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    To my mother, and my best friend Patricia McBride.
 
 
This book was edited by E. Legge, ensuring the highest quality and historical accuracy throughout.
 
 
"Never assume the obvious is true." — William Safire

      

    



  	
        
            
             
 
"Also the dragon (serpent), earthborn, in craftiness coming behind thee" (Oracle of Delphi, 403 BC, "Plutarch: On the Pythian Responses").
 
*******
 
"Make your own nature, not the advice of others, your guide in life" (Oracle of Delphi, 83 BC).
 
*******
"For there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known" (Luke 12:2, KJV).
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“Make your own nature, not the advice of others, your guide in life” (Oracle of Delphi, 83 BC).
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“For there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known” (Luke 12:2, KJV).
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Prooimion 

(Preface)
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This book developed from a project completed in my first year of university when I was 17. Having recently lived in Greece and explored Delphi, including the area beneath the Temple of Apollo, with my mother, a knowledgeable enthusiast of archaeology and ancient history, I was inspired to write the initial chapter as a short poetic-prose narrative. The rich cultural and historical significance of Delphi, combined with my academic journey as a classical archaeologist, sparked an idea that has been with me since.

A few months ago, while revisiting that short story to edit and publish it independently, I felt compelled to expand it into the present historical novel. My theory that the priests of Delphi, beyond their religious duties, also played deliberate and conscious roles in political events, first occurred to me during those early years. This theory, which was my own, is also supported by scholarly research, aligning with the historical context of Delphi’s political influence. 

Furthermore, it seemed reasonable that such powerful organisations would have operated their own networks of agents, akin to modern intelligence networks, including intelligence gathering in regions like Lydia and Persia. This idea parallels the influence and reach of institutions like the Vatican today.

Additionally, Croisos, the last king of Lydia, is renowned for introducing the first true gold and silver coins around the mid-6th century BC (at the time of the Greek Archaic era). Prior to this, Lydians used electrum coins, a naturally occurring alloy of gold and silver. These coins, bearing Croisos’ image or symbols, significantly influenced the economy and trade in Lydia and surrounding regions, including Persia and Greek cities like Delphi. This historical element is known from the writings of Herodotus and archaeological findings, and it is woven into the narrative to reflect the economic backdrop of the era and add depth to the characters’ journey. 

Moreover, although my narrative developed naturally and spontaneously, I was already aware, although I did not apply it consciously nor set out to do this, that the theme of lost and regained lineages was common in ancient Greek and Persian legends and other ancient fairy tales as well, likely reflecting actual situations. This includes such fairy tales as Snow White. Families being engaged in blood and cold feuds was common historically in ancient Greece and other ancient societies.  

As well, this novel includes a unique gothic essence, blending ancient historical themes with elements of mystery, espionage, and romance to create an immersive and captivating experience. 

While this novel explores themes of power, influence, and corruption within religious institutions, it is not intended to make a specific political statement. The story evolved organically, drawing on historical facts, scholarly theories, and creative licence to create a compelling narrative. My goal is to provide an engaging and immersive experience that highlights the intricate relationships between religion, politics, and personal ambitions in the ancient world.

This novel is plot and character-based, set against a rich historical background. In this book, I've blended factual history with creative storytelling, which includes a spy network operated by the High Priests of Delphi and supported by the Polis. My experiences and background in classical archaeology have deeply informed this narrative, and my present studies in Medicine as an MD candidate have also contributed.

I hope you enjoy this journey through an ancient world where the boundaries between myth and reality are nebulous, and where every character and event is a piece of the intricate tale I’ve woven from both my academic pursuits and creative passions.

*******
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Symplirōmatikón Hylikó 

(Supplementary Material)


Khártēs tês Akhaimenidôn Persídos 

(Map of Achaemenid Persia)
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Glossarion 

(Glossary)
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Hellenike (Greek)

Achaean: Bronze Age name for the Mycenaean Greek people

Aigaion – the Aegean 

agapetos (m), agapētē (f) - darling

Aἰθαλία (Aithalía) – Italós; Italy

Alētheia anakamptei - Truth returns.

Alētheia de kai hēmerāi endeixetai - The truth will be revealed in time.

anassa - noblewoman, including princess

anax - leader

angaria - royal courier stations attributed by ancient Hellene historians to Cyrus the Great, placed along his main roads throughout the Persian Empire. Rome modelled its courier program after the Persian one.

anoi̱síes - moonshine

Anshan: Ancient city, Persian Empire, administrative centre

Apásioi (m)/Apasis (f) - Ephesian

Apasos - Apasa; Ephesos, an important port city in Lydia 

aphrosýnēs - insanity

ara - curse

Arachosia - Afghanistan

archon/archontes -  a public official holding significant administrative and judicial authority

archēgós synōmosías - conspiracy/cabal leader; mastermind

archōn mētidos - ruler of cunning/schemes; mastermind

αυλή (av̱lí̱, aulē) - private courtyard

Basilikos Dromos - King’s Highway, Royal Road

basileus - king

basilissa - queen, princess

catharsis - spiritual purification or cleansing

chaire/chairete - hello, rejoice, be glad

chiton - tunic

Colchis: Ancient Black Sea kingdom, western modern Georgia; famed for the Golden Fleece and sacred to Hecate

diaírei kaì basíleue - ever seeking the truth

δικαστήριον (dikasterion) - law court

doru - long spears

Ecbatana: Median capital, central Iran, ancient seat

ἐπιγεγραμμένον ἐν τοῖς περίβολοις τοῦ ἱεροῦ ναοῦ τοῦ Ἀπόλλωνος τοῦ Δελφικοῦ (Epigegrammenon en tois peribolois tou hierou naou tou Apollonos tou Delphikou) - written in the precincts of the Temple of Apollo at Delphi

ἔσται δίκη (éstai díkē) - there’ll be hell to pay

Φαρμακίδα (farmakída) – enchantress

Gnōthi sauton - Know thyself.

αἱματόεις (haimatóeis) - bloody

himation - cloak

Hellas - The Mainland Greek region

Hellene/Hellenike - Greek

ἡ μεγάλη θάλασσα (hē megálē thálassa) - Great Sea; Mediterranean Sea

hippotrophos - groom 

hyos kyamos – Hyoscyamus niger; henbane

Hyrcanian - Caspian Sea

Ilios (Troia, Wilusa) - Troy

Italos – Italy

καπνός (kapnos) - smokescreen

kardialgia - chest pain

katara - curse, damnation

Katára tē synōmosía. Curse/damn the cabal

katára to - curse it

keleustes - drum beaters for ship’s rowers

kephalaion - chapter

klinē, klinai - couch(es)

kυρία (kyria) - lady

κύριος (kyrios) - lord

λοχαγός (lochagos) - captain

Lydia: An ancient kingdom in western Asia Minor, rich in gold, and known for its capital, Sardis

malakas - wanker, jerk

Ma ton Dias, ouk estin dynatón! By Zeus, you can’t be serious!

Media: Powerful ancient empire centred in modern northwest Iran

megalomēchanos - great contriver; mastermind

melancholia - depression

miasma - impurity

naphtha - a flammable oil derived from crude oil, coal tar, or natural gas condensates; “Greek fire”; first recorded as being used more widely in the seventh century AD.

nauklēros - ship owner

oikonomos - steward

PanHellenike - all Greek; pertaining to the Greeks

paraisthesis - neurological tingling; paresthesia

pater - father

pera - money pouch, often worn at the waist

Perses/ai - Persian 

Persis - the land of Persia

πεττεία (petteia) - a board game like drafts or chess

phile - dear

phíltatos - dearest, most beloved

plateia - town square

phluaria - nonsense

polis/poleis - Greek city state

πόρνη (pórni) – harlot

porphyros - maroon

προδότης (prodótis) - turncoat

ptisane - tisane; herbal tea

Sarakenoi - Arabic

Sardis: Capital of Lydia, rich in gold, historical significance

satrápes - satrap; adapted from Ariyan

Smyrna – modern Izmir, Turkey

Sy mochthiré! - You evil scum!

synōmosías - cabal

ταλαίπωρος (talaipóros) - wretch

thaumasion - amazing

theoi - gods

trelós - crazy

ypolochagoi - vice-captains

xiphos - iron swords

Xronia Polla - Many years, or happy birthday

xyston - cavalry lances 
Ariyan (Old Persian)

anjoman - secret conspiratorial group

Anshan: Ancient city, Persian Empire, administrative centre

Ariyan - Persian language

asu - doctor

Bā namāvarš - With respect.

bazaar - marketplace, city centre

chador - long, loose-fitting garment worn by women

chai - tea from China which could have been obtainable through imports by royalty at this time

Dahyaka - Dragon King; conspiracy leader

damnoosh - herbal tea

draya - sea, ocean

Drayahyā - Renewal! For well wishing

Frashokereti - Long life! For well wishing

Hamma ciš āšikarīy hyā - All will be revealed.

hazarapatish - chief of one-thousand

howz - inner courtyard

kamis - shift garment

kandys - outer garment

kaniz - maidservant

khānum - lady

khodavand - lord

Khoshbakhti va Salamati - Happiness and Health; a form of well-wishing such as for one’s birthday

kshathrapavan - satrap

kucheh - narrow, covered street with shops

Mādā - Medes, Media

madyah – wine

mar - viper

meydan - plaza, square

Meydan-i Khashāyār - Bazaar of the Shahs

Nafrin bar u! - Damn him!

naft - a flammable oil derived from crude oil, coal tar, or natural gas condensates; “Greek fire”; first recorded as being used more widely in the seventh century AD.

Padshāh - Lord King, sovereign ruler

Pārsa - Persian

Pasargadae - Cyrus the Great’s at this point newly founded ceremonial capital

pirradaziš - courier horse-changing station

Ratha-y - King’s Highway, Royal Road

shabah-e-nazam - a secret or hidden organisation; paramilitary; quasi-military

shah - king

Shahanshah - king of kings 

Shahbaz - Royal Falcon

Sparda - Lydian

Spasaka - Eyes of the King; elite secret agents of the ancient Persian kings

xšāyaθiya šāh šāy - keeper of secrets.

vērka - maroon

Verkâna - Hyrcania (Greek name), a district of ancient Persia on the southern Caspian shores

Yaunas - Greek

zenike - bitch

Middle Persian

shahbanu - queen consort

shahdokht - princess

shahzadeh - prince

Hittite

Hatti - Hittites

Hattusa - capital of Hittite Empire

Truwisa (Wilusa) - Troy
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Glossárion Onomátōn Tinôn Arkhaíōn 

(Glossary of Some Ancient Names)
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Hellenike

Damian - the one who tames, the one who subdues

Kory - from korios/kyrios: lord, master; from korys: helmet, shield.

Kratos - strength, power

Lykos - wolf

Lysander - liberator

Thalassa - sea

Thalia - nymph of woodland, music, and comedy

Lydian

Caroś - personal name for Kroesos, the latter which includes his kingly title.

Croisos - refers to Kroesos/Croesus, the last king of Lydia. The name "Croisos" is used in this text to distinguish his name from that of other characters.

Ariyan

Barzine - viper

Darya - from draya; sea

Kourosh - Cyrus; throne, farsighted, sun

Nazrin - wild rose

Median

Ršti-vaiǰa - Astyages in Greek; swinging the spear, lance-hurler

Semitic

Sakhar - stone, hard, strong
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Katalogos Charaktērōn 

(Character List)
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Main Characters


Thalia (Darya): The female protagonist, medical student, and former Delphi Oracle. 

Kratos (Kory): The male protagonist, a Hellenike diplomat and government agent.

Lysander (Sandro): Kratos’ lochagos and oldest friend.


​Secondary Characters


Myron: Kratos’ doctor in Koryphaios, Lydia.

Nikandros (Nikos): A Delphi merchant and cousin of Chrysis, an Apollo priestess.

Phaedros: High Priest of Delphi.

Lykos (Sakhar): A priest of Apollo.

Viole: An employee of Kratos in Lydia.

Croisos (Caroś): The Lydian Basileus/former Basileus.

Ramin: One of the Kourosh Shah’s guards.

Damian: One of Kratos’ agents.

Drakon: An important ancestor of Kratos.

Mahin: Kratos' former fiancée.

Chrysis: A priestess of the Apollo.

Ajax: One of Kratos’ main officers.

Diophanes (Dio): A junior officer of Kratos.

Kourosh the Shahanshah (Cyrus the Great).

Cassandane: The queen of Cyrus the Great.

Mohsen: A Persian prince and relative of the Royal Family.

Farah: A Persian princess and relative of the Royal Family.

Nazrin: The late Median secondary wife of Cambyses, the former Shah of Persia.

Tavak: Important agent to Kourosh Shah.

Barzanes: One of Kourosh Shah’s guards.

Artaxshaca: Kourosh Shah’s chief physician in Anshan and Thalia’s main medical professor.

Ascanes: Medical student in Anshan.

Anthea: Love interest of Lysander in Apasos.

Farid: Counsellor to the Shah


Arash: The Shah’s tutor in Persian government and culture. 

Backstory Characters


Drakon: An important ancestor of Kratos.

Nazrin: The late Median secondary wife of Cambyses, the former Shah of Persia.

Cambyses: The late former Shah of Persia.

Masandane: The late Cambyses Shah’s late queen.

Theron: The late previous High Priest of Delphi.

Solon: Important official in Athens.

Tiridiates: Deputy Director of Median Intelligence.


​Additional Characters


Delphi Archon: A Delphi government official.

Delphi Neighbours: Characters from the backstory that provide context and depth.

Military personnel: Characters who play supporting roles in the story.

Agents from diverse sides.

Additional Medical Students.

Messengers.

Advisors to Kourosh Shah.

Servants: Other supporting characters who contribute to the narrative.

Peisistratid Family: Powerful political family in Athens.

Ršti-vaiǰa (Astyages): The former Shah of Media.

Pactyes: Lydian rebel.

Other Minor Characters: Additional individuals who add depth and context.

Arion: Thalia’s trusted horse.

Alastor: Kratos' trusted horse.
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Kephalaion 1: To Kekrymménon 

That Which is Hidden
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I HAVE COMMITTED A terrible deed. The most heinous imaginable. I cannot sleep, nor eat, for thinking of it.  But still I must visit the Temple daily, as it lies on the slopes of Mount Parnassos in the sacred land of the holy gods.

Sometimes, when I was a child, I’d dream I had a great gift and that there was a marvellous plan for me, just as my brother, who’d raised me, would tell me, and that I would some day accomplish wonderful works, and help kings and priests. My brother was sent as an ambassador to a distant realm.  But I remained here, and here I stayed, and thought about my dreams. And believed I could do something great myself.  I believed I’d done all the right things. I was doing these things. Why has it come to this? 

That day began as any other. The sun shone, the birds sang, the bees buzzed, a light breeze stirred the grass and rustled through the silver-green leaves of the olive trees in their groves. If only I could go back in time, and undo what I have done.

Power. It is a gift of the gods but it is given us in trust. So easily misused, so dangerous in the wrong hands.  So easily exploited when we do not realise we possess it. When we trust and our trust is betrayed. Or when it all happens too quickly, before we can stop the events that unfold.  

*******
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IN DAYS OF OLD – THAT’S when it all began – they say the gods made a pledge with man, and Gaia gave us the gift of prophecy. And so... she caused a crack to open up from the hallowed realms below the earth, from which arose sacred steam which, when the Holy Oracle, the Pythia, breathed it in, could make her see and speak her visions of things that were to come. But thence came Apollo and slew the Python, whom he claimed was evil, freeing Delphi from its spell. And so she remained, the Pythia priestess still, but under his priests’ control, in the cavern beneath the Temple, and breathed in the sacred fumes from that deep crevice below where lay the rotting Python’s corpse, and spake in prophesy the words of the gods.  But the Temple priests, who now served the mighty Apollo, instead began to control these visions, to use them to their own ends, and commenced to lead her in what she was to say – to tamper with the messages of the Holy Divine, and to influence the decisions of the great. Not merely priests, but politicians were they. And so couched they these wise speeches in innuendos which could be comprehended in more than one way... for their protection, these oh, so wise usurpers, miscreants and traitors... And in this way, they distorted our wonderful gift from the mighty gods... and used – and exploited – our fears.
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The Oracle of Delphi waits alone in a room beneath the Apollo Temple which was built over that holy space, the place where the crevice had opened from below to give us that wonderful and terrible gift of communion with the sacred gods. There she resides, to guide us all and answer our concerns. 

For we all, whether we admit it or nay, have questions about the future, and about life.  We live in fear of the unknown. We need to control that which we do not understand. We are all of us living in the dark.  Only the gods know what really is, and what is to come.

But I will never overcome this terrible deed! I cannot live with this anguish. I want only to forget all, to attain oblivion, to cross the River Styx, to die... so that I need never remember these things again. 

*******
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THE ANCIENTS TELL IN their tales from long ago of the furies, those creatures sent by the gods to torment those who have slain their own families. The gods forbid that I ever do such a shocking thing as that. To slay one’s own kin and blood: It is the worst possible crime. Why would anyone do this? The gods protect us from the selfishness of evil men.

Those who are tormented by the furies – tormented forever, without solace or recourse – can neither eat nor drink nor sleep. The furies steal their sustenance and continuously disturb their rest.  These people waste away and their remaining time on this earth is short. 

*******
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THERE WAS ONE PRIEST who was handsomer than the others. He always spoke kindly and gently. And I, in my innocence, trusted and believed him. One can change so much in such a short time, in but a few hours, when the gods open the veils covering our eyes so that we really see: not the visions but the truth. 

*******
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SO IT CAME ABOUT IN this way, that one day a king from a distant land approached the Oracle and did ask in both eagerness and trepidation – for fame of the power of our Oracle had spread far and wide, even to our enemies – “What will happen if I lead my men to war against Cyrus: whom the Persians call Kourosh, the King of Kings?”

And so she, the Sibyl, spake, but her words were tainted – she uttered the words that she had been instructed to say by those selfish, earthly powers, the evil priests, but not by the gods, for those wicked men had coerced her for their own ends...

And her voice echoed within the deep cavern where she sat in her long, shining peplos of white, breathing in the fumes from the holy crevice. 

*******
[image: ]


I SAW HIM THEN, BUT he did not see me. As he accompanied Croisos, the Basileus of Lydia, I recognized him immediately and my heart skipped, surprising me, and then became cold with dread – but not of him. He stood so handsome beside the king in his costly robes. 

I held back in the shadows, lest he see me. Why did I do this? Why did I not approach him and warn him? Since I was a coward and confused. I was in their thrall. And because of the fine dark eyes of that one priest when he had glanced my way as I approached the Temple in my pure white linen robes.  And so I lost my chance, and I influenced the results in the most perverse way.  By saying nothing.  But did I really say nothing? Wait and see...

*******
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AND THE LYDIAN KING and his friend both shivered and exchanged questioning glances in that sacred room and drew their costly cloaks – for they wore mantles of good quality – about them against the sudden cold. Robed they themselves in deepest blue, their coats trimmed with electrum thread, for the Oracle only meets with the wealthy who come bearing gifts for the Apollo Temple. So they approached, impressed with the power of the place which outshone even the palaces of kings, and the echoes of their footsteps resounded, again and again, from the stone walls. The light of the two flanking torches smouldered from their high sconces and cast an evil golden glow, making the purple shadows dance. It seemed to them that, from deeper in the shadows behind the Oracle, someone moved. But that was impossible and a trick of the flickering light. Only the Oracle was there, sitting alone on her tripod behind the holy grey smoke, pulling her veil closer about her face.
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AND THEN SHE SPOKE, translike, and her chanting voice sounded unearthly and powerful in the ancient cavern.
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“IF YOU GO TO WAR,” she intoned, “A great nation will be destroyed. A mighty empire will be laid low, if go to war you do! Its cities will be sacked and its people slain, and their wails will be heard high and low across the land and on the battlefield – and the fields will run red with their blood.” And her voice echoed eerily throughout the chamber, ricocheting off the walls. And so, with his right-hand warrior at his side, did Croisos bow low before the gods, his palms pressed against his robes, and give thanks to the Holy Oracle, her face hidden behind her purple veil, as she sat behind the dense covering of smoke. And the two men turned and looked at one another, Croisos with a gaze of triumph on his face; his friend more wary, shaking his head ever so slightly as he glanced toward the king... but then they left.  

He did not know her when he saw her. So he went his way.

And go to war that great king did, and lo, a great nation he did defeat. But ‘twas his own.  

*******
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INDEED, I HAVE WORKED with kings and great men. I had imagined I was fulfilling my talents: I was doing what I had been destined to do. What the Oracle herself had proclaimed at my birth. But I was used. Coerced. I could have refused to speak to him. I could have warned him. But I did as I was told and paid the price. What have I done? He had come with the foreign king as that king approached the Oracle.  

If only I had not done what I had done. Not said what I had said. If I had only warned him! Told him not to believe the words the Holy Pythia uttered in that sacred room beneath Apollo’s Temple. Warned him that her words were not her own, that she was in others’ thrall – controlled, influenced, drugged... but not so drugged that she was unaware. He was not to blame for arriving at the side of that Lydian king. For riding beside the king as he led his troops to war? He was our eyes and ears. He was loyal to us! Our agent. 

The priests had doubted him, but I had not. I knew him well! But they did not listen to me. They called him traitor. I was afraid and in their sway. I was in thrall to that handsome priest who had lurked, silently observing, from the shadows. And I was weak.  

I have caused the death of my lover.  

For I am the Oracle of Delphi.  
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“Also the dragon (serpent), earthborn, in craftiness coming behind thee” (Oracle of Delphi, 403 BC, “Plutarch: On the Pythian Responses”).

“Make your own nature, not the advice of others, your guide in life” (Oracle of Delphi, 83 BC).

“For there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; neither hid, that shall not be known” (Luke 12:2, KJV).

*******
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Kephalaion 2: The Vision
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547 BC Delphi, Hellas
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AND SO HE LEFT, BUT he had not known me when he saw me in my role as the Delphi Oracle. But what had I done? I loved him... I had realised it with a sudden shock, when I saw him again at

(Krowisas, meaning Croisos)’ side. Of course, I had always loved him, but this was different. And now, many things lay in the balance, including both his life and that of the Lydian king. I knew of course that Lydia had recently made an alliance with the Hellene states both in Asia Minor and Hellas, so Croisos was now our ally in the buffer zone with Persia, which we Hellenes called Persis. Croisos was also related by marriage to the Median nobility, and the Shah, or king, of that land, Kourosh – Kūrosh, was partly Median as well. All these things were useful to us, but we could not be sure of how much we could trust Croisos to remain peaceful and this temporary peace could change. Croisos had previously been seeking to control Ionia and Aeolia, the Anatolian Hellene states near Lydia. And Croisos’ power had been growing in another way as well: through his using his wealth to insinuate himself into the workings of the Delphi Temple of Apollo and other Hellene Mainland oracles, too. And, the priests had told me, Kratos, the friend of Croisos and our agent, sent by the high priest of the Temple of Delphi with the approval and support of the Polis, could not be trusted, either, since he seemed to have compromised his allegiance. 

I had not seen Kratos, whom I called Kory, for five years, although I had often dreamt of him as I had grown to womanhood. Over this time, he had transformed in my mind into someone larger than life. I had told myself not to be so foolish. But he had promised to return and said that I was to wait for him. Until now, though, he had remained in Lydia, and now that he had come to Delphi again, he had not even tried to see me. Why not? Had he, despite his solemn promises, forgotten me? I had been barely more than a child when he had left me under the care of his friend, the former Delphi High Priest. 

One year ago, Phaedros, the new High Priest, learning of my gift, had had me replace the chief Oracle, the High Priestess, when she had crossed the River Styx to rest with her ancestors. The training I had received, he assured me, had already prepared me for this and I was so gifted that no further preparation was needed beyond a transitional period of learning while beginning to work as the Sibyl. I had needed to move from Kory’s property, where I had grown up and which I’d considered my home – the place where I often rode Arion, my horse, and explored the vast grounds full of childhood memories – to one of Phaedros’ apartments at the foot of Parnassos. At first, I continued to visit Kory’s property to ride Arion, but I gradually began to keep her in the High Priest’s nearby stables instead. And I would usually have dinner with him and his family. Kory had warned me never to accept the position of Oracle and he had exacted a promise from the priests that they would not ordain me. He had said that it would be dangerous for me to become a priestess, but I had not understood the reasons. His warning, I had come to realise, had been strange, since to become Delphi Oracle was a great honour: it was the highest position a woman could achieve in the Hellene states. And Kory had been gone a long time, and probably no longer cared about me. We had always written one another messages, but his own had become somewhat impersonal. The priests had told me not to tell him about my ordination, so I had not. 

But something very unexpected had happened when I’d seen him again at Croisos’ side. When, after our long separation, his eyes had met mine across the sacred space, I’d felt a sudden, forbidden jolt of... what? No, I must never think that way of any man. I was the High Priestess and he was... what exactly was he to me now? And when he looked at me, as I sat behind the thick wall of sacred smoke, hidden by my veil, I thought I saw something flicker in his eyes – some awareness. But that was also impossible, since he could not perchance have recognised me with my face kept hidden, especially after all those years. Then that perception had vanished, and I was certain this had been my wishful thinking. 

But just for that brief moment, it had seemed that there was some strong connection between us, just as we had had all those years ago before he left for Lydia – when he had been my family. Then, it had been a very different sort of bond, but a deep connection all the same. When we had seemed to share this new experience, it felt as though we were no longer in the Delphi Temple but somewhere else – in a world that held only the two of us. It must have been the effect of the herbs. But suddenly, at that moment, I’d known I could not allow myself to utter the words that would surely send him and the Lydian Basileus to their deaths. And that must have been why, even in my semi-drugged state, I had chosen to speak of that prophecy... the vision I had seen years ago, which he had known about – since I had recited to him word-for-word the lines spoken to me in that powerful dream – and which he had told me seemed to apply to something in Persis, in the distant future. But I had barely been aware of what I was doing when I spoke the words to Croisos and him in the Temple. I just heard myself, as though from a far distance, utter the phrases that I knew – but the priests did not – failed to describe the situation. Please, Kory, remember these words I told you long ago, I’d thought. At that moment, all I knew was that, suddenly, he was here again, that I needed to tell him... and that what I was feeling was forbidden. 

No, I must get myself together, I thought. I was here for a purpose. I’d tried before to persuade the priests that we could trust him, but they had not listened to me. And I had agreed to carry out this plan for the safety of the Hellene states. And then, he and Croisos had left. And I remained alone in that room beneath the Temple, in shock. 

I made my way home along the road which wound downhill through the pines, my mind in turmoil. I knew from experience that the small amount of henbane I’d been given – I’d managed not to take too much – would wear off in an hour or so. The acanthus was relatively mild. But I was still dizzy and nauseous. I could have waited at the Temple, but I’d needed to get away from its imposing presence. As the path wound downward, I felt the pull of reality. The pine needles crunched under my feet, the air filled with their resin scent. The oak branches reached out to me eerily. My steps faltered and the world swayed, an eerie play of light and shadow, and my thoughts spun as I recalled what I’d said. Would Apollo guide me with his lyre strings or had he left me alone to face the music of what I’d done, a mortal thread unravelling?

The cypress trees stood sentinel, their dark forms guardians of mysteries. They seemed to mock the so-called mystery that the Temple had just performed, only to mislead Kory and the Lydian Basileus. I touched their rough bark, seeking solace from my confusion and pain. The path narrowed and, finally, I arrived in the shimmering olive groves, their silver leaves catching the fading sun.

*******
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I KNEW I NEEDED TO send a message to Kory. But how? I became strangely consumed by my urgent goal. My throat hurt from breathing in the Python’s fumes, and I slept long hours when I was not on duty or training. And suddenly, the guards around my home were doubled and my newly assigned bodyguards followed me wherever I went. He would be staying at his property, but it was in the countryside outside Delphi. I tried one night to reach Arion in the stables so I could ride her to his estate, but guards posted around it stopped me, and I couldn’t reach her. So I tried to go on foot, but still they approached me, advising me that it was too late to be out and about. In the day, they would not allow me to go out on my own, either, and insisted I spend longer hours at the Temple for more training. And since I was unwell, by the time I finished my studies, I’d only be able to arrive home, struggle to drink a little soup that didn’t hurt my throat, and then collapse on my bed, crying from frustration. The emotional pain seemed to worsen my injury, so soon the High Priest allowed me to spend some days at home to recover. But once I healed a little, I had more oracular duties to perform which injured my throat further.[1] And then I learned that Kory had left for Lydia. I must send a message to Sardis.

I spoke with Chrysis, one of the other priestesses, one day after penning off a message to him in code. She looked dubiously at my request, glancing over her shoulder to see if we were being observed. “So you are asking me to betray the High Priest?” she whispered.

“I do not wish to, but this is urgent,” I replied.

And finally, she agreed, saying that one of her cousins, Nikandros, was a merchant who often visited Ionia, so, for a price, he would do it for me. I could not tell him where Kory resided, but I had the man visit Sardis and give the message to Croisos’ men. I sealed it with the oracle’s seal, the two eagles of Apollo flanking the tholos of Delphi, so that it could not be broken by anyone but Kory. But her cousin never returned from Lydia and we soon learned from other sources that Croisos had already engaged Kourosh in war. When there was no further word from Nikandros, she blamed me for putting him at risk for a cause which opposed the wishes of the priests of Delphi. And despite my next messages, which I sent through the usual channels, I never received word from Kory again. Perhaps all our messages had been intercepted, or perhaps he had no further interest in contacting me. Maybe he was no longer alive...?

The months passed after Croisos, upon hearing the Oracle’s prophecy, first crossed the River Halys with his troops to meet Kourosh in battle. And finally, nearly a year later, we learned that Kourosh had defeated Croisos. Lydia had fallen. A great empire had indeed been destroyed. The cries of the people were heard high and low about the land and on the battlefield, the streets running red with their blood, just as I had prophesied. And I had brought this about by allowing myself to be the tool of Phaedros, the High Priest of Delphi, and of Lykos, the handsome younger priest who had befriended me in my loneliness. Kourosh, we later learned, had magnanimously allowed Croisos to live, perhaps because of his connections with Kourosh’s relatives in Media. But of Kory, there was no word.

I waited, crippled by my anxiety, trying to find other means to get a message to him. I knew some of his cousins and old friends in Delphi whom we would meet at his estate, but I found it impossible to get away from my trailing bodyguards to speak with them. Everything I did was reported to Phaedros, the High Priest, who called me to his office several times to reprimand me.

“Why are you doing this?” he demanded, his voice exploding in anger. “I have taken you in like a daughter! I have tried to explain to you why we have had to remove the threat of both Lydia and that traitor, Kratos. Kratos delegated your guardianship to the previous High Priest and from him it was conveyed to me, and he transferred his own interests from Delphi to Lydia. He did not even try to see you when he came here. He has not written to you at all. In influencing Croisos to make war on Persis, you helped us remove someone whose aim it was to achieve power over the Hellene states, first by direct aggression and then in more subtle ways. And during all this time, Kratos has been supporting him. Thanks to your help, we are now free of both his and Kratos’ manipulations. Yet you are seeking to betray not only us but all Hellas by trying to send messages to him! Would you prefer that I placed you under even stricter confinement? I have generously overlooked your insubordination and ingratitude, continuing to offer you training in the Temple and for your desired medical studies. I have made you more powerful than any other woman in the Hellene states. Yet you continue to defy me!” His voice began to rise, and I trembled in fear, confusion, and exhaustion. “We have heard nothing of Kratos since the defeat of Lydia. Croisos – you will doubtless be pleased to know – was saved by Cyrus from taking his own life [2], and yet there has been no word at all of Kratos. Since he was not with Croisos, he is doubtless dead,” he said, pronouncing the word so bluntly that I gasped. “Yes, dead. He is in Hades – thank the gods – and we can be grateful that he has finally departed from this world.” The depth of his hatred shocked me. I had been unaware of its full intensity until now.

“I have served my purpose,” I said, bowing to him. “I have helped you to take Kratos’ life, even though he is my family, which is the ultimate betrayal, and to defeat Lydia and Croisos. You have no further need of me. Please, I beg you, let me go. I cannot do this any more.” 

“No!” he cried. “Do not even think to be caustic to me! Your position as Delphi Oracle is permanent. It is a great honour! You advise rulers. Most leaders making political decisions and choices to initiate war first come to us, to you, before they are carried out.” 

Yet it is you who advises them, not me, I thought. I am only your and the other priests’ mouthpiece. I began to sway with weakness and took hold of the back of a nearby chair. I felt ill. I wanted to sit down but needed to remain standing subserviently.

His face softened. “Thalia,” he said, “You have a gift from the gods. You can’t let it go to waste. You were given your gifts for a purpose. To benefit others – even rulers. You’re tired. You have just unexpectedly performed an enormous undertaking, despite being young and new to the task of Oracle, of High Priestess. I regret that necessity demanded that I ask you to do this. It’s understandable that you would have some confusion and remorse. Take a few days break from your training. My wife, Daphne, and I would like you to join us for dinner this evening. We’re having grilled lamb and I know you enjoy it! Then, relax in my gardens. Rest. Read your books. Go for walks and ride your horse a little, but of course, always with your bodyguards. Come back in five days and report to me.”

*******
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LYKOS, THE HANDSOME younger priest, was waiting for me outside the High Priest’s door and began to follow me as I wearily descended the mountain path. “Thalia, wait! Are you alright?”

My eyes were stinging from unshed tears. “Yes,” I said, raising my hand to rub them. “No, not really. He was angry with me for...” No, I wasn’t going to tell him about trying to send a message to Kory. “For wanting to resign from my position as Oracle.” That was even worse, but at least it didn’t involve betraying the Hellene people by contacting a renegade, as the High Priest had accused me of attempting.

“No, you can’t leave! You know you have made a commitment not only to the Temple but the gods! But I’m not angry: I can imagine how you must feel. Proclaiming a prophecy to rulers carries a very heavy weight and responsibility and you are young.” And we spoke a little, while he encouraged me gently and told me that, any time I wished to talk, I could speak with him again. He confided that he often also felt overwhelmed by the import of his duties. But I had no wish to talk more now; I needed to be alone to pray for Kory, my best friend. Even if he had no longer cared for me when last I’d seen him.

I prayed, although it was difficult to focus on my faith and imagine the gods listening – something I could confess to no one – but still no word came of Kory. Still clinging to the hope that Phaedros was mistaken, I did finally manage, very carefully, to speak to a few of his cousins and friends whom I met in the streets of Delphi, but no one had heard anything about him. They seemed worried as well, so I was sure their answers were given honestly and not from fear of the Temple priests. I felt my chest tighten each time they answered when they told me they had received no word. 

He had fallen in battle. I was now certain of it. I had realised I loved him too late, and now he was gone. He had not even come to see me before he returned to Lydia. We had not been able to meet again after that time in the Temple when I had sent him to his demise. That had been the last time I’d seen him alive. And I was the one responsible for his fall.  

The full horror of it suddenly hit me as I climbed the slopes of Parnassos on my way to answer the summons of the High Priest after my brief respite. It was me who had killed him! I and none other. No, gods, it was not possible! Why had I not tried harder to get word to him? To give him some clearer sign in the Temple. To find him after he had met with the Oracle. Not only could I have saved him but Lydia as well. It had been a strong, powerful nation and now it had fallen. It had not been a constant friend to the Hellenes, but it was still an enormous thing to be responsible for a great power’s collapse. I recalled again that terrible vision I had had as a child which Kory had told me from my description was a city in Persis, but not one that he personally knew himself and probably not even from this era, but some time in the more distant future. The screams of the people as they fled in terror, the attacks of the invading soldiers in strange military armour that was similar to ours, but different. Fire overtaking the city, causing the collapse of once-beautiful but unusual architecture. No, that wasn’t Lydia – not as Kory had described it. But the experience the Lydians had had... it would have been similar. 

I began to cry again as I had when I had been a child and awoke screaming from my terrible vision and told Kory about it, and he had held me, rocking me, speaking soothing words and asking the maidservant to bring me something warm to drink. But he was not here now. He could not hold me again since I had sent him to his death. 

I sank to the ground as though I had been stabbed in the gut, and began to cry uncontrollably. It was my fault. Mine, all mine. I had been weak! I could have saved him; I’d had that opportunity. But I hadn’t acted on it! And now it was too late! We can never go back in time. I wanted to die myself. That was my only recourse, since I deserved to leave this life after the terrible thing I had done. I had betrayed, not the Hellenes, but him. He had saved me, long ago, risking his life, and I had betrayed him. I could not leave the Temple, but I could escape by leaving this existence altogether. If I died, at least I would be with him again in Hades –

“Thalia!” I heard a young woman’s voice, but I ignored it. I felt someone’s slim arms wrap around me. It was Chrysis, the same so-called friend who had blamed me for the death of Nikandros the merchant. Well, that was someone else who’s death I’d caused. I ignored her, unable to even think of other people’s problems, and continued to weep. 

“Thalia, I’m so sorry,” she said again. “Tell me what is wrong!”

I sat up weakly to look at her, unable to speak because of the injury to my throat from the training and my recent crying. When I did try to talk, my sobbing prevented it. Her face showed concern.

“Wait!” she said, moving to a stream to fill a cup left on a little table beside it for our use, and then returning to kneel beside me. “Here, drink this!” she said. 

I took a few sips of the cold, clear liquid, my throat too swollen to drink more. I began to cough. “Don’t drink too much at once,” she said. “I know you’ve spent much time in the grotto beneath the Temple. It’s difficult for me, too, when I go down there. The goddess is very powerful. That is why only the select few are chosen for this important duty.” 

I ignored what she said, too confused by this “duty” to wish to think of it further. The ancient words that Kory had taught me as a child had finally begun to make sense. Yes, Gaia gave us the gift of prophecy, but it was not to involve our damaging our health to attain it or share it with others, since the others were not required to visit the Temple crevice and breathe in the fumes as often as I was. And the visions I had sometimes received from the gods had come to me regardless of where I was at the time. Injuring me did not enhance their reception. “And thence came Apollo and slew the Python, claiming it was evil and freeing Delphi from its spell. But here she remains, the Pythian priestess still, but under the Apollo priests’ control.” “Remember it,” Kory had said. “You will understand it when the time comes.” Yes, I understood it now, but it was too late.

Chrysis sat next to me, placing her arm around me again, her face deeply concerned. I had always thought of her as my friend, at least ever since I’d become priestess, but then she’d blamed me for her cousin’s death. Understandably, of course. 

“I have...” I began, coughing again. I sipped a little more of the crystal clear water. “He is gone to the Underworld,” I whispered. “Because of me.” 

“Nikos?” she asked. “Please don’t feel so bad. I was shocked and grieving then, and I lashed out at you. It was not your fault.” And she pulled my head against her shoulder, stroking my hair soothingly.

“Yes, also your cousin,” I whispered. “I’m so – sorry –” I managed hoarsely. “But not only him. Also my... also...”

“Kratos?” she asked gently.

I began to cry again. “You – you don’t understand. He was my – my only family... And it was me who k– took his life.”

“No, Thalia, you didn’t! Lydia is at war! And you don’t know that he is dead. In a war, many things happen. People disappear, but they might still be alive in hiding somewhere!” 

“But Phaedros the High Priest said –”

She quickly looked around her, then whispered, “And how does he know? For some reason... maybe he just wishes you to believe that.” She continued, “I remember Kratos, you know. He was so handsome. I think we were all a little in love with him. And envious of how close you two were...” Yes, of course they were.

“But I caused the war! My prophecy... influenced Croisos to go to war...”

“Croisos made his own choices. You didn’t command him. You gave a message that he interpreted that way. Everyone is ultimately responsible for their own choices. And he is alive and now serves at the side of Cyrus!”

“Perhaps, but so many people died because of me.”

“But he made that choice,” she said again. “He had his own reasons.”

“Perhaps. But Kory... I tried to warn him, but... I didn’t try hard enough!” I said, sobbing again. 

She looked uncomfortable. Why? She whispered again, “I don’t know what the truth is, about him. He was – is – our agent, for the Delphi Apollo Temple. But... there were some things that happened... with the priests... Still, he’s your family, that is what’s important, and you love him. No matter what my family do, I love them all the same. The priests were wrong to involve you in this thing, and it concerns me that they did. But the gods know all and they can do all. Have you asked them for aid?”

“A little,” I said, “But it hasn’t helped.”

“But – you’re the High Priestess!”

I nodded, ashamed of my lack of faith.

“We need to forget others' sway over these things, and pray directly to the gods themselves. Ask them for help. They hear us and they are the ones who can answer. Not those men who control the temples. What I am saying might be deemed a sacrilege by some, but if I’m afraid or in anguish, I want to go directly to the gods.”

“I do,” I said. “I try.” But I looked at her, interested. So she had felt this, too. That something was wrong here. 

“Let’s pray to them now,” she said, “That he is alive, that the gods will protect him and that the Divine can send you word of it as soon as can be and tell you what to do. Remember, you, not the priests, are the High Oracle of Delphi. And we will speak directly to the gods who guide us. Let’s find a private grove to pray without prying eyes and ears.”

I smiled at her, grateful, and rose to my feet tiredly as she took my hand. We then walked off the path to the seclusion of a little copse of trees and knelt and prayed. “We’ll pray for your Nikos, too,” I said. 

First, we prayed to Apollo himself, the god of prophecy, healing and music. “Please, mighty Apollo,” I began slowly, my throat hurting, “I – don’t know the hearts of your priests in Delphi, but Kory is also your agent. Please – protect his path, shield him from harm and reveal to him his destiny. I beg – you to bring me word as soon as possible of his well-being. If by – helping these priests I have erred, please forgive me and don’t make him or – Nikandros pay the price.” I began to cough again, my voice becoming more hoarse. I took another sip of the water in the cup I still held. 

Since I was unable to speak more, Chrysis continued the prayer, “Artemis, the huntress, sister of Apollo, who guides those in peril, I beg you, to guard Kratos’ steps and those of Nikandros, swift as the moon’s silver arc, and guide them safely through the war-torn Lydian lands. Please send us a message, perhaps in the form of a breeze, to assure us of their safety. Hermes, you bridge distant realms and transverse boundaries, I plead with you to carry my entreaty on your winged sandals to the Divine assembly on Olympus. Fleet of foot, may you return to Thalia with word of Kratos’ safety, and to me with word of her cousin. Athena, goddess of wisdom and strategic warfare, you who stands sentinel over battles and champions, I beseech you to weave your shield around Kratos, granting him courage and cunning, and to protect Nikos as well, wherever he may be. Please deliver us your message, perhaps from one of your owls of the night.”

Yet, in my deepest heart, I knew that my own gift might reveal the answers somehow. I needed to wait and trust the gods to reply. In the grove, we listened to the rustle of the laurel leaves and the murmur of the sacred spring near where we knelt on the hallowed earth. And I knew that, even if some of the priests here were involved in their own petty manipulations, the gods were here as well, and their visions and power extended far beyond all these things. In my pain and shock, I had lost touch with the true purpose of my gift. 

Chrysis turned to me, hugging me. “Thalia, whatever happens, you must not think of giving up. I don’t know what you were thinking just then, but your despair was so intense that I was afraid for you... but remember that life is a gift from the gods and we are all here for a purpose. What if all this time, Kratos has been alive but something else has been afoot, preventing him from contacting you, and then you were not here to meet him again in this existence? How would he feel? He would then be shocked and imagine it was his fault. I’m sure he still cares about you. I remember how close you both were – no one forgets that connection so easily. He could not avoid going to Lydia or returning there. I feel there is more to this situation than you are aware – you can see how the priests are behaving! Something else is behind all this and he protected you by not revealing it to you. And as you know, he was also beholden to Basileus Croisos! We don’t know the details of that, either. Let’s both wait and be patient. I’ve been waiting, too, for word of my cousin, in hope that he still lives.”

And she was right, for that night, I had a terrible dream. 
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Kephalaion 3: Come to Me in Lydia

[image: ]


I lay in my bed, the doors to the terrace open because the night was warm. I was just beginning to drift off to sleep when I heard the trees rustle in a sudden, strong breeze that blew through their branches. The light curtain leading to the terrace, left slightly open, billowed in the current. Then, an owl hooted, and I saw its shadow as it flew across my terrace and past my window.

Someone was on the terrace just outside my room. At first, I didn’t see him, but I felt his presence. And then, the curtain moved once more as though giving way to someone, someone who was moving into my chamber, and I saw his tall silhouette. My heart lurched, in terror this time, and I sat up in bed, drawing the bedcovers closer. I wanted to scream, but my throat was too swollen from its injury. And I knew – sensed – that the intruder I feared was not from among the living. 

He stood at the foot of my bed. At first, I saw only his dark outline, but then the moon’s light shone on him more clearly as the cloud blocking its rays receded and his features became more starkly revealed, silvery in the beam of light. And I knew who he was. I saw that the first finger of his left hand was encircled by a shining black ring of onyx. I knew that ring. And on that ring, seeming to move in the light of the moon, was the carving of a dragon. 

I returned my gaze to his face. It was partly in shadow, pale and deathly in the moonlight, and his dark eyes stared both at and through me, abysmal, as though seeing something far beyond what I was capable of grasping. This was Kory, but not the Kory I knew. Somehow, I found my voice and whispered, “Kory! Please don’t be angry with me! Please forgive me! I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean – I didn’t mean...” and I began to cry again.

The vision spoke, but his voice was hollow, eerie. “Don’t cry, Thalia. But you must leave the Temple. You must come to find me in Lydia!” 

“But – how? Have you not d–died?” I asked, terrified of uttering the dreaded word.

“I am not dead,” he said. “I am alive. You must come to me in Lydia. You know where I am, but do not reveal the place to anyone. Don’t be afraid. But come at once!” The air shimmered around us, carrying the weight of his words.

I began to tremble in shock. This couldn’t be a dream. It was too vivid! Like that terrible vision of my childhood. “But how?” I said. “I can’t leave this place! I am guarded night and day. The High Priest Phaedros won’t let me go!”

“Tell Phaedros about this vision. Tell him what I said! He will surely let you
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