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EPILOGUE

Glossary

!!!WARNING!!!

Unsuitable for anyone under the age of 18. 

The following novel is based entirely around actual events and real personages and contains graphic dramatizations of ancient warfare that some people may find upsetting.

Some areas of this book include cultural practices contemporaneous to the period which are incompatible to the modern era and should always be seen within the historical and cultural contexts of their time.

I have endeavoured to stay as close to the facts as possible. In some instances, where historical and archaeological records are ambiguous, I’ve hypothesised. As these novels primarily concentrate on the life of Lysander, I’ve included him as a character in the Northern campaign. There is no written or archaeological data to suggest that Lysander was present at Amphipolis, but there’s equally, no records to suggest that he was not there either.

Please note that I have used the Spartan calendar. Both Spartan and Attican calendars can be found at the end of this novel with bibliography and additional information.

History is an ocean, in whose depths are many tales. Amphipolis is one of them...
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CHARACTERS FICTION & NON-FICTION:

Klearidas (Real personage. Brasidas’s second in command, he commanded the garrison at Amphipolis in 423. After Brasidas’ death – 422 BC, following the Peace of Nicias, Klearidas refused to surrender Amphipolis to the Athenians as he was supposed to. Even when ordered by Sparta to vacate, he refused to break Brasidas’ trust in him to keep the city safe and protect those within from Athenian reprisals. 

Mothon Iros (Commands the 700 helots),

Lysander (Real personage, History tells us nothing about Lysander in this period, his light in history was yet to rise)

Praxis (slave boy)

Alkimos, (Theban Leader of the mercenaries)

Salaithos of Sparta (Exiled Spartan/spy in Athens)

Pantares (Spartan hostage from Sphacteria)

Styphon (Spartan hostage from Sphacteria)

Stratokles (Real personage. Archon of Athens)

Tisandros (Macedonian warrior/Lysanders lover)

​Prince Archelaos (Real personage. Prince of Macedon, heir apparent, son of Perdiccas. Archelaos ruled Macedon from 413 to 399 BC)

Monoekos (Macedonian Governor of Dium)

Pallans (Theban traitor)

Arianthides of Thebes (Real personage, second commanding of the Theban army at Delium)

Demosthenes (Real personage. Athenian general, adventurer, jointly took Sphacteria with Cleon)

Hippokrates (Real personage. Athenian general. Killed during the Battle of Delium)

Socrates (real personage; philosopher, soldier, fought at the Battle of Delium, where he is reputed to have rescued the Athenian politician and commander, Laches)

Epikrates (trierarch)

Amynias of Athens (Real personage. Politician; Archon of Athens in 423 - 422 BCE)

​Isarkhos of Athens (Real personage; archon of Athens 424 – 423 BCE)

Cleon (Real Personage/killed in action with Brasidas at Amphipolis)

Eukles (Real personage, Athenian general at Amphipolis)

Thucydides (Real personage/general and author of the History of the Peloponnesian war)

Polydamidas (Real Personage – officer in Brasidas’s army)

Athenaios (Real Personage. Spartan emissary)

Aristonymos of Athens (Real Personage. Athenian emissary)

Othryades (son of Salaithos the spy)

Kritias (real personage, pro-oligarchic Athenian)

Pasitelidas (Real Personage, young Spartan officer placed in command of Torone)

Ischagoras (Real Personage, Spartan officer who joined Brasidas with a few men and young officers)
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CHAPTER 1
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Let a man learn how to fight by first daring to perform mighty deeds...

Tyrtaios, 7th Century BCE

Islet of Sphacteria

Eponymous Year of Angenidas, 425 BCE

Through the swirling black smoke, came the hot glow of the firestorm that had broken out on the island, and the vegetation, parched as it was by the hot summer sun and weeks without rain became deadly kindling as the flames spread and grew; it was like a living thing with a thousand fiery tongues lapping at the night all at once, its roaring voice filled with the promise of death, growing fiercer and wilder as the wind swept them hither and thither, roaring in its frenzy, advancing steadily, ever more hungry, consuming everything that lay in its path, leaving a black scab of smouldering ash in its wake. 

The glow of the inferno could be seen for miles around, like a beacon lit by the Olympian gods; belching columns of thick black smoke that swirled into the night, spread amorphously across the sky, laying an impenetrable fog that glimmered with glowing embers and tumbling sparks.

It couldn’t have been worse for Epitadas and his men, trapped on this forsaken islet, and with no means of fighting the fires or escaping them, the Lakedaimonians were driven back to the ancient fortifications built in the time of King Nestor at the tip of the island where the cliffs drop precipitously to jagged rocks below, like blackened teeth through which the sea spumed along the narrow strait into Pylos Bay. 

They sheltered behind the ancient remnants of Nestor’s fortress and there they had to wait it out until there was nothing left for the fire to consume, and then, Epitadas knew, the island would be naked and there would be no cover to be had against the enemy occupying Pylos and the promontory where the House of Athena stood proudly in the distance. 

Once behind the walls, beyond which the fire continued to devour every stick and blade of grass, the Spartans among them, knowing that the enemy would follow these flames, and upon this barren rock and they will die as Spartans must, in glory, worthy of their dread creed.

They withdrew to tend their own funereal obsequies before embracing the beautiful death. They sang to the glory of Artemis-Ortheia as they oiled one another’s bodies, combed each other's long hair and platted their braids, to go to the afterlife in their best and noblest condition. 

‘O, Artemis, you fill me with your love as Ares fills me with his strength. And to thee we honour in death as in life,’ Epitadas sang as he combed Abreas’s long thick black hair. ‘We will be joined in the afterlife, where we join with our fathers and their fathers, brother.’

‘The gods are watching us, Epitadas.’

‘Then let’s not disappoint them...’ He looked up; the dark smoky sky glowed with a deep flickering orange light, like a spring dawn. The heat was almost unbearable, the stench of scorched fettered thew.

The men sat below the walls, shielded from the worse of it, their grimy sweat slicked faces glossed in the glow. 

Some of the men were wounded from the last Athenian assault, when the Lakedaimonians repelled them from the island, and when next they come, as come they would, it would be in greater numbers with fresh warriors. When next they come, these men knew they were going to die. 

They were all tired, hungry and thirsty, they had been on this barren islet for countless days, blockaded by the enemy, harassed by his archers, under siege with very little in the way of food and fresh water getting through. 

Epitadas watched the ferocity of the fire, like a monster, raging a hundred strides beyond the parapet eating its way across the island. Sphacteria has become a torch, he thought. They were going to die on this accursed isle of misery, unworthy of the worms beneath their feet. 

How infuriating it was, how tantalising, knowing a Spartan army lay encamped just beyond the horizon. Even now, Spartan lookouts could see the island burning and there was nothing they could do with the dogged enemy well-dug in and fortified on the promontory, the seaward approaches blockaded by Athenian warships. Only a man like Brasidas would tempt the blessed sisters of fate with some bold move against those arrogant whores of the sea, he thought, but Brasidas fell at Pylos ... dead or alive, none on that island knew?

Before the fire, taking the island was a Sisyphean nightmare for Demosthenes. Despite his forces vastly outnumbering the Lakedaimonians, they just could not take Sphacteria and it had turned into a long siege in the hope of starving them into surrender or death. 

The Spartan navy had made attempts to break the Athenian blockade, but were driven back by the superior strength and seamanship of the Athenian navy. Loyal helots had smuggled food and fresh water to the island, but now, even that access was cut by the arrival of more ships under the command of Cleon. 

For both Athens and Sparta, this had become a far bigger affair than a small incursion into a Spartan province. The Lakedaimonians on Sphacteria were trapped there, and they had become a matter of high politics, and so desperate were the Spartans to avoid the catastrophe of witnessing the defeat of the one hundred and twenty Spartans who were among the men on that doomed island, they sued for a truce, and in surety of the truce, the Spartans surrendered her ships to guarantee the truce whilst the Kings sent their emissary to Athens to negotiate a peace to the honour and satisfaction of all belligerents, in order to secure the lifting of the blockade and the freeing of the men besieged on Sphacteria. 

At first there had been indications of a good outcome with Nicias and many other influential Athenians in favour of ending the war. A war that had cost so much in money and lives on all sides already. A war that had seen men of quality reach unbound depths of barbarity and depravity, as to stain the very honour of all Hellas forever after. 

Not since the Trojan war had there been such a muster of arms avowed to the cause of Ares. The Hellenes had unleashed a storm the like of which no Greek had before witnessed, and now, honour, anger, hatred and vengeance were mingled into a poisonous brew of misery and weeping women as to sadden the heart of Achlys herself. 

Surely then, reason would show itself to be the strongest advocate for peace? But reason hardly got a word in, and the talks were nothing but a fruitless vine, thanks to the intervention of that master of words, Cleon, who rekindled the dulling flame of war with stirring speeches and lies, poisoning any hope of an honourable peace. He roused the Athenian spirit beyond heights reality could not reach, and the clear cracks in the Spartans, as Cleon saw it, were starting to show.

Sparta, he arrogantly argued, was spent. It was finished. Athens, he said, had to press the war until Sparta was on her knees. Why settle for a negotiated peace, when all out victory was so close to hand, he proclaimed.  

He convinced the Athenians that Sparta was already on the verge of collapse ... a collapse that was inevitable, he told them. A collapse that would make Athens the undisputed first power of Greece. 

Cleon was a master of words, clever at appealing to the basest of human instincts. He could conjure demons and phantoms of the mind and make you see enemies in every shadow. He could tell you the sky is green and the meadows are red; when Cleon spoke, he could convince you of anything at all. 

Once they take the island of Sphacteria and those Spartans upon it, he told the assembly upon the Pnyx, so every citizen could hear him before they voted on the issue. The Spartans, he said, will surrender unconditionally, and her kings will become vassals to the will of Athens. 

And then, something extraordinary happened. Nicias, who was an elected Strategos,* had one more go at steering the course back towards peace. Cleon was vastly underestimating the enemy, he told the people of Athens, an enemy who knew nothing of the sour fruits of defeat. An enemy, he told them, who are cast from the same flesh as was Leonidas and Herakles... ‘These are not men who will fall to their knees, or buckle before any master,’ he said, ‘I know this, even if Cleon does not,’ he told them. ‘I proposed a truce and to send a commission to Pylos to consider the situation before making any rash decisions one way or the other. Even to meet the Kings and their retinue. But I warn you, Athenians, you may injure Sparta, you may make them pause, but you’ll not make them stop, and Cleon is wrong to say it’s otherwise, for I know the nature of these men, and they would die before bending their knees to an enemy.’

‘Let them die standing up then!’ somebody shouted from the crowd, and a wave of laughter followed.

Somebody else yelled. ‘They’ll die just as well on the tips of our spears as any other mortals!’ 

Cleon jumped in. ‘To what end would we send a commission?’ he billowed, knowing his own fate and future lay in continuing the war. Peace will make him vanish like fog in the midmorning sun, and who will remember Cleon then? ‘By the gods, we’ll be old and grey before those haggling hens are done clucking! Time better spent concentrating on the Lakedaimonians on that island, and establishing a permanent garrison at Pylos, manned with Messenian hoplites to menace the Spartans, and rouse the Helots into rebellion. Sparta cannot fight both the Helot and the might of the Athenian Empire...’ He denigrated Demosthenes, who had thus far failed to take the island. How difficult can it be, taking one little island with just a few hundred half-starved men defending it?  Then he turned on Nicias making the same accusations of ineptitude and procrastination. He boasted that even he could do better than they could. 

Nicias, who hated the lowborn rabble-rousing son of a leather merchant, no better than a Piraean whore, decided there and then to wipe that smug grin off of Cleon’s face, and declared that he was going to step aside as strategos and relinquish his office to Cleon, who clearly thought he was the better man. 

The assembly was plunged into a shocked silence, then there was an eruption of shouts and waving fists.

Cleon was at once horrified and flabbergasted; backed into a corner, especially now the senators were agreeing with Nicias. If Cleon was so clever, then let him go and prove it. The choice was now a simple one. Cleon must choose between his pride and his ambition. If he refused the challenge, they would accuse him of hubris, whereby he might be banished, or even stoned to death. He had no choice but to take up the dangerous office Nicias had relinquished to him, knowing that his failure, would almost certainly mean his execution, for Athens does not tolerate failure in its commanders.  

Nicias may not have been smiling on the outside, but he was laughing his head off on the inside as he watched Cleon inwardly wrestling with himself. But the time would come, when Cleon was the one laughing, and Nicias would come to regret this day for the rest of his life.

Cleon took command as strategos in Nicias’s place, and soon after, he sailed with over three thousand reinforcements to Pylos, where he joined Demosthenes.

When it came to returning the Spartan ships, Athens reneged and kept the ships, a treachery that would be long remembered by one young Spartan... 

* Modern equivalent of this rank is approximated to general.
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CHAPTER 2
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It had been two days since the fire and the air was pungent with the smell of scorched earth catching in the back of Cleon’s throat as he stood on the promontory near the Temple of Athena, his eyes slowly roving the utter devastation, the island was completely denuded of vegetation, every hill and contour of the island was now exposed like a charred corpse.

Even though their loyal Helot servants swelled their number to near six hundred,* Cleon could see that they were poorly armed and fatigued through hunger, thirst and sleepless nights.

The fires had mostly burned themselves out, with just a few small fires still smouldering here and there in isolated spots across the island; whisps of smoke rafting up.

Cleon was joined by Demosthenes and both men stood in silence, looking at the island. It was ripe for the taking, both men knew it. 

Cleon turned his attention to the Spartan defences, inaccessible along the cliffs at the Northern end.

‘We can take them,’ said Demosthenes.

Cleon looked at him. ‘What?’

‘I said, we can take them. If we put a large enough force over there,’ he said. ‘We can land men from both the west and east sides of the island at the same time and close in from two sides. We outnumber them seven to one,’ he added, giving Cleon a confident look. ‘We can use the rowers to bring up the rear, that’ll swell our numbers even more. With our hoplites, archers and peltasts* and the local Helot volunteers, we have more than enough men to end this. The Lakedaimonians are but hundreds and less than half of them are of the Spartan order...’ He gave Cleon an intense look. ‘I tell you, Cleon,’ he said after a pause, ‘We can take them. Now we can see them. Their morale is low, and they’re running out of food and water. Some have even been drinking sea water and their own urine. Going out of their minds.’

Cleon nodded. He could practically feel the hand of destiny upon his shoulder, and was that the kiss of Nyke he felt brushing his face in the wind? He decided that it was.

‘Whoever started that fire,’ Demosthenes said, ‘they have served us well, Cleon. You must be able to see the advantage before us?’

‘I do. I assume you have a plan?’

Demosthenes gave him a nod and said, ‘If we begin the attack at night, we can take them by surprise. By the time they realise what’s happening, we’ll be on them and it’ll be too late. We can easily overpower their pickets.’

‘Getting our ships in close enough might be a problem,’ said Cleon, just as they could see every move the Spartans made, so too, the Spartans could see every move they made.

Demosthenes shook his head. ‘I’ve been planning this for some time. So, I’ve had ships circling the island at regular intervals every single night, so the enemy becomes used to seeing them, and they’re now complacent about them...’ He unsheathed his sword and drew a crude outline of the Island and Pylos Bay with the tip of his blade. He pointed to two places on the map either side of the island, roughly half way along the island’s east and west coasts. ‘Every night, the ships take up watch positions on both sides of the island at these points, here and here,’ he said pointing with his sword. The enemy thinks it’s to deter the Spartans from getting supplies to the to them. But the reality is, I wanted them to get used to the routine,’ he reiterated. ‘The men on Sphacteria won’t think anything of it. If we go under cover of darkness, we can quickly and quietly put our landing parties ashore. Last night, I counted just thirty men guarding the southern end of the island, while their main force is at the northern end behind the walls of the ancient fortress. We’ll land our men in the middle of the island from both sides at the same time. Our archers and a few chosen men can take care of the thirty Lakedaimonians in the south, while the main force closes in to the north...’ He gave Cleon another meaningful stare. ‘It’ll work, Cleon...’ He scuffed his foot over the map to erase it and then he looked over at the island, and they could clearly see the Lakedaimonians moving about. ‘We’ll never get another opportunity as we now have,’ he said as he sheathed his sword.

Cleon was looking ponderously at the island. 

‘It’s the only way,’ said Demosthenes. He had considered all the options, and this one, thanks to fate, man or gods, was the most favourable. There were few places for the enemy to hide on that islet now. Victory was close, he could taste it in the air.  

Cleon also agreed, it was a sound and reasonable plan, and it could work. He had come here to settle the situation after his outburst on the Pnyx Hill and this might just be the thing he needed to do just what he boasted he would.

‘Taking the high ground will be essential,’ Demosthenes went on. ‘To get the archers above them with some light infantry and slingers to fire down on them, while we attack them from the front and flanks.’

‘The men will have to move quickly to achieve the objectives.’

Demosthenes nodded his head. ‘They’ll be quick enough. They’ll advance in units of two hundred men, each knowing their objectives.’

It was another hot and airless day and the charred and rocky landscape shimmered like liquid glass. 

‘The gods have forsaken us,’ said Abreas as his dark narrow eyes explored the scorched landscape. ‘They have abandoned us and we’re going to die on this fucking rock. All they have to do is wait and we’ll be dead soon enough from hunger or thirst...’ He looked round at Lysander’s friend Pantares, who was himself filled with a sense of dread. He had had a restless sleep last night, haunted by terrible dreams. Dreams that he had forgotten after he woke, but he knew they were terrible and they had left with an unsettling feeling that today was going to be the day that he earns a gravestone, for none are more sacred than the fallen warrior who earns his marker above his mortal remains, others are but shadows cast briefly upon the world and are soon forgotten, but not him who has earned his gravestone. To him they will point and tell of Spartan courage, a going to the Beautiful Death with a smile upon his face.

Styphon looked over to where some of the men were sharpening their spear tips and swords ... just as they did yesterday and the day before in the endless waiting, prepared for the storm that was yet to come. 

Mothones were boiling the last of the oats, which was just about all that was left of the food, and each man was given a quarter ration to eek it out. 

Not one Spartan among them was a stranger to hunger, from boyhood in the Rearing they had lived on the bare minimum, so they would be encouraged to steal their food, but gods help them if they were caught in their nightly adventures in the city. But this was a new level of hunger. They had resorted to eating lizards and worms and insects to stave their burning hunger and to give them the nutrition they needed to help keep them strong.

Some friendly Helots had been smuggling food to the island, but when more Athenian ships arrived, they completely blockaded Pylos and Sphacteria, so nothing, not even a rowing boat could get passed the Athenian line, leaving the Lakedaimonians completely cut off from the mainland and their countrymen. 

A couple of attempts were made for men who knew how to swim, who swam across to the mainland, but they were quickly spotted and Athenian archers shot them in the water and let them drowned.

Styphon looked at a nearby tree that was still standing, its charcoal branches still smoking and glowing orange in places. ‘Remember, we are Spartans and the gods watch us this day.’

‘Then we’ll give them something to watch,’ said Pantares, consuming his fear with his courage and determination to go to the Afterlife with his spear, sword and shield incarnadined with Athenian blood. 

Abreas stood up on the ancient parapet and cupped his hands either side of his mouth and shouted at the top of his voice to the Athenians on the mainland, ‘COME ON! WHAT’RE YOU WAITING FOR, YOU FUCKING WHORES...!?’ 

* History does not tell us how many servants were with the 440 Lakedaimonians on Sphacteria, there must have been at least 200 Spartan mothones (servants to the Spartan hoplites and they would have fought with their masters in a situation like this; their courage and skills should not be underestimated or overlooked as they are by contemporaneous sources such as Xenophon, Thucydides and others, Spartan mothones were as well trained in warcraft as were their masters).

* Peltasts were a type of light infantry, named after the lightweight crescentic shield (pelte) they carried, they were armed with several javelins. They did not wear body armour, making them fast and manoeuvrable for skirmishing actions. 
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CHAPTER 3
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They would attack three hours before dawn, Demosthenes decided. That way, they would have plenty of time to take care of the pickets and bring themselves into position, and when the usual ships sailed into their usual positions, they were fully loaded with troops hiding below decks, poised to make an amphibious landing by stealth.

The Athenians aboard the ships felt a certain trepidation about what lay before them. The men they were going against were Spartans, not part-time farmer warriors, such as themselves, but men, even half-starved and exhausted, who would fight like lions and die like heroes, and gladly so. Their dread reputation almost made them demigods of war in the minds of most Greeks. 

They were ordered to silence over the long hours of waiting before the assault. Demosthenes and Cleon did not want to leave anything to chance, and a loud voice carries a long distance in the quiet of the night.

It was as Demosthenes had predicted; the Spartans weren’t particularly concerned about the ships moving into their usual nightly positions in the shallow waters just off the small sandy coves of the island. 

Caution was agreed between the two ambitious Athenians, and Demosthenes, who commanded from the east side of the island and Cleon over on the west side, agreed to wait for five hours after dropping anchor before making their move, in order to lure the Lakedaimonians into a false sense of security.

The wait was torturous. Demosthenes, moved restlessly about the ship, his febrile mind racing ahead, envisioning everything from victory to defeat. He understood war like few other Delians, he knew that, even victory can quickly turn to defeat. It is upon the whims of the gods and the skill of generals that decide a victory as much as having an overwhelming force that outnumbered the Lakedaimonians ten to one. 

It was so quiet he could hear his own heartbeat pulsing in his ears. And the wavelets lapping the keel seemed as loud as thunder. 

The trierarch strolled along the deck towards him and as their eyes met, Demosthenes said in almost a whisper, ‘Soon we’ll be celebrating our victory in Athens.’

‘And dining out for the price of our stories, no doubt, General. I believe this time the gods favour us.’

‘As do I...’ He looked down through the open deck into the inky darkness below, where his hoplites were waiting. He could barely make them out, seeing the whites of their eyes shining from near invisible faces staring up at him. He looked back at the Trierarch. 

On the island, all was quiet and deceptively so, the only sounds being the low voices of Epitadas’s men going through what had become a nightly ritual in their grooming, prayers and anointing of their bodies with scented oils and singing to Artemis as they combed and platted each other’s hair before settling down for another restless night.

Another two men died from their wounds today, Alkidas of Sparta, who had been speared in the shoulder died from infection, and Ibykos of Kynouria, stabbed in the abdomen, had finally died after lingering on stubbornly for near twenty days. 

The Lakedaimonians barely took any notice of the Athenian warships, ignorant of the plan now in motion, each ship loaded with hoplites, peltasts and archers, waiting in nervous silence for the order to go ashore. 

Bulis of Amyklai, who had the powerful voice, stood by the glowing stump of tree and started reciting the words of Tyrtaios: ‘For ‘tis a fair thing for a good man to fall and die fighting in the van for his native land, whereas to leave his city and his rich fields and go a-begging is of all things the most miserable, wandering with mother dear and aged father, with little children and wedded wife. For hateful shall such a one be among all those to whom he shall come in bondage to Want and loathsome Penury, and doth shame his lineage and belie his noble beauty, followed by all evil and dishonour. Now if so, little thought be taken of a wanderer, and so little honour, respect, or pity, let us fight with a will for this land, and die for our children and never spare our lives...’

The Athenians, disembarking their ships, paused as the Spartan’s voice echoed as if from the grave, the poem bringing an icy chill to the hot sultry night. 

‘... Abide then,’ the voice went on as Cleon and Demosthenes led their men quietly over the sides of their ships, into the shallow waters.

‘... O young men,’ the voice continued, as if addressing the Athenians, wading chest deep to beaches, ‘shoulder to shoulder and fight; begin not foul flight nor yet be afraid, but make the heart in your breasts both great and stout, and never shrink when you fight the foe. And the elder sort, whose knees are no longer nimble, fly not ye to leave them fallen to earth. For ‘tis a foul thing, in sooth, for an elder to fall in the van and lie before the younger, his head white and his beard hoary, breathing forth his stout soul in the dust...’

‘I’d pay a talent of silver to shut that bastard up,’ Demosthenes muttered to one of his officers as he looked at the unsettled looks in the faces of his men as they came ashore on the sandy spits of beach below sheer cliffs in the little coves. 

They climbed up the steep hills either side of the island into the desert of ash; they moved carefully, light of foot, their keen eyes darting in every direction, their faces tense with fear. They were soundless but for the low noises of clinking metal and armour as they made their way up from the coves.

Cleon ordered two hundred men to neutralise the Lakedaimonian lookouts in the south, while the rest of them, also divided into units of two-hundred men hurrying to their positions, occupying the rugged high ground. 

It was working, just as Demosthenes had hoped, and then, the Spartans spotted the dark mass of heavy hoplites mustering in the ash desert, bronze and iron glinting in the night...

‘ATHENIANS!’ went the urgent cry. ‘ATHENIANS!!!’

The Lakedaimonians, came breathtakingly quickly to their battle stations, forming into three phalanxes of bristling bronze armour, their shields and spears ready for battle.

‘GIVE THEM DEATH!’ Epitadas yelled, and they surged forwards to meet the overwhelming force of Athenians, moving under the very cliffs now occupied by Athenian archers, peltasts and slingshot men, hunkered down out of sight, lying in wait.

‘Gorgon’s piss, they’ve brought their entire army for us,’ said Hippagretas, looking at near a thousand heavy hoplites marching steadily towards them, yelling their war cries, kicking up clouds of ash and to the left and right flanks, archers hurried forwards, taking up advanced positions, loading their bows; with them, a thousand peltasts, stood ready to charge the four hundred and forty Lakedaimonians and two hundred armed servants, ready to fight and die with their masters. Hippagretas knew they didn’t stand a chance. All the same, they marched bravely on to meet the enemy in a final, vainglorious battle to greet the beautiful death the Spartan way.

‘NOW! LET ‘EM HAVE IT!’ came a shout from the cliffs above, and all at once, a volley of arrows screamed down on them from out of the darkness. Not just arrows, but javelins, heavy boulders and pebbles fired from slingshots. 

The Lakedaimonian phalanx broke under another hail of missiles, killing and maiming scores of men who fell dead and wounded left, right and centre. 

Behind them, dozens of Messenian exiles had ascended the northern cliffs and charged at their backs and in front of them...

Cleon and Demosthenes charged their hoplites, taking full advantage of their broken and chaotic line. 

It was useless, the enemy was simply too vast in number for the Lakedaimonians to resist. 

‘SPARTANS,’ Epitadas shouted in a rallying cry at the top of his voice over the din of battle and pain. ‘GLORY AWAITS YOU! ... VICTORY OR DEATH!’ 

‘VICTORY OR DEATH!!!’ the Spartans among the Lakedaimonians retorted with but a single booming voice...

The Lakedaimonians marched in their most dreaded phalanxes towards the overwhelming enemy, shields overlocked into a wall of painted bronze, their speers pointed out like spikes on a metallic porcupine, steadily marching over the blackened, the Spartans as silent as corpses, as deadly as demons, came on fearlessly.

Mothones and Skiritai, of a less tempered nature, surged into a charge, screaming out their war cries, kicking up a chocking cloud of ash and sparks from still smouldering ground. 

Epitadas and the men moved steadily, their faces encased in the bronze of their crested helmets, their crimson cloaks flat to their backs in the windless night.

The Athenians charged and the hoplites crashed together, yelling, jabbing their spears over the shields of the enemy, trying to stab flesh instead of tempered bronze.

Epitadas quickly saw the hopelessness of their situation as hundreds of peltasts charged at their flanks, hurtling spears at them. ‘SPARTANS! DEPLOY!’ he yelled. ‘DEPLOY!’ 

The men in his phalanx raised their spears over their heads and launched them into the charging Athenians and immediately took to their swords, knowing they were but moments from death.

The Spartans killed the peltasts by the score, easy work for such men who are suckled on Madusa’s milk. Thrusting, jabbing and hacking; smashing their heavy shields into the light armed spearmen.

The phalanx broke, and if the Delians thought they had the Spartans, they were very much mistaken, for a Spartan is an engine of war, be them a hundred strong, or one, and Pantares was setting the example on this fateful day. As agile as death himself, he spun with a dancer’s grace into the Athenians, wielding his shield as a deadly weapon, smashing the edge into the peltasts faces, thrusting his xiphos into their guts with a twist before yanking it out to kill again.

Something hit him – a boulder thrown down from the cliffs above them; it smashed onto his head, denting his helmet; he felt the blunt force riveting through his body like an earth tremor and blood ran hot down his face.

The world spun around him and then Pantares fell into blackness and silence, sprawled motionless in the ash.

Still charging, Epitadas suddenly stumbled forwards and landed face down in the ash, a peltast’s javelin had penetrated his bronze armour and impaled him in the chest. The other men who charged with him were quickly dispatched by Athenian hoplite spears...

Behind, in the chaos, the Lakedaimonians were fighting close quarters with Messenian exiles and their Athenian friends, whilst still coming under attack from the cliffs above.

It was a bloodbath, almost three hundred Lakedaimonians, Spartans among them, lay dead and wounded around them and they were completely surrounded.

It was at this point, that Demosthenes gave the order to halt the advance.

The Lakedaimonians, bloody and utterly exhausted, gathered their wounded, including Pantares and retreated back to King Nestor’s fortifications, where they could hold the enemy off for a while at least. 

Epitadas was dead, Hippagretas was severely wounded, stabbed in the stomach, he lay in the ashes, curled into a ball, his guts hanging out of him, moaning in agony, slowly bleeding to death. 

Styphon, now the ranking officer, had taken command of the surviving Lakedaimonians and fifty or so mothones.

The Athenians made several attempts to assail their position, but the Spartans repelled them on each attempt, suffering casualties each time.  

Cleon ordered his men to surround the fortifications, which might have been tumbled ruins, but still presented a formidable obstacle to overcome and Demosthenes knew that Athenian casualties would be high, and may still fail to overcome the enemy. 

It was one of those now or never moments. They had to press the Spartans one way or the other and bring this situation to a conclusion. Withdrawing back to the mainland wasn’t an option for either Demosthenes or Cleon; both of them knew just what was at stake. If they returned to Athens in failing to overcome a few hundred stubborn Spartans with an army of a few thousand enthusiastic Athenians, they’d be lucky if they weren’t executed, for the Athenians do not tolerate failure in their generals and tend to exile or execute them depending on the severity of the failure, and failure here would have repercussions just as profound as failure would be for the Spartans. It will alter the balance of power and the course of the war.

The two generals went up into a nearby hill where some of their Messenian allies had been pounding the Spartans with rocks and arrows when they retreated. Now they watched and they waited.

The Messenians rose to their feet as the generals arrived.

‘As you were, men,’ Demosthenes told the men as they picked their way through the twilit night to the edge of the hill, where they could see more clearly what they were up against, looking for gaps and weaknesses in the Spartans’ defences, but these thick walls had already stood a thousand years and would stand a thousand years more, so sturdy were they, with only the upper parts fallen, or the stone looted to build the houses and structures of Pylos over the centuries.  

They could see the lights from the Spartans’ campfires amidst the ruins and rocks of the cliffs where the ruins abutted. 

Cleon watched the silhouettes of the able bodied Lakedaimonians waiting in their defensive positions, fully expectant of another full-on Athenian assault. 

‘A siege will take too long, Demosthenes. We have to pry these hard shits out.’ 

‘I’m open to suggestions, Cleon. They’re dug in and still in good enough shape to put up strong resistance. The cost in men is going to be high to attack them there. We have to draw them out somehow, so we can get at them.’

Cleon was more worried about the cost to his reputation and prestige if they failed. He had already decided not to return to Athens if they did fail. He and Demosthenes had both made that decision, knowing the fate that would await them if they returned to Athens.

The Messenian rebel commander Comon, who was nearby overheard them. ‘Lords,’ he said.

Cleon and Demosthenes turned to him. ‘Yes?’ Cleon said sharply.

‘I know this island, lords. I spent many times in my childhood upon it; and I know of a safe way around the cliffs, up and into Nestor’s fortress. Give me some good men and we can attack from where they least expect it ... from behind and get in amongst them, lords.’

Cleon and Demosthenes looked thoughtfully at one another.

‘I’ve looked at those cliffs,’ Demosthenes said. ‘And I saw no way up or along them.’

‘Forgive me, lord. But I know that there is a way. I climbed it many times as a boy, lord. I can climb it still, as a man.’

‘If it’s true,’ Cleon said, clutching the straw of hope. ‘It has to be worth a try, Demosthenes...’ He looked at Comon. ‘How long will it take you and how many men will you need?’

‘It will take less than an hour, lord. And twenty good men should be enough to put them into panic, especially if we make a lot of noise.’

‘I like the way you think, Helot. What did you say your name is?’

‘Comon, lord. I command these men here around us, lord.’ 

‘At the moment Comon attacks their rear. It’ll throw them into complete confusion and we can annihilate them. It has to be worth trying, Demosthenes.’

Demosthenes thought on it for a moment and then he nodded his head. ‘If it works, it’ll draw the enemy away from the walls and that’ll be our moment to strike.’

Comon led thirty Athenians along the rocky cliffs, up and along the natural contours of a track hewn by the gods into the Cliff face. It was slow and dangerous circumventing the northern end, working their way up behind the Lakedaimonians who posted no pickets along the cliffs, believing them to be unassailable.

The ledge was firm and sturdy and wide enough for the surefooted to move along.

Beneath them, the sea swept through the channel, gurgling and roaring over the jagged rocks, salivating with spume.

One of the Athenians tripped and almost plunged over the edge to certain death. He gasped out and some loose rocks crumbled away underfoot and skittered down the cliff into the sea with a startling racket. 

They all froze as stiff as statues, pressing themselves up close to the cliff face and waited, half expecting the Spartans to have heard the noise, but they didn’t, and after a minute, Comon, leading them, signalled for them to continue.

Pantares was still unconscious, but he was alive. His servant had bandaged his head and the bleeding had stopped, around his eyes the skin was turning blue and swollen and he had the worse headache he had ever experienced, and when he moved, the world started spinning around him. He had been sick too.

Abreas gave Pantares his water ration. Pantares declined several times, but Abreas insisted. Pantares need the water more, and he feared that without it, Pantares might die from his concussion. 

‘I promised papa I’d watch out for you,’ Abreas said. He put the cup of water to Pantares’s lips. ‘Now drink the water and you’ll grow up to be big and strong like me,’ he joked with one of his big smiles.

Pantares took a swallow of the water as Abreas tipped the cup up. ‘You’re a good friend as well as a good brother, Abreas.’

Even when they were boys, Abreas, who was three years older than Pantares, had always been a good brother. Abreas taught him to fight and hunt. There was rarely a cross word between them and Pantares was proud to have him as his older brother.

Abreas was about to say something, when there was a roar of voices and Athenians were charging up from the cliffs.

The Lakedaimonians left the walls and turned into the camp to repel the Delians inside their perimeter, attacking and killing everyone in their path.

As soon as the attack started, Cleon and Demosthenes ordered their men to charge the Spartan defences.

The fighting was short, the defences quickly overwhelmed, forcing the Lakedaimonians back, whilst the Athenians scrambled over the walls and into the camp.

The Lakedaimonians grouped together into phalanxes, a foot forwards, the rear foot pressed firmly to the ground, one man behind the other six files deep and eight files across. They formed a wall of bronze, interlocking their mighty hoplon shields in front of them, their spears jutting over the top of the shields at the ready for the final stand, in time honoured tradition. If they were going to die, they would die fighting and take as many of the enemy with them as they could.

An order was shouted for the Athenians to hold their positions.

This was an opportunity neither Demosthenes or Cleon could ignore. How much better it would be, they thought, if they could take these men alive ... to achieve what was thought impossible ... to take a force of Spartans alive...

‘LOOK, BOYS!’ Styphon yelled with a loud laugh, taunting the Athenians. ‘LOOK HOW THEY INSULT US BY SENDING THESE TREMBLERS IN TO DO A MAN’S WORK!’

The Lakedaimonians laughed.

‘HOLD YOUR POSITIONS!’ Cleon ordered. He looked a Demosthenes. ‘They’re far more valuable to us alive than they ever could be dead,’ he said, the shrewd politician in him seeing big advantages in taking the survivors into captivity.  

‘They’ll never surrender,’ Demosthenes responded.

‘They’re mortal men, not gods ... Despite the rumours.’ 

Demosthenes and Cleon walked out and stopped twenty paces from the Lakedaimonians. 

‘Lakedaimonians ... Spartans!’ Demosthenes said aloud. ‘Have we not served enough death on this dead rock!? What good do you, who have fought most bravely and most honourably for your country, does it now serve to die upon the spears of your enemies? You are noble men and none in Lakedaimon can deny it. You’ve held us off all this time. But misfortune brought fire to this place, and now here we stand, you who face certain death, and we who have defeated you...’ He shook his head and looked sincerely at them. ‘There is no glory or honour in allowing yourselves to be slaughtered for no purpose. Not for you, not for Sparta ... not for Athens and not for the gods. I offer you a truce, that we might discuss your surrender.’

‘Go and fuck your mother!’ one Spartan boomed back.

Styphon extricated himself from his phalanx and removed his helmet and looked at Demosthenes and Cleon as he strode forwards towards them.  ‘We will hear what you have to say.’

After some diplomacy between the beleaguered Lakedaimonians and the Athenians, Demosthenes and Cleon granted Styphon permission to send a herald to the Spartan High command, offering to convey him to the mainland. He also put a horse at the herald’s disposal.

Meanwhile, the Athenians brought water and food to the Lakedaimonians.

When the herald returned some days later, his ambiguous message to Styphon and the besieged hoplites, was this: “We order you to make your own decision. But do nothing that is dishonourable...”

Upon receiving the reply from Sparta, Styphon decided there was no honour in a pointless sacrifice and he ordered the Lakedaimonians to lay down their weapons. Including their most sacred hoplon shields.

Demosthenes saw that some of the Spartans were crying, for this was something no Spartan has ever contemplated. 
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CHAPTER 4
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Athens

Everyone in the city it seemed, had turned out to look at the prisoners as they were disembarked from the warships their necks collars, fettered one to the other by a heavy garland iron chain, but they were not as heavy as the immutable feelings of shame they now carried in these ignominious hours as they were paraded like exotic animals, to be gawped at by the host of Athens, like a spectacle. They being the first in the history of their creed to capitulate to an enemy before taking death. 

There followed behind them, a sad procession of wounded men, some carried on stretchers, wearing bloody bandages. Several were missing hands and arms, hacked off in the battle.

For these men, there seemed to be a silent reverence from the Athenians.  

Humiliation and anguish were etched into the faces of each man. They were broken, their eyes downcast in shame, bereft of their dignity and their pride. Some of them wept, such was the render of this deep and profound shame to their Spartan hearts.

The crowds fell silent as this train of misery passed by. Curious, incredulous, excited, the emotions were many and varied. For most, this was the first time they had ever laid eyes on a Spartan, distinguished from the other prisoners by the scars of the Artemisian whip on their naked backs, and the numerous scars of training and battle. 

‘... Why,’ a spectator shouted in a mocking voice from the heaving crowd, ‘they look like ordinary men to me. Invincible, you say!? Well, they don’t look so invincible to me! By the gods, they have more the look of the slave about them than they do the feared warrior who prefers death to surrender. Well,’ he went on with a bellicose boom. ‘They look alive enough to me!’

Every step they took was anguish for the proud sons of Ares, subjected to such humiliation. 

They were marched between the Long Walls up into the city and through the streets, which were lined with even more spectators, not so much awe-struck as dumb-struck as the pathetic line of shackled young men lumbered up the hill into Athens. They were flanked by Athenian hoplites and led by the proud and victorious Strategos Cleon, gloating at those who doubted him. He had done exactly as he boasted he would do, surprising even himself.

Demosthenes, the citizen warrior was at his side, and they were greeted as heroes with cheers and garlands of flowers and petals thrown before them as they paraded beneath the acropolis upon which sits the gleaming marble clad houses of Athena and Nike.

The prisoners were taken to the agora and assembled in front of the Bouleuterion, where a hundred senators stood in their long flowing white robes upon the steps, and even more were on the balcony and at the windows on the second floor, shuffling to get a look at the Spartans.

Cleon and Demosthenes, both bloated with arrogant pride, for they were both arrogant men, presented the prisoners to the people of Athens, and let be done whatever is decided by the people of Athens to be done.

Some senators were calling for the prisoners to be executed by crucifixion, or having their throats slit, or stoning them to death. Others demanded they be spared – even freed and sent back to Sparta. 

A solitary man came down the steps and approached the prisoners. He was Stratokles, Archon of Athens. At the bottom of the steps, he was joined by a scribe with a bi-fold wax inlaid tablet and a stylus at the ready. 

Not one Athenian spoke, the archons and senators stood like statues on the steps of the bouleuterion, as if presented with the evidence of an unbelievable truth. Were these broken young men really Spartans?

‘I am Stratokles, Archon of Athens. Who among you commands?’ he asked as his gaze shifted along the line of prisoners, so shamed by their predicament, they could not bear to look at him.

‘I command...’

Stratokles looked round at the speaker, fifth from the end. He moved to him and looked at the young Spartan. They were all young men, in their prime, barely beyond twenty-years of age. ‘Your rank?’

‘Enomotarch,* Archon.’

Stratokles nodded his head. ‘Your name, Enomotarch?’

‘Styphon.’

Stratokles gestured to a scribe, who noted the name on his waxed tablature with his stylus. 

‘We will take all your names, Enomotarch Styphon, and we will send them with our embassy to Sparta. You have our word, that none among you will come to any harm, unless the conditions of your safety are first broken by Sparta. You will be well treated, well fed and clothed. Your injured men will be tended. For you, the war is now over.’

‘What of our servants and those among us who are not Spartans?’

Pantares, his head bandaged, looked at Styphon for the first time. 

Stratokles, knowing the kinship that exists between Spartan’s and their servants, said, ‘They are surety in return for your own good behaviour, just as you are surety for Sparta’s. For now, you will be taken to a stockade until a suitable place can be made ready...’ He turned to the commander of the guard. ‘See these men are well treated, fed and bring them fresh robes and water to bathe, and physicians to tend to their wounded.’

‘As you command, Lord.’

‘I thank you for your kindness, Archon Stratokles,’ said Styphon.

Stratokles gave him a shallow, but reassuring nod of his head. ‘We are all Hellenes here, young man. Once we have agreement from Sparta, and your own oaths to the gods that you will not try to escape, we will remove your chains...’ He turned away and walked back to the bouleuterion and the prisoners were led away to the stockade.

‘I’ll not obey those dogs,’ Pantares hissed between gritted teeth. ‘And the first opportunity I get, I’m away...’

‘You’ll do as your told, hoplite!’ growled Phylarch Kallinos, who was chained next but one behind him. ‘Or I’ll rip you a new arsehole, lad!’

Pantares gulped. ‘Yes, phylarch...’ 

‘We might as well be dead,’ one of the others said lowly. ‘We’re among the nameless now. If we ever get home, they’ll sew patches onto our cloaks and declare us tremblers and outcasts, shunned to the living death of internal exile. Our own mothers will spit in our faces,’ he went on, his voice filled with ineffable anguish. ‘We should’ve died fighting, to the very last of us.’

Nobody responded; after all, what could they say, he was only saying what they were too afraid to say, but every one of them thought it. They had fought like Spartans, but they did not die like Spartans. Sparta must be ashamed of them ... how could they not be?

To their surprise, the Lakedaimonians were treated with a good deal of respect by their captors. Not one Athenian soldier spat on them, or hit them. Even the spectators seemed to afford the Spartans some measure of respect. It was entirely unexpected, and Styphon for one was relieved.

Of course, it might all be a ruse to keep them calm while they were led away to be killed? They wouldn’t be the first Spartans to be put to death by the Athenians in this war.

As Stratokles ordered, a feast of food was brought to them, water to bathe, wine to drink and fresh new chiton tunics and their famous crimson cloaks were returned to them.

Later, three physicians arrived to tend to the wounded, and about two thirds of them had wounds to various severity from minor cuts to stab wounds. 

‘Well,’ said Kallinos lifting the chains between his legs. ‘I don’t much care for the jewellery.’ 

* Spartan army, an enomotarch Commanded an enomotia/enomoty, “swarn Band” of around 34 hoplites, though this number varied at times. Modern UK/US equivalent would be Lieutenant.
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CHAPTER 5
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Gerousia, Sparta

Herasios/October

Eponymous Year of Onomakles

Lanike gasped out as Brasidas, standing between her legs thrust his fat cock up inside her as if thrusting his spear through armour. She liked it that way, such was her desire, and Brasidas was only too happy to oblige the noble lady.

She was on her back on a table, her legs astride him. He thrust again.

Lanike gasped and panted as he fucked her fast and hard, filling his hands with her petit breasts, stroking her erect nipples with his thumbs...

Klearidas could hear them, their groans and gasps, the table legs scraping across the stone floor as Brasidas rammed his cock inside Klearidas’ mother. It wasn’t unusual, it was well known that Brasidas had been paying her secret visits since before Klearidas’s father died. 

Klearidas took a goblet of water from the servant girl.

‘Will you be here for dinner, kyrios?’ she asked, trying to ignore the sex noises next door. 

‘Um ... no. This isn’t a social visit.’

There was a sudden crash against the door that startled them both.

‘Yes, yes ... Don’t stop, Brasidas!’ Lanike gasped in an almost screaming voice.

Klearidas looked at the embarrassed servant. ‘You can go.’

She hurried out and Klearidas took a swallow of wine and wandered out into the courtyard, away from the noises, but not far enough that they still couldn’t be heard. 

It was about an hour later that the final spermatic gasps muffled out of the dining room, shortly after that, Brasidas and Lanike, flush-faced and smiling, came out from the dining room, tidying their robes as they walked, although, Brasidas still had a limp from his injuries at the Battle of Pylos. 

He took her hand in his. ‘A pleasure as always, Lanike...’ He glanced out into the courtyard, where Klearidas was sitting. ‘Your boy’s here.’

As he spoke, Klearidas stood up and came into the house. 

‘Do your duties call you here? If not, then why are you here?’ Lanike demanded. 

‘It is my duty, mother...’ He looked at Brasidas. ‘Their Majesties requests the presence of Syntagmatarkhis* Brasidas at the Boöneta, two hours after sunset this evening,’ he said perfunctorily.

Brasidas nodded. ‘Thank you, Klearidas. Are you going back to Sparta?’

‘Yes, Syntagmatarkhis.’

‘I’ll walk with you.’ He gave Lanike a tender kiss.

It was an hour’s walk back to Sparta and they walked side by side. 

‘Was your mother’s house the first place you looked for me?’ Brasidas asked.

‘It was a reasonable place to start.’

Brasidas smiled. ‘You know that I’m very fond of your mother, don’t you?’

Klearidas did not want to talk about it, but Brasidas was a senior officer. ‘Yes, I know. And my mother is very fond of you, Syntagmatarkhis Brasidas.’

‘Just Brasidas is fine, Klearidas.’

Klearidas nodded his head. 

‘How do you feel about that, Klearidas? Your mother and I?’

‘My mother is her own woman and you are your own man. My mother enjoys your company and so I am happy that you make her happy. But it’s not my concern ... Brasidas.’

Brasidas nodded his head appreciatively. ‘You’re a good man, Klearidas. And I will marry your mother. We’ve discussed the matter and we’re decided upon it.

Klearidas considered the idea of having Brasidas as a stepfather...

Ares walks the earth, and with him comes Nemesis, the vengeful destroyer; Brasidas could hear her whisper in his ear as he entered the gloomy chamber of the Gerousia, and she cried bloody vengeance on Athens! 

It was not Sparta who sought this war; to the contrary, it was Sparta and wise King Archidamos who had tried so vehemently to prevent it, appealing to Spartiates, the allies and the Athenians not to go to war, but it was all to no avail and the poor man lost his mind to senility. 

Athens had grown more arrogant in her pursuit of power and domination over all the Greeks. They thought themselves the better of all mortals and Brasidas hated them, his hatred was so deep, it was like a wild beast inside his body, ripping at every sinew just to think of those bloody arrogant Athenians gloating back in Athens at their victory on Sphacteria. By the gods, he swore, Athens was going to pay a price a hundred times the measure! 

His blood burned hot to bring this stagnant war back into Sparta’s favour. If he had to, he decided, he would take his leave of Sparta and raise an army of mercenaries to tame this pompous enemy once and for all.

He was summoned to the Boöneta, once the house of King Polydoros, now a place where the polemarchs and the council of war meet to make plans and decisions, a council to which Brasidas was a very vocal member. He was to put his plan to them. 

Brasidas was in his warlike state, clad in his bronze and draped in crimson, his helmet under his arm, his sword at his side. He was here to talk war, so as a warrior he had come to the shock of them all, and shock them he did, as nobody there were in their warlike state, rather garbed in swathing robes of white and crimson, their cloaks draped across their bodies from shoulder to hip over their white linen chiton tunics, one indistinguishable from the other. 

Only in Sparta can a poor man stand next to a rich man and nobody would know the difference, as each man is equal under the eyes of the law, no matter how rich or poor he is, the great Rhetra commands nothing less and nothing more.

He was barely recovered from wounds that almost killed him, and yet, he was filled with renewed energy that could not fail but in impress ... just ask Lanika.

Even those in the Council of War who were opposed to him, could not
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