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Glossary

About the Author

!!!WARNING!!!

This novel is unsuitable for anyone under the age of 18 years of age. 

Although this novel is fictitious, it is based upon and around actual events, people, places and cultural practices, some of which are not compatible with modern practices or cultural norms. In part this book deals with areas of cultural and institutionalized brutality and cruelty that are incompatible in the modern era and should always be seen in the contexts of its time and place based upon the factual historical template of Ancient Greece in general and Sparta in particular.  

Dear Reader,

It has never been my intention when writing historical subject matter to gloss over or colour historical facts in Hollywood type gloss, but to tell it as it was as far as is possible, warts and all, through the medium of a story for the entertainment of my readers and hopefully a greater understanding of the ancient world that has shaped our own to this very day.

I have endeavoured to stay true to the historical facts as known to us into the causes and effects of the Peloponnesian War, staying mainly to the Spartan perspective, through the medium of these novels, which follow the life and times of the Spartan Strategos and Navarch Lysander of Sparta. 

We must remember, the contemporaries of the Peloponnesian war, were not Spartans, but Sparta’s enemies, and when they say that the victor writes the history, it is not so in this case, the Spartans left us very little in the way of contemporaneous histories, so much of this biography is from my own imagination, but I remain true to the history we see through Lysander’s and others’ eyes in the following pages.

I thank you for reading this book and hope you will read the other books in the Gods of Men series.

Remus.

Could I cast myself upon the Ocean of Time, 

and ride its rolling tide, 

such wonders I would see, 

and such marvels behold. 

But truly I would say: 

‘These were the gods of men!’
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Part One

The sons of Ares
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And Apollo’s Pythia said to Lykurgos the Lawgiver:

Hear me, Sparta of the wide space.

There are two roads, most distant from each other:

The one leading to the honorable house of freedom,

the other to the house of slavery, which mortals must shun.

It is possible to travel the one through manliness and lovely accord; so lead your people to this path. The other they reach through hateful strife and cowardly destruction; so shun this most of all.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue

The Apothetae of Sparta, Eleusinios/February

Eponymous year of Kleandridas - 455 BCE
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The old men poured over the child, their bony fingers pecking and poking at him until he cried. 

‘What say you, Tellis,’ said one elder, his low resonant voice filled with disappointment. 

‘Weak,’ Tellis responded pitilessly. 

‘Small,’ said another elder.

‘Unworthy,’ snarled the fourth.

It was the cruellest pain, keen like a sword through the hoplite’s heart. Crushed by shame and despair, the hoplite looked down. 

‘A poor sample of Spartiate blood,’ added the fifth elder with finality. 

‘Cast him out!’ demanded the first elder who spoke. He pointed steadily to the yawning mouth of the gorge and in his low resonating tone said: ‘Give the child to the crows...’

Of all the sad and cruel places in the world, it is the Deposits of Sparta, called Apothetae, that are the saddest and cruellest of them all. It is said the gods themselves weep in this chasm of sorrow and death, where you can hear their laments carry mournfully upon the wind’s icy breath. 

It is said among the Lakedaimonians, that when the Elders of the Deposits gather, so too do the crows, black as Thanatos’ cloak. Their hungry rasping caws echo through the chasm in pronouncement of doom, for it is here in this place of rejection that the mountain consumes the weakest of Sparta’s sons. 

Aristokleitos could feel his guts knotting as he looked at his own sleeping child cradled in his powerful arm and considered a father’s love and a Spartiate’s duty. That he might have to surrender one to honour the other, filled him with dread. His son came into the world upon a favourable omen, but the child had tainted blood flowing through his veins, and for this alone they might cast his son out.

Tellis, who was made lame by war, shuffled over to the anxious hoplite on his staff and looked intensely into the hoplite’s eyes. ‘There is no place at Sparta for this child,’ he said remorselessly.  

The warrior’s face crumpled. ‘Look again, I beg you,’ he pleaded in a staccato voice. ‘He will grow. He will become stronger-’

Tellis raised his hand in front of the hoplite’s face. ‘There is nothing to be done. Nothing to be said. What is kindest for him is best for Sparta,’ he said evenly. ‘This the gods command of us before all others. For the strong to endure, the weak must die.’

The hoplite bowed his head and hid his grief behind a wall of Spartan stoicism. Aristokleitos tried to hide his dread of their judgment on his own son behind the same wall­. 

Tellis turned away and limped back to the others. 

The hoplite reluctantly turned to the path hanging his head in sorrow and shame, daring not to look at Aristokleitos and unable to bear what dreaded fate now befell his son, he slipped quietly away into the trees and oblivion. 

Aristokleitos looked up at the crows circling the chasm. Their hungry rasps took on a new meaning now, echoing menacingly through the mountains like the cries of all the babes that had come to their deaths by this terrible means. May Zeus cast them dead with a lightning bolt, he cursed – forgive me, he repented immediately after, fearing that Apollo, who is lord of ravens and crows, might put a curse on his son to punish him for his ill thoughts.

He looked down into the slumbering infant’s face, unperturbed by the great matter at hand upon which his very life hung. 

Tellis carried the rejected baby to the edge of the gorge, the wind whipped around him, his robes flagging in the wind’s howling roar across the void, his long grey hair and beard blowing wildly as he faced the swirling heavens and held his hands with the screaming baby over the chasm at arm’s length and declared, ‘It is written: Put about your city a wall of men, for that city is well fortified which has a wall of men instead of stone! Let one stone be weak, and so fall Sparta!’ He pulled his hands apart and the screaming infant plummeted into the gorge of death, his cries quickly silenced on the rocks below and the crows dived down like the Kêres, the sisters of carnage, to gorge on hot blood and tender flesh.

The elders gave the child no more regard than a broken pot. What does not serve its function is discarded and forgotten. Is it any crueller than leaving a babe exposed on a hillside as they do elsewhere, to endure a long death or a ravaging by wolves and wild dogs?

The elders turned their dreaded attention to Aristokleitos, who had witnessed this barbarous act of hideous murder in un-blinking silence. His heart had long ago hardened to the toughness of Spartan bronze and he could not be moved by what he could not change. 

Tellis stepped towards him. He stopped a pace in front of Aristokleitos and raised his face and hands to heaven. ‘Apollo, hear me! Ares, Hear me! Artemis ... hear me!’ His voice carried in the wind. ‘Let he be favoured by thee, who gives unto Sparta his living son!’ He lowered his hands and face, his passionless eyes resting steadily on Aristokleitos. ‘Here,’ he said, ‘a man must bend to the cruellest fate and cast out the weak in favour of the strong; for the strong to live, the weak must die. Do you now surrender your son to Sparta and the tests of the Deposits?’ 

Aristokleitos nodded. ‘I do.’

‘Then bring the child before us. He must be judged,’ said another of the elders.

Aristokleitos looked at his beautiful son once more, possibly for the last time; innocent of human corruption and pure of heart, on trial for his life. The bond between father and son was already strong, and when Aristokleitos carried him to the elders, he could barely lay the babe upon the boulder for their tests, such was his love for the boy.

‘Give us your name, brother.’

‘Aristokleitos of the House of Herakles, decadarchos of the First Mora,’ he stated proudly, making them aware that his was the most sacred blood of all, from which cometh heroes, princes and kings.

‘Put your petition to us, Aristokleitos of the Herakleidai.’

‘I am of purest Spartiate blood,’ he said, ‘honoured in battle and winner of three laurel crowns at the Isthmian Games.’ He looked at his son. ‘I bring my son and say, he is a son of Sparta, strong and worthy.’

Tellis, who, at fifty, was the youngest of the elders stepped over to him, his dark watery eyes glaring at the steadfast father. ‘And is the child of purest Spartiate blood?’ he asked lowly, knowing full well that he was not.

Aristokleitos’ heart trembled in his chest. He looked at the elders, waiting to hear his answer. ‘His mother is Penelope, daughter of Xuthos, a hoplite of the Third Mora who went honourably to the Beautiful Death at Tanagra. Xuthos’s woman, Penelope’s mother was a Helot woman born into the house of Gryllus of Gytheion,’ he explained to them at length.

The elders looked at one another, not so much startled as disappointed. Not so much angry as contemptuous, for the Helot is all but slave, they are the vanquished and the conquered, subjugated hundreds of years ago by Sparta’s Dorian ancestors. By law, no Spartan can marry a woman of the Helot caste and their offspring are deemed mothax, bastards.

‘Then the child’s blood is tarnished,’ Tellis declared, ‘Come him one-part Spartiate and one-part Helot.’

‘Of impure blood!’

‘Cast him out!’ 

‘Give the child to the crows!’

Aristokleitos stepped towards them, determined his son would not die without a fair hearing. He said with passion: ‘Of all the judgments of men, yours are feared most of all. But as one part of my son is a Helot, so too the rest is Spartiate. And I bid no more of you than to judge my son as you would any other son of Sparta!’

The old men stared at him without comment.

‘If you judge that he is rejected for weakness or infirmity, then so be it,’ he continued firmly. ‘I’ll not argue or grieve. The weakly have no place at Sparta. But cast him out without casting your eyes?! What justice is that for a warrior who gives his only son to his country’s honour!?’ He levelled at them. ‘What judge is better than the iron of a man’s deeds, and the courage in his heart?’ He looked at his son, helpless and vulnerable. It was up to him to defend the child, and defend him he would, such was the bond of love. ‘The warrior lives by one law – that with it standing, or laid upon it dead, he will not yield his sacred shield to any mortal enemy, lest it be for Sparta first, second, middle and last! I ask you: What greater proof must I give to you than what springs from my loins is as worthy as what sprung from yours! In whose name do you cast Herakles into the firmament for the tarnish of his armour? That the armour is strong and will grow stronger is proof enough of its worthiness. I have not flinched from battle, neither shall my son, who is strong and without blemish.’ He pointed to the baby. ‘He came into the world upon the howling song of a lone wolf! Will you now have him leave it upon the mocking laughter of crows!?’

‘The howling of a wolf, you say?’ Tellis interjected, raising his bushy brows, the parallel furrows across his forehead deepened. The potency of this sign was not lost on any of them.

‘Aye,’ Aristokleitos confirmed. ‘Like the howling of Cerberus calling from the gates at the Marsh of Hades.’ He took a deep breath. ‘So, cast him out, you of ancient bones, doomed to die in your beds like women. But know this before you kill my son for his tarnished blood,’ he warned. ‘Never more shall Aristokleitos hinder you with his sons, but instead put them to the sword in sacrifice to Hephaistos at his altar, and bid of him, that those who put my son to death today for the blemish of his blood, be cast into his eternal flames for the offence they put against Herakles, the son of mighty Zeus. There let their flesh sizzle until the stars no longer burn in the heavens, and let them think of Aristokleitos of the Herakleidai, and know how they have offended him this day!’

The elders glared at him in muted silence, his curse still ringing in their ears. 

Tellis nodded his head and turned to the others and said, ‘It is to the discretion of our majority to decide.’

‘Then let us be mindful that Aristokleitos carries that most sacred blood of all-’

‘From which cometh heroes, princes and kings-’ 

‘That through his veins flows the iron of Herakles.’

‘But most of all,’ Tellis said, ‘let us be mindful that this boy came into the world upon the song of the wolf-’

‘A powerful omen-’

‘A sign from Artemis.’

‘This boy is favoured by gods and destiny.’

‘He is beloved of the gods.’

‘Put this child aside for the blemish in his blood, in that it is one part Helot,’ said Tellis, ‘and we forsake the other part, which is Herakleidai-’ 

‘And we forsake ourselves in the casting out of the strong in the favour of the weak.’

‘And so fall Sparta.’

‘Then we are agreed?’ Tellis said. He looked at the elder furthest from him.

‘Agreed,’ he said.

He looked at the next:

‘Agreed.’

And the next elder:

‘Agreed.’

And to the last:

‘Agreed.’

Tellis stepped to Aristokleitos and asked: ‘Was the child bathed in wine in accordance to our tradition?’

‘He was,’ Aristokleitos replied.

‘Was he left on the threshold under the watch of the stars, as Ares commands?’ 

‘He was, and the wolf did not take him, but lingered close to the house until the dawn broke, and then it was gone.’

Tellis, a deeply religious man, said, ‘The wolf was the god who favours him. Cursed are we, who deny these facts.’

‘We must enquire at the temples,’ said one of them.

‘That we might know this god.’

They all agreed. 

‘Then we must put this babe to the tests of the Deposits, as law and gods command.’

They huddled around the boulder and hunched over the baby, scrutinizing every part of him, murmuring among themselves in debate of the baby’s fate and the favourable omens that accompanied his birth. 

They pinched the baby’s skin until he cried. 

‘He did not come quickly to his tears.’

‘A favourable sign.’

‘He is without blemish.’

‘He has strong lungs.’

‘Then his heart too shall be strong.’

‘There lies the heart of the wolf in this child.’

‘A gift from the gods.’

‘His destiny is written with divine hands.’

‘The gods have spoken. Their will shall be done.’

Tellis, who delivered death to the weakly, picked the baby up and carried him in his hands to Aristokleitos. ‘It is written,’ he began. ‘Put no wall about Sparta. For that city is well fortified, which has a wall of men instead of stone. Let one stone be weak, and fall Sparta.’ He handed the baby to Aristokleitos. ‘Take him to his mother and let him be raised the Spartan way for the allotment of seven years, whence he will be brought to the Rearing for his education.’

‘What will be his name?’ one of the elders asked, stepping forwards, his dead eyes glaring at Aristokleitos.

Aristokleitos met his stare and said: ‘Lysander. His name is Lysander.’
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ONE

Sparta – Gerastios/March, seven years later

Eponymous year of Lakedaimonias – 448 BC
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‘Fear will wither you upon a vine of shame,’ the Paidonomos slurred from the corner of his deformed mouth. He forced his words into comprehensible forms from somewhere deep inside himself, almost bypassing his throat altogether, he continued: ‘You must endure in silence and without complaint. This is the Spartan way. You will endure and flourish, or you will fail and perish.’ He limped along the rank of shivering seven-year-olds, voiceless and paralysed with fear as the Cyclops’ malevolent eye slowly roved their rictus faces. They dared not look at him ... one look and they would be turned to stone. 

The boys were already enduring the freezing cold, shivering with chattering teeth, with nothing to keep them warm but the coarse homespun grey tunics and blankets they had been given this morning when they arrived from their warm homes. Away from their mothers who exchanged their tears for pride, and away from their warrior fathers who had prepared them as much as they could for the next thirteen years of the Rearing. An eternity to Lysander and the other children who could not comprehend such a span of years that stretched far beyond the years they had already lived. 

Their mothers had raised them the Spartan way, clothing them in coarse robes, making them go unshod in spring and summer and autumn. Their fathers and uncles, cousins and older brothers had taught them discipline, how to hunt, how to march, how to fight – how to obey. But with all their learning, nothing could prepare them for the trials that now lay before them.

‘... Fear,’ the Cyclops continued, ‘is the fire in which all tremblers burn...’ His good eye, black as pitch, moved along the rank from boy to boy. ‘Fear is the mother of all cowards and traitors! But do not worry, children, here is the place where Fear is tamed! Here is the place where the Spartans are made!’

Here is the place where the Spartans are made! The words hung in the air like the words of God.

The snow was still thick on the high ground along the upper foothills, at least knee deep in some places; the snow-daubed limbs of defoliated trees reached out like the clutching grasps of an army of Hundred Handers, those one-eyed monster warriors of Tartaros. Ascending the rocky slopes, their startled forms appeared frozen in Medusa’s deadly gaze.

Lysander looked up to the sacred Five Fingers peaks of Mount Taygetos, like an ivory crown around its Pyramid summit, hewn by Apollo millennia ago and piercing the leaded sky. Fear is the fire in which all tremblers burn, he thought, the gnarling of his own fear rumbled deep in his belly. Here is the place where the Spartans are made.  His eyes followed the dark jagged fissures in the snow, like open veins marking the courses of the streams, rivers and brooks that snake down the mountains and foothills he knew so well, flowing into the tranquil Eurotas River just three stades to the east. Here is where fear is tamed. 

He looked over to the sanctuary temple of Artemis-Ortheia, and the mysterious Ephebeion, down near the river, where the older boys train behind its high walls, forbidden to all men but the gymnasiarchs who oversee them and the Paidonomos who commands them. The sanctuary and Ephebeion would become an island when the snows melt, swelling the Eurotas to feed the valley plains as it has always done since the beginning of time. 

Paidonomos, Kleisthenes the Cyclops, was by far the scariest, ugliest man who ever walked upon the world as far as the boys were concerned. Almost all the right side of his face drooped down in fleshy folds of hairless pink skin that resembled melted wax when it solidifies. His dark boggle eye bulged from its socket, sharp as a needle. He drawled from the right corner of his drooping bottom lip, like a slavering wolf among lambs, eyeing the flock with calculation and care, picking out the weak and marking the strong as he clung to the shaft of a Persian spear, he had taken in battle from the dead hand of a Persian immortal he had decapitated in single combat in the plain of Thebes.  Now it served for a staff and his trophy. 

Lysander’s father had told him that, as a hebóntés of just twenty, during a battle in Egypt towards the end of Sparta’s involvement in the war against the Mede, Kleisthenes had been shot in the face by a flaming arrow that imbedded in his cheek, smashed the bone and punctured his eyeball. The fire had set his hair and face alight, leaving the scarred face he now wore with immense pride. In place of an eye in his right socket, he had a polished bead of white veined red marble with a round white spot slightly left of centre which served as its hideous pupil, making him all the more frightening to behold. 

His big broad body was just as mangled as his face, the two middle fingers of his right hand were missing, and he walked with a pronounced limp in his left leg. 

The Cyclops, as everyone called Kleisthenes, was flanked by two gymnasiarchs and a trusted ephebe,youth of the Ephebeion, wearing the coveted crimson tunic given to boys when they enter the Ephebeion.

The gymnasiarchs were holding long tendrils of birch, ready to pounce on any boy who trembled, spoke or stepped out of line. 

Lysander watched the Cyclops limp slowly through the muddy slush, stepping from one boy to the next. He glared at them like some hideous creature from the Plain of Judgment, through which all souls must pass on their way to the Elysian Fields or to the pit of Tartaros where untold evils dwell. The Paidonomos would fit in very well down below, Lysander thought, as he stared into that supernatural eye bulging from his deformed face, terrorizing with a simple glance, Lysander shuddered. 

He was relieved to see his human eye was quite normal, big and dark brown. No hair grew over his Medusan eye, only folds of melted flesh, but on the left side of his face, he looked quite normal. 

Kleisthenes considered the new boys, wagering each one of them, if they could, would crawl back up between their mothers’ legs from whence they came.  From now on, until they leave the Rearing or die, they would belong to him and in that time he would mould them into warriors. 

‘The weak will wither,’ he said. ‘Only the strong will prosper. This is the simple truth.’ Some will fail, some always fail, and they will be cast out among the inferiors. But most would not fail and it was his duty to bring out the full potential in those boys. 

Eventually Kleisthenes took several steps away from the boys and turned back to them. Then without preamble, he began: ‘Today your lives change forever. Today you join a sacred fraternity ... the fraternity of Ares, and you will honour him as you honour your mothers, through strength, courage and obedience.’ His human eye moved across the front rank of shivering children. ‘Know this,’ he warned in a low cautioning tone. ‘The arrogant shall know only the hunger of the whip’s keen kiss, till that arrogance is driven from him...’ 

A sudden gush of icy wind stung Lysander’s ears as it blasted them from the north, funnelling through the open sides of his tunic, but he dared not shiver. 

‘... The idle shall know only the hunger of the whip’s keen kiss, till that idleness is driven from him. The weak shall know only the hunger of the whip’s keen kiss, till that weakness is driven from him...’ He dabbed the corner of his dribbling mouth with a rag, his breath fogging his face. ‘The disobedient shall know only the hunger of the whip’s keen kiss, till that disobedience is driven from him...’ His marble eye lingered torturously on Lysander as he turned his head to look at the boys at the other end of the file with his good eye. (Lysander could feel its preternatural presence upon him ... even if reason did tell him it was just a polished pebble; it was still somehow endowed with a life of its own). ‘The trembler shall know only the hunger of the whip’s keen kiss, till his trembling is driven from him ... or truly, I tell you,’ he warned ominously, ‘that boy shall die under Sparta’s disgrace.’

Lysander glanced at Gylippos standing next to him, just as frightened as everyone else and feeling a longing ache for home. Why could he not have been born an Athenian or a Corinthian, he asked himself as he contemplated the untold cruelties that awaited them. 

‘Sparta loves you,’ said Kleisthenes. ‘But Sparta’s love is a cold love. He loves you because you will endure without complaint or question ... he loves you because you will pass his tests and fulfil your duties. You are Sparta’s sons.’ He looked at his gymnasiarchs and as he beckoned to the youth standing behind him.  ‘This is Kleomenes,’ he said as the youth stepped smartly to his side. ‘He is your herd leader, and you will obey him in all his commands, or you will face his wrath. Your failure is his failure, and he has come a long way to fail over the likes of you, who are more than shit, yet less than worms.’ His human eye shifted as he surveyed them. ‘You will pursue your education with that vigour for which we are famed, or I shall want to know the why of it.’

Terror comes in many guises, one of them is the Paidonomos, Kleisthenes the Cyclops, and once his red marble eye is upon you, you’re marked for life. 

Kleisthenes was surprised when he saw Tellis coming spritely along the track to the training field. He stopped his talk to the children and turned to the king’s cupbearer. ‘Tellis. This is an unexpected pleasure. You honour us.’

‘Please continue, Kleisthenes. Pretend I’m not here.’

The Cyclops turned back to the boys and ordered them to divide into eight pairs and commanded them to fight one another, with the promise that the last boy standing would receive a reward, though just what that reward was the Cyclops did not say. ‘There are but two rules,’ he told the little boys. ‘The first is that each boy will put his best effort to the task of defeating his opponent, or he will be punished, and when two boys fall, the two still standing will fight one another and so on, until only one boy remains standing.’

As they divided, the Cyclops stepped to Tellis’ side. ‘In all the years I have herded boys, I’ve not once seen you here. Not even when your own sons were here, and I’ve known you too long to know that you do nothing without cause, Tellis. So, tell me, what brings you here?’  

Tellis pulled a face. ‘I fancied I would see a wolf here today, Kleisthenes,’ he said cryptically.

The Cyclops gave him a careful look. ‘There are many wolves here.’

‘Indeed, and fine wolves they’ll become I’m sure, but I’m interested in only one wolf today, Kleisthenes. The son of Aristokleitos.’ 

Kleisthenes gave him another careful look. ‘Lysander...?’ He turned to look at Lysander...

Lysander threw the first punch at his opponent Daemonios, striking him square on the nose with his right fist. Daemonios recoiled back with a cry of pain, both hands pressed to his face – Lysander pounced on him and wrestled him to the ground, rolled on top of him and squatted on his chest, his little fists pounding Daemonios’s face with merciless abandon like a thrashing scythe.   

Even Kleisthenes was taken aback by the boy’s unexpected ferocity. 

‘He has Ares in his blood, that one. What’s his name?’ 

‘The boy of whom you speak,’ said Kleisthenes.

Tellis smiled...

Daemonios was out of the contest, Lysander had defeated him and the boy lay in the mud moaning and sobbing, battered and bleeding. Lysander jumped to his feet and looked for another opponent, but all the other boys were still fighting. A gymnasiarch pointed with his birch for Lysander to wait.

The remaining seven pairs of boys viciously fought on, punching, kicking, wrestling, biting and scratching, running and leaping at one another in a chaotic scene of brutal and infantile violence. Hot blood spattered the snow and turned it pink where it splashed.

‘Aristokleitos is a poor man,’ said Tellis. ‘But a good man nonetheless. A Herakleidai. Brave and honest, and in these virtues he is a very rich man.’

‘Indeed,’ Kleisthenes agreed, looking curiously into Tellis’ shadowy eyes.

‘He has many other virtues besides.’

‘I’m certain of it,’ Kleisthenes responded vaguely, keeping half an eye on the fighting boys. 

‘But these virtues do not train a boy’s intellect so well as the Rearing trains his body,’ said Tellis. Training the intellect was a reference to the Grammata, where Sparta’s wealthy sons attend the sophists to learn philosophy, discourse, mathematics, reading and writing, science, oratory and military tactics. 

‘No, Tellis, they do not.’ Kleisthenes dabbed his mouth with his soggy rag.

Tellis stepped closer to the fighting boys, watching Lysander, still waiting for his next opponent. The air was filled with the sounds of little fists striking blows and shrill cries of pain, exertion, sobbing and rage as they ripped into one another like little savages. 

Finally another boy fell and Lysander immediately engaged the winning opponent.

‘I am curious, Tellis, do you know this boy?’

Tellis had been following Lysander’s progress since that day at the Deposits. ‘In a way I do, and that is why I will sponsor his education at the Grammata,’ he said. 

Kleisthenes was surprised. ‘That’s very generous of you.’

Tellis looked him in the eye. ‘But I would have the matter kept private between his father and ourselves, Kleisthenes.’

‘This is highly irregular. What has he proved here today to make you decide this?’

‘Nothing. It was decided seven years ago at the Deposits,’ he said mysteriously. ‘I bid you a good day, Kleisthenes.’ He looked one last time at Lysander before he turned about and started back towards the sprawl of Sparta.

The hillside looked like the aftermath of a battle, littered as it was with the fallen children, bloody and bruised, moving and floundering in the mud like drowning worms, many of them crying their hearts out. 

Two boys were left, caked in mud and blood, barely recognizable and hardly able to stand upright, black eyed and thick lipped. Lysander shuffled his body heavily towards Gylippos, blood dripping from his nose and split lip. He swiped it away on the back of his hand, fighting back his tears, giving Gylippos his fiercest, most determined face. Gylippos also had tears in his eyes, every part of his body hurting as it had never hurt before. They could hardly stand, breathless, exhausted, bruised and bleeding.

The adults glared severely at them, awaiting the final conflict.

They were spent and the Cyclops could see it, yet both had found a stubbornness to be the victor in this battle. It was as much about will as it was about endurance. 

Kleisthenes stopped the fight and limped over to the little boys. ‘Nike is deprived of her prize,’ he said looking at the two boys, bleeding and panting breathlessly. ‘And in single combat as in war, it is often the way that a battle is neither lost nor won. For when two great powers of equal measure meet as enemies, a war is long waged and battles indecisive. And so today both Lysander and Gylippos stand as trophies to conflict and endurance. And where there is no victory, no reward can be given, except that you have both fought well, and you have both endured to the last. So, go then to your herd, Lysander son of Aristokleitos, and Gylippos son of Kleandridas, and know that today, you are the finest of them. But beware tomorrow, when others may be the finest of you,’ he warned, and then he turned and nodded a signal to Kleomenes to take the boys to their barracks.

*
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Lysander was exhausted. His mind, however, was alive with thoughts and fears verging on terrors that jilted him wide awake like sharpened spear tips every time his eyelids grew heavy. His bruises hurt, his joints and muscles ached, his knuckles were scuffed and stinging, his right eye swollen shut and he missed his mother, her tenderness and wisdom, her unconditional love. His heart ached and he wanted to cry.  

But it all paled to insignificance when set against the ordeals that were still yet to come. And what if, for all his brashness, his bravado, his fierceness, he was still the least of them all? How could he bear such a shame, how would he ever look into his father’s eyes without seeing the disappointment and disgrace in them? To be the best, he must endure the worst; to endure the worst, he must be the strongest and quickest in all his endeavours.

He wasn’t the only one awake. Others were too, and the dormitory was filled with whispers of some and the quiet sobs of others. 

‘... Who taught you how to fight, Mothax?’ a boy asked.

‘My Helot mother,’ Lysander responded drily. ‘And call me Mothax again, I’ll show you what my father taught me.’

Some of the boys laughed.

The boy on the mat to Lysander’s right sat up. ‘I’m too cold to sleep.’ He really meant he was too scared, like the rest of them.

‘Me too,’ Lysander whispered back. 

‘What’s your name?’

‘Lysander.’

‘I’m Phrynikos.’

Suddenly their fears seemed to ease a little. And one by one, the boys said:

‘I’m Gylippos.’ 

‘I’m Mopsos,’ said another boy.

‘I’m Timonax.’

‘Philon.’

‘Leonidas.’

‘Balius.’

‘Diocles.’

‘Ilios.’

‘I’m Diodoros.’

‘Epios.’

‘Aristos.’

‘I’m Xanthippos.’

‘Skiron.’

‘Nikostratos.’

‘I’m Sinon.’

‘We have to be brothers now,’ said Lysander after a long moment of silence. ‘Because we’re all we have.’

‘Brothers,’ said Epios.

The dormitory echoed with a single word: ‘Brothers!’
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Spring came early, and the long weeks of snow, biting cold and dawns silvered with hoarfrost came to an end. 

The delicate blue and white blooms of lithodora were a welcome sight on foothills, and the sun felt warm on their faces.  

There were the wargames to look forward to. Not to mention better and more bountiful food to steal, and game such as rabbits and hares to hunt.

The snow was melting almost everywhere and the rivers and streams were swollen and rapid flowing as they coursed through the ravines and down the mountains into the Eurotas. The spring birds were returning, the sweet mossy air was vibrant with their cheery songs. Soon the festivals will start, and Sparta will be filled with xenos, strangers, who flock to the city, for at Sparta, the festivals are the best there are. 

The boys from Lysander’s herd had run a race along the Hyakinthian Way between Sparta and the Temple Sanctuary of Apollo-Hyakinthos. It was the final gymnasium of the day, which had begun three hours before dawn with an hour of line dancing out on the training square of the little boys’ barracks, where every herd stood in their regimented double ranks of eight boys, each rank linked arm in arm like chains. An orchestra of boys play flutes at a vigorous speed and, in perfect synchronicity, the entire host of little boys, from the seven-year-olds to the thirteen-year-olds dance as though their lives depend on it. Lifting their knees up high, surging forwards with a boom of voices they cry out: ‘HOI-HOI-HOI!!!’ and then they leap backwards to where they began, and so it goes on, unvarying and repetitive, every morning no matter what the weather.  And gods help any boy who puts a foot wrong or lifts his knees too high, or not high enough! 

The gymnasiarchs move amongst them like leopards, brandishing their tendrils of pain, ready to rain down a torrent of whips like Zeus’ thunderbolts on any boy who messes up.  

There was always one, perhaps two such examples every morning, and the sobs and screams as they’re beaten enjoin the music while they continue dancing.

Today, after the line dancing, Kleomenes and Kyrillos the gymnasiarch took them down into the valley to a field for a couple of hours practicing the unarmed martial combat of pankration. Lysander got himself a beautiful black eye when his opponent, once again his friend and fellow mothax Gylippos, elbowed him in the face. Despite this, Lysander won the bout in the end, defeating, not only Gylippos but Nikostratos as well. Then Lysander got a beating from Kleomenes when he fouled Epios by punching him in the balls. Deliberately punching or kicking in the balls was forbidden. Not because of its effectiveness to incapacitate in a match, but because of the long-term damage that can be done, and that might affect the birth rate in future generations. 

Kleomenes slapped the breath out of Lysander, yelling and screaming at him, whipping him mercilessly with his birch, leaving long red welts across his bare back, arms and buttocks. 

Lysander cowered under his curses and blows, pulling his arms up and ducking his head down, feeling every strike as keenly as the one before. It seemed to go on forever, and then, when Kleomenes had had enough, he walked away as he usually did and all was quiet again. 

This is how it is at the Rearing. One moment someone’s beating you half to death and the next they’re walking away and carrying on as though nothing had happened.

Lysander fought his tears back as long as he could, his chin twitching, his eyes welled, and his throat tight as though invisible hands were strangling him, he sobbed quietly. 

Phrynikos saved him the humiliation of the others seeing his tears when he came over to him with a cup of water. 

Lysander took the cup from Phrynikos and he swallowed the water down in big gulps, washing the lump in his throat away. He looked Phrynikos in the eyes and gave him an appreciative nod.

After pankration the boys practiced javelin.  In the afternoon, after black broth, they wrapped leather strips around their knuckles and had a bout of boxing. Lysander’s opponent was Skriron, but the agile and fierce Lysander proved himself the superior fighter of all his herd yet again, hammering Skriron with three successive punches. Skriron reeled back and crashed to the ground like a falling tree. 

The boys rested an hour on the bank of the river after boxing, to bathe their cuts and bruises in the cold water, dissecting their fights blow by blow, proudly showing off their wounds to one another. Boys who fought well were keen that nobody missed their clever moves, boasting and shouting with impatient excitement over one another, except Lysander who, had no need to boast about anything. 

It was by unspoken, but mutual consent that Lysander became their leader, to whom the others deferred and sought approval and friendship. He had a natural way about him and an even temper. But it was his toughness and stubborn determination to achieve, no matter what he had to endure that the other boys respected and admired most of all. When the older boys came looking for trouble, Lysander was always the first to step out to fight them. He seemed to be afraid of nothing and nobody, except the Cyclops, and you’d have to be mad not to be afraid of him...

After bathing in the river, there was another two hours of line dancing to Mopsos’s terrible playing of the flute. He played all the worse once Kleomenes started beating him for his poor performance. He played on bravely with tears rolling down his cheeks as Kleomenes continuously slapped and insulted him and his mother.

Of course, poor Mopsos had been chosen to play the rhythm of the dance purely because he was so bad at it. No matter how hard or how often he practiced, he simply could not master the flute. He had clumsy fingers, and he suffered such terrible nervousness of the instrument it inflicted the torments of Nemesis on him every time he was told to play. So bad was he, they nicknamed him Marsyas, the satyr who foolishly wagered his hide that he could play the aulos flute better than Apollo could. The Satyr lost his bet, and Apollo collected his winnings by skinning the satyr alive. It seemed appropriate, as never did a boy look more tormented as Mopsos when he was made to play that flute of pain!

Lysander had a nickname too, more complement than insult, they called him the Wolf, on account of his beautiful green eyes that almost hid behind thick black lashes, his cunning and ferocity in a fight. It was an accolade he wore with pride all his life thereafter, and one day men would call him the Wolf of Sparta.

The boys marched exhausted back to the little boys’ barracks. Their hungry bellies rumbled, their bodies ached from head to foot, their wounds throbbed painfully and their blistered feet were stinging.  Despite that, there was joy enough in them to sing of war and glory. Meanwhile, black broth, which the boys called Medusa’s milk, was all that awaited them in their mess. Inspired by that most vile of dishes, the boys sang of the cunning thief, who, like a shadow, passes a
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