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Part One




‘There are no pacts between lions and men, nor do wolves and lambs make peace.’

– Homer, The Iliad
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The king of Persia looked across the heart of Athens.

The sun was hot on the back of his neck, but a breeze blew, warm and gentle, carrying a smell of sweetness – of rot and the sea. Xerxes closed his eyes and breathed, feeling at peace. The great market, the temples, the streets of households, workshops and taverns – they were all abandoned. It was intimate, somehow. He felt as if he sat at a woman’s dressing table, opening every small drawer, learning her secrets.

The soldiers in that place were all his own. They had searched Athens from one end to the other, every storehouse, shop and empty home. The only Greeks within the walls had been half a dozen mindless ancients, left behind by their families. Toothless and blind, they had hissed incredulous, nervous laughter at the strange voices of Persian soldiers. Xerxes had no need of them. Like stray dogs, they had been killed quickly. It was almost a mercy.

General Mardonius walked three paces behind the Great King, deep in his own reverie. Both he and Xerxes had experienced a strange sort of recognition as they’d entered Athens. Places and natural features surfaced from a hundred old reports, suddenly made real. The Acropolis was one, the cliff of limestone that loomed on their left hand, sentinel for the whole city; or perhaps the pale Areopagus rock, where a council of Athenian noblemen had met for centuries.

Xerxes could see the Pnyx hill ahead, rising with trees like blades and white steps on its flanks. In normal times, the famous Assembly met and argued in that place, acknowledging no king or tyrant. He would have liked to see it, those men so busy with their little laws. Yet only the breeze blew there that day. The people of Athena’s city had gone down to the port, to be taken by ship across the deep water. Rather than suffer the predations of his army, rather than learn the consequences of their arrogance, they had run from him.

Xerxes walked through streets where doors hung open and every sound echoed. Beyond a few cats warming themselves on roofs, his Immortals were the only living things he could see. They stood in long, panelled coats, ringlet beards oiled to a shine, like statues themselves. The Great King loved them as his father had, like favourite children or beloved hunting dogs, both the shield and ornament of his reign. Half their number had been killed by the red-cloaked butchers of Thermopylae. His Immortals still reeled from that blow, though they had opened the pass in the end! Xerxes had chosen to mark only that final victory, keeping them as his guards, honouring them with his blessing. The five thousand who lived were survivors: battered and bruised, but stronger for having seen the last Spartans cut down. The Immortals had not broken in that pass. Yet they had believed they were unbeatable, without equal in the world. Xerxes had witnessed their shock, their disbelief. The Spartans had made them feel helpless.

Xerxes had even considered resting the regiment, taking them out of his vanguard. Their commander was a great bull of a man – Hydarnes. With his face pressed in the dirt, he had pleaded for the Immortals then, saying they needed to work, that they would fester like a bad wound if they were given too much time to think. Xerxes had agreed. Honour could not be granted. It had to be earned through sacrifice and hard service.

At the end of a street where potters’ wheels sat untended, the light changed, brighter and airier than the roads around. Xerxes entered the famous Agora marketplace. There were the statues for the ten tribes, with stone tablets to be read out loud. He did not approach them, but he imagined at least a few warned of his own approach. His pride surged at the thought.

Xerxes looked up as a hawk keened overhead, its cry perfectly clear in the still air. The bird wove huge circles over the city and Xerxes could see the head turning, looking for prey. On any normal day, such a sound would have gone unnoticed, lost in bustle and clatter. Yet here, it was as if he sat on a mountain top and all work had ceased. It was a wonder of war, he realised, something ordinary men and women would never know.

‘I swore I would stand here, Mardonius,’ Xerxes murmured. His general only nodded, sensing the king needed no response. ‘I told my father I would finish his work, that I would bring the army to this very spot. I swore I would punish them for scorning our envoys, for refusing to offer earth and water. My father gave them a dozen chances to bend the knee, and they refused every one. They chose this, not us. Even so, to be in this place …’ He shook his head in simple pleasure. Mardonius smiled as he walked. Truly, on such a day, nothing was impossible.

High above those streets, the Acropolis filled the gaze wherever it fell. Xerxes could see temples up there, some of them with a wooden scaffold on the walls and unfinished columns, all to honour the deities of the Greeks. His spies had described it, even to the monuments that commemorated the battle of Marathon, ten years before. That Greek victory over the Persians had hurt his father, Xerxes knew. It had damaged his spirit, perhaps even led to the illness that tore him from the world, half his weight and all his strength gone. Xerxes felt a pulse of rage at that thought. He would take down those stones!

He paused then, seeing movement high on the great rock.

‘Are … people up there still, general?’

Mardonius shaded his eyes to stare up.

‘A few dozen, Majesty. Just some priests, as far as I can tell. We’ll dig them out.’

He did not tell the king that the skinny old men on the Acropolis had blocked the main route to the top. They had also armed themselves with ancient weapons and armour apparently taken from temple walls. Their presence was no more than a biting fly, but they had not been dislodged by the time the young king insisted on entering the city. Mardonius longed to distract Xerxes from his frowning concentration.

On a sudden whim, the young king glanced at the rock of the Areopagus, not a hundred paces off. Without a word to his general, Xerxes jogged to where it touched the street below and clambered up the steps in a rush of youthful energy. He was still breathing lightly as he reached the huge, flat top.

Athenian noblemen had stood there for hundreds of years. The king rested one foot on the highest point, looking up at the Acropolis as it rose before him. Even the Areopagus was dwarfed by it.

Mardonius was physically fit, hardened by months on the march. He too was breathing lightly as he came alongside. Xerxes nodded to him. The king was in a good mood, able to go anywhere he wanted, in the sacred places of his enemies.

Mardonius narrowed his eyes at movement on the Acropolis, reading the scene. There was not much to trouble him.

‘I have sent an entire hazarabam to climb the rear of the great rock, Majesty. There are more men at the foot of the steps there, to distract the Greeks above with arrows. You see them? The rest will overwhelm the defenders when they reach the top.’

‘And then make an example of them,’ Xerxes said. ‘That would please me, general. Make it so. Display the bodies for their gods to see.’

‘As you wish, Majesty.’

Mardonius saw the young king turn slowly, enjoying the elevated position. The sea was dark to the south-west and Xerxes squinted into the distance, the Acropolis at his back.

‘I will not wait, Mardonius,’ he said. ‘I want to go down to the sea, to watch my fleet destroy the last of their hopes. Have this city burned. It seems a dry place. I imagine flames will spread well enough.’

Xerxes looked at the canvas-and-wood awnings of the marketplace a couple of streets over. It was much smaller than he had realised. Its dimensions had been made larger in his imagination by the crimes of its inhabitants.

The market would certainly burn, as would streets of brick and plaster, roofs of tile and ancient wood. Xerxes smiled at the thought of embers lofting gently overhead, spreading. He wanted a great conflagration, a city on fire behind him. He wanted the Greeks to see the plume of smoke, to know their precious Athena could not be defended, that she had been plundered and overthrown and raped. It was a good thought.

‘Fetch me a brand, Mardonius,’ Xerxes said.

He was bright-eyed as the general whistled to waiting servants, never far from their master’s whims. When they understood, one of their number climbed the rock, nervous fingers working flint and steel. The fellow was skilled, scratching sparks onto a tuft held in his cupped fingers, then pressing the nascent flame to a club wrapped in oiled cloth, thick with tar. It spat and crackled as it caught, drawing the eye. The servant prostrated himself on the rock, so that dust stuck to his skin.

Mardonius followed the king down, as if Xerxes led a procession. The flame the king bore grew to a sooty ribbon, making trails in the air as the young man jumped from step to step, then halted in the street below.

The summer had been long and the city was dry. Xerxes raised the brand to a roof and the flame bit at laths of wood beneath the tiles. From each touch, it spread, forcing pale smoke out in thin streams as it took hold. Some tiles cracked in the heat, with notes that were almost musical. Xerxes laughed then, striding forward, pressing the flame to every house he passed. At the end of the street, he turned back, standing in the centre of the roadway as trails of smoke joined and rose, already breathing, already beyond any control or curb.

Mardonius had followed the king. The young man’s smile was hard to resist, the simple satisfaction at his achievement. When Xerxes tossed the burning brand to him, Mardonius snatched it up.

‘Finish what I have begun, general,’ Xerxes said. ‘I have decreed this city will not stand. It is their reward for defying my father. Burn it all! I am for the ships! I would see the fleet of Athens broken. Give thanks! I have shared this with you. This is a day you will remember for ever.’

Mardonius watched with his head bowed as the king strode off in the direction of the sea. When the general realised Xerxes would not stop, his mouth became a thin line. The general gestured sharply then, sending a dozen of the royal guard and sixty archers running down the road after him. Mardonius whistled for more support, hearing the sound carried back to the main forces. His men had pronounced the city clear of threats, but out beyond the walls? The road to the sea might not be safe. Who knew if any fanatics had remained behind to ambush and kill Persians? It would not do to have Xerxes stabbed by some old man at the moment of his triumph.

Mardonius shifted his grip on the burning brand as the breeze blew flames back on him. If he had ever doubted the blessing of the great god Ahura Mazda on the family of the king, he could not that day. He and Xerxes had marched or sailed for months to reach that place, bringing an army and a fleet so vast there was nothing they could not achieve.

He frowned in memory of that long trudge across the bridge of ships and around the sea of the Greeks. He and his men had endured much to stand in Athens that day. Many would not return home. Mardonius had witnessed extraordinary skill and bravery at Thermopylae. He could admit that in his most private thoughts. Yet even the Spartans had fallen in the end. Xerxes had ordered their king’s head removed, the body cut to pieces and thrown into the sea, almost as if he feared the great warrior would rise again. Mardonius shuddered in memory. They had not beaten the Spartans with sword and shield. They could not. In the end, Xerxes had ordered his men to stand back and throw spears, over and over, until the last ones fell.

At sea, the Athenian fleet had been driven back and back, Mardonius reminded himself, putting aside stirrings of superstitious awe. For all their skill and courage, the Greeks had not been able to save Athens, the very heart and wellspring of their power. God was clearly with Persia, and Mardonius dipped his head at the thought. He sent a silent prayer to King Darius, father to nations and companion of his youth, when all the world had been sweet and clean as a new peach. The old man would be watching them, of course, in satisfaction.

The shifting wind brought another flash of heat, the flame whipping across his arm. Mardonius put aside his reverie, focusing on the work that lay ahead. He was weary, in need of a long rest. He was no longer young! He sighed. The king owned his breath, his sore knees. Xerxes saw no weakness, allowed none. Mardonius would go on.

A few cats still watched from some doorways, curling round the legs of his soldiers and mewing. They would all burn. Perhaps the men would fix brands to their tails and send them off to shriek and spread the flames. Such things had been done in other cities, though Mardonius thought it extravagant. Simple was always better than complicated, in his experience.

He thought of the walls that surrounded Athens. Great gates and towers were as much a symbol as any true protection. Yet whatever they were, they could be broken with hammers and hooked poles. He had an army of more than quarter of a million men, fit as any horse or pack of hounds. They would take down the walls.

High on the Acropolis, Mardonius heard thin shouts and the clash of arms, even as the rising plume of smoke obscured it. He bit his lip. It would not do to trap his own men in streets of flame. No, he had to think like an engineer and set about the task with calm thought. Let the king enjoy his victories! Xerxes had earned them.

Another hazarabam of a thousand men came in quick time down the street, appearing out of smoke that still thickened and spread. Mardonius sent a couple of the lowest ranks back to carry his commands, the rest after Xerxes. The king thought nothing of his own safety. He merely trusted his general to secure it.

Mardonius knew he served his king well. His heart burned at the thought, as fiercely as the roofs around him.
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Spray lashed at Themistocles as the galley surged to greater speed. The sea should have been calm in the strait between the island of Salamis and Piraeus, the great port of Athens. Yet their ram crashed through waves broken and boiled by hundreds of ships, thousands of oars.

Themistocles felt a moment of confusion, the product of leaden weariness. He shaded his gaze with a free hand, relying on balance and powerful legs to hold him steady on deck. For just an instant, he had lost the sense of structure, the patterns of ships suddenly chaos all around him. It was still there, if he could just see it! He wiped seawater from his eyes, feeling the stiffness of salt on his skin. He wore no armour. Only his hoplites and helmsmen did, those men the target of every enemy arrow.

Themistocles gripped a hoplon shield on his left arm and watched the enemy ships. Below his feet, three ranks of thirty rowers gripped oars on either side, one hundred and eighty free men of Athens. They were all free. Even household slaves had been offered freedom if they agreed to row, so he’d heard. He shook his head. That would surely come back to bite them, if they survived the war.

Below his feet, those oarsmen rowed with eyes screwed shut and every breath like molten iron – but they endured. They could see the ships passing on either side well enough, through gaps in the leather and the oarlocks. Ram and prow were both hidden to their view and they relied on officers and the helmsmen to steer straight and choose targets. Their strength and will was another resource, to be spent well rather than squandered. That they were already exhausted did not need to be said.

In the previous hour, Themistocles had been forced to send two hoplites to replace men who had died in their seats, their hearts giving way. Those bodies had been put overboard, watched by those who remained with a terrible, sick gaze. Yet they were young men, one and all. It would not be them next. It would never be them.

Themistocles was down to just twelve hoplites on deck, ready to leap across if the call came for boarding. Those men watched him for orders, for all the world like his own youth, clad in golden bronze. He jerked his head up in response to their gaze, looking as confident as he could. A couple of them flashed a grin before they turned back to look over the sea. Themistocles the unconquerable. Themistocles the bully, the arrogant, who knew no fear! Themistocles the lucky.

He didn’t mind what they called him. It didn’t matter how blessed by the gods they thought he was. Nothing he had ever won for himself had come through fortune or fate. He scowled at that foolish thought and touched his tongue to a medallion held in his cheek. His mother had given it to him. It bore the owl of Athena and, though the cord had snapped, he carried it still. He would rather not tempt the gods to punish his pride, not while he rode a fragile shell in the midst of an enemy fleet.

As if in response to his thoughts, a dozen galleys showing banners chosen by Xanthippus began to surge across his path. Themistocles could see the pattern again and he blessed Xanthippus for it. He called half speed to his rowers rather than risk fouling the hunt ahead, though his heart leapt at the thought of joining them. Who had brought Xanthippus back from exile when Athens needed him? He had. Noble Themistocles, who had put aside his ambition and personal differences to bring home the talents Athens had to have! Xanthippus could be a cold-hearted bastard, it was true, a man given to looking down his nose and assuming the stern air of a Spartan. Still, he had sharpened the fleet like a sword on a whetstone. Three hundred ships with fit crews, working together for the highest stakes. Themistocles had no difficulty admitting the man’s talents. It was the very reason he’d had Xanthippus exiled in the first place. Yet in time of war, strategoi like Xanthippus were invaluable.

Themistocles clenched his fist on the leather grip inside his shield, a spasm of simple savagery, as he might have cheered first blood in a boxing match. Xanthippus and his squadron were tearing into enemy ships. No Persian captain could turn to face two or three galleys coming in hard from different points. As Themistocles watched, he saw one of the enemy approach at full speed, spattering white spray from his oars. Three of the passing squadron turned at the same time, like wolves lunging out of the pack.

The Persian realised his error and heaved his rudder over, but the turn was slow without his oars changing their churn and heave. He only presented his hull, a hunter made prey. Two of the Greek warships hit him then with a great crack of timbers.

As Themistocles passed by, they backed oars, already seeking new targets. Rammed in the heart, with cold sea pouring in, the Persian began to list immediately. Themistocles was close enough to hear a cry of fear go up from the rowers in the hold. Unlike the Greek crews, some of those poor souls were chained to their seats. The ship would take them down as she sank. Themistocles shivered at the thought, though he told himself it was just the sea spray and showed his teeth in a wild grin.

‘Shall we board them, kurios?’ his captain asked, coming up behind to stare past the prow.

Themistocles shook his head, then spoke when he saw the man’s horrified attention was all for the enemy. The sinking galley turned right over. Air bubbled from within and all the screaming choked to silence.

‘It is a little late for that,’ Themistocles said.

The galleys were fearsome, but they were also unsteady. Low, open sides brought the sea flooding in all too easily. They rarely survived an impact. Instead, Themistocles looked for threats and better chances, resting his rowers. The strait was filled with ships as far as the eye could see. Beyond them, the bulk of the Persian fleet still manoeuvred, seeking the slightest gaps, jammed up hard against one another as the narrowing coast funnelled them into the strait.

Themistocles had honestly lost track of the number of actions he and his crew had fought. Only a splash of watery blood that ran along the planking of the deck showed what they had done. There were a few arrow stubs near one of the helmsmen and some of the men had wounds they could not properly tend in the damp and spray. A knotted strip of cloth was all they had. He had lost another man moments before sighting Xanthippus, a hoplite from his home deme in Athens. The soldier had been made faint by a great gash no one had noticed. Without even a cry, the man had slipped into the ship’s wake, snatched down by the weight of his armour.

The crew were all veterans by then, battered and weary. They had fought and they would fight again, but the signs were rubbed away by sea and salt. Themistocles found himself longing for land underfoot, where the dead didn’t just vanish as if they had never been.

The thought made him glance over to the strange audience gathered on the shore of the island of Salamis. The entire population of Athens had been brought across the waters, hundreds of galleys rowing back and forth all night to evacuate the city. It had meant men snoring on the rowing benches as the sun rose, licking bowls of stew clean like ravenous wolves – just as the Persian fleet had rounded the tip of the coast.

In the distance, Themistocles saw his people watching, close enough to wave and be seen. Women and children of ten thousand households, more. They gathered on the cliffs like seabirds to watch their fate decided. In that instant, Themistocles did not envy them. He knew he faced death every time a Persian archer bent his bow, or an enemy galley tried to smash their oars and board, with snarling warriors clashing swords and shields. Yet he chose his fate. At least he could die swinging. Those on the shore had no such comfort. The Persians had brought eight hundred ships to that coast. If they triumphed, there would be no second place to run, not for the women and children of Athens. They would have trapped themselves on an island shore, ready to be picked up and herded into slavery.

He looked back to where a great coil of smoke rose above the city. His knuckles whitened on the shield grip in helpless fury. The Acropolis was visible in the distance and Themistocles murmured prayers to Ares, god of war. Though there was no temple there to that bloody god, it was the right time. With a pang of guilt, Themistocles prayed to Athena too. She was a goddess in armour, after all. They were her people. He was hers – and never helpless while she smiled on him.

As he looked towards the city, he saw a marching column appear on the port shore. His soldier’s eye knew instantly that they were not hoplites, not Greek. The panelled coats were wrong, the shields a different shape … He shaded his eyes again, his sight better at a distance than up close, for which he was grateful that day. At least he could see the enemy, sharp as insects. He bit his lip at the idea of Persian soldiers strolling and laughing in Athens, standing in holy temples unchallenged. It was an abomination, but if a man could not hold what he had won, it would always be taken from him. The gods demanded strength, or gave subjugation and slavery. That was the simple truth that lay beneath all the gardens and gymnasia of Athens. Resist, or be slaves.

‘That one!’ his captain called. ‘Or those two. They look damaged.’

It was a question as much as anything and Themistocles brought his focus back to the ships around him. Xanthippus had passed by and a second wing of ships under Cimon was some way back. Themistocles eyed the possible targets and saw the broken oars and slight list of the closest Persian pair. They had taken a beating from someone. He nodded.

‘Ram either of those two. They have hardly anyone on deck. That other doesn’t look as if he could outrun a child. We’ll take them after. Then, with the blessing of Poseidon and Athena, come back for the third.’

The trierarch captain clapped him on the shoulder, which Themistocles ignored. He heard the order relayed to the keleustes, who stood with only his head showing above the level of the deck. That man ducked to bellow to the rowers, keeping them informed and then raising the pace. The helmsmen gripped the steering rudders and the trierarch went to the prow to gesture left and right, guiding them in. The period at half speed had been a blessing and the galley fairly leaped at the enemy.

The hoplites on deck readied themselves to board or be boarded once again. Themistocles patted his short sword in its scabbard, reassuring himself it was still there. When he held out his hand, a long dory spear was put into it. It was a good weight. He may have been first man in Athens, but Athens was aflame. To save his people, he had made himself navarch of the fleet, over the formal appointment of the Spartan Eurybiades. That too was a good weight. As they closed, Themistocles roared a challenge with the rest, seeing panic in the Persian crew as they tried to escape their fate.

In the moments before the ships crashed together, he could not resist glancing to where he had seen enemy forces gathering in the port. A huge tent was being raised on the beach there, a great white bird pinned in place by bustling soldiers. It looked close enough to reach out and touch. Themistocles felt his stomach tighten. There was surely only one who could demand such a thing in the midst of a battle.

Breath caught in his throat, drawn in and held. The world rocked up and down with the movement of the ship, but on the shore Xerxes was suddenly there, a distant figure who did not labour with the others. The king of Persia stood in a long coat, one hand shading his eyes.

Lost in his own staring, Themistocles almost went over the side when the ram struck, sending a great groan through the whole vessel. That was why they mounted the bronze ship-killers on a keel beam that ran the entire length. It was the only part of the ship strong enough to take the blow.

The Persian captain leaped across, followed by half a dozen men. Themistocles saw desperation in the man’s eyes as he was blocked with shields, then stabbed over and over, blades clashing inside his chest. Their bodies were kicked back into the sea, leaving another great slick of red and black for salt water to scrub down to pink threads in the wood.

The cry went up to back oars, tearing the two vessels apart. If they’d had more time, his crew would have loved to search the enemy ship. Persians seemed to wear a great deal of gold and Themistocles had chosen to ignore the jingling trinkets already appearing on his own hoplites. As far as he was concerned, those men could have the whole world if they wanted.

The second Persian crew tried to lose themselves in the chaos of ships. They had managed a turn, though Themistocles could see one side had been oar-stripped already, which explained their slow speed. Some Greek ram had glanced off and slid all the way down, killing every man on one side who held an oar. After that, the ship could only man one seat in two, shifting rowers and oars across. They limped away, too slow to escape. Themistocles found himself grinning as his trierarch turned the ship to follow them. A stern chase was usually a long chase, but perhaps not when the enemy had a hold full of corpses and broken oars.

In the lull, he looked over the battlefield again, just as he might have done on land. When he had fought as a strategos, he had kept a picture of the great action in his mind as best he could. Some men’s view of the line shrank to just their place in it, to those who stood on either side and faced them. Yet a leader had to see further – and the same held true at sea.

The Persians had brought a huge fleet to that place. Only the narrow waters of the strait kept Greece in the battle, Themistocles could see that. As things stood, the enemy could simply not bring their overwhelming advantage to bear. The evacuation to Salamis might have bought a respite for the people of Athens, but the enemy were still too many! Ship by ship, the Persians would grind down the allied force. That was the greater picture. The forty brave ships of Corinth had lost half their number. Dozens of Athenian galleys had been sunk or boarded and burned. They had suffered worse and taken down more of the enemy, fighting like madmen while their women and children watched. He wondered if the people of Troy had stared from their battlements with the same fear and helpless wonder. The destruction at Salamis was equally terrible. In places, the water was covered in a slick of splinters and corpses, so that the prow nosed bodies as they rowed through.

In a moment of clarity, Themistocles realised they could not win. Panic surged again at the thought. Then he began to think, to use the mind he had been given, the genius that had made him first in Athens, of a golden generation. The Spartans always complained about Athenian cunning, he reminded himself. Well, he was the greatest Athenian, wasn’t he? There had to be a way to turn the battle. As he closed on the hapless Persian ahead, Themistocles looked again to the shore, where Xerxes himself watched two fleets battering one another to the death. Half the Persian fleet had yet to engage, waiting like sharks to ease into the strait and join the battle. Smoke rose from the city he loved. Themistocles saw the end of all he knew, coming down like a hammer blow he could not stop.
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‘Don’t stand so close to the edge, Pericles!’ Agariste snapped. ‘What will I say to your father if you fall to your death on the rocks?’

Her youngest son looked back at her from under the fringe of thick black hair he preferred to wear right down to the level of his eyes. He stared always in shadow, his resentment palpable. Agariste waited, refusing to look away until he decided he had made his point and shrugged, taking a half-step back. In truth, she had spoken more to relieve her own nerves than out of fear for him. At sixteen, Pericles was like an eel, compact and muscular. She knew he could swim, so had no terror of him falling into deep waters. Yet the rocks were like knives. Agariste was not usually superstitious, but the fate of Athens was being played out on the strait by Salamis. She was afraid to see bright blood that day, not while her husband risked his life against an overwhelming host. They needed the gods to grant them strength and victory. They needed a storm to scatter the Persians.

Xanthippus was out there, perhaps already lost. She could not know, though the possibility gnawed at her. Would she feel his death, sense him breathing his last or sinking away from the light? Xanthippus was both stern and unforgiving, but by all the gods, he had grown into the man she’d once seen in him. Her father had thought him beneath a daughter of the Alcmaeonidae family, but she’d glimpsed something in Xanthippus – personal discipline perhaps, coupled with ambition. She felt a touch of pride at that. She’d taken a man with a little too much kindness in him – and turned him slowly on the coals of their marriage until he had hardened. He had become the husband she knew she needed, her greatest work.

Of course, then Themistocles had intervened, forcing a vote in the Assembly, having Xanthippus banished from his home and family. Agariste set her mouth in hard memory. Those years could not be brought back. Themistocles would never be welcome in her home, not in her lifetime.

Pericles had crept forward to watch the sea battle once more. She understood his restlessness, though there was nothing she could do about it. Her son was shading his eyes against the glare of the morning sun, looking out at an implacable enemy, wishing he was with the fleet. He had tried to stay aboard when Xanthippus brought his ship to the docks for them. His father had knelt by both his sons and told them to protect Agariste and their sister Eleni. Agariste had seen too the knives both boys had accepted from his hand. She wondered if they had thought how they would wield those blades, whether they could truly kill their mother and sister rather than allow them to be made slaves. Agariste tightened her jaw at that. She understood the risks, for herself and Eleni. Yet she would take the knives off them if they tried. Women survived. There was always a path through. Always. She raised a hand in warning as Pericles half-slipped and caught himself, leaning out into space, his arms flung wide to catch his balance.

‘Come here, Peri,’ she said furiously.

He had shocked himself, she saw. The boy was blushing as he stepped back a few paces and sprawled gracelessly on the sand. His brother Ariphron looked away in irritation. Ariphron had no time for the antics of his younger brother and sister. He felt duty as a weight of responsibility. Agariste saw the pain of that in him. He too had wanted to go with their father. At seventeen, Ariphron was on the edge of formal manhood and a vote in the Assembly. Instead, Xanthippus had ordered him to stay. A few others of the same age had been left behind, a scattering of sullen youths in the midst of thousands. All the house guards and male slaves had been sent to the fleet. Agariste had heard Xanthippus promise freedom to anyone who fought or rowed for Athens against the invader. As she and the children had climbed down into the shallows, she’d suddenly seen the longing in the face of old Manias, most senior of the slaves in her household. She did not doubt he loved the girl he had dandled on his knee when she was small. Agariste knew he would have stayed, but in the moments of chaos, she had caught him looking back.

Her husband had been distracted, busy with the ship that was his first concern. Before she could change her mind, Agariste had put out her hand, laying it on top of the tanned and scarred fist of a slave. When she had run around with bare knees, Manias had carried her on his shoulders and snorted like a minotaur. He had told her stories of Homer and showed her how to tie knots. She had owned him all her life.

‘Go,’ she had said. ‘Quickly. Earn your freedom.’

She knew she’d made the right choice when he bent without words and kissed her hand. The old man had wiped tears from his eyes as he’d gone below to take up an oar.

Left behind, the young sons of Athens bore the same look of frustration, she realised. It had been a hard thing to ask of Ariphron and Pericles, but Xanthippus had thought nothing of commanding their obedience. They were his boys! He held them to a higher standard. Until they were eighteen, they were no use to the Assembly. Nor could they fight with the army, unless it was to stand with an older warrior and carry his shield.

Agariste reached out at the thought. Her oldest son sat with his hands clasped around his knees, legs bare and patterned with sand. She brushed a lock of hair from his eyes, startling him and making him look at her. Pericles would have jerked out of reach, the little touch-me-not. Ariphron understood, as he always understood.

‘Your father wanted me to be safe …’ she began.

He spoke over her in his frustration.

‘I know. He made me give my vow, my oath. I will not leave this place until he returns, or until I know he will not. As if I could, with no ship, no boat.’

‘He trusts you,’ she said, holding his gaze.

Ariphron nodded without looking away, though she could see the hurt in him.

Agariste saw Pericles was watching, shuffling on his knees towards the rocky edge, when he thought her attention was on the others. As if she would not notice! The boy had never found the right way to deal with his parents, or at least not yet. He always chose mulish and bad-tempered, then sweet as honey. He could not even see a right path without turning onto the wrong one.

Her daughter Eleni reached out slyly with one little foot and kicked Pericles in the back, making him curse and leap up.

‘Sit down, Pericles,’ Agariste said again. ‘Do I not have enough to worry about with your father out there? How can you be so difficult? Sit, I said!’ She spoke the last over his protestations. His sister looked on with a smile of complete innocence.

Bodies were beginning to wash up along the shore. There was not much wind, but the movement of the waters seemed to be bringing them in. Agariste knew, in the instant, that Pericles would want to go down and investigate. She did not relish the battle of wills that would surely follow. Fear had exhausted her, for Xanthippus, for the children, for herself and all the roots of her family. Athens was home. She could not easily imagine starting again somewhere else.

‘It will be a long time before we have news,’ she said.

She did not have to gesture to the vast Persian fleet that had not yet joined the fighting. For sheer lack of sea room they could not engage, yet they remained, holding place, fresh and savage, while Greeks tired and bled. Of course she was afraid, Agariste told herself. There would be no victory that day. She prayed under her breath for Athena to intervene. Her own city, set aflame! It was an obscenity.

‘Ariphron can stay on watch here,’ Pericles said. ‘I’ll go down to the beach. I can see some lads already down there. I’ll get news, find out what they know.’

He rose to his feet, shading his eyes. His mother breathed out slowly, trying to keep her temper. It was not his fault, she told herself. He was not made to sit still.

‘No. Stay with me, with your sister.’

He began to object, of course. The boy did not listen! Ariphron could write out a thousand lines of Homer, but Pericles would not apply himself long enough to learn a single verse. He hated to write, though he spoke so well; it was hard to doubt the mind behind those dark eyes. His wits were there, but he was like a wild horse, exhausting himself in temper and thrashing.

‘Sit!’ she said. She held his gaze once more, weary of his stubbornness. ‘You think this is the first time our family has been in danger? We’ve survived worse than this, Pericles. By knowing when to follow orders.’

Anger came off her younger son like a noon heat. In the end, she was an authority he was in the habit of obeying. She wondered how much longer that would last, now he was stronger than his mother. She was thirty-five years old on that day. Her youth and beauty were still there as she gestured to the shoreline and all the people of Athens waiting to learn their fate.

‘You see how we sit alone? How there is space between us and the rest? Do you think it was just out of respect?’

Eleni shrugged with the two boys, looking around them with fresh eyes and confusion showing.

Agariste shook her head. She raised one hand and cut the air with it.

‘We are not the crowd. We are Alcmaeonidae – an ancient line.’ She bowed her head a little, luring her children closer. ‘Your father fought at the fennel field, at Marathon – with Themistocles, with Aristides, with Miltiades, father to Cimon. On my side, my uncle revised half the laws of Athens. He enlarged the Assembly, named the ten tribes, a hundred other things. They know they owe their votes to him – to us. Your blood is a golden thread, children. There may be one or two other families who stand as high, but no more. None higher.’

Pericles frowned at the clusters of Athenians all around. They did not seem particularly respectful, at least to his quick glances. Yet they had left space around Agariste and her children. That was true enough. He thought sometimes that his mother put too much trust in the influence or the protection of her family. She had not seen the darker alleys Pericles wandered on his own, away from the crowds. Bodies could be found there sometimes, sprawled in the sun, or tugged by dogs. In his heart, he knew death could take any one of them, no matter where they laid their head. It watched them from the ships in that moment. Yet he did not say so. He had no wish to hurt his mother.

Agariste sat straighter, watching drowned men appear in the frothing surf. She shuddered. Some turned as they rolled, limbs flopping. The sea wore them like a skin, of splinters and broken oars and the dead. Even as she watched, two more ships crashed together, ripping alongside so that oarsmen were crushed and broken deep within. Agariste swallowed.

‘Look! Look there!’ Pericles said, pointing.

He too had been staring at the dead, of course, fascinated by corpses. Agariste knew he did not see them as men, not really. Boys had to grow into kindness, she thought. Men were built slowly, like towers along the city wall. It did not make her love him less. If anything, it made her love him more, as he needed her. In an instant, Agariste recalled when Pericles had found a dead crow and dissected it on her kitchen table. She had found him staring in awe as he spread the bones of its wing.

She shook away the memory, following his pointing finger to where a dark smudge rolled with the rest.

‘It’s Conis, I think!’ he said. ‘I’m sure of it.’

Her husband’s dog. Agariste wasn’t sure how she felt about that. In his exile, Xanthippus had taken up with a local woman in Corinth. The dog had returned with him, a constant reminder of that part of his life. Agariste had not been too upset when the animal had leaped into the sea to paddle after its master. Her husband had seemed close to weeping, but he hadn’t been able to stop and go back, not with a ship crammed with women and children and the Persians coming around the point of the land. Agariste had assumed the mastiff had drowned with so many others that day.

Pericles took advantage of his mother’s slight hesitation, her pause for thought. He was climbing down the rocks before she’d raised enough will to stop him. The moment was gone and Agariste was left with both Eleni and Ariphron in wide-eyed pleading.

‘Oh, very well,’ she said, waving them off. ‘Go and see. Come straight back!’

In a moment, all her children were racing away. Agariste rose to her feet and brushed sand from her skirts. She sensed every half-glance and head turning to watch her. She was of the Alcmaeonidae family. To see her without trappings of wealth and power, without guards or slaves or high walls, was a little like seeing her naked. Heads bent to whisper and she firmed her jaw. Her children were running across the beach below, heading to one brown mark in a line of dead men. She nodded to herself and saw a path that would take her down to them. Perhaps the dog lived. The children needed something to celebrate. They all did.

Themistocles watched. He had risked his life and his entire crew to land a single lad, the carpenter’s boy, fresh and unwounded and full of importance for the task entrusted to him. Without a small boat for the task, they’d considered rowing the galley right onto a beach. By then, though, Persian soldiers swarmed like hornets around their king – and like hornets, they would attack anyone they saw as a threat. The simple problem had seemed impossible for a while, until the carpenter showed Themistocles a slim cedar box that could be sealed in wax, the whole thing heated and smoothed into a shell. The boy could swim and, by Poseidon, they all knew that shore and the best places to land. Themistocles had lowered the lad into the water with a pack roped to one arm so that it bobbed in the waters behind him.

They’d pulled back into the strait then, his rowers still gasping from their labours. Themistocles let the trierarch keep watch for threats. His own attention was on the tiny figure of the running boy, heading towards the most powerful man in the world, as Xerxes sat in his pavilion and Athens burned behind him.
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Xerxes looked down on the bedraggled child. His guards had buffeted the boy cruelly in their search for weapons. With a sea battle going on before their very eyes, the suspicion was that someone amongst the Greeks might have sent poison, or a sliver of concealed blade. The package had been broken apart, all wax stripped away and the cedar box opened and discarded. Even the piece of layered paper, formed from dried rushes in the Egyptian style, would never touch the king’s hand.

The boy trembled with a foot upon his back, face down and alone on the sandy shore. The king’s herald stood to one side, waiting for Xerxes to nod. He had been summoned for his knowledge of foreign tongues and his eyes were bright with interest as he waited to speak the words of an Athenian.

Xerxes seated himself on a throne of wood and canvas. His pavilion fluttered overhead, the entire front open, so that he could watch the triremes row past. His men fought better in his presence, Mardonius had assured him. They felt his gaze.

‘Read it to me,’ Xerxes said.

The herald took a moment to prostrate himself alongside the boy, who looked at him in confusion. When the man rose, the urchin began to rise as well. The soldier with a foot on his back had to press down to keep him still.

‘“Great King of Persia, Majesty …”’ the herald began. He spoke slowly, choosing the best words. Xerxes looked up, his interest sharpening. ‘“I, Themistocles, write as friend …” no, “ally” is the better word. “It has been my … honour to command the fleet for Athens and Greece. I would not see my people destroyed, not if I can save them.”’

Xerxes sat forward at that, then left his seat to pace while he listened. The herald raised his voice while the boy squirmed, unaware of the import of the words being read aloud in court Persian.

‘“Great Majesty, my authority is limited. Were I to call for surrender, I would simply be replaced and the battle would go on. Many more Persians would then die alongside my people. Instead, I … plead with you, I ask, as … supplicant. Your family have always shown mercy to those who ask for it. It is that time now. I see smoke rising in the city and I weep.”’

Xerxes raised a hand to halt the herald. The king looked out over the strait, wondering if Themistocles was even at that moment watching from one of the ships darting back and forth like stinging insects. He saw too the hulls and oars bobbing on deeper waters beyond, waiting in fresh ranks like reserves. Xerxes understood why a Greek might feel despair at such a sight. Barely a third of his warships had entered the strait. Twice as many remained outside, unmarked, unwearied, a host of swords. With the king’s pavilion visible on the shore, Xerxes knew those captains would put themselves in mortal danger to be seen fighting for him. Careers and families were made while the king watched. Even as he had the thought, two of his crews barely avoided crashing into one another, oars sweeping them past at exhausting pace.

‘Is there more? Go on,’ Xerxes said to the herald, waving his hand.

‘There are a few lines left, Majesty … “The land across from you, that borders the strait, is a small island named Salamis. If you send half your fleet around it, they can enter the strait at the far end. Faced with your ships on both sides, I would be able to surrender in dignity. I ask for your mercy then. I pray for it and that you and I will meet again, in honour.” It is signed “Themistocles”, Majesty.’

The herald turned the sheet of papyrus over, looking for any other word or secret symbol. There was none.

‘Summon General Mardonius. And fetch a few of my Greek allies to my side. I would have them confirm this Salamis is an island. Someone must know the truth of it.’

One of his guards darted away to carry the king’s command. The herald waited for new orders, his head bowed. The ship’s boy had given up his resistance and scratched his fingers in the sand, making patterns there.

Xerxes smiled to see that. He had been as young once. Of course, his father would have had him beaten for such a lapse in concentration. Instead, Xerxes had the guard take the lad off to the nearest camp kitchen to be fed. The letter had filled the king with a sense of benign pleasure. His father had understood the Greeks after all! Their leaders could indeed be broken to harness. Gold, and the possibility of mercy, was worth an army.

It was past noon by the time Mardonius appeared, red-faced from running hard and fast. The Thebans with him had all been disarmed, Xerxes noted. His guards were not fool enough to let even trusted allies into his presence with swords and spears.

The king’s herald had not been dismissed, so still waited in the same spot, legs trembling with fatigue. His voice was a croak when Xerxes gestured for him to read the letter aloud in Greek, eager to watch their reaction. When he had finished, one of the Thebans asked to see it for himself. It was a rare thing to find a man who could read, but Xerxes allowed it, watching closely while the Theban’s lips moved, murmuring slowly through the words as if he tasted them. The fellow shrugged as he handed it back to the herald.

‘I do not know Themistocles well, Majesty, except as a name in Athens.’ The Theban paused as the herald translated for the king. ‘It is true that Salamis is an island. I can confirm that much from my own youth, when I came to this very port.’

‘And you would trust his offer to surrender?’

Having his words repeated in Greek gave Xerxes time to watch the response. He noted how the Thebans exchanged glances, seeking some reassurance. Of course, they were Greeks who had decided to take Persian gold rather than raise spears against his army. In his private thoughts, Xerxes considered them less than men. He wondered if such creatures could ever truly judge the motivation of those with more pride who had refused, men who had taken to the sea and marched on land to face an enemy they could not possibly hope to defeat.

‘I believe so, Majesty, but it is hard to be certain. The plan he suggests would surely end the battle. No army can fight on two sides.’

Xerxes nodded slowly as the herald repeated all he had heard. With a gesture, the young king allowed the Thebans to make obeisance to him, waiting patiently until all the Greeks had prostrated themselves and prayed aloud for his long life. He wondered if they understood being allowed to do so was an honour in itself, a reward for their service. Subtleties of that sort seemed to be lost on Hellenes, at least those he commanded. When they had been marched away, he addressed Mardonius.

‘He promises very little, this Themistocles,’ Xerxes said. ‘He commands, but claims he cannot surrender. Yet he offers me a way to end the battle quickly. What do you advise?’

‘We have the numbers to try it,’ Mardonius said. ‘If it is successful, it would certainly save the lives of thousands. Perhaps that has value, I do not know. There will have to be plans for Greek prisoners then. Will you allow them to reclaim their city? My men are taking down the walls as we speak.’

‘And they will stay down, as a symbol of their surrender,’ Xerxes said. ‘I do not need to turn the sea red, Mardonius. I came to this place in vengeance, yes, but when the campaign is over, what do I want to leave behind? Just ashes and bones? What would my father say?’

Mardonius thought for a moment, knowing the lives of nations might hang on his words.

‘I believe … His Majesty King Darius would have desired a show of force and punishment, so that he never had to come so far west again. After that, I believe he would not have thought long on them. With Persian governors to rule in his name, with garrisons to keep the peace, with taxes paid to the royal treasury, I think His Majesty would have been satisfied. Your father conquered many nations. In time, they came to number amongst the most loyal provinces of the greater empire. They send soldiers to fight in our army and they bear the colours and symbols of your house over theirs with pride. Perhaps your father would smile on that course today. Though the decision is yours, Majesty, his judgement lives in you. I know you honour him with every breath.’

Xerxes smiled and gripped his general by the shoulder.

‘Very well. Signal to my flagship to put down a boat for new orders. Have Captain Isvant lead … three hundred warships around the island of Salamis. It will do them good to row a little after a morning of idleness! They are to enter the strait and approach from the west, but they are not to engage. Wait for this Themistocles to keep his word and surrender. Perhaps I will even meet the man.’

Mardonius dropped to the sandy ground.

‘Majesty, what of the women and children on the island itself? Will you show mercy to them?’

Xerxes shrugged. He needed no prisoners and his appetite for personal slaves had grown jaded over years. The wild days were long behind. Still, he knew that was not the case with many of his young officers.

‘Take up one in … ten. Have them executed, but swiftly.’ He smiled and wagged a finger. ‘Very well. You may also select the most beautiful to save, Mardonius – as gifts for those who have served well, with courage. Yes, that will do. Make a few of their most comely women and children the reward for unusual service or valour. The rest will be reunited with their husbands and parents – so that they may bless my name in a glad shout. But no walls in Athens. Never again. Let that be the symbol of my victory.’

Mardonius deliberately prostrated himself again, tears showing under his lashes, his face shining with new purpose. The son was his father reborn. At the very moment of victory, Xerxes had rediscovered the mercy of his line.

‘Majesty, you have turned the day to gold. I will have the scribes record every detail.’

Straining joint and sinew, Pericles dragged the huge dog out of the surf. Further along the beach, Agariste half-raised her hand to stop him, but refrained. She did not think he would have listened anyway. Her husband’s mastiff was clearly dead. The beast’s entire head had been underwater. Even so, Pericles heaved it out, pulling on flopping limbs in desperation. With his brother and sister gripping folds of wet flesh, they lifted Conis onto dry sand. Eleni was weeping as she stroked the animal’s side.

Agariste looked beyond them, to where ships moved and fought. Some of them passed so close she could see the individual expressions of men at the oars and on deck. She saw archers among them and wondered if they would bend their bows for sport or cruelty. To have the thought was to fear it, with her children so exposed. There was already too much death in that place. Agariste tried not to look at the bodies in their horrible mockery of life, seawater spilling from their open mouths. Some of them wore Greek tunics, while others had Persian beards curled and dark, oiled locks proof even against the salt sea.

‘I think we should come away from here,’ Agariste said. ‘The Persians have archers on those ships. I do not want them seeing you down on the shore and trying to hit you – or rushing in under oars to land on the beach.’

That was a new thought and one to send a thrill of fear through her. Xanthippus had left a small force of hoplites behind on Salamis, men he could hardly spare. She did not know if they would be enough if one of the Persian crews landed.

Pericles was peering into the dog’s eyes, ignoring his mother and her worries.

‘Come away, Pericles. Now!’

He always ignored the first calls, as if it took a few repetitions for his ears to open. Honestly, the boy was infuriating.

‘Come on, Peri,’ Ariphron said.

Pericles muttered something back that made Ariphron flush in anger. No one else in the world could annoy her oldest son as easily as Pericles, when he was of a mind. His lack of courtesy to their mother seemed to offend Ariphron on her behalf, as if he was another parent, almost. Agariste spoke to head off another argument, or worse, a fight between them, with the women of Athens watching from the dunes and cliffs.

‘Conis is dead, Pericles. I’m sorry. Come away, before you tempt one of those ships to land.’

Her son looked balefully up at that, his gaze utterly feral.

‘I wanted to stop. I told you he would drown. I told Dad! Conis didn’t give up and now …’

To her surprise, her son suddenly sobbed, burying his face in the wet folds of flesh around the dog’s muzzle. Agariste had not understood how much he had loved the animal.

‘I am sorry,’ Agariste said more gently. ‘But there’s nothing we can do for him now. I don’t like all these bodies, Pericles. Come away now.’

He rose to his feet, looking down on the slumped figure of the drowned dog. Conis had got himself lost on the quayside crowds in the midst of the evacuation, then leaped into the sea to follow his master’s ship. For the first time, Agariste felt a pang of sadness at the thought of telling her husband his dog was dead. It seemed trivial in the midst of death and destruction, with everything they knew as the stake, yet she felt tears springing to her own eyes, beyond explanation.

Strangely, the sight of her weeping seemed to calm Pericles. He took her hand and they walked back to their place on the dunes, climbing up as a family. No one else had claimed that spot, Agariste noticed. She had status, still, even with sand clinging to her dress and her stomach empty.

When they were settled, Pericles stood once again on the edge, though she did not rebuke him for it. The air was clean and tasted of salt. They could all see the brown smudge of the dog, drawn up from the rest of the dead like driftwood below.

Her gaze drifted to the column of smoke, where Athens still burned. ‘Perhaps it all ends here,’ she whispered to herself. She did not mean to be overheard, but somehow Pericles caught her words. He shook his head.

‘No,’ he said. ‘Our crews and hoplites will break the Persians. They will not fail. They are Athenian.’

He stared at her, daring her to disagree. In response, Agariste only nodded once.

In the distance, Persian ship formations began to change subtly. The movement was different from the tides of war and it was hard to understand at first. Galleys that had been ready to join the fight suddenly rowed away, after a long time in one place. From so far off, it looked like a drift of sand washed by the sea, or a colony of bees breaking apart.

Agariste fell silent, wondering what it could mean. Slowly, she rose to her feet with the women and children of Athens, watching ships row clear of the strait, beating the waves white. Eleni and Pericles looked to her for answers, but she had none. Agariste could only shake her head and bite her lip as almost half the Persian fleet broke off and headed around the island of Salamis.




5

Passing on orders in the midst of a raging sea battle would have been impossible if not for the reforms introduced by Xanthippus. From the moment the man had returned from exile, Xanthippus had understood the fleet of allies was just too big, too cumbersome to command from any single vessel. The Spartan commander, Eurybiades, may have called himself the fleet navarch, but the truth was, his orders were answered only by his Spartan galleys and then usually lost in the constant shifting of individual captains. It had been Xanthippus who’d introduced flag signals and squadron commanders. Even then, they had endured the fiction that the Spartan was still in command, at least until Eurybiades had given an order for the fleet to abandon Athens and pull back to the Peloponnese.

On that night a week before, with visible reluctance, Themistocles had told the gathering of captains that he would not be obeying that order. Instead, Athens would be evacuated and the strait defended. Themistocles had informed a furious Eurybiades that his Spartan ships were free to leave, but if the Persians were not stopped by Salamis, they had open sea to the Peloponnese peninsula – home to Sparta and Corinth. A dozen Spartan ships could not stop eight hundred – unless they fought as part of the main fleet.

Themistocles had made his disobedience as gentle as possible, but there had been no room for misunderstanding. Athens had provided two hundred triremes and crews, freemen and freed slaves, anyone who could sit on a bench and row till his heart broke. Compared to the ships of Sparta, even the forty crews Corinth had provided, men of Athens were the fleet.

Themistocles watched a black banner raised above the deck, a long strip of cloth held on two dory spears lashed together. Word would spread as it was sighted. He and Xanthippus had agreed the signal, though only when there was no other option. He waited then, while the officers of his galley sought to avoid the fighting for a time. That was no small task, with so many Persian crews bent on their destruction. Before raising the flag, Themistocles had called six Athenian ships to his side, working them in the sort of small squadron formation Xanthippus had described. Whenever an enemy galley came too close, they attacked as a group. It was a successful tactic and Themistocles saw two more Persian ships rammed while he waited for a response. No one surfaced when Persian galleys rolled, showing their hulls to the sky. The oarsmen were chained in and the soldiers wore too much armour to struggle back to the surface.

Themistocles felt his heart thumping as time passed. War at sea was much slower than war on land. Below his feet, Athenian rowers leaned back, or slept, or slurped bean stew from bowls and drank heavily watered wine as a skin was brought round.

Themistocles was beginning to fret when he saw a shift in patterns ahead. Xanthippus was no friend of his, not after the banishment. Yet both men trusted one another, at least against this enemy. While Athens burned, they could both put aside petty differences. Still, Xanthippus was not the first commander to answer the flag.

Themistocles saw a group of ships approach, swimming as one, for all the world like a shark drifting through bodies and debris. He recognised the young man on the foremost deck. Cimon stood by the high prow, moving well with the rise and fall of the ship, legs slightly apart, hands clasped lightly behind his back. The strategos had inherited his father’s ability to lead, or perhaps just his family wealth and name. No, that was unworthy, Themistocles thought. Cimon moved well, stood well, weighed his words before he spoke. It was not important which quality gave him authority. If men obeyed, the result was much the same.

In truth, it did not matter what Themistocles thought of any of his colleagues, not while they fought to survive – not while their people watched on a bare island. Themistocles bit his lip at the thought. Was there even water on Salamis? Food? He did not think he had ever landed there, though he’d rowed and fished for squid around it a hundred times. Just across the strait from Athens, it had been the only possible refuge for their people as the Persian fleet rushed down the coast after them. He and the other captains had saved their loved ones
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