forfeiture of the match. All had expected one man to die, and his killer to be the unofficial victor of the games. To witness a Spartan of the Agiad House or Persia’s most feared warrior being slain would have been a story worth telling around the evening campfire for a long time. 

Pythagoras stepped out from among the judges waving his staff. “Apollo will not abide murder on his holy ground. The match is over! The judges will select a winner.” 

A loud outcry rose from the gathered throng as men shouted their displeasure. While Lycaon tended to Dorieus’ wound and the magi popped Achaemenes’ arm back into his shoulder, the judges argued amongst themselves and voted on the winner. 

“By a majority vote,” Pythagoras announced, “the sixth event is ruled a tie. This makes the final score; two wins, two losses and two draws for both the Spartans and the Persians. The seventh, deciding event, will be held tomorrow.” 

A dust covered stonemason from Attica shouted from the colonnade, “What will the final event be?” 

“The judges have yet to decide,” Pythagoras replied. “We will inform everyone in the morning.” 

The citizens that had rooms in the boarding houses at Delphi left and those that remained, led by Pythagoras and Milo, camped out on the middle of the stadium field between the Persian and Spartan camps. Artontes and I took the dirt path back toward the Persian tents where we were met by two sheepish looking guards, Farud and Sasan. 

“If Eury had wanted to escape,” Artontes told them, “he would have left a long time ago. You are dismissed. I take full responsibility.” 

While Artontes went off to find his father, I joined the Persians settling down around their campfires to drink wine and discuss the day’s events. Pretending to doze, I listened intently to all that was said. Even though Achaemenes had not won at pankration the fact that he had fought the fearsome Spartan king to a draw brought him honor in the eyes of the Medes. They laughed about the Spartan’s ineptitude at chowgan and complained bitterly about how the Lacedaemonians had brutalized them at episkyros. The general consensus was that the Spartans had bribed the Hellene judges to look the other way during the episkyros match and into declaring the archery contest a draw. All agreed the Lacedaemonians relied on deceit, trickery and dirty tactics to win. Though the Dorians were obviously the inferior race, they admitted that my father was a man to be reckoned with. No one said it out loud, but they were embarrassed that Dorieus had competed in four of the day’s six events, while Mardonius had not competed at any. 

“I have good news for you,” Artontes said dropping down beside me. “With the games tied, my father is reconsidering your petition. There is a gift you could give him. The question is whether or not you can deliver.” 

“What does he want?” 

“If my father were to allow you to court Aria, you would have to present him with a gift that matched her value. At first my father said there is nothing you could give. Then the magi suggested that if you were able to convince your father to build his city in Italy, my father would have earned the Great King’s favor. My father agreed. Help him succeed in his mission and you will succeed in yours.” 

I shifted uncomfortably. Heracles had an easier time wrestling the Nemean lion, than I would have changing Dorieus’ mind. “I will need to speak to my father.” 

“It has been arranged,” Artontes yawned. “Tomorrow when your father visits the oracle. You can talk in the temple square.” 

When Artontes suggested we sleep in a small tent, I convinced him to lay our cloaks on the grass under the stars in a spot where I could keep an eye on Mardonius. All night long a steady stream of city leaders, merchants and politicians from around the Mediterranean lined up to speak with the satrap at his campfire, including the Athenian Cleisthenes. I wasn’t close enough to hear what was said, but could not help but note that each man left with a gift. By morning half the Persians’ treasure was gone. Mardonius might not have been an athlete, but he was a shrewd diplomat and won several allies for Persia at Delphi. 

After he was finished his evening prayers, Artontes removed his laurel wreath and sat it on the grass. “What are you going to do with your wreath? I’m going to give mine to my mother.” 

I tossed mine on top of his. “Give mine to your sister.” 

“She will be pleased.” Laying back on his cloak, looking up at the stars, the Persian prince asked, “What do you think the seventh event will be?” 

“I have no idea.” 

“Bagibania says the priests want a poetry contest.” 

That made sense. Apollo was the god of music and poetry and the Pythian Games were the only one of the major Pan-Hellenic games to pay homage to the arts. 

Artontes continued, “We have singers and dancers, but no poets. Not like your friend Theo. It is rather remarkable that a race as crude as yours could produce such a fellow.” 

“Then we will win tomorrow.” And I would rejoin my people. 

“Yes, only I don’t think it’s going to be a poetry contest. That would be unfair. You have the obvious advantage. It has to be something both sides have an equal chance to win. Bagibania says the Samians have suggested a boat race between the Lykaina and the Medea. Wouldn’t that be exciting? It would decide once and for all who is master of the sea. So you may end up staying with us after all.” 

“You don’t think the Medea can win?” 

“The Phoenicians invented the trireme. The Corinthians only stole the design.” 

“Maybe they improved it.” 

Artontes laughed. “We saw the Medea land at Kirrha and how she fouled her oars. I don’t think so.” 

I settled back on my crimson robe and stared up at the stars. As I waited for Hypnos, god of sleep, my thoughts drifted back to the previous night. Though I wanted to see the Spartans win tomorrow, even moreso I needed to see the Persian girl. What if she carried my child? I had to get Mardonius’ permission to court Aria. How would I find the words to convince my father to move his city? Maybe I should start down the mountain. I could be at the cove before dawn. I could sneak into the Persian camp and carry her off. But where? Where would we go? My people would never accept her. Maybe it didn’t matter where. There were ships from every nation in the cove. We would stow away on a merchantman bound for Crete or Italy. We would start a new life where it didn’t matter if you were a Dorian or an Aryan. Get up. Get going… I yawned, rolled over and Hypnos, god of sleep, carried me to his dark, sunless cave. 










24. The Bravest Champions 




Always be the best, my boy, the bravest, 

and hold your head up high above all the others. 

Never disgrace the generation of your fathers. 

They were the bravest champions... 




Homer, The Iliad 




At first light, Pythagoras announced to the assembled crowd on the stadium field that the judges had voted in favor of a ship race between the Lykaina and the Medea. The seventh event, the one that would decide my fate, would take place later in the day after the Spartans had visited the Temple of Apollo and both sides returned to the cove at Kirrha. 

The crowd moved to the Castalia Spring, where my father and the others who had come seeking an oracle washed their face and hands in the sacred water to purify themselves. Dressed in simple white robes the petitioners walked solemnly down the steep path that led to the Sacred Way and the Temple of Apollo. 

The Persians walked on the right side of the road and the Spartans the left. People marveled at how the two sworn enemies could walk side-by-side in peace and said it was a miracle, an obvious sign of Apollo’s presence. My father had chosen Thessalus, Pareabates and our priest Lycaon to accompany him to the temple. Theo and the others remained at the stadium camp keeping watch over their weapons and armor. No one was permitted to enter the sanctuary wearing so much as a belt knife. 

Artontes and I walked together down the Sacred Way, gawking up at eight marble statues that lined the approach to the temple. Each was of polished Parian marble and twice my height, depicting Apollo in his roles as god of music, poetry, healing, knowledge, light, plague, the sun and prophecy. 

The temple reflected the dawn, its white marble painted in a rosy hue. We passed through the ceremonial gate and a wall so small a child could climb over it. Once through the entrance, the Sacred Way ran on a gently curving course upwards towards the southern corner of the precinct where it took a sharp bend to the right and continued up to the temple terrace. All along the route were memorial statues and vaults, large and small, set up by individuals, cities and kings, commemorating famous victories on the battlefield and at the games. Most impressive of all was a life-sized bronze charioteer and his team of horses that had been dedicated by Rhodes. 

On the temple steps stood a choir of young boys singing in a voice so high and pure, goose bumps lifted the hairs on my arms. With the morning sun glinting off the Bright Ones and the sound of the choir’s angelic voices filling the place, as we approached Apollo’s great temple at Delphi, a tide of religious fervor rose inside me and within the crowd around me. People stared wide-eyed at the temple, some wept, some even threw themselves on the ground and rubbed dirt in their hair as they mouthed incomprehensible gibberish that some claimed was the language of the immortals. 

Only my father seemed unaffected. If anything, he looked bored. Knowing him, he was eager to get the oracle over with so he could get back to the games and show the world the Spartans were indeed the master race. 

In a trance-like state the people walked slowly into the square in front of the temple. Along the north wall of the sanctuary was a columned stoa tightly packed with people wearing robes of every color. Most had come seeking an audience with the Pythia, but there were also those like Mardonius and Cleisthenes who came to Delphi for purely political reasons. The question on everyone’s lips, from the poor Locrian onion farmer who came to ask about his crop yield, to the politician from Halicarnassus who came to ask about a trade agreement with Lycia, everyone wanted to know where Dorieus would place his new city. 

As we walked across the square Mardonius grabbed my arm and led me behind the bronze statue of the Rhodesian charioteer so Dorieus could not see us. “When we get to the altar, you may join your father. No one, not even an enemy should miss this experience.” 

“Thank you.” 

Lowering his voice so only I could hear, he added, “Artontes explained to you my offer?” 

“Yes.” 

“If you can convince your father to stay out of western Sicily, you’ll have earned the right to court my daughter. What are you going to tell him?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Then I have a suggestion that may help. We know who planted the idea of going to Sicily in your father’s head. A Boeotian named Antichares. Have you ever wondered about him? I have. So I sent a runner to Laius where he supposedly is a priest in the temple. No one had ever heard of the man. This Antichares is an imposter. Probably an actor paid by one of your father’s enemies to trick him into going to war with the Persian Empire, where you will all be killed. Do I need to say anything more?” 

“I understand.” When Antichares had appeared and disappeared I’d had my doubts about him, but we needed a destination and the men took his visit as a message from the gods. Everyone, including my father, had come to believe it was the best course of action. 

“If by some miracle,” Mardonius added, “I allow you to marry my daughter, you will inherit Palestine, where you will become more wealthy than you ever could become in Sicily. You will live in Jerusalem and you will raise your children to worship Ahuramazda. Do we understand one another?” 

Until that day, I never would have considered agreeing to anything with the people who had crucified my mother. Nor did I realize that marrying Aria would entail living in Palestine, a place I’d heard merchants in Corinth describe as a land of fanatics, that like the Persians, had the strange notion that there was only one god. Nor did I have any idea where Palestine was located, other that it was somewhere east of Libya. Still, I nodded and said, “Yes sir.” 

The singing stopped and those seeking an audience with the Pythia went to the center of the square where the blood-stained altar of Apollo stood. Each petitioner stepped forward and dropped a piece of broken pottery with their name etched on it into a large vase. The vase was painted black and designed with a golden image of Apollo holding a laurel branch in each hand and pronouncing one of his more famous prophecies, to the Lydian King Croesus. Everyone knew the tale of how Croesus had asked the oracle whether or not he should attack Cyrus the Great of Persia. The Pythia answered, “Attack, and a great empire will fall.” Thinking the oracle meant the Persian Empire would fall, Croesus attacked Cyrus. An empire fell all right, Croesus’ own. 

Everyone gathered around the altar and the black-painted vase. The handsome young priest of Apollo announced that more than a hundred people desired entrance into the temple, but only twenty-four would be selected. He reached his hand into the vase and one at a time, pulled out a pottery shard, read the name so all could hear and waved it over his head for all to see. 

After the first ten were drawn and my father’s name had not been chosen, he began to pace back and forth. If Dorieus was not picked, would we come back again next month? I breathed a sigh of relief when finally the handsome young priest held up the piece of pottery etched with the letter delta that was Dorieus’ mark. As the petitioners were chosen they came forward and four priests placed them in line, not according to when they were selected, but according to rank. The priests took Dorieus and hustled him to the front of the line. Nor was there any grumbling by those behind him. All knew the Spartans were first among men. 

As my father, Thessalus, Pareabates and Lycaon got in line, Mardonius said, “If you have any honor, you will fulfill your oath and return to me after your father receives his oracle. You will remain my guest until the matter of the ship race is concluded. Agreed?” When I nodded in assent, he said, “Good boy. Go ahead and join your father.” 

As I squeezed through the Persians, I had not gotten far when a finger stiff as an iron spear point tapped me in the chest so hard it almost poked a hole in my sternum. Achaemenes’ scarred face did not look any less terrifying without his arms and armor or with his sore arm in a sling. “Don’t start styling yourself ruler of Palestine just yet, pig dog. I will have the princess and her dowry. To win her, you will have to kill me first.” 

Gladly, I thought, but said nothing. I went around the man and was taken aback when Artontes almost tackled me and rubbed his cheek against each of my cheeks. “I’ll see you soon my friend,” he said. 

Dorieus, Thessalus, Pareabates and Lycaon stood on the first step of the temple waiting for the rest of the petitioners to be selected from the black-pottery vase. They gathered around me, welcoming me back, smiling, patting me roughly but affectionately. Each congratulated me on my performance in the archery contest. For a moment I basked in their approval, then sobered when I remembered what I must do. 

“How is your eye?” I asked my father. He wore a bandage over his right eye that was wrapped around his head. 

“I see more with one eye than you can with two,” Dorieus said. Any other man would have been grieving for his lost eye. My father did not appear pained or bothered in the slightest. “I noted you were getting rather friendly with Mardonius’ son. Have you forgotten what his people did to your mother?” 

“Not all his people. Just one,” I replied. “Achaemenes.” 

“Artontes is still your enemy. Don’t get too chummy with him. Someday you may have to face him on the battlefield.” 

“What will you do then?” Thessalus asked trying to rub his whiskers against my face. “Rub cheeks?” The men laughed as I eluded him. 

My father was right. Facing Artontes on the gaming field was one thing, facing him on the field of battle would be entirely different. Being forced to slay the brother of the woman I loved was a troubling thought. 

The last of the twenty-four petitioners was finally chosen. Each had to offer a sacrifice before they could enter the temple. Lycaon led forward Apollo’s favorite animal, a full-grown billy goat. The handsome young priest of Apollo thankfully said a short prayer and slit the beast’s throat. The creature gasped out its last breath as its blood flowed over the altar, feeding its life into that of the god. While the priests of Apollo cut open the dead goat’s belly and examined its entrails for any defects or blemishes that would render the sacrifice unacceptable, I tugged Dorieus’ wrist. 

“You remember the old priest Antichares?” 

“Of course.” 

“What if he was not who he said he was? What if he was sent by uncle Cleomenes to make us go to war in Sicily? What if it’s just a scheme to get us killed?” 

My father winced as if my news pained him. “I know the Athenian that hatched these lies,” Dorieus said. “His name is Cleisthenes and he is the worst type of fellow: a politician. He invented that story so that I will help him free the Athenians. You don’t know what goes on here at Delphi. It’s not about religion, it’s all about politics. You’re just a boy, so I don’t fault you, but you’ve fallen prey to a story invented by the Alcaemonids.” 

I was about to argue when the handsome young priest of Apollo announced that the sacrifice was acceptable and that the Spartans could enter the temple. The priest told us, “My name is Mestor. I am one of the temple prophetes,” which meant, he who speaks on behalf of someone else. “I will take you inside. Follow me.” 

As we followed Mestor up the steps, for the moment I forgot about Antichares as we entered the home of the god. Apollo’s temple was constructed in the Doric style with six fluted columns at the front and back and fifteen columns along the north and south sides. The sculpture of the pediment was carved with a scene from the Gigantomachy, the battle between gods and giants, and the eastern facade engraved with Apollo arriving at Delphi in his chariot of the sun. 

As Mestor led us between the giant marble columns into the interior of the temple called the naos, he said, “The original temple was made out of laurel leaves gathered in the Vale of Tempe. The second was made of beeswax and feathers sent by Apollo from the land of the Hyperboreans and the third was made out of bronze, built by the artists Trophonios and Agamedes. It was destroyed by fire twenty years ago and has been replaced by this magnificent structure…” 

I looked up in wonder at a polished gold statue of a rather expressionless Apollo holding his sacred laurel branch which signified his role as god of prophecy. His eyes were made of sparkling sapphires, his lips fitted with rubies and on his wrists dangled silver bracelets. Piled around the statue was a wealth of gifts; chests of silver coins, a full suit of ornate bronze armor, two braying goats, baskets of dates and grapes and tall amphoras of wine. 

Lowering his voice, speaking reverently as if in the presence of the god, Mestor asked, “You’ve brought a suitable offering?” Pareabates came forward carrying a heavy chest. When the lid was opened revealing a talent of silver coins minted in Corinth the priest’s eyes widened and his lips twitched with a smile. “Your gift is acceptable. You may enter the adyton.” 

The man led us to the back of the naos where behind the statue of the god there was a square hole in the floor that revealed a dark flight of steps leading down beneath the temple. Mestor took a lit oil lamp from the wall and said, “Before we go inside, I must know, have any of you had anything to eat or drink this morning? You must be clean of all impurities to enter the presence of the god.” 

Lycaon answered for us, “No food or wine has touched our lips.” 

“Good. Now tell me your question and I will relay it to the Pythia.” 

My father cleared his throat and said, “I want to know if we should place our colony in Sicily.” 

“Good. You will follow me into the adyton where you will remain silent. Once the Pythia has given you her response, I will interpret its meaning for you.” Holding up the oil lamp Mestor began down the steps. 

I followed my father’s captain Pareabates who had to turn his broad shoulders sideways to fit through the narrow limestone passage. 

“The word delphus means womb in the old Pelagasian tongue,” the prophetes said in a reverent whisper. “That is what you are about to enter. This, gentlemen, is the very center of known existence.” We all knew the story of how Zeus had released two eagles, one at the eastern edge of the earth and one at the western edge and they had met at Delphi, marking it as the undisputed center of the world. 

We slowly filed into a small, dank, dark room where water from the Kassotis Spring dripped from the ceiling and down the walls. The place smelled of must, mildew and something else. The air reeked of an intoxicating, sweet odor, like the smell of blood on the altar, only so strong it made my senses reel. 

Mestor stood beside a jagged black rock in the center of the floor that glittered in the lamplight with chips of green garnet. Flanking the stone were two statues of golden eagles. 

The priest continued, “When Zeus’ eagles found this spot he marked it with this stone, called the omphalos. This is the very stone his mother Rhea used to trick Cronos.” I recalled the story bards told of how it was prophesied that the old king of the gods, Cronos, would one day be overthrown by one of his children, so when each were born he swallowed them whole, until his wife Rhea fooled him by giving Cronos the omphalos stone to devour instead of her child Zeus, enabling Zeus to grow up and fulfill the prophesy. “Stand over here,” Mestor said hanging the oil lamp from a hook on the wall. He drew a linen curtain across the center of the room. Before ducking behind the cloth, he added, “Wait for the Pythia to appear.” 

Thessalus and Lycaon glanced nervously at one another while Dorieus rolled his one good eye. Lamplight flickered across the curtain. Finally we heard footsteps on the far side of room and the sound of Mestor whispering our question to the priestess. While I thought she magically appeared out of thin air, Lycaon later told me the Pythia used a second stairway that was hidden by a tapestry. 

A shadowy figure moved about on the other side of the curtain. Was it my Pythia, the one I’d met on the Sacred Way? 

While Mestor rejoined us, the woman shuffled about, humming to herself, lifting things and making noises like a woman making dinner. As I learned later, the omphalos stone was hollow and that the hole in the stone was capped with a plug made of copper. The Pythia lifted the plug from the hole in the stone and breathed in the sacred fumes that issued up from the ground. The room filled with the strange, sweet-smelling odor that I’d noticed upon entering the adyton. 

“The pneuma of the god,” Mestor whispered and his eyes seemed to roll upward in his head. 

The fumes were so over-powering I became light-headed. My body began to shake as I imagined the presence of the god filling the room. Thessalus, Lycaon and Pareabates looked pale, only Dorieus stifled a laugh, drawing a reproachful glare from Mestor. 

The shadowy figure on the other side of the curtain sat on a bronze tripod placed by the omphalos. Holding a laurel branch in one hand and a bowl of Kassotis Spring water in the other, she began to wave the branch and stare into the water. Though some claim the utterances of the Pythia were nothing more than unintelligible gibberish and it was the priests who interpreted her responses, that’s not what I heard. In the old Pelagasian tongue my Pythia, the one I had met on the road, said clearly in a singsong voice: 




“Hear your fate Spartans of the wide spaces, 

before you are two roads, different from other places: 

one leading to an honorable city of freedom, 

the other to the realm of Hades, which mortals shun. 

You may travel to one through honor and bravery; 

the other through greed and destruction most cowardly; 

Whichever path thou wilt take, hear me clearly, 

Thou shalt conquer all before thee.” 




As the Pythia spoke, Mestor quickly transcribed her words using a sharp reed stylus and wax tablet, though we wouldn’t need his document, as the oracle was permanently etched in my mind. When she was finished the lamp on the other side of the curtain was extinguished and the Pythia disappeared. We climbed the stone steps back into the fresh air of the temple feeling numb and weary. 

While we climbed the steps Mestor intoned, “So speaks the wise, all knowing Apollo, son of Zeus and Leto, twin brother of Artemis, lord of prophesy, light, knowledge and...” After he was done flattering the god, when we had gathered in the naos, the high priest said to my father. “I shall interpret the words of Apollo for you. Firstly, before you do anything else, the god commands you to free the Athenians from the tyrant Hippias. You must go to Athens and…” 

My father was the only one among us not impressed by the majesty of the place. He asked Lycaon, “Is that what the old crone said?” 

“Not exactly.” 

“So I thought.” 

“I am the head priest here. I know what the god…” 

My father grabbed Mestor by his robes and gave him a shove. The poor priest fell backwards over a bronze tripod sending two chickens flapping. “Free the Ionians,” my father snorted. “Get out of my sight priest before I throw you down your own steps.” After Mestor stormed off, my father led us out of the naos where we stood in the sunlight filtering through the columns. He turned to Lycaon. “What did she really say?” 

Mopping sweat from his brow, our Boeotian priest repeated the oracle as best he could. When he was finished, my father, Thessalus and Pareabates looked at one another. 

Pareabates whistled. “Thou shalt conquer all before thee.” 

“We should get a copy of the oracle from Mestor, so we can study it in greater detail,” Lycaon said. 

“That man’s been bribed,” my father said. “I would not trust anything he had to say. Besides, I’ve heard enough. Our question’s been answered. We’re going to Sicily.” 

My heart dropped. That ended any chance of my being able to court Aria. I’d have to do it the Spartan way. I’d steal her from the Persian camp that night and marry her according to our customs, not theirs. 

Instead of using the front exit, Dorieus and his companions slipped out the back of the temple where I hadn’t realized it, but there was scaffolding along the pillars where workmen scrubbed the black smoke that marred the pillars from the fire years ago. We hurried down the steps toward the little wall surrounding the sanctuary. 

“Get the others,” my father said to Thessalus. “We’ll meet you at the ship.” 

“I’m going back with the Persians,” I said. “I gave them my word.” 

“Theokles told me about your Persian girl,” my father said. “You’re not going back. I need you. Turn around.” 

As I did as I was told, the last thing I saw was Pareabates’ fist. My nose spurted blood like the water that gushed from the fountains of the Castalia Spring, the sun went out and the world went dark. 

When I opened my eyes I was bound and gagged and being jostled about in the back of an ox cart. This was the second time I’d been knocked out and trussed up like a calf at branding time, once by the enemy and now by my own people. I lay under a canvas tarp among piles of gifts men had given my father hoping to get him to fight their wars. Each time the cart wheels went over a rock, gold trays, bronze tripods and silver bars banged together noisily. With my wrists bound, I tugged at the canvas tarp pulling it aside and blinked up at Helios the sun. 

Lycaon sat on the bench holding the reins to the lone oxen that plodded along the mountain road back to Kirrha. Sitting up I took a last look at the Bright Ones shining above the gleaming Temple of Apollo and the green, well-watered village of Delphi with its clay-tile roofs. 

“You’re awake, thank goodness,” Lycaon said glancing over his shoulder at me. “I was beginning to think Pareabates knocked you all the way to the Blessed Isles.” 

I looked down at my dirty, blood-stained chiton and mumbled into my gag. 

“Here, let me untie that.” Lycaon removed the cloth from around my head. “Your father didn’t want you crying out when the Persians went galloping by.” 

“Where is he?” 

“Halfway to Kirrha by now I suppose,” Lycaon said. “You are to report to Mnason as soon as we arrive. There is still the matter of the ship race.” 

I leaned against the back of the cart wondering if I should try to escape. I was glad to be back among my people, but it pained me that Mardonius and Artontes would think I broke my word. 

“What did you think of the oracle?” Lycaon asked. “Should we go to Sicily?” 

“I don’t know. It didn’t really answer the question.” 

“Yes, like most oracles, the answer is open to interpretation. The only thing that is certain is that your father means to take us to war with the Persian Empire. Is that the path that leads to freedom? Or the path that goes straight to hell?” 

Sitting up, I recalled the oracle’s words. “The path of honor and bravery leads to a city of freedom. The path of greed and cowardice leads to death and destruction.” Twisting my bonds, I said, “Is it honorable to break my oath? Isn’t it cowardly to be hiding?” 

“Honor is a tricky subject my boy. The overly honorable tend to end up dead…” 

Something down the road caught my attention. “Quiet! Listen!” Ahead of us out of sight around the next bend in the mountain pass came the sound of horses’ hooves pounding the road. They were moving in a hurry. 

“Damn. Do I need to gag you?” 

“No. I’ll be quiet.” Feeling guilty, I let Lycaon cover me with the canvas tarp. The riders could be bandits robbing pilgrims. No. Probably not. Few bandits could afford horses. It was more likely a company of Persians. “I thought they passed you by.” 

“They did,” Lycaon answered. “They’re coming back. Now be quiet.” 

I listened as four horsemen drew up around the cart on all sides. Silently I curled up into a ball, trying to make myself as small as possible. I was angry for not getting Lycaon to free my hands. If discovered, how would I elude four riders with my wrists bound? 

One of the men questioned Lycaon in Aramaic about the contents of the cart. When the priest did not respond the man switched to the Ionian tongue. “We are looking for a Spartan called Euryleon. Mardonius ordered us to search everyone on the road. You look familiar. Weren’t you in the Spartan camp?” 

“Noo, no, I am a Theban,” Lycaon laughed, laying on a thick Boeotian accent. “Do I look like a Spartan to you?” 

“What is in the cart?” 

“I will look,” said a familiar voice. Sitting atop his mare, Artontes lifted a corner of the canvas, smiled and winked at me. Pretending to search under the cover, he leaned close, lowered his voice and said, “You disappeared like smoke. No wonder people tell stories about you. What did your father say?” 

With his companions all around me, I could not speak. All I could do was hold up my bound wrists so he could see I had not broken my word. 

“Well?” someone asked Artontes in Aramaic. 

“Nothing of any value,” Aria’s brother laughed and dropped the canvas. 

With that the Persians trotted off and we continued unmolested on our way to Kirrha. When we were alone once more I pushed aside the cover. The sun glistened on the sweat dripping from my arms, legs and chin. I held my wrists up for Lycaon to cut me loose. 

As he used his belt knife to free me, Lycaon mused, “That was the son of Mardonius. Your father doesn’t approve of your friendship, but it just saved your skin. Someday you must repay the favor to the Persian boy. I only hope the price is not too steep.” 

We made it to the Medea without further trouble. Mnason met us and keeping me covered with the tarp, had three of his sailors carry me onto the trireme where they stored me in the hold. Once alone I studied my surroundings, noting that the sails, barrels of drinking water and other supplies that usually were found below deck had been removed to strip the ship for racing. As I sat waiting, I heard a party of Persians approach and try to sniff around the camp looking for me. Mnason told them, “We do not have him. No, Dorieus is not here either.” My father not here? Where then? What was he up to? 

I waited impatiently for answers. Finally the ship moved beneath me as the crew pushed her down the beach to splash into the water. Men clambered aboard. Footsteps pounded on the wooden deck above my head. Through the hold I watched the King’s Champions man their benches and run out their oars. Once we were afloat Mnason came to fetch me. He handed me my bow and quiver of arrows. “Come on. Now the fun begins.” 

“Where is my father?” 

“Your father, Pareabates, Thessalus, Lycaon and your marines are carrying our mast, sails and fresh water to that point.” As we stepped onto the deck the captain nodded toward a rocky promontory on the eastern edge of the cove. “We needed to lighten the ship. We’ll pick them up there.” 

“Why not back in Kirrha?” 

“We’re not coming back. We’re going to settle this and then sail for home.” 

That didn’t make any sense. It would be dark in a few hours. We’d have to put in to shore somewhere along the rocky gulf to sleep for the night. Why the hurry? Was my father afraid the Persians might try to take me back? 

Topside, a cool sea breeze tugged at my hair. The shore was lined with thousands of people who had come to watch the final event of the games; the one that would determine once and for all who was the superior race, the Aryans or the Spartans. Thousands of colorful robes fluttered along the sand like a field of spritely colored daffodils waving gracefully in the salt air. Somewhere in the vast crowd stood Aria. I’d counted on us spending the night in Kirrha so I could carry her off and rescue Zoe. If we didn’t go back, would I ever see them again? 

Trying to put these thoughts aside I studied the bay. The cove of Kirrha was dotted with vessels of every size and shape, local fishing boats, merchant craft, 50-oared penteconters and a lone trireme. The ships bobbed on both sides of the bay leaving a wide lane open between them for the race. I took in the crowd on the beach and the fleet of ships, all of whom had come to watch us compete in the first ship race between East and West. This would not only decide which people could claim superiority, it would also answer a question men had argued over for decades; who were the better seamen, the Hellenes or the Phoenicians? 

Off our port side, three ship lengths away, the Lykaina floated alongside us. Both ships’ nautai treaded water, keeping their vessels in place. In-between the two warships was a small merchant craft from Chios packed with judges and priests. A judge from Crete explained the rules to both sides. The race was to a great black rock in the center of the cove about nine stadia’s distance. The ship to round the rock and return to the beach first was the winner. The judge raised his hand. All eyes were on him. Unconsciously I held my breath… 

The judge lowered his arm. The race was on! Mnason shouted, “Put your backs into it! Pull!” 

Both warships leapt forward. The Medea’s bull-headed ram and the Lykaina’s gleaming bronze crocodile sliced through the water. A loud cry went up from the shore and from the ships lining the course as the two warships matched one another stroke for stroke. Mnason ordered Theo to take the men quickly to a walk then a run, with Ithobaal doing likewise, ordering his drummer that set the speed to pound out the pace. When the Phoenician captain took his men to a sprint, our trierarch kept us at a run. The Lykaina surged ahead. 

Mnason stood by our two helmsmen at the twin tillers in the rear of the ship. “What are you doing?” I demanded. 

“Get out of my way boy,” Mnason yelled angrily. “Go to the forecastle with Iacchus. I’ll let you know when I need you.” 

Heading down the gangplank between the rows of oarsmen toiling at their sweeps, I asked Theo who sat in the center of the ship playing his pipe, “What’s going on?” 

Unable to speak, he smiled and gave me a nod. My father and Mnason were up to something. 

In the bow of the ship I stepped up onto the raised platform beside the bow officer, a prorates named Iacchus, and gazed at the white foam wake churned up by our opponent. We were a full ship’s length behind. While Ithobaal had his sleek, long warship speeding as fast as it could for the black rock, Mnason was conserving our energy, purposely letting us fall back. Behind us, the roar of the crowd was drowned out by the wash of the surf against our thwarts and the slap of oars on the water. 

Once we were a hundred paces behind the Phoenician, Mnason ordered Theo to increase the pace to a sprint. Though we were behind, we now kept pace with our opponent. Mnason joined me on the foredeck and nodded at the Lykaina. “You see Ithobaal?” He pointed at a bearded man wearing a conical helmet, whose forearms glittered with golden bracelets. “Once they disappear behind that black rock, shoot him. Shoot to kill.” 

I stared at him open-mouthed. 

“You heard me boy. This isn’t a race. This is a fight to the finish. We’re going to sink her.” 

Now I knew why we weren’t going back to Kirrha. We couldn’t go back. I notched an arrow in my bow. “There is no honor in this.” 

“This is war, boy. Honor goes to the victor. They’re passing behind the rock now. Do it. Kill Ithobaal. Once he goes down, take out the two kubernetes. Then you can start on the thranites. After the ship goes adrift, we’re going to ram her, then we run like hell.” We would have to. There were two more Phoenician triremes in the Persian camp, the Sargon and the Cilicia, the first of which, the Sargon, was anchored among the crowd of spectators near the beach. “It’s all right. We’re outside the sacred precincts of Apollo. The Lykaina is fair game. Just think boy. We’re all going to be famous for sinking the most hated ship on the Aegean Sea.” 

As I gave my bow a test pull I knew my father had learned from the archery contest that my Libyan longbow could outdistance the Easterners’ short bow and had decided to use our advantage to destroy one of the Persian Empire’s prizes, their flagship. As I took aim at the Phoenician trierarch as he stood in the stern shouting threats and encouragement to his oarsmen, I noticed a smaller figure standing behind him. It was Artontes. 

Ithobaal slumped down to the deck with a red-fletched arrow through his chest. At first the Phoenicians were so stunned they did not react, giving me time to hit one of the helmsmen in the shoulder. The other tillerman dropped out of sight. 

“Now the thranites benches. Get as many as you can. Their keleustes is trying to take the tiller. Stop him.” 

I put their boatswain and three starboard side rowers out of action, causing them to foul their oars. The Lykaina lost speed and veered to the starboard toward the rock. Mnason patted me on the shoulder and ran back to the tillers where he had our helmsmen change direction, putting us on a collision course with the Persian flagship. 

Mnason shouted at Theo to increase the tempo. “Pull you bastards! Give me everything you’ve got! Today you earn the right to be called champions!” 

As we sped toward our quarry an arrow hit the side of the Medea. We were coming within their bow range. Artontes stood on the rear deck of the Lykaina taking aim at us. Hoping to unnerve him and make him duck I shot the sailor standing beside Artontes, striking the fellow through the throat. Instead the Persian prince trained his next arrow on me. For a moment the two of us aimed at one another. My father said it would come to this. What would Aria say when she learned I’d killed her brother? I couldn’t do it. Pretending to fire at Mardonius’ son I purposely missed and put the arrow into the starboard side. Artontes changed his aim as well and struck Mnason in the back of the head, dropping him dead. 

I watched our trierarch fall with a sense of grief, loss and panic. Mnason! My captain. My teacher. How would we return to Corinth without him? 

Iacchus and I were dragging the trierarch’s lifeless body below, leaving a trail of blood across the deck when the Medea crashed into the starboard side of the Lykaina. There was a loud crack of wood as we punched a hole through the Phoenician flagship’s pine planking the size of a giant sea turtle. The shock of the impact sent Mnason’s body rolling across the deck to tumble into the hold. 

A shout of triumph went up from our crew while the Phoenicians cried out in dismay. Immediately their ship began to take on water. We were so close they could have tried to board us, but they were stripped for racing and carried no weapons. Instead they began leaping over the side into the bay. Thankfully, it appeared Artontes knew how to swim. 

Mnason was gone, my father was on the mainland and none of our lesser officers like Iacchus had the sense to do anything. As I waited for someone to do something, suddenly it occurred to me: You’re in command. Though Mnason had always made a joke of it, I was his second-in-command. I was in charge. 

“Back!” I shouted. “Backwater your oars! Theo, reverse the cadence!” 

From what Mnason had taught me, if we didn’t extract ourselves fast enough, with our gleaming bulls-head ram deep in the Lykaina’s side there was the chance we could go down with her. 

All were stunned by the death of our trierarch, but Theo responded to my orders and the King’s Champions reacted to his pipe. Slowly the Medea began to shiver and slide away. As most of our men had never been in a sea battle before, some of our rowers banged their oars together, but they quickly recovered and pushed forward on their sweeps. To the sound of rending wood we slowly freed our bronze ram. I breathed a sigh of relief. 

Shielded as we were from the beach by the great black rock, the thousands of people watching had not seen us sink the Phoenician, and must have been surprised when only the Medea appeared. Nor were we heading back to the shore. I directed our kubernetes to the rocky outcrop at the eastern end of the cove where my father and our marines waited with our mast and sails. 

It didn’t take long for the Persians to figure out something was amiss. The crew of the Lykaina that could swim made it to the rock where they clambered to its highest point, screamed, waved their arms, pointed at us, and cried out for vengeance. Keeping a close watch, I noted the Sargon pull up its anchor stone and run out its sweeps. It began picking its way through the myriad fleet of fishing and merchant vessels dotting the bay while the Cilicia was dragged into the water. 

As I studied the waves slapping against the rugged coastline where my father and his companions waited, I wondered if I would be able to guide us close enough for them to embark without smashing the Medea onto the rocks. What if it took too long and the Sargon caught us in close to shore where we couldn’t maneuver? I looked at Thessalus waving his spear at us, and ordered our kubernetes, “Change of course. Steer hard to port.” 

Our two Corinthian seamen manning the tillers, Golgos and Labdacus, looked at me wide-eyed, but did as they were told. As the ship veered away from Dorieus and our men and pointed back toward the flotilla of ships in the bay, the King’s Champions began to shout in alarm. 

“What in blazes are you doing boy?” 

“Where the hell are we going? What about the king!?” 

“There isn’t time,” I called out, pointing at the Sargon, who was making its way through the ships in the bay. The great Punic warship’s oars flashed in perfect unison as it headed straight for us. “We’re going to finish what we started.” 

“Mnason said after we sank the Lykaina we would sail for home,” called out the Theban boxer Pheidias. 

Theo had moved from his place in the center of the ship to my side in the stern. “Go ahead and start swimming Theban. Spartans don’t run from a fight,” Theo said, then lowered his voice, “Do you know what you’re doing?” 

“Of course.” 

“I hope so.” 

Though the King’s Champions looked at me uncertainly, I knew exactly what Mnason would do. Nor was I afraid. I don’t know if it was all the years I’d spent shadowing Dorieus, but I quickly devised a plan and won the men’s support by carrying it out with confidence. 

The Sargon came free of the last of the boats in the harbor and moved from a walk to a run. The captain changed course and began heading southwest trying to get on our port side to line us up for a ram. He stayed ten ship length’s distance, close enough for me to hear him yelling at his crew in Aramaic. He circled us like a leopard patiently working its way in for the kill, waiting for the Cilicia to join him so the two of them could come at us from both sides in a pincer movement. I instructed Theo to increase the tempo from a walk to a run and had my helmsmen keep the Medea pointed straight for the Sargon. We had to attack before the Cilicia arrived. She was still picking her way through the fishing boats in the harbor, one of whom refused to get out of her way and was smashed to splinters. 

We sped toward the Sargon’s port side while the Phoenician captain increased his ship’s speed to a sprint in an attempt to dodge us. 

“Now!” I yelled. “Sprint!” 

Iacchus yelled from the forecastle. “We’re going to miss!” 

He was right. The Medea sped past the Sargon’s stern through her wake while the Phoenician captain laughed loudly at us. “You’ve a poor aim Hellene!” he yelled in Aramaic while making crude rutting motions at us with his pelvis. 

My first attack at sea and I’d missed my target by fifty paces. But I wasn’t done. As we passed by the Phoenician trierarch slowed his oarsmen’s speed to a walk to conserve their strength. A deadly mistake. 

“Slow them to a walk,” I yelled to Theo. He slowed the cadence of his pipe and our rowers moved with him, without banging an oar. Mnason would have been proud. 

With a prayer to Athena on my lips I drew an arrow from my quiver and took aim at the Sargon’s captain as he continued to laugh at us. He must not have watched the Pythian Games or heard about the range of the Libyan longbow. My men watched intently as a red-fletched arrow flew between the two ships. I didn’t miss this time. The Phoenician looked down at an arrow protruding from his belly. 

“That’s one Punic hyena that won’t be laughing for a while,” yelled Xenocrates from the thranite benches. The King’s Champions gave a ragged cheer. 

Reaching quickly into my quiver I leaned out over the stern and took careful aim at the Sargon’s young drummer and put my second arrow through his wrist and drum. Though it was not a fatal wound he screamed in high-pitched terror when hit. 

“Come hard to port!” I yelled to my helmsmen. “Port side oars up! Starboard side run!” 

Without its ship’s captain and drummer, with my arrows landing among their thranites, the Sargon’s three tiers of rowers floundered in confusion, losing speed. With our left side oars up and starboard oars churning the sea at a run, the Medea pivoted about like a skilled dancer. 

“Port oars in the water!” I yelled. “Take them to a sprint Theo. Port and starboard oars together! At the full gallop!” 

“We’re got them this time!” Iacchus yelled. 

Our triple-barbed bronze bulls-head smashed into the Sargon’s stern, hitting her in the port tiller. The ram stove in her planking below the water line knocking a hole in the Sargon as big as a hoplon. The crippled ship immediately began taking on water. Without needing to be told, Theo piped the order to reverse oars and we pulled away cleanly. The Phoenicians began throwing barrels and supplies overboard, anything that would float that they could cling to while praying to be rescued before a sea monster swallowed them whole. 

“You did it, sir,” the helmsman Labdacus said excitedly. 

Sir. That was the first time anyone ever called me that. I liked it. Now I fully understood Mnason’s love of the sea. Maneuvering a warship was like dancing with a hippopotamus, large and unwieldy, but the Medea’s pine construction made her light and graceful. Without being told the King’s Champions stopped rowing. Everyone stood up to watch the Sargon tilt as the stern went down then the whole ship went under and rolled over. She would not go to the bottom, giving her crew something to cling to. My heart raced with excitement. Sinking a warship was a powerful aphrodisiac. And we’d done it without losing a man. I wanted more. 

“Three cheers for the son of Dorieus,” Xenocrates cried. “Three cheers for Euryanax!” 

As the men cheered, red-faced I waved my arms at them to make them stop. “I may still send you to a watery grave.” The men laughed. “There is still the Cilicia. We’re not done yet.” 

“No sense running now,” Pheidias said loudly. 

We were not the only brave men on the bay that day. The local fishermen at Kirrha proved themselves willing to risk death. They did their best to get in the Cilicia’s way to slow her down. They were enough of a distraction that the great Punic warship had been forced to walk her way through the harbor and had watched helplessly as we sank both the Lykaina and the Sargon. The captain of the Cilicia did not look happy. 

The sun beat down unmercifully from a cloudless sky. Sweat dripped from my hair down the back of my neck. But I didn’t notice the heat or how my sweat-soaked chiton clung to my skin. Exhilaration boiled over inside me like the bubbles in a hot spring. Breath deep. Calm down. Studying the bay I ordered my helmsmen to point our prow straight for the Cicilia who still had not made it out from among the fishing vessels in the harbor. We would engage them in the maze of merchant ships trying to block their way. 

“Find something to fight with,” I called out so all could hear. “We are going to board and take her.” 

“This is turning out to be my favorite Pythian game,” Xenocrates said. 

The King’s Champions laughed as they gathered up whatever weapons they could find. Enough archery. Enough killing from afar. The Spartiates were itching for a fight and they rather liked the idea that they were getting to do so on a rare stage, in front of a crowd of onlookers from around the world watching from Kirrha. People had come expecting a ship race and instead had witnessed a sea battle, one in which a Corinthian trireme had bested two Phoenician warships, one of them the Persian flagship. 

The Cilicia’s captain thought we meant to ram her as we headed straight for her as we had done with the Sargon. This Phoenician was a bit smarter than the Sargon’s captain. As we got close he and his crew had the sense to duck down and stay out of sight of my bow. To avoid our attack, he turned his ship toward me, thinking to circle us, only I turned the Medea hard to port and sprinted on a course for us to pass side-by-side. 

Oars flashing, like two circling boxers, the sleek warships sped at one another, till a local fishing boat got in the Punic trireme’s path. Although run down, the fishermen succeeded in distracting the captain of the Cicilia long enough for me to order our port side rowers to lift their oars out of the water. We sped in close along the Cilicia’s port side snapping off her oars as we went. As their sweeps bent and broke they flew about the ship like wooden clubs, sending oarsmen’s heads, arms and torsos flying through the air along with Deimos and Phobos, the gods of fear and panic. 

Iacchus tossed the ship’s grappling hook over the Cilicia’s side. As the two ships banged together, I joined the King’s Champions as they swarmed over our port outrigger and clambered aboard the Phoenician trireme. Dropping my bow and quiver I rubbed the owl totem in my belt pouch for luck then took up the only weapon I had, my belt knife. Balancing on the rail I looked down at the sea slapping against our sides, then timed my jump to land on their stern deck near their gold-toothed captain. Cursing at me in Aramaic he lunged at me with a short sword. I would have stepped in close and stuck my blade in his neck, only Theo got him first, bashing the man’s forehead in with a club. 

It’s embarrassing to admit, I did not land a blow in the battle. The King’s Champions shoved me to the rear and did all the fighting. The enemy had ten marines onboard armed with shields and spears and we lost eight brave men to them including Xenocrates, but using knives, boat hooks, harpoons and clubs our men succeeded in capturing the Cilicia. 

After throwing the living and the dead Phoenicians overboard, I assigned a small crew to manage our prize. Then we tied a tow line to her bow and began pulling her to where my father and his companions waited. As we maneuvered across Kirrha’s cove we were escorted by dozens of small merchant craft and fishing boats who strove to keep up with us. 

“Well done, noble sirs!” cried a local fisherman with a mouth full of black teeth. “That’s showing the barbarians!” 

An olive oil merchant, his ship heavy with rows of pottery amphora, yelled, “Where are you going? Their Persian commander is camped on the beach. We’ll kill them all!” 

Afraid Aria would be harmed, I called back to the merchant, telling him and the other ships within hearing distance to rescue the Phoenicians swimming in the harbor. 

“They can drown for all we care!” called the olive oil merchant. 

A small two-man fishing boat under sail passed by our starboard side. “Let them swim back to Sidon!” a man onboard yelled. 

Thinking of Aria and Artontes’ safety, I warned them that the Persians could send a much larger fleet to Delphi seeking vengeance, but if we saved their seamen, perhaps they would leave the locals alone. That seemed to work as the boats following us dispersed and began picking up the men clinging to the overturned Sargon and Lykaina and the remainder of the Cilicia’s crew. 

While our rowers treaded water, my father and his men waded out through the black rocks, carrying our mast, sails, barrels of fresh water and wine. As we rowed out of the harbor and headed toward Corinth, no one questioned me when I ordered our sailors to raise the mast. Thankfully, Iacchus knew the coastline and it wasn’t long before we were scudding east under full sail toward the Isthmus of Corinth with the Cilicia in tow. Once we were under way Dorieus and his officers surrounded me on the stern deck. 

“His training with Mnason has paid off nicely,” Thessalus said. “Well done lad. You won the most important contest.” 

“Undoubtedly some will say we cheated by sinking the Lykaina,” Lycaon said. “The judges may very well disqualify us from the last event and declare the games a draw.” 

“Everyone will know who really won,” Pareabates said. 

Dorieus did not look happy, though surprised me by not berating me in front of his officers. Instead he drew me aside and said, “When you didn’t pick us up, I wanted to wring your neck. But as we watched, I understood what you were up to and I congratulate you, you did well. You made only one mistake. And it got a good man killed. I warned you about getting friendly with the son of Mardonius. You let him live and it cost Mnason his life. You can inform his widow of his death. Maybe next time, you’ll think twice about sparing an enemy.” 

“Do we have honor?” I asked. 

My father was usually annoyed by my questions, but this time he stopped to think for a moment, then answered saying, “You think these Persians have honor and you have none because you broke your word to them?” 

“Yes sir.” 

“Would it have been honorable to let Mardonius raise you as a barbarian? Does Achaemenes have any honor?” 

“Well, no.” 

“Listen and listen well. During times of peace, honor is everything among your own people. Your word is your bond. During war, honor counts for little. You owe these Persians nothing. Lie, cheat, murder, do what you must. We are at war with these Easterners. Mardonius would have removed your head if it helped him achieve his mission. When we meet him on the field of battle, there’ll be no quibbling about what is fair or unfair. No talk. No worry about profaning holy ground. It’ll be kill or be killed. Understood?” 

“Yes sir.” 

“For a commander there is something more important than honor or even bravery.” He tapped his forehead. “Intelligence. Remember, how you outwitted Artontes during the archery contest? You did it by using your head. I’ve seen many a commander line up his spearmen and charge blindly at a larger force because they think that’s the honorable thing to do. Honor can get you and a lot of brave men killed. Using your head will keep you alive. It’s what gave you victory today.” Dorieus glowed with pride. For a moment I thought he was going to embrace me, but he glanced at his officers who watched his every move, and when he patted me on my shoulder, it was more for their benefit than mine. 

We sailed along the rocky coast of Phocis with Theo playing his pipes. The men sat in their benches, singing a marching song and drinking watered wine, toasting our victory. All felt they had won eternal fame at Delphi. 

It’s not easy to find any privacy on a crowded warship, but I wanted to be alone, so I slipped away from the ship’s company and went to the far stern of the ship, behind Golgos and Labdacus and leaned out over our wake to stare at the mountains disappearing in the distance, searching for a last look at the Phaedriades. The twin peaks glittered in the sunlight. 

As I stood staring west, I remembered Mnason’s words, “This little trip across the gulf is going to be quite an adventure.” He was right. Of all the men to die, why Mnason? My friendship with Artontes had come at a heavy price. 

Zoe was right too. Helen had told her that if she didn’t come to Delphi, I would die. I would have if she hadn’t stopped Achaemenes from drowning me in the Pleistos. I owed the little helot girl my life and had failed to rescue her. 

I thought too about the Pythia’s words, “You are of the sign of water. Rare for your kind. Like your father, you will be a strategos to be reckoned with, but your greatest moments will be at sea.” Did she mean the sea battle today or my evening with Aria in the bay? Both were great moments. Would there be more? 

I wondered what Aria was thinking as she watched us sail away. Two grey heron’s flew by the Medea, their great wings almost touching the water. A good omen. I would see the Persian girl again, somewhere, somehow. 

As the Bright Ones disappeared over the horizon, I took the pottery owl from my belt pouch, kissed it and said a prayer of thanks to Athena, goddess of wisdom and war. 







Epilogue 




The journey is the thing. 




Homer, The Odyssey 




My one room house in Lavinium was slightly larger than a farmer’s shed, with a dirt floor and a family of ground hogs living in a corner. The place provided little more than a roof over my head against foul weather. I had a pallet of straw for a bed, one wooden chair and a small table that I’d made years ago. There was a hearth fire built on a couple of bricks, an old bronze tripod and two fire blackened pots to cook my meals. 

At my age, I needed little and discovered having less meant fewer things to fix. It wasn’t a bad house, other than the fact that a squirrel had built a nest in the only ventilation, the hole in the center of the roof, so when the hearth fire was lit, the room became smoky. So I usually stayed outside. Not that I minded. I’d spent most of my life outdoors. 

Daily my granddaughter Alala invaded my little hut by the Numicus River. To keep me from complaining she brought food. On this morning she cheerily pushed open my creaky front door bearing three large goose eggs, a loaf of fresh baked barley bread, a broth made of bits of mutton, carrots and celery and a skin of watered wine. 

“Good morning grandfather!” 

“Did you steal those eggs?” I growled as I sat up. My house was so small I could stoke the flames in the hearth fire from my straw pallet. 

“Don’t worry, I didn’t get caught.” She knelt beside me, placed an old fire-blackened cauldron on the tripod over the fire and filled it with broth. She hummed to herself as she cooked, making me wonder at the wisdom of telling her so much about our people. It had made her a thief. 

When the meal was prepared, we carried our wooden plates outside by the Numicus and sat under a sycamore tree for shade. As we ate, I asked, “Well? Did you like the story?” 

“Don’t tell me you’re finished.” 

“Yes.” Lately I’d begun feeling like one of those dithering old greybeards that lived in the past instead of the present. 

“Then you’re not a very good storyteller grandfather.” 

“I never claimed to be. I was a soldier.” 

“It’s not that it was a bad story,” the girl hurried to say. “You told me things about our family that I’ve always been curious about. But you can’t stop now. I have as many questions as I have answers. What happened when you went to Sicily?” 

“Keep bringing food and I’ll tell you,” I said licking my fingers. 

“Did your father Dorieus build his city? What happened to Thessalus, Pareabates and Theokles? Did any of them return? I want to know if Theokles carried off Stesilaus and I want to know how you married grandmother.” 

“I didn’t get to those parts yet,” I grumbled. “Come back tomorrow.” 

“Grandfather! We have all day. You said you were going to take me fishing.” 

“Oh, I forgot. All right then. Get the pole. Bring along some bread.” 

As we walked along the gurgling Numicus, me tapping the ground with my staff and Alala with a fishing pole over her shoulder, the girl said, “What happened to the ship you captured? The Cicilia?” 

“Well, one of the benefits of being a trierarch is you get half of any loot you take.” 

“You must have been swimming in silver.” 

“Well, no, not really. I gave my half to Mnason’s family.” It was poor payment for the life of the man who had taught me how to sail. “I took nothing.” 

“Hm. I think I understand you better now.” 

“Really?” 

“Well, my father says you’ve been all over the world, you’ve been through dozens of battles and yet you have nothing to show for it. Now I know why. You gave everything away.” 

“You can only carry so much,” I shrugged. “All I needed was my bow. That’s all.” 

“You could have been rich!” 

“When you get older you’ll learn that it’s not the loot that matters. It’s the journey.” 

“I guess I’m not that old yet.” 

“Mm. Here. This is the spot. Sit over there. Let me sit against the tree. Now put some bread on the hook like I showed you. That’s it. Now just toss it out there. Gently now. Good. Now we wait for the fish to bite. Maybe I’ll take a nap.” 

“Grandfather, you slept all night. While we’re waiting why don’t you tell me some more of the story.” 

“What did you want to know about again? I forget.” 

“Sicily grandfather! Sicily! Start with what happened to your father’s army after you left Delphi.” 

The girl had a sharper mind than I did when it came to recent events. Taking a piece of bread I began chewing on it thoughtfully. “Mm. Sicily. That was a long time ago. Let me think. Well, when we left Corinth for Sicily we went with a fleet of fifty ships. As we sailed across the Ionian Sea to Italy, about the only thing we were sure of was; that there would be more fighting ahead…” 




To be continued… 










Author’s Note 




We are all apprentices in a craft where no one ever becomes a master. 




Ernest Hemingway, The Wild Years 




When I was twelve years old I was flipping through our family’s Golden Encyclopedia when I found an entry for the Trojan War. Beneath it was a captivating illustration of two warriors doing battle with shield and spear. The caption read, “The heroes Achilles and Hector dueling before the walls of Troy.” Sadly, the accompanying article said nothing about the outcome of their fight. So I took that volume to school, showed the picture to our librarian and asked, “Who won?” 

She took me to the 880 section of the library and pulled an old book down from the shelves. She handed me a copy of Homer’s The Iliad and as librarians must be trained to do, she said, “You’ll have to read the book to find out.” I did, and when the anger of Achilles slew the family man Hector, I cried. Never before had a book had such a profound effect on me. I daresay it changed my life. The Iliad led to The Odyssey, then Virgil’s Aeneid and eventually in college to Herodotus’ The History, which provides the framework for The Wandering King. 

Euryanax pokes fun at Herodotus in the prologue, because of some of the gross inaccuracies in The History noted by modern historians. Still, without Herodotus, we wouldn’t know about the existence of Dorieus, Leonidas and Euryanax or the events in my story, so my debt to the ‘father of history’ is great. The majority of the names in the Character List are mentioned by Herodotus. The fictional characters on the list are Ariatozah, Battus, Zoe, Theokles, Achaemenes, Phile, Alaha, Mnason, Bagibania, Chafik, Clitius and Ithobaal. The rest are based on real people. 

The idea for this story grew out of reading Herodotus and a book by the now deceased author Richard Powell, who wrote a wonderful novel about the Trojan War epic entitled, Whom the Gods Would Destroy. As a 17-year old it was my favorite book of all time and is still at the top of my list. If I manage to give a reader the experience Powell gave to me, I will have succeeded in my task. If the opening line of The Wandering King sounds familiar, it is my homage to Powell’s brilliant novel. 

For the record, the word ‘Greek’ is never used in the story as it is the European word for the Hellenic people. Originally the name ‘Graeki’ was given by the ancient Italians to the first Hellene colonists in Italy as they came from a village called Graia. Afterwards the Italians called all Hellenes, Graeki or Greeks, which worked its way into Western tradition. While most of the world considers them Greeks, the people of Hellas to this day call themselves Hellenes. For purposes of the book, the characters consider themselves Dorians, Ionians, Achaeans, etc., as that is the way they thought of themselves. When I refer to them as a collective group, I use the word Hellene, as it is in keeping with their national identity. 

As a lover of Hellenic history, my apologies for my own inaccuracies. Herodotus has given me a timeline to work with, while I’ve tried to fill in the details with my own fictional story. In this book I wanted to introduce the reader to ancient Spartan culture, describe Euryanax’s adventures in Libya (514 B.C. – 510 B.C.), Corinth and Delphi, (509 B.C.). In the second book in the series, Euryanax will describe his adventures in Italy and Sicily (508 B.C.) and take part in Athens’ democratic revolution (507 B.C.). The third book will take the reader through the Ionian Revolt (499 B.C. – 493 B.C.) and if interest in the series persists, the fourth book will cover the Persian Wars (490 B.C. – 479 B.C.). 

Heartfelt thanks to those who encouraged me during my journey, particularly my beloved family, cousin Monsignor Richard LaVerghetta and friend Dr. James Morris. My philia for you knows no bounds. 







Glossary 




adyton, “off limits,” the inner sanctum of a temple that was reserved for the priests. 




agele, “herd,” a class of Spartans of the same age in the agoge. 




Agiad, a Spartan clan, responsible for providing one of the two kings of Sparta. Considered the more senior house. 




agoge, “training,” mandatory Spartan training or schooling that took place between ages 7-20. 




agora, “gathering place,” the marketplace where merchants set up shops or stalls amid the colonnades to sell their goods. 




andron, “kitchen” 




Anthesterion, the month of March. 




antilabe, the leather handgrip inside a round hoplite shield. 




Apella, “assembly,” the name for the Spartan assembly of adult males over age 30. They responded to questions put to them by the ephors and Gerousia by either cheering or booing. 




aspis, “shield,” also called a hoplon. 




aulete, “flute player" 




auteretai, hoplites who also serve as oarsmen. 




Boedromion, the month of October. 




boule, “to will after deliberation,” a council of citizens appointed to run the daily affairs of the city. The boule in Corinth consisted of a hundred aristocrats. In Athens the original boule was made up of four hundred men.After Cleisthenes reforms it consisted of five hundred men. 




byblus, a plant fiber used to make rope. Several of these ropes could be wound together to make an extremely strong cable. 




chiton, male or female clothing. Covers the chest and loins, leaves both the legs and arms bare. Can be worn over one shoulder, both shoulders or leaving the chest bare. 




chowgan, “polo,” this is a Persian word, pronounced toe-gun. The ancient Persians were the inventors of the sport of polo. Mongol raiders took the game from Persia to India and later the British brought the game from India to Europe. 




daf, “drum,” a Persian word. Persian daf were large, circular framed drums with a goatskin head. On the outside rim were metal discs the drummer could hit to provide a sound like a cymbal. They are thought to have inspired many African drums. 




diaulos, “800 yard dash,” a race held during athletic games. 




dike, “justice” 




doru, “spear” 




dromos, “race course” 




eiren, “19 year old male,” a male in his last year of the Spartan agoge. 




eis bathos, open formation for the phalanx. It allowed the hoplites to spread out and cover more ground quickly. 




Elaphebolion, the month of April. 




enomotia, “sworn band,” a military unit of 32 hoplites. The smallest unit within the Spartan army. 




enomotarch, “lieutenant,” an officer, leader of an enomotia. 




ephebe, “adolescent boy,” typically between age 17-18, that is training as a soldier. 




ephor, “overseer,” each of the five villages of Sparta were run by an annually elected magistrate called an ephor that could not hold office more than once. The ephors were men older than thirty years of age and ran the day-to-day operations of the villages and had the unique power to fine anyone in the city for inappropriate behavior, including the kings. Along with the two kings and 28 senators, they made up the Spartan council. 




epibatai, “deck soldiers,” hoplites who serve as marines on a trireme. 




episkyros, “ball game,” a team sport in Sparta played much like rugby with 12-14 players on each side. 




eunomia, “good order,” the name for the Spartan political system consisting of two kings, 28 senators, 5 village ephors and the assembly of adult Spartan males over age 30. 




Eurypontid, a Spartan clan, responsible for providing one of the two kings of Sparta. Considered the more junior house. 




Gamelion, the month of February. 




Gerousia, “Senate,” the Spartan Senate consisting of 28 men over age 65 elected by the assembly for life. 




glaukes, “owls,” the name for early Athenian silver coins. They were imprinted with an owl, the symbol for the city’s patron goddess Athena. 




gymnasium, “place of nakedness” 




helot, “serf,” the conquered population of Lacedaemonia and Messenia that were tied to the land. They gave 50% of their produce to the Spartans. 




hetaera, “courtesan” 




himaton, “robe,” worn by men or women. 




Hippeís, “knights,” the hand-picked 300 man bodyguard for the Spartan kings. 




hippeis, “knights,” the word is also used to denote cavalry by other city-states. 




homoioi, “equals,” the name for a Spartan with full citizen rights. 




hoplitodromos, “hoplite race,” an eight hundred yard sprint in full armor. 




hoplon, “shield,” the round shield that gave hoplites their name. 




hoplite, a heavily armored Greek soldier protected by a hoplon. 




hyperesia, “crew,” the crew of a trireme, such as marines, archers, helmsman, purser, shipwright, etc… 




hypomeiones, “inferiors,” a class of Spartans who have lost their citizenship. 




iatros, “physician” 




Icnhusa, the Greek name for the island of Sardinia. 




isonomia, “equality under the law” 




keleustes, “boatswain” 




ketharistes, “music teacher” 




kleros, “plot of land,” each Spartan on graduation from the agoge was granted an equal allotment of state owned land. 




kopai, “oar,” the average trireme oar length was 13’ 9”. 




krypteia, “secret police,” made up of Spartan eirenes. It was their job to patrol the countryside and spy on, and sometimes murder helots. 




kubernetes, “helmsmen” 




kudos, “honor,” praise or fame resulting from an act or achievement. 




Lacedaemonia or Laconia, the homeland of the Spartans. A valley in southern Greece between the Taygetus Mountains and Parnassus Mountains. 




Lacedaemonians, used to describe all the people of Lacedaemonia, including the Spartans, perioicoi and helots. 




laconic, “concise,” brevity of speech practiced by the Spartans. Comes from the word Laconia. 




lambda, the Greek alphabet letter ‘L’ which looks like an inverted ‘V’. The Spartans’ hoplons were painted with a crimson lambda which stood for Lacedaemonia. 




lochogos, “captain,” an officer within the Spartan regimental divisions who reports to the polemarch and issues orders to its enomotarchs. 




megaron, “hall,” the open-air courtyard in the center of a house where the family cooked, ate and relaxed. 




meiakion, a Spartan youth, age 12. The age when exercise increased, hair was cut short, their clothes taken away, and given one cloak a year. 




mora, “army,” the Spartan army was made up of five regiments that came from its five villages. 




Munychion, the month of May. 




naos, “temple,” the interior or center of a temple where typically a statue of the god is found as are offerings donated to the god. 




naupegos, “ship’s carpenter” 




nautai, “oarsmen” 




neodamodeis, “new citizen” 




nomoi, “laws” 




oecist, “colonizer” 




omphalos, “navel,” a stone in the Temple of Apollo in Delphi thought by the Greeks to mark the center of the world. Archaeologists theorize the stone may have been a meteorite. 




ouragos, “tail-leader,” officer in the rear rank of a file in the shieldwall. 




paidonómos, “boy herder,” a Spartan magistrate that served a teacher in the agoge. 




pais, “youth,” young person between the ages of 7-12. 




palestra, “to wrestle,” a public place attached to a gymnasium for training and practicing wrestling, boxing and gymnastics. Often built as a colonnade around a central court. 




pankration, “martial arts,” a no-holds barred combination of boxing and wrestling with no rules. It was so dangerous on occasion contestants were killed. 




peplos, a woman’s dress. 




pentekontarchos, “purser,” officer on a trireme. 




penteconter, “fifty oared,” a versatile, long-range ship used for sea trade, piracy and warfare, capable of transporting freight or troops. Rowed by fifty oarsmen, arranged with twenty-five rowers on each side of the ship. 




perioicoi, “dwellers around,” the non-Spartans that lived in the villages and cities in Lacedaemonia. They are free men, but have no voting rights. 




Phaedriades, “the bright ones,” the twin peaks that rise up sharply behind the Temple of Apollo at Delphi. 




piloi, felt cap worn under a helmet. 




Planistai, “plane tree grove festival,” an annual Spartan festival held in a grove of plane trees on an island in the Eurotas River. 




pneuma, “breath,” the sacred fumes that expelled from the cleft in the rock beneath the Temple of Apollo at Delphi. Thought by the ancients to be the sacred breath or spirit of the god, archaeologists have learned that the temple stood on a fault line that expelled ethylene gas. By inhaling this gas the Pythia was put into a trance-like state that inspired the oracles. 




polemarch, “war leader,” the senior officer of one of the five Spartan regiments from one of the five Spartan villages. 




polis, “city-state,” includes all of the people living in a city, such as Sparta, and all of the people in the surrounding countryside and villages, such as Lacedaemonia. In ancient Greece it referred to the citizen body rather than the geographic area. 




pornai, “prostititues” 




porpax, the center grip where the elbow rested in a hoplon shield. 




prorates, “bow officer,” on a trireme. 




protostates, “front ranker,” the first line in the shieldwall. 




pycne, the tight formation of the phalanx. 




pyrriche, “spear dance” 




satrap, “protector of the province,” the title of a Persian governor. 




sauroter, “lizard killer,” the point on the butt end of a spear, used for sticking it in the ground. 




silphium, a plant that existed in ancient times but is now extinct. It was used as a seasoning and a medicine, and considered worth its weight in silver by the Romans. It was so critical to Cyrene’s economy that their coins bore an image of the plant. 




spatha, Spartan short sword. 




stadia, how the Greeks measured distance. Equals 170’ yards, roughly nine stadia makes one mile. The root of our word ‘stadium.’ 




stater, “weight,” a silver coin. Cities in the Hellenic world each minted their own coins, such as the Athenian owls. 




stichos, “file,” smallest unit within the phalanx consisting of four men lining up in a single file. 




stoa, a covered walkway, lined with columns, commonly for public usage. The name of the stoic school of philosophy comes from the word stoa. 




strategos, “general” 




strigil, “scaper,” a small, curved wooden or metal tool used to scrape dirt, sweat or oil from the body. 




stylus, “mark,” an instrument similar in size to a pencil, made from a sharpened reed and used for writing on a clay or wax tablet. 




syssitia, “mess hall,” consisted of 16 Spartan Equals. The men from two syssitia made up the basic Spartan military unit, the enomotia. 




tetraskelion, a symbol in the likeness of a swastika. Before the Nazis appropriated the swastika in many cultures throughout history it stood for life, power, strength and good luck. 




thalamus, “ship’s hold” 




thalamian, oarsman on a trireme that sit on the lowest level in the ship’s hold. 




thranos, “outrigger” 




thranites, oarsman on a Hellenic trireme that sat at the highest level, in the outrigger that was built out over the ship’s side. 




toxotai, “archers,” bowmen who served on a trireme. 




trierarch, captain of a trireme. 




trireme, “three tiered,” warship with three tiers of oarsmen, 115’ long by 14’ wide. 




xenios, “hospitality,” an epithet applied to the god Zeus. Zeus Xenios was the patron of guest friendship, a time honored custom among the Hellenes that involved honoring age-old friendships between families in different cities. 




xystarch, “referee,” of a sporting event. 




zorca, a Libyan antelope known for the length of its horns that is extinct today. Herodotus mentions several herd animals native to Libya that no longer exist, such as pigari, bubalies and oryes. 




zyga, “thwarts,” oarsman’s bench on a trireme. 




zygites, oarsmen on a trireme who sat on the second tier. 










Suggested Reading List 




I have hundreds of books in my home devoted to ancient Greek history, culture and literature. This list is not inclusive by any means. If you enjoy reading about ancient Greece, these are just a couple of books you may find worth a look. 




Ancient Classics 




The Iliad and The Odyssey of Homer 




Anyone wanting to know more about ancient Greece should start with Homer. The big question for readers today is which translation to read. As a young person I started with American poet Richard Lattimore’s version. Today former Princeton professor Robert Fagle’s modern version is popular. In several places within The Wandering King I quote Alexander Pope’s rhymed version. 




The Histories by Herodotus 




There are a lot of good translations of The Histories out there. The new The Landmark Herodotus: The Histories is excellent as it includes maps on nearly every page, plus is accompanied by a great deal of worthwhile commentary. 




The History of the Peloponnesian War by Thucydides 




While Herodotus has been dubbed the ‘father of history,’ Thucydides is known as the ‘father of scientific history.’ His History of the Peloponnesian War covers the war between Sparta and Athens (431-404 B.C.) and as Thucydides was an Athenian general during the war, is more factual than Herodotus’ work. 




Descriptions of Greece by Pausanias 




Pausanias was a Greek traveler and geographer living in the 2nd century A.D. His Descriptions of Greece gives firsthand observations of the art and architecture in ten Greek cities, including Athens, Sparta and Corinth. Though Pausanias lived several hundred years after the period I am writing about, his work provided inestimable assistance in describing the cities and the landscapes in The Wandering King. 




Historical Fiction 




Whom the Gods Would Destroy by Richard Powell 

Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1970 




Whom the Gods Would Destroy is my favorite historical novel of all time. It tells the story of the Trojan War through the eyes of a young Trojan boy named Helios. Powell takes Homer’s characters such as Achilles, Odysseus, Hector and Helen and injects so much life into them, he turns them into living, breathing people that you feel like you know and are sorry to see them go. 




Gates of Fire by Steven Pressfield 

Doubleday, 1998 




I mention Gates of Fire because it’s about the 300 Spartans. The middle section that deals with the Battle of Thermopylae is excellent. 




Pompeii by Robert Harris 

Random House, 2005 




Though not about Greece, Pompeii is an excellent novel about life in ancient times. It covers just two days, the day before and the day of the eruption of Mt. Vesuvius in southern Italy and the destruction of the city of Pompeii. 




The Last Kingdom by Bernard Cornwell 

Harper Collins, 2005 




Another novel not about Greece, but Cornwell’s historical novels are worth mentioning as they are extremely good reads. His Saxon series, starting with The Last Kingdom, follows a hard-nosed warrior named Uhtred during the reign of Alfred the Great when the Vikings were rampaging across England. 




Non-Fiction 




The Greek Myths by Robert Graves 




There are dozens of books on the market about Greek myths, but Robert Graves’ book is the definitive work on the subject. It covers every Greek myth ever told, including a lot you probably never heard before. What makes Graves’ The Greek Myths unique is that each chapter is divided into three sections. The first part retells the myth, the second section provides the ancient Greek sources where the myth may be found, and the third gives the reader an interpretation of the myth’s origins. 




Alexander of Macedon: 356 – 323 B.C. by Peter Green 

University of California Press, 1992 




I’m not a fan of Alexander the Great, but after reading Alexander of Macedon I became a fan of classical British scholar Peter Green. Green not only recounts Alexander’s life, he provides a fascinating analysis of each battle, peels back the propaganda spewed by Alexander’s historians and digs out the truth in this extremely well written history. 




The Greco-Persian Wars by Peter Green 

The University of California Press, 1998 




Another book by Peter Green, this one on the Greco-Persian Wars. It’s one of the better works on the subject. 




The Oracle: Ancient Dephi and the Science Behind its Lost Secrets by William J. Broad 

Penquin Books, 2007 




The oracle of Delphi influenced Greek politics and society for hundreds of years. In this fascinating book, The Oracle investigates whether or not the oracles were just clever propaganda spewed by the priestesses or if there was a scientific basis behind the mysterious oracle. My depiction of the oracle is based on my visit to Delphi and what I learned from this book. 




The Spartans: The World of the Warrior-Heroes of Ancient Greece by Paul Cartledge 

Overlook Hardcover, 2003 




Thermopylae: The Battle That Changed the World by Paul Cartledge 

Overlook Hardcover, 2006 




Cambridge University professor Paul Cartledge is probably the world’s foremost authority on ancient Sparta. The Spartans and Thermopylae are must reads for anyone that wants to know everything there is to know about Greece’s only true professional soldiers. 




A War Like No Other by Victor Davis Hanson 

Random House, 2005 




The Western Way of War: Infantry Battle in Classical Greece by Victor Davis Hanson 

Alfred A. Knopf, 1989 




Hanson is an American military historian, nationally syndicated columnist and senior fellow in classics at Stanford University. He first attracted my attention when he was teaching at California State University and mocked up an ancient Greek hoplite panoply and was running tests among his students to see how far they could run, to check Herodotus’ claim that the Athenians sprinted for a mile before crashing into the Persian line at the Battle of Marathon. Hanson brings a fresh new perspective to the study of ancient Greek history with A War Like No Other and The Western Way of War. 




A History of Sparta, 950-192 B.C. by William George Grieve Forrest 

W. W. Norton & Company, 1969 




This little paperback, A History of Sparta, gives a great overview of Spartan history. Forrest was not only a professor of ancient history at Oxford University, he was an RAF pilot during WW2. 
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