
Gods of Men 

Rise of the Wolf

BY

Philip Remus

Gods of Men, The Rise of the Wolf, Copyright © by Philip Remus 2022

This is a work of factually inspired narrative fiction, some names & characters are a product of the author’s imagination & any resemblance to people living or dead is coincidental and unintentional.

All Rights reserved


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

For Ukraine.

PART ONE | Shadow War

PROLOGUE | Potidaea, Chalcidice Peninsula | Diosthyos/December | Eponymous Year of Isanor, 430 BC

ONE | Sparta | Gamelion/January | 429 BCE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX | Fortified city of Aphidnai, Attica | Eleusinios/February

SEVEN | Island of Corcyra | Artemisios/April

EIGHT

NINE | Sparta

TEN | Walled City of Plataea | Delphinios/May

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY | Sparta

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO | Gytheion

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN | Ionian Sea

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE | Kyllene

THIRTY | Strait of Rhium

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO | Corinth

PART TWO | War in the Shadows

THIRTY-THREE | Athens

THIRTY-FOUR | Sparta

THIRTY-FIVE | Neutral city of Patrai, Achaia

THIRTY-SIX | Athens, Hecatombeus/July | Eponymous Year of Hagesistratos, 427 BC

THIRTY-SEVEN | Platanistas, Sparta

THIRTY-EIGHT

THIRTY-NINE

PART THREE | Sphacteria

FORTY

FORTY-ONE | Patrai, Achaia

FORTY-TWO

FORTY-THREE | Delphi

FORTY-FOUR

FORTY-FIVE | Sparta

FORTY-SIX | Ionian Sea, West of Kythera

FORTY-SEVEN | Boeotia | Herasios/October

FORTY-EIGHT

FORTY-NINE

FIFTY

FIFTY-ONE | Ionian Sea, west of Kyllene

FIFTY-TWO

FIFTY-THREE

FIFTY-FOUR | Corcyra

FIFTY-FIVE

FIFTY-SIX | Ionian Sea, south of Corcyra

FIFTY-SEVEN | Corcyra

FIFTY-EIGHT

FIFTY-NINE | Sparta

SIXTY | Eponymous year of Hagesistratos | Phliastos/June, 426 BC

SIXTY-ONE | Ionian Sea, South of Kyllene | Hecatombeus/July

SIXTY-TWO | Athens | Eponymous year of Angenidas | Gamelion/January, 425 BC

SIXTY-THREE | Sparta

SIXTY-FOUR | Ionian Sea

SIXTY-FIVE | Elaias Limen, Thesprotia, Epirus

SIXTY-SIX | Kephissos River, Attica

SIXTY-SEVEN | Pylos, Spartan territory of Messene | Seven days later

SIXTY-EIGHT

SIXTY-NINE

CHRONOLOGY of KEY EVENTS

Further Reading: Gods of Men, Amphipolis

Also By Philip Remus

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

For Ukraine. 

[image: ]


Notes to the reader:

With regard to the Spartan hippeis (cavalry). This book does not cover the period when mounted cavalry was reintroduced as fighting units in Sparta. At Sparta, the hippeis were crack hoplite infantry, of which there were 300, and often referred to simply as the 300 and sometimes the Dioskouri, (the sons of Zeus) Castor and Pollux. To distinguish these horseless cavalries from the hippeis of other belligerent states, who were mounted cavalry, I have called the hippeis of Sparta the Dioskouri in this book, singular, Dioskouros.

I hope you enjoy reading these novels.

Remus.
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PART ONE

Shadow War
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And the Pythia said:

“Oh! Thou great Lykurgos, who comes to my beautiful dwelling, Dear to Apollo, and to all who sit within the halls of Olympus. Whether to hail thee a god I know not, or only a mortal, But my hope is strong that a god thou wilt prove...

Delphic Oracle, 7th Century BCE
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PROLOGUE

Potidaea, Chalcidice Peninsula

Diosthyos/December

Eponymous Year of Isanor, 430 BC
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Archestratus stood on the pale rocky peninsula, unperturbed by the pouring rain pelting him, spattering his face as he looked down at the six war triremes blockading the narrow channel, blocking the enemy’s vital supply route and so completing the siege. 

The Corinthians tried to break the siege to relieve the city, but his forces repulsed them, and two Corinthian triremes were broken and listing on their keels where they had come to rest after being rammed, in the shallows close to the shore, their decks washed by the waves. 

There was a stillness in the air, an uncomfortable calm. His fleet of over a hundred triremes rested at anchor, or were drawn up onto the beaches along the Toronaic Gulf to his left. Hundreds of sailors were on the beach, and a city of tents sprawled up into the hills, adjoining the army camp around Potidaea, now walled up like a tomb, and the Potidaeans and Corinthians within were starving to death.

He wasn’t without his own problems of course. The plague was sweeping through his army and the inclement weather and there had been dissent in the ranks too. Stirrings of mutiny. Archestratus soon got on top of the problem, ordering the ringleaders to be arrested and he sentenced them to an exemplary death by means of crucifixion. Ten of them in all, now hanging from X-shaped wooden crucifixes just beyond the camp up on a hill for all to see the fate of those in his army who would ferment mutiny. 

There were the Macedons too, who had made several hit and run cavalry attacks on his patrols and supply lines. Athens might command the sea, but they were far from secure on land. 

‘What did Athens have to say?’ asked Phanomachus, as he came up behind him, holding his cloak around himself against the wet and cold wind sweeping in from the Thermaic Gulf. 

‘What do they ever say? They want us to settle the siege quickly. The citizens are in uproar because of the cost of keeping a navy and an army here. While we swim in shit, they complain about money.’ 

‘It’s only a matter of time now, Archestratus,’ Phanomachus said. ‘Things are so dire, they’ve even started eating one another,’ he added.

Archestratus turned slowly to his colleague. 

‘One of our spotters saw some soldiers butchering a dead woman and dividing her flesh to cook and eat,’ Phanomachus explained.

Archestratus felt sick to his stomach at the thought of it. How desperate a man must be to turn to such a low and base practice. He felt a twinge of empathy for them; but this was war, and war has no room for soft hearts. 

‘We lost another five men to plague during the night. And three men are reported to have deserted. I’ve sent men out to find them and bring them back.’ Cold rain dripped from his hair and drizzled down his neck. ‘Why are you standing out here in the cold and wet, Archestratus? Come back to the villa where it’s warm and dry, man, or you’ll catch your death.’

‘You go. I’ll be there soon.’

Phanomachus stared at him for a long moment. 

It had been two years since they arrived. Two long and bloody years, ravaged by war and plague, not to mention the weather, from the mosquito infested marshes in the sweltering summer, to the snow, rain and mud in the winter. It was having an effect on the army and Archestratus had never seen morale so low, nor such fear in the men as they had of the plague, which had killed scores of them and scores more were so sick they couldn’t fight. It had taken all the persuasive powers of the three generals, and a pledge of a larger share of the plunder once the city fell, to maintain order – as well as ten crucifixions.  

It had been raining for five days solid and the camp had become into a mire of cold slippery mud and it hampered everything and made everyone utterly miserable. The tents in the camp flooded and there was a problem with rats getting at the food supplies and into the tents of the men. There was only one man who seemed immune from it all, and that was Socrates, who set the best example to his men, enduring every misery the gods threw at them without a single complaint. He was something of a hero too, after rescuing Alcibiades from certain death during the fighting last year. He could drink Dionysos under the table too and appear as soba as an abstinent, Archestratus had never seen a man drink as much wine and remain steady afoot as Socrates, nor indeed with such a constitution as to spite even the hardiest of men, even against the cruellest of the weather.   

*
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Archestratus could hear the rain pelting the roof tiles, loud and annoying, like a million fingers drumming all at once, and beyond the noise of the rain, he could hear the shouts and clattering of soldiers, miserable with their lot, eager for rest and longing for home.

Hestiodoros had gone to the walls of Potidaea to meet one of their heralds who had come out of the city and called for a meeting with the generals.

Phanomachus, Xenophon* and Hestiodoros decided that it may look too eager for all three to go, so Hestiodoros went alone, playing it down. If they wanted to negotiate, he didn’t want to give any ideas that Athens was in either a generous or desperate situation, despite the clear hardships the Athenian army was suffering. However much they suffered, it paled when compared to how much they were suffering in Potidaea. 

Hestiodoros, cruel swine he was, went to meet them with a leg of mutton that he intended to eat in front of them as they made their requests, whatever they might be?

Phanomachus looked into the solitary flame of the lamp on his table, its light coruscating against the cracked plaster walls of the old villa he had occupied for nearly two years, just beyond the siege line. It served as a perfect headquarters and accommodation for his officers. 

The news Xenophon brought with him when he arrived from Athens suggested that Pericles was under a great deal of pressure himself from the hardliners like that rabble-rouser Cleon, who had a big mouth and much to say about Pericles and none of it favourable. Cleon was totally opposed to Pericles’s defensive war policy, he wanted to press an offensive war, a war of conquest. 

Cleon hated the Spartans with every fibre of his being. He hated aristocrats too. Xenophon told him that Cleon’s voice was getting louder and Pericles was rapidly losing support, in no small part due to this siege and the vast sums of money it was costing. 

What would they have him do? Even with siege engines, the walls of Potidaea would not yield, such was their thickness. They had done battle at the beginning, but seeing they were up against a superior force, the Potidaeans retreated behind their walls and Phanomachus ordered the city to be put under siege. He told Pericles it would be a long affair. He told him it would cost a great deal of money. But the order stood, “deliver unto Athens that belligerent city by any and all means.”

Phanomachus and built long high wooden walls with palisades around Potidaea, and the Potidaeans likewise built wooden walls to counter those of Athens to further obstruct any attempt by Phanomachus to attack. They served no purpose; Phanomachus had no intentions of wasting men and resources by assaulting the city. He’d starve them out instead. His own army was kept well supplied by sea, which Athens dominated.

The siege was biting and at night, they could hear the wailing and crying of the grief stricken and starving Potidaeans. All they needed to do was hold on a little while longer, another month at most...

Xenophon, seated at another table eating was watching Phanomachus, writing on papyrus; Phanomachus was a prolific writer, Xenophon often wondered just what he wrote about, beyond responding to Pericles’s dispatches and writing to his wife. 

Cold air blew in as General Hestiodoros returned. Xenophon and Phanomachus looked at him. He was soaked through to the skin and water dripped from the hem of his cloak onto the stone floor where it formed a puddle. ‘They want to discuss terms,’ he said as he removed his rain spattered helmet and handed it to one servant and took a cup of wine from another. ‘They said they’d send their representatives tomorrow.’

This was it, thought Phanomachus. Finally. ‘How did they seem to you?’ he asked.

‘Defeated. They’ve endured all they can. The situation is dire in that city. The gods have deserted them and they’re in utter despair.’

Phanomachus nodded his head. 

‘What more did the Potidaeans say?’ asked Xenophon.

‘Nothing more. They asked for a truce for their representatives to come and negotiate terms of their surrender. Nothing more did they offer. Upon my word, I told them, none among them or their representatives shall come to harm, and we are willing to receive them honourably into our camp, and the time was agreed for two hours after dawn, whereupon they turned about and went back into the city.’

It was the next day, and the Athenian army mustered in their best order to show the Potidaeans that they were still in their best condition, and those hoplites who had fallen sick with the plague were sent back behind the Athenian lines out of sight.

Four Potidaean aristocrats came to their headquarters, where they were greeted by the three generals, and to further salt the wounds of the Potidaeans, Xenophon had a long table set with a bounty of food. He knew the value of the psychological impact this would have on the hungry delegation, and he was right, they looked at the food as if about to pounce on it like a pack of wild dogs, but they kept their composure, the siege had not quite robbed them of their dignity.

Like a panel of judges, Phanomachus, Xenophon and Hestiodoros sat at another long table, while the Potidaean delegation stood before them like felons, their fates and the fate of their city now firmly in the hands of the Athenians, for the shadow of Death was over Potidaea now, and before noon, terms were agreed on very generous terms.

The generals allowed the Potidaeans with their wives and children, along with some auxiliary soldiers to leave the city and go anywhere they wanted to in freedom. Each woman was allowed to take two garments, each man a single garment, as well as a minimum amount of money to see them through to safe territory. 

* Not to be confused with the writer and student of Socrates. 
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ONE

Sparta

Gamelion/January

429 BCE
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Agesilaos and his friends were hiding in the groves watching Lysander, sitting on the riverbank. 

Tisamenos frowned. ‘What’s he doing? Why’s he just sitting there?’

‘Maybe he’s waiting for somebody?’ Agapitos whispered back speculatively. 

‘D’you think he saw us following him?’ Tisamenos asked. 

‘I don’t see how,’ said Agesilaos. They had followed him all the way from Karystos, keeping themselves well-hidden up in the wooded hills, moving swift and light of foot. How could he possibly know? He made no gesture, he didn’t so much as look in their direction, keeping his eyes on the road ahead of him. They were sneaky and crafty Mister Foxes, and no mistake. 

‘What should we do?’ Tisamenos whispered, crouched between Agesilaos and Agapetos with his hands resting over their shoulders. ‘Should we wait and see?’ That would be his preference. Rather pull on a wolf’s whiskers than provoke a Dioskouros. But something told him that Agesilaos had something else in mind. Agesilaos had made several attempts to bring himself to Lysander’s attention, none of them had succeeded. But that was before Agesilaos’s phauaxir,* a boy has a different status once he completes his fox time. It is a tradition that reaches far back into history, which was as meaningful then as it is today, for a youth cannot enter the ephebeion* before completing the fox time, to kill the child in himself and awaken the man. So it is, upon entering the ephebeion, he was no longer a child, yet not a man either, but something in between. 

The young prince was calculating in his moves. If Lysander was ever going to court him to be his Hearer, now was the time to make his move, and he needed to impress Lysander, fail in that and Lysander will reject him. 

‘You two go back, no point all of us getting our arses kicked. I’m going to show him I’m worthy of a lesson and creep up on him and take him by surprise.’ 

His friends looked alarmed at him. 

‘A Dioskouros! Have you lost your mind?’ Tisamenos exclaimed in horror. ‘Broken limbs and smashed up faces, that’s where that foolishness leads.’

‘At best, he’ll give you a beating and send you on your way,’ agreed Agapetos, looking warily at Agesilaos. ‘My brother’s a Dioskouros and he never wastes an opportunity to give a kid a good kicking. And you’d never get anywhere near him before he knew you were there.’

‘Your brother is mean and cruel,’ said Agesilaos. ‘Lysander isn’t like that.’ 

‘I say you should happen by. Make it a happenstance. Bid him good day and see what happens.’

Agesilaos laughed. ‘By the gods. He’s a man, not a monster.’

‘Says you.’

Agapetos reached and grabbed Agesilaos’s wrist. ‘I’m coming with you. If he beats one, he must beat two, that way it won’t be so bad for either of us.’

‘Me too,’ said Tisamenos. ‘Victory or death,’ he said.

Agesilaos looked fondly at them. ‘You’re my best friends, and I love you both. But this is something I must do alone. Go back, whatever he does, he won’t kill me. Now go, or it won’t work.’

‘Then don’t be too keen. Play it calm,’ said Agapetos who was wiser than his years. 

Agesilaos limped down the hillside through the grove, descending to the river, Tisamenos and Agapitos warily watching. For as far back as they could remember, Agesilaos had dreamed of becoming Lysander’s Hearer one day. They knew he would be utterly crushed if Lysander rejected him, which they thought he might well do, especially on account of his lame foot. But he was a prince, and that had to serve some advantage, and it was well known that Lysander and Crown Prince Agis were friends.

Lysander sat on the riverbank with his back to Agesilaos, not moving, apparently staring into the valley to the distant Parnon Mountains. 

Agesilaos quietly approached Lysander, limping on his lame left foot, his hands under his tunic clasped in front of himself. 

‘Are your two friends not joining us?’ said Lysander without looking round at him. 

Agesilaos stopped dead in the grass and gulped. Did he have eyes in the back of his head? ‘I sent them back, Dioskouros.’

‘Then why are they still hiding in the bushes like a couple of thigh-flashers?’

Agesilaos looked over his shoulder up to the bushes they had been hiding behind. Both of them were too well hidden to be seen from here. 

Still Lysander did not turn to look at him. ‘Why have you been following me? Do you practice the arts of the krypteia,*  or the worm, sneaking through the grass? You’re not very good at it, Prince Agesilaos.’

Agesilaos gulped again, but his mouth was so dry, he gulped nothing but air. His heart quickened. He had singularly failed to impress him. He saw his dreams drifting away before his eyes. The glory tarnished to shame. 

‘Do you have nothing to say?’ Lysander pressed quietly, still refusing to turn to him.

‘I’ll do better next time, Dioskouros.’

Lysander suddenly rose to his feet – Agesilaos took a nervous step back, his body stiffening with fear of a beating. Lysander turned to him levelling his penetrating green eyes on Agesilaos. ‘Next time? What makes you think there’ll be a next time?’

Agesilaos knew one thing of warriors, they admire courage and persistence. ‘How else will I learn?’

‘Hmm.’ Lysander looked up to the bushes where Agapetos and Tisamenos were hiding. ‘And your friends, they decided better of it, did they?’

‘No. But I didn’t want them here,’ he said.

Lysander raised a brow. He knew full well what was going on here. ‘Is that so? And why’s that, little prince?’

Agesilaos shrugged his shoulders, feeling his face flush and his heart quicken, his body shifting nervously. 

Once it became clear that he was too shy to say, Lysander turned away again and looked across the valley without speaking another work.

Agesilaos’s heart sank to the grass at his feet. He was rejected by the only man he ever wanted to Inspire him. ‘Forgive me for interrupting your meditations, Dioskouros Lysander.’ He turned to walk away. 

‘I wasn’t meditating,’ said Lysander. ‘I was waiting for three foolish mister foxes who thought they could get the better of me. Now call your friends down, and I’ll hear what they have to say about this,’ he said in a tone that implied seriousness.  

Agesilaos raised his hand and beckoned his friends. 

Agapetos and Tisamenos both stood up. They picked their way down the hill towards them, their faces tight with worry, convinced they were about to get a beating.

*“Fox Time”. A tradition of right of passage for boys to be sent out into the wilderness to survive a period of months, possibly longer, alone to fend for himself against all dangers he might face, from wolves to finding food and shelter. 

* The harshest school of Sparta, a walled institution forbidden to adults apart from the gymnasiarchs (trainers) and the Paidonomos (boy-herder). The ephebes (youths) probably from 14 to 18 or 19 were sent to live and train at the ephebeion, where they would have been brutalized by the gymnasiarchs and by older boys. The brutality at the ephebeion is infamous in history, accidental deaths and serious injuries were without a doubt common.

* Agent of the Krypteia, (hidden/secret) a sort of secret police of ephebes, (youths).
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‘They’re coming, Dioskouros. The fault is entirely mine,’ Agesilaos said. ‘It was all my idea. I wanted to follow you. Not them.’

Lysander turned back and watched the two boys wordlessly, both nimbler than Agesilaos. 

Agapetos and Tisamenos stood beside Agesilaos, their hands clasped in front of themselves under their tunics.  

Lysander considered the boys. They were persistent cubs; he’d give them that. ‘Your efforts to follow me undetected failed. But an effort should at least be praised, so it is then, that I praise you for your efforts.’

The boys beamed.

‘When did you know, Dioskouros?’ asked Agapetos.

‘He knew from Karystos,’ said Agesilaos.

Tisamenos huffed. ‘I told you he knew.’

‘Are you going to beat us, Dioskouros?’

‘Some other time perhaps,’ he replied flippantly.

The boys smiled, as much with relief as with amusement.

‘May we have the honour of walking with you, Dioskouros?’ Agesilaos asked, grabbing at a second chance to draw Lysander’s attention.

‘If it please you, you may walk with me as far as the Ephebeion.’ 

Agesilaos stepped poignantly to Lysander’s right, which is a place of honour. Tisamenos and Agapetos positioned themselves to Lysander’s left side, as if making a subtle point to Lysander, so Agesilaos could let it be known that he wanted Lysander to be his Inspirer. 

They started walking towards Sparta, still a few miles away. 

Lysander was a hero to the boys of the Rearing. Lysander, Brasidas and Leonidas before them, were the ones all boys wanted to emulate. 

‘Tell us about Methone, Hippeus Lysander?’ asked Tisamenos, his curiosity unfettering his tongue with, ‘Is it true that you charged at the Athenian army on a horse?’ There was a gleam of excitement in his eyes – in all their eyes; there’s little a Spartan boy likes more than hearing a good war story, except a full belly, and at Sparta, both were rare. 

‘It’s true.’

The boys’ eyes lit up with the vision of it. 

‘Is it true you tamed a hundred Athenian hoplites?’

‘I tamed hoplites that day, enemies all. But not a hundred, not even five, but a modest two or three. The day went to Brasidas, whose timely arrival saved us all from catastrophe.’ He looked at Agesilaos limping beside him and gave him a wink.

Agesilaos blushed. It was a sign; he was sure of it. He had admired Lysander his entire life.

‘You must have looked magnificent,’ said Agapetos. ‘Like Castor and Pollux.’

‘Of course, he did,’ Agesilaos snapped. ‘He’s a Dioskouros, you fool. Who else would a Dioskouros resemble, but the Dioskouri?’

​Tisamenos gave Agapetos a friendly shove with his shoulder and Agapetos stumbled, but quickly recovered himself before making a complete ass of himself. 

‘You say some of the most ridiculous things at times.’

Agapetos’s cheeks darkened with a flush of blood. ‘Says you, who thinks there are horses with black and white stripes.’

‘There are,’ Tisamenos insisted. ‘My father told me so. He saw them with his own eyes in Libya.’

There was obviously an old argument between the boys. Agesilaos seemed to rise above it, trying to give Lysander the right impression. 

‘Where? In the bottom of a wine jug?’ mocked Agapetos.

Agesilaos shot his friends a scathing stare. They were embarrassing him in front of Lysander. ‘Tell us about when you killed Amyklos the One Eye in single combat?’ He had heard the story so many times, from his father, from Geront* Tellis, from Brasidas, and Lysander’s friends Kromios and even from Gylippos. But he had never heard the story from Lysander himself.

‘Yes, tell us?’ Agapetos said eagerly.

As they walked, Lysander told them the story without embellishments, and the boys listened with awe as he told them how he had to hack off Hoplite Kriton’s dead hand to get his shield, miming the action as he spoke, enthralling the boys all the more with the gruesome details, feeding their blood-soaked imaginations with the images of it.

‘Were you afraid?’ asked Tisamenos.

‘Of course, he wasn’t,’ said Agapetos. ‘What sort of a question is that. Spartans fear nothing of mortal men.’

Lysander smiled. ‘All men have fear in them, Agapetos,’ he said. ‘So, yes, I was afraid.’

The boys were shocked and they looked incredulously at him, shaken to their marrow to hear a Spartan say such a thing. Lysander of the Herakleidai, hippeus of the First Hundred – afraid? What nonsense.  

‘Let me tell you what my Inspirer Brasidas told me, when I was your age. He said to me: “To be a good warrior, you must possess in good and equal measure these things: Strength, Speed, Agility, Cunning, Determination, Courage ... and Fear. If but one of these is missing, you will die before you find the glory for which you were born. Fear is in all men but the fool and the intoxicated. Fear feeds the instincts, instinct makes the mind swift of thought, a swift mind brings the body quickly to action, a strong quick body commanded by a swift thinking mind will fight and kill more efficiently than any other man on earth. Bravery will command the fear rather than the fear commanding all else. Fear is the instinct to survive”. That’s what Brasidas told me, and I’ve never forgotten it. You must command your fear, boys, you must accept it, but you can never allow it to consume you.’

‘Or you’ll become a trembler,’ said Agesilaos.

‘Exactly so.’

‘Like Timaios the Trembler,’ said Agapetos. 

Lysander nodded his head. Timaios had run away during the Battle of Hagios Floros in Messene during the Helot uprisings during the first war with Athens. He was often seen in the market, easily recognisable by the coloured patches sewn into his war cloak, and all the years since, he had been an internal outcast. He still served the morai, carrying out menial duties. He still attended his dining mess, but he sat alone and nobody ever spoke to him. He had to give way, and stand aside, even to the most junior of Spartans and their servants.  

Brasidas once described the shunning of a trembler a living death, and Timaios was a broken man, a shadow in the world, without honour or respect. He was viewed with contempt, suspicion and served as a living reminder what cruel fate awaits the trembler in Lakedaimon. He not only damned himself, but his son too, who would never find a Spartan wife for fear of passing the trait of cowardice to their offspring. His wife killed herself, and his own family shunned him and cursed him to the gods for the shame he brought them. 

‘And what of you, boys,’ Lysander asked, putting Timaios the Trembler out of his thoughts. ‘Have you completed your phauaxir, your fox-time yet?’

‘We have,’ said Agesilaos, growing more hopeful that Lysander would choose him.  

‘And did you kill the child in yourselves and awaken the men you will become?’

‘We did, Dioskouros.’

‘And how many times have you been caught stealing?’

‘Never, Dioskouros Lysander,’ said Agesilaos. 

‘I’ve been caught once,’ said Agapetos.’

‘I’ve never been caught either,’ said Tisamenos. 

‘Cunning Mister Foxes eh,’ said Lysander.

Tisamenos blushed. ‘Not cunning enough to fool you,’ he said.

Lysander smiled. ‘You’re still young. You have much to learn. Your Inspirers will teach you these things. And who are your inspirers?’ he probed. He looked at Tisamenos. ‘I know who inspires you. My friend Gylippos.’

‘He does,’ Tisamenos responded. ‘Since ten days ago.’

‘What of you, Agapetos? Who inspires you?’

‘Dithyrambos, Dioskouros.’

Lysander nodded his head. He looked at Agesilaos. ‘And you, Agesilaos, who inspires you?’

‘Nobody,’ he said rather pathetically, looking down as if in shame. Who wants to inspire a boy with a lame foot? Even if that boy’s the son of the King.  

Lysander already knew that. He knew all there was to know about Agesilaos, but he didn’t let on. He removed his folded blanket from his shoulder. ‘Would you like to carry my blanket, Agesilaos?’ He handed the blanket to the delighted prince. A Dioskouros has two emblems of his status, his blanket and his piloi cap, only the most honoured are privileged to carry either.

‘I’m honoured to.’ He proudly took the blanket and gave his envious friends a smug grin. It was a token of his affection and his intension to Inspire him. It had to be. Why else would he give him his blanket to carry? Agesilaos reasoned. 

At the Ephebeion, Agesilaos returned Lysander’s blanket to him and the boys ran up the hill to the Ephebeion, before they were spotted by the gymnasiarchs, kryptes or the dreaded Paidonomos, who would all beat them with birch, not for skiving, but for being captured skiving. 

*“Elder” Sparta was governed by Gerontes “elders” of the Gerousia, the Spartan senate/parliament. There were 28 gerontes aged from 60 up, elected for life by the citizen assembly called the Apella. As well as the gerontes, there were the two Spartan kings from the Agiad and Eurypontid houses, who ruled jointly, subject to the Gerousia’s majority vote, but the kings could invoke their powers of veto, and when the Gerousia was split, the kings had the final say. When considering the Spartan political system, it’s easier to think of them as a sort of constitutional monarchic, semi-democratic autocracy.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

THREE
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When the news arrived of Potidaea’s demise, the Gerousia was called into session, a rare event, even in war. 

King Archidamos sat in silence, his mouth closed, lips pressed tightly together, his bushy grey brows arching to an almost scowl as Tellis’s voice filled the chamber, where the other gerontes sat in the same brooding silence as the King, listening to the important news that had come from Chalcidice that Potidaea had fallen to the Athenians after months of starvation. 

So desperate was their situation, Tellis explained, ‘... There are stories of the besieged citizens turning to cannibalism,’ he said.

For the first time, Archidamos’s face expressed an emotion, albeit brief and barely noticeable.

There were other stories circulating of great atrocities committed by Delian irregulars and Thracians, who were loose in the countryside butchering every Potidaean they encountered, men, women – children, it mattered not to these godless men of opportunity, pillaging and looting for personal gain. Small change to rich Athens, big money for those non-land owning, poorly-educated privateers and marauders, for whom war offered opportunities they could not before have dreamed of. To such men, war was opportunity. 

These honourless men were the unforeseen consequence of Athens’ decision to fight a protracted and, as far as Sparta was concerned, an unmanly and dishonourable war, hiding their hoplites and nobility behind walls of stone. They had turned to low grade tactics instead of putting out those noble men of bronze, whose fathers had stood so bravely at Marathon against the Median invaders. Matters that could have been solved in a day’s hoplite battle in the Plain of Eleusis in the traditional way, now dragged on and it would continue to drag on, year on year. The butchery and savagery would become increasingly more savage and bloodier on every side of the conflict. This war, Archidamos decided as he listened to Tellis’s reports from Sparta’s shadow men, was turning the good order of civilised Hellenes on its head, unleashing a storm of chaos and unspeakable atrocities upon each other. So, this then, was the great war upon which the fate of the Hellenic world would hang, and like the Lernean Hydra, this war was a beast with many heads in many lands, and it would not be easily tamed.

Archidamos neither sought nor wanted the war, but now it had come, and now, honour and gods commanded it continue, and Sparta must not waver. 

Tellis had been speaking for almost an hour, when a geront interrupted, complaining about the cost of the war, and the setbacks Sparta had suffered. He thought Sparta had made its point, and now was a time to open the door for peace.

Archidamos rose to his feet and interjected firmly: ‘... Be in no doubt of it. This war, for all concerned, is now a matter that goes beyond setting examples. It strikes at the very heart of deepest honour. It goes to the very essence of the Hellenic states, be them Dorian or Ionian; Peloponnesian or Attican, we are Hellenes, and brother has taken up his spear against brother,’ he said. ‘So, hear me, Spartans; Ares is loose in the world of men and the fire of war now laps at every shore in Hellas and beyond. The survival of us all now depends on this gamble we have made and we must be resolved to pursue it with all the vigour and might for which we are best known, with an unbending will and an unbreakable resolve to victory or death. We must, where we can, inflict grievous wounds upon this hated enemy that is in our power to inflict. We must press the offensive in all places possible. In Hellas and beyond...’ And then, as his hard eyes surveyed them, he warned: ‘If we waver now, we forsake the strongest to the favour of the weakest, and so falls Sparta. So, I tell you now, Spartans...’ His voice hardened with unyielding promise, ‘we will not yield and Sparta will not bend while there is breath in my body. There will be no talk of peace in this land until this enemy is on his knees!’

The silence was ringing, the echo of his voice still booming in their minds; There will be no talk of peace in this land until this enemy is on his knees... 

He looked at them, their grey and wrinkled faces like old leather, dried out in the sun. each had known war in their prime, each had delivered death to Sparta’s enemies. When a man is young, he thinks himself immortal, when he is old, he knows he is nearer to his grave than to his cradle and clasps to every hour as if it were his last, and he knew most, if not all would be dead before this war was over. ‘There will be no doors opened by us, lest to our own benefit,’ he said, his voice quiet again. ‘If Pericles wants peace, then he may come before us and we will hear what he has to say. Any man here now who desires peace with this enemy, let him depart from this kingdom now, for I will not suffer him in my presence any more than I would suffer a trembler.’ 

There was another stinging silence, the King’s words swilling in their thoughts. 

Ramphias rose to his feet and banged his staff down hard on the stone floor three times. ‘Victory or Death!’ he cried.

The Spartans rose up, banged their staffs and all twenty-eight of them spoke enthusiastically with but one voice: ‘VICTORY OR DEATH!!!’

Archidamos resumed his throne and gestured to Tellis to continue. 

‘My Lord...’ He moved into the centre of the chamber where the acoustics were better. ‘Now Potidaea has fallen to the Athenians, Athens has sent orders to his generals to march on Spartolos in support of the pro-Athenian factions and democratisers, who want to overthrow our allies and friends at Spartolos and Olynthos. I’ve sent orders to our shadow men in the region to inform them of Xenophon’s orders. I’ve also arranged for the delivery of weapons to our friends there. One thousand spears, four hundred swords, three hundred and fifty linothorax and two hundred shields and helmets–’ 

‘And where do these weapons come from?’ asked a geront.

‘Captured from the Helots during the revolt,’ said Tellis.

The old man nodded his head.

‘What news of the plague, Tellis?’ asked another.

‘Athens is still under its curse and that city suffers the woes of Hades,’ said Tellis. ‘Pericles, now recovered from the plague, has been re-elected after his removal from office. He is inconsolable with grief for his sons who have perished in the plague. But he has still delivered a powerful speech to the Boule, that has, for now, settled the dissenters at Athens. The plague has also spread into their expeditionary forces and navy, with reports of it as far away as their Asian colonies. Before the Potidaeans surrendered, we were receiving reports that the plague was sweeping through the Athenian army besieging that city. Now they have surrendered, the plague has spread into Potidaea and among the colonisers who have taken the city over, and is ravaging the colonists they’ve installed there.’ 

‘Now there’s an irony for you,’ Ramphias mumbled. 

Tellis smiled to himself. Ramphias never did know when to keep his mouth shut. 

‘It’s always a delight to hear the wisdom of Ramphias,’ said Regent Pausanias with a half-smile. He liked Ramphias, who was old in his body, but young in his heart. He was plain speaking and a wise tactician. There was much to admire about him.  

Archidamos spoke again. ‘In light of this situation with the pestilence, we, with our allies have agreed that it would be the folly of fools to invade Attica this fighting season. We must instead turn our attention to taming the enemy in other places by other means. He will not ground his army to meet us in battle, where all can be resolved upon a single event. Instead, he trembles in fear of us behind his walls and uses his navy to good advantage against us...’ He looked at Xenoklides of Corinth and Pagondas of Thebes standing side by side just behind Brasidas. ‘The Ambraciots,’ he continued, ‘have petitioned us for help, and we are minded to render it, and at the same time, we must deny the enemy the roads and seaways into our territories, namely the Gulf of Corinth and the passes over the Cithaeron Mountains to cut the Athenians off from Boeotia. In order to achieve this, Plataea must either yield, accept a treaty and declare neutrality, or be destroyed...’

That will be music to Pagondas’s ears, Tellis thought. Plataea had long been a festering wound to Thebes, and those fertile hills around Plataea would make a fine addition to Thebes’ territory.  

‘It is equally as vital,’ Archidamos continued, ‘to drive the Athenians out of the Gulf of Corinth and seize their base at Naupaktos, and secure the narrows at Rhium, a task made difficult by the Akarnanians, Messenians, Zakynthians and Cephelanians and the fortifications at Stratos. For the possession of Naupaktos to be successful, we must tame these enemies to our will or destroy them completely. Navarch Knemos will be in overall command of land and sea forces, his objective is to take Stratos, and knock these enemies out of the war or bring them into alliance. He will be accompanied by Spartans and our immediate allies to launch an amphibious attack on Stratos. I will march to Plataea,’ he added.

After the meeting, Tellis met privately with Archidamos and the five ephors.

‘... Xenoklides of Corinth and I recently discussed sending emissaries to Persia to seek an alliance with King Artaxerxes, My Lord,’ Tellis said in a quiet voice so as not to be overheard. ‘We agreed that the Persians would have a great deal to gain in an alliance with us. The Athenian colonies of Asia and the Ionian islands, Samos and others that lie off the Asian coast. There are good sea ports, rich cities, fertile land–’

‘Earth and water,’ said one of the ephors, flippantly quoting one of the costliest misunderstandings in Hellenic history; that was what the Athenians promised the Persians for an alliance against Sparta, not understanding what the Persians meant by earth and water. That misunderstanding was the flame that ignited the Persian War.

Archidamos looked at the ephors.

‘We agree with Geront Tellis, My Lord,’ said one. 

‘It would force the Athenians to fight the war on two fronts,’ Tellis said. ‘That will weaken them even further. Once their Asian territories come under threat, they’ll have to divert half their resources, ships, men and money to the defence of their Asian colonies.’

‘They’re vital to Athens,’ said Ephor Isanor. ‘Not only for their economy, but their food supplies also.’

‘Who would we send?’ asked Archidamos. 

‘I’ve a man in mind,’ Tellis said. ‘Stratodemos. He speaks the Median tongue and he’s familiar with their customs. And our friend Pollis of Argos. He too is familiar with the Persians, and is acquainted with Artaxerxes.’

‘Can he be trusted?’ asked one of the ephors.

‘Completely,’ Tellis replied firmly.

Archidamos nodded his head thoughtfully.

‘It may take some time to get everything in place,’ Tellis said. ‘Corinth will want to send their own man with them.’

Archidamos recognised the opportunity. If the Persians joined them in a formal alliance, Athens would be too overstretched. They would have no choice but to capitulate. ‘We’ve nothing to lose,’ he said. ‘Begin your preparations and let all be done in the utmost secrecy.’

‘As My Lord commands.’
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Lysander rode out into the chilly dawn, heading for Amyklai, towing a riderless horse he had borrowed from Brasidas’s estate. He was going to the sanctuary of the Graces, Phaenna, the Shining and Kleta, the Glorious to meet Agesilaos. 

The sanctuary nestles on the bank of the peaceful springs of Tiasa, meandering like a vein of silver blood across the valley, where it nourishes the fertile land and joins the sacred Eurotas. Nearby, Agesilaos could see the Amyklaian temple sanctuary of Apollo Hyakinthos, up on the Amyklaian Hill and the colossus of Warlike Apollo, his golden face shining in the cold morning sunshine. He had no idea why he was here. After the pre-dawn practices, beginning with line dancing, the gymnasiarch sent him here and told him to wait here. ‘Why?’ he asked. The gymnasiarch slapped him around the face. ‘A spartan obeys orders without question,’ he said, and then told him to go.

So here he was, the dawn had broken and he was here, waiting, but for what, he had no clue.

A low diaphanous mist hung over the nearby marshes, almost glowing in the heatless sun, the cold air sweet with the petrichor breath of the earth. 

Someone was coming across the fields, a horseman. Agesilaos’s heart jumped into his mouth with joy and nervousness when he saw Lysander riding towards him. He smiled – he tried not to, but he couldn’t help it, such was the joy in him. He had been here about two hours already. 

Lysander trotted passed him to a tree, where he dismounted and tethered the horses. 

Agesilaos limped towards him. ‘Good morning, Dioskouros Lysander.’

‘Good morning, Agesilaos...’ He removed something wrapped in cloth from the knapsack hanging from the riderless horse. ‘A gift of honey for you.’

As gifts go, Agesilaos was unimpressed, but he hid it well. It was a token, and he knew boys who got even less from their inspirers. A loaf of bread and a cock up their arses. On the other hand, other boys were gifted knives and even bows for hunting, but Lysander was known for his modesty and his frugalness. 

Lysander smiled to himself, he knew the prince was worthy of more than a pot of honey, he was the king’s son after all. But it was a test of sorts, did he just want expensive gifts? If so, Lysander would reject him and Agesilaos knew that by taking the pot, he would be accepting Lysander as his Inspirer. 

‘May I ask. Does my father have a hand in this, or your friend Geront Tellis?’

Lysander did not answer, instead he took a deep breath and turned to the sanctuary, where he sat on the step, all the while, Agesilaos watched him carefully. ‘Come here and sit by me, Agesilaos.’

There was an ominous tone in Lysander’s voice that worried him. He went to the steps and sat down beside him.

‘About five years ago, your father let it be known that he thought I’d be a good Inspirer for you when the time came. I’ll not lie, since that time I’ve observed you in your training with your herd from time to time–’ 

‘You have?’

‘Yes. So, hear me now, Agesilaos, when I say, it’s by your own merits that I’m here, not because it would please your father or Tellis, but because you’re worthy to be inspired. But the choice is yours. You can accept my gift or you can reject it. Either way, the matter is resolved. Piety, obedience to the law and modesty are qualities that are as Spartan as black broth.’

‘Even though I’m cursed by the gods to be lame?’

‘Or perhaps you’re blessed by the gods who made you lame. It’s your lameness that has given you a courage and determination the Rearing could never teach you, Agesilaos. Your lame foot has served you better than you realise. It’s given you a strong will to achieve, and a noble character...’ He and put his hand on Agesilaos’s chest and felt the strong beat of Agesilaos’s heart in his palm...

Agesilaos’s body tingled pleasantly at his touch, he could feel the warmth of it radiating through his chiton to the chilled skin beneath.

‘You possess something others never shall, Agesilaos and that’s the inner courage and strength in you to overcome this great difficulty. What you call a curse, I call a gift, and I admire you for it.’

Agesilaos was so moved by what Lysander said, he almost wept. Nobody had ever said anything like that to him before, except his beloved mother. In fact, he had never considered his lame foot anything but a burden and a curse.  Sometimes he was overwhelmed by a crushing shame that sent him spiralling into an abyss of dark melancholy that could last for days on end; especially when the other boys taunted him and said that if he had been anyone else’s son, he would have been cast into the Apothetae where the damaged and weakly are rejected and cast into the chasm of death. “Toad Foot” they called him, mercilessly mocking and imitating his limp. 

But he was a fierce fighter, and any boy, older or younger, if they called him Toad Foot, he would turn on them like a mad jackal and tear into them, punching and kicking and biting, which was much encouraged by the gymnasiarchs. The Rearing was a school for wolves and jackals, not doves and rabbits.

He would make Lysander proud, he decided it there and then, and with that, he picked up the jar of honey Lysander had put on the step between them. ‘It’s the best honey in all the world...’ His eyes glimmered with pure joy. ‘I’ll give you no cause to regret your decision, I swear it by the gods, and may they hurl me into the burning river of Lethe, forever cursed to forget everything, even my own name if I do.’

Lysander raised a brow and gave him a big smile. ‘Pan’s prick...!’ he said. ‘That’s quite an oath.’

‘One I will keep.’

‘I don’t doubt it. It would be dangerous not to. The gods take such oaths seriously.’

Agesilaos shuffled up closer to Lysander. ‘May I ask. What gift did Brasidas bring to you?’

Lysander smiled.  ‘The best gift of all ... Himself.’ he said.

Agesilaos frowned. ‘I don’t understand?’

‘That was his gift. He hunted me for three days in the mountains when I was on my fox time. That was his gift to me.’

Agesilaos frowned. ‘That seems a strange gift, if I may say so?’

‘That’s Brasidas for you.’

Agesilaos chuckled. He pulled up a length of grass from a tuft that was growing through a crack in the step, a consequence of the great shaking of the earth years ago. Hundreds of Spartans and perioikoi and Helots of the Eurotas were killed. Houses and buildings collapsed on people and there were landslides that buried many people alive. Sixty boys of the Rearing were killed when a landslide crashed down on the boys’ barracks. 

The allies sent food and aid, even Athens, but Messenia to the west of the Taygetos Mountains was a different story altogether. The Helots there, seeing that Sparta was severely weakened by the crisis, mounted a massive revolt, which turned into a full-scale war, and then, Athens declared war on Sparta, accusing the Spartans of insulting them after they marched an army over the Isthmus of Corinth to offer assistance in Sparta’s war with the Helots.

But the Spartans knew this was just a ruse by the imperialistic Athenians to occupy Messene and ferment more rebellion among the Helots in order to weaken Sparta further, so Agesilaos’s father and King Pleistoanax thanked the Athenians, but told them they didn’t need their help. This was the apparent insult that started the war with Athens that lasted fifteen long years, which were as many years as Agesilaos had been alive, thus to his mind, it seemed an eternity.

He fiddled with the blade of grass, twisting it around his finger, suddenly feeling anxious when he realised that neither of them had spoken for a long time. Feeling that he should say something, but he had no idea what. He thought Lysander would find him tedious and uninteresting, and the more he struggled to find words, the harder it became to speak. 

Lysander suddenly stood up and walked to the horses. Agesilaos followed him, clasping his pot of honey.

‘May I call you Lysander now I’m your Hearer?’

‘Yes, if it please you.’

‘Many things please me, Lysander,’ came Agesilaos’s ambiguous reply. 

Lysander looked at him. ‘Mysteries that will no doubt reveal themselves in the fullness of time,’ he replied. ‘Mount up,’ he added as he mounted his horse.

Lysander was impressed by Agesilaos’s riding skills as they headed east towards the Parnon Mountains, riding side by side. 

‘Do you like to ride, Agesilaos?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I love to ride. My father has many horses, and I ride them as often as I can. But I have my own horse, a gift from my mother.’

‘Next time we go riding, you will bring your own horse.’

Agesilaos nodded his head. ‘I will.’

They rode on for near three miles, coming to the dweller village of Selinus, where, just beyond the village is the ruin of an ancient shrine from the time before the Trojan war, dedicated to Zeus. It is said, that here is where Zeus transformed himself into a swan. There was little left of it now, just a few stone blocks that made up its walls.

‘Why have we come here?’ Agesilaos asked as they dismounted.

‘Why not here?’ he said. ‘Besides, is there not something hidden behind that wall for you?’

Agesilaos frowned and looked at the remnant of the wall, growing out of the long grass. ‘For me?’

‘Yes. Go and find it.’ 

Lured by the mystery, Agesilaos went into the ruin, his keen eyes looking down, searching through the grass that was just as long inside the wall as it was outside. But what was he looking for? Was there anything here at all? He looked at Lysander, watching him. 

‘You’re very close to it. Be careful where you step.’

Agesilaos looked down again, scanning the long grass intensely, and then he saw it. Something slender wrapped in linen. He stooped and picked it up – it was heavy but its shape gave it away. He unwrapped it eagerly, his eyes wide with excitement. And it was revealed, a most beautiful knife in a leathered scabbard with a long leather cord attached to it so it could be hung around the neck. The handle was ivory, shaped to make it a comfortable fit in the hand. It wasn’t ostentatious, but it was plainly of the finest quality, and when he drew the leaf blade, instead of being iron, it was tempered bronze. It was beautiful, utterly magnificent – and a complete surprise.

‘You didn’t really think I’d show the measure of my affection with a pot of honey, did you?’

Agesilaos looked at him, he was speechless with happiness. 

‘My father gave me that knife. It goes back a very long way in my family. My father told me it belonged to Herakles himself, but I think that was just a story. But it is very old. Now I give it to you in token of my affection for you.’

‘It’s wonderful. Beautiful...’ He sheathed it and hung it around his neck. ‘I’ll wear this always, Lysander, so I never forget the love with which it was given. And the love with which it is received.’ He came over to Lysander and kissed him. ‘For I do love you, Lysander.’
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It was hard country in the remote foothills of the Arkadian mountains. The hilltops were quilted with snow, vividly contrasting with the deep green of thick grass and heathers that swathed the lowlands, silvered with hoarfrost, incandescent under the midmorning sun sloping over the mountains, across the barren tundra. 

Sometimes, on windy days, you can hear the mountains sing lamentingly as the wind cuts the peaks and howls through the ravines and crevices. Some say, these chilling songs are the Erinyes* portending bloody war and doom, others say they are the Moirai* singing as they weave the destinies of mortals. Mostly, the mountains do not sing, and the highlands of Skiritis lie still and quiet, but for the bleating of sheep and goats, and the occasional lonely tones of a shepherd’s flute. 

Of all the subject allies of the Eurotas Valley, Skiritis is the most powerful, and like their Spartan masters, they are fearsome and warlike, disciplined and most honoured by the Spartans to fight on the extreme left wing of the Spartan army, a place of honour.

A flock of shaggy-fleeced sheep and goats ranged under the watch of a shepherd boy, wrapped up as warm as possible in a fleece, his nervous eyes drawn to the two Spartan horsemen galloping their horses across the moorland.

They galloped full pelt along the valley, the icy wind blasting in their faces as they charged across the highland tundra. Ahead of them, the snowy peaks and slopes of the Arkadian
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