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For those who stood at the narrow place

and chose to hold.



And for those on the other side of the spear

who understood what they were witnessing.

 


A Note on History

The Battle of Thermopylae was fought in August of 480 BC, at a coastal pass in central Greece known in antiquity as the Hot Gates, for the warm sulphur springs that emerged from the mountain above it. The pass was the primary land route between northern and southern Greece, and its defence by a Greek coalition force commanded by King Leonidas I of Sparta against the invading Persian army of King Xerxes I of Achaemenid Persia has been one of the most discussed and memorialised military engagements in Western history.

The Persian invasion of Greece in 480 BC was the second major Persian attempt to subjugate the Greek city-states, following the first invasion that had ended with the Athenian victory at Marathon in 490 BC. Xerxes assembled what the ancient sources describe as the largest military force in the history of the ancient world, though the specific numbers given by Herodotus, approximately 2.6 million fighting men and as many again in support, are considered by modern historians to be gross exaggerations. Modern scholarly estimates suggest a force of approximately 150,000 to 300,000 fighting personnel, still an army of extraordinary size by the standards of the ancient world.

The Greek force at Thermopylae is estimated at approximately 7,000 men at the battle's beginning, reduced to approximately 1,400 when the main force was dismissed and the final stand was made by the 300 Spartans of Leonidas's personal guard, 700 Thespians who chose to remain and die rather than abandon the position, and 400 Thebans whose presence in the final stand is recorded but whose motivations Herodotus views with some scepticism.

Kambujiya of Persepolis, the protagonist of this novel, is fictional. Xerxes I, Leonidas I, Mardonius, Artemisia of Halicarnassus, Ephialtes of Malis, Hydarnes the commander of the Immortals, and all other named historical figures are real. The engineering achievements of the Persian military, including the bridge of boats across the Hellespont and the canal dug through the Athos peninsula, are historical facts. The specific intelligence processes that the Persian command used, including the dispatch of scouts before the main engagement, are consistent with the historical record.

Herodotus of Halicarnassus, writing approximately forty years after the events, is the primary source for the battle and the campaign. His Histories, written in Ionic Greek and available in multiple modern translations, describe the battle in detail in Books VII and VIII. Diodorus Siculus, writing in the first century BC, provides a secondary account. The inscription that stood at Thermopylae after the battle, attributed by Simonides of Ceos, is preserved by Herodotus and reads in the most common English rendering: Go, tell the Spartans, passerby, that here, obedient to their laws, we lie.

This novel imagines the experience of the Persian side of the battle, from the perspective of a fictional military engineer whose professional expertise gives him a specific and unusual vantage point on the events at the pass. The novel does not attempt to diminish the Greek achievement at Thermopylae. It attempts to imagine what that achievement looked like from the other side of the spear, from the perspective of a technically sophisticated, professionally capable, and personally honest observer who understood, perhaps more clearly than most people on either side, exactly what he was witnessing.
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Prologue

The Gate at the End of the World

Thermopylae, the Hot Gates, Malis, Greece

The Third Day, August 480 BC

Kambujiya had been awake since the third hour of the night, and in that time he had completed four separate calculations of the same problem and arrived at the same answer each time, which was that the answer was not what the King required it to be.

The problem was the pass. The pass was the Hot Gates, a coastal narrows between the mountain face of Kallidromos and the Malian Gulf, where the road between northern and southern Greece contracted to a width that his measurements, conducted personally with a measuring cord on the second day of the army's arrival, confirmed as approximately fifty feet at the widest point and fifteen feet at the narrowest. Fifteen feet. The width of three large men standing with their arms outstretched. The width of six men in the tight infantry formation that the Greeks were using, their circular shields overlapping so that the leftward edge of each man's shield covered the right side of the man to his left, creating a wall of bronze and wood and iron-tipped spear that was, from the perspective of a military engineer who had spent twenty years designing assault approaches for the armies of Persia, the most efficiently constructed defensive position he had ever been required to think about.

The Persian army had been stopped for two days by men who fit six across the pass. The Persian army numbered, in the estimate that Kambujiya had compiled from the marshal's reports, somewhere between two hundred and fifty thousand and three hundred thousand fighting men, with an additional fleet of approximately twelve hundred warships supporting them from the sea. The ratio of the forces was approximately one thousand to one in the Persian favour, and for two days the one had been holding the thousand in a canyon of limestone and the smell of sulphur from the springs that gave the place its name.

He stood on the ridge above the Persian camp in the pre-dawn dark, which was the hour he used for thinking because it was the hour in which the camp was quiet and the only sounds were the distant water and the occasional movement of the horses picketed behind the command tents. Below him, the army was a darkness punctuated by the small fires of the watch, spread across the coastal plain in the organisation that his colleague Phraxias had designed and that functioned well, as all of Phraxias's designs functioned: competently, reliably, and with the specific quality of a system built by a man who understood logistics as an administrative discipline rather than as a physical problem.

The sulphur springs that gave the pass its name were visible from his ridge position as a faint luminescence in the pre-dawn dark, the warm water emerging from the base of the mountain and flowing toward the sea in a channel that had been running since before anyone in the army had been born and that would continue running after everyone in the army was dead. He had noted the springs on his first site survey, not because they had any engineering relevance to the assault assessment but because the smell of them, the specific minerally sharpness of sulphur on the cool morning air, was the sensory marker of the position in a way that no other feature was. When he thought about Thermopylae afterward, and he thought about it for the rest of his life, he thought first of the smell of the springs and then of the sound of the sea against the base of the cliffs to his right and then of the specific quality of the light in the pre-dawn hour when the army was preparing to send the Immortals up the mountain.

He had been thinking about the calculation that a commander made when he chose to defend a position that he knew he could not ultimately hold, and he had been thinking about it in the specific way of an engineer who worked backward from a problem's solution to the problem's original statement. The solution at Thermopylae was the specific deployment the Greeks had made: the maximum defensive force at the minimum-width point of the pass, with the rotation system that multiplied the effective force and the forward-facing orientation that communicated the intent to contest the position fully rather than to manage a tactical withdrawal. Working backward from this solution, the problem statement was: how do you impose the maximum cost on a numerically superior force in a minimum time while accepting the certainty of your own eventual defeat? The solution was exactly what the Greeks had built at the Hot Gates, and understanding that the solution fit the problem so precisely was what had made him write the line about not knowing what these men were made of.

He had written that line, and he had read it back, and he had thought about the specific relationship between the professional admiration he felt and the professional function he was performing. He was the Chief Engineer of the expedition that was trying to kill these men. His engineering assessment of the Anopaea path was, more directly than almost anything else in the campaign's planning, the specific piece of information that was going to make it possible to kill them. The admiration and the function were simultaneous, which was the specific condition of his situation at the Hot Gates, and it was a condition that he had not encountered before in twenty years of military engineering.

He had encountered admiration for an enemy's military quality before: the Scythians' mobility in the eastern campaigns, which had produced the specific frustration of trying to engineer supply lines for an army that was pursuing an enemy that did not maintain fixed positions and that could not be cornered in a conventional defensive engagement. He had admired the engineering of the Egyptian fortifications he had assessed during the western campaigns of an earlier king, the specific intelligence of the construction that said as much about the Egyptians' understanding of their own landscape as about their military knowledge. But the admiration for the quality of a military force that he was currently working to destroy, in a situation where he understood what they were doing and why and at what cost, was a new quality of admiration, and it was the quality that was going to require him to write things in his engineering log that he had never written before.

Kambujiya understood it as a physical problem. The physical problem was the pass. The physical problem was fifteen feet. The physical problem was the body of the man at the front of the Greek formation, who had been a different man each time the Persian assault had been repelled and who had been, each time, exactly as effective as the previous man, because the position made the man rather than the other way around. You could not outflank fifteen feet. You could not surround it. You could not bring superior numbers to bear against a position that was only fifteen feet wide, because fifteen feet was fifteen feet regardless of how many men you had waiting on the other side of the men in front.

He had written this in his engineering log on the first evening of the army's arrival at the pass, in the precise notation he used for site assessments: position advantage: extreme. Assault approach: frontal only. Flanking: unavailable without alternative route. Siege capacity: limited by supply constraint. Recommendation: seek alternative route before committing to frontal assault. He had given the log to the senior commander Mardonius, who had passed it up the command chain, and the command chain had thanked him and had ordered the assault anyway on the second morning.

He was not surprised. He had been giving advice to commanders for twenty years and he had learned, in twenty years, the specific quality of the gap between a commander's strategic objective and a military engineer's site assessment. The commander's objective was to move the army through the pass. The military engineer's assessment was that the pass was currently impregnable by direct assault. The gap between the objective and the assessment was the gap that got soldiers killed, and in his experience the gap was closed not by changing the objective but by killing the soldiers, because the soldiers were cheaper than the admission that the objective was currently unachievable.

He was watching the pre-dawn sky when the man arrived. The man was a Greek, a local man from the hills who had been brought to the camp the previous evening by the scouts and who had asked, through interpreters, to see the King. He was going to show them a path around the mountain. A path that the men in the pass did not know about, or had calculated was too difficult to use, or had decided to trust that no one else would use either.

Kambujiya had been in the command tent when the Greek spoke. He had watched the man's face while the interpreter translated, and he had thought about what kind of man this was: a man from this region, who knew the paths in these mountains as he knew the paths around his own house, who had come to the Persian camp to sell that knowledge for whatever reward he had calculated the knowledge was worth. He had thought, specifically, about the men in the pass who would die because of this man's calculation, and he had thought about the men in his own army who had already died in the two days of frontal assault, and he had thought that the Battle of the Hot Gates was going to end in the next twenty-four hours and that it was going to end in a way that he would spend the rest of his life thinking about.

Not because of what the Persians did. Because of what the Greeks did when they understood what was coming.

He descended from the ridge in the growing dawn and went back to his engineering log and wrote the site assessment for the Anopaea path, the mountain track that the Greek had described, with the same precision he had applied to the frontal approach. The assessment took two hours. When it was complete, he sat with it for a long time, looking at the numbers, and then he looked up



