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Not stones nor wood nor carpenter’s skill make the city, but wherever there are men who know how to make themselves safe, in that place are both walls and cities.

Alkaios of Lesbos, born ca. 620 BCE

 

 

 

Note: The author has tried to make these narratives as historically and culturally authentic as possible without sacrificing storytelling. For this reason, culturally important concepts and some physical entities appear in the text in a transliterated form of ancient Greek (English letters that duplicate the actual Greek ones). Readers will find needed definitions and explanations in a glossary at the end.


 

 

Lysandros and Agesilaos

 

 

In the dead of night, Lysandros stood with Agesilaos at the entrance to the agora, waiting as the head Ephor and his associate approached. The second man held a torch aloft. He also carried two leather pouches.

“You are to go to the estates around Thouria,” the head Ephor said, forgoing any greeting. “In these,” he waited as the associate handed Lysandros the bags, “you will find a knife and bread and cheese for four days.”

“You are to locate and kill a helot who is setting fires and causing stoppages. It will not be easy to find him — we do not have his name. We only know he is taller than all other helots and his hair shows a tinge of auburn in the sunlight.”

The head Ephor started to turn toward the entrance to the agora but stopped. “Good luck,” he said. Then he and the associate crossed into the agora and out of view.

Lysandros looked down at Agesilaos and found an expression of enormous excitement on his face.
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He sent Agesilaos to scout ahead; he needed the conversation to stop. The youth enjoyed talking and, when they were alone, even joking. Lysandros’s ways were more controlled. He needed time to plan, to consider alternatives. Agesilaos didn’t do those things; he settled on an action by talking. Lysandros had long speculated Agesilaos made up for his lameness by his congeniality, and he knew he wasn’t alone in that thinking. Agesilaos’s leg was not deformed — he had strong, wrestlers’s legs that Lysandros enjoyed looking at, and he had perfected a way of walking that made his limp nearly invisible.

As Lysandros’s mind worked, he could barely hear his own footsteps in the forest’s silence. Agesilaos would come back to meet him or wait where he was, once he caught sight of Thouria’s outskirts. Once in a while he could see the shock of Agesilaos’s black hair when the space between the trees grew great enough. Most were pine trees, but some were oaks, set close together. But the two were following some sort of trail, perhaps made by deer.

It was unbearably hot. Even in the forest shade, the spring heat had forced the pair to shuck their khitons and put them in their supply bags. The bag’s strap was wearing a blister on Lysandros’s shoulder, so he carried it under his arm.

All Lysandros could hear was the chirping of the birds and his own footfalls. He worried at first that they didn’t know the name of the man, who had to belong to a Spartan farmer, but the Ephors didn’t know who. Lysandros rubbed his forehead. This helot was the worst kind to track, a troublemaker showing up with other helot workers wherever he pleased. That’s how he created havoc. It was unusual that he got away with it, but Agesilaos had reminded him as the sun came up that other helots were hiding his identity, protecting him. From when the pair had first joined male company, they had been made aware of this helot maneuver, but they would take him. His distinctive physique was their only advantage. No help, of course, because the krypteia didn’t work that way. Despite Agesilaos’s talk, Lysandros wanted no one else.

As he was about to take his next step, Lysandros saw out of the corner of his eye an oddly hanging pine branch a couple of hands’ length from the ground. As he raised his foot, the branch moved, and he jumped over it on its way up. Catching his balance, he assumed a defensive wrestling stance. Then he heard Agesilaos laughing behind the tree. Agesilaos stepped out and with his hand flat pushed Lysandros’s shoulder hard. Then Lysandros laughed, too.

“If you come over here to the edge, you can just make out a farm roof.” Agesilaos pointed downward to his right. At first Lysandros saw nothing for the branches. Then, when a breeze folded back oak leaves for an instant, Lysandros glimpsed thatched roofs in the distance.

“That’s the first sign of life we have seen in two days,” Lysandros observed.

Agesilaos nodded, softly touching Lysandros’s shoulder. Lysandros was used to Agesilaos’s affection and didn’t object. He had what he wanted in Agesilaos. Yet when he turned, he found Agesilaos staring into his face. Lysandros felt his lips quiver, threatening to form a smile, for he did enjoy what he saw next to him. And they were alone. It was frustrating, Lysandros thought, how his strict upbringing often kept him from expressing his feelings, especially joy.

“Daylight is three-quarters gone. Let’s get off this ledge and move closer to the fields. Maybe we’ll get lucky,” Lysandros said.

“The ledge ends nearby,” Agesilaos pointed to the left, “and we can go down from there.” Lysandros guessed that in the distant past moving water had dug away part of the hillside, leaving rocks, soil, trees stranded and jutting out into the air. Woods had grown beyond it, showing that something of the earth’s was missing.

Agesilaos went in front along the ledge until Lysandros saw where there had been a rockslide. Saplings had grown up through the debris, three times his height. They could walk down, but they would have to go carefully since the Ephors had sent them out, as usual in the krypteia, without sandals. They picked their way through the sharp stones, careful to remain behind the leaf cover. They stopped to listen for human noises but heard none. When they had almost reached level ground, they could better see the farm’s layout, no different from hundreds they had seen in their young lives. They knew the fields had to lie beyond the small thatch-roofed house and two large barns. The farmer had built right up to the hillside at the end of a hollow. They could see where the hill gradually flattened out on to their left and set out that way. When they got to where the tree line ended, they took note of the spot, then hid their supply bags in a crevice, covered them with oak leaves, and returned.

From this vantage point, they could see helots harvesting the winter barley, its large kernels the color of a rusty spearhead. Most of the helots were naked in the heat, and they all looked the same size. They needed to get closer. The helots were all facing away, cutting the grain in the customary way, with the wind at their backs so that the dust from the grain didn’t fly in their faces. The land was flat and nearly cleared of the barley’s long spears that might hide them if they crawled up behind. A small wagon, left unmanned, sat four or five body lengths behind the workers. They could now hear a work song about Damater’s gifts of life, death, and food.

In quick, broken runs, they made it over to the wagon. The wagon was small, but they crawled up under it so that they lay side by side with their heads between the front wheels. They could scrutinize the workers but move if they had to.

They perused the row of harvesters, studying their bodies and watching for the helot anomalies that all Spartiates had been trained from a young age to note. Like the needle wielded by a skilled seamstress sewing a hem on her husband’s scarlet khlamys, their eyes went in and out of the fabric of the worker line. They looked at each other. No one stood out. They all possessed the same thin, weak-looking bodies they would have shunned had they seen them in their gymnasion. None had hair tinted with auburn as the head Ephor had said the man they sought did. At Lysandros’s signal, they backed out from under the wagon, watched from behind and then made their way back to the trees’ edge. Damater’s song went on unbroken, and no head turned.

“He’s not here today,” Lysandros whispered. “We’ll watch here tomorrow morning. If we don’t see him, we’ll have to move to another farm.”

“How many days do we have?”

That question now gnawed at Lysandros, too. He could only guess from harvests in the Spartan plain itself where they had grown up. “I don’t know. Five or six.”

Lysandros could see worry now in Agesilaos’s face. Lysandros pointed to the top of the incline where they had stowed their supplies, and they began climbing. They moved back toward the place where they first saw the farm because that area seemed pristine and the high ledge would protect them. They saw nowhere to bathe and could not start a fire. They sat in silence for a while. Such a thing had happened only a few times before since they were together. It did not bother Lysandros, but Agesilaos fidgeted, moving pine needles into rows and then brushing the pattern away. As Lysandros looked at Agesilaos’s legs, stretched out next to him, he realized that he could account for every scar there. His legs also had scars, but Agesilaos was too young to know how they got there.

In the distance over the ledge, the two could still see the sun’s light, but where they were, the evening’s gray darkened under the trees as insect sounds increased. Without talking they took out the hard goat’s cheese and ate together. They both knew that when it ran out, they would have to steal from the farms they were watching.

When they finished, it was twilight. They piled up leaves and needles to sleep on, but as Agesilaos was working beside him, Lysandros reached his arm around his waist and pulled him down next to him. He embraced him from behind and held him tightly. Lysandros liked a wrestler’s body. It aroused Lysandros to feel Agesilaos’ chest muscles.

Agesilaos slipped away into position. As he did, Lysandros watched the dimple appear and disappear in the youth’s buttocks. He remembered seeing Agesilaos wrestle on several occasions and it was these muscles that had set him off. Watching the dimple come and go during the match and seeing his buttocks relax and grow hard and full had caused him embarrassment before peers as the front of his khiton rose up.

Agesilaos in all his talk never mentioned what happened between them — no couples Lysandros knew of ever mentioned it either. No one knew, but this is what an eispnelas — “inspirer” — did when he had his aitas, his “listener,” to himself.

Agesilaos was on all fours now, waiting, with Lysandros behind him. Lysandros relished the moment before he entered him, stroking with his hands his lover’s hip muscles, strong and tensed. Agesilaos had no hair there, almost as it must have been when he was a boy. But he was touching a down that predicted the real hair’s coming. The down felt invitingly soft as he kept caressing the muscles with his hands. Agesilaos no longer flinched when he entered him; he’d grown used to it. In the rhythm of the act, Agesilaos’ chest drew Lysandros’ hands back to it. Lysandros kept seeing the wrestling match as he made his union with his lover. As the moment arrived, in his fantasy he’d made his way into the ring and embraced Agesilaos so hard that they become one. Then the world stopped.

Afterwards when he knew where he was, he noticed that Agesilaos was still excited. In the near darkness, Agesilaos had thrown his leg over him, and Lysandros could feel his hard member rubbing his side. Though he preferred to sleep now, Lysandros let him be close. The youth gave him a hug, very tight, like some young boy grateful for getting invited to sit with the men. But then both hands came to rest on his right pectoral, and he felt Agesilaos kiss and then suck his nipple. Agesilaos raised his head and ran both his hands through Lysandros’ hair and kissed him holding his hands around his cheeks, again and again.

It was only his body that entrapped Lysandros. He didn’t always indulge these expressions of affection, but, this night under the darkening trees, he kept in mind who Agesilaos was and why he had pursued him. It was not every man who could have a lover with such lineage. The son of King Arkhidamos and brother of King Agis—one of Sparta’s two rulers — Agesilaos was royalty. Agesilaos had approved without reservations. The king had, too, Lysandros had noted with some pride. Letting the young man make over him and kiss him was a small price for Lysandros to pay, considering what he would eventually gain—an alliance that would put him where he wanted to be.

With the sun gone, it had grown cool on the ground under the trees. They put their khitons back on. To prevent anyone from finding them and to stay warm, they covered themselves with leaves and slept touching.
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Right before dawn, Lysandros moved Agesilaos’s hand from his waist and brushed aside the leaves. Agesilaos got up. They ate more goat cheese and made their way back to the fields before the helots got there. Behind the trees they saw the farmer and his son arrive to inspect the harvest line. Slowly the helots came in small groups and their foremen got them started. As Lysandros and Agesilaos watched, the farmer’s son pulled the wagon up to the side of the working line, not too far from where the pair watched. They had to move back into the trees for the son steering the wagon stopped twice to peer their direction. As the helots worked in their usual single line, the two made their way to the wagon, awaiting the bound sheaves as they accumulated.

They crawled under it again and began their careful reconnaissance. After both surveyed the line, they nodded to each other and vacated their position, just as two helots were loading up to carry sheaves to the wagon.

“The harvest will not last long, Agesilaos, so we will have to act fast.” Lysandros looked down into Agesilaos’s face and savored the respect he saw there. “Let’s move to the right side of the ledge and see what we find.”

“We can’t fail at this,” Agesilaos said.

The forest was thick on the right side and the path they had followed disappeared. They held a course by keeping the sun’s rays at the same angle through the treetops. They didn’t talk because they were in an occupied area. No one had seen them yet, and it had to stay that way. But they found no other fields, only a small stream at the bottom of a steep ravine. It must be the Aris, Lysandros thought, that runs through Thouria. When they spotted it, Lysandros could read Agesilaos’s mind when he saw the youth’s longing eyes — what a glorious thing to slip into its chilly water.

“We’ll have to swim after dark before we set out,” he whispered.

They lay in the coolness of the leaves and needles. In the hours that followed as they awaited night, Lysandros appreciated that Agesilaos knew when to remain silent. Lysandros lay content, knowing Agesilaos was next to him. If Agesilaos had asked Lysandros if he were content during these quiet hours, Lysandros would have denied it, for he prided himself on his restlessness. But he took strength from Agesilaos and realized they were resourceful enough to win this game with the Ephors.

 

[image: ]

 

Being immersed in the stream’s icy water made them both gasp, but it removed the grit and sweat. They did not touch in the water although they usually did. The stream was too shallow for swimming, so they bobbed under and kept their splashing quiet. Lysandros looked up at the sky but could not find Selene, the moon; maybe she would appear by dawn. At Lysandros’s sign they got out and put on their khitons. They would follow the streambed out into the fields.

They reached an area on the bank where the brush was dense. Lysandros wanted to use his knife, but cutting branches would be a sign they had been there. He forced his way through instead, scratching his leg doing so. He saw Agesilaos nod approvingly.

When the banks seem to flatten out, they knew they were in barley fields. They emerged into the clear, black air, as if they had entered some vast underground cave. Selene would remain totally hidden, for clouds had moved in. They could see the grain before them, uncut, on either side of the stream, the bulging tops black in the dimness. Lysandros searched the horizon for some hiding place until light. Neither buildings nor trees. Without any signal, they both crept along on the stream bank where low bushes grew at irregular intervals. They could smell the sweetness of dew on the grain. They stopped to reconnoiter at each bush. Lysandros knew no one could see them — they were no higher than the grain tops.

They moved next to a short willow and were about to creep forward when they heard rustling in the grain on the stream’s opposite side. The youths put their hands on each other at the exact moment the sound became audible to prevent the other from venturing out of the willow’s safety. Instead, they inched down the bank behind the willow, making no noise in the soft soil.

They waited. Soft splashing in water below them. Careful, slow footfalls up the bank. The movement stopped at the edge of the grain field. They focused hard, trying locate the intruder. They saw him at the same time and touched each other’s arms. He was tall, almost Lysandros’s height, taller than Agesilaos, and wore only a loincloth. His musculature made them both think he was of their race. But, if that were so, what was a Spartan or a Spartiate doing out here in the fields in the middle of the night? Why was he so wary? Reconnoitering? Lysandros knew this was their man. Who else could it be? He was looking in the opposite direction. They hunkered back down, below the level of the bank. Again they heard the the rustling of the grain. They watched the helot enter the field in a low crouch.

Signaling Agesilaos to follow, Lysandros set out after the man. They crawled to where he had opened a path in the barley. He was moving in a straight line, but not fast. He slowed frequently to survey around him. They moved at his pace, stopping when he stopped. Once he seemed to hear them, for he turned around, but both youths had dropped down below the barley tops. The helot was reaching the end of the barley field. There woods covered a hill, and the undergrowth reached to the lowest tree limbs. The pair stopped and watched him turn for one last time and peer over the grain tops. Seeing nothing, he slipped through the bushes and vines as if they were merely a curtain into a bedroom where he was retiring for the night.

“We can’t go in there after him. He could be waiting for us.” Agesilaos had an earnestness that Lysandros had not heard before, and he was right. Too dangerous to be found out or even injured. Worse yet, they would never get him if he knew who they were. He was too adept at moving about unobserved for this to be the first time he was the target of krypteia. He knew why now the Ephors had said their task might be hard.

As they lay crouched low in the barley, Lysandros admitted, “This smart helot ups the stakes greatly, Small Man.” He saw Agesilaos’s eyes widen with mirth. Lysandros remembered that he had first called him that when they first met, just after Agesilaos had won the stade race. The boy’s face had first turned red in anger, but when he saw Lysandros’s eyes, he bowed his head to hide a laugh. Lysandros could still see that boy standing in front of him, his only clothing the small red victory fillet tied to his arm — but covered in the richest garment the Spartans ever bestowed, glory over fellow citizens.

Agesilaos led the way, parallel to the hill until they could barely make out the place where the helot had gone in. Every once in a while, Lysandros noticed Agesilaos’ limp. It happened now, he thought, because Agesilaos was focusing so much on winning that he moved without worrying who saw.

They moved uphill to the densest vegetation, covered themselves with leaves, and slept separately in case of attack. Before dawn, they were up and ate the last of their cheese.

“We need to move to a place where the hill juts out into the field,” said Lysandros.

“Come this way.”

Lysandros grudgingly depended on Agesilaos’s sense of place and direction. Agesilaos invariably knew and led them to where the hill ended in a point with barley fields on both sides. They moved up from the field’s edge, hid in the underbrush, and waited for light.

It came soon enough. Farm foremen came out together and looked over the barley to be harvested. Lysandros could make out the cut line. Soon a wagon appeared not far behind it.

“We need both courage and slyness — a lot of both. Everything must be out in the open. That’s the only way to bring a cunning trickster like this down. All the helots must see him die at our hands and know for certain how it happens. Sure but fast.”

“I will do what you require,” Agesilaos said.

When Lysandros looked at him, he could see excitement and determination though he knew Agesilaos had never faced a contest like this before. Perhaps his leg’s defect was the cause of such resoluteness. If it had been any other young man, Lysandros might have called his behavior arrogant. Grown Spartan men expected their youth to answer in this way, and they always did, but initially most could not do what their words said. Agesilaos the man was exactly the letters on the stone: what anyone read there was as hard and true as the stone itself. His courage was catching. It was real. In him, Lysandros had chosen well.

They observed the helots coming in groups and the foremen stationing them to begin work. The pair moved to the hill’s edge. They found chinks in the only armor they had, the living, growing plants before them, and watched. They crouched like the statues on the pediment’s end on the great temple of Zeus at Olympia, still forever, frozen and bent in potential movement.

As Halios’s chariot brought him above the barn in the distance, the harvest was in full swing. They heard again the Damater song, leader and chorus alternating. From where they were, they could see the line from the back, though they were far enough away to make clear identification of individual workers difficult. They watched as the line inched toward them. It was slow work — the cutting of the stalks, the binding, the carrying to the field’s edge, the loading of the wagons.

At first, Lysandros thought he saw an unusual quick movement while the overseers were consulting in a small group but dismissed it as eye fatigue. A moment later Agesilaos touched his arm and pointed to the middle of the line. A taller helot had suddenly appeared, like the abrupt manifestation of a god that the singers sang of, already in their midst without sound or warning. His hair had a touch of auburn. Lysandros crept closer to the green’s edge and stood behind a large oak. He stepped back as Agesilaos followed, and let him look for himself. They did not speak.

When they were once again behind the bushes, Lysandros asked, “Did you see it?”

“I saw the man we saw last night. I made myself know his body. He’s crouching to hide his height, but it’s the same man. Now we can see the sun in his hair, too.”

“He’s in the middle of the line and that makes it harder for us. We’ve got to wait until the line comes closer.”

Agesilaos nodded.

For a moment, Lysandros studied his lover. One last test before the real trial. He saw his pent-up energy, ready to burst forth, yet under control. The youth’s eyes darted from worker to worker, almost frenetically, but the rest of his musculature was still, not relaxed, but not rigid in fear or excitement, simply ready to move.

Lysandros saw that helots were bringing water in bladders for the morning’s first break. He knew the work would not stop but helots would serve the harvesters by going up and down the line. This distraction was all they needed.

Lysandros led as the two slipped into the barley, almost in a crawl. They had a good distance to go but the water kept the harvesters occupied. They advanced steadily until right behind the large man with the auburn hair. As they got near, they noticed he was becoming agitated, ready to slip the line. They had to move now.

Lysandros shot out from the barley. He could feel Agesilaos beside him. The water was proceeding from either direction, so no one noticed them until they were behind their target. He started like a field rabbit, alarmed by dogs, but Lysandros’s arms were already around his chest. His surprise at being held unmanned him for an instant. With one swift move Lysandros saw Agesilaos shove the big man’s head backward with the heel of one hand and with the other wield the knife deftly across his throat. The result was startling even for Lysandros. Blood shot the length of his own body straight ahead, bathing Agesilaos before he could move. The helot broke from Lysandros’s grip. He clutched his throat, trying to hold the blood in with his right hand and shouted words only the gods knew. He made it nearly to the wagon before he fell, uttering a rasping, gurgling sound that soon stopped.

At Lysandros’s cue, both the youths let loose a bloodcurdling war cry and sprinted toward the hill and cover. As they ran, they heard nothing at all. They didn’t look back. Foremen and helots must have gaped at the corpse, the blood, and the escaping executioners, but made no sound.

Running through the barley slowed them down, but they vanished into the brush under the trees like swimmers diving into a pond making no splash. Lysandros led the way to the top of the hill. He could tell by the angle of the sun which direction he needed to take. They should intersect the Aris, then follow it to get back to the Spartan plain. He was famished and figured that Agesilaos had to be, too. But unless some piece of luck came their way, they would have to wait till dark to eat—and only then if they could steal something.

By keeping the sun at the right angle, they made their way back to the ledge where the mission had begun. Here, Lysandros made Agesilaos stop. Pulling green leaves from an oak, he wiped the blood from his face and hair. As he uncovered the features he knew better than his own, he felt closer to Agesilaos than he had ever felt to another man. For the first time in his life, he just wanted to hold him and keep holding him. He couldn’t let himself do that.

“You amazed me. I’ve never seen a man so young so sure and fast. The Ephors will hear of this.” Agesilaos looked out through the gore with eyes focused only on him, and Lysandros recognized that. “But he made an unholy mess of you, Small Man.” Agesilaos’ smile glistened through the red on his face. Lysandros could hold back no longer. He embraced him tightly, so tightly that Agesilaos flinched at first, but then he responded by pressing Lysandros and not letting go. Often, as matter of fact as the face of a cliff, Lysandros had gone through the motions expected of “inspirers,” thinking only of what he might get down-the-line. Not today. And he knew that Agesilaos knew.

They moved on as fast as they could, stopping to look behind them and listen. Unless some real tracker were following them, Lysandros thought they were out of danger. But he did not take chances, not with his own life, not with Spartan royalty at his side, not with the life of the man he now loved.

Toward Halios’s setting, Agesilaos pointed Lysandros to water’s glint through the pine trees. Lysandros stopped to reconnoiter. He knew that they both were tired, and they seemed to be alone. There was no path, only the ridge top following the Aris below it, so he didn’t expect to meet any pursuer or fellow traveler.

“Let’s rest here till dark,” he said to Agesilaos.

“I could go farther if you want.”

Lysandros shook his head no and ran his hand through the youth’s hair. They waited and rested, sitting side by side under a gigantic poplar that presided from the ridge top over the rest of the forest. As twilight faded, they crept down to the bank of the Aris.

Agesilaos stayed in the water and continued to rub the dried blood from his legs and arms. Lysandros, climbed the bank and sat on a rock, luxuriating in the cool air and watching his lover. He heard twigs break behind him and started to turn around, when a man in a tattered khiton, jumped him. The two teetered on the stone before rolling into the water. Lysandros saw the glint of a blade and realized the helot fighting him had a knife. He clamped his hand around the intruder’s wrist and gave a shove, so that the knife was stretched out over the stream. The helot was stronger than he thought, though, and resourceful in his moves. By pulling Lysandros’s long hair, he was able to get the knife almost to Lysandros’s throat. Instead, the intruder’s head suddenly toppled over on Lysandros shoulder and the knife dropped into the water.

Lysandros stood up in the shallow pool and watched the helot float on his back with a surprised look frozen on his face. He watched Agesilaos turn him over and with difficulty extract the knife from his back. Judging from the trouble Agesilaos he was having, Lysandros thought Agesilaos must have used such force the knife blade broke a rib as it went in.

“We will leave him here in the water,” Agesilaos said, “so that his body will float downstream for helots to see.”

They put on their khitons, took up their supply bags, and climbed up the bank. Their fatigue weighed on them as if they carried wounded comrades home from battle. Lysandros could tell that the encounter had taken something out of Agesilaos. He walked more slowly, often limped, and had to concentrate on what he was doing.

Through the trees they could see a barn that was not too far out in the open. Lysandros was thankful it was another cloudy night. He ordered Agesilaos to wait for him, then zigzagged across the barley stubble, alternately crouching, watching, and sprinting. The barn’s thatched roof admitted no light, and the doorway looked like the maw that leads to the lower world. It stopped Lysandros for a moment, but he knew that Agesilaos was watching.

He slipped in sideways and stood next to the outside wall until his eyes adjusted. He saw what he hoped to see, cloth bags holding soft cheese, hanging from the rafters. He removed one bag from its mooring and headed for the door before sensing movement on his right, and then hearing sniffing. A watchdog. Lysandros bolted through the door and ran like a streak back across the stubble. At first there was no sound behind him, then a loud baying started. He made it to the brush under the trees as the baying turned to barking, the sounds getting closer. Agesilaos was there, and the pair escaped to the top of the ridge and kept running for a while, dodging as skillfully as possible the leaves and tree limbs that struck their arms and faces.

When the barking ceased, so did they. Agesilaos fell to the ground, laughing. “All our brave deeds, and we were nearly captured by a farm dog!”

“Not me.” Lysandros held out the bag he’d snatched from the barn. “Eat some cheese.”

They sat, their hips touching. Lysandros watched Agesilaos eat. When their eyes met, he saw Agesilaos’ pride in the day’s work.
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As they approached the Spartan agora, a growing crowd of youths and older men came out to greet them. The blood drew them. Lysandros looked proudly down at the youth, clean except for the front of his khiton, a corselet of dried blood, stiff and brown, unbending as he walked — the monument of his bravery. It was a time for giddy laughter and rejoicing as their peers and elders saw them coming home like this, but neither the two victors nor the crowd even smiled. Their greeters were clearly proud to walk with them.

As a habon, Lysandros was not allowed to enter the agora. As they reached a row of stones on the ground marking the agora temenos, they saw several of the Ephors emerge from their agora offices and come to meet them at the entrance. A rare happening, for the Ephors customarily summoned people into their presence. When they stood face to face, the head Ephor waved to disperse the crowd who left in disappointment.

“The news from Thouria is very good,” he said. “All is in order, we are told. The sign you left floating in the Aris was effective, and your removal of the troublemaker made the helots quake.”

“We did not stay to see, sir,” Lysandros said.

“As it is late in the day, both of you go bathe before your common meal. You will receive double portions for your trouble these past few days.” He then shook hands with each, Lysandros first, grasping each behind the elbow.

Lysandros put his arm around Agesilaos’s shoulders as they strolled to the Eurotas to swim and get clean before the syssition meal. Lysandros would have enjoyed the quiet, but Agesilaos would not oblige.

“You will hunt with me early tomorrow. There’s a boar laired up one of the creeks from the Eurotas where I hunt. I’ve been stalking him and have helots who watch for him. You’ve got to see my brother’s hounds. He and I have trained them so that they go and come on our whistles. You have no excuse now. Our job is done. Maybe I’ll even let you take the boar.”

“I’ll take him if I want to,” Lysandros said and looked down into Agesilaos’ eyes. He liked what he saw.


 

 

Laotykhidas

 

 

Aos, Dawn, turned the fog between the trees the color of diluted blood. In this mist by the Eurotas River, the webs of spiders, Arakhna’s work, that in the fullness of daylight would have gone unnoticed, were turned into lattices that twinkled at the day’s first coming. As Laotykhidas reached the river, dewdrops struck his face and arms. Next to a tall willow, he could have sworn he saw the shape of Poseidon the Securer, black hair and beard glistening, moved from his sanctuary in the Spartan marketplace and placed at the river, but as he walked closer, it was Brasidas, his eispnelas, smiling at him. They were alone, so Laotykhidas returned the smile. Their eyes met, they embraced, they kissed just as when Eros first united them.

Out of all days of Laotykhidos’s seventeen years, the days soon to come would be the most crucial. First there was the contest; after that he would have to stand up before the Ephors. Though on the surface, it seemed like every other morning bath he had shared with Brasidas in this river, winter and summer, for the past three years. He recognized the need to savor this ordinary moment. He undressed slowly in order to stretch the beauty of the swim. As the two readied themselves for the leap from a nearby rock, he turned around to see Brasidas’s proud face.

Even though it was late summer, the water of the Eurotas was bracingly cold and made him laugh out loud. They swam side by side until they tired and then climbed out and walked together along the bank without talking until the water on their bodies had evaporated into the mist. After they dressed, they sat with their sides touching at the base of a large plane tree. Laotykhidas didn’t know what to say, how to express the anxiety weighing him down. He could only wait for Brasidas to find his way to him, as he often did.

“Are you still planning to speak on your own behalf before the Ephors when the day comes?” Like his constant compliments about Laotykhidas’s looks and his martial skills, Brasidas’s question came almost as a whisper, and likewise elicited a long silence.

“How else will the Ephors know me, unless I speak for myself? Agesilaos is over forty and has served the Ephors for years. He has shown their body deference in ways that others haven’t.” Laotykhidas’s disgust for the man ran deep, but speaking before the Ephors scared him. “Brasidas, he caters to their every whim, runs to them as if his father called him. Even though he’s of royal blood, he’s been trained like a commoner in the agoge, as ordinary soldiers are prepared, taught to obey.” He slumped by Brasidas side. “I have only words; he has conduct that trails back forty years!”

Across the river, some helot women came down the bank to wash clothes, singing a work song that both men had heard many times before, one that told the story of the helot mother of all life. They stopped when they caught sight of the two huddled together by the plane tree’s trunk. An eeriness settled over the river until the leader of the washers gestured to the rest to start their work. A few lowered their heads to hide laughter as they began washing garments, some of them crimson, in the river.

Brasidas turned back to his lover. “You are Agis’s son, Laotykhidas. He said so. Agesilaos is only his brother. When was the last time that a king’s brother was chosen to succeed him over his own son? The kingship is rightfully yours.”

“And what of Lysandros?” Laotykhidas noted that some of the helot women looked up upon hearing that name.

“I wonder,” Brasidas said, “whether there’ll be room at the Skias for spectators when that day comes, after they’ve accounted for Lysandros’s stupendous head,” Brasidas said. “The victor over the Athenians at the great sea battle of Aigospotamoi, forger of the final peace with them, Zeus’s ultimate and most generous gift to all Spartans, he who says that you fool schoolboys with dice but men with oaths. He who lies most and lies best.”

Laotykhidas laughed as if they were seated together at their syssition where the elders treasured banter like this. He rubbed Brasidas’s head roughly with his knuckles and stood up, for he knew Brasidas would see how full his eyes were. Whether he saw Brasidas again depended — and he hated this fact — on the Ephors’ decision.

Laotykhidas whispered the most frightening question he could ask. “Am I his son?”

“Does it matter?” Looking up at him with Poseidon’s own face, Brasidas spoke with a fervor that Laotykhidas could feel physically, like the early morning sun that started to warm his arms through the branches. “You need to understand what the Ephors understand: truth is not nearly as important as what they believe to be true. Make them believe what they want to believe, that Agis’s son is rightfully the king, and no other.”

“I could speak for you. Do you think that his lover Lysandros won’t speak for Agesilaos? I’m no ordinary Spartan, but like you one of the Homoioi, and as a Spartiate, I have been a victor in battle, even at Lysandros’ side, and my family line is without blemish. The Ephors all know who I am.”

Laotykhidas appreciated what Brasidas’s offer meant, the danger Brasidas might find himself in. He was grateful for the fighting skills that Brasidas had taught him, and especially for the almost constant companionship he had provided. For most men of his age and lineage, these feelings though natural would be repugnant since they expressed a dependence. But his attraction to Brasidas and the devotion that grew out of it were as natural as breathing for Laotykhidas, born, as he was, for Brasidas to have and use.

“I could not have a better defender than you, and no one would be surprised that you would lead the attack. I have seen you in action, and you would be brilliant. But if the Ephors’ beliefs are so important, wouldn’t my youth be less of a hindrance if they saw me in action, taking the initiative, fighting in the first line, appearing fearless before a man my superior in experience and age? You have heard me in the syssition—I can speak as well as the best of the youth my age. I must succeed on that day and in that world beyond my messmates, before my elders.”

He turned from Brasidas and watched the helot women, rubbing the clothes on the river’s flat rocks, rinsing them in the flowing water, and hanging them to dry on the trees’ lowest branches — all to the rhythm of a song he didn’t know. The ordinariness of their work seemed alien to him because he churned inside. He had known for years that this transition would not be easy to navigate. Yet it seemed too early. He wasn’t ready.

He turned back to Brasidas. “Where will you be tomorrow, so that I can find you. We won’t be able to speak till it’s over, but I need to see that you are there.”

“You will find me.” Brasidas put his hand on Laotykhidas’s beardless cheek and pulled the youth’s face toward him. “You know what we must do now, though, don’t you?”

Laotykhidas nodded. “Only too well. Hours of your wrestling instructions along with those demonstrations that try to force me to the ground. I won’t raise my forefinger in defeat today!” Only three times in the months they’d spent practicing for tomorrow’s contest had Laotykhidas had to give the sign of losing.

He felt Brasidas’s hand on his shoulder and turned from the helot women to walk with him down the road to the gymnasion.
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The dust was unbearable — it stung Laotykhidas’ eyes and chafed in his throat. He could see only a few arm’s lengths around him. Someone had knocked him down. All he could hear was shouting and cursing. The fighting around him moved dirt in eddies like smoke from some unholy sacrifice. He got to his knees. From the other team, brawny Nikandros rushed him, arms in motion, anticipating a way to grab him and keep him down. Sweat and dust covered Nikandros’s sinewy body, as it did his own. Laotykhidas crouched low like one of the Singer’s lions and sprang into Nikandros’ arms, throwing him off balance. Nikandros rolled backward with Laotykhidas on top of him.

He had not been this close to Nikandros since the foggy night he had turned him down, ending one of the most determined courtships in recent Spartan memory. Perfect looks, perfect lineage, but Laotykhidas had sensed something that doomed their union, a cruelty that was not unusual in itself, for many Spartan men turned out cruel. But Nikandros’ was satisfied by, even pleased by, his own cruelty. Laotykhidas had seen Nikandros’s opponents bloodied and scarred brutally, unnecessarily, and seen him grin contemptuously afterward. Now Laotykhidas settled on top of Nikandros, and stared into the same sneer he’d seen the day he rejected him.

Nikandros forced him off, got to his feet, and circled behind him. Laotykhidas sensed the heat from his body on his back before he felt the other youth’s left forearm slam against his throat. If Nikandros could prevent his breathing long enough, he could immobilize him and throw him off the island. Now he felt Nikandros wedge his right leg between his own legs from behind. It crossed over his right shin and prevented him from kicking free. Only Laotykhidas’s left arm was free, and it seemed to move automatically now. His fingers detected Nikandros’s long hair and began to feel their way to the youth’s face. He shifted his weight to his left leg and with his right he pushed Nikandros off balance.

The forearm around his throat tightened. Laotykhidas could no longer breathe. It grew more and more difficult to focus.

His fingers found Nikandros’s face, his forehead, his eyes. As he started to slip his thumb into one of Nikandros’s eye sockets, the man’s head twisted. To keep the strangle hold on Laotykhidas, though, he could not move it far enough away. Laotykhidas attached his four fingers to Nikandros’s hair at the roots. Laotykhidas felt Nikandros’s eyelashes, soft and fine as new grass — he was shocked by this intimacy and hesitated. He heard the rasp of Nikandros’s voice as he spat desperate words, hateful: “The Ephors will never make you king. Never!”

Nikandros’s breath burned Laotykhidas’s neck. No more thinking.He could feel the eyeball’s jelly flatten out. Nikandros gasped. Laotykhidas’ lungs burned as he sought desperately to suck in more air, but Nikandros further tightened his stranglehold. Nikandros kept swiveling his head, trying to pull free. With his last bit of strength Laotykhidas ended it. He felt a warm gush around his thumb and onto his shoulder. Nikandros had been trained well; he gasped but did not scream.

Laotykhidas fell out of Nikandros’s grasp to the ground. He listened to the sounds of the fighting around them. Laotykhidas knew this was his last chance. While Nikandros had both hands over his face in pain, Laotykhidas grabbed him around the middle, picked him up kicking, and ran. He prayed it was not far to water’s edge. As the dust cloud cleared in front of him, he saw the water, and with one final effort threw a bloody Nikandros, off the island. Laotykhidas collapsed onto the sand.

When he opened his eyes, he could see the line of Spartan men watching in front of the circle of plane trees that surrounded the moat. He wanted to look for Brasidas but could not waste time. The contest wasn’t finished. As he turned around to go back into the dust, he saw out of the corner of his eye Nikandros’s erect body, glistening knee-deep in the water, his wound still bleeding. Laotykhidas could breathe again. His strength returned.

Three of his teammates nearly mowed him down carrying their conquests to the water. The dust cleared now, and the opposing team had only two left on the island. He joined his teammates in surrounding them.

He went for Lakon, a proud warrior with light hair. Four men took part in the scuffle, and Lakon succeeded in hitting Laotykhidas squarely in the face with his fist. He almost lost consciousness but rallied as he saw his two teammates take Lakon down. The three picked Lakon up and started with him toward the water. Lakon dug his fingers into Laotykhidas’ back in a desperate effort to throw the group off balance and get away. Laotykhidas could feel his skin break and the blood drip down over his hip. They made it to the water and threw Lakon in. He cursed as his body became airborne. It was the usual curse, about Kastor and Polydeukas hurling their reeking corpses to Hades, but the way his voice boomed as he shouted it was otherworldly. It was as if the twin sons of Zeus were actually in attendance. Laotykhidas shuddered. He knew he would never forget that sound.

The spectators’ shouts filled the air like Stentor in the Singer’s tale whose voice was as loud as fifty men — their mouths all open to make this spectacular sound — no smiling, no laughing, just the prolonged victory cry. They shouted for what winning meant when they too were in the contest. Such shared memories formed the core of life together. Their five defeated teammates stood in a group but away from the victors, some of their bodies bloodied, but shining with the moat’s water in the afternoon sun. They would be honored as part of the team but not for winning. The defeated team could not set foot on the island until the victors had left it; otherwise, they would defile the victory. They stood in the moat, gleaming with blood and water, most of their heads bowed in shame. Nikandros covered his empty eye socket with his hand. One other youth had lost an eye.

Their team’s leader gave the sign. The team’s victors, those remaining on the island, duly humbled by the prolonged shouting of their elders, formed a line and left the island by Herakles’ bridge and passed directly under the god’s statue that guarded it. This moment, marked by a layer of hard-won blood and dirt, would remain the proudest moment of his life.

Laotykhidas searched the men’s faces around him, wanting especially to share this moment with Brasidas, but could not find him.
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As he entered the city, Laotykhidas at last caught sight of Brasidas. Hurrying to him, he kissed him in front of the joyful crowd returning with them. Laotykhidas laughed when he saw the mud and blood that, after their embrace, covered Brasidas’s khiton. They bathed in the Eurotas, dressed, and walked along its bank until they were alone. Neither spoke as they slipped up the bank into the woods.

Laotykhidas stopped and leaned against a large sycamore. Brasidas stood about a man’s height away. Laotykhidas watched as his lover pulled his khiton off over his head. He had seen Brasidas naked countless times, but in his victory’s glow, he was transfixed by his beauty. At 26, he was tall and formed exactly like Poseidon in the agora, his arms bulked by wrestling and soldiering, his legs sculpted beautifully by his triumphs as a runner. What overwhelmed Laotykhidas was the hair that covered him, his chest especially. A line of it, finely dividing his abdomen, led the eye to his genitals where it grew into a forest. Laotykhidas wanted him as never before.

Brasidas stepped toward him, and Laotykhidas remembered the first time he had seen that body, racing on a black stallion with his khiton down at his waist and his leg muscles splayed over the horse’s flesh, the sweat in his chest hair sparkling in the sunlight. Brasidas pressed him to the tree before he could take off his khiton. With his hands holding his head, Brasidas kissed him, hard kisses that pushed his head into the smooth bark. Brasidas bent his knees to place his cock between Laotykhidas’s thighs, and Laotykhidas lowered his head to continue kissing him — the standing posture common to lovers.

Laotykhidas felt Brasidas’ hard cock through his khiton, entering the sacred space. He felt his own grow hard in response. Their movements together became sharp and fast. They breathed in rhythm and all thoughts left him. He smothered himself in Brasidas’s dense beard as he felt his lover’s warm seed spilling through his khiton. Then uncontrollably his own spilt out.

Brasidas stood up, the man’s hardness still pressing against him. Brasidas held Laotykhidas’s face in his hands again, and he kept kissing Laotykhidas softly all over his face.
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The pair rose at dawn. They ate sparingly. As he had each day for the three days since the contest, Brasidas covered the scratches on his back with a healing ointment. As his hands moved he whispered praises into Laotykhidas’s ears about how strong he had been in the island’s dust. Brasidas’ words helped Laotykhidas ready himself for the debate with Agesilaos before the Ephors and Spartan citizens in the Skias. They headed for his estate.

Laotykhidas listened to their footfalls on the dusty road, the slight scraping their sandals made as the leather met the dry ground, packed down by soldiers and wagons. At the shrine of Zeus the Thunderer on the right side of the road, a sacred place that contained the boundary stone marking the edge of his father’s estate, they would part. The stone rose two measures from the ground and was split in a jagged cleavage, scarred with a lion-colored stain. Where the stone was opened up, light glinted from hundreds of tiny crystals. It was Zeus’ holy place because he had sent his thunderbolt to earth there and split the boundary marker, yet miraculously left it standing so that it could still do its work. Laotykhidas’s family had built a wall around the area and planted an olive tree over the stone to reverence the god’s act.

The two leaned against the wall in the shade of the tree. Then they looked into each other’s faces and kissed goodbye. Laotykhidas watched Brasidas’s proud walk, as if he owned everything around him, until the increasing distance shrank him beyond anything Laotykhidas could see.

Laotykhidas made his way up the estate road. The black hills always astounded him, and had often been cognizant of their transient beauty, because of the fickleness of weather and the changing of the seasons, but the pang he felt today was more acute. The realization that he had no assurance he would remain in the valley today made him stop to take in the sight. He now made his way up the estate road. On both sides, for vast expanses, the once golden grain had turned a brighter yellow fading toward a milky alabaster as the kernels reached maturity.

His father’s helot broke the quiet. “Master Laotykhidas, the harvest has started; we didn’t wait for you. We’ve begun with the fields facing the city. You may come see if that’s what you wish.”

Laotykhidas nodded and followed. He found about forty helots some with sickles, others waiting at the field’s edge for sheaves of wheat to be relayed to them for tying. Many helots were unclothed because of the sun’s heat even that early in the morning. They were singing a song in praise of Damophoon — Lady Damater had told this boy her secrets and allowed him to establish her worship. Laotykhidas watched awhile, pleased to find they were working efficiently and told the foreman as much. He noticed that one of the helots was a half measure taller than the others and his musculature almost as well developed as Brasidas’s. He made a mental note of the man’s physical features, for he knew if he stayed, he would have to make sure such a strong helot was eliminated. At the royal estate where his family had sent him after he left his mother’s care, his father’s instructions had been carried out on two occasions when the physical features of particular helots took on the proportions of free men, as if exercised in the gymnasion, and thus threatened the balance of power. Now he might have ordered the same thing himself. He excused himself from the work of these helots, which was being completed as competently as he had ever seen it done. “Move to the field at the rear of our holdings when you finish here,” he directed. The forty-year-old man’s leathery face bowed, but his eyes showed contempt of Laotykhidas’s youth and demeanor that he did not try to hide. Without rancor, Laotykhidas nodded and headed toward the main house.

Like all Spartan houses, though the dwelling had raised up kings, it was in no way impressive, just a simple wooden structure with thatched roof. He stepped between the door posts and rubbed his hands on them, not smoothed down but left as they were cut — such refinements were forbidden, embellishments that stank of luxury. He remembered how, when he was a child, his mother had removed the sharp splinters from his little fingers, and the harsh scoldings she gave him if he whimpered or showed even one tear. He momentarily studied the scar that the largest splinter had left in the space between his thumb and forefinger; if he was to have no future home in Sparta now, this door post had left a mark to remember it by.

Inside, a helot with a pocked face swept the floor. She nodded, indicating that his mother was in the women’s quarters. He went to the door of the gynaikonitis and shouted for her. He had come to get himself ready for the Ephors at the Skias, and she had told him she had a new khlamys for him to wear.

Timaia was nearly as tall as he was with the same black hair and eyes. His face, though, was lovelier than hers, inexplicably so. Neither mother nor son had wanted it that way. Since they were inside, she came toward him smiling, wearing the simple style of khiton that she always wore indoors. He was gripped by a sudden fear. What would happen to her if he were exiled?

She clasped his hands and tugged gently at his arms, trying to pull him into the gynaikonitis.

“Mother, no — I can’t go in here!” Laotykhidas had not ventured into the women’s area for over ten years. Being this close to her space almost nauseated him. “I can’t go in there, not today or any day!” He backed out into the house’s common area with her clinging to one of his hands.

She then embraced him, and with the lowest whisper he had ever heard, uttered the name she often called him, “Alkibiades.” The next whisper was so low that he wasn’t sure he was registering it correctly, “I still see him in you.”

“Not today of all days. Remember what I have to do today. You risk too much!”

“What does it matter now,” she whispered in his ear. “Agis claimed you as his son, didn’t he?”

“That’s what the Arcadian witnesses from Heraia will say if the Goddess gets them here today. You were not there, Mother. How could you know the pleading it took me? If he hadn’t seen Thanatos at the door to his chamber, waiting to take him, he never would have recognized me as his own. Only because Death itself threatened did he realize that he needed an heir, someone to carry on his branch of the Eurypontidai.” He hesitated for a moment and looked at her face. She had known Agis as husband much better than he had known him as father. He lowered his voice and said, “None of the begging would have been necessary if you had withheld yourself from that Athenian.” He changed his tone too late, he thought, or perhaps he had said too much. He saw her pain and confusion. “I should never have said all of that. I have shamed myself.”

“I have never told you what Alkibiades was like, have I?” As Timaia spoke, fresh tears fell from her eyes. “When he came here, he found only the contempt of the Homoioi and all Spartans.

“Of course, Mother, he was an Athenian, wasn’t he?”

“Yes, but he was more than that. He was a traitor who didn’t even love his polis enough to bear the consequences for his sacrilegious behavior. He had taken part in defiling the sacred Herms all over Athens, an act that doomed the expedition to Sicily. So the Homoioi and all Spartans despised him on sight. But that initial derision melted away when they beheld his transformation. He became entirely Spartan in a week — nothing but cold baths, our coarse bread, our black porridge, our plain dress, our dour faces, our simple way of life — he even stopped trimming his hair — such a man Lykourgos trained, as we say. He possessed Athena’s charm. No Spartan had seen his like and they began to love him for it.”

She lowered her head. “Agis was away and Alkibiades came often to see me. At first I ordered my helot to tell him I was ill, but once when I saw him leaving and he turned back and looked toward the house, I was smitten by his face. It was as if Apollo appeared there suddenly in front of our house — he looked like the Apollo on the pediment of the Temple of Zeus at Olympia, as if a sculptor had carved him like that and Aphrodite had brought him to life there at our doorstep. Eros entered through the eyes — as he always does.” She paused again. “Though gone from Sparta all these years, his face and voice still haunt me. He had lovers, men and women both, wherever he went.” Her voice became quiet. “I was one among many. It is no wonder, then, that a man of Brasidas’s stature and lineage can’t stand being away from you. You are so like him.”

“I don’t want to know any of this.” Laotykhidas’s voice sounded raspy. “Helots gossip about the name you call me — I heard them before I left the gynaikonitis, out of your care. It shamed me then and to this day. The only reason Agesilaos has any credibility is because of this story and the earthquake. Father talked about the earthquake as we tried to persuade him. If the Ephors don’t know about Alkibiades, they must know about the earthquake.”

Then Laotykhidas saw the new khlamys, folded on the table. He lifted it and felt the fine wool. It took special care to make thread and weave that fine, the finest he had ever seen. It was plain but exquisite, and the crimson color marked it as a military cloak. In the embroidered border, so small that it looked almost like a fringe or worn place in the cloth, he saw a pattern of connected sickles, the sacred emblem of Artemis Orthia. For Spartan needlework, it displayed a brilliant mixture of plainness and embellishment. Only his mother could have done this. The care it cost her moved him, especially since his conduct and his words to her had been exceedingly coarse in comparison.

As he marveled, his anger vanished. He put his arms around her and kissed her cheek.

Laotykhidas took his time dressing, for he wanted all to look perfect when he entered the Skias and spoke before the Ephors. The last piece of clothing he put on was the khlamys, and he made sure that his helot, draped it perfectly. He went back to the common room and then to the doorway into the gynaikonitis, but his mother was nowhere to be found.
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As soon as Laotykhidas entered the marketplace, he caught sight of his mess mates from the syssition standing together near the statue of Mardonios, part of agora’s most striking feature, the Persian Portico. Laotykhidas’ father, Agis, had regaled him with the story of the monument, erected using the victory monies from wars with both Persian Kings two generations earlier.

Laotykhidas thought his mess mates looked reflective, before they noticed his approach and stretched out their arms to greet him.

“I haven’t seen Agesilaos or for that matter Lysandros all morning,” Brasidas’s brother said. “I scouted out the Skias, and they’re not there. And it’s beginning to fill up fast.” Though the Skias was the largest covered building in Sparta used for assemblies, Laotykhidas knew it was not large enough for every Spartan who wanted to see this meeting of the Ephors.

“Maybe we have some grand entrance to look forward to,” said Laotykhidas. “Have you seen Brasidas?”

“Of course,” replied his brother. Some of his mess mates chuckled; each lover was always looking for the other. “He’s waiting on the road to the Skias right outside the boundaries of the agora.” Laotykhidas had wondered where he was waiting but knew he wouldn’t be in the agora because he was a habon.

Laotykhidas did not want to wait any longer; he knew the sacrifice before the Ephors’ meeting and the necessary divination would be over soon, and it would be appropriate for him to be there if only to show his readiness to lead, so he turned toward the road to the Skias. All of his compatriots fell in around him, the khlamides they wore making them appear, from a distance, like a great crimson oval, a drop of blood flowing along the agora’s packed earth, toward the Skias road. They moved together resolutely as if they were marching, but took care not to jostle their fellow citizens. All must appear to be equal in Sparta, and future kings needed to show it true.

Just outside the agora limits Brasidas joined them and walked at Laotykhidas’s side. He put his hand on Laotykhidas’s shoulder and left it there.

As they neared the Skias, they saw that the sacrifice had ended. This year’s chief Ephor, an elderly man named Damion, had officiated in place of King Pausanias, the other king of Sparta and the only king alive now, who was away on state business. Damion had served with Laotykhidas’ father on more than one campaign. He entered with another man whom Laotykhidas had never seen whose robes were splashed with ram’s blood from the sacrifice.

As Laotykhidas looked quizzically at Brasidas, Brasidas said, “That’s Agias, Lysandros’s seer, who made the famous divination for him at Aigospotamoi. He read the entrails that enabled him to defeat the Athenians and capture their entire navy. It must be very important to Lysandros that this vote go in his favor that he would use a man of Agias’s skills.”

Then Laotykhidas and Brasidas entered the Skias, and Laotykhidas heard Brasidas mutter that Agias’s prophecy would not be the one to prevail that day.

Inside the covered building, they moved toward the front and in several rows the friends found seats together. Brasidas sat with Laotykhidas on the front row, close to the platform that held five stools for the Ephors. The space from their seats to the stools was not even equal to the height of a man.

The closeness of men seated together made the Skias hot, especially for Laotykhidas and his friends because they were formally dressed. Laotykhidas watched three of the Ephors at the side of the platform talking in an animated way as if they were in disagreement. The two others were nowhere to be seen.

The trio stopped talking when they heard a disturbance from the rear, the shouting of greetings and Agesilaos’s solid voice. A large troop of men came with him, with solemn faces, nodding silently to friends in the audience. Dressed in a simple khiton with a himation over it, both everyday garments and well-worn, he was one of them. Half of the assembly of Spartan citizens rose to their feet as Agesilaos entered the Skias. He walked in long strides that almost hid his limp. Laotykhidas looked to Brasidas
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