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      Welcome to this second in a series of books I am writing about growing up in ancient Sparta. As in my first book, I have tried to create a world as close as I can to how it might have felt, smelt, looked and sounded to live in the ancient city state of Sparta in and around the start of the fifth century BC.

      

      The world I have created is, I believe, a compelling one and I have tried to make it as accurate as possible within the confines of telling a story. This is, above all, a work of fiction based in a historical setting rather than a work of history.

      

      In this second book my three characters Helen, Lysander and Pylos are a little older and they have settled more into the routine of their training. As you will read, however, that doesn’t preclude the possibility of adventure and danger. Sparta is a place where those two things are always available in abundance. I hope you enjoy following the adventures of Helen, Lysander and Pylos as much as I have enjoyed writing them.

      

      My inspiration for writing this series of books stems from two sources. Firstly, my love of history and the ancient world. Secondly, my love of reading - both by myself and with my two boys as they were growing up. I wrote this story with them in mind and happy memories of many hours spent reading books together. I hope you will enjoy entering this world, too.

      

      Trigger Warning: This book contains references to the Spartan practice of euthanising small infants who were born disabled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      BAD DREAMS

      Helen awoke with a start. She sat bolt upright in bed. Her body was covered in sweat, and tears were rolling down her face. Even though she was now nine years old, and the events in her dream happened many years ago, the memories never seemed to leave her.

      

      She could not know it, but at that exact same moment, her twin brother Lysander was awaking with a shudder from his own nightmare. Linked as only twins can be, the two of them were reliving events that had shocked them to their very core and, although they didn't know it at the time, would end up shaping their destinies.

      HELEN’S NIGHTMARE

      Helen often thought about how she had failed her audition for the Bibasis school - the school established for the very best dancers of the Spartan bibasis dance. The night before, she had had the same terrible dream that awoke her now. It was a dream about something that happened when she and Lysander were very young.

      Their mother, Demetria, had given birth to a second baby boy. The house was full of joy but this had soon turned to sadness. Lampita, the helot or slave who worked in Helen’s house, had helped Demetria to give birth and in all the excitement, she missed the fact that the baby boy had one leg that was different from the other. The leg was shorter and had a club foot. This meant that the foot had no toes. It would be impossible for the child to run and jump when it grew up and this meant that it could never be a warrior.

      Helen remembered how Demetria had sobbed with joy and sadness as she held the newborn to her chest. Demetria had spotted the club foot straight away and she knew instantly what this meant. She decided to make the most of the time she had with her second son and she clasped him tightly to her chest and sobbed gently.

      After a few moments she spoke to Lampita.

      “Go fetch one of the Ephors please, Lampita.”

      Lampita did as she was asked. It was only a short time before two Ephors, the men responsible for enforcing Spartan law, arrived. They were carrying a beaker of wine.

      “Let me see the child,” one of the Ephors said to Demetria.

      She slowly released her grip on the baby and the Ephor took the newborn infant from her and stretched it out in front of them on a cloth.

      Helen had heard the Ephors arrive and she watched secretly from behind a curtain. She could hear every word that was spoken and she could see the Ephor inspecting the baby. She clearly heard the first Ephor turn to the other.

      “We are not even going to need the wine for this one.”

      Helen did not know what this meant but she could tell it was not a good sign. In cases where the Ephors were not sure whether a child was healthy they would bathe it in wine. If the child did not scream, and survived its bath in wine, the Ephors took that as a sign of a healthy baby.

      “No,” replied the other Ephor, “this one is clearly deformed. It is only fit for the chasm.”

      “We had better call the father,” said the first Ephor.

      Helen remembered her father, Leon, being called to the house and inspecting the new baby with the Ephors. She heard their conversation clearly.

      “There can be no question of it, Leon.The baby is deformed. It cannot become a warrior.”

      “I can see that,” replied Leon. “But does it have to be exposed? Demetria will take that so badly. She has already given Sparta two fine children. Is there nothing that can be done?”

      Helen remembered that there had been a long pause before the Ephor replied.

      “Exposure is the usual way. But in special cases we can throw the baby from the cliffs so that it dies on contact with the rocks at the bottom. That is a quicker end than being left to die in the cold or being taken by the wolves.”

      “Then let the baby be thrown,” said Leon. “Let me break this news to Demetria myself.”

      Helen remembered clearly the day that her new baby brother was thrown. It was a rare day of rain in Sparta. It was almost as if the Gods were weeping for what was about to come.

      She remembered travelling to the mountains with her mother, her father, her brother and an Ephor. The little group made a sad sight as it slowly wound its way by horse and cart deep into the mountains. No-one spoke much and the atmosphere was sombre.

      Demetria sobbed occasionally and Leon put his arm around her to comfort her.

      “This is hard,” he said to her. “I know that you do not want to kill our son but his deformity means that he cannot contribute to Sparta’s future and that he will be a drain on its resources. It is terrible but it is the kindest thing to do.”

      “I know,” whispered Demetria. “I am still sad though.”

      Lysander remained silent throughout the whole journey and simply stared ahead. It was clear that he was concentrating on looking forward, so that he didn’t break into tears himself. Helen just sat in the cart next to Lysander and held his hand tightly.

      As the procession came near to the chasm, Helen could feel the sense of tension in the air rise. In the far distance Helen began to make out the shape of the chasm. She could see the path that went to the left and started to rise up the mountain side so that it created one wall of the chasm. Helen stared intently at the mouth of the chasm as they approached it and the memory formed a clear picture in her mind. It was a place that had a look of foreboding and darkness about it.

      The voice of the Ephor suddenly broke the silence and made everyone jump a little.

      “We are approaching the Apothetae. Prepare yourselves for the climb. Hang on tight for the path is steep and narrow.”

      Helen gave a little shudder. She realised straight away that Apothetae meant “place of rejection.” The idea that her baby brother was to be rejected filled her with sadness.

      The party’s progress was slow. It felt like an age before they reached the top. As soon as they reached the summit, the Ephor spoke again.

      “Let’s proceed. Bring the children. It is important that Helen and Lysander witness this.”

      As instructed, Helen’s mother and father ushered her and Lysander over to the edge of the chasm. Demetria took the disabled child from the Ephor to have one last hug and to say her goodbyes.

      “Godspeed, little one,” she whispered to the tiny bundle in her arms. “May Hermes carry you quickly to Olympus. I will see you there again, once my time here is done.”

      While her mother said her goodbyes, Helen took the opportunity to look over the edge of the chasm and into the void that lay below. The scene shocked her and firmly imprinted itself into her mind. The chasm was deep and it was dark at the bottom. Before the light disappeared completely she could see that there were jagged rocks and sharp ledges which jutted out all the way down.

      As Demetria passed the infant back to the Ephor it started to cry. The noise it made was tiny and desperate but it sounded loud in Helen’s head. She heard the little cries competing with the voice of the Ephor who was now holding the baby over the edge of the chasm.

      “Leon and Demetria, you should feel no shame. You have gifted Sparta with two fine children - Helen and Lysander. You must now make the ultimate sacrifice that any parent can make. The Gods have tested you by providing you with a child who cannot become a warrior. And so you must return this child to the Gods, from whence it came. Are you both in agreement with this law of Sparta?”

      Demetria and Leon both nodded their heads to show that they gave their agreement.

      As soon as they nodded, the Ephor released his grasp on the baby. Helen gasped with horror as she saw the little bundle tumble down the sides of the chasm, bouncing from rock to rock as it went. She heard the tiny thud as it hit the bottom and she realised with a sense of shock that she could no longer hear the crying.

      It was always at this point in the dream that Helen would wake up covered in sweat and shaking. She would be racked with tears and she would sob for hours. Helen had had this dream many times over the last two years, but the most vivid time of all had been the night before her audition for the Bibasis School.

      When she arrived in front of Cleitogora, the woman who ran the School, she was in no fit state to perform. Her injuries from the festival of young athletes, the lack of sleep, and the overwhelming sense of sadness the dream caused to flow through Helen’s body meant that she was incapable of dancing.

      She had tried as hard as she could and Gorga, her trainer, had encouraged her and supported her. But she could just not bring herself to string together a sequence of bibasis moves.

      “What is the problem, little flea?” Gorga asked. “I have seen you dance better than this a hundred times.”

      “I don’t know,” sobbed Helen. “My body just doesn’t want to do it today.”

      And with that she collapsed on the floor and sobbed her heart out until she could sob no more. Cleitogora watched Helen with horror as she curled into a ball in front of her. Slowly, she beckoned to Gorga to move to one side so that she could speak to her.

      “Gorga,” she said. “I saw the same potential as you in this girl at the athletics competition but this is not acceptable. This is not the behaviour of a dancer from the State School. Imagine if she was asked to perform a dance in front of one of the Kings and she behaved like this. It would be a scandal. I am sorry. You are an old friend of mine, Gorga. But I cannot take this girl into the State School.”

      It took Gorga a few moments to respond but eventually she slowly nodded her head.

      “Yes, you are right,” she said. “I am sorry to have wasted your time. I made a poor judgement in the case of this one. I will not do that again.”

      And with that, Helen’s chances of entering the State Bibasis school were gone. Gorga was incredibly harsh to her afterwards. Helen never dared to tell Gorga about her Apothetae dream and Gorga never understood Helen’s reasons. Gorga had felt that Helen was just weak and that she needed to be toughened up. So, she had trained her to within an inch of her life for the next six months after that.

      LYSANDER’S NIGHTMARE

      Lysander’s memories from the last two years were more mixed but the memory which caused his nightmare was also a bad one - it was of the diamastigosis, the whipping ceremony. Lysander had tried so hard to ensure all the members of his pack had performed well enough at the gymnopaedia, or festival of young athletes, that their names would not get entered into the lottery for the whipping ceremony. He had nearly succeeded but a few, including Teleklos, had not succeeded. Exactly as Lysander had feared, Teleklos’s name had been entered into the hat and he had been chosen to undergo the whipping ritual.

      The events of that day were seared into Lysander’s brain and he had just relived them again in his dream. He remembered the sense of dread as he and all the other Paides, the members of his pack, approached the temple of Artemis Orthia. Teleklos had already been removed from them and was being prepared.

      The priestesses who ran the temple were all women. They were dressed from head to toe in white robes. Artemis was the Greek goddess of hunting and so the high priestess also wore a pair of antler horns on her head in honour of the Goddess. As the boys entered the temple, one of the priestesses spoke to them.

      “Remove your clothes. This is an offering to one of the Gods. It is important that this ritual is performed in the same way that you were made by the Gods.”

      Once the boys had removed their cloaks and loincloths the priestess spoke again.

      “Take a beating rod and form two lines facing each other from the entrance to the altar in the centre.”

      Lysander remembered the feel and weight of the rod in his hand. He remembered thinking to himself, This rod is not light. It will do some damage if used too heavily.

      The boys lined up as they were commanded and waited nervously for what would happen next. The priestess spoke again.

      “Once the supplicants enter the temple you must beat them as hard as you can while they proceed down your ranks. Once they touch the altar then the beating must stop. Do you understand?”

      The boys stood with heads bowed low but they all muttered, “Yes.”

      “Good,” said the priestess. “It is important that you do not spare your blows. Artemis demands blood and if the supplicants do not bleed then those of you who are not whipping hard enough will be chosen to replace them. Is that clear?”

      Again, the boys nodded their understanding.

      After that the priestesses moved around the temple extinguishing most of the candles so that the light went down low and the temple became dark and sombre.

      The supplicants were brought in. Lysander’s eyes were immediately drawn to Teleklos. He studied his face intently. He could feel that Teleklos was scared but that he was trying to make a brave face in front of the other boys. He smiled nervously at Lysander, trying to look as though he didn’t care. But Lysander knew Teleklos well and he could tell that he was nervous.

      The high priestess spoke slowly and loudly.

      “Great Goddess Artemis, we the people of Sparta offer you the blood of these supplicants as a sacrifice to your greatness and your beauty. May you look favourably upon all Spartans and make their hunts as bountiful as the blood that flows from these young backs.”

      She paused for a moment and then called forward a supplicant by name.

      “Alkamenes, you may approach the altar. Proceed now.”

      Alkamenes was clearly nervous and unsure of what to do. He was the first of the supplicants to walk down the beating line and he moved a little hesitantly. The blows started to rain down on him and he started to falter. About half way down the line he stopped for just a moment as the weight of the blows began to take their toll on him. This pause was his downfall. The blows did not cease and they came down on him with a constant fury.

      He stumbled forward a few more steps but then he could withstand the beating no more. He collapsed to his knees and sustained an even more furious beating. It was only a matter of time before he passed out and lay on the floor unconscious and unable to move. Still the beating continued.

      The high priestess stepped in at this point.

      “You can stop your beating now boys. Artemis is pleased with this sacrifice. You did not spare the whip and the blood has flowed freely. Well done.”

      “My God, how can anyone survive this?” Lysander thought to himself. “Teleklos must surely be killed by this.”

      “Prepare yourselves boys,” the high priestess said, once the lifeless body of Alkamenes had been removed. “The next supplicant is Archilaus. Archilaus, you may now approach the altar.”

      Archilaus had seen what had happened to Alkamenes and was determined not to share the same fate. He proceeded along the line quickly and with purpose. He held his arms out sideways away from his body and in line with his head. This meant that most of the blows fell on his body rather than his head. Although it was still painful this meant that he did not become confused and blinded like Alkamenes and he was able to proceed down the line.

      He reached the altar with blood flowing from the cuts in his back but he had survived. He had made it and his sacrifice was complete. He punched his fist in the air to signal his pleasure at having succeeded.

      This process carried on as each of the supplicants approached the altar in turn. They had all seen the technique used by Archilaus and they all copied it with the same level of success.

      Lysander began to feel better about Teleklos’s chances. Teleklos was the last supplicant to be called and Lysander was hopeful that the boys would be tired and their blows would have less force.

      Before she called him forward though, the high priestess stepped to the front and spoke to the boys.

      “You must beat this supplicant the hardest of them all. I know that your arms are tired from the service you have already given Artemis, but Artemis needs to feel that she is loved by the Spartans more than any other Greeks and thus your efforts must be doubled. She will be watching carefully to see that you do not hesitate in your blows.”

      Lysander’s heart skipped a beat. He realised that there was nothing he could do now to save Teleklos.

      “Teleklos, you may now approach the altar.”

      Teleklos started to proceed down the line. He used the same technique as all the other boys because it seemed to work. This time, however, there was something different. The high priestess appeared outside the beating line but matched Teleklos’s pace as he moved down the line. She was carrying a large wooden statue of the Goddess and as Teleklos moved along she slowly let the statue get closer and closer to the floor in her arms.

      The boys were mustering the last of their energy and were beating Teleklos with the same fury and intensity that they had used for the first few supplicants. Lysander could tell that Teleklos was faltering under this rain of blows. He couldn’t quite believe his ears when he heard the high priestess speak again.

      “Artemis is approaching the floor,” she said. “She gets heavier in my arms the lighter the blows are. You must beat Teleklos harder. Artemis needs more blood if I am not to drop her and this year’s ceremony is to be a failure.”

      At this, each boy summoned up his last reserves of strength and the blows rained down on Teleklos more furiously than any that had been given so far. His body was covered in cuts and welts and the blood flowed freely from his back. His strength waned and he could no longer raise his arms high enough to protect his head. The blows started to hit his face and a particularly fierce blow hit his forehead just above his eye. Blood started to pour from the wound and went into his eye, partially blinding him.

      Lysander felt that Teleklos would soon collapse under this weight of blows and that his body would be removed by the priestesses in the way that they had done with Alkamenes.

      But Teleklos was tough. He had heard the high priestess talk about the ceremony being a failure and he didn’t want to be responsible for that. He dug deep into himself and using his inner reserves he pressed forwards.

      He almost made it to the altar before his body could withstand no more. He collapsed to his knees just a few paces short of the altar. He fell forwards, unable to move any further and he reached out to touch the altar. One of the boys landed a heavy blow on his hand just before it touched the altar and caused him to recoil. Lysander thought that was it. That was the moment that Teleklos would fail and probably be killed. But instead Teleklos reached out with his other hand and managed to get a finger on the altar before another blow came down on it.

      The high priestess immediately stepped forward.

      “Stop the beating, boys. This supplicant has done well. His blood has flowed freely and Artemis is light in my arms. She is pleased. This year’s hunts in Sparta will be bountiful.”

      Teleklos did not move for some time. Once the priestesses had raised him and given him some water and rubbed oil into his wounds he started to come around a little. He looked terrible. His body was covered in bruises and welts and his face was a mess.

      He was allowed one week off from training to help him recover and then he was forced to rejoin the pack. It took three months in total before Teleklos was fully recovered and back to his old self.

      LYSANDER’S OTHER MEMORY

      Lysander’s other memory from this period was a happier one. Shortly after his victory at the gymnopaedia Lysander had been approached by Cleomenes, the emissary of the two Kings of Sparta.

      Sparta always had two Kings who shared the Kingship of Sparta. One king was known as the Europontid King because he was chosen from the people who lived near to the Eurotas river and as far south as the Taygetos mountains. The other King was known as the Agaid King and he came from the lands north of the Eurotas and as far north as the Parnon mountains.

      This sharing of power was designed to ensure that neither became too powerful and tried to take over the rulership of Sparta for themselves. That was the theory, but the alliance between the Kings was always a fragile one as they each looked to increase their popularity and their power base.

      Cleomenas was the emissary of both and he spoke softly to Lysander.

      “You did well today, Lysander,” he said. “You have brought honour on yourself, on your family and on Sparta. The Kings were pleased to witness your victory. They want you to join them for dinner at their next Common Mess. Bring one of your pack with you.”

      The city of Sparta gave a generous allowance of food and drink to the Kings every month. The Kings normally ate their meals every evening with the members of the Gerousia. The Gerousia were twenty-eight men aged over 60 years of age. This meant that they were too old to be in the army but they could still serve Sparta by being part of the ruling council that helped the two Kings to decide the right course of action and the correct interpretation of the law. The two Kings became close to them due to this practice of eating with them in the Common Mess every night. The Gerousia were meant to serve both Kings equally but, if one of the Kings dominated, then they tended to take sides with one or the other.

      The Common Mess was practised by all men and boys in Sparta. Men in the same unit ate together and boys in the same training camp ate together. But, once a month, in return for ordinary Spartans’ generosity for feeding them, the Kings hosted a lavish dinner or Syssitia in their Common Mess. The Syssitia was not the same as an ordinary Common Mess.

      The Kings laid on a lavish dinner with wine and they personally invited all the guests. They used it as a way to honour foreign visitors or to reward individual Spartans who had made a notable achievement. As a tradition, they always invited the winner of the Paides competition at the gymnopaedia to attend the feast. The year of Lysander’s victory was no different.

      Lysander remembered that he had been relieved at the time that Cleomenes had spoken to him. He had been worried that he had finally been caught out in his defence of their camp against Agis’s pack or that Leobotas’s raid on Theos farm had been discovered. So, when Cleomenes had invited him to dinner he had relaxed a little. There was also a lot of adrenaline flowing in his veins from his victory. It was this combination of adrenaline and being more at ease which had made him a little braver.

      “I would be honoured to attend the Kings’ Syssitia,” he said. “Can I bring Helen too? After all, she was the winner of the girls’ competition.”

      Cleomenes paused for a brief moment. “I will consult the Kings,” he said.

      The very next day, Helen found herself invited to the Kings’ Syssitia. She wasn’t sure whether to go at first because the feast was on the night before her audition for the State Bibasis School. But Gorga had explained to her at great length that an invitation from the Kings was not something to be turned down lightly.

      And so it was that only a few days later Lysander and Helen found themselves together at the Kings’ Syssitia. The Kings had agreed that Helen could attend as well as one of the other Paides. So, Lysander had still been able to invite Leobotas. Leobotas was extremely pleased to receive this invitation and he gave Lysander a big hug.

      “Everyone knows the Kings’ Syssitia is the best feast in the whole of Sparta. Thank you Lysander. I am so happy. We won’t need to forage or steal any food today.”

      Lysander’s memories of that feast were very happy ones. He remembered that the food had been magnificent - even better than his own going away feast on the evening of his entry to the agoge. He had been introduced to the Kings and each Gerousia. The three children had been the stars of the dinner. The Kings and the Gerousia had asked them question after question about their victories in the gymnopaedia and about how their training was going.

      They had seemed delighted with their answers and each response invited only more and more questions. Lysander’s head whirled with the excitement and the spectacle of it all. Leobotas and Helen had clearly enjoyed themselves as well.

      Helen had answered all the questions she was asked in a clear and distinct voice and the Gerousia seemed to hang on her every word. Lysander remembered being worried at one point when he thought that Helen might have overstepped the mark. He remembered her saying very clearly at one point,

      “Yes, I think the gymnopaedia was well organised. There is one thing I would change about it though.”

      “What is that, young lady?” King Aristodemos had replied, suddenly leaning forward and paying Helen his full attention. King Aristodemos was the Europontid King and he had more power than King Eunomos, the Agaid King, due to his physical size and his legendary short temper. King Aristodemos was the King who led the Spartan army into battle, while King Eunomos stayed back in Sparta to look after things while the army was on campaign.

      “Well,” Helen replied, “each of the Paides packs has a flag announcing who is their Paidiskoi and who is their leader. The girls of the gymnasium are not named. They are anonymous. That is not fair. We compete just as hard and we have just as important a role in the future of Sparta. We should have a flag with our names on it too.”

      The King sat still while looking at Helen without a trace of emotion on his face. The Gerousia started to shoot glances among each other as though to say, How do we respond to this? Is it insolence or is it to be allowed? No one wanted to speak before the King had responded.

      Eventually, his face broke into a broad smile. He sat back in his chair and, laughing to himself, he pronounced,

      “You know, young lady. You are right. The girls of Sparta have just as important a role to play in the future of Sparta. Without you we would have no warriors to defend ourselves in the future. You should be honoured in this way in the gymnopaedia. What do you think, King Eunomos? I believe it is a good idea.”

      King Eunomos quickly nodded his agreement. He didn’t like the fact that King Aristodemos had more power than him. He wanted to find a way to challenge him but this was not the right time to do that.

      After that all the Gerousia began to speak out loud and to congratulate Helen on what a good idea she had had. Lysander could tell that Helen was very pleased with herself.

      After Helen had been questioned, it was Leobotas’s turn in the spotlight. Leobotas had been enjoying himself and he had been tempted to drink a little wine. He had drunk two full glasses and it had clearly had an effect on him as he became even more talkative and agitated in his response to the questions. He started to jump around to mimic some of the action he was describing.

      Lysander began to get worried that he might blurt something out by accident either about the raid on Theos Farm or the night of their camp defence. But Leobotas managed to keep himself under control and nothing incriminating came out. The Kings and the Gerousia seemed delighted with his answers and kept listening to him for a long time.

      It was Leobotas’s time in the spotlight that gave Lysander the chance to sit next to Helen and to give her a little hug. He spoke to her quietly in whispers while Leobotas was entertaining the rest of the Common Mess. He cherished his memories of these moments talking to Helen. They had congratulated each other, they had shared their news with each other, they had talked about home and their training and he had asked Helen to keep an eye out for Pylos and to make sure he had her protection. Helen had readily agreed.

      In fact, Lysander’s memories of his visit to the Kings’ Common Mess were one big happy memory. When he was a little tired or feeling down he would often turn back to these memories to comfort himself.
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      All that, of course, was in the past. Both Helen and Lysander were now 9 years of age and their training had settled into something of a routine.

      
      Leobotas was still working well with Lysander and they had started to become good friends. They seemed to complement each other’s skills. Lysander was clever and good at thinking on his feet. Leobotas was strong and decisive in taking action.

      
      Ariston and Lysander were still the best of friends and they treated each other almost as if they were brothers. Ariston constantly watched Lysander’s back and supported him whenever he needed advice or help. Charillos had lost some of his weight and he somehow seemed less clumsy than before. It was clear that all the training was helping him. Leon was still a good runner but not quite as good as before. As he had grown older he had filled out more and this made him just a little slower when running. He still had good stamina but now Lysander could usually beat him over the longer distances. It had taken Teleklos about three months to recover from his beating at the diamastigosis but once he had recovered he, Polydoros and Pausarios had all profited from their training. They were growing strong and fit and they were growing up fast.

      
      The pack still trained together every day but now, once a month, all the packs came together to have one big training session and to have some friendly competition amongst themselves
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