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DEDICATION

For those who have stood beside another person when walking away would have been easier.

For those who have carried responsibilities that no one else could see, and for those who learned that loyalty is not measured when the path is safe, but when every choice demands a sacrifice.

This story is for the ones who stayed in the line.
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Sparta has endured in historical memory as a symbol of discipline, sacrifice, military strength, and obedience. Its warriors are often described as though they were shaped entirely by training, untouched by fear, doubt, love, or grief. The image is powerful, but it is incomplete.

Every Spartan who entered a battle line was still human. He carried memories of his family, the weight of public expectation, and the knowledge that one mistake could endanger more than his own life. His shield protected part of his body, but its greater purpose was to protect the warrior beside him. When the shields overlapped, individual survival became inseparable from collective discipline.

That responsibility gave the Spartan shield meaning far beyond the battlefield. To abandon it was not simply to lose a piece of equipment. It could be understood as abandoning the formation, the men within it, and the social code that defined a warrior’s honor. The judgment did not end when the fighting stopped. It followed a man home and became part of how his family and city remembered him.

The system produced extraordinary military discipline, but discipline always carried a human cost. A warrior could remain loyal to the men beside him while questioning the officer above him. He could obey an order and still recognize that the order was wrong. He could serve Sparta faithfully while understanding that the city did not always protect the truth with the same determination that it protected its reputation.

The Last Man in the Line is a work of historical fiction inspired by those tensions. The principal characters and central events are fictional, but the world surrounding them draws from the military culture, political structure, and social expectations of ancient Sparta.

This novel does not present Sparta as either a perfect warrior society or a civilization defined only by cruelty. It examines the contradiction between courage and control, loyalty and judgment, public honor and private truth. It asks what happens when a system built to make men responsible for one another becomes powerful enough to decide what their sacrifice is allowed to mean.

At the center of the story are two brothers shaped by the same city but not in the same way. Their journey begins within the shield line, but the greater conflict reaches beyond the battlefield into memory, family, command, and the stories powerful men preserve after others are no longer alive to challenge them.

James P. Patterson
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PROLOGUE The Warning Beneath the Ground
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Ariston felt the earth move before the officers understood that anything was wrong. The change was small, no more than a soft sinking beneath the outer edge of his sandal as the left side of the formation waited below the ridge. Dry grass covered most of the ground, and the afternoon sun had hardened the exposed soil until it appeared firm enough to support an army. The surface did not reveal the narrow channels beneath it or the places where rainwater had weakened the earth before disappearing into the valley. Ariston pressed his heel down again and felt the soil yield. A man standing alone could cross it without difficulty. A line of armored warriors advancing shoulder against shoulder beneath the weight of the ranks behind them would tear it apart.

He raised his shield slightly and looked along the formation. The warriors to his left waited with their spears upright, their faces partially hidden beneath bronze helmets. Most stared toward the enemy position beyond the rise, where distant shields moved between clouds of dust. The men expected the command to advance. Officers had spent the morning assuring them that the opposing force was withdrawing and that one strong movement would break the remaining resistance before sunset. Ariston had heard similar certainty before battles that became far more complicated once the first spear was thrown. Confidence traveled easily through command because the men who spoke it rarely stood where the ground would fail first.

Phorbas returned from the lower slope with two scouts behind him. Dust covered their legs, and one man had lost part of the leather binding around his sandal. Phorbas moved toward the officer responsible for the left side and spoke close enough that Ariston could see the concern in his face, though the words did not carry through the formation. The officer looked toward the ridge, then toward the command position farther behind. He shook his head once. Phorbas pointed toward the earth beneath the front rank and repeated the warning with greater urgency.

Ariston stepped out only far enough to speak without leaving the protection of the shields beside him. He asked what the scouts had found. Phorbas said the ground ahead contained old irrigation cuts hidden beneath grass and loose soil. The first few men might cross, but the weight of the formation would collapse the channels. He had recommended moving the left side toward the higher ground before advancing.

The officer told Ariston to return to position. Command had already received reports concerning the terrain and judged the route passable. Ariston looked toward the slope again and asked whether the polemarch had received the scouts’ most recent warning. The officer’s expression hardened. He said the message had been sent.

A young runner stood nearby, waiting with one hand against the strap of his shield. Ariston recognized him from earlier movements between the ranks and the command tents. The young man was narrow faced, watchful, and eager to respond before senior officers finished speaking. Ariston asked whether he had carried the warning. The runner said he had delivered the message exactly as it had been given to him.

Phorbas looked at him. “Then command knows the left side cannot hold its shape.”

The runner’s eyes moved toward the officer before he answered. “Command knows the scouts expressed concern.”

Ariston understood the difference immediately. Concern could be weighed against urgency and dismissed. A formation that could not hold its shape required the advance to stop. Somewhere between the ground and the men who controlled the army, the warning had become weaker.

The officer ordered Phorbas back toward the scouts and told Ariston to close the space he had opened. Ariston obeyed, though the movement did not silence what he had learned. He placed his shield beside the warrior to his right and felt the familiar pressure of the formation return around him. The man beside him was Leodamas, an experienced soldier whose left knee had troubled him since an earlier campaign. Leodamas asked what the scouts had said. Ariston answered that the ground ahead was unstable. The warrior looked down, tested the earth with the edge of his sandal, and said the surface felt firm.

“The surface is not carrying the army yet,” Ariston replied.

A trumpet sounded from the command position. The formation tightened. Men lowered their spears while those in the rear moved forward until the pressure reached the front. Ariston felt the weight settle across his back and shoulder. Once the advance began, the men behind would see little beyond helmets and shields. They would continue pushing even if the front rank encountered ground that could not support them. Discipline would make the line powerful, but that same discipline could prevent it from stopping before the damage spread.

Ariston called toward the officer and demanded that the warning be sent again. The officer ordered him to remain silent. Men near them had begun listening, and uncertainty in the front rank could move through a formation as quickly as fear. Ariston said the line needed to shift uphill before the trumpet sounded again. The officer stepped closer and warned that questioning the order in front of the men created a danger greater than the ground.

“The ground will not care whether they doubt us,” Ariston said.

Several warriors turned their heads. The officer lowered his voice and told Ariston that the enemy was already withdrawing. If the Spartans delayed, the opposing force would escape through the northern pass, and command would be required to explain why victory had been allowed to disappear because one section feared uneven soil. Ariston looked toward the distant command position. Officers stood beneath raised shields while runners moved between them. The entire battle had become attached to speed. A withdrawal would appear cautious to the men who had not felt the earth sinking beneath their feet.

The runner was ordered to carry another message. Ariston caught his arm before he left and told him to repeat the warning without changing it. The left side could not maintain formation across the ground ahead. The runner pulled free and said he understood.

Ariston watched him move toward command. He passed behind the second and third ranks, disappeared briefly among the shields, and emerged near the officers gathered beneath the ridge. A man in a dark cloak received him. The exchange lasted only a few moments. The runner did not point toward the scouts, the ground, or the left side. The officer spoke, the runner nodded, and then he began returning. The trumpet sounded before he reached them. Advance.

The front rank moved forward. Ariston stepped with the men beside him because stopping alone would create the very breach he had warned against. His shield covered part of Leodamas’s exposed side, while the shield to his left protected his own. Behind him, the ranks pressed with growing strength. The formation descended the slight slope and entered the field beneath the ridge. The first steps held.

Dry grass bent beneath sandals. Dust rose around bronze greaves, and the line moved with enough precision that Ariston almost believed the scouts had been mistaken. The enemy waited beyond the next rise, shields appearing through the haze as officers shouted commands. Ariston kept his eyes forward while feeling the earth beneath each step. The surface remained firm until the man three positions to his left sank suddenly to his ankle.

The warrior stumbled but recovered. The man beside him shifted to close the opening, forcing another shield outward. The movement traveled through the rank as each soldier adjusted to pressure he could feel but not fully see. Ariston widened his stance and called for the line to slow. The officer behind them shouted for the advance to continue. Another section of ground collapsed.

Two men dropped at once. One fell to his knee while the other stepped across him and turned his shield sideways. The rear ranks continued pressing. The front line compressed around the depression, driving warriors against one another. A spear lowered behind Ariston and struck the inside of his shield as a man attempted to maintain forward movement. The enemy saw the disruption and began descending the opposite slope.

Ariston shouted for the left side to move uphill. Leodamas heard him and tried to shift, but the pressure from behind prevented the turn. The officer repeated the command to advance. Men in the second rank pushed harder because they believed the front was hesitating beneath enemy pressure. They could not see the broken ground beneath the shields.

The first enemy spear struck a warrior near the collapsed channel. Another followed before the man could raise his shield. The left side bent inward. Ariston planted his feet and held the space beside Leodamas while calling for the rear ranks to reduce pressure. No one behind him could hear clearly. Commands overlapped with shouting, bronze, and the sound of men falling into the weakened earth.

The runner appeared behind the line carrying a message from command. He shouted that the formation was to continue forward and close every opening. Ariston turned enough to see him. The young man’s face no longer carried eagerness. Fear had replaced it, though whether he feared the battle or the consequences of the order, Ariston could not tell. “You told them the ground would not hold?” Ariston demanded.

The runner said he had delivered the warning. “Did you tell them the line would break?” The answer never came. Enemy soldiers reached the opening, driving their shields into the men trapped around the depression. Leodamas was forced backward. His wounded knee gave way, and the spear in his hand turned as the ranks behind pushed him forward again. Ariston moved to support him while keeping his shield toward the enemy.

The spear entered beneath Ariston’s shoulder from behind.

For a moment he felt only pressure. The bronze point passed through muscle and struck the inner edge of his armor before tearing free. His right arm weakened, and his shield dropped low enough for an enemy spear to strike its painted face. Ariston turned, trying to understand who had hit him, and saw Leodamas struggling to regain balance. The warrior’s face showed horror. He had not chosen the target. The line had driven the weapon through whatever body stood in front of it.

Ariston fell into the broken ground.

Warriors stepped around and over him while the formation attempted to restore itself. The officer ordered the front rank forward, abandoning the depression and every man trapped inside it. Leodamas looked back once, but the pressure carried him beyond reach. The runner remained close enough to see Ariston fall. Their eyes met through the dust. “Tell them why,” Ariston said.

The young man did not move. Phorbas reached the broken ground from the side after the line advanced. He lowered his spear, seized Ariston beneath the arm, and tried to pull him free. Blood had filled the inside of Ariston’s armor, and each breath seemed to lift a greater weight. Enemy soldiers were moving toward them. Phorbas called for help, but the Spartan formation had already continued beyond the unstable soil.

Ariston gripped the scout’s wrist. He told him the line had not broken because the men lacked courage. It had been sent forward after command knew the ground could not carry it. Phorbas said he would return with others, but Ariston tightened his hand and made him listen.

“Do not let them place this upon the men who fell.”

Phorbas looked toward the approaching enemy and then toward the Spartan line. He could not carry Ariston alone while defending them both. The choice appeared in his face before he admitted it. Ariston released him.

Phorbas withdrew toward the formation and promised he would return. Ariston watched him climb from the depression and disappear through the dust. The runner still stood farther back, partially hidden behind the men restoring the line. An older officer seized his shoulder and pulled him away from the broken ground.

Before the enemy reached Ariston, the Spartan formation began advancing again. From a distance it appeared whole. Shields overlapped, spears lowered, and the men moved beneath commands that concealed how many bodies had been left in the earth behind them.

By nightfall, the officers would describe the battle as a victory. They would praise the formation for recovering after confusion on the left. Witnesses would be questioned, reports would be rewritten, and every warning that threatened the honor of command would be reduced to uncertainty. Ariston would be named among the honored dead, while a private record accused him of disrupting the men before the advance.

His sons would grow beneath that account. One would believe their father died because he remained loyal to the line. The other would suspect the line had demanded more than honor should require. Neither would know that Ariston had tried to protect the formation from the men commanding it.

Years later, another army would be led toward unstable ground, and the same young runner would return as an officer with the power to weaken warnings before they reached command.

The lie would wait for Ariston’s sons.

So would the man who learned how useful it could become.
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Chapter One The Front Rank
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Dorieus had learned early that Sparta could forgive pain more easily than hesitation. Pain was expected from every boy who entered the agoge, from every young man who stood beneath the judgment of his elders, and from every warrior ordered to place himself between the city and its enemies. Pain could be swallowed, hidden beneath discipline, and carried until it became proof that a man was worthy of standing beside others. Hesitation was different. A moment of uncertainty could expose a weakness that no amount of endurance could conceal, and once others witnessed it, the memory could follow a man longer than any wound. By the time Dorieus was old enough to carry a spear, he already understood that Sparta did not remember every hardship a man endured. It remembered the moment he failed to move when everyone around him expected him to act.

The morning air was still cool when he entered the training yard, though the dust beneath his sandals had already been stirred by the younger boys. They moved in pairs across the open ground, striking wooden shields together while an instructor circled them with a switch cut from olive wood. Their shoulders were narrow, their movements uncertain, and some still carried the softness of childhood in their faces, but the commands directed at them were given with the urgency of battle. One boy lowered his shield after receiving a hard strike, and the instructor’s switch snapped across the back of his legs before he could correct himself. The boy stumbled, caught his balance, and lifted the shield again without making a sound. The instructor struck him once more, not because the first blow had failed to deliver its lesson, but because the other boys needed to understand what happened when one man allowed his strength to fail the person standing beside him. Dorieus had once occupied the same ground. He remembered the weight of the shield against his forearm, the burning in his shoulder, and the shame that followed whenever another boy remained upright longer than he did. At the time, he believed the instructors were teaching them how to fight. Only later did he understand that they were teaching them how to be watched.

Theron was waiting near the far wall with one shoulder resting against the stone and his arms folded across his chest. Dorieus recognized his brother’s posture before he could clearly see his face. Theron had always possessed a way of standing that irritated older men, as though no command had ever fully convinced him that seriousness and discipline were the same thing. He was nearly thirty now, but Dorieus could still see the boy who had smiled during punishment simply because he knew it made the instructor angrier. As Dorieus approached, Theron pushed himself away from the wall and said, “You are late.” Dorieus answered that he was early, but Theron shook his head and reminded him that he was less early than the man who had arrived first. Dorieus looked toward the center of the yard, where three officers stood speaking beside a rack of practice spears, and asked where Brasidas was. Theron nodded toward the tallest of the officers and said that Brasidas was trying to convince the polemarch that he had invented marching. Dorieus told him such a task could take the entire morning, and Theron replied that it might take longer because the polemarch enjoyed being convinced. Dorieus tried to keep his expression still, but his brother noticed the beginning of a smile and pointed at it as proof that a human face still existed beneath all that discipline.

They walked toward the weapon rack together, and Dorieus tested the balance of a practice spear before handing another to Theron. The wooden shafts were heavier than the weapons carried into battle because the instructors believed a man who trained beneath greater weight would move more quickly when the weapon in his hand was real. Dorieus had always respected the reasoning. Theron had once argued that a man could accomplish the same thing by carrying two cups of wine throughout the day, provided no one allowed him to drink either of them. Men from their mess group began entering the yard in small numbers, some speaking quietly and others adopting the rigid silence they believed made them appear prepared. Dorieus knew every one of them. He had trained beside them, eaten beside them, slept near them on campaign, and watched several become husbands and fathers. Their familiarity gave the formation strength because each man knew the habits of the men around him, but that same familiarity could become a burden once they returned to Sparta. There were few secrets among men who spent their lives judging one another’s courage.

Brasidas entered the center of the yard with two officers following him. He was more than a decade older than Dorieus, broad through the shoulders, with gray beginning to spread through the beard around his mouth. He carried himself with the certainty of a man who believed command had not been granted to him but recognized as something that had always belonged to him. Dorieus respected his experience, though he did not always trust the confidence with which Brasidas spoke of things no man could fully control. Theron respected neither his certainty nor his command, and he rarely made much effort to conceal it. Brasidas stopped before the assembled warriors, allowed his eyes to travel across the line, and announced that they would march in six days. No one moved because the order had been expected. Messengers had been traveling between Sparta and the frontier for weeks, and rumors had followed them into the training yards, mess halls, homes, and marketplaces. A coalition of northern cities had resisted demands concerning grain, tribute, and military obligations. What had begun as a dispute between local leaders had grown into a challenge to Spartan authority, and Sparta had never allowed open resistance to remain unanswered for long.

Brasidas explained that the opposing force had gathered near the valley of Aulon and that scouts believed additional men were joining them from neighboring cities. Their numbers remained uncertain, but the army would assemble outside Amyklai before marching north. One of the warriors near the front asked how long they would be gone, and Brasidas replied that they would remain away for as long as the campaign required. Theron shifted beside Dorieus, and Dorieus quietly warned him not to speak. Theron insisted that he had said nothing, but Dorieus reminded him that he was preparing to. Lowering his voice, Theron said he was only wondering whether Brasidas’s answer meant the commander had no idea how long the campaign would last. Brasidas turned toward them at that moment, and both brothers held their expressions still, though Theron’s innocence was less convincing. Brasidas did not confront them. Instead, he announced that the formation would be reorganized before departure. Several younger men would be moved into the middle ranks, while veterans would occupy the front. Dorieus would remain on the left side of the first rank, and Theron would stand two positions away from him.

Dorieus saw the change in his brother’s expression, though it lasted no more than a heartbeat. They had fought in the same army before and had stood near each other during smaller engagements, but they had rarely occupied the front rank and had never been placed so close together there. The position carried honor because it carried danger. Every man standing at the front became the visible edge of the army, absorbing the first impact and carrying the weight of the ranks pressing from behind. Failure in the first line did not remain with one warrior. It traveled through the formation before the men farther back understood what had happened. Brasidas dismissed them to begin the morning drills, and Dorieus moved with Theron toward the storage area where their shields waited. Each shield carried the mark of Sparta across its painted surface. The leather on Dorieus’s shield had been repaired after the last campaign, but a narrow scar remained near the upper rim where an enemy spearhead had cut through it. He ran his thumb along the damaged place before sliding his arm beneath the inner strap. Theron noticed and asked why he had kept the shield instead of replacing it. Dorieus answered that the damage had become part of it, but Theron argued that damage did not become valuable merely because a man survived it. When Dorieus reminded him that the shield had held, Theron replied that perhaps they should leave every broken thing unrepaired as long as it had not completely failed. Dorieus told him that was not what he had meant, and Theron answered that it sounded close enough.

The command to form ranks ended the exchange. The warriors moved into position shoulder against shoulder, raising their shields until the edge of each one overlapped the protection of the next. Dorieus felt the familiar pressure against his right side and the wooden rim of another shield resting partly across his own. Theron stood two positions away, partially concealed behind the man between them. Dorieus could see only the edge of his helmet and the outer curve of his shield. Brasidas paced before the formation and reminded them that a line did not collapse because every man failed at the same moment. It collapsed because one warrior decided that his fear mattered more than his duty. The man beside him would then be forced to shift, another man would compensate for that movement, and soon the formation would cease to be a line and become a frightened crowd. Crowds, Brasidas told them, died quickly. The teaching was not new, but repetition was part of Spartan instruction. A truth was never expected to become powerful simply because it had been spoken once. It was driven into the mind until a man could hear it even when the instructors, officers, and elders were no longer present.

At the signal, the first rank began advancing across the yard. Dorieus moved his left foot and then his right, keeping his shield high enough to protect the vulnerable side of the warrior beside him. The men behind pressed forward, increasing the weight against his back until the formation seemed to move as one body. The pressure was deliberate. The front rank needed to learn how to remain balanced when the force behind it became nearly as dangerous as the enemy in front. A wooden spear struck the center of Dorieus’s shield, and he absorbed the impact without slowing. Another blow landed near his shoulder. He turned the shield slightly and allowed the point to slide away, but the man beside him moved too quickly and created a narrow opening. Dorieus corrected without looking, shifting his shield far enough to protect the exposed space while keeping his own body covered. From somewhere to his right, Theron grunted, but Dorieus resisted the instinct to turn. A third spear struck with enough force to drive him half a step backward, though the men behind immediately forced him forward again. His shoulder burned beneath the weight of the shield, dust entered his mouth, and sweat traveled down the center of his back beneath the bronze covering his chest.

Brasidas ordered the line to hold, and the formation stopped. A moment later he commanded them to repeat the advance. They crossed the yard a second time and then a third. By the fourth crossing, several younger warriors in the rear ranks were breathing heavily. By the sixth, one of them stumbled and struck the man ahead with the edge of his shield, sending a visible disruption through the formation. Brasidas halted the entire unit and ordered them to return to the starting position. No one blamed the young warrior aloud because there was no need. Every man knew why the exercise had to be repeated, and the silence surrounding him carried more weight than any accusation. The lesson belonged to the entire line, but the shame rested upon one man. They began again and continued until Brasidas was satisfied that exhaustion had stripped away every movement not supported by discipline.

When the final drill ended, the men separated and lowered their shields. Theron removed his helmet and bent forward with both hands resting on his knees. Blood ran from a cut near his eyebrow and followed the side of his face toward his cheek. Dorieus approached and asked what had happened. Theron replied that a practice spear had found him, but Dorieus told him the spear had only reached him because he had lowered his shield. Theron argued that he had adjusted it because the men behind him were applying too much pressure. Dorieus reminded him that there would be pressure from behind during battle and that the enemy would not slow down because he needed to correct his balance. Theron wiped the blood away with the back of his hand and explained that the warrior beside him had shifted too close, forcing him to compensate. Dorieus answered that he had failed to compensate because he had been struck. Theron looked at the practice weapon lying in the dirt and observed that the spear had been made of wood. Dorieus hardened his voice and reminded him that the next spear would not be.

Theron studied him for several moments before telling him that he sounded like their father. The name altered the air between them more effectively than anger could have done. Their father had been dead for nine years, yet death had never made Ariston feel entirely absent. He had been the kind of man Sparta admired, a warrior who spoke little, obeyed quickly, and expected his sons to understand responsibility before affection. He praised endurance because endurance could be measured. He rarely praised kindness because he believed kindness came naturally to the weak and required no discipline. Dorieus had spent most of his life trying to become the man Ariston expected him to be, while Theron had spent much of his life proving that he could remain his father’s son without surrendering every part of himself. Dorieus said their father had understood the cost of failure, but Theron answered that Ariston had only understood what Sparta had told him failure should cost. When Dorieus insisted there was no difference, Theron quietly replied that there was always a difference between the truth and what men in power needed others to believe.

Dorieus stepped closer and reminded his brother that his mistakes in the front rank would not belong only to him. Theron said he understood, but Dorieus told him to behave like a man who understood rather than a boy who believed confidence could protect him. Theron reminded him that they had fought beside one another before. Dorieus answered that they had never stood together in the first rank during a battle large enough to destroy the men behind them if they failed. Theron glanced toward the line they had occupied and asked whether standing two positions closer to the enemy would somehow change who he was. Dorieus told him it would not change him, but it might reveal him. The words came out more harshly than he intended, and he immediately saw their effect. Theron’s expression became still, and for a moment Dorieus wished he could pull the sentence back before it settled between them. Around them, warriors returned shields to storage and carried practice weapons toward the racks. No one appeared to be listening, though both brothers understood that men in Sparta learned how to hear private words without turning their heads.

Theron lifted his helmet from the ground and said that Dorieus should hope the coming battle revealed someone he could finally respect. He walked away before Dorieus found an answer. Dorieus remained in the yard after the other men began leaving. He returned his shield to its place and rested one hand against the scarred rim. He could still feel the pressure of the formation against his back and hear Brasidas explaining how the fear of one man could move through an entire line. He told himself that his argument with Theron had been necessary. His younger brother relied too heavily on instinct, spoke too freely, and trusted emotion in situations where discipline offered greater safety. Those qualities made him easy for others to love, but they also made him difficult to predict. Dorieus had spent years correcting him, warning him, and stepping between him and consequences that Theron seemed determined to discover for himself. Theron rarely thanked him for the protection, and Dorieus rarely admitted that some part of him wanted to be thanked.

By the time he left the training yard, the sun had climbed above the eastern roofs and the city had awakened around him. Women moved through the streets carrying baskets, clay jars, and folded cloth. Older men gathered beneath shaded walls and discussed the coming campaign with the confidence of those who would not march in it. Children ran between houses until the sharp voice of a mother brought them back. Sparta looked calm, but Dorieus had learned that it always appeared calm before men left for war. The stillness was not peace. It was a pause during which families prepared themselves to lose someone without speaking of the possibility. He followed the road toward his mother’s house, where she had instructed both sons to eat after training. The message had been delivered as an invitation, but everyone in the family knew that Myrine had never needed the authority of the state to make her commands understood.

Theron was waiting outside the house, sitting on a low stone wall with his helmet resting beside him. The cut near his eyebrow had stopped bleeding, though dried blood remained along his cheek. He did not look at Dorieus when he approached. Dorieus said their mother would ask what had happened, and Theron replied that he planned to tell her his older brother had struck him. Dorieus observed that she would probably believe it, and Theron answered that their mother had always trusted the more convincing son. Dorieus sat beside him, and for a time neither spoke. The silence was not comfortable, but it was familiar. They had learned as boys that anger could not always be resolved before Sparta required them to stand beside one another again. Brotherhood did not allow much room for distance when two men trained together, ate within the same circle, served under the same commanders, and returned to the same household. There was nowhere for resentment to go except forward.

Dorieus eventually reminded him that they had six days before the army marched. Theron nodded and admitted that he had heard the news the previous night from a man who enjoyed knowing things before everyone else. Dorieus replied that this description applied to half of Sparta, and Theron said the other half merely enjoyed pretending they had known first. The tension between them loosened slightly, and Dorieus nearly smiled. Theron touched the cut near his eyebrow and repeated that they would be standing only two positions apart. He asked whether Dorieus had requested the placement, and Dorieus told him he had not. Theron admitted that he had wondered because his brother preferred knowing where he was at all times. Dorieus corrected him by saying that he preferred knowing Theron was doing what duty required. Theron looked directly at him and said that was not the same as worrying whether he survived. Dorieus did not answer immediately, which told Theron more than an admission would have done. His brother finally asked whether it would be so difficult to confess that he cared about something beyond the line. Dorieus replied that caring about the line was how he intended to make sure they both returned.

The door opened before Theron could answer, and their mother stood inside with one hand resting against the frame. Myrine was smaller than either of her sons, though neither had ever mistaken her size for weakness. Gray had begun to spread through the hair near her temples, and the lines around her eyes appeared deeper than they had before the previous campaign. She looked first at Theron’s injury and then at Dorieus before stating that they had been fighting again. Dorieus explained that they had been training, while Theron added that they had fought only with words. Myrine examined the cut and remarked that their words appeared to be improving. She stepped aside and allowed them to enter the house, where the smell of fresh bread, olives, and roasted onions filled the room.

Their younger sister, Elara, was arranging cups beside a clay pitcher when they entered. She was twenty-two and possessed the same quiet control as their mother. Unlike her brothers, she could observe an argument without immediately feeling the need to win it. She told them both they were late, and Theron claimed that he had arrived early. Elara asked whether he had simply arrived less early than Dorieus, and when Theron demanded to know who had told her, she reminded him that he used the same argument every time. Myrine poured wine for everyone without asking whether either son wanted it, and Dorieus noticed the tension in the way her fingers held the pitcher. He asked whether she had heard the news, though her expression already provided the answer. She told him that everyone in the city had heard. Dorieus confirmed that they would leave in six days, and Theron reached for the bread before Myrine struck the back of his hand and told him to wait. Once they were seated, Myrine asked whether her sons would be placed together. Dorieus answered that they would be near one another, but Theron clarified that they would be close enough for his older brother to correct him while enemy soldiers tried to kill them. Myrine ignored the remark and asked how near they would stand. Neither son answered at first, and her eyes settled on Dorieus until he admitted they would both be placed in the front rank. Elara lowered her cup, and Theron looked away. Their mother folded her hands on the table and reminded them that Ariston had always believed the front rank was the only place where a warrior’s courage could be fully seen. Dorieus said their father had been honored there, but Myrine answered that he had also died there. Her voice did not rise, yet the words changed the room more completely than shouting could have done. Ariston had fallen in a border battle that Sparta later described as a victory. The official account praised the discipline of the formation and the sacrifice of the warriors who held it, but no one in the family had ever learned precisely how he died. One survivor claimed Ariston had been struck by a spear during the first collision. Another said he had remained standing until the fighting ended and collapsed from a wound no one had noticed. A third man insisted that he had never seen Ariston in the front rank at all. Sparta gave the family honor, public praise, and the right to speak of his death without shame, but it did not give them certainty. Dorieus had accepted the official story because accepting it allowed his father’s death to possess meaning. Theron had never been able to accept that meaning should require so many unanswered questions. Myrine looked at each of her sons and told them they would both return. Theron said they would try, but she immediately corrected him and said trying was not what she had asked of them. Dorieus understood the fear beneath her command and promised that they would return. Myrine nodded once, and the family began eating, though no one possessed much appetite. They spoke of practical matters because practical matters were easier than fear. Myrine asked about sandals, cloaks, provisions, and the condition of Theron’s equipment. Elara promised to remain close while her brothers were away. Dorieus described the planned route north, though he avoided discussing how little Brasidas truly knew about the enemy. No one mentioned the front rank again, but it remained present in every pause.

After the meal, Dorieus stepped outside and stood beneath the growing heat. From the training yard in the distance, he could hear another group beginning its drills. Shields struck together in rhythm, an instructor shouted a command, and young voices answered as one. The sound traveled across the city like a heartbeat. Theron joined him near the doorway with his helmet beneath one arm and asked whether he remembered the last words their father had spoken before marching away. Dorieus remembered them clearly. Ariston had stood in nearly the same place, looked first at his older son and then at the younger, and told them that a man belonged to the line before he belonged to himself. Dorieus said he remembered, and Theron looked toward the distant sound of shields before admitting that he had once believed their father meant they should protect one another. Dorieus replied that this was exactly what Ariston had meant, but Theron disagreed. Their father had not been speaking about brotherhood, he said. He had been speaking about Sparta, about the belief that the city possessed a greater claim upon a man than his family, his conscience, or even his own life. Dorieus insisted there was no difference between protecting Sparta and protecting the people beside him. Theron looked at him with an expression Dorieus could not fully understand and said that one day there would be a difference. The statement caused a coldness to move through Dorieus despite the afternoon heat. He asked what Theron meant, but his brother only adjusted the helmet beneath his arm and said that someday Sparta might demand that Dorieus choose between the line and the person standing beyond it. When Dorieus asked what kind of choice he was imagining, Theron held his gaze for several moments before turning toward the road. He walked away without answering, leaving Dorieus beneath the sound of distant shields and the memory of a father who had never returned.
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Chapter Two Six Days Before War
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The news of the campaign moved through Sparta faster than any official announcement. By midday, every household seemed to know which units would march, which men had been assigned to the front ranks, and which roads the army was expected to take. Some of the details were correct, while others had been repeated so many times that no one remembered where they began. Dorieus had learned not to trust information carried by men who enjoyed being listened to, but even false rumors had value because they revealed what the city feared. Sparta presented itself as a place without uncertainty, yet fear traveled through its streets whenever the army prepared to leave. It appeared in the way mothers inspected sandals that had already been repaired, in the way wives folded cloaks twice before setting them aside, and in the way older men spoke confidently about battles they would not be required to fight.

Dorieus spent the afternoon inspecting his equipment in the courtyard behind his mother’s house. His shield rested against the wall, its scarred rim catching the light whenever the branches overhead shifted in the wind. Beside it lay his helmet, cuirass, cloak, sandals, spear fittings, and a small collection of tools used to repair leather straps and worn bindings. Every item had survived at least one campaign, and Dorieus preferred it that way. New equipment had not yet revealed how it would fail, while old equipment carried both damage and knowledge. He tightened the inner strap of the shield and tested it against his forearm. The leather had stretched enough to move during the morning drill, and he had noticed the weakness each time the formation pressed forward. It had not been dangerous yet, but small weaknesses became larger under pressure. He removed the worn section, cut a stronger piece of leather, and began feeding it through the inner fitting while Elara sat nearby with a basket of wool resting across her lap.

She had been repairing the edge of Theron’s cloak, though the garment itself was not in the courtyard. Theron had disappeared after leaving the house, and no one had said where he had gone. Elara watched Dorieus tighten the new strap until the leather creaked and told him he was pulling it too tightly. He answered that it had been loose, but she reminded him that the opposite of one mistake was not always the correct solution. Dorieus said the strap needed to hold, and Elara replied that so did the arm beneath it. When he asked when she had become an expert on shields, she said she had learned enough from watching both brothers damage themselves with them. Dorieus tested the strap again and asked where Theron had gone. Elara told him he already knew the answer, but he insisted that he had asked a direct question. She finally said that Theron had gone to see Lysandra.

Dorieus had expected the answer, though he disliked hearing it confirmed. Lysandra lived near the western edge of the city with her father and younger brother. She and Theron had known each other since childhood, but their relationship had never been simple enough for either family to define. They had spent years moving between closeness and distance, each insisting they understood the other while repeatedly proving that they did not. Dorieus said Theron should have been preparing for the campaign, and Elara told him that visiting Lysandra might be part of that preparation. He argued that there were practical matters requiring attention, but Elara observed that some things a man carried into battle could not be repaired with leather and bronze. When Dorieus said Theron would see Lysandra again after the campaign, Elara lowered the wool in her hands and reminded him that he did not know that. The words were quiet, but they struck harder than she intended. Dorieus tightened his grip on the strap and said they were not marching toward a hopeless battle. Elara answered that no army ever called a campaign hopeless before leaving home.

He insisted that the Spartans knew the terrain and understood that the enemy was divided, but Elara corrected him each time. They knew part of the terrain, she said, and they knew only what the scouts had reported about the enemy. Dorieus accused her of listening too closely to Theron, but she answered that she listened to both of them and found the experience equally exhausting. Before he could respond, a shadow crossed the courtyard entrance. Dorieus turned, expecting Theron, but a young warrior named Menalkes stepped through the opening. He was in his early twenties and had only recently been moved from the training units into the army. His beard had not fully grown, and his face still carried the uncertainty of a man who had not decided whether others saw him as a boy or a soldier. He bowed politely to Elara and asked whether he could speak with Dorieus.

Dorieus stood and asked what had happened. Menalkes explained that Brasidas wanted the men assigned to the left side of the formation to report before sunset. When Dorieus asked whether another drill had been ordered, the younger man said Brasidas had not explained the purpose of the meeting. Dorieus noticed tension in his shoulders and pressed him for the rest. Menalkes hesitated before admitting that an argument had taken place among the officers and that he had heard Dorieus’s name. He identified the men involved as Brasidas, the polemarch Leontes, and a captain named Kleon, who had returned from the northern frontier only three days earlier. Dorieus did not know Kleon well, but he knew the man’s reputation. Kleon was ambitious, impatient, and closely connected to officers who believed Sparta had become too cautious in dealing with resistance.

Menalkes explained that Kleon believed the front rank required men who would follow orders without deciding which commands deserved obedience. Brasidas had defended Dorieus’s record, but the argument had continued. When Dorieus asked whether Theron’s name had been mentioned, Menalkes nodded and said Kleon did not believe brothers should stand near each other when one might place blood above duty. The courtyard became quiet. Dorieus looked toward the shield resting against the wall and considered the meaning behind the accusation. That morning, Brasidas had placed Theron two positions away from him without hesitation. Now another officer was challenging the decision before the army had even assembled. Officers disputed formations constantly, especially when reputation and influence were involved, but Kleon had not questioned Theron’s skill. He had questioned the bond between the brothers and suggested that affection could become a military weakness.

Dorieus asked whether Brasidas had agreed, and Menalkes said he had not. The younger man did not know what Leontes believed, and after answering the final question, he shifted as though waiting to be dismissed. Dorieus thanked him and told him to return ahead of him. Once Menalkes had left, Elara said Theron deserved to know what had been said before the meeting. Dorieus assured her he would tell him, but she immediately accused him of deciding whether to tell him at all. Dorieus picked up his helmet and said that if Theron learned Kleon had questioned his loyalty, he would confront the captain. Elara replied that perhaps a man had the right to know when another person was attempting to decide his place in the line. Dorieus said Theron’s reaction was exactly what Kleon feared, but Elara stepped closer



















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
S Bl

JAMES P. PATTERSON





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





