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

This novel contains very graphic war violence with descriptive narrative of war and plague that some people might find disturbing and or offensive. This book also contains strong language that some people might find offensive. This novel contains mild sexual acts and references to sexual acts that might offend some people. 
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PART ONE

Ares Awakens
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One

Therapne – Eleusinios/February

Eponymous Year of Autokrates, 435 BCE
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The smell of frankincense was strong in the air, sweet and heady, wisping from bronze burners set either side of mighty Ares rising from the centre of the naos into the fragrant mist hovering mystically in the hue of the sacred fire. 

Lysander, knelt naked in the smoky gloom beneath mighty Ares. Before him was set a spear, a xiphos sword and scabbard; a shiny bronze cuirass with bronze shin guards and arm cuffs, beside those was a neatly folded crimson war cloak and a Corinthian helmet cast from a single sheet of solid bronze. Propped against the pediment from which Ares rose, a hoplon shield decorated with a vividly painted red-faced screaming medusa with bright white eyes with blood red pupils, a head of writhing green and grey snakes that sprawled magnificently across the bronze armour plating. 

Lysander’s hands and face were painted with the blood from the sacrifice, his anointed body glossed with the sacred oils of war, gleamed under the rippling flames from the cressets glowing from the naos walls either side and the fire before him between Ares’ feet. He looked up into the ivory face of mighty Ares. ‘Great lord of war...’ His voice echoed softly in the stone vault. ‘I, Lysander, son of Aristokleitos of the House of Herakles, whose heart you know, ask thee...’ He reached and touched the spear shaft, ‘bless this, my spear, whose name is Nemesis, who is terrible vengeance to thine enemies...’ He moved his bloody hand to the sword. ‘Bless this my sword, who is Phobos, the bringer of fear to all, for none but the doomed come so close to a Spartan’s sword...’ Next, he placed both his bloody hands on the magnificent cuirass Brasidas had had made for him. ‘Bless this my armour, which I name for my ancestor, Herakles, for he is strong and will resist the hardest blows...’ He placed a hand on his crimson cloak. ‘Bless this my war cloak, who I name Polemos, who is of the warlike, and all who wear his colour are in their warlike nature...’ He reached to the huge helmet and its magnificent red and white crest. ‘Bless this, my helmet, who I name Kratos, who is strength and power, faceless before the cowering enemy...’ Last, but by no means least, he laid his hand on his shield and spoke. ‘Bless this my hoplon, and her name is Kêres, for she I name for the daughters of Nyx, who are the bringers of violent death upon the battlefield. So are the names of my weapons, Mighty Lord, and with them, I will honour thee in war and in peace.’ He lowered his bloody face to the ground and meditated in the silence that now consumed the temple, with naught but the breath of God upon the eternal flames.

The silence was suddenly shattered by the clunking of the temple doors opening behind him and bright gold dawn sunlight sloped through the pronaos into the temple’s fragrant mist. 

The priest moved behind him and his distorted shadow slipped across Lysander’s armour like a ghost. 

It seemed barely a few hours since Lysander entered the temple alone at sunset to begin his dedications and swear his oaths from his knees to Ares until dawn.

The priest, an old Spartiate, stepped to the cuirass holding a brush dipped in bull’s blood, he painted, Λ for Lakedaimon and the ancient Doric name of Ares – ἀρά (ara) on to the breastplate and quietly chanted some mystical incantations in the Doric tongue. Then he turned to Lysander and looked down at him and said, ‘Ares says. Go, Lysander, son of Aristokleitos of the Herakleidai, do my will or die in my wrath. Take up your weapons, which I have blessed for thee, and adorn thyself in crimson and bronze.’
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Two

Gytheion

Two days’ later
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Marcus Quintius Septimus Postumus of the Quintii was the blackest of the black sheep of his impoverished, yet ennobled family of the patrician order. As he liked to point out, probably more often than he should have, his grandfather stood with Lucius Junius Brutus when the Republicans overthrew King Lucius Tarquinius Superbus, the last king of Rome and founded the beloved Republic seven decades ago. 

The Quintii fortune (if ever there was one) had long since trickled through the hands of those other black sheep of the Quintii, who had squandered and fritted away their coffers on expensive wine, extravagant orgies, unwise marriages and some very bad investment choices. Quintius, as most Greeks knew him, had inherited a farm near Ostia and a modest little house on the Palatine Hill. But farming wasn’t for him and the Palatine was a festering sewer unfit for rats to live on; so, he eloped to the sea as a boy of twelve. When he was thirteen, the ship on which he served was captured by Sicilian pirates and he was taken captive. 

The pirate king, a Greek called Apollomedes of Thebes, took a shine to the young Roman and became his mentor, teaching him everything he knew about the sea from navigation to piracy. When the old man was killed in a tavern brawl in Sidon twenty years ago, the young Quintius was quickly elected as the new pirate king and he led the pirates to great success, his ships menaced the merchants of the world, picking off the richest prizes, and Quintius cast his net far and wide, hunting spoil from Byzantium to Carthage, to Athens, to Sicily and Italy. 

He led his little flotilla of pirate ships right up until one morning, almost exactly ten years ago, when he decided he had had enough of living on the run with a price on his head, and had more enemies than he could count. He knew it was only a matter of time before their luck ran out and they were either captured or killed, if not by the Syracusans, then by the Carthaginians or the Phoenicians, or by other pirates who were sick of picking up his meagre leftovers. 

He thought of his famous ancestor and his noble heritage and decided to become an honest man for the first time in his life ... Well, when he said honest, he meant as honest as a man with a dishonest heart can be. So, when the empty coffers of his squandered honour were replenished with honesty, he vowed he would return to Rome as the prodigal son and build a temple to Neptune in thanksgiving for looking after him on his long and dangerous voyages. He would also build public baths in Rome, which, by Jupiter were needed. He would do those and other good deeds, for which the citizens would love and remember him long after he was dead. 

Once he had made up his mind to become ‘honest,’ he acted decisively, bringing his first man Dexius into his confidence, and they ruthlessly betrayed most of his men to the Syracusans in exchange for amnesty. They would give the Syracusans all his men and ships, except for the Minerva and a crew of forty of his most trusted men, though not so trusted that he brought any into his confidence, they would not know they had become honest men until after his treachery. 

He vowed never again to menace the merchants of Syracuse or their allies, and he made a couple of hefty bribes to help the Syracusans come to the right decision.  

On one arranged and fateful day, a squadron of Syracusan war triremes lay in wait in a horseshoe cove along the coast of Sicily in the treacherous Strait of Messina. The Minerva, a cargo ship, which acted as a lookout and decoy ship during their hunts, luring prey to sail closer, then, when least expected, his flotilla of biremes would come out of nowhere and strike quickly and ferociously, taking the unsuspecting merchants by surprise.

He sailed the Minerva through the straits ahead of his flotilla of attack ships as usual, without arousing suspicion from the crews. They sailed past the cove where the Syracusan ships were waiting. 

As was usual, when the Minerva sailed through the strait, the lookouts in the mast and on the prow signalled with flashes from sheet of polished brass that the way was clear.

The Syracusans, hidden from view by sheer cliffs that towered around them like the jaws of a great black mouth were ready to fly out at the flotilla. 

The old pirate biremes were no match for the Syracusans’ fast modern triremes, which flew like darts from their rocky lair, their oars quickly beating the water like featherless wings propelling the lean ships quickly across the straits into the pirate flotilla. Their ramming horns, glimmered beneath the waves, honed exactly on the pirates, who, realizing they had been betrayed, frantically tried turning their ships about to escape, but the Syracusans had spread out, cutting them off from advance or retreat, closing around them like circling wolves moving in for the kill. 

The Syracusans were in no frame of mind to take prisoners. Several ships with archers and fire pots on their decks moved in close, pinned their crews down, firing volley after volley of incendiary arrows at them, while the remaining Syracusan ships speeded in and rammed the pirates amidships before drawing back to a safe distance, where they held their positions to watch them consumed by fire and sea. Pirates ran about the decks lit up on fire, screaming hideously, and those who could, threw themselves into the sea, where they were left to drowned.  

When they were half way to Greece, and his suspicious crew were starting to whisper conspiracies behind his back, Quintius had his famous epiphany. He summoned the crew to make an announcement. 

What happened in the Strait of Messina, he told them, was Fortuna’s disfavour, plain and simple. They had rolled the dice so many times and won that now their luck was in deficit. But they had no need to fear, he told them. He had an idea ... (Quintius always had an idea when one was needed). 

There were good opportunities in the Euxine, he told them. Plenty of lucrative trading opportunities for enterprising men like themselves. Gold, silver, copper, iron and tin to be had, and slaves they could sell in Persia, Greece and Italy. They were to become respected and respectable, and, he promised them metaphorically, honest money was worth more than crooked money.  

That had happened a decade ago. Since then his crew of former pirates remained on the Minerva, loyal to Quintius and sharing in the bounty of his new endeavour. 

Quintius watched the bustling port from the deck of his ship, the red terracotta roof tiles of the buildings shimmered in the sweltering mid-summer heat. Merchant ships from across the Mediterranean carrying all manner of goods were waiting out in the gulf around the Island of Kythera – Sicilian grain and Italian wine, Bronze from Cyprus, spices and cloth from Persia, white marble from Thassos, wine from Attica, pitch from the Dead Sea, resins from Persia. He watched a long caravan of pack mules, donkeys and wagons pulled by oxen rumble noisily across the dock, moving at walking pace towards the hilly road out of the city, up to the Eurotas Valley where it meets the main trading route north. This was the beginning of their long journey to Thebes, and it would take them many months to get there, trading from city to city along the way. 

The dweller city of Krokeae is the first place they trade at, which lies a short distance north of Gytheion. Here, the traders are greeted with the excitement of a festival, with the entire town turning out to welcome them, singing and dancing and feasting. It is the same at the towns of Pharis and Amyklai. At Therapne, the nearest city to Sparta, the caravan stays three days, and people come in their droves from far and wide. The first to arrive are the haughty Spartan aristocratic woman with their servants, who carry their purses, as money is an unclean thing to a Spartan hand. They buy expensive luxuries, silk and linen; spices and scented oils; myrrh and frankincense for the temples and their homes; and exquisite gold and silver jewellery to adorn their bodies at festivals. Then the caravan moves on to Oion in the highlands of Skiritis for another two or three days.

Once beyond the Eurotas, the caravan continues into Arkadia, where it veers northwest through the remote mountainous regions to the cities of Gortys, Melaeneae and Heraia, where the trade road crosses the Erymanthos River into the Kingdom of Elis, where it continues on, heading towards the coast and the Sacred city of Olympia, where it spends several days, except in an Olympic year, when it might stay several weeks.

Quintius gave thanks to Neptune for seeing them safely through on their perilous voyage from the Euxine, they had picked up a cargo of fair skinned barbarian slaves from a short-tempered ogre of a warlord with an unpronounceable name that meant Son of the Sky Dragon. He was more a son of Pluto in Quintius’ opinion. He strutted about in animal skins like a half-crazed savage and wore a necklace of human teeth, pulled from the mouths of his enemies before he killed them, and, by the number of teeth grinning around his neck, he’d had a lot of enemies. The Son of the Sky Dragon couldn’t seem to get through a day without amusing himself by killing someone or other in the most hideous fashion. He was particularly fond of tying a man’s legs spread-eagle and pressing his testicles between two blocks of wood, crushing them with heavy stones. Everyone was terrified of him, especially those closest to him. They fed his insatiable appetite for servile flattery and a fresh supply of slave girls to ravage in the mornings, as was his habit before rising from his bed. If he could not be roused to an erection, he would accuse a girl of putting a spell on him and order his guards to rape and strangle her while he watched. This seemed to lift the curse and gave him a ravenous appetite for sex. 

He was completely mad of course; no sane man would behave in such an insane way – not even a barbarian like the Son of the Sky Dragon.

For Marcus Quintius and his crew, dealing with such a creature had been a surreal and blood curdling experience. None had gotten a decent night’s sleep the entire time they were there, worried that the Son of the Sky Dragon might order them to be tortured and killed on a whim. That had been the fate of two sophists from Thespis according to a story they heard. The Thespians were brought to his palace as his guests, but they bored him with their bookish personalities and he ordered his men to torture them for entertainment while he and his court feasted on wild boar and stag. The two Greeks screamed and screamed as the barbarians went to work on them in the most inventive of ways.  

There were of course, civilized cities in the Euxine – Greek and Persian cities, but everything cost twice as much. Quintius preferred trading directly with the barbarians because he got more for his money, and over the years, he’d established a good relationship with many of the tribal kings, including the Son of the Sky Dragon. Quintius made serious money from the slaves he got from the Euxine, but it was getting harder with the Athenians trying to muscle in on his action, spreading like rats along the coast, raising colonies. Athenian warships were even stopping non-Delian merchants in the Hellespont. Some of their trierarchs were even extorting money and goods under the pretext that they were protecting merchants from pirates. The Athenians are the pirates, he thought. They crossed the Aegean, avoiding all Delian ports except the Piraeus, where trade was always good. They took on supplies there and he collected the messages from Pheidon to bring back to the Spartans. 

As the ship approached Gytheion’s harbour Quintius sensed Dexius’ familiar presence behind him – that unmistakable smell of garlic on his breath assaulted his nostrils like a stagnant fart. 

‘They’ll signal when we can dock,’ he informed Quintius.  

Quintius looked across the bay to the impressive ship-sheds rising from the waterfront like Poseidonic temples, colonnaded with gleaming white stone columns supporting red tiled pitched roofs covering the triremes within, two abreast. Wolves in their lairs, Quintius thought as his eyes continued to rove the bustling harbour. 

‘They’re the worse people to trade with,’ said Dexius out of the blue. ‘I don’t know why we come here. They think money is made of cabbages and onions. Or is it shit? I can never remember which,’ he mocked. 

Quintius let him go on. Dexius wouldn’t be Dexius if he didn’t have something to complain about. 

‘We bring them beautiful slaves from the north and spices from the east, and those Phoenician boys, and they want to pay us in pigs and goats, onions and cabbages. Who wants pigs and goats ... onions or cabbages? We’re sailors, not grocers.’ 

Quintius laughed. ‘We make good money here, and well you know it. And they give us a safe harbour for nothing.’

Dexius huffed loudly. ‘And we know why that is, don’t we,’ he said giving Quintius a wily look. He hated Lakedaimon and Lakedaimonians, who were suspicious of everyone, watching strangers like hawks, as cheery as mourners at a funeral and as unpredictable as wild lions. 

There were several triremes floating menacingly in the harbour. Two of them were uncomfortably close off the Minerva’s starboard side. Their prows pointed right at his amidships, ready to render instant destruction just as the Syracusan ships had done to his flotilla of biremes ten years ago. They sat motionless on the water, long and slender like crocodiles lying in wait, their sails hoisted and their oars raised. The fatal sting would come from their massive bronze emboli, ramming horns, growing from their prows like armoured tusks shimmering just beneath the waterline. The ships’ apotropaic eyes glared out from their prows with a supernatural power that made Quintius shiver. 

The Spartan warships could make ten knots by the time they reached the Minerva under the effort of experienced oarsman, he thought. The Minerva wouldn’t get half a stade before the triremes’ deadly horns smashed through her hull and sent them down into Neptune’s cold embrace. 

‘Here’s a thing I’ve often wondered, Quintius,’ Dexius began. ‘Why do the red cloaks have long hair?’

‘So, they’ve got something to hold onto when they fuck one another in the butt,’ said Quintius quickly. 

They looked at one another and burst out laughing. 

‘I think someone’s curious to know what amuses us.’ Dexius cast his eyes to one of the triremes. A grim-faced Spartan was standing on the deck, glaring at them, his crimson cloak lifting in the wind. 

Once Quintius looked, his laughter faded quickly to silence. He was impressed by the Spartan’s terrifying stature and presentation.  Quintius noted the sinuous curves of his bronze cuirass glimmering like gold in the sunshine, his back draped by his long crimson war-cloak, his mighty bronze helmet tilted back on his head with a fine red and white horsehair crescent swept back in an arc. The Spartan’s hips pivoted with the gentle pitching of his ship. 
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Quintius forgot his inseparable affinity with the sea almost as soon as his feet landed on the unfamiliar steadiness of terra firma. Six or so strides later and he was once more a creature of the land. Such is the nature of amphibians.

The air was full of sound, from the clopping of hoofs to the discordant haggling from well-dressed merchants of the Dweller caste, waving their arms about in the air as they bartered the price of this and the quantity of that. 

The smells of the port were at least familiarly aromatic with a mix of spices, wine, smoking fish, hemp and pine wood, sweat, fish guts, stagnant mud and a hint of shit. It is the brew of ports everywhere.

He hurried along to avoid the merchants he knew before they spotted him and engaged him in conversations, he did not have the time to have. He was already running late because of that “stupid tallyman,” who wanted to inspect the Minerva from stem to stern, doing a headcount of his crew and his cargo. Then the fool wanted to impose a levy on him. He was obviously new and trying to make a good impression on his masters. He did not seem to know who the Romans were, nor that they enjoyed a special status at Gytheion, and that he was excused all port levies and taxes. It had taken two hours and a Spartan official to sort it out.

He was hot and breathless by the time he reached the agora and Imbrasos’ pleasure house, located near a gymnasium, where he had his first meeting of the day. 

He entered into the smoky gloom of the tavern, noisy with drunken chatter and raucous laughter from bleary-eyed afternoon drinkers. The smell of beer and wine merged with the smells of spit-roasting pork melting into the airless humidity. 

He was hungry and wafts of the pork reminded him that it had been two months since his last decent meal of red meat and fresh vegetables. Aboard the Minerva, it had only been fish, tough smoked meat, stale worm-infested bread, oats and dried grapes that turned his excrement into a stinking and butt stinging alluvial mud.

He found Imbrasos sitting at his usual table, secluded at the back of the tavern in a sort of den, from which he could see everything and everyone. His bodyguard was a muscle-bound giant of a man who stood over three and a half cubits* tall. He was standing in the middle of the gangway, barring the way. No one got passed him without Imbrasos’ say so. 

Three more of Imbrasos’ henchmen sat at a nearby table devouring food and wine, eyeing the Roman as he approached. One of them grinned the ugliest grin Quintius had ever seen this side of the Pontos, his greasy lips curling up to reveal a row of rotten and crooked teeth with flecks of grey meat caught between them. He took a lion-sized bite from a half-eaten leg of pork, tearing the meat from the bone, his mad eyes glaring empathically at the Roman. 

The look unsettled Quintius. He returned a pacifying smile as he approached the giant, standing like Cerberus at the entrance to Hell. 

‘Let him pass,’ Imbrasos called.

The giant stepped aside, craning his head down on the Roman as he passed, looking at him as one might an insect. Quintius met his twisted stare with a wry grin.

‘How goes it, Roman?’

‘I can’t complain,’ Quintius replied as he sat down. ‘The gods are kind to me...’ He lifted a half-filled cup of wine left by a previous visitor to Imbrasos’ table and took a swallow. ‘Smells like a whore’s cunny in here,’ he said in Latin and reached for the wine jug.

Imbrasos stared obliquely at him. ‘Have a drink,’ he said as the Roman refilled the winecup.

‘Very kind of you...’ Quintius reached across the table to a platter of pork. ‘May I?’

Imbrasos looked incredulous. ‘Maybe you’d like to ravage my woman afterwards?’ he quipped as Quintius helped himself to a piece of crackling. 

‘I’d sooner ravage your mother than that sow you call your woman.’

Imbrasos laughed. ‘You haven’t met my mother.’

They laughed.

Quintius bit into the crackling with a crunch and chewed on it and took a swallow of wine. ‘Speaking of brush,’ he said, ‘I’ve some extra nice girls aboard the Minerva. Virgins, all of ‘em. Handmaidens of Athena these girls.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Imbrasos picked up his cup and sat back to look over Quintius’ shoulder into the tavern. He watched as his pleasure boys and girls entertained his customers, encouraging them to spend their money. Maybe he could do with some fresh meat in the house, he thought. Sell the older tired ones...? ‘Tell me more,’ he said looking back at Quintius. ‘And did you get me those boys you promised me?’

‘Would I let you down? I’ve got boys who would make Adonis blush. Phoenician boys,’ he said. ‘Come and see ‘em for yourself.’ He grinned. 

‘How many boys – how many girls?’

‘Twenty-five girls and ten boys ... or is it the other way around?’ he wondered aloud with a frown. ‘I forget. But they’re beauties, Imbrasos. Skins as smooth and soft as ripe peaches.’

‘Phoenicians you say?’

‘Aye ... from Abdera ... skins as gold as fresh honey. Docile as kittens, beautiful and untouched. The girls are Phrygian,’ he went on. ‘Handmaidens to a Phrygian princess-’

‘Save the sweet talk for the fools in the market.’ Imbrasos threw out his hand. ‘Do they fuck? ... That’s what I need to know. No good having boys who can’t suck cock – or girls who cry every time a man enters them...’

‘When have I ever let you down, eh? I tell you, the gods themselves would like to ravage these beauties. You know I’m a man of my word. May my testicles wither if I’m not. They’ll need breaking in, as I said, they’re pure and untouched. I wouldn’t insult you by bringing you another man’s disappointments. I can only tell you they’re the most beautiful boys and girls the Minerva has ever carried.’

‘I’m sure they are until next year when you try and sell me some more,’ came Imbrasos’ cynical response. 

Quintius smiled. ‘What can I say? I pursue perfection as others pursue gold, Imbrasos.’

‘Yeah, yeah...’ He casually threw his hand out again. He had heard it all a thousand times before from a thousand traders in human flesh, and they usually turned out to be donkeys, though the Roman was one of the better traders he knew, and he had friends among the Spartans, and that was always useful to a shrewd dweller like him. ‘How much?’

Quintius took a deep breath. ‘Come now, let’s not be vulgar, Imbrasos. We can talk about money later ... and we are talking coin. I know how you Lakonians like to barter with goats, pigs, and pots ... goats, pigs and pots I don’t need ... gold and silver I do...’

‘Yeah, yeah. Coin. It’s always coin with me, you should know that by now...’ He sipped his wine. ‘They better be worth it, and they better be a decent price. I can get decent helots for goats, pigs and pots. And they fuck like nymphs and suck a man’s barley* like Ganymede.’

‘But they’re not as beautiful as these.’

Imbrasos chuckled. ‘Believe me, after a couple drinks, my customers don’t care if they’re copulating Phrygians, Phoenicians, or each other.’ 

Quintius sipped his wine. ‘Then you need to cater for a better sort of customer, Imbrasos; these boys and girls are exceptional, and I went to a great deal of trouble getting them for you. I could’ve sold ‘em on Delos at the auction, but no, I thought of my friend Imbrasos and kept the best of them for you.’

‘I’m touched,’ Imbrasos responded insincerely.

‘You should be.’

‘Yeah, yeah. You’ve persuaded me you old dog. I said I’d come and have a look didn’t I. But that doesn’t mean I’m buying ‘em. That all depends on price, my friend.’ He raised his cup to his lips and took a big swallow of wine. ‘I’ll come tomorrow. Now have some more wine and tell me about the rest of your cargo.’

Quintius beamed as he reached for the jug. There was nothing better than talking commerce...

After his meeting with Imbrasos, Quintius made his way out of the city for his next, and most important meeting, this one in less pleasant surroundings, outside Gytheion in the necropolis. 

*
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The countless burial mounds and sepulchres of the noble dweller dead of Gytheion were tinted in the ethereal red glow of the setting sun, casting long shadows distorted across the uneven ground giving the place an unnerving atmosphere that chilled his blood as he pondered unrested spirits and ghosts.

He had seen the ghost of his father once. It was at Joppa, when he was twenty or so. He saw him standing on the dockside in a long white death shroud staring up disapprovingly at him aboard the Minerva. When Quintius blinked in horror and looked again, his father was gone, and never more was Quintius haunted by anyone but the living. He had long wondered why his father would appear to him like that – and why at Joppa of all places? He worried for a long time that it was an omen of impending doom, for ghosts usually come in portents of some great shift or event in the course of the beholder’s life. Rarely do they bode well.

The sprawling city of the dead was deserted but for the ravens perched in the cypress trees along the border and upon the roofs of the sepulchres, watching him through their beady black eyes as he moved cautiously between the subsiding vaults. He had an uneasy feeling the ravens weren’t the only ones watching him and the hairs on his arms and neck bristled up, and the gelid breath of the wind chilled his skin. He was almost too scared to look round in fear he might see his father again, or, Pluto forbid, some other, more terrible apparition. The men he betrayed to the Syracusans for example. Sometimes they haunted his sleep, coming to him in dreams. But they were powerless there. Here, in the waking world – who knows what power they might have to exact their vengeance on him for his treachery.

He was startled witless when a raven suddenly took to the wing on his left – he spun round, his eyes darting quickly through the stillness. He watched the raven wheel overhead, cawing in protestation of the living walking amongst the dead. 

He should have been here an hour ago, but the delay at the port and his business with Imbrasos, or more likely the three cups of wine he had with him, made time slip away unattended. He feared Brasidas might have left, and if he had, that meant he would have to go inland to Sparta, and that wouldn’t do at all. Then something moved out from behind the cypress trees. The dark figure of a man started towards him, out from the blood red glare of the sunset behind him. 

Quintius waited, tense and nervous – a sense of danger building in the air – the same sense of danger he felt every time he met with Brasidas and his crazy brother Pheidon.

‘You’re late, Roman.’

Quintius smiled. ‘That’s always been my trouble, Brasidas,’ he quipped. ‘I’ve never been able to master the sea as well as the sea masters me. It’s an old problem. The bane of a sailor’s life in fact,’ he added after a pause.

Brasidas glared at him. ‘What have you brought for me?’ They started walking.  

Quintius reached under his robes and pulled out a roll of papyri scrolls tied together with a leather lace. ‘From your brother in Athens.’

Brasidas took them. ‘And, how is he?’

‘More like an Athenian aristocrat every time I see him.’ He knew that would get Brasidas’ blood up, and he smiled when he saw that it did. 

‘It’s fortunate that I’ve come to like you, Roman. Better men have perished for blunter tongues.’

Quintius smiled and looked back to Gytheion, bathed in the last sunbeams of the day, spreading their heavenly fingers over the rooftops descending down the steep hillside to the harbour below. There, the still waters scintillated and shimmered between the dark silhouettes of the ships and fishing boats moored in the gulf around the island of Kythera, humping darkly on the horizon. 

A horse whinnied behind them – Quintius turned quickly to the sound, and there, at the cypress trees under the heavy shadow of the canopy, he saw someone standing between two riderless horses. ‘Who’s that?’

‘Don’t concern yourself with him,’ said Brasidas. ‘He’s with me.’

Quintius turned uncertain eyes on him. ‘Our agreement was that we always meet alone.’

‘I told you, you have no cause to worry, Quintius. Now, what else have you got to tell me?’ 

They started walking and Quintius started talking. Giving Brasidas tactical intelligence on the activities of the Delians and their warships in the Euxine and Thracian seas, and their Asian colonies.

Lysander watched them as they strode through the city of the dead. He could hear their voices, but they were too far away to understand more than the odd word. And the Roman spoke good Greek, but he had an unfamiliar accent. 

When they returned, the Roman slowed and stared narrowly at the pulchritudinous young man. Imbrasos would like you in his stable sucking barley, he said to himself. 

Lysander glared back at him as if he had read his thoughts, and for a frightening moment, when Quintius glimpsed the malevolence in the young man’s sharp green eyes, he thought he had. He gave the youth a quick smile, chillingly feeling that he had just made eye contact with Death personified.  

Neither Brasidas nor Lysander spoke as they mounted their horses. Comfortable in their mutual silence, they rode out of the necropolis and made north into the valley leaving Gytheion and the Roman behind them.

‘I think I made your xeno friend nervous.’

Brasidas looked at him. The precocious boy had become a man and he had barely noticed it. It seemed like yesterday, that cold morning up in the mountains, chasing Lysander after his phauaxir. He had been a good-looking boy, and now he was a young man of stunning Hyakinthine beauty. ‘The Roman? He’s always nervous. Scared of his own shadow.’

They came to the sacred lake of Poseidon near the dweller city of Aegiae, where a temple and statue of Poseidon resides on its still shore, reflecting a mirror image of itself in the dark still water, lit in the lurid glow of a full moon.

There were men standing on the terrace at the water’s edge, two hoplites and two unarmed men under the stoa in blackest silhouette against the pale stone walls of the temple behind them.

Lysander looked at Brasidas. ‘It seems we’re not the only ones abroad tonight,’ he said, hoping Brasidas would explain what was going on. 

As they got closer, Lysander spotted a closed wagon with steps to a door at the back. The wagon was hitched to two oxen, and there were two more hoplites standing guard by it. Whoever they were meeting, they were important. Then he saw the two men clearly as they moved out from under the stoa as he and Brasidas approached... 

One of the men was Tellis, the man with him Lysander did not know, but he had a fearsome presence about him. He was about thirty-five, with a long black chin beard and his long hair was platted all over, hanging like sleeping snakes on a gorgon’s head, the plats dotted with an array of coloured as well as silver and god beads that shone in blackness of the braided locks like stars in the night sky. He was most distinguished by a long deep scar that furrowed the right side of his face in an arc of pale pink flesh that ran from just below the outer corner of his eye to his chin, where it disappeared into his whiskers. 

‘You’re late,’ said Tellis.

‘The Roman was delayed.’ Brasidas dismounted and handed the roll of papyri over to his father. ‘Pheidon’s observations in the Chalcidice and a report on Hagnon’s new colony at Ennea-Hodoi.’ 

‘Amphipolis,’ said Tellis. ‘The Corinthians inform us that they’re building fortifications there. They were not so wise thirty years ago, when the Miletians first tried to set their colony there and ten thousand of their colonists were killed by Thracians and Macedonians.’

‘The Delians build walls wherever they go,’ said Brasidas. ‘Perhaps we should support our ally Corinth and send a mora to pull them down...?’ 

Tellis did not approve of the remark. There was a lot of talk of late about making war on the Athenians, who were exploiting their naval power in the Thracian Sea, setting new colonies in the Euxine and along the Anatolian coast. It was causing agitation among some of the Spartiates, who were starting to openly speak of teaching the Delians a lesson to curb their insatiable appetite for expanding their empire and their Delian alliances, clashing more and more with the merchants and colonies of Sparta’s allies; Thebes, Corinth and Megara in particular, harassing their merchants and setting outposts and colonies provocatively close to Corinth’s territorial and colonial frontiers. He sucked his cheeks in and pouted his lips as if to kiss the space between them, giving his son a stern look. ‘Talk like that is not needed from you, Brasidas.’

Brasidas blinked. ‘It’ll be on the lips of men everywhere before too long, father,’ he said argumentatively, his gaze shifting to the big silent nemesis standing behind him. A fearsome stalwart of the Spartan creed. ‘Pericles has become arrogant and thinks he has the power of Zeus in him. He thinks Greece is here for the taking, and our allies are there to be abused upon his whims. Silence now will command a higher price than simple words later-’

‘Enough, Brasidas!’ 

Lysander jerked as Tellis’ sharp angry voice cut over Brasidas. He took a hard swallow, keeping his mouth tightly closed. He looked at the big man behind Tellis maintaining the same blank expression like a corpse; the only sign of life was his dark eyes shifting to look back at the Brasidas’ handsome young hebóntés. 

‘Your blood is too hot for war. The Delians have committed no violation of the treaty, until they do, our spears remain hung over the door.’ Tellis looked at Lysander for the first time. ‘Good evening, Lysander.’

‘Good evening, Father Tellis.’

‘When do you report for your first duty?’

‘In two days’, Father Tellis.’

Tellis nodded approvingly. ‘The experience will serve you well, my boy.’

‘I believe it shall.’

Tellis smiled again, then, returning to an austere indifference, he looked back at his son. ‘Unless there’s more, we are done here.’

Brasidas barely flinched. ‘Nothing, father.’

The meeting was over. Tellis and the big man walked back to the wagon without another word and climbed aboard and the hoplites fell in behind it.

‘Good evening, Father Tellis,’ Brasidas paraphrased mockingly as they walked back to their horses, giving Lysander a look. ‘You’ve got a slick tongue, boy.’

‘Have I?’ 

Brasidas led his horse over to a block of stone and stood on it to mount up. ‘You’ve always had a slick tongue in your head. You could charm Apollo himself with it. It’s one of your gifts. I’ve never seen anyone get round that old skeleton the way you can. Not me, not Pheidon. Not even out mother. But you. He’s always been soft where you’re concerned.’

‘As strange as it may seem to you, Brasidas. I enjoy your father’s company, and I enjoy playing petteia with him.’ He climbed the same block and mounted up. ‘I wasn’t trying to charm him. Father Tellis is like a second father to me.’

‘That’s what’s so amusing. You don’t even know you’re doing it. That’s why everyone likes you so much. That and the fact that most of them want to take you under their blankets.’

Lysander shot him a bemused look and went red in the face.

*1 cubit = between 52.3 and 52.4 cm length/height.

* Ancient Greek slang for penis.
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Where the king goes, others must follow and today, the King was in a mind to stroll the palace terraces, as so often he did when his thoughts were cluttered with important matters of state. Somehow, he could think more clearly out here, with his view of his beloved Sparta and the long sacred valley. Poignant reminders of what could be lost and what needed to be protected come what may. 

‘... The merchants and democratizers at Epidamnos have managed to overthrow the oligarchs with the help of Illyrian barbarians. They have expelled them from the city and they have appealed for help from Corcyra,’ Tellis went on. ‘Corinth and Corcyra both have interests at Epidamnos, as it’s a city founded by Corcyra and Corinth jointly-’ 

‘Gods spare me the labyrinth that is Corinth and Corcyra. Move on, Tellis. Move on...’ Archidamos gestured with his hand without looking round.  

‘If it please, My Lord. The merchants and democratizers have sent emissaries to Corinth to appeal for naval support, soldiers and colonists. Given the mood at Corinth when it comes to Corcyra, they’re likely to give it from the tips of their spears. And will, in the haste of hot blood, put ships and hoplites to the task without delay...’ The wind blew through his long grey hair and his platted side locks brushed against his cheeks. ‘Pheidon reports no official policy in the Athenian Bouleuterion, or the strategoi. But given the hatred Athens and Corinth have towards each other, we should not blindly presume the Athenians will keep out of it. To the contrary, if they see advantage or opportunity, they will likely grasp it and ferment even deeper rifts between Corinth and her troublesome colonies in order to weaken Corinth.’ 

‘Pericles knows that war with Corinth means war with Sparta,’ said Echemenes, the eponymous Ephor, who was having the same problem with the wind blowing through his long locks of grey hair. His eyes blinked continually as he went on, ‘Would he be so foolish as to risk war over such an insignificant place? Does he forget the last war so quickly, that he would now court it again?’

Archidamos turned to his windswept courtiers and considered them for a long moment, then he looked squarely at Tellis. ‘Do you think Athens will involve themselves in this quarrel, Tellis?’ 

Tellis shook his head. ‘Not overtly. As Echemenes has just now said, it would be a foolish move to make war on our closest ally, and Pericles is no fool. That’s not to say he won’t cause mischief to Corinth by other means, such as supplying funds and weapons to Corcyra along with encouragement to help the expelled oligarchs of Epidamnos.’ 

The irony of Corinth, an oligarchy, supporting rebellious democratizers, and Athens, a democracy, covertly assisting the expelled oligarchs of Epidamnos wasn’t lost on any of them. From the Spartan perspective, this merely demonstrated Athenian arrogance and unblushing hypocrisy.

‘So much uncertainty, My lord,’ said another of the Ephors. ‘Perhaps an embassy should be dispatched to Athens to warn them to keep out of Corinthian affairs, and we likewise will be silent on the matter?’

Tellis combed his fingers through his hair. ‘To remonstrate with Athens now, when they’ve done nothing wrong, would not serve any purpose but to antagonize and offend. I would recommend staying completely out of it altogether.’

‘I agree,’ said Archidamos. The Ephors agreed too for a change.

A lively little girl of about six or seven suddenly appeared on the terrace. The princess Kyneska. She ran across the terrace towards them. ‘Papa! Papa!’ she cried out joyously.

Archidamos looked for her pedagogues, but they were nowhere to be seen. The little princess, who had more the temperament and mischief of a naughty prince than a reserved and pretty princess, had clearly given them the slip again.

Suddenly the little girl became haughtily dignified upon seeing her father was in council. She slowed to a walk and held her head high and surveyed those scary old faces who always looked so serious and unhappy. Tellis was the only one who ever smiled at her. He was such a nice old man, her mother, the Queen often said so. Papa had no loyal a servant or friend than he had in Tellis. ‘Good day,’ she said in a rather grownup way.

They all bowed their heads. 

Archidamos looked sternly at her. ‘What are you doing here? Why are you not at your lessons? Where are your maids?’ He walked off along the terrace several strides away from his courtiers with her.

After some moments of discussion between father and daughter, Archidamos sent Kyneska back into the palace to her maids.

Archidamos came back to the others. ‘Does this crisis between Corinth and Corcyra and Epidamnos threaten our security?’

Tellis shook his head. ‘No, Sire.’

‘Then let’s move on,’ said Archidamos. ‘I name Tellis as Emissary of the votive tripod on behalf of Sparta to Sacred Delphi with mutual agreement from Regent Pausanias.’

‘Sire, perhaps it would be better if Regent Pausanias present the votive?’ said Tellis.

‘It has been agreed, Tellis,’ said Echemenes. ‘Pausanias is too young and inexperienced.’

Tellis was silent for a long moment, and then he bowed low. ‘Then I am honoured, Sire.’

Archidamos gave him a nod of his head. ‘Have the preparations been completed for the arrival of the embassy of Persia?’

‘They have, My Lord,’ said one of the Ephors. 
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Megapenthes looked up at his servant from the water basin he was leaning over, splashing his face with freshly drawn water from the well, deliciously cold, cooling his hot clammy skin. ‘Don’t just stand there, Aias! Give me the cloth!’ He reached out and snatched it away from him...

Aias flinched as if from an expected blow. He quickly recovered and resumed his position, warily behind him.

The shouts and marching feet of men being drilled on the training square outside drifted in through the open window behind Megapenthes. Those pounding feet were music to his soldier’s ears. He dried his face and hands and threw the drying cloth in Aias’ face. Reeled back as if it were a cat jumping at him.  

Knuckles wrapped at the door.

Megapenthes looked round. ‘Yes!’ 

The door opened and the dark figure of a warrior stood in the doorframe, backlit in dazzling sunlight spilling over his shoulders. Megapenthes squinted.

Lysander entered and closed the door. He came to attention and presented himself smartly liveried in his armour; his helmet tucked under his arm. ‘Hippeus Lysander reporting for duty, Hippagretas.’ 

‘Good of you to join us, Lysander,’ said Megapenthes sarcastically as he reached out his arm and paddled the air with his fingers, beckoning Lysander to step closer. He looked at Aias. ‘See we’re not disturbed.’

Aias went outside to stand vigil.

Megapenthes went to the window and looked out and watched his hippeis marching back and forth in neat phalanx order across the square, sunlight careening off their armour. A fine and fearsome body of men. 

He turned to a table where a red blanket was neatly folded into an oblong block, upon which a red conical shaped felt cap was placed. 

Lysander watched closely as Megapenthes picked up the cap and turned back to him. 

‘It is written that the hebóntés of the hippeis will be anointed Dioskouri, the sons of Zeus by the giving of a blanket and the adorning of a piloi hat,’ he said. ‘So, wear this piloi, that all shall know Lysander is Dioskouros – a son of Zeus.’ He placed the hat on Lysander’s head just so. Then Megapenthes turned back to the table and picked up the blanket. ‘Carry this blanket, that all shall know Lysander is Dioskouros, a son of Zeus.’ He placed the blanket block over Lysander’s right shoulder. ‘Welcome to the Second Hundred, Lysander.’ He went to another table, where a jug and terracotta cups were placed. ‘Be at ease, kid. The dancing’s over.’ He grabbed the jug and poured out two cups of watery wine and wearing a smile on his face he gave one to Lysander. ‘To the gravestones.’ He raised his cup.

Lysander raised his. ‘To the gravestones.’ 

They drank.

Lysander did not know a great deal about Megapenthes. He had been a hippeus six years, then after becoming thirty this year, they made him hippagretas, giving him command of the Second Hundred of the Three Hundred. 

Megapenthes went back to the window and looked out, the roof tiles of the barracks shimmered in the heat. Lysander was one young man he could not bully or cajole. He also had Tellis’ ear, and Tellis had the king’s ear, and there was a rumour that Lysander was to become Inspirer to the king’s youngest son, Prince Agesilaos, the lame prince as many called the child. ‘You’re going to Messene. Someone’s decided to assign a Dioskouros to Kynouria and Messene. You’ve been assigned to the Second Phyle of the Fourth Mora. Report to Phylarch Glaukos. He and his men are waiting for you at the outpost on the Messenian side of the Langhda Gorge.’

Lysander stiffened. ‘As you command.’ 
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Glaukos was a mean faced man with a cruel, downturned mouth, and a squashed nose. A true son of Ares, with a fearsome reputation. He watched the youngster hurrying towards them, his servant, carrying his breastplate, skittered along the rocky path fifty strides behind him. Glaukos sank his fingers into his grizzled beard and scratched his chin, staring incredulously at them. ‘We’re safe now, boys,’ he said sarcastically, smiling with amusement. ‘Look, they’ve sent a Dioskouros to protect us from those scary helots...’

The men laughed.  

Lysander was baking under his war cloak, his plumed helmet on his head. He clung to his spear and shield, his sword jiggering about as he hurried down the hill towards the phyle of hoplites, sitting around, their laughter echoing through the Langhda Gorge. He knew they were laughing at him.

‘By the gods,’ Kromios’ gravelled voice murmured. 

Glaukos snapped his head round and narrowed on the men. 

Lysander staggered to a halt, glancing up at the parapet of the outpost, where two sentries were also watching. He looked back at Glaukos. ‘Phylarch Glaukos? Hippeus Lysander, reporting as ordered to join your phyle.’ 

Glaukos stared blankly at him for a tortuously long time before: ‘Join my phyle? Not likely, son. I don’t care a widow’s cuss if Zeus himself made you a hippeus, you keep up or we leave you behind.’ He looked at Epiphanes, breathless and sweating from the exertion of trying to keep up with his master. ‘We don’t have personal servants to wipe our butts in the Second phyle. Your mothon can join the other two, and he can pull his weight.’

Lysander nodded. ‘Of course,’ he said, feeling the phylarch’s contempt. 

‘You go off on your own, that’s your lookout, I’m not coming to look for you. I never asked for you and I don’t need you and I don’t want you either, but I don’t have a choice in it, so you keep out of our way, and we’ll keep out of yours. Now I’ve wasted enough of my time on you already.’ He looked at Epiphanes again. ‘You join the other two with the pack mules.’ 
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