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Prologue

Sparta

Winter 451 BC

For seven summers, I carried a secret inside me. A flame, warming and true. Nobody else could see it, but I knew it was there. When I looked up to my mother and father I felt it grow brighter, and when I gazed at my baby brother I sensed its warmth in every part of me. One day I dared to describe it to Mother. ‘You speak of love, Kassandra,’ she whispered, her eyes darting as if she feared that someone might hear. ‘But not the kind a Spartan knows. Spartans must love only the land, the state and the Gods.’ She squeezed my hands and made me swear her an oath: ‘Never reveal your secret to anyone.’

One winter’s night during a howling storm, we sat together in the hearth room of our home before a crackling fire, young Alexios in Mother’s arms, I sitting by Father’s feet. Perhaps all four of us carried that same secret flame within? It comforted me to think so, at least.

And then our warm, quiet sanctuary was pierced by the sound of nails scratching upon the door.

Father’s slow, steady breathing halted. Mother clutched little Alexios to her chest and stared at the door as if she alone could see a demon standing in the shadows there.

‘It is time, Nikolaos,’ a voice like crackling parchment called from outside.

Father rose, sweeping his blood-red cloak around his musclebound body, his thick black beard masking any expression on his face.

‘Wait, just a little longer,’ Mother begged him, rising too and reaching up to stroke his thick, dark curls.

‘For what, Myrrine?’ he snapped, swiping her hand away. ‘You know what must happen tonight.’

With that, he swung towards the door, picking up his spear. I saw the door creak open, the chill rain scourging Father as he stepped outside. The wind groaned and thunder grumbled high above as we stepped out behind him – for he was our shield.

And then I saw them.

They faced us in a sickle-blade arc. The priests, bare chested, wearing wreaths on their brows. The grey-robed ephors – men more powerful even than Sparta’s two kings – holding torches that spat and roared in the tempest. The oldest ephor’s long grey hair whipped in the wind, his bald crown gleaming in the moonlight as he beheld us with bloodshot eyes, his age-long teeth serried in an unsettling smile. He turned away, wordlessly beckoning us in his wake. We followed them through the streets of Pitana – my home and one of the five sacred Spartan villages – and I was wet to my skin and freezing before we even reached the outskirts.

The ephors and priests trooped on through the Hollow Land, droning and chanting up at the storm as they went. I used my half-spear as Father did his, like a walking cane, the butt end crunching into the shale with every step. It sent a strange thrill through me just to hold the broken lance, for it had once belonged to King Leonidas – the long-dead champion-king of Sparta. Every soul in Lakonia venerated our family, because Leonidas’ blood ran in our veins. Mother was of his line and thus so was I, and Alexios too. We were the descendants of the great man, the hero of the Hot Gates. Yet it was Father who was my true hero: teaching me to be strong and spry – as hardy as any Spartan boy. For all that, he never taught me the strength of mind that I would need for what lay ahead. In all Hellas, was there any tutor who could?

We took a winding uphill path towards the looming grey heights of Mount Taygetos, scarred by plunging ravines, the high crests shrouded in snow. There was nothing about our strange journey that made sense. Something felt very wrong. It had been like that ever since Mother and Father had travelled to Delphi in the autumn, to speak with the Oracle. They did not share with me the great seeress’ words, but whatever she had told them must have been bleak: Father had been tense ever since, irritable and distant; Mother seemed adrift most days, her eyes glassy.

Right now she walked with her eyes closed for long periods, the rain streaking in rivulets down her cheeks. She held Alexios tightly, kissing the small bundle of rags every few steps. When she saw my anxious looks up at her, she gulped and handed the bundle to me. ‘Carry your brother, Kassandra …’ she said.

I roped my half-spear to my belt, took him and held him close to me as we climbed the now-precipitous path. The thunder found its voice, pealing somewhere nearby, and lightning shuddered across the sky. The rain turned to sleet and I made a little canopy with the edge of Alexios’ blankets to keep his face dry. His skin – scented with sweet oil and the comforting smell of thistledown bedding – was so warm against my frozen face. His weak hands brushed at my hair. He gurgled and I cooed back at him.

At last we came to a plateau. At the far end sat an altar of blue-veined marble, scarred by weather and age. A sheltered candle guttered there next to a pot of oil, a krater of sleet-lashed wine and a platter of grapes.

Mother halted with a choking sob.

‘Myrrine, do not be so weak,’ Father snapped at her.

I could sense a fire rising within her. ‘Weak? How can you call me that? It takes courage to confront your true feelings, Nikolaos. Weak men hide behind masks of bravery.’

‘It is not the Spartan way,’ Father hissed through his teeth.

‘Gather before the altar,’ said one of the priests, his bony cage of ribs running with melting sleet. I cared not for the sight of the ancient table … nor for the edge of the plateau and the night-black abyss lurking beyond – a well of shadow plunging down into the guts of the mountain.

‘Now, the child,’ said the senior ephor, his ring of hair dancing in the wind, his eyes like hot coals. He held out bony hands towards me, and now I understood, a dark mantle of realization settling upon my shoulders. ‘Give me the boy-child,’ he repeated.

The roof of my mouth stung with dread, all moisture gone in a heartbeat. ‘Mother, Father?’ I whimpered to each in turn.

Mother took a step towards Father, placing a beseeching hand on one of his broad shoulders. But he stood there, impassive, like a finger of rock.

‘The Oracle has spoken,’ the priests wailed in unison. ‘Sparta will fall … unless the boy falls in its stead.’

Horror speared through me and I clutched little Alexios tight, stepping back. My baby brother was hale and strong – there was no justice in condemning him to the cruel fate that befell weak or deformed Spartan babies. This is what the Oracle had decreed on my parents’ trip to see her? Who empowered her to doom him like this? Why was Father not spitting on this grim mandate, drawing his spear upon these wretched old men? And when he did act it was only to shove Mother away, casting her to the ground like a rag.

‘No … no!’ Mother wept as two priests dragged her back. ‘Nikolaos, please, do something.’

Father stared into infinity.

One of the priests came at me from behind, seizing me by the shoulders. A second tore Alexios from me and handed the little bundle to the oldest ephor, who cradled my brother like a treasure. ‘Mighty Apollo, the Truth-giver, Athena Poliachos, Great Protectress, gaze upon us as we bend to your will, humble, grateful for your wisdom. Now … the boy will die.’

He lifted Alexios over his head, stepping past the altar to the edge of the abyss.

Mother fell to her knees with a hoarse cry that tore my heart in two.

As the ephor’s body tensed, readying to hurl my brother to his death, lightning struck across the heavens in time with a monstrous roar of thunder. It was as if the bolt had struck me: I felt the most tremendous surge of energy and injustice. I screamed with all my being, shaking free of the priest’s pinning hands. I lurched forward like a sprinter, desperate, maddened, arms outstretched towards my brother. Time slowed, I caught baby Alexios’ eye and he mine. If I could have captured that moment in amber and lived there for all time I would have done so, both of us alive, connected. And in that trice, I still had a hope of catching him, stopping his fall. Until I lost my stride, stumbled, and felt my shoulder crash against the wretched old ephor’s flank, heard a sudden intake of many breaths, saw the ephor flailing, saw him topple out over the edge … Alexios too.

The pair plunged into the blackness and the ephor’s cry faded like a demon’s shriek.

And then … silence.

I fell to my knees at the precipice, shaking, as manic oaths of outrage rose behind me.

‘Murderer!’

‘She killed the ephor!’

I stared into the abyss, aghast, the sleet lashing across my face.
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Runnels of water trickled across her cheeks. Behind closed eyes, she heard and saw it all again with vivid, terrible clarity. The line of Leonidas, shamed, tarnished. Twenty years was enough for some to forget their debts, come to terms with their flaws, or make peace with the past. ‘Not for me,’ Kassandra whispered, the broken lance in her hands reverberating. She stabbed the weapon hard into the sand by her side and the memories faded.

Her eyes peeled open slowly, adjusting to the bright glare of the spring morning. The cerulean waters hugging Kephallonia’s eastern shores sparkled like a tray of jewels. The surf creamed in across the sand, fading to a gentle, cool gurgle that rolled up to where she sat and crept across her bare toes. The salt-spray came in soft clouds, condensing on and cooling her skin. A squabble of gulls wheeled and screeched in the cloudless sky, while a cormorant plunged into the waters in an explosion of crystalline drops. Due east, out near the hazy horizon, Athenian galleys moved in an endless train. They were like shades, gliding across the twilight-blue, deeper waters and into the Korinthian Gulf to aid the blockade of Megara. The bright sails billowed like the lungs of titans, and every so often the sea wind carried the groan of ropes and timbers and the throaty shouts of the many warriors on board. Earlier this year, Kephallonia itself had been subsumed into the Athenian sphere, as had most of the islands. And so the war grew like a canker. Some small voice inside told her she should care about the colossal struggle that raged across Hellas, stirring the great cauldron of ideologies, bringing the once-allied cities to each other’s throats. But how could she? Proud Athens, she cared little for. And on the other side … unswerving Sparta.

Sparta.

The mere presence of the word in her thoughts shattered the delicate idyll of the shore. She eyed the ancient half-spear of Leonidas askance. The winged iron head, the intricate workings around the tang, and the half-length haft, worn and discoloured from years of oiling. It had always seemed fitting to her that the one thing she had left from her broken past was a broken thing.

A shrill screech pierced her thoughts, and she looked up to see the cormorant emerging from the waves with a silvery mackerel in its beak … but speeding down towards it came a spotted eagle. The cormorant screeched again in terror, dropped its semi-masticated prize then plunged under the waves for cover. The eagle clawed at the discarded fish corpse, only for the morsel to slip under the waves too. With a mighty shriek of dismay, the great bird wheeled round and glided in towards the shore, settling with a gentle run across the sand, coming to a halt beside Kassandra. She smiled despite herself, for the damned spear was not the only thing that remained of the past.

‘We talked about this already, Ikaros,’ she chuckled. ‘You were to bring me mackerel to roast for my afternoon meal.’

Ikaros stared at her, his buttercup-yellow beak and keen eyes giving him the look of a disapproving old man.

‘I see.’ She arched an eyebrow. ‘It was the cormorant’s fault.’

Her belly groaned, reminding her of the long hours since she had last eaten. With a sigh, she plucked the spear of Leonidas from the sand. For a moment, she caught sight of her dull reflection in the blade. Broad of face, with little humour in her hazel eyes and a thick braid of russet hair hanging across her left shoulder. She wore a dark brown exomis – a one-shouldered, man’s garment – shabby and sad. Just holding the spear brought the memories alive again, and so she quickly tied the lance to her leather belt, rose and turned away from the shoreline.

But something caught her eye, halting her. It was a strange incident – the kind that is conspicuous for its irregularity, like a drunk man behaving himself: out there, amidst the sea haze, a galley cut through the waves. One of hundreds, but this boat was not tacking round the distant headlands and into the Korinthian Gulf. Instead, it was coming straight across the water, towards Kephallonia. Her eyes narrowed and beheld the white sail – or, more specifically, the staring, grimacing gorgon head emblazoned upon it. It was a most hideous depiction, discoloured grey-green lips peeled back to reveal fangs, the eyes glowing like hot coals, while the nest of snakes that served as the creature’s hair seemed to writhe with every lungful of wind that buffeted the sails. She stared at the terrifying mien for a time, the legend of Medusa stirring from the depths of memory: once a beautiful and strong woman, betrayed and cursed by the Gods. A morsel of empathy rose and fell within her, like a spark from a fire. But there was something else; she could not see anything of the crew on the strange boat, but she was sure – certain – that she was being watched from those decks. For a moment, the pleasant coolness of the sea spray and wind became unwelcome, chilling.

Spartan children must never be afraid of the dark, of the cold or of the unknown, a voice drawled from buried memory. His voice. She spat into the sand, turning away from the sea and the strange boat. The taunting memories of her father’s teachings were all that remained of her once-proud family. Passing traders had brought with them bleak tales of the broken house of Leonidas. Myrrine, bereft, had taken her own life, they said, driven to death by the loss of not just one but both of her children. Because of what I did that night, she thought.

She strode from the beach, through the dunes and the wind-bent marram grass and picked her way up a rocky path. This brought her onto a small promontory overlooking the coast, and the simple stone shelter that was her home. The white-plastered walls shimmered in the sunlight, the poles and pegged rags that served as an awning of sorts creaked and flapped in the gentle wind and the lone olive tree nearby rustled and swayed. Greenfinches pecked at a pool of lying water near a broken stone column, chirruping in song. A good few hours’ walk from the shore town of Sami, days could pass here with little contact from passers-by. The perfect place for a woman to live out her time and die alone, she mused. She paused to twist back towards the sea again, gazing into the distance and the faraway blur of the mainland. How might things have been, she wondered, had the past not been so cruel?

She turned back to her home, ducking under the low lintel to enter, the constant sea breeze falling away to nothing. She glanced around the single room: a wooden bed, a table, a hunting bow, a chest of simple things – a broken ivory comb and an old cloak. There was no cage around Kephallonia’s shores, nor shackles upon her limbs, but poverty was her keeper. None but the rich men of this island could ever hope to leave it.

She sat on a stool by the table, pouring a cup of water from a clay krater, then unwrapping the hide package she had prepared earlier. A small loaf of bread – hard as a pebble – a finger-sized strip of salted hare meat and a little clay pot containing three small olives stared up at her. A pathetic meal. Her belly howled in protest, demanding to know where the rest was.

She looked up and through the small window at the back of her home, seeing the recently dug hole in the ground. Until yesterday, her storage pit had held two sacks of wheat and a full salted hare, a round of goats’ cheese and a dozen dried figs. Enough for five or six days’ nourishment. Then she had returned from yesterday’s fruitless fishing session to see two thugs stealing away into the distance with those provisions. They had a good half-mile head start on her and she was too hungry to give chase in any case, and so she had lain down to sleep with an empty belly last night. Absently, she ran the pad of her thumb along the edge of the Leonidas spear: honed to perfection. She felt the top layer of skin split, and hissed the name of her present tormentor – the one who had sent the thieves: ‘Curse you to the fires, Cyclops.’

Turning back to her meagre meal, she took the bread, dipping it in a little oil to soften it, then lifting it to her mouth. A further belly groan stopped her – but not her own. She looked to the doorway. The girl standing there stared at the pathetic loaf as a man might eye a torc of gold.

‘Phoibe?’ Kassandra said. ‘I haven’t seen you for days.’

‘Oh, don’t mind me, Kass,’ Phoibe said, examining her dirt-caked fingernails, tucking her dark tresses of hair behind her ears and fidgeting with the frayed hem of her grubby off-white stola.

Kassandra turned from the girl to the loaf to the sill of the window, where a dark shape fluttered into view. Ikaros gave her that same wide-eyed look of hope, his affections directed towards the sliver of salted hare. Nor me, she heard when Ikaros screeched.

With an unconvincing smile, she pushed back from the table, tossing the meat to Ikaros and the bread loaf to Phoibe. The pair were transformed into gannets at that moment, each devouring their meagre meal with relish. Phoibe, Athenian-born and orphaned, was just twelve. Kassandra had first come across the girl begging in the streets near Sami, three years ago. She had given her a few coins that day on her way into the town. On the way back, she had lifted the mite and carried her home, feeding her and letting her sleep in the shelter. Watching her reminded Kassandra of times past, of distant memories of that soft, gentle heat within, of that long-ago snuffed-out flame inside. Not love, she assured herself, I will never be so weak again.

She sighed, standing and slinging on her bow and lifting a leather waterskin. ‘Come, let us eat while we walk,’ she said, taking the olives and popping them into her mouth. The soft, salty flesh and rich oil were tantalizing, awakening her tastebuds but doing little to satiate her hunger. ‘Unless we want this to be the last meal we eat, we should go to visit Markos.’ The scumbag, she added inwardly as she strapped on her leather bracers. ‘It is time to call in some debts.’

They headed south, following a sun-beaten track that hugged the coastal bluffs for a while, before bending inland. The heat grew strong as noon approached, and they cut across a meadow freckled with violas – the air rich with the scent of oregano and wild lemon groves. The long grass stroked her calves, butterflies flitted across their path in flashes of crimson, amber and blue, cicadas chirruped in the heat and for all the world the war and the past couldn’t have been more distant, until they bypassed and overlooked Sami. The port town was an unwalled warren of shacks and simple, white-painted homes surrounding a raised mound of marble villas. Rich men chatted and supped wine on the roofs and verandas. Horses and bare-chested, sweat-slicked workers toiled in the tight lanes and bustling market, hauling olive crops and pine logs towards the docks. There, transport vessels jostled for space at the pale stone wharf where the materials were to be conveyed to the Athenian military shipyards and supply warehouses. Bells pealed, whips snapped, lyre music rose and so too did pale twists of scented smoke from the temples. Kassandra entered the town only when she needed to – for food or supplies she could not obtain in other ways.

And to carry out the jobs Markos lined up for her.

A misthios, they called her. A mercenary. Sometimes to carry messages, sometimes to escort shipments of stolen goods … more often though, to do what so few could. Her heart hardened as she thought of her most recent assignment – to a dockside den where a group of notorious bandits were hiding out. The Leonidas spear had been stained red that dark night, and the air fouled by the smell of torn guts. Every slaying was like a prickly seed of guilt that took root deep within … but nothing she had done for Markos compared to the twisted, gnarled oak sown on that night of her youth on the edge of the abyss, and the two deaths that had changed her life for ever.

She shook her head to prevent the memories from taking hold and thought instead of her empty purse. Markos had yet again wriggled out of paying her when she had returned to report her successful efforts at the dockside hideout. How much did he owe her now? She felt her hackles rising. He’s a scumbag, a crook, a filthy …

Another memory staggered across her spiralling thoughts – her first moments on this green island, twenty years ago. The day Markos had found her on the stone beach north of the town, washed up beside her broken raft. She remembered his pitted, oily features and curly, greasy black hair as he beheld her. ‘You are a strange-looking fish,’ he chuckled, patting her back as she vomited gutfuls and lungfuls of seawater. He had fed her for a time, but seemed eager to be rid of her … until he noticed how nimble and strong she was. ‘Who in all Hellas trained you to move like that? I could use someone like you,’ he had remarked.

The thoughts faded as Sami fell into the distance behind them. Phoibe skipped ahead, looking up at the soaring Ikaros while ‘flying’ a toy wooden eagle of her own, making screeching noises. When they came to a fork in the track, Phoibe raced off down the rightmost tine. ‘We’re nearly there,’ she chirped over her shoulder. Kassandra gazed after her, perplexed. That route led towards Mount Ainos. An imperious, sun-bleached statue towered up on those rocky heights: Zeus, God of the Sky, crouched on one knee, holding a thunderbolt in his raised hand. The soils ringing the lower slopes were enriched with minerals washed down during the rains and so terraced vineyards decorated the base of the mountain, each lined with green vines, silvery stone storehouses and small red-tiled villas. ‘Don’t be a goat, Phoibe,’ Kassandra called after her, gesturing to the leftmost track. ‘Markos’ place is further on – near the southern cove and …’ Her words trailed off when she saw Phoibe speed on into the nearest vineyard. The estate had always been there, but the figure down by the crops in a green-and-white cloak, had not. ‘Markos?’ she whispered.

‘He asked me not to tell you,’ Phoibe said when Kassandra caught up with her on the vineyard’s edge.

‘I’m sure he did,’ Kassandra burred. ‘Stay here.’

She stole past two workers pruning the crop on the lowest terrace. They didn’t even notice her approach, or Phoibe – following in her wake, disobedient as always. As she crept through the vines, she heard Markos, bickering with a worker who clearly knew better.

‘We,’ he started, then paused to stifle a hiccup, ‘we will grow grapes as big as melons,’ he insisted, before throwing back his head and taking a long pull on what was evidently a skin of barely watered wine.

‘You’ll kill the vine, Master Markos,’ the worker reasoned, tilting his broad-brimmed sun hat back. ‘We can’t allow the fruit to grow this year or the next, or the stems will bend and snap. The third year will be the time for the first harvest.’

‘Years?’ Markos spluttered. ‘How in Hades am I supposed to pay back –’ He fell silent when Kassandra emerged from the vines. ‘Ah, Kassandra,’ he beamed, throwing his arms out wide, nearly backhanding the well-meaning worker.

‘You bought a vineyard, Markos?’

‘Only the finest wines for us from now on, my girl,’ he purred, spinning on the spot to gesture all around, nearly losing his footing. Phoibe, darting in and out of the vines nearby, tittered, then set off again after Ikaros. Ikaros began to screech, agitated, but Kassandra’s mind was on other matters.

‘I don’t want your grapes or your wine, Markos,’ Kassandra insisted. ‘Phoibe and I need food, clothing, bedding. I want the drachmae you owe me.’

Markos shrank a little then, fiddling with the mouth of his wineskin. ‘Ah, ever the misthios,’ he chuckled nervously. ‘Well, you see, there will be a short delay in getting those coins to you.’

‘A short three years, by the sounds of it,’ Kassandra said flatly. She shot a look up at the circling Ikaros, now screeching madly. A rising sense of unease nagged at her: the eagle did not usually become this agitated when playing with Phoibe.

‘When the grapes become wine,’ Markos interrupted her thoughts, ‘I will have money aplenty, my dear. First, I must make sure I pay back my loan for this place. I’m, er, slightly behind on my payments you see.’

‘Quite,’ said the nearby worker absently as he returned to snipping and tying vines, ‘and the Cyclops doesn’t like late payments.’

Markos shot a wild, scolding look at the man’s back.

‘You borrowed from the Cyclops?’ Kassandra gasped, stepping back from Markos as if he were riddled with a pox. ‘This,’ she gestured around them, ‘was funded by him? You have bought yourself a nightmare, Markos. Are you a fool?’ She glanced around at the shimmering green-gold slopes of Mount Ainos, concerned about how far her voice had carried. ‘The Cyclops’ men ransacked my stores last night. He hates me already. He’s killed scores of men on this island and has put a price on my head. He knows you and I work together. To him, we are equally indebted. If you fall short of your payments then I will be one of the first to suffer.’

‘Not quite,’ a gruff voice said, behind them both.

Kassandra swung round to the forest of vines. Two strangers stood there, grins stretched across their faces. One, with a face like a stepped-on pear, held a fear-frozen Phoibe, clasping a hand over her mouth and holding a dagger to her throat. Kassandra now recognized the duo: the ones who had plundered her storage pit last night. Ikaros, why didn’t I listen to you? she chided herself, seeing the eagle still circling, shrieking in alarm.

‘Try anything and the girl’s throat will be opened,’ said the second man, patting a short sword against the palm of his free hand, his brow jutting like a cliff, casting his eyes in shadow. ‘Markos has run up quite a debt, but so have you, misthios: you’ve holed one of my master’s boats, you’ve killed a convoy of his men – friends of mine. So how’s about you come along with us, eh? Settle matters to my master’s satisfaction?’

Kassandra felt the blood freeze in her veins. She knew that to go with them would mean death for her and slavery at best for Phoibe. But to resist might mean death for them all here and now.

A tense moment passed and Kassandra did not move.

‘Seems the misthios is not keen on coming quietly,’ Shadow-brow growled. ‘Let’s show her we mean business.’

Kassandra’s heart froze. Watch your opponent, Nikolaos hissed from the mists of the past. Their eyes will betray their intentions before they even make a move.

She saw the thug holding Phoibe roll his eyes down towards the girl, and his dagger-hand knuckles whiten. It all happened in a single, visceral reflex: she lunged forward, simultaneously clasping and pulling the roped spear from her belt and lashing it forth like a whip. The flat of the ancient lance head licked up and whacked into the thug’s temple. The man’s eyes rolled in their sockets, blood trickled from his nostrils and he crumpled like a kicked-over stack of bricks. Phoibe staggered away, weeping. Kassandra yanked the spear rope, catching the lance by the haft this time, holding it like a true hoplite might.

Shadow-brow held her gaze, shuffled, feinting left then plunging right with a roar. Kassandra drew her weight onto one foot to let the foe hurtle past, and when he skidded and came back at her, she fell to her haunches and slashed her spear across his belly. He stumbled on a few steps, then glanced down, confused, as a writhing mass of blue-grey gut ropes slipped and slithered out into the noon light to slap down upon the dusty ground. He looked at the cavity that remained of his belly, then up at Markos and Kassandra with a perplexed grin, before falling face-first onto the ground.

‘By the balls of Zeus,’ Markos wailed, wringing his hands through his greasy curls and falling to his knees as he gawped at the two corpses. ‘The Cyclops will kill me for certain now.’

Kassandra hugged the weeping Phoibe tight, kissing the top of her head, drawing her hands over the girl’s ears to shield her from the discussion. ‘We’ll bury the bodies. Nobody will know what became of them.’

‘But he will find out,’ Markos groaned. ‘You must learn: today you cut two heads from the beast, but four will sprout to take their places. And the Cyclops’ rage will be tripled. Like any tyrant, you must either obey him utterly … or destroy him completely, don’t you see?’ He swiped a dismissive hand, ‘I am no tutor. Perhaps one day you will find a better one.’

‘And perhaps you had better set down that wineskin and let your head clear. You need to find a way to pay the Cyclops back.’

Markos’ bulging eyes searched the ether before him, his face gradually slackening in despair. Then, as if struck by an invisible lightning bolt, he jolted, rising to his feet, stomping over to seize Kassandra by the shoulders, shaking her. ‘That’s it; there is a way.’

Kassandra shrugged him off. ‘A way to earn a sackful of silver on this island? I doubt it.’

Markos’ eyes tapered. ‘Not silver, my dear. Obsidian.’

Kassandra stared at him blankly.

‘Think. What does the Cyclops value most? His men, his land, his ships? No. His obsidian eye.’ He tapped madly under one of his own eyes. ‘It’s even veined with gold. We steal the eye, we sell it – somewhere on the mainland, maybe, or to passing traders. Then we have our sackfuls of silver. Enough to pay off my vineyard, enough to pay you what I owe you. To feed Phoibe,’ he yelped, delighted at having found an altruistic rationale at last.

‘We steal the Cyclops’ eye?’

‘He never wears it. It’s too valuable. He keeps it in his home.’

‘His home is like a fort,’ she said dryly, thinking of the well-watched den on a small peninsula that sprouted from the west of the island. ‘Skamandrios was the last person to try to break in there. He has never been seen since.’

Both paused to reflect on the weasel-like misthios Skamandrios, thinking of the hundred possible fates he might have suffered. Burning, flaying and gradual dismemberment were some of the Cyclops’ preferred methods of despatching his foes. Skamandrios was hardly a great loss to society, but he had prided himself on his stealth and quickness. The Shadow, some had called him.

Kassandra shook her head clear. ‘But getting back to the point … we steal his eye?’

Markos cowered a little and shrugged pathetically. ‘You are the misthios, my dear. I would only slow you down. For this to work it is vital, vital, that you are not spotted.’

‘I’m rather more concerned that he will catch me,’ Kassandra said.

‘He will not catch you, for he is not at his den.’ Markos wagged a finger. ‘As you know, almost every private galley on this island has been summoned to join the Athenian fleet. The Adrestia is one of the last vessels left. The Cyclops is out on the hunt, and that galley is his prey. He has some grudge with the ship’s triearchos, I hear.’

Phoibe wriggled free of Kassandra. ‘What’s happening?’ she asked.

‘Nothing, my young girl,’ Markos answered first. ‘Kassandra and I were just discussing how much money I owe her. She just has one last job to do for me and then she will have it all. Isn’t that right, my dear?’ he asked Kassandra.

‘Then we can eat like queens, night after night?’ Phoibe asked.

‘Aye,’ Kassandra said quietly, stroking Phoibe’s hair.

‘Excellent,’ Markos purred. ‘You will stay here tonight and enjoy a full meal: fried mullet, octopus, freshly baked loaves, yoghurt, honey and pistachios and several kraters of wine. And then, a comfortable bed and a good rest. Tomorrow, you can be on your way.’ Then he whispered so Phoibe would not hear, ‘And remember, you must not be seen or all three of us will be …’ He drew a finger over his throat and stuck out his tongue.

Kassandra refused to let Markos out of her sour stare.
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Despite the promised warm and soft bed, she slept not a moment, troubled by the task that lay ahead. She stared at the head of her lance, propped near the bed, illuminated by a shaft of moonlight, for what felt like hours before deciding to rise while it was still dark. Phoibe, pressed against her, did not stir. She kissed the girl’s head before swinging her legs from the bed, dressing and slipping away from the vineyard and out into the night-chilled countryside. She stayed close to the western shoreline. In the pre-dawn gloom, she heard wildcats hissing and yowling, and kept one hand on her hunting bow as she went. The sun soon breached the horizon and spread its fiery wings across the island, combing across the hills and meadows. On one high point, she saw the neighbouring island of Ithaka, weltering in the rising heat. The remains of the ancient Palace of Odysseus stood on a hillside there, fingers of light streaking through that ghostly ruin. She gazed at the crumbling edifice as she always did. And who could not? It was a wistful monument to a long-dead hero, an adventurer who had travelled across the world and back, fighting in a great war with his wits as well as his weapons. She glanced around the brushland of Kephallonia with a renewed disdain. Stop dreaming. I will never get off this damned island. Here I live and here I will die.

On she went and soon she came to the root of the rugged western peninsula that struck out into the sea like a thorn. She crouched there like a hunter, sipping her water, the cicada song growing in intensity like the heat as she studied the land. The Cyclops’ hideout sat upon a flat-topped, natural mound roughly half a mile ahead, near the peninsula’s tip. The sprawling compound was a hideout in name only – for the Cyclops did not need to hide from anyone. A low wall closed off the estate, grass and pink geraniums sprouting from the cracks in the weathered stonework. Within, a villa stood proud, roofed with terracotta tiles, the pale marble façade and Doric columns painted in ochre and sea-blue. She counted six of his hired thugs upon the outer walls, walking back and forth along the crude parapets, watching the countryside. Two men stood statue-still outside the eastern gatehouse, and she could see a similar gateway on the northern wall too. Worse, Kassandra realized, the ground that lay between her and the estate walls offered little cover for her approach – just a few cypress trees and olive stands, but mostly low, thin brush – and four more men strolled to and fro across this open ground, wearing wide-brimmed hats to shield their eyes from the sun, watching for any movement, and all in plain sight of each other and the men on the walls. These outlying watchmen were effectively a border, sealing off this thorn of land as if it were the Cyclops’ own country.

No way through.

There is always a way, Nikolaos spat.

And so she looked north, down the brush and rock slopes leading to the shore. The deep-blue waters lapped gently upon the thin strip of shingle down there. One edge of her lips flickered in loathing acceptance as she realized that Nikolaos was right. Thumbing the cork from her waterskin, she tipped it upside down and let the precious water trickle away into the parched golden earth.

Keeping low and watching the closest of the four outlying sentries, she picked her way carefully down to the shore. There, she wrapped her spear and bow in oiled leather and strapped both across her back, before wading into the bracing shallows. When the waters rose to her breasts, she launched herself prone, stretching out with her arms, kicking back with her legs to corkscrew through the water, westwards, along the peninsula’s coastline and towards its tip. Weeds and tiny fish stroked and brushed at her legs and belly until she was out in the deeper sections. With every second stroke of her arms, she glanced up at the shoreline on her left. No sign of the nearest outlier. Suddenly, dolphins leapt and chattered, out in the deeper waters. She heard the scrape of boots on the shore and saw the tip of a wide-brimmed hat coming to investigate. With a full breath, she plunged under the surface. Through the undulating blue, she saw the dolphins speeding along like her. Looking towards the shore, she saw the shins of the guard, wading into the shallows for a better look. Up through the water’s surface, she saw the distorted outline of the man, the shape of his spear held across his chest. But he waded no further than knee-deep: he had seen nothing but dolphins at play, and he seemed quite happy to stand there and bask in the sunlight … all while the breath in Kassandra’s lungs grew stale and then fiery. If she surfaced now she was as good as dead. If she did not, the same fate awaited. Black spots burst and spread around the edges of her vision as the spent breath escaped from her lips in a flurry of bubbles like rats fleeing a sinking skiff. The cold hand of panic tried to seize her, yet calmly, she took her thumb from the mouth of her air-filled drinking skin, sucked in a deep and full breath and swam on, revitalized.

He had watched her from afar, seeing how she had taken time to judge her approach to the Cyclops’ den. Now he watched her surface gracefully, just downhill from the peninsula’s tip and the estate’s northern gateway, and not too far from his vantage point either. So far, she was living up to her reputation.

‘And soon we will see if she is as skilful and deadly as they claim,’ mused the watcher, folding his arms and letting a grin rise across his face.

Kassandra levered herself from the water and onto a flat, sun-warmed shelf of stone. She picked her way up the rocky hinterland, keeping low behind bushes as she went. Within a stretch of a hundred strides or so, she was almost dry from the sun. Nearing the estate’s northern walls, she settled down behind a boulder then peeked up to gauge the two guards flanking the gateway. They wore leather corselets and one sported a red headband. One gripped a good spear diagonally across his chest and the other carried a small axe in his belt. Through the gates she saw no movement around the villa itself, none patrolling the rooftop terrace or standing at the entrance vestibule. The Cyclops had taken most of his men with him, she realized. The outer walls were the key. If she could slip by the watch here … she would be into the unguarded interior. These gate sentries had to be dealt with, but how to do so without alerting the dozen or so others strolling the parapets? A gentle shuffling sounded right beside her and her heart almost leapt from her mouth in fright. ‘Ikaros, by all the Gods!’ she hissed. Ikaros gave her a hood-eyed look, then lurched up into flight. Kassandra ducked down, one eye peeking over the boulder to see the spotted eagle glide towards the gate. The two sentries didn’t notice until he was close, and with a flap of his wings, he sped up and over the head of one guard, talons extending to snatch the red headband.

‘Malákas!’ the guard yelped, grabbing at his own scalp and howling at the bird as it sped on inside the estate. The pair lumbered inside after Ikaros. A few of the men on top of the wall laughed and heckled as they watched the spectacle.

Kassandra’s eyes stayed on the backs of the distracted two as she rose and sped low, cat-soft on her feet. Just as she slipped through the gateway, the pair gave up their chase of Ikaros and turned back towards her. As if caught by the swing of an invisible boxer, Kassandra threw herself to her right and from their line of sight, landing in a tangle of wild gorse sprouting near the base of the walls. The bush settled and she held a burning breath in her lungs, watching through the undergrowth as the two guards walked right past her … and back to their places at the gateway. The other men on the walls turned to face outwards too. She was inside, unseen.

Heart thumping, she rolled her eyes towards the villa. The main entrance beckoned like a shady maw, the twin red pillars flanking it like bloody fangs. She picked her way across the compound, ducking behind wagons, strewn barrels, piled hay and wooden outhouses until she was a short arrowshot away. Her legs shook, primed to sprint inside. It was only bitter experience that chained her there, on her haunches. Can’t see a damned thing in there, she mused. There might be a dozen of the Cyclops’ men standing in those shadows. She looked up instead – the roof terrace sported a doorway into the upper floor. Creeping forward, she seized an ivy vine and walked herself up the villa wall. A foot slipped, kicking a terracotta tile on the porch roof. The tile cracked and slid, spinning away towards the ground. Kassandra let go of the vine with one hand and caught the tile, exhaling in relief.

Stealth, Nikolaos hissed in her head. A Spartan must be nimble and silent, like a shade.

‘I am not a Spartan, I am an outcast,’ she growled to chase away the voice, then hopped up over the marble balustrade.

The arched doorway leading into the villa’s upper floor was just as shady as the main entrance. Sucking in a deep breath, she edged inside, one hand poised near her spear haft, the other extended for balance should she need to roll or leap clear of an attack. For a moment she was blinded by the darkness, her head flicking in every direction and her braided tail lashing like a whip. In her mind’s eye she saw grim-faced sentries rushing her, silvery blades chopping down … and then her eyes adjusted and she saw just a quiet, deserted bedchamber. The pale-washed walls were licked with bright paint, depicting a scene of battle, with a one-eyed champion triumphing over many smaller foes. A grand bed lay at one end of the room, laden with plush silk blankets. Nothing in here, she decided … until she turned round and saw the plinth of Parian marble by the chamber hearth. The trophies resting upon it chilled her to her marrow.

Three desiccated heads, mounted on wooden stands like prize battle helms. Kassandra paced over towards them guardedly, as if they might sprout bodies and attack her. But these three were long dead. One, a bad-toothed man with long hair, had clearly died in pain, judging by the death rictus fixed on his face. The next was a young lad who had had his nose sawn off to leave a ragged mess at the centre of his now-peaceful face. The third, a middle-aged woman, was locked in a sightless scream, mouth ajar as if crying out, Behind you!

A floorboard groaned.

Kassandra spun round, part-drawing her spear, fright lashing her like a tongue of fire.

Nothing.

Her heart thundered against her ribs. Had the noise been her imagination? She returned her spear to her belt and flicked a glance back at the heads. None of them was Skamandrios, she was certain. Perhaps the weasel had stolen whatever he was after and escaped – fled to the north to live the life of a rich man? The thought instilled a bravado in her, and she crept to the bedchamber doorway with a degree of confidence. Edging her head out onto the landing to look around, she saw nothing to the left, nothing to the right and then, straight ahead … two guards!

She went for her spear again, only to realize the ‘guards’ were in fact ancient suits of armour. Bronze cuirasses, helms and greaves probably robbed from the ruins of the old palace on Ithaka. Webs had gathered inside the helms like sagging faces.

Scowling, she paced across the landing, eyeing the two doors ahead. One was surely the Cyclops’ strongroom. Most on the island said he slept on his gold, but this was the next closest thing. Edging to the leftmost door, she twisted the handle slowly. With a clunk, it relaxed and the door whined as it floated open. The noise sent a thousand cold-footed rats scampering through Kassandra’s guts. She held her breath for a moment … but nobody outside had heard the noise. Relieved, she peered into the room. Nothing – just stark stone walls, unpainted or plastered, and a plain wooden floor. Not a jot of furniture except for a shabby old cupboard on the right-hand wall. Its doors were missing and it was empty.

Stepping to her right, she gently turned the handle of the second door. It opened silently to reveal a vision of gold. A finger of sunlight shone in through a narrow oculus in the ceiling. Dust motes floated lazily in the gilt light, illuminating a trove of plunder: ivory chests of coins and charms; a bench laid out with silver circlets, tokens and cups too
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