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Author's Note

I am the author of Novelsmithing, The
Structural Foundation of Plot, Character, and Narration. I used
the methods of Novelsmithing to write The Mysteries.
I have researched the time period religiously. Practically all
sources are a part of my home library. Anyone interested in the
size and content of my library can find it listed at:

http://www.librarything.com/catalog/dshep/yourlibrary

For field research, I visited Greece twice,
once for ten weeks in October 1993 and then for sixteen days in
October 2009. I took a considerable number of photos and video
clips, some of which I've provided for viewing at
www.themysteriesofeleusis.com.

My readers may follow me on twitter at user
name "SheppardDavid" and on my blog www.novelsmithingblog.com. When
I travel, I post at

http://www.palehorseblog.com

Ancient Greece in the 5th Century BC was a
collection of separate city-states, loosely bound by a common
language and religion. The ancient Greeks called the encompassing
geographical area Hellas, and its people the Hellenes. No one
called it Greece. I have used both: Greece/Greeks for narration and
Hellas/Hellenes for dialogue.


[image: tmp_0c8cc6c490b78f9e755919cebce92079_2rx5sL_html_m4a54ae3a.jpg]

 


 Table of Contents

Chapter 1: Persia Crosses the
Hellespont

Chapter 2: Night Horseman at
Eleusis

Chapter 3: The Burning of
Brauron

Chapter 4: Flight in
Darkness

Chapter 5: The War
Council

Chapter 6: Return to
Eleusis

Chapter 7: The Oracle from
Delphi

Chapter 8: Entering the
Underworld

Chapter 9: A Cloud of
Spirits

Chapter 10: Evacuation to
Salamis

Chapter 11: The Battle of
Salamis

Chapter 12: Epilepsy

Chapter 13: Xerxes'
Lament

Chapter 14: The Funeral
Pyre

Chapter 15: The Isthmus of
Corinth

Chapter 16: Halcyon Days at
Eleusis

Chapter 17: The Seizure

Chapter 18: The Physician

Chapter 19: Prophecy on the
Road

Chapter 20: The Seer of
Epidaurus

Chapter 21: Encounter with
Asklepios

Chapter 22: The War
Machine

Chapter 23: The Burning of
Eleusis

Chapter 24: In the Persian Camp

Chapter 25: Contention Among the
Ashes

Chapter 26: The Battle of
Plataea

Chapter 27: Exile

Chapter 28: A Mistress for the Dadouchos

Chapter 29: The Vision

Chapter 30: The Council of
Generals

Chapter 31: A View of the
Fates

Chapter 32: The Broach of
Arrogance

Chapter 33: Reading
Entrails

Chapter 34: A Call to
Courage

Chapter 35: Voyage to a Distant
Shore

Chapter 36: Reviewing the
Troops

Chapter 37: The Battle of
Mykale

Chapter 38: A Final Word to the
Generals

Chapter 39: The
Newborn

Chapter 40: Journey to the Elysian
Fields

Chapter 41: The Funeral

Chapter 42: The Cost of
Salvation

Chapter 43: Xerxes' Bridge
Cables


 


 CHAPTER 1:
Persia Crosses the Hellespont

A great bonfire burned on shore where fast
water flowed through the strait separating Europe and Asia, the
Hellespont. A man of war, dressed in a short black tunic, stepped
forward with a hot iron, the tip glowing brilliant red, and slipped
it into the hurrying current. Steam hissed into the cold morning
air, and its froth trailed downstream, dissolved. Warrior after
warrior appeared carrying glowing irons, and they too branded the
water, marking it for the Persian King, King of Kings, Xerxes. Men
carrying jangling fetters emerged from the crowd and ceremoniously
heaved them far into the unbridled flow. Another thirty stepped
forward, each with a coiled length of lash used to force reluctant
men into battle, and, leaning over the current, dealt it
three-hundred stinging lashes, all the while shouting, "You salt
and bitter stream, Xerxes punishes you for your insults and will
cross you without permission, without sacrificing. Your acid and
muddy waters deserve neglect."

Ten more were brought forward, unwilling men,
their heads laid upon the chopping block. These were the engineers
who'd built the bridge across the strait recently decimated by
violent storm and churning surf. Another man emerged from the
throng, dressed in black, hooded. His pale legs stuck from beneath
his tunic as healed tubular wounds. He swung his ax with the
confidence of one who'd performed the task a long bitter time, as
from a god's bidding. The swift stroke of the ax fell, and each
severed head, all ten in turn, rolled among tender wildflowers. The
mouths moved as if to articulate some ancient wisdom. Bodies
slumped, releasing pulsing spurts of life-giving blood. A leg, a
hand quivered as though stricken by a fit of nervousness.

A Greek, Harpalus, not a prisoner but a
traitorous engineer, stepped forward to execute the order at which
the Persian team of ten had failed so miserably: to bridge the
Hellespont. Horns bellowed, men shouted as they labored against the
elements. Anchored ships bucked and pitched in the restless current
while wooden winches groaned, stretching taut giant coils of
papyrus and flax cables, straining to fulfill an oracle. The arched
lines hissed in the wind like snakes. Two more bridges, formed of
biremes, triremes, rope and plank, stretched the width of the
channel.

The strait bridged, the king burned incense,
broadcast myrtle bows over the road, and put his troops in motion.
When an old man begged the King for his eldest son to remain behind
to protect his family and tend crops, the king cut the son down the
middle and, leaving a bloody half on each side of the road, drove
the army between them. A total eclipse of the sun reduced the
landscape to darkness, causing birds to roost, and giving the king
pause, but the Magi put the King's mind to rest. "'Tis but a sign
to the Hellenes of the future eclipsing of their cities," they
said. For seven days and nights, the troops crossed, one million
seven hundred thousand under the lash of the impatient king. All
Greece shuddered.

As she stepped off the bridge into Europe, a
mare gave birth to a hare.


 


 CHAPTER 2:
Night Horseman at Eleusis

On the far side of the Aegean in a quiet bay
lay the small town of Eleusis, an ancient city, sacred, known for
worship of the two goddesses: Demeter and her daughter, who was
referred to as Kore, the Maiden. So feared was the divine daughter
that her name, Persephone, was never spoken in public for she was
Mistress of the Underworld.

Within the stone walls of the semi-sacred
quarter where the priests of the Mysteries made their homes, slept
the priestess of Demeter, her dreams tainted with worry over her
own daughter. The clap of a horse's hooves on cobblestone and the
bark of dogs roused her. She recognized the booming voice of her
brother-in-law, Aeschylus, who'd been away to the north with the
Greek army. His presence at Eleusis could only mean that something
decisive had happened.

Myrrhine's handmaid stood in the stone
doorway, vestiges of sleep casting a blank expression upon her
face. Myrrhine dismissed the woman back to bed and, slipping into
her robe by herself, hurried from the room and down the hall, now
populated by sleepy-eyed children and scolding mothers. A hungry
puppy whined at her feet. She entered the large chamber built
around the hearth of Hestia, the flickering sacred fire.

Aeschylus already stood before the flames
rubbing his hands, his booming voice addressed to the Hierophant,
Myrrhine's aged father. She wondered if her father ever slept
anymore. The room had filled with the acrid smell of a man who'd
been long on the move.

She hurried to Aeschylus, feeling a renewed
safety in his presence, but restrained herself from embracing him,
as was the custom. She kept her eyes averted. "I hope it's good
news that brings you home so unexpectedly," she said to the man who
reminded her so much of her late husband.

Aeschylus' eyes glowed coal-like beneath a
bushy bank of eyebrows. He shook his head. "Myrrhine, my brother's
wife and he in Hades now ten years, I wish I could say something to
console you, but you'd see through me. I'll speak nothing but plain
truth. The Athenians have decided against opposing Xerxes at the
Vale of Tempe and have dropped back to Thermopylae. They'll force
Xerxes' hand at the Hot Gates."

The priestess looked questioningly at the
Hierophant, but could read nothing in that wrinkled face. He'd
seemed distant the last few years, as if only matters of the other
world, the Underworld, concerned him. He creaked about the house
like an old ghost. She turned back to Aeschylus. "That's still a
good way north. Is Eleusis in danger?"

Aeschylus' face filled with a disillusionment
she'd never witnessed in this man who'd fought at Marathon, where
her husband had died. He stared into the fire. But he didn't
respond to her, instead turning again to her father. "Listen,
Zakorus," he said, using the Hierophant's name instead of his
title, "I was born and raised at Eleusis. My line of descent here
goes back as far as yours. I'll not see all these women, children,
and old men slaughtered like so many sacrificial goats. I've seen
Xerxes' forces with my own eyes, stood on a mountaintop and first
thought them the very grasses of the earth, Demeter's gift. The
locust horde of Persian warriors filled the valleys and overran
hills. Xerxes has forced into service all those conquered on his
way here. His army has swelled to five million. We have but
five-hundred thousand."

"But the same was true at Marathon, and we
killed them like flies." Myrrhine turned away as she spoke,
remembering it was also Aeschylus who'd returned from battle
bringing Kynegeiros' body.

Philokleia, Aeschylus' wife, rushed into the
room, fell into her husband's arms, and sobbed softly. Myrrhine
knew well the woman's gloomy disposition. Philokleia whispered that
their two boys, Euphorion and Euaion, had taken ill.

"Myrrhine is right, Aeschylus," the
Hierophant said, ignoring Philokleia's presence. "The odds were
heavily against us at Marathon, but the great god Pan took our side
and spread terror through the Persian ranks. Even Theseus, though
dead eight-hundred years, was seen leading the charge. The gods
won't allow Persia to destroy Hellas."

"Not true," said Aeschylus. "The gods have
decided against us. Xerxes has many Hellene allies, not only Ionia,
but also Karia and the rest of Phrygia. Our neighbors, Thessaly and
Thebes, have gone over to him. You must evacuate. Themistocles has
given the word for Athens. Persians will descend on us here like
the waters of Deucalion's Flood."

Aeschylus then held Philokleia at arms'
length and quietly questioned her about the children. He told her
they'd best prepare to evacuate. "Everything and everyone," he
said. "We have little time for such a large task." Then Philokleia
left the room, nodding to Myrrhine as she passed.

The Hierophant relaxed. "We'll never abandon
Eleusis," he said. "We didn't evacuate before Marathon. We have
sentinels at Oak Heads pass to the north, and our own army mans our
walls. If the Persians don't use the route through the mountains,
they'll come at Eleusis from the east and have Athens to contend
with first."

"Their forces will be brushed aside with a
single stroke."

"You don't understand the significance of
Demeter's sacred temple. To abandon Eleusis is to abandon mankind.
The gods will never forsake Eleusis, nor will we."

"My ignorance isn't the point!" Aeschylus
shouted. "This new Persian threat, I tell you, it's not like
Marathon." He turned his back on the Hierophant and looked at
Myrrhine, warmed his hands over the fire again.

His shouting scared Myrrhine, but she could
say nothing to arbitrate between men.

The Hierophant continued. "I'm not concerned
about Xerxes. He knows nothing of war strategy. As long as he's in
command, Hellas will survive. It's that cousin of his, Mardonius,
who scares me. He was defeated and wounded in Thrace a year before
Marathon. Ever he covets a power base, and he's vowed to govern
Hellas some day because of his humiliation. His strategy drives
Xerxes invasion."

Myrrhine let silence lie between them before
she spoke. "At the very least we might retrieve Melaina from
Brauron. I've been uneasy with her away from home lately, and
several women in labor have asked for her. She has such a gift for
comforting during delivery."

The Hierophant glared at her, and his voice
hardened. "You protested me sending her. She'd never leave your
side if it were up to you. She must stay at Artemis' temple until
the ritual of the Bear. Her education, so important to Eleusis, is
at stake. I won't disobey the will of the gods because of the
Persians. They've been here before."

Aeschylus raised his hands to the sides of
his head. "You've left Melaina at Brauron? You old fool! Your
miscalculation could cost her life. At the very least, send a
soldier to Brauron to protect her, stand guard over her day and
night. I've heard rumors of Persian raiders on horseback
penetrating far into Attica. And with Brauron on the coast, one
ship could sack the entire sanctuary."

The old Hierophant seemed to lose confidence.
"We're that vulnerable?" he said to himself, then looked up at
Aeschylus. "Myrrhine can see to it tomorrow. But when you rejoin
the troops, remember our greatest strength." He looked away, quiet
in thought. When he spoke again some of the tension had left his
voice. Myrrhine thought perhaps he even smiled. "We're a free
people, Aeschylus. Every man who takes up arms against Persia does
so to defend his own home. Persians go to war under the lash."

Aeschylus calmed. "I know you speak from the
heart, and I don't deny the importance of the Mysteries. For a
thousand years they've influenced our institutions, over-influenced
to my mind. Their emphasis on the worth of the individual was
undoubtedly the seed that put political power into the hands of the
people, but you haven't seen Xerxes' army. We're but a handful of
city-states against the entire Persian Empire."

Myrrhine was accustomed to their arguments.
Aeschylus had steadfastly refused to be initiated into the
Mysteries though he was born and raised in the sacred city. His
presence was a constant provocation to the Hierophant. And now this
matter of evacuating stood between them. She left the room but
didn't return to her chamber. Concern for her daughter's safety
flared like a mania. She walked the stone corridor to the back of
the house, stopped by the kitchen to draw a cup of wine, then
passed through the courtyard to another stone enclosure, a small
one with no door. An oil lamp flickered on a square stone beside a
mound, the tomb of her late husband. She breathed the cold, thick
air.

"Dear Earth, born of Chaos, mother of all
mortals and immortals, hear me and call forth my dear husband,
entrusted to your care. Call him from the magnificent Elysian
Fields deep within your womb so he might listen to my words." She
poured half of the cup of red wine into the recess of the burial
mound, prayed again, louder and with greater confidence. "Beloved
Kynegeiros, husband ten years dead, I beg forgiveness for this
intrusion into your new life among the gods and know how my beauty
pales beside that of the goddesses who now share you, but come,
Kynegeiros, listen to me. A great storm stirs to the north."

She poured the remaining half-cup of wine,
listened as if for footsteps of the dead, then continued. "The
enemy who slew you has returned, vowing to waste all Hellas. And
our daughter, Melaina… O Kynegeiros! How can I tell you what a
beauty she's become? Only a goddess' flashing eyes and smile could
be more radiant. Now she's on the east coast of Attica at Brauron,
the temple of Artemis, to dance the Bear. I have such great fear
Persians will take her. If you could speak to Artemis, virgin
goddess, protectress of children, about Melaina, such great comfort
would come from it."

She stopped for a moment searching for some
further enticement for her husband's help. "Through the great
solitude since your departure, I've remained faithful though I've
not been without suitors. I take heart remembering the chasteness
of Penelope during her long years of waiting for Odysseus. I have
no hope for your return, still I remain yours, and so I shall be
though I live an eternity. O how I long for thy gentle touch! Fare
thee well, Kynegeiros, fare thee well, fare thee well. May earth
rest lightly upon thee."

After leaving his tomb, she considered
returning to bed, but thought of one more way to voice her
desperation. She entered the walkway between stone buildings, the
sparkle of stellar constellations spread above. At the wall around
the sanctuary, she greeted the guard standing below a burning torch
and entered through the back gate. The altars of Demeter and Kore
stood before the Telesterion, marble statues glistening with the
half moon. She supplicated herself on the cold steps before
Demeter, then came to her feet, touched a hand to her lips and with
outstretched arms prayed aloud.

"Divine mother, august but gentle goddess,
Demeter. You alone can understand the grief of my daughter's
absence, you who suffered so when Kore was ripped from your bosom.
Send Melaina to me, O Divine One. Cure this desperation, and
deliver us from Persia. Around your throne, whirl and howl with
ecstasy, filling the enemy with terror if he knocks upon your
gates. Preserve your glorious sanctuary, so we may ever celebrate
your sacred rites."

She hurried home, accompanied by roughhousing
dogs. Reentering her chamber, she slipped from her robe, pulled
back the bearskin blanket, and as she lay down, gathered her
breasts in her arms and fell asleep.


 


 CHAPTER 3:
The Burning of Brauron

On the opposite coast of Attica, in swampland
at the mouth of the oft-flooded Erasinos, stood the temple of
Artemis. During daylight, the hillsides echoed with shouts of young
maidens, and during evening, sweet lyre music lofted with the
rustle of oak leaves to sweep cold temple walls. Darkness was dense
before dawn, and the girls lay silent as corpses.

Melaina saw them coming to kill her first,
then all the rest, woke realizing it was just a dream. She lingered
in misty visions of so many girls, all her friends, slaughtered at
the temple of Artemis. As Hermes' world slowly faded, she knew the
upcoming ceremony had precipitated it. She would be dead by
nightfall; they'd all die that day, symbolically sacrificed for the
sake of Greece, as had been Iphigeneia centuries earlier. But
they'd be reborn as young women, to assume roles as wives and
mothers, and to run the households of Greece.

Her dream had seemed so real, the screaming,
the blood. She still trembled. They'd even killed the priestesses.
Many deaths would actually occur that day, but the girls would do
the killing, slitting the throats of she-goats representing their
maiden-selves. Melaina worried over it, not ready to leave behind
her childhood friends to run the home of some man she'd never
met.

She listened to the soft breath of the three
friends sharing her chamber and snuggled against Theodora, worried.
Their days at Brauron were coming to an end, and her mother should
have arrived yesterday. She'd missed her mother so much these past
months.

But it was more than that. Lately, she'd
noticed a familiar face stalking the grounds of Brauron, a soldier
from Eleusis. He lingered about, always in the background, even in
areas of the sanctuary ordinarily off limits to men. His appearance
was also troubling, sword strapped at his side, shield in hand. He
carried a spear. Melaina knew the priestesses were trying to keep
news of an impending war from the girls, but the overheard whispers
simply magnified their fears. Several families had pulled their
girls out of Brauron. Rumors of an evacuation were on every girl's
lips, and the hateful word "Persia" would send the littlest
screaming.

Melaina untangled her legs from Theodora's,
reached for her chiton, pulled it over her head, and slipped from
the room. She went directly to Hestia's hearth, poured the
morning's libation there, noticing that Kynthia, priestess of
Artemis, had already added sacred oak to rekindle the coals.
Melaina whispered a prayer to Asklepios, the god who resurrected
them from Hermes' dream world into the new day, and found Kynthia
at the slaughter stone. Melaina helped the young priestess
sacrifice a cock to Asklepios as bright sunlight broke the horizon.
Afterward, Melaina told the priestess of her dream.

"Entry into the world of adults can be
frightening," Kynthia said, "and with war looming it's particularly
difficult. That's why we have divine Artemis help make the
transition. Are you to marry when you return home?"

"I've not been given away yet," answered
Melaina. "I dread leaving my mother. If my husband won't allow me
to read and write poetry I'll wither. Here at Brauron I've fallen
in love with Sappho's poetry. I want to be a teacher, too."

Kynthia smiled, seemed to wrestle with a
thought. "I know another course should a young woman not choose
marriage." She hesitated again. "You could follow the divine
virgin. I myself have chosen the path of Artemis. But you'd not
marry, never have children."

"Oh, mother Kynthia!" responded Melaina. "To
follow Artemis would be a miracle. I'd settle for being like
Sappho, but I'm afraid grandfather already has my future
planned."

"Perhaps you can persuade him."

"Demeter and Kore are such strong influences
at Eleusis. And my grandfather is the Hierophant."

The two of them spoke no more of it, letting
the thought lie between them as a shared dream. The rest of the
girls and priestesses joined them, forming a procession to the
temple. During the day, the girls reenacted the life of Iphigenia,
Agamemnon's daughter, who'd founded the temple there at Brauron.
Seven hundred years before, when the Greek fleet left to fight the
Trojan War, it mustered in the bay at Aulis, just north of Brauron.
But Artemis calmed the winds, so the Greeks couldn't sail and
demanded that Agamemnon sacrifice his most beautiful daughter to
her. Agamemnon brought Iphigeneia to Aulis under the pretext of
marrying her to Achilles, greatest of Greek warriors, but once
there, the seer Kalchas dragged Iphigeneia to the slaughter stone.
Just as the blade touched Iphigenia's throat, Artemis whisked her
away and substituted a deer to die in her place. Iphigenia became
Artemis' priestess at Brauron. She never married but assisted women
in childbirth.

The girls danced around Iphigenia's tomb and
brought a hind into the temple, a symbol of the sacred deer killed
by Iphigenia's father. They ran footraces in tribute to the plight
of the animal, but in the end, sacrificed it and held a great
feast.

Melaina worried all day, and not only for her
mother or the fate of her homeland. Her short conversation with
Kynthia had infected her with a quick-growing discontent. She lost
interest in thoughts of marriage that occupied the other girls and
that had been the thrust of their training at Brauron. She wanted
one thing more than anything else: the freedom to choose her own
life. She wondered anew about her girlfriends, Agido and Anaktoria,
back at Eleusis. Melaina was the oldest, and her mind was fast
formulating a plan to remain among them.

Melaina watched for her mother, glancing up
the sanctuary road for a trail of dust, and listened for the clop
of horses' hooves, rattle of carriage wheels. She searched the
faces of the other girls' mothers, but the priestess of Demeter
from Eleusis wasn't among them.

That night was to be the finale of the
Brauronia, the Night of the Bear. At sunset, the initiates and
priestesses gathered just outside the temple before a barred,
cliff-side cave where an adult she-bear nervously paced. One
priestess played the aulos, a double-reed wind instrument, and
another, the lyre. The initiates donned bear masks, formed choruses
to sing elegies to Iphigenia, and then joined hands to dance before
the caged beast. Soon the wildness of their young hearts would also
be caged within the homes of their husbands, a thought that flashed
anger in Melaina. The patter of the girls' tender feet set the
rhythm, and they twirled and shook their hair in defiance at the
caged she-bear as her roars sent shivers through them.

As darkness encroached, the girls gathered in
the temple to meet death. Melaina worried about her she-goat. She'd
selected her months ago, having chosen this particular animal
because of her feisty, independent nature, the way the little
she-goat stood off from the crowd and made a run at Melaina when
she tried to corner her. But Melaina had tamed her, and now the
goat trailed along behind her on a leash. The temple was crowded
with animals: rabbits racing along the floor, doves fluttering in
and out of torchlight. Melaina watched the she-bear pace inside her
cage.

As female family members gathered to view the
proceedings, Melaina scanned them. What could have happened to her
mother? Melaina's feet still ached from running barefoot, her
sunburned legs and shoulders tingling under her saffron chiton.

Melaina heard Kynthia call her from among the
scores of initiates. She'd be the first to sacrifice. She was the
oldest and, as an Eumolpid, from an aristocratic family. As Melaina
stepped forward, Kynthia donned a bear mask and slipped a bear-claw
glove over her right hand. Kynthia dropped the upper part of
Melaina's chiton to expose her right breast and, without warning,
sliced the claw rapidly across it just above the nipple. Melaina
flinched, screamed, as beads of bright blood formed.

Scattered laughter came from the crowd.

Brandishing a shiny bronze blade, Kynthia led
Melaina to the slaughter stone. Melaina sprinkled her she-goat with
holy water and watched her shiver, an assumed sign of assent.
Kynthia put the blade to the animal's throat while the chorus broke
out in a hymn, faltered, then fell silent. A clamor had erupted
from behind the temple. Melaina heard shouting, the clash of steel.
Kynthia removed the mask and stepped away from Melaina, stood
silent.

A stranger raced into the temple, carrying a
knife. As Kynthia froze in fear, the she-bear rose on her hind legs
and let loose a bloodcurdling roar. The soldier from Eleusis, who'd
been shadowing the sanctuary, rushed into the fray but was
immediately cut down by two more strangers. The man with the knife
came for Melaina, and she felt her knees weaken, saw the world
fade.

Kynthia stepped in front of Melaina and
struggled with the man, showing more strength than Melaina could
have imagined. It appeared as though Kynthia might even wrest the
knife from him, when she went limp, cut down by a single stroke,
the knife buried deep in the small of her neck.

Screams, a flurry of doves, and scurrying
rabbits sent the temple into chaos. Melaina felt the assailant's
steel fingers wrap her arm as several Greek soldiers charged into
the battle. Leading them was a fierce-looking man in heavy armor,
who shouted, and when her captor hesitated, grabbed him from behind
and slit his throat in one swift motion. Still more blood gushed
onto the altar.

The man lay gurgling out his life in wordless
mouthings as light faded from his eyes. Kynthia breathed
laboriously beneath him. Melaina was struck dumb, but gathered
herself and rushed to the priestess, who with each raspy breath
brought forth crimson froth. Kynthia's wound emptied in a slow
stream, mixing with that of her murderer who lay between her legs.
The two were a strange couple, mated by their simultaneous deaths
on the altar of Artemis.

Melaina looked up at the man who'd saved her
life as he ripped off his bronze helmet. His curly black hair was
tied in a ponytail and held in place by a bright-red headband. He
was the Dadouchos, a priest from Eleusis. What is he doing here?
she wondered. No sooner had this thought crossed her mind than he
grabbed her hair and pulled her head backward.

Melaina realized he'd just exposed her
throat. To murder me also, here on the altar, she thought. The
world has gone insane, and I'm also to be a victim. He again raised
his knife to strike, and as she brought her hand to her throat in a
final act of defense, the color drained from the world again.

But the blade's stroke only tingled her
scalp, and the blond lock loosed into his hand. He held aloft the
knife in one hand, her golden curls in the other as he dropped to
one knee. The she-bear let forth another mighty roar, followed by
the Dadouchos' voice ringing throughout the temple.

"Artemis! frenzy-loving huntress, goddess of
all things wild. Among the din and cry of beasts these two have
given their lives, willingly or no, so this tender virgin may die
as maid and be reborn as woman. Accept them as her sacrifice.
Divine virgin, dear goddess of swift birth, receive this initiate,
offspring of this gruesome delivery, to thy bosom."

He raised Melaina to her feet, her knees
quivering. "Quickly!" he said. "We must leave, now."

"Why did you do this to me?" she said,
feeling the bald spot in her scalp cut so close he'd drawn blood.
"Look what you've done." She felt he had purposely terrorized
her.

The Dadouchos shouted to the startled crowd
of initiates and onlookers who'd scurried for cover behind the
marble columns. "Everyone! Listen to me! You must vacate the
temple. Danger stalks us all. My men just scattered a larger band
of Persians in back of the temple. They'll return when they find
their courage. Yesterday, to the north at Thermopylae, the Persians
routed the Hellene forces under Leonidas. Attica is under siege and
must be evacuated. Leave everything and make for Athens."

He said again to Melaina, "Follow me!
Quickly!"

She ran after him to a grove of trees outside
the sanctuary where a lone man stood restraining a team of four
black horses harnessed to a two-wheeled chariot. Nearby, another
horse stood reined to a tree. Melaina realized she had none of her
possessions and bolted back toward the temple. The Dadouchos
shouted after her, but she pulled her chiton to her knees and raced
madly on.

At the dormitory, she entered the dark room
she'd shared with the other girls and quickly rummaged among her
things. She felt her own tears fall onto her hands. The image of
Kynthia giving up her blood on the altar stood between Melaina and
everything she saw. How would Kynthia get to the Underworld without
proper burial?

She discarded the terra-cotta figurines, a
bear and a likeness of Artemis, but clutched tightly to her heart a
small bundle of papyrus bound with leather straps. "Oh Sappho!" she
cried. She stuffed them into a leather sack along with a two-reed
aulos just as the Dadouchos entered the room, huffing and
fuming.

"You've put all our lives at risk," he said.
"Have your senses abandoned you?"

Melaina hoisted the bag to her shoulder and
walked past him, but a dark Persian stood before her, blocking the
doorway. His sword thrust was aimed at her heart, but the
Dadouchos' naked hand brushed it aside, and once more he slew her
would-be assassin, his quick blade opening the man's abdomen so
that his entrails poured forth.

The Dadouchos pushed her out the door, and
they hurried back through fading light into the deep shadows of the
grove. There he spoke quickly to the young man holding the team of
horses, and the Dadouchos and his charge climbed aboard the
chariot. The carriage, supported on two six-spoked wheels, was made
of carefully shaped wood, overlaid with leather and gated at the
aft end. The glistening gold railing came to her waist. The floor
was soft but steady, formed of interlaced leather thongs. It was
empty except for a deerskin blanket carelessly cast inside.

A flickering light fell on the grove, and
Melaina looked back to see flames licking the sanctuary roof. She
heard shouts, women screaming. People poured from the temple.

"The Persians have returned!" shouted the
Dadouchos. "But for the maiden, more blood would flow from my
sword." He grabbed a coiled whip from the front of the chariot and
cracked it over the horses' heads. "Forward!"

The chariot lurched, almost throwing Melaina
from it. She shouted into his ear as they entered the dirt road
west, "They'll all die if we don't help."

"My cargo is more important than all of
Brauron, and more danger lies between here and Athens. I've orders
from the Hierophant to return you to Eleusis."

"But my mother! We must find her."

The Dadouchos cracked the whip over the
horses' heads, and the chariot squeaked and groaned as they flew
into the deepening night, her protests silenced by the thunderous
hooves of the four ink-black horses. A great sadness enveloped
Melaina. Kynthia dead, and what had happened to Theodora? Where was
her mother?


 


 CHAPTER 4:
Flight in Darkness

On they sped pulled by demons into darkness,
full moon casting pale light for the horses. As the moon
disappeared behind a thick bank of clouds, the chariot slowed, and
the young man, who'd held the horses in the grove, came alongside
and talked briefly to the Dadouchos. He called the Dadouchos by
name, Kallias. Melaina repeated it to herself. "Kallias." She felt
her raw scalp, and her anger grew.

The rider lit a torch and went on ahead,
holding it high, hair glowing in the light. Sparks streamed behind.
The silhouettes of the four horses rose and fell against the flame.
At times, the rider would guide them around a boulder or hold the
torch while they negotiated an erosion channel. The wheels
frequently fell into ruts cut by years of wagon use, and the
chariot slithered through.

Melaina tried to soften her anger at Kallias.
He'd saved her life, twice. Instead of her she-goat, two people had
died. She was now supposed to be grown, a woman, but she felt
smaller and less significant than ever.

*

Melaina jolted from her daze. The rider
stopped and came back to the chariot, motioned for Kallias to get
out and follow him. Kallias tied the reins to a tree, and the two
disappeared into the brush up the hillside. Melaina developed a
chill, and the night noises frightened her. Soon, Kallias and the
young man came running back. They led the horses off the road into
a grove of trees, stopping to listen.

"Horsemen," Kallias whispered. "Probably
friendly, but…"

After dousing the torch, they calmed the
horses, silencing their snorts with hands held over the horse's
noses. Kallias put two of them in Melaina's charge, and she felt
soothed by their warmth, the velvet-soft nostrils. Her heart
pounded, but she focused on the sounds of crickets, the rustling
wind in treetops, and hugged the long bony heads to her.

Hearing faint voices from the road, Melaina
made out her native tongue.

Kallias said, "I know one of them." He
stepped from their hideaway. "Hey! Kimon, by the gods, is that you,
man?"

The horsemen's torch extinguished and all
went quiet.

"It's Kallias, Kimon. Have you forgotten your
old boar-hunting companion?"

The response was slow in coming and little
more than a whisper. "Kallias? That you? Or some daemon calling us
to our doom?"

Kallias stepped forward to greet them,
lowering his voice to match theirs. The young man traveling with
Kallias relit the torch, and she saw not two but four men traveling
together. After a few words, Kallias motioned for the young man to
join them. Melaina, now alone, was grateful for the stout presence
of the horses. Shortly Kallias and the young man returned.

"I'll not deceive you, Melaina," said
Kallias. "Two of these men are from Paiania, a village not far
ahead. They were trying to get home but ran into a band of Persians
and Thebans blocking the road. These men turned back, not realizing
the countryside behind us also swarms with the enemy. We've but one
hope: come upon them swiftly, catch them asleep, and pass through
their camp before they know what's happened."

Melaina avoided his eyes. He was the most
muscular man she'd ever seen, arms bulging from his sleeveless
tunic. She hoped he hadn't noticed she was trembling.

"These men are joining us," he said, leading
the horses from the grove. "You'll lie low in the chariot wrapped
in the deer skin." He mounted the chariot and turned to her again.
"Under no circumstances are you to raise your head above the
railing. Do you hear me, Melaina?"

She finally managed a weak, "Yes."

They groped by the light of the full moon as
it peeked from behind clouds. Melaina tried to calm herself by
thinking hard thoughts toward traitorous Thebes. The ancient city
was north of Eleusis, opposite Mt. Kithaeron, and a natural enemy
since the time of Oedipus. But she'd never imagined that the
Thebans would side with Persia. Each moment seemed interminable.
She hardly breathed, expecting the Persians to descend upon them at
any moment. Still, on they went without being molested, horses'
hooves clattering a steady beat.

Their five companions in the lead slowed.
"Persian camp ahead," one whispered back.

A loud voice erupted from up the road, sliced
sharply through the cold night air. "Halt! Identify yourself!"

Kallias cracked the whip. "Ha!" he shouted,
and the chariot lurched forward.

Melaina sunk to the floor and covered herself
with the deerskin, peeking from a frayed edge. She was thrown about
until she was sure all her bones would be broken. As they came into
the torchlight, a great commotion erupted in the Persian camp.
Barking dogs and the bray of a donkey mixed with shouts of the
barbarians.

The chariot took a shattering blow to its
undercarriage as fire exploded around them. Looking back, Melaina
saw they'd overrun the campfire. But the horses reared up, pawing
skyward and bringing the chariot to a standstill. A foul stench
hung in the air.

Melaina could resist no longer. She raised
her head and looked beyond the horses at a sight she couldn't
believe was real. Something, perhaps an animal, rose up before
them, a huge deformed beast not born of anything earth-walking, and
staggered into the road. It was as if the great god Pan himself had
appeared to inspire panic in the horses. Melaina's scream escaped
before she could suppress it. Kallias plied the lash to the
stallions, cursed them unmercifully.

The chariot lurched forward as the horses
regained their courage under the stinging whip. A rain of arrows
and spears descended on the carriage. As they swept past the
hovering shape, Melaina ducked back below the rail just as a spear
penetrated the sideboard, ripped into the deerskin and lodged in
the carriage's opposite side. Melaina's head hit the rail with such
force that she momentarily went senseless, the pain in her side so
great she thought the spear had dealt her a fatal blow.

As the chariot cleared the Persian camp,
Melaina, lodged beneath Kallias' feet, was kicked, beaten about and
stepped on. The once-proud horses regained their wits on the far
side of the foul beast and, manes flowing, hunkered down to the
business of putting it behind them. Persian torches gradually
dropped from sight.

When they were in the clear, Kallias reined
in the horses and called the others to him. "We may have lost the
maiden," he said, his voice without its usual strength.

Melaina thought he might be right, but her
groans and complaints at having being trampled on were welcomed
with cheers and smiling faces. After they extracted the spear from
the chariot and released the deerskin pinning her against the
sideboard, she could finally breathe. Except for her throbbing head
and some bruised ribs, she was sound. Her saffron chiton, on the
other hand, had been penetrated front to back, which caused the men
to murmur. "Eyie!" said one.

"Wasn't the Persians that frightened me,"
said Melaina, "but the fell beast."

"You sons of a mountain goat," Kallias said,
turning on the men from Paiania. "Why didn't you tell me about the
camel?"

"We didn't know. As Iris, the Oathgiver, is
our witness," said Kimon.

"No horse can endure the sight or smell of a
camel. We could've died."

"What's a camel?" asked Melaina.

The young man traveling with Kallias walked
off laughing, causing Melaina to blush at her own ignorance.

Kallias shook his head at the young man. "A
poet with a strange sense of humor."

So the quiet young man is a poet, Melaina
thought. This pleased her no end.

Satisfied they were all in one piece, the
group proceeded, without light, the terrain gradually becoming more
mountainous, the forest crowding in on the road. They entered a
village, and the road disappeared into a maze of dark, abandoned
streets. A barking dog came to greet them. The men talked among
themselves, then Kallias came to Melaina. "This is Paiania," he
said. "We were to stop here, but it's deserted. We'll go on to
Phlya."

The weary riders passed through the village,
again braking out onto the open road. Just when Melaina wondered if
they'd ever stop, at the foot of a mountain thrusting up into the
stars, the chariot took a less-traveled trail north. "We're beneath
Mt. Hymettos, sacred to Zeus," Kallias told her. "Soon we'll be at
the farm of Mnesarchides."

The trail steepened up the foot of the
mountain, and they picked their way through deep woods, which
finally opened onto a clearing where the light of a home shone as a
beacon. The stone building sat on a moonlit hilltop. Kimon and his
three companions went before them, at times trading shouts with
sentries. The black stallions whinnied at the workhorses pulling
wagons stacked high with goods, which were on their way to Athens
and the coast.

As the chariot drew closer to the home,
Melaina saw that the place swarmed with people. Bonfires twinkled
in the surrounding forest, and she saw a herd of horses, fully
loaded wagons and oxen, fellow refugees sleeping in bedrolls. A
baby cried.

The chariot pulled up before the stone
building. At first she thought the men milling about were slaves,
but some sported a hoplite's heavy armor. The hair on the back of
her neck bristled. They were warriors. An army was encamped
here.

As the riders dismounted, several men came to
meet them, some to help with the horses, others to escort them
inside. Women stared, whispered among themselves. Melaina overheard
one say, "I tell you, it's her. The other is inside. Prophecies
speak of the return of the two goddesses."

Melaina cowered under the women's
scrutiny.

Kallias, with Melaina trailing behind,
entered a large foyer through huge double gates that swung wide.
Kimon followed, but the others remained with the horses. Melaina
was disappointed that the poet who'd blazed their trail for them
hadn't come with them. She'd wanted to get a good look at his
face.

Slaves carried sacks of grain from storerooms
lining the foyer and stacked them into wagons. Others carried clay
jars. At the far side of the foyer, the large double doors into the
heart of the home opened and closed on squeaking hinges, but
Melaina was not to enter this area. Kallias took Melaina by the arm
and led her to a side room through a small door to the left. As he
pulled it open, bright light and voices spilled out. They were
engulfed by the smell of food.

Just inside the women's room, the mistress of
the house turned to inspect them, her stern face set hard as stone.
The townswomen ate alongside their children. The room fell silent
as all eyes fell upon them. The refugees' belongings were piled
high along the walls: clothes, bedding, carpets, chests. The women
turned back to eating, and the din returned.

Melaina felt uncomfortable as the stocky,
heavy-set mistress scrutinized her. Though of no mean stature
herself as the wife of a wealthy landowner, the woman was obviously
transfixed by Melaina's presence.

Kallias and Kimon disappeared through the far
doorway, but Melaina stayed put. She knew her place in the world of
men. Still, she felt abandoned among all these strangers.
Fortunately, the mistress came to her instantly, folded Melaina's
small hands within her own chubby ones, and pulled them to her warm
midriff as if they were precious. She led Melaina into a corner,
where a sullen little boy with heavy eyelids sat on a carpet,
pillows stacked about him.

"Are you injured, my dear?" the woman asked
Melaina. "I administer to those who'll allow a woman."

Melaina blushed scarlet. She hadn't noticed
that Kynthia had shed blood on her, but there it was, the spray of
scarlet drops, now black, speckling her saffron chiton. The mark of
the bear's claw across her breast had also soaked through. With one
side of her head nearly bald as well, it was no wonder she
attracted so much attention.

"No," answered Melaina, "just tired and
sore."

"I'll give you something to lift your
spirits, soothe aching bones." This large woman kept staring at
Melaina. "May I ask your name?"

"Melaina, from Eleusis."

The woman relaxed, smiled, handed Melaina a
steaming posset in a tiny clay cup. "I'm Kleito," she said. "Your
mother and I were childhood friends, before we each married. And
now the war has brought us back together. We've been anticipating
your arrival. This pest is my little Euripides."

The little boy climbed into Melaina's lap,
burying his head in her bosom.

"Drink slowly," Kleito said, "and conceal it
from the others. The recipe is said to have come down to us from
the centaur Chiron, who invented it to heal the wounds of
warriors."

Melaina smelled the posset, spiced milk
curdled with hot wine. Its taste sent a warm glow through her.
Euripides moved about restlessly. Holding him was an unexpected
comfort, even if his sharp-edged limbs poked into her tender ribs.
His little body was as warm as glowing coals. He held a waxed
tablet and stylus in his tiny hands and had scratched the first
letters of the alphabet: α, β, and γ. The posset, beginning to do
its work, Melaina relaxed and drifted toward sleep along with
Euripides. Then Kleito spoke again.

"Your mother is here. Did you know?"

Melaina's eyes fluttered open, and she jumped
to her feet, wondering if she'd heard correctly. Just then, Kallias
returned. "Follow me," he urged, leading Melaina down a hallway to
a chamber of solemn men, who mumbled over a meal. Melaina saw
mounds of cheese and barley cakes, boiled pigs' feet, lambs' legs,
ripe olives and leeks, morsels of underdone entrails. Oh, she loved
sweet entrails!

A shout rose up from amidst the din, and a
woman rushed toward Melaina. It was Myrrhine, her mother. Myrrhine
came out of the room and reached for Melaina, her hands all over
the girl's face and limbs as if to check for the source of all the
blood. "You look like a lamb led to slaughter," her mother
said.


 


 CHAPTER 5:
The War Council

Myrrhine had left home for Brauron the day
before news broke of the Spartan defeat at Thermopylae. With the
evacuation of Attica, the road east had been blocked at the foot of
Mt. Hymettos. Realizing she couldn't get through, Myrrhine had
sought refuge at the home of an old friend, Kleito, wife of
Mnesarchides, and sent an overnight runner to the Hierophant at
Eleusis telling him of her predicament. She asked that the
Hierophant immediately retrieve Melaina. If he didn't, surely
Melaina would be killed. Myrrhine had known nothing of her
daughter's fate until she saw Melaina outside the banquet chamber
with Kallias.

Myrrhine squeezed her daughter until the girl
squirmed to free herself.

"My ribs are sore, mother."

"Why all the blood?"

Myrrhine listened to her daughter describe
the events that occurred during the initiation, held her when she
cried over Kynthia's death and her uncertainty at the fate of
little Theodora.

"I also have so much to tell you, Melaina,
things I couldn't before. The months you were away in Brauron seem
years."

But Myrrhine didn't have time to elaborate.
Kallias reappeared. He dragged them both inside the dining hall
where a hastily organized council of generals was in progress.
Hestia's hearth burned in the corner to the far right, flames
licking high into the air through a hole in the ceiling.

One of the men was on his feet speaking.
Myrrhine whispered in her daughter's ear, "He's Xanthippus, an
Athenian general." Myrrhine wondered how Kimon would handle being
in the presence of Xanthippus, as the general had sent Kimon's
father to prison where the old man had died. Xanthippus was a short
but broad man, deep-chested. His voice was quiet, and so the room
fell silent under the soft swiftness of his words.

"... though defeated at the Hot Gates, we've
learned a valuable lesson: how to fight Persians on land. Our fleet
at Artemisium also proved it could hold its own at sea even when
badly outnumbered. We've looked into the enemy's jaws and found his
teeth dull, heard his roar, and found it less than frightening.
Xerxes won a battle, but planted the seeds of his own
destruction."

Myrrhine noticed that the men appeared
restless, their eyes trained on Melaina's bloody chiton. Another
man rose to interrupt Xanthippus. Myrrhine whispered in her
daughter's ear, "That's Mnesarchides, Kleito's husband."

"Enough, Xanthippus," Mnesarchides said.
"Kallias, richest of Athenians, has returned from Brauron, and by
the looks of the maiden, though she be blood-splattered, his
mission was a success. Torchbearer, what word do you bring from the
coast?"

"Grim news," said Kallias, stepping forward.
"But also an account of events forecasting great promise." The tie
binding his hair had broken, and his black mane fell in ringlets to
his shoulders, glistening against his ashen skin. "I've indeed
retrieved unharmed the maid of Eleusis, out of the very hands of
Persians. Only moments after I reached the temple of Artemis at
Brauron, a band of Persians, who'd come by sea, tried to
assassinate her. I witnessed the priestess of the temple trade her
own life for this little priestess. Kynthia lies dead, the temple
overrun. The five warriors I took with me are also dead. Last we
saw, the temple was in flames. We barely escaped with our own
lives."

Voices erupted, men turned to look at one
another. "Great Zeus! Brauron burned, Kynthia dead. What's to
become of us?"

"This knife," Kallias drew his own dagger,
held it high for all to see, "took the life of two Persian
assassins. I tell you, this is an omen of no small import. My own
eyes witnessed the courage of this young woman, felt small standing
beside her though I killed those who would have killed her. In the
face of certain death, she stood her ground as did her father,
Kynegeiros, at Marathon. Alas, that he died there! And all this yet
but preparation for witnessing how the gods cherish her. Perhaps
Kynegeiros himself watches over her, for during our brief encounter
with the Persians just outside the gates of Paiania, a Persian
spear pierced her through, but now she bears no wound from it. The
holes in her chiton are there for all to see."

Myrrhine considered Kallias' words about her
daughter, realizing his talent for hyperbole, yet the crowd
listened trance-like. "Kallias," said one, "we haven't had such a
favorable sign since the great god Pan was seen in the Peloponnese
voicing his support for us at Marathon."

Kallias finished with a flourish. "School
yourself in this young woman's courage! If the warriors of Hellas
have half her mettle, we can defeat the Persians, no matter their
numbers."

The chamber fell silent, all eyes transfixed
on Melaina. Myrrhine saw her daughter blush deeply.

Xanthippus rose again. "Word that the
Persians are burning our temples is of concern but not unexpected.
Perhaps Hellas' salvation will come from divine outrage. No one
could have foretold that long-dead Theseus would return to lead us
at Marathon. Let us hope a new savior will deliver us this
time."

Myrrhine felt a tug at her sleeve. "When can
I eat?" Melaina whispered. "Will they never stop talking?"

Mnesarchides again rose to halt Xanthippus'
monologue. "Kimon, tell us of your return from the southland. We,
who remained behind to execute the evacuation, have been in sore
need of your counsel. What can you tell us of our friends at Cape
Sounion?"

Kimon was a great presence, heavier than
Kallias but with the same dark countenance. He spoke with
authority, emphasizing his words with a sweep of the arm, yet still
projecting humility. His face was flushed from wine, and Myrrhine
noticed that he never looked in the direction of Xanthippus. "My
tale is much the same as Kallias'. Two Persian warships put ashore
at Cape Sounion and quickly overran the temple of Poseidon. Before
we were forced to flee north, we saw the nearby silver mines at
Laurium fall to Xerxes. Zeus has turned his back on us for now."
Having given his message, Kimon stepped back among the crowd for
someone else to speak, but stepped forward again. "One more thing,"
he said. "I've spoken to those who've been behind Persian lines.
They talk of Xerxes hiding his dead from his own men. Xerxes doubts
himself, if I read it rightly."

Mnesarchides rose. "Perhaps Xerxes fears our
will to fight as Leonidas and his men demonstrated at Thermopylae."
He turned away from Kimon. "Kallias, I know your mission is urgent.
During the priestess of Demeter's short stay with us," he looked
toward Myrrhine, "I've learned of the Hierophant's concern for all
Hellas should the Mysteries, only three weeks away, suffer neglect.
Your word of this hearty but tender young woman certainly gives us
courage. How could we expect less of the daughter of Kynegeiros?
We'd hoped to catch a night's rest and depart tomorrow, but now see
we must take what's packed and make our getaway before the pass
closes. We'll detain you no longer, except for a libation and
prayer from the priestess of Demeter before leaving."

Myrrhine noticed the muscles of Kallias' jaw
tighten. After all, he was a priest and could have performed the
ritual himself. She decided that her prayer would be to Kallias'
divine ancestor, Hermes, from whom all Kallias' family of Kerkyes
descended. Myrrhine pushed her daughter away, though the girl
groaned at the separation, and walked toward Xanthippus. She
received a cup of wine from him, averted her eyes to avoid contact,
then splashed the altar stone with the red liquid and raised her
arms.

"Hermes, guide of souls in the Underworld,
protector of travelers; all who meet here tonight journey the road
to death. Though for some it will come soon, others later, we are
all yours. O Argeiphontes, father of lies and thieves, give false
prophecies to the Persians and loot their courage. Grant us a safe
journey home and strength for the dark days before us. Grant this
and ever we'll roast glistening fat and thick thigh pieces in your
honor."

As soon as her prayer ended, a long-haired
slave boy approached and set a bowl of mint-scented water before
Xanthippus, who dipped his hands, then dried them in the slave's
hair. Another slave brought baskets bulging with barley bread,
Demeter's gift—steaming loaves lofting mingled smells of yeast and
honey. Platters of hot food soon crowded the table, and men tore
apart great loaves, using the pieces to scoop stew.

The three of them left the room, and
Mnesarchides followed. He and Kleito begged Myrrhine and Melaina to
join them at their other home on Salamis after evacuating Eleusis.
But Kallias, in his hurry, ushered them outside into the dark as
Melaina protested her hunger.

"Quit whining," said Kallias. "You can eat at
journey's end."

Melaina snatched a small loaf as the group
left the room.

The young man, who'd come with Kallias and
Melaina, was waiting alongside the chariot. The high-stepping
horses, looking refreshed after being watered and fed, anxiously
pawed the ground and rattled their bridles.

Kimon burst out the door to join their party.
"If I stay behind with Xanthippus so close by, I'll kill him," he
said. "Ever the call to avenge my father's death plagues me."

Myrrhine sympathized with Kimon. Her own
husband had served and died at Marathon under Kimon's father,
Miltiades. Yet a few years later, Xanthippus had had the victorious
general imprisoned, where he died of gangrene from an unhealed
wound. She wondered what would become of them if the generals
themselves hated each other. She looked west where the glow from
Athens lit the horizon. The great city hadn't slept either. The
chariot was crowded with the three of them, oaken axle creaking
under the weight. Kimon and the young man went in the lead ahead of
the chariot.

Myrrhine held her daughter to her, and they
slumped to the floorboard behind the Dadouchos. Slow-flowing time
drifted by with the darkness.

*

Gradually came the dawn, and with it wagons,
horses, sheep, goats and the people driving them along the narrow
roadway to Athens. Behind them in the distance, wisps of smoke
trailed skyward. When the sun broke the horizon, they entered the
outskirts of Athens, where they learned of the overnight evacuation
of its citizens, who embarked to Troezen on the Peloponnese coast,
and the islands Salamis and Aegina. Myrrhine knew that many slaves
and men of great age would have to stay behind. All could not be
saved. The howls of homeless dogs echoed the countryside.

They stopped momentarily at a small township
Myrrhine recognized as Kolonus. Kimon departed from them, taking a
road to the west, and the young man dismounted, racing inside a
smithy from which issued a great clang of hammers. She saw a statue
of a horseman and heard a nightingale trill a clear note over the
green glade. Soon they were back on the road.

Kallias skirted Athens' city walls, then
turned west along the Sacred Way, shouting and cracking his whip at
those who failed to step aside. Foamy sweat laced the backs of the
horses though they never slacked their pace. They swept past wagons
piled high with household goods, prized rubble stacked in rickety
hand-carts pulled by pitiful men and women, their poverty-gripped
lives having been wrested from them. The rush of people to the sea
became a flowing river of desperation.

Myrrhine realized that Athens was gone. She
had a vision of great Ares, god of war, awakening from a ten-year
slumber, rising above the landscape, irritable, bloodthirsty. She
wondered about the strange occurrences during Melaina's initiation.
If what Kallias said was right, Melaina's salvation had come in
true Artemis fashion. The goddess had given her own priestess for
Melaina. Perhaps a recent prophecy was also true. The oracle had
come from the three priestesses at Dodona, who read the words of
Zeus in the rustle of an old oak's leaves:

When all is lost and the smoke of great
cities

darkens the bright passage of Helios' chariot

across the heavens so even those of great courage

whimper and cower in corners, the two

who are one will again take on mortal form

and walk among us. They will stand firm in the face

of great danger, against the barbarian's yoke.

They realized the "two who are one" must be
Demeter and Kore, the two goddesses of the Mysteries. Still, during
these restless times, prophecies swept through cities and villages
like summer dust devils. One could pick and choose to suit the
circumstance.

Myrrhine squeezed Melaina to her. She was so
young, not yet fifteen. But in the time Melaina had been away,
she'd changed, developed new confidence. Myrrhine now saw a hard
look in her daughter's eyes, a loss of innocence. Oh, how she
looked forward to hearing Melaina's voice echoing again in the
halls of Eleusis.

Kallias' bare leg brushed against Myrrhine's
arm, and she looked up at him. This was the closest she'd been to a
man since her husband had died. This man's remoteness and
countenance matched some dark place inside herself, where she'd put
all her feelings toward men. With her daughter in her arms and a
man so close, memories of her husband surfaced, and her body
welcomed the opportunity to be its old self, hands tingling with
the memory of sliding along a broad shoulder, down a hairy arm. She
swallowed, realizing this man was her own age. Kynegeiros had been
much older.

She'd heard sordid things about Kallias, that
he'd taken his fortune from a Persian during the battle of
Marathon. As the story went, the man mistook Kallias for a king
because he dressed as the Dadouchos. The man had shown him the
treasure to buy his life. They say Kallias killed him anyway to
hide the source of his wealth. Myrrhine didn't believe it. Jealousy
drove many to speak ill of the rich. Even though his family
descended from Hermes, divine thief and murderer, she couldn't
believe it of Kallias. She only knew he'd fought beside her beloved
Kynegeiros and spoke nothing but praise of her husband's bravery.
She felt a great kindness toward him because of it. And now he'd
taken Kynegeiros' place and saved her daughter's life. She not only
thought well of him; with his body so close, a woman's longing
passed through her. But guilt came quickly, an old bitter
companion. "Forgive me, Kynegeiros," she whispered.

As she held Melaina in her arms, she felt her
daughter quake. Was this the return of an illness so frightening
that years ago she'd not told even the Hierophant? She shielded her
daughter's face with her own cape. Kallias mustn't see.

Melaina convulsed in Myrrhine's arms, limbs
rigid, foam appearing in the corners of her mouth. Myrrhine shoved
her fingers between Melaina's teeth to protect her tongue, ignoring
the pain of her gnawing. Oh, divine Demeter! Not the falling
sickness! Ten years before, when Melaina was first told of her
father's death, Myrrhine found her little girl in the midst of a
seizure on the ground before the Gates of Hades.

*

Myrrhine felt her daughter shudder in her
arms, wake. Myrrhine smiled down at her, realizing Melaina knew
nothing of the terrible tremor that had seized her while sleeping.
The thunder of the horses' hooves filled Myrrhine's ears, and she
watched the morning sun paint a warm glow on Melaina's cheeks as
they approached the outskirts of Eleusis.

The chariot filled the sanctuary with dust as
it came to a stop just inside the Greater Propylaea. Slaves rushed
to assist, two men for the horses and a long line of women for the
priestess and her daughter. As they exited the chariot, the
Hierophant appeared in the gateway. Myrrhine had never seen her
father look so old, and his face now carried a worried shadow.
Melaina ran to him, throwing her arms about his waist. Myrrhine
heard her daughter ask, "Who's the young man who accompanied us
here?"

"Who?" asked the Hierophant.

"Him, the tall, bronze young man."

"That's Sophocles," her grandfather said.


 


 CHAPTER 6:
Return to Eleusis

The Archon Basileus in Athens canceled the
Mysteries without consultation. The Hierophant was bewildered.
"They hold the Olympics but cancel the human race? Oh, for the days
when Eleusis was its own independent state! Why do we have to
subject the Mysteries to Athens' arbitrariness and political
squabbling?"

Melaina heard Kallias sorely complain of not
being in Olympia himself, having been recalled at the last moment
to retrieve her from Brauron. His four black stallions had been the
favorite in the chariot race. The Olympics were in progress even as
the Persians murdered, pillaged, and burned throughout Attica.

Still, the Hierophant resisted evacuating
Eleusis, and the city awaited its fate as the fires to the west
grew closer, refugees streaming past to the Peloponnese. Not all
planned to pass through, and the poorer of them, seeing the temple
of Demeter as the ultimate refuge, brought their sheep, goats and
cows onto temple grounds. The Hierophant couldn't bear turning them
away, and still refused to evacuate.

The uncertainty created was whispered
throughout the city. "The old man has lost his wits," said some.
"Patience, he knows the will of the gods," said others. The poorer
residents and slaves, those who could escape their masters, loaded
their possessions into wagons, and took refuge in Corinthia beyond
the Isthmus. The rich had more at stake. They congregated in the
streets and shouted at one another, laughing at their neighbor's
indecisiveness and crying over their own.

*

Melaina heard the Hierophant's























































































tmp_0c8cc6c490b78f9e755919cebce92079_2rx5sL_html_m4a54ae3a.jpg
(SV113H)
EPEER'D)
LNIIDNV

ATVSSIHL wwGaoa

SNWATO LNNOW






cover.jpg





