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Chapter 1

 

Spears were being thrown at him like thunderbolts from the gods! Raising his shield to ward off the hurtling spears, Agis fell to the ground as helmeted, dark-faced soldiers rushed toward him wielding short swords. Only then, as the swords were about to pierce his body and certain that death had come, did Agis awake with a start, sweat streaming down his face. Agiatis, his wife, still slept peacefully at his side. Fitfully, he decided he must quickly learn the meaning of this terrible dream. Would he be a successful king? Would he be able to save Sparta? 

Rising quickly and quietly so as not to disturb Agiatis, he left the house quickly to consult the priestess at the temple.

 

[image: Image]

 

He was not a fool, Agis thought fitfully, striding purposefully away from the heavy-gabled temple at dusk. He knew quite well there would be resistance to his plan--and that enemies might seek his death--but Sparta must be restored to her former glory. And now that he, Agis, son of Eudamidas and a rightful descendent from the royal family of Eurypon, had become one of Sparta's two kings, he would succeed. So he had taken a vow, a sacred oath taken at the Temple of Athens of the Brazen House. 

He also knew he must be cautious. The omens at the temple were not auspicious, though what message was meant by the entrails of the sacrificed goat, the flight of the sacred doves, or the whispering of the wind through the fluttering leaves of the eucalyptus trees lining the banks of the soft-flowing Eurotas River were a mystery to him. The cold-eyed priestess, a hag of an oracle with her long white hair streaming wildly down her scrawny neck as if scrambling for roots upon the earth, looked through him as if lodged within his chest was another meaning, a truer and darker message. Though what it could be she did not relate, other than to say that his mission would be a troubled one.

Ha, he knew this already! Did not the oracles of old predict what had already taken place, that all this new-found love of gold and silver, of luxury and comforts, would weaken the Spartan character and bring on the city's downfall? When oracles conflict, who should one listen to? Whom do the gods favor? Is it not better to listen to the dictates of one's own mind? Or was one's destiny already ordained?

The temple, with its fluted limestone columns, revealed much of what was wrong with Sparta. Small bronze busts of Zeus throwing a thunderbolt and Poseidon instructing a dolphin stood on polished lintels as he had passed through a gloomy hall above a black and blue tiled floor. Plates of fruits, cereals and cakes were placed at the altars of the gods with the sweet odor of fresh honey, spread over the offerings, wafting through the dark corridor. Rows of white boars' teeth were painted at the edge of the stone walls.

Ushered through the black-curtained doorway into the lantern-lit antechamber of the seer, Agis stood near a large bronze sculpture of spear-holding Athena, gazing beneficently with her serene wisdom. Might she impart some of her wisdom to him? Agis thought nervously. He looked for a moment at a huge tapestry of noble Apollo watching Diana pursue a deer. 

Then he stared suddenly at a less godly object: a device that delivered sacrificial water. No doubt this machine had been brought from Athens or perhaps Corinth. Why had not this device been invented here? Or at least made in Sparta after being invented elsewhere? Why must Sparta import everything, except some food and weapons? 

To get the needed sacrificial water he had to produce a coin at the top of this jar. As far as he could tell, the coin fell onto a plate which set off a lever, somehow raising a lid to release the water. Not so remarkable or ingenious a contrivance that a Spartan could not have thought of it. Fervently, he again hoped that Athena would show him the right path.

Another device caught his attention, also one that he had never seen before. A small bronze bird sat impudently atop a slightly fluted silver-plated column connected to a set of parallel wheels. The column rested on a spoke-driven wheel at the base of the pedestal. A rod running through the wheels, linking it to a cog supporting a small rock that could drop into a small glass.

"What's this?" he asked the temple attendant, a young lad of no more than twelve or thirteen who, presumably, studied the priestly arts, or perhaps just a helot serving the temple priests. No seminaries were available in Sparta for those aspiring to the priesthood. Other issues, however, had more weight in his mind. 

Yet, he knew that eventually he would face opposition as well from the oracles, some of whom he suspected were both self-appointed and anointed. He was not an opponent of the priests, believing in the gods and fearful of their wrath. Still, he was a man and a king, and he must act as he saw fit. Did not Socrates, the Athenian teacher, advise all the Hellenes to consider their own thoughts more carefully? Sad, and also true, was the lamentable fact that Sparta had failed to produce any great philosophers or artists. If allowed to lead, there would still be time.

"Sire, it shows acceptance of your sacrifice," the youth replied respectfully, glancing down at his worn sandals. "If the gods favor you, they send a current of air which turns the wheels. This makes the rock fall against the glass, making a sound like a bird singing. If the bird is silent, another message has been sent."

Usually the priestess interprets every sound, Agis thought, but now the crone has help of a sort. Even each entrance to the temple had been accompanied by the ringing of a bell. Changes were many, yet none produced by Sparta.

The priestess entered as if Agis were not there, yet he felt the stare of many eyes, as if the spirits of the gods were considering his plight. A boar skin lay over the rich cypress wood. To the side stood the sacred altar of Athena, with holy vessels resting on narrow lintels. Deep wrinkles sank into the priestess' sallow skin, and her back was bent. Though her voice was sharp for a woman who might be nearing a hundred years of age, if rumor were to be believed. Her fingernails were as long as a baby's fingers, and dark-stained from the laurel leaves she doubtless chewed as a narcotic.

"King you may be, but it is the gods that rule our destinies."

"Yes, I know," Agis said. "But what do your divinations say of my future?"

The priestess stared fiercely at Agis. Seen more closely, her thinning white hair ran down her scalp like strands of unruly silver. More blotchy red gum than yellowed teeth showed when her mouth opened. "There is light, much presence of light, and then a darkness. A long darkness."

"What creates this darkness?"

"That I do not know," the priestess said. "It is there nonetheless. Be so advised."

Darkness, Agis thought glumly, recalling the episode again and again as if he could himself divine a true meaning. He stood outside for a moment as if the breeze springing up from across the river could revive his spirits. The darkness, he told himself, could spring from the way Spartans lived now and the resistance his proposed reforms would initially produce. Or it could mean the darkness would overcome his reforms. The priestess said the darkness will come after the light. What did this signal mean, or had the fearful hag invented this mysterious prediction?

With or without the support of the gods, Agis felt compelled to enlist as much backing as possible before making a formal proposal to the ephors, the powerful quintet who really controlled Sparta, though he would also be heard by the senate and general assembly. Once the ephors were assistants to the kings, but now their power had grown. Intrigues ran rampant at court, especially now that Leonidas, Sparta's other king from the royal house of the Agidae, so recently returned from exile in Persia, had come back to court from his survey of state land. What a strange system for Sparta to have two kings, so ordained by the city's noble founder, Lycurgus, as a means to prevent tyranny and battle between two royal houses. Yet, Lycurgus was said to have been advised by the oracle at Delphi. It was he who dictated, as if by command of the gods, that Sparta not use or import silver or gold and only use iron as currency as a means to reduce greed. It was Lycurgus who wanted citizens and landowners left free for governing and war. If only he could too present his proposals as commands from the gods!

Despite Lycurgus' legacy, tyranny was the city's history and probable fate unless reforms were made. Sparta’s founder would fill the deep and dark sea with tears if he could see Sparta today, fallen so far in her own eyes and in all of Hellas, mocked by all who once feared the Spartan spear. If, indeed, Spartans were descended from the loins of Hercules, the mighty one sitting with the gods on Mount Olympus, he would also be saddened by the spectacle of Sparta's decline.

Now in the year of 244 it was over 100 years since Sparta defeated the Athenians in the great war and yet the city's situation had worsened every year, with the worst stroke the disaster at Leuctra in 371 only fifteen years later when Epinamondas and his Thebans broke the Spartan ranks, and the flower of Spartan manhood had been wiped out. The city's spirit was destroyed as the reputation of its military prowess sank immediately throughout Hellas. 

Agis also had some ideas on how to improve Sparta's moribund military strategy and outflank the Theban phalanx. The foot soldiers, or hoplites, needed lighter shields for more maneuverability; and greater use had to be made of cavalry. With some ingenuity and better use of resources, Agis felt reasonably certain that Sparta could now cope with the barbaric--though well trained--Macedonians who lorded over all of Hellas with their wild hordes and demanded tribute. He had to convince the entrenched Spartans to forego their drive for wealth and join in his reforms.

The first step, Agis reasoned, would be to restore discipline without the excessive training of Spartan youth as in the past. Sparta, so long a land power, also needed a strong navy. Though not even a navy can insure power and stability. Athens had a great navy, and yet Sparta remained the victor. In truth, Agis admired Athens, believing Sparta had much to learn from her major rival. 

Yet, there was a corruption of Athens that Sparta must avoid. Too much freedom, like too much control, warps the people. The state must still come first; but the state must also understand as well as lead the people. Sparta had bred mindless followers; however, more independence of thought had to be allowed or the city would sink into oblivion. 

Walking along the banks of the river, Agis felt a sudden surge of pride in his desire to create the changes that would, he was sure, save Sparta. Yet, he must also be cautious at excessive pride or the gods would surely strike him down. Perhaps, he stopped suddenly, this was the priestess' hidden meaning...

Still, his plan--untold to any but Agiatis, his fair wife, and Amphares, his most loyal and cherished confidant--went against going back to a huge standing army, to forcing all boys at the age of seven to leave home and live in communal barracks, to only iron coins and with no trade or commerce to swell the city's coffers. As soon as he revealed his plans to expand Sparta's citizenship there would be an uproar. He would be assailed by the old guard as a would-be tyrant trying to curry favor with the masses. But Sparta had to look to the future, while carefully using what had made it powerful in the past. Rome was growing, already the Macedonia of the future, and perhaps Sparta could use the Romans to counter the greedy Macedonians.

The helots, the conquered ones, were another hurdle. Sparta must free them from their peculiar bondage and let them earn citizenship. No other part of his plan was likely to bring more opposition. He had studied Sparta's history carefully. Conquering the Messenians had given his ancestors land, but he wondered if these victories had not become a cancer in their midst. While his former peers had received equal allotments of land, and the Messenians turned into helots and creatures of state servitude, Sparta from that time on had a discontented class of people who were always a threat to rebel. Would it not be better to let the helots be tested for citizenship, swear their loyalty, and be rewarded with the blessings the state can bestow? 

The system of mortgages of the land also needed revision. More land had to be opened up to more people. Yet, Agis knew, such a move would brand him as a traitor to his own class--the 700-old families who owned most of the land. Still, for his plan to ultimately work, an end or moratorium on the ruinous debts on these lands must be approved.

True, the city's location in their rock-filled Laconian valley ringed by mountains was far from fertile. But the Eurotas River enabled Sparta to move goods by water, and while the city lacked its own iron and copper there were good quarries of stone, marble and lime. Silver and lead mines continued to produce, but the state had to produce more food as well as other goods.

So many difficult changes to enact. How could he ever win the ephors over? Agis threw some pebbles into the dark water, listening for the slight sound of impact. While the ephors were only elected for one-year periods, they wielded great power during this time. The senate, with its select twenty-eight leaders for life, did little more than agree with the ephors. And the general assembly of all Spartan citizens did even less, Agis thought dourly. If he could rouse their support, though, the ephors and the senate might have to cooperate.

And Leonidas, his co-king? Agis realized he had no idea of how Leonidas might react to his plans. The fact that Leonidas had lived at the Persian court, in great luxury according to many reports, led Agis to suspect that his noble peer would be unlikely to join with him in creating a stronger Sparta, less addicted to gold-purchased comforts. He must go to court and present himself to the ephors, pretending to be only a warrior king. Since he was barely nineteen, his youth and inexperience in statecraft would surely be held against him.

Striding away from the river and back toward court, Agis knew his mission to be clear and that he would persevere. Sparta had been great once; so, he vowed, it would be again.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

"And does Hippomedon still sulk?" Amphares asked as he and Agis bore the cascading water at the public baths. Although a king, Agis insisted on using the public baths, but Amphares knew he was trying to prepare the people for the reforms he had in mind. He also needed the support of the nobility, including his own cousin, Hippomedon.

"I fear so," Agis admitted.

Amphares came from one of the most aristocratic Spartan families, and with his parents and brothers dead, he brought forward the family name. He had but one surviving sister, Marina, older than he, and widowed before she could conceive. Agis knew that Amphares had hoped his cousin, Hippomedon, would seek Marina's hand, especially after being rejected by his bride, Agiatis, who chose him instead as her husband. However, it was not to be. Agis feared that Hippomedon held a grudge against him because of this rejection by Agiatis. Surely this was wrong of Hippomedon, Agis thought. They were of the same blood, and Hippomedon should be as close to him as Amphares, as much his confidant and advisor. Indeed, Amphares was his own age and Hippomedon several years his senior! Sadly, this lingering rivalry over Agiatis had prevented such a bond.

"Will he do as I and surrender part of his estate to the landless?" Amphares let the water roll down from his thick dark hair, onto his saturnine face, and then his well-muscled arms.

Some water trickled into Agis' mouth and he rubbed his lips before replying. Amphares, to his credit, had already agreed to his land reform measure, though much of his property was heavily mortgaged.

"I hope so," Agis said.

"When are you going to ask your family?" Amphares pressed as they sat on a marble bench. Richly scented steam rose with a low hissing sound from the yellow glazed vents, clouding the heavy air, and concealing the wall mosaic of a hunter pursuing a deer and the red and black tiles on the slippery floor. A small bronze bust of Zeus holding a battle axe in one hand and a lightning bolt in the other hand stood on a narrow pedestal at the far corner of the baths by the door leading to the anointing room.

"In the next day or so, Amphares. Be patient. You are more eager than I."

"I believe in what you want to do," Amphares said, sincerity shining in his burning black eyes. They had been friends since both were seven years old and running naked through the woods, eating berries, being beaten by their elders, and striving to show how strong and tough they were and how fearless each would be in combat. No one threw the spear as far and as accurately as Amphares. Even today, as Agis looked admiringly at the muscular frame of Amphares, he knew that his powerfully built friend could still triumph over him in racing and wrestling. Were he so inclined, Agis mused, he would seek to be his lover. Agis, though, had never found solace in boys, as beautiful as they might be with their strong limbs and agility. Unwed yet, Amphares still dallied at times with helot youths on his estate. Once, years ago, also at the baths, Amphares had tried to caress him, but Agis had quickly backed away. No words had been spoken. Amphares had understood, and their friendship remained.

"I know you do, and I'm grateful. When others see what you are willing to do, they will likely follow suit."

Amphares seemed dubious. He ran his hand over his black curly hair, even darker and more lustrious than Agis' own. "I don't know. I think you'll have to exert more pressure."

"I don't want to be seen as a would-be tyrant. And then, there's Leonidas, our other king, to consider."

"Leonidas should never have been allowed to return from exile in Persia," Amphares railed righteously, wiping steam from his eyes. "He's spoiled, and he spoils others with his lavish parties. I heard he served as many as ten courses with much drunkenness and debauchery."

Agis smiled at Amphares' indignation, though he had heard much of the same reports. "Though, he has returned. He is, after all, a rightful king."

"Agis, I know it's difficult for you to say it, but isn't it time for Sparta to have but one king? Why must we be different from the whole of Hellas?" 

"You're right," Agis quickly responded. "It is difficult for me. Our constitution calls for two kings, and we have more important work to do. I want to change our policies, not our political structure."

Amphares shook his head. "Perhaps you'll have to do one to accomplish the other." He stared at Agis as if presenting an open challenge.

Shaking his head slightly, Agis warned, "Careful, Amphares, the secret police are everywhere, and that remark could be considered treason."

Though they were alone, Agis couldn't help but look around. Only the attendant waited outside, ready to wipe their bodies with towels and rub their warm skins with herb oil.

"I'm not the only one to feel this way," Amphares said, donning his iron-studded arm rings. His muscles rippled beneath the encircling rings.

"Yes, but let's attack one problem at a time."

Amphares was right, Agis had to silently concede; the people held sentiment in having only one king. He could not be seen as advocating such a drastic overhaul, not at this time. Such a suggestion would imperil his reforms. And as for the dread secret police, used mostly to keep the helots at bay, he had plans for that organization as well. While the days of tossing the brightest of helot boys off the cliffs at Mount Taygetus to prevent future leaders from maturing were over, too much power was still wielded by the secret service, who reported to the ephors. Here he sat, a king of Sparta, naked to the world and afraid of what his best friend had told him. Sparta needed more such conversations--another goal. First, though, he needed to round up more support for his reforms before confronting the ephors; and Amphares had stirred within him a greater urgency to quickly enlist his own family without any delay.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

Agesileus stumbled out of his two-story stone and wood house and surveyed his land, a parade of rocks yielding little grain. All this land and helots to till and do the work, and yet he was in debt and deep in mortgages. 

Sighing, he pulled the string around his white tunic more tightly about him and stepped forward on the dusty road. May had barely begun and already the sun boiled in the sky. The heat dried the air relentlessly. Even the mountains, skirting the valley, seemed dry and brown, though Agesileus was sure game roamed through some of the still green foliage. Better to go hunt a boar or a deer in the mountains than oversee such hard land, though the fruit and olive trees were generous in their output. 

Taking only a few steps toward court, he had to stop and extract a pebble from between his toes on his black sandals. Rising, he spotted his son, Hippomedon, striding with his quick long steps toward him. Their lands adjoined each other and were close enough to court to walk rather than to take a horse and cart.

"Are you going to court?" Agesileus asked.

"Yes," Hippomedon said, as he drew abreast of his father. "Shouldn't I be there to welcome my cousin, Agis?" he added sarcastically.

Wearing a dark blue tunic, Hippomedon was slightly taller than his father. Both men were in good physical condition. Though Agesileus limped on his right foot, due to injuries suffered in battle, his stomach was hard and thick white hair sprouted from his head like a tight clump of grass. Deep wrinkles lined his leathery face, burned by the sun. Lean and muscular, Hippomedon had dark black hair and deep-set blue eyes. Fairer in complexion than his father, wide cheeks and a strong chin gave his face an expansive look.

Agesileus shook his head as they walked along the narrow twisting road. He knew well why his son was bitter. Agiatis, bride of Agis, had chosen the future king over him. From one of the richest families in Sparta, Agiatis had also been called one of the most beautiful. Obviously, she didn’t consider herself a fool to choose a king as husband.

"We must be realistic, Hippomedon. Agis is youthful and unproven, but he's still the rightful descendant to the vacant kingship of Sparta."

Kicking at the dirt, which rose in the air like a thick cloud that quickly dispersed, Hippomedon recoiled at this reality his father posed in such a mock statesman-like way.

Borrowed sophistry from Athens as he knew his father resented Agis almost as much as he did, albeit for different reasons.

"Agis has little experience in matters of state, and Sparta is in the midst of severe difficulties...that...require..."

Smiling at his father, Hippomedon finished his sentence. "A man of wide and varied background. Someone like you."

It was Agesileus' turn to release a bitter smile. "Our lineage is a proud one, but not of kingly blood."

"At the moment, our blood is as debt-ridden as the rest of our bodies."

"Be that as it may, Sparta should be more important to us than our own debts."

Hippomedon stared incredulously at his father. He admired the subtleties of his father's mind, yet, as always, he was disturbed by what he saw as hypocrisy. Was he any better? He pretended to take the loss of Agiatis, who he had courted with all his heart, graciously; but inwardly he burned with envy.

"Don't look at me that way!" Agesileus railed at his son. "And it's your reckless land speculations which have led to much of our debts."

Stopping short on the road, Hippomedon stood erect as if reporting to the leader of his troop. "I've been a soldier and held brave by my peers. Everyone but you considers me a hero. A somewhat tarnished hero, I must admit, but still a hero. Home from the wars, it's true I've made some mistakes in land dealings. Though, whose advice did I follow?"

Agesileus shrugging, limping forward. "I, too, have done my duty for Sparta in battle, and I have this leg to prove it. As far as my advice, many Spartans invested poorly in land. Now we all pay the price as our land is less in value, while we can't pay the money we owe for it with these heavy mortgages we've incurred."

"Perhaps cousin Agis has a solution."

"I doubt it," Agesileus said. "We shall see."

Hippomedon shook his head. "It's ridiculous. Throughout all Hellas, only Sparta feels the need for two kings. And now, in truth, we have none. Agis, a spoiled brat, and Leonidas, a Persian puppet."

"Not so spoiled," Agesileus corrected. "You see how he goes to the public baths. He dresses in simple clothing. He does without some of the luxuries our countrymen have taken to. The people like him. Even the ephors have taken note. From what I've heard, he has ideas about restoring a vestige of our Spartan supremacy."

"Truly? I wonder how. With his mother's gold?"

"It's true. His family is one of the richest in Sparta."

"Only in Sparta could such wealth be concentrated among women."

Sighing, Agesileus agreed. "The men fight and die. The women stay home and become rich."

"And this boy, surrounded by all this wealth and his indulgent family, is going to restore our glory?"

"He may try," Agesileus said dryly, surprised at how bothered Hippomedon had become about Agis politically now that they were no longer rivals for Agiatis' hand. It was his paternal duty to awake Hippomedon's sense of reality. The time had come to put Agiatis behind him and seek another to wed. Was it not a Spartan's duty to marry and produce male children. In his youth, it had been a crime for a man to remain unmarried, yet this law went un-enforced in these less disciplined times.

"So, you plan to support cousin Agis?" Hippomedon asked. He still had difficulty believing his father to be sincere in this matter.

"I’ll listen to him. He is a king."

Hippomedon couldn't help his face from contorting into a frown. Try as he might, he couldn't disassociate matters of state from his bruised feelings about losing Agiatis to Agis. 

"I've changed my mind. You go and intrigue at court. I will visit our creditors in order to forestall losing our lands."

Before Hippomedon could leave, they heard a commotion from around a bend in the road.

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

"Move on! Move on, you miserable helots!"

Damochares, who owned the land next to the estates of Agesileus and Hippomedon, shouted at the two helots straggling before him in the midst of the road while clutching a whip in his right hand. The helots, both men in their early to mid thirties, had torn sleeveless shirts of rough cloth, which hung loosely from their shoulders. Dirt caked their tattered sandals and legs up to their bare knees. Eyes downcast, they trudged forward until Damochares, seeing Agesileus and Hippomedon, shouted for them to halt. Sullen rage flashed from the helots' eyes for a moment as they glanced up at the approaching pair.

"Ho!" Agesileus said. "What is this? Damochares, what are you doing to these men?"

"Hail, friends. My helots want to prove they're worthy of being Spartans." He glanced slyly at Agesileus and Hippomedon. "I hear that King Agis has ideas of this sort."

"Indeed?" Agesileus pretended this notion was news, though he had also heard rumors of radical ideas coming from his royal kinsman. Disturbing rumors, too, especially with Damochares known to be a member of the secret police. Indeed, Damochares was baiting them. Why? Were they being held responsible for any foolish notions by young Agis?

"So, you intend to flog them?" Hippomedon asked. Discipline was kept on his land, but he disapproved of flogging helots unless something had been done wrong intentionally or recklessly.

Damochares smiled broadly. Tall and strong, his brawny arms protruded from his silk tunic of forest green. Silver-studded arm bands circled his bulging muscles. "Not I. They can flog each other. We'll see how well they bear pain."

"And will that make them Spartans?" Hippomedon probed, noting his father's displeasure with this question.

"Perhaps you've forgotten our own training, Hippomedon," Damochares rose to the challenge. "Weren't we flogged until our blood ran? Don't you remember the competition in flogging at the altar of Apollo?"

Hippomedon nodded, remembering keenly blood flowing copiously, boys biting their tongues to keep from screaming while their elders watched their faces closely. One boy, he recalled the sight all too readily, died silently rather than murmur; his back had been threaded with rivers of gold as he quietly went to the after-world. 

Running naked through the woods until his sides ached and he felt as if they were about to fall apart from the rest of his body. Sucking air in slow gasps of sheer survival. Such were his memories, and while Damochares and others might look back in wonder and admiration, he did not--though the hard training had served him well during combat. 

Children were spared such arduous training. Although they were nearly of the same age, he only two years older at twenty-six than Damochares, they viewed life differently. It was prudent to be careful in speech with Damochares, who doubtless reported directly to the ephors. Yet, Hippomedon felt the urge to bait the young lion. In previous days, the secret agents had the authority to kill rebellious helots at will and often disposed of any helot boys who demonstrated any signs of special intelligence or leadership. Laws had changed and the helots boys were spared. All helots remained suspect, though, and no Spartan citizen felt safe.

"We were already Spartan by birth," Hippomedon said.

Shrugging, Damochares said, "I want strong helots. You treat your helots as you wish, and I as I wish."

Motioning to the helots, Damochares ordered, "Go to it!"

One helot kneeled and lifted his shirt to bare his back. The other helot, taking the whip from Damochares, began flogging his companion across the back. The whip thongs, made of leather, slashed through the skin, bringing dark traces of blood like rivulets of red across the plains of his flesh.

"He's silent," Agesileus said approvingly. "Good."

Damochares looked on proudly. "Now the other."

The two helots reversed positions. With his skin quivering and blood staining his shirt from his wounds, the second helot also remained silent while the whip crashed down on his defenseless back.

"Enough!" Damochares cried. He took the whip from the standing helot.

"Was the test not successful?" Hippomedon asked derisively.

His father, angry at his baiting, immediately volunteered, "They did well. Very well."

"I wonder what Agis would think of this?" Damochares threw out. Once Damochares had been a companion of Agis, Hippomedon recalled, but now they seemed to be in separate camps, and this minion of the secret police was trying to place them in the same group as Agis. He felt a fury rising in him, and while he knew he should be silent, Damochares' obvious tactic to ensnare them became too much to bear.

"Agis is a true Spartan!" Hippomedon said spiritedly, putting aside for the moment his discomfiture at being rejected by Agiatis to defend his cousin. "He doesn't dress ostentatiously, and he's a warrior. You would do well to follow him."

"As you do?" Damochares asked, looking blandly at Hippomedon, knowing his attitude irked him.

"Stop this nonsense!" Agesileus shouted. "We need to follow all of our leaders."

"Well said." Damochares regarded Agesileus approvingly. "Sparta is in a bad way, but Agis and Leonidas and the ephors will improve conditions. Don't you agree, Hippomedon?"

This baiting would surely be more dangerous for him than Damochares, Hippomedon realized. The penalties in this game were different. Were he to criticize the ephors, even his reputation as a war hero might not be enough to save him from their collective wrath. Bantering had always been accepted, up to a point, but Damochares would be a dangerous man to anger. A crafty gleam shone from Damochares' distrusting eyes. Some day, more than their eyes would meet...

"By all means," Hippomedon said, with an accommodating smile.

"Are you coming to court to welcome Agis?" Agesileus wiped moisture from his dry mouth, standing as if ill at ease. Once, his body had been as lean and muscular as his son’s and Damochares', yet today, he was a weak and crippled old man, dependent on his wiles.

"Not today," Damochares said. "My land needs work. I have mortgages to pay, much as you."

Waving farewell to Agesileus and Hippomedon, Damochares prodded his helots before him, off the road and onto his unfenced land.

"It's difficult to believe Damochares had once been fond of Agis," Hippomedon mused. "Yet, such is friendship in these times."

Shrugging, Agesileus smiled slightly. "Such is ambition. And you should be more careful what you say and to whom you say it."

"Yes, father," Hippomedon said with mock deference, though he knew quite well his father to be right in this matter.

Agesileus shook his head, nodding as if unsurprised by his son's attitude, and then began limping on to court. 

He turned after a few steps. "Hippomedon, remember the family!"

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Purposefully wearing his simplest tunic, a coarse green cloth hardly befitting his kingly status, Agis strode up to the iron gate of Archidamia, his grandmother's home where his mother, Agesistrata and his wife, Agiatis, were visiting. The sturdy house had been built on a solid stone base. Olive trees, swaying in the late afternoon wind, shielded the blue shuttered windows facing the road. The dying sun still glinted off the black-baked tiled roof. Vegetables grew in a simple plot in front of the two story house, which had a strong door of dark cypress studded with bronze nails. The door was open for anyone to enter. Inside, the three women sat waiting for him in the interior courtyard, much as he expected the ephors, in less kindly fashion, would be sitting and anticipating his words.

He would never kiss the ephors as he did the three women. Agiatis, who he kissed last, looked radiant in a pale blue tunic, catching her dark eyes. A belt of black goat skin, with silver threads, softly bound her slender waist. She wore a bracelet on her wrist with a coiled gold snake design. A sparking gold necklace, emblazoned with tiny upright elephants, hung from her slender neck. Rich with the scent of rose oil, her dark black hair cascaded down her shoulders. Roundly cut, her finger and toe nails were all painted a bright red. Only eighteen, she already had a serenity that surprised Agis. Although, even she would be shocked by his plan, which his mother and grandmother would never accept, each probably for different reasons.

"It's nice to see you, Agis," said Archidamia. "You come here too seldom, and now, a king of Sparta." She passed him a porcelain tray laden with barley cakes, raisins, and a silver-rimmed cup filled with honey. And then she handed him a long-stemmed amphora holding wine mixed with water. He poured a small amount of wine into a tall glass with engravings of warriors holding swords upright, as if celebrating a victory. From inside the house, he caught the odor of olive oil and sausages being cooked.

"I may come more often now," Agis said, smiling. Though over sixty, his grandmother walked with a steady gait. Beneath her thinning gray hair, crowned with a purple diadem, her sallow, much-creased face reflected a wisdom he always respected. A jeweled girdle circled her still slim waist. "After all, you're one of the richest women in Sparta."

"One could not tell that you too were wealthy from your dress," his grandmother observed.

"That, beloved grandmother, is part of my plan." Smiling with a winning glance, Agis quickly walked over to his grandmother and kissed her wrinkled cheek. Although appreciative of his affection, Agis saw that she remained uncertain about his plan... 

"A Spartan son is no different from any other son," his mother said, and Agis was uncertain if she was offended by his clothing or his words. Still beautiful, with a robust figure gently nudging against
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