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I

A black wind rising

PENELOPE, QUEEN OF Ithaka, understood the nature of dreams, and the portents and omens which dogged men’s lives. So she sat on the beach, a gold-embroidered shawl round her slender shoulders, and glanced at the sky from time to time watching for passing birds, and hoping for a better omen. Five swallows would predict a safe journey for Odysseus, two swans good fortune; an eagle would indicate a victory – or, for Odysseus, a trading success. But the skies were clear. A light wind sprang from the north. The weather was perfect for sailing.

The old galley had been repaired, debarnacled and recaulked ready for spring, but new timbers and a coat of fresh paint could not conceal her age, which showed in every line as she lay half in and half out of the shallow water.

‘Build a new ship, Ugly One,’ she had told her husband countless times. ‘This one is old and tired and will be your downfall.’ They had argued about it for years. But in this she had no power to sway him. He was not by nature a sentimental man; his affable demeanour hid a core of bronze and horn, yet she knew he would never replace the old ship he had named after her.

Penelope sighed, a gentle sadness settling over her. I am that ship, she realized. I am getting old. There is grey in my hair, and the time is swift passing. But more significant than the fading of her chestnut hair, or the increasing lines upon her face, the monthly flows of blood that indicated youth and fecundity were becoming less frequent. Soon she would be past child-bearing age, and there would be no new sons for Odysseus. The sadness deepened into sorrow as she remembered pale Laertes, and the fever that had melted away his flesh.

On the beach Odysseus was striding angrily round the galley, his face red, arms gesturing, bellowing at his crew, who hurried to load the cargo. There was a sorrow among the men too; she could feel it as she watched them. A few days previously their comrade Portheos, whom they called Portheos the Pig, a fat, jovial and popular young man who had sailed with the Penelope for many summers, had died. His young wife, pregnant with their fourth child, had awoken at dawn to find Portheos dead on their pallet bed beside her.

On the Penelope two crewmen were hauling on a heavy bale of brushwood, used for packing cargo in the hold. Suddenly one lost his grip and stumbled, and the other was catapulted into the sea after the stack of wood. Odysseus swore colourfully and turned to his wife, raising his arms in a gesture of despair.

Penelope smiled, her spirits lifting as she watched him. He was always happiest when about to leave for foreign shores. Throughout the spring and summer he would roam the Great Green, buying and selling, telling his stories, meeting kings and pirates and beggars.

‘I’ll miss you, lady,’ he had told her the previous night as she lay in his arms, her fingers gently curling into the red-grey hair of his chest. She made no reply. She knew when he would remember her – at each night’s fall, when the dangers of the day had been passed, he would think of her and miss her, a little.

‘I will think of you every day,’ he added. Still she said nothing. ‘The pain of your absence will be a constant dagger wound in my heart.’

She smiled against his chest and she knew he felt the smile.

‘Don’t mock me, woman,’ he said fondly. ‘You know me too well.’

On the beach in the dawn light she watched him as he stomped across the sand to speak to Nestor, king of Pylos and her kinsman. The contrast between the two men was remarkable. Odysseus, barrel-chested, loud and angry, attacked each day as if it were a mortal enemy. Nestor, slim, grey and stooped, was a small point of calm in the storm of activity on the beach. Although Nestor was only ten years older than her husband, he had the demeanour of an ancient; Odysseus was like an excited child. She loved him, and her eyes pricked with unaccustomed tears for the journeys and perils he faced.

He had only returned to her a few days before, accompanied by Nestor, after a reluctant voyage to Sparta at the request of Agamemnon, king of Mykene.

‘Agamemnon is intent on revenge,’ old Nestor had said, sitting in the megaron late in the evening, a cup of wine comfortably full in his grip, one of his hounds at his feet. ‘The meeting at Sparta was a failure for him, yet he will not be diverted from his path.’

‘The man is obsessed,’ said Odysseus. ‘He summoned the kings of the west and talked of alliance and peace. Yet all the while he dreams of a war with Troy–a war he can only fight if we all join with him.’ Penelope heard the anger in his voice.

‘Why would any join him?’ she asked. ‘His hatred for Troy is a private matter.’

Nestor shook his head. ‘There are no private matters for the Mykene king. His ego is colossal. What touches Agamemnon touches the world.’ He leaned forward. ‘Everyone knows he is angry at being thwarted by Helikaon and the traitor Argurios.’

‘The traitor Argurios, is it?’ snapped Odysseus. ‘Interesting what makes a man a traitor, is it not? A fine warrior, a man who had faithfully served Mykene all his life, was declared outlaw and stripped of his land, possessions and good name. Then his king tried to have him killed. Treacherously, he fought for his life and that of the woman he loved.’

Nestor nodded. ‘Yes, yes, kinsman. He was a fine warrior. Did you ever meet him?’ Penelope knew he was seeking to defuse Odysseus’ anger. She masked a smile. No-one with any sense wanted to see Odysseus in a fury.

‘Aye, he sailed with me to Troy,’ replied Odysseus. ‘An unpleasant man. But every one of those Mykene would have been slaughtered at Priam’s palace had it not been for Argurios.’

‘As it was they were slaughtered when they returned home,’ Penelope added quietly.

‘It was called the Night of the Lion’s Justice,’ said Nestor. ‘Just two escaped, and they were declared outlaw.’

‘And this is the king you wish to support in a war?’ asked Odysseus, swigging mightily on his wine cup. ‘A man who sends valiant warriors to fight his battles, and then murders them when they fail?’

‘I have not yet offered ships or men to Agamemnon.’ The old man stared into his wine cup. Penelope knew that Nestor had not argued against a war, but had kept his own counsel among the kings gathered at Sparta. ‘However, Agamemnon’s ambitions affect everyone,’ he said at last. ‘With him you are either friend or foe. Which are you, Odysseus?’

‘Neither. All men know I am neutral.’

‘Easy to be neutral when you have secret supplies of wealth,’ said Nestor. ‘But Pylos depends on trading its flax up into Argos and the north. Agamemnon controls the trade routes. To go against him would be ruinous.’ He glanced at Odysseus, and his eyes narrowed. ‘So tell me, Odysseus, where are these Seven Hills that are making you rich?’

Penelope felt the tension in the room rise, and she glanced at Odysseus.

‘On the edge of the world,’ Odysseus replied, ‘and guarded by one-eyed giants.’

Had Nestor not been drinking heavily he would have noticed the harsh edge in Odysseus’ reply. Penelope took a deep breath, preparing herself to intervene.

‘I would have thought, kinsman, that you might have shared your good fortune with others of your blood, rather than a foreigner,’ said Nestor.

‘And I would have,’ said Odysseus, ‘save that the foreigner you speak of discovered the Seven Hills, and opened up the trade route. It is not for me to share his secrets.’

‘Only his gold,’ snapped Nestor.

Odysseus hurled his wine cup across the room. ‘You insult me in my own palace?’ he roared. ‘We had to fight for the Seven Hills, against brigands and pirates, and painted tribesmen. That gold was hard won.’

The angry atmosphere lay thick in the megaron, and Penelope forced a smile. ‘Come, kinsmen. You sail for Troy tomorrow for the wedding feast and Games. Do not let this night end with harsh words.’

The two men looked at each other. Then Nestor sighed. ‘Forgive me, old friend. My words were ill advised.’

‘It is forgotten,’ said Odysseus, gesturing at a servant to bring him another cup of wine.

Penelope heard the lie in the words and knew that Odysseus was still angry. ‘At least in Troy you will be able to forget Agamemnon for a while,’ she said, seeking to change the subject.

‘The western kings are all invited to see Hektor wed to Andromache,’ said Odysseus glumly.

‘But Agamemnon will not be there, surely?’

‘I think he will, my love. Sly Priam will use the opportunity to bend some of the kings to his will. He will offer them gold and friendship. Agamemnon cannot afford not to go. He will be there.’

‘Is he invited? After the Mykene attack on Troy?’

Odysseus grinned, and imitated the pompous tones of the Mykene king. ‘I am saddened’ – he spread his hands regretfully – ‘by the treacherous attack by rogue elements of the Mykene forces on our brother King Priam. The king’s justice has been meted out to the outlaws.’

‘The man is a serpent,’ Nestor admitted.

‘Will your sons compete in the Games?’ Penelope asked him.

‘Yes, they are both fine athletes. Antilochos will do well in the javelin, and Thrasymedes will beat any man in the archery tourney,’ he added, with a wink.

‘There’ll be a green moon in the sky that day,’ muttered Odysseus. ‘On my worst day I could spit an arrow further than he could shoot one.’

Nestor laughed. ‘How coy you are with your wife in the room. The last time I heard you brag about your skills you said you could fart an arrow further.’

‘That too,’ said Odysseus, reddening. Penelope had been relieved to see good humour restored.

On the beach the Penelope was finally fully loaded, and the crew were straining on ropes in the effort to get the old ship refloated. The two sons of Nestor were there, both waist-deep, their backs against the timbers of the hull, pushing her out into deeper water.

The queen of Ithaka stood and brushed pebbles from her dress of yellow linen, and advanced down the beach to say farewell to her king. He stood with his first mate Bias the Black, dark-skinned and grizzled, the son of a Nubian mother and an Ithakan sire. Beside him was a massively muscled, blond sailor named Leukon, who was becoming a fistfighter of some renown. Leukon and Bias bowed as she approached, then moved off.

Penelope sighed. ‘And here we are again, my love, as always,’ she said, ‘making our farewells.’

‘We are like the seasons,’ he replied. ‘Ever constant in our actions.’

Reaching out, she took his hand. ‘And yet this time is different, my king. You know it too. I fear you will have hard choices to make. Do not make bull-headed decisions you will regret afterwards and cannot change. Do not take these men into a war, Odysseus.’

‘I have no wish for war, my love.’ He smiled, and she knew he meant it, but her heart was heavy with foreboding. For all his strength, his courage, and his wisdom, the man she loved had one great weakness. He was like an old warhorse, canny and cautious, but at the touch of the whip he would ride into fire. For Odysseus that whip was pride.

He kissed both her hands then turned and stomped down the beach and into the sea. The water was chest-high before he grabbed a rope and hauled himself up on board. Instantly the rowers took up a beat and the old ship started to glide away. She saw him wave his arm, silhouetted against the rising sun.

She had not told him of the gulls. He would only scoff. Seagulls were stupid birds, he would say, they have no place in prophecy.

But she had dreamed of a colossal flock of gulls that blotted out the sun, like a black wind rising, turning the midday sky to night.

And that wind brought death and the end of worlds.

The young warrior Kalliades sat in the mouth of the cave, a dark cloak wrapped round his slim frame, his sword heavy in his hand. He scanned the arid hillside and the fields beyond. There was no-one in sight. Glancing back into the gloom of the cave he saw the injured woman lying on her side, her knees drawn up, the red cloak of Banokles covering her. She seemed to be sleeping.

Bright moonlight speared through a break in the clouds. Kalliades could see her more clearly now. Her yellow hair was long, and her pale face was bruised and swollen, smeared with drying blood.

The night breeze was cold and Kalliades shivered. From the high cave he could see the distant sea, reflected stars glittering on the water. So far from home, he thought.

The vivid red scar on his right cheek was itching and he idly scratched it. The last of many wounds. In the quiet of the night he remembered the battles and the skirmishes that had seen sword and dagger blades pierce his flesh. Arrows and spears had cut him. Stones shot from slings had dazed him. A blow to the left shoulder from a club had left him with a joint that ached in the winter rains. At twenty-five he was a ten-year veteran, and carried the scars to prove it.

‘I’m going to light a fire,’ his huge comrade said, moving out of the shadows. In the moonlight Banokles’ blond hair and full beard shone like silver. Blood had spattered over his breastplate, dark spots on the bright bronze discs fastened to the heavy leather undershirt.

Kalliades turned towards the powerful warrior. ‘A fire will be seen,’ he said quietly. ‘They will come for us.’

‘They will come for us anyway. Might as well be now, while I’m still angry.’

‘You have no reason to be angry at them,’ Kalliades pointed out wearily.

‘I’m not. I’m angry with you. The woman meant nothing to us.’

‘I know.’

‘And it’s not as if we saved her for long. There’s no way off this island. We’ll likely be dead by noon tomorrow.’

‘I know that too.’

Banokles said nothing more for a while. He moved alongside Kalliades and glared out at the night. ‘I thought you were going to light a fire,’ said Kalliades.

‘Don’t have the patience,’ grumbled Banokles, scratching at his thick beard. ‘Always end up cutting my fingers on the flints.’ He shivered. ‘Cold for this time of year,’ he added.

‘You wouldn’t be so cold if you hadn’t covered the woman who means nothing to us with your cloak. Go and gather some dead wood. I’ll start the fire.’ Kalliades moved away from the cave mouth, took some dried bark from the pouch at his side, and shredded it. Then with smooth strokes he struck flint stones together, sending showers of sparks into the bark. It took some time, but finally a tiny plume of smoke showed. Dropping to his belly Kalliades blew gentle breaths over the tinder. A flame sprang up. Banokles returned, dropping a pile of sticks and branches to the ground.

‘See anything?’ Kalliades asked him.

‘No. They’ll come after sunrise, I expect.’

The two young men sat in silence for a while, enjoying the warmth from the small fire.

‘So,’ said Banokles at last, ‘are you going to tell me why we killed four of our comrades?’

‘They weren’t our comrades. We were just sailing with them.’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘They were going to kill her, Banokles.’

‘I know that too. I was there. What did that have to do with us?’

Kalliades did not reply, but he glanced once more at the sleeping woman.

He had first seen her only yesterday piloting a small sailboat, her fair hair gold in the sunlight, and tied back from her face. She was dressed in a white, knee-length tunic, with a belt embroidered with gold wire. The sun had been low in the sky, a light breeze propelling her craft towards the islands. She had seemed oblivious of her danger as the two pirate ships closed on her. Then the first of the ships had cut across her bow. Too late she tried to avoid capture, tugging at the sail rope, seeking to alter course and make a run for the beach. Kalliades had watched her from the deck of the second ship. There was no panic in her. But the little boat could not outrun galleys manned by skilled oarsmen. The first ship had closed in, grappling lines hurled over the side, the bronze hooks biting into the timbers of her sailboat. Several pirates clambered over the side of the ship and jumped down into her craft. The woman tried to fight them, but they overpowered her, blows raining down on her body.

‘Probably a runaway,’ Banokles had remarked, as the two of them watched the semi-conscious woman being hauled to the deck of the first ship. From where they stood, on the deck of the second vessel, both men could see what followed. The crew gathered around her, tearing off her white tunic, and ripping away the expensive belt. Kalliades had turned away in disgust.

The ships had beached that night on Lion’s Head Isle, on the sea route to Kios. The woman had been dragged across the beach and into a small stand of trees by the captain of the second ship, a burly Kretan with a shaved head. She had seemed docile then, her spirit apparently broken. It had been a ruse. As the captain raped her, she had somehow managed to pull his dagger from its sheath, and rip the blade across his throat. No-one saw it, and it was some time before his body was found.

The furious crew had set off to search for her. Kalliades and Banokles had wandered away with a jug of wine. They had found a grove of olive trees, and had sat quietly drinking.

‘Arelos was not a happy man,’ Banokles had observed. Kalliades had said nothing. Arelos was the captain of the first ship, and kinsman to the man slain by the runaway. He had built a reputation for savagery and swordcraft, and was feared along the southern coasts. Given any other choice Kalliades would never have sailed with him, but he and Banokles were hunted men. To stay in Mykene would have meant torture and death. The ships of Arelos had offered them a means of escape.

‘You are very quiet tonight. What is bothering you?’ Banokles had continued, as they sat in the quiet of the grove.

‘We need to quit this crew,’ said Kalliades. ‘Apart from Sekundos, and maybe a couple of others, they are scum. It offends me to be in their company.’

‘You want to wait until we are further east?’

‘No. We’ll leave tomorrow. Other ships will beach here. We’ll find a captain who will take us on. Then we’ll make our way to Lykia. Plenty of mercenary posts there, protecting trade caravans from bandits, escorting rich merchants.’

‘I’d like to be rich,’ said Banokles. ‘I could buy a slave girl.’

‘If you were rich you could buy a hundred slave girls.’

‘Not sure I could handle a hundred. Five maybe.’ He chuckled. ‘Yes, five would be good. Five plump, dark-haired girls. With big eyes.’ Banokles drank some more, then belched. ‘Ah, I can feel the spirit of Dionysus seeping into my bones. I wish one of those plump girls was here now.’

Kalliades had laughed. ‘Your mind is always occupied by either drink or sex. Does nothing else interest you?’

‘Food. A good meal, a jug of wine, followed by a plump woman squealing beneath me.’

‘With your weight on her no wonder she’d be squealing.’

Banokles had laughed. ‘That’s not why they squeal. Women adore me because I am handsome and strong and hung like a horse.’

‘You neglect to mention that you always pay them.’

‘Of course I pay them. Just as I pay for my wine and my food. What point are you trying to make?’

‘Obviously a poor one.’

Around midnight, as they were preparing to sleep, they heard shouts. Then the woman had staggered into the grove, chased by five crewmen. Already weak from the ugly events of the day, she had stumbled, falling to the ground close to where Kalliades was sitting. Her white tunic was ripped and filthy, and stained with blood. A crewman named Baros ran in, a wickedly curved knife in his hand. He was lean and tall, with close-set dark eyes. He liked to be called Baros the Killer. ‘I’m going to gut you like a fish,’ he snarled.

She had looked up at Kalliades then, her face pale in the moonlight, her expression one of exhausted desperation and fear. It was an expression he had seen before, one which had haunted him since childhood. The memory speared through him, and he saw again the flames, and heard the pitiful screams.

Surging to his feet, he stood between the man and his victim. ‘Put the knife away,’ he ordered.

The move surprised the crewman. ‘She’s for death,’ he said. ‘Arelos ordered it.’ He stepped towards Kalliades. ‘Do not seek to come between me and my prey. I have slain men from every land round the Great Green. You want your blood spilled here, your guts laid out on the grass?’

Kalliades’ short sword hissed from its scabbard. ‘There is no need for anyone to die,’ he said softly. ‘But I’ll not allow the woman to be hurt further.’

Baros shook his head. ‘I told Arelos he should have cut your throats and taken your armour. You just can’t trust a Mykene.’ He sheathed his knife, and stepped back, drawing his own sword. ‘Now you are in for a lesson. I have fought more duels than any man of the crew.’

‘It is not a large crew,’ Kalliades had pointed out.

Baros leapt forward with surprising speed. Kalliades parried the thrust, then stepped in, hammering his elbow into the man’s face. Baros fell back. ‘Kill him!’ he screamed. The other four surged forward. Kalliades killed the first, and drunken Banokles hurled himself at the others. Baros darted in again, but this time Kalliades was ready. He blocked the thrust, rolled his wrist, and sent a riposte that opened Baros’ throat. Banokles had killed one man, and was grappling with another. Kalliades ran to his aid, just as the fifth man slashed his sword towards Banokles’ face. Banokles saw the blow coming, and swung the man he was fighting to meet it. The blade clove into his assailant’s neck.

As Kalliades charged in, the surviving crewman turned and ran away into the night.

Sitting now beside the crackling fire in the cave, he glanced at Banokles. ‘I am sorry to have brought you to this, my friend. You deserved better.’

Banokles took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. ‘You are a strange one, Kalliades,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘But life with you is never dull.’ He yawned. ‘If I am going to kill sixty men tomorrow I’ll need some rest.’

‘They won’t all come. Some will be left with the ships. Others will be whoring. Probably no more than ten or fifteen.’

‘Oh, I’ll rest easier knowing that.’ Loosening the straps of his battered breastplate Banokles lifted it clear and dropped it to the ground. ‘Never could sleep properly in armour,’ he said, then stretched himself out beside the fire. Within moments his breathing had deepened.

Kalliades added wood to the fire, then returned to the cave mouth. A cool breeze was blowing, and the sky was now ablaze with stars. Banokles was right. There was no way off this island, and tomorrow the pirate crew would come hunting them. He sat lost in thought for some time, then heard a stealthy movement behind him. Rising swiftly he turned – to see the blood-smeared woman advancing on him, a fist-sized stone in her hand. Her bright blue eyes shone with hatred.

‘You won’t need that,’ he said, backing away. ‘You are in no danger tonight.’

‘You lie!’ she said, her voice harsh, and trembling with anger. Kalliades drew his dagger and saw her tense. Casually he tossed the blade to the floor at her feet.

‘I do not lie. Take the weapon. Tomorrow you will need it, for they will be coming for us.’

The woman crouched down and tried to pick up the fallen dagger. But she lost her balance and half fell. Kalliades remained where he was. ‘You need to rest,’ he said.

‘I remember you now,’ she told him. ‘You and your friend fought the men who were attacking me. Why?’

‘Oh, Great Zeus, let him answer that question,’ said Banokles sleepily, from his place by the fire. Sweeping up the dagger the woman tried to turn to face him, but stumbled again.

‘Blows to the head can do that,’ said Banokles, getting up and wandering over to join them. ‘You should sit down.’

She stared hard at Kalliades. ‘I saw you from my boat,’ she said. ‘You were on the second ship. You saw them cut across my bows and throw grappling lines. You watched as they dragged me aboard.’

‘Yes. We were sailing with them.’

‘You are pirates.’

‘We are what we are,’ conceded Kalliades.

‘I was to be passed to your ship tomorrow. They told me that while they were raping me.’

‘It is not my ship. I did not give the order to attack you. Nor did I or my comrade take part in what followed. No man could blame you for your anger, but do not direct it at the men who saved you.’

‘Now let us hope someone saves us,’ added Banokles.

‘What do you mean?’ the woman demanded.

‘We are on a small island,’ replied Banokles. ‘We have no gold, and no ship. Angry men will come looking for us tomorrow. Now, we are great warriors, Kalliades and I. None better. Well . . . not now Argurios is dead. Between us I reckon we could survive against seven or eight warriors. There are around sixty fighting men in the pirate crews. And not one soft-bellied puker among them.’

‘You have no plan of escape?’

‘Oh, I do not make plans, woman. I drink, I whore, I fight. Kalliades makes plans.’

‘Then you are both fools,’ she said. ‘You have brought about your doom.’

‘Where I come from slaves are respectful,’ said Banokles, an edge of anger in his voice.

‘I am no man’s slave!’

‘Have the blows to your head knocked all sense from you? Your craft was taken at sea. It carried no banner, and no safe conduct. You were captured and now the pirates own you. Therefore, you are a slave according to the laws of gods and men.’

‘Then I piss on the laws of gods and men!’

‘Be calm, both of you!’ ordered Kalliades. ‘Where were you sailing to?’ he asked her.

‘I was heading for Kios.’

‘You have family there?’

‘No. I had some wealth on the boat, gems and trinkets of gold. I was hoping to find passage on a ship to Troy. The pirates took everything. And more.’ She rubbed at her face, scrubbing away at the dried blood.

‘There is a stream over there,’ said Kalliades. ‘You could wash your face.’

The woman hesitated. ‘Then I am not your prisoner?’ she asked, at last.

‘No. You are free to do as you please.’

She stared hard at Kalliades, then at Banokles. ‘And you did not help me in order to make me your slave, or to sell me to others?’

‘No,’ Kalliades told her.

She seemed to relax then, but continued to hold the dagger in a tight fist. ‘If what you say is true I should . . . thank you both,’ she said, struggling with the words.

‘Oh, don’t thank me,’ said Banokles. ‘I would have let you die.’


II

The Sword of Argurios

KALLIADES DOZED FOR a while in the cave mouth, his head resting against the rock wall. Banokles was snoring loudly, and occasionally muttering in his sleep.

In the pre-dawn Kalliades left the cave and walked to the stream. Kneeling by the bank he splashed his face, then ran his wet fingers through his close-cropped black hair.

He saw the woman leave the cave. She too wandered down to the stream. Tall and slender, she walked with her head high, her movements graceful, like a Kretan dancer. She was not a runaway slave, Kalliades knew. Slaves learned to walk with their heads down, their posture submissive. He did not speak, but watched her as she washed the dried blood from her face and arms. Her face was still swollen, and there were bruises round her eyes. Even without the swelling she would not be pretty, he thought. Her face was strong and angular, her brows thick, her nose too prominent. It was a stern face and one which he guessed was a stranger to laughter, even in better times.

When she had cleaned herself she lifted the dagger. For a heartbeat Kalliades thought she was going to cut her own throat. Then she grabbed a length of her blond hair and sawed the dagger through it. The warrior sat silently as she continued to hack at her hair, tossing handfuls to the rocks. Kalliades was mystified. There was no expression on her face, no anger showing. When she had finished she leaned forward and rubbed her hands across her scalp, shaking loose hairs from her head.

Finally she stepped from the stream and sat down a little way from him. ‘Aiding me was not wise,’ she said.

‘I am not a wise man.’

The sky began to lighten, and from where they sat they could see fields covered with thousands of blue flowers. The woman stared at them, and Kalliades saw her expression soften. ‘It is as if the colour of the sky has leached to the earth,’ she said softly. ‘Who would have thought that such beautiful plants could grow in such an arid place? Do you know what they are?’

‘They are flax,’ he said. ‘The linen of your tunic came from such plants.’

‘How is it turned to cloth?’ she asked. Kalliades stared out over the flax fields, remembering the days of his childhood, when he and his little sisters worked the fields of King Nestor, tearing the plants up by the roots, removing the seeds that would be used for medicinal oils or the sealing of timbers, placing the stems in the running water of the stream to ret. ‘Do you know?’ she prompted him.

‘Yes, I know.’ And he told her of the back-breaking labour of children and women gathering the plants, retting the stems, then, once retted and left to dry, beating them with wooden hammers. Then the children would sit in the hot sunshine, scraping the stems, removing the last of the wood. After that came the hackling, the exposed fibres being drawn again and again through ever finer combs. Even as he told her of the process Kalliades found himself wondering at the resilience of women. Despite all she had been through, and what would probably lie ahead, she seemed fascinated by this ancient skill. Then he looked into her pale eyes, and saw that the interest was merely superficial. Beneath it there was tension and fear. They sat in silence for a while. Then he glanced at her and their eyes met. ‘We will stand to the death to prevent them from taking you again. On this you have my oath.’

The woman did not reply, and Kalliades knew she did not believe him. Why should she, he wondered?

As he spoke Banokles came strolling from the cave, halted at a nearby tree and raised his tunic. Then he began to urinate with rare gusto, stepping back and aiming the jet of water as high up the trunk as possible. ‘What is he doing?’ asked the woman.

‘He is very proud of the fact that not a man he ever met could piss as high as he can.’

‘Why would they want to?’

Kalliades laughed. ‘You have obviously not spent long in the company of men.’ He cursed inwardly as her expression hardened. ‘A stupid remark,’ he said swiftly. ‘I apologize for it.’

‘No need,’ she said, forcing a smile. ‘And I will not be broken by what happened. It is not the first time I have been raped. I tell you this, though: to be raped by strangers is less vile than to be abused by those you have trusted and loved.’ Taking a deep breath, she transferred her gaze back to the fields of blue flowers.

‘What is your name?’

‘When I was a child, they called me Piria. That is what I will use today.’

Banokles walked over to where they sat and slumped down beside Kalliades. He looked at the woman. ‘That’s an ugly haircut,’ he said. ‘Did you have lice?’ Piria ignored him and looked away. Banokles turned his attention to Kalliades. ‘I’m hungry enough to chew bark off a tree. What say we walk down into the settlement, kill every cowson who comes against us, and find something to eat?’

‘I can see why you are not the one who makes plans,’ said Piria.

Banokles scowled at her. ‘With a tongue like that you’ll never find a husband,’ he said.

‘May those words float to the ears of the Great Goddess,’ she said bitterly. ‘Let Hera make them true!’

Kalliades walked away from them, and stood by a twisted tree. From here he could see down over the flax fields to the distant settlement. People were already moving, women and youngsters preparing to work the fields. There was no sign yet of the pirate crew. Behind him he could hear Banokles and the woman bickering.

Troy was where it all went wrong, he decided. Before that doomed enterprise he had been considered a fine warrior and a future captain of men. And he had been proud to be selected for the raid on the city. Only the elite had been considered.

It should have been a resounding success, with plunder for all. Hektor, the great Trojan warrior, had been slain in battle, and a rebellious Trojan force would attack the palace, killing King Priam and his other sons. Mykene warriors would follow them in, finishing off any loyal soldiers. The new ruler, his allegiance pledged to the Mykene king, Agamemnon, would reward them royally.

The plan was perfect. Save for three vital elements.

First, the general Agamemnon placed in charge of the raid was a coward named Kolanos, a cruel, malevolent man who had used lies and deceit to bring about the downfall of a legendary Mykene hero. Second, that hero – the great Argurios – was, at the time of the raid, in Priam’s palace, and had fought to the death to hold the last stairway. And, third, Hektor was not dead, and had returned in time to lead a force against the Mykene rear. The prospect of victory and riches had vanished. Only the certainty of defeat and death had remained.

The gutless Kolanos had tried to bargain with King Priam, offering to give all Mykene plans to the Trojan king in return for his life. Amazingly Priam had refused. To honour Argurios, who had died defending him, Priam freed the surviving Mykene, allowing them to return to their ships, along with Kolanos. He had asked only one thing in return: that he might hear Kolanos scream as the ships sailed away.

And he had screamed. The furious survivors had hacked him to pieces even before the galleys cleared the entrance to the bay.

The journey home had been without incident, and the men, though demoralized by defeat, had been happy to be alive. Back in Mykene they were greeted with scorn, for they had failed in what they set out to achieve. Worse was to follow.

Kalliades shivered as he recalled how three of the king’s men had burst into his house and sprung upon him, pinning his arms. One had yanked his head back, and then Kleitos, aide to Agamemnon and kinsman to the dead Kolanos, had stepped forward, a thin-bladed dagger in his hand.

‘Did you think you were beyond the king’s justice?’ Kleitos had said. ‘Did you think you would be forgiven for killing my brother?’

‘Kolanos was a traitor who tried to sell us all. He was just like you. Brave when surrounded by soldiers and gutless when faced with battle and death. Go on, kill me. Anything would be better than smelling your stinking breath.’

Kleitos laughed then, and a cold fear had seeped into Kalliades’ bones.

‘Kill you? No, Kalliades. Agamemnon King has ordered you to be punished, not killed immediately. No warrior’s death for you. No. I am to put out your eyes, then cut off your fingers. I will leave you your thumbs, so that you can gather a little food from beneath the tables of better men.’

Even now the memory was enough to make Kalliades sick with fear.

The thin-bladed knife had been slowly raised, the point creeping towards his left eye.

Then the door had crashed in, and Banokles had surged into the room. A huge fist had hammered into Kleitos’ face, hurling him from his feet. Kalliades had torn himself clear of the startled men holding him. The fight that followed was brutal and short. Banokles broke the neck of one soldier. Kalliades had struck the second, forcing him back, giving himself time to draw his dagger and slash it across the soldier’s throat.

Then Kalliades and Banokles had run from the house to the nearby paddock meadow, stolen two horses and ridden from the settlement.

Agamemnon later called it the Night of the Lion’s Justice. Forty of the men who survived the attack on Troy were murdered that night; others had their right hands cut off. Kalliades and Banokles were declared fugitives, and golden gifts were offered to any who captured or slew them.

Kalliades gave a rueful smile. Now, having escaped skilled assassins, highly trained soldiers and doughty warriors seeking bounty, here they were, waiting to be killed by the scum of the sea.

Piria sat with the huge warrior, her manner outwardly calm, her heart beating wildly. It seemed to her that a frightened sparrow was caged within her breast, fluttering madly, seeking escape. She had known fear before, yet always she had conquered it with a surge of anger. Not so now.

The day before had been brutal, but she had been filled with fury, and then desperation as the pirate crew overwhelmed her. The savage blows and the piercing pain had somehow rendered her fearless. Piria had ceased to struggle, endured the torment, and waited her moment. When it came she had felt a surging sense of triumph as she watched the pirate’s blood spraying from his severed jugular, his open, astonished eyes above her. He had struggled briefly, but she had held him close, feeling his heart beat against her chest. Then the beating slowed and stopped. Finally she had pushed his body from her and slipped away into the shadows.

Only then did the real terror strike her. Lost and alone on a bleak island, she felt her courage melting away. She had run to a rocky hillside, and crouched down behind an outcrop of stone. At some point, though she had no inkling of when it started, she found she was sobbing. Her limbs trembled, and she lay down on the hard ground, her knees drawn up, her arms shielding her face, as if expecting a fresh attack. In the bleakness of her despair she heard the words of the First Priestess lashing her. ‘Arrogant girl! You boast of your strength when it has never been tested. You sneer at the weakness of the women of the countryside when you have never suffered their distress. You are the daughter of a king, under whose shield you have lived protected. You are sister to a great warrior, whose sword would cut the heads from those who offended you. How dare you criticize the women of the fields, whose lives depend on the whims of violent men?’

‘I am sorry,’ she had whispered, her face pressed to the rock, though it was not the answer she had given when the First Priestess railed at her. She couldn’t remember now exactly what she had said, but it was defiant and proud. As she lay among the rocks, all pride had fled from her.

At last, exhausted, she had slept for a little, but the pain in her abused body woke her. Just in time, for she could hear footsteps on the hillside.

And she had run for her life, coming at last, her strength gone, to a small grove of trees. There she had expected to die. Instead two men had fought for her, then helped her to a cave high in the hills.

They had not raped her, nor offered any threat, and yet her terror would not subside. She glanced at the man called Banokles. He was heavily muscled, his face brutish and coarse, his blue eyes unable to disguise the lust he felt as he stared at her. There was no defence against him, save for the wall of contempt she had created. The small dagger Kalliades had given her would be useless against such a man. He would knock it from her grip, and bear her down like the pirates on the ship.

She swallowed hard, pushing the awful memories away, though it was beyond her skill to shut out the pain of her injuries, the bruising and cuts from punches and slaps, and the piercing of her body.

The big warrior was not looking at her, but staring at the tall, slim young man standing some distance away by a twisted tree. She recalled his promise to stand by her, then anger flowed once more.

He is a pirate. He will betray you. All men are betrayers. Vile, lustful and devoid of pity.

Yet he had vowed to protect her.

A man’s promises are like the whispers of a running stream. You can hear them, but they are meaningless sounds. That’s what the First Priestess had said.

The large warrior moved to the stream, leaning forward to cup his hands in the water and drink. His movements were not graceful, like his companion’s, but then, she reasoned, it must be difficult to bend in such heavy armour. The breastplate was well made, scores of bronze discs held in place by copper wire. Banokles splashed his face with water, then pushed his thick fingers through his long blond hair. Only then did Piria see that the upper part of his right ear was missing, and a long white scar extended from the remains of the lobe and down into his bearded chin. Banokles sat back and massaged his right bicep. Piria saw another scar there, vivid, red and no more than a few months old.

He saw her looking at him, and his cold blue gaze met her own. Anxious to hold him at bay with words she said: ‘Spear wound?’

‘No. Sword. Straight through,’ he told her, swinging his body and showing her the back of his upper arm. ‘Thought it had crippled me for sure, but it has healed well.’

‘Must have been a powerful man, to drive a sword that deep.’

‘It was,’ said Banokles, pride in his voice. ‘None other than Argurios. The greatest Mykene warrior of all. Sword would have gone through my throat if I hadn’t slipped. As it was it got stuck in my arm.’ He turned and pointed to Kalliades. ‘That’s it there,’ he said, pointing to the bronze weapon at Kalliades’ side. ‘The same sword made that big scar on Kalliades’ face. Very proud of that sword, Kalliades is.’

‘Argurios? The man who held the bridge at Partha?’

‘The very same. Great man.’

‘And you were trying to kill him?’

‘Of course I was trying to kill him. He was with the enemy. By the gods, I’d love to be known as the man who killed Argurios. I didn’t, though. Kolanos shot him with an arrow. An arrow! Bows are the weapons of cowards. Makes my stomach churn to think of it. Argurios was the reason they won. No doubt of it. We had the stench of defeat in our nostrils, but it was a Mykene who won the battle.’

‘What battle was this?’

‘In Troy. Would have made me rich. All that Trojan gold. Ah, well. Always another day.’ Leaning back, he scratched his groin. ‘My stomach is beginning to think my throat’s been cut. I hope Kalliades comes up with a plan soon.’

‘A plan to defeat two pirate crews?’

‘He’ll think of something. He thinks a lot, does Kalliades. He’s really good at it. He got us out of Mykene lands, even though they had hundreds of men searching for us. Outwitted them all. Well . . . had to kill a few too. But mostly it was Kalliades’ planning.’

‘Why were you being hunted?’ she asked, not really caring about the answer, but anxious to keep a conversation going until Kalliades returned.

‘Mostly because we lost in Troy. Agamemnon King has no love for losers. Added to which we killed his general, Kolanos. Useless goat-shagging lump of cow turd he was. Ask me, we did Agamemnon a great favour. Anyway, killing Kolanos, which seemed a good idea at the time – and enjoyable, I must say – wasn’t greeted with acclaim back home. As far as they were concerned we’d gone to war, lost, and then killed our general. Which, of course, was completely true. The fact that he was a gutless goat-shagging lump of cow turd got overlooked somehow. Three days after we got back Agamemnon King ordered the killers out. A lot of good men died that night. Still, we got away.’

‘Kalliades told me you saved him.’

He nodded. ‘Done a lot of stupid things in my life.’

‘You regret it?’

Banokles laughed. ‘Sitting here on a mountain waiting to be attacked by pirates? Oh yes, I regret it. Could have had Eruthros for a sword brother. Man knew how to laugh and tell funny tales. Good companion he was. Kalliades isn’t much for laughter these days. Never was, come to think of it. I reckon it’s all the thinking. It’s not natural to think all the time. Best to leave that to old men. They need to think. It’s all they have left.’

‘You said you were about to die in Troy. How did you escape?’

Banokles shrugged. ‘I don’t know. That’s the truth of it. The Trojan king started talking, but I wasn’t really listening. The arm wound was burning like fire and I was preparing myself for a fight. Then we were all being escorted from the megaron and back to the ships. It was something to do with Argurios being a great hero. Lost on me. Ask Kalliades. Here he comes.’

Piria was relieved to see the young warrior striding back towards them.

‘Thought of a plan?’ asked Banokles.

Kalliades nodded grimly. ‘We’ll make our way back to the settlement, kill every cowson who comes against us, and find something to eat.’

‘There,’ said Banokles, triumphantly. ‘I told you he’d think of something.’

For Piria the short journey into the settlement was terrifying. The dark voice of her fears whispered to her that Kalliades had lied, that he would seek some truce with Arelos, the pirate chief. Why else would he be heading towards the settlement? She wanted to run, to flee once more into the hills, but her body was racked with pain, her limbs too tired, her strength all but gone. If she attempted flight either Kalliades or Banokles would catch her, and bring her down.

All that remained was to choose the manner of her death. Piria held tight to the dagger Kalliades had given her. She had seen how sharp it was, as she hacked away her hair. It would slice swiftly through her throat as the pirates advanced on her.

Neither of the men spoke to her as they approached the squalid little settlement. What a place to die, she thought. A few filthy buildings erected round a well, and farther off some twenty hastily built shacks to house the workers in the flax fields. An old dog stirred on the street as they approached, watching them warily. No-one else was in sight.

Kalliades walked to the well and sat down on the low wall at its rim. ‘I can smell fresh bread,’ said Banokles, heading off towards one of the larger buildings. Piria thought about running, then saw a group of six pirates walking up from the beach. Banokles saw them too, and, with a curse, returned to Kalliades’ side. The pirates glanced at one another, uncertain. Then they slowly approached, fanning out to form a semicircle round the well.

‘Where is Arelos?’ Kalliades asked. One of the men, round-shouldered and thin, shrugged, but did not reply. His hand was on his sword hilt. Piria saw that the others were watching him, waiting for an order to attack. Then Kalliades spoke to him again, his voice harsh and challenging. ‘Then go and find him, goat face. Tell him Kalliades has issued the Challenge and will await him here.’ The power and the contempt in his tone stunned them.

‘He’ll slice you into pieces,’ said the thin man, more wary now.

Kalliades ignored him. ‘I thought you were going to find bread,’ he said to Banokles.

‘Bread? What about these sheepshaggers?’ Banokles gestured towards the waiting pirates.

‘Let them find their own bread. Oh, and on your way, kill that goat-faced whoreson I told to fetch Arelos.’

Banokles grinned, and drew his sword.

‘Wait! Wait!’ cried the pirate, stepping back several paces. ‘I am on my way.’

‘Be quick,’ ordered Kalliades. ‘I am tired, I’m hungry and I’m irritable.’

The man sped away, back down towards the beach. Banokles pushed his way through the other pirates and walked off in search of the bakery.

Piria stood very quietly, trying not to look at the remaining five men. But she could not avoid it, and saw they were staring at her.

‘You cut her hair off?’ one of the men asked Kalliades. He was short, with a round face and a flattened nose. ‘By the gods, she was plain as a rock before. Now she’s just plain ugly.’

‘I think she has great beauty,’ responded Kalliades. ‘And a man with a face like a pig’s arse should think twice before talking of ugliness.’ Several of the pirates chuckled. Even the insulted man grinned.

‘Well, ugly or not, I missed out on her yesterday,’ he said. ‘You won’t object if we have a little fun before Arelos gets here?’

‘Oh, I object,’ said Kalliades.

‘Why? She’s not yours.’

Kalliades smiled. ‘We are walking the same road, she and I. You understand the Law of the Road?’ The man shook his head. ‘It is a Mykene custom. Travellers in a hostile land agree to become brothers in arms for the duration of the journey. So an attack on her becomes an attack on me. Are you as skilful as Baros?’

‘No.’

‘Are any of you?’

‘Baros was a great fighter.’

Kalliades shook his head. ‘No, he wasn’t. Not even average.’

‘Well, Arelos is a great swordsman,’ said the man. ‘You’ll find that out soon enough.’

‘You think you can beat him?’ asked another man. He was older than the others, and his thick arms showed the scars of many fights.

‘When I do I might make you captain, Horakos,’ Kalliades told him.

Horakos laughed. ‘Not me. I don’t like giving orders. You might ask Sekundos. He’s a good man, knows the sea. You realize Arelos might not accept the challenge? He might just tell us to cut you down.’

Kalliades said nothing. Banokles appeared, his arms laden with loaves. ‘Brought some extras, lads,’ he said, passing out the food. The pirates sat down on the ground, Banokles among them. ‘Will you want my cuirass, Kalliades?’

‘No.’

‘Arelos will probably wear armour.’

‘No he won’t,’ said Kalliades, pointing back down towards the beach. Some thirty men were marching up the dusty road. At the centre strode the powerful figure of Arelos.

Piria watched them come, and lifted her dagger. Arelos was almost as large as Banokles, his arms heavily muscled. He had a broad, flat face, flame-red hair and deep-set green eyes, which just now were blazing with anger. He wore no armour, but a sword belt was strapped to his waist.

He halted a little way from Kalliades, who stood and spoke. ‘I challenge you, Arelos, for the right to lead the crew. As custom dictates, you may fight or you may accept my leadership.’

‘Kill him!’ said Arelos, drawing his sword.

Kalliades’ laughter rang out, the sound rich and merry, and so inappropriate to the moment that it stopped them in their tracks. Then he spoke. ‘Your men predicted you’d be too gutless to fight me. They obviously know you better than I. Of course, now that we stand here, facing one another, I can feel your fear. Tell me, how did a sheep-shagging coward become a captain of pirates?’ As he spoke Kalliades took a swift step towards Arelos. The pirate leader backed away.

‘I said kill him!’ he screamed.

‘Wait! No-one move!’ shouted Horakos. Rising to his feet, he stared at Arelos. ‘You know the Law of the Sea. You cannot refuse a challenge from a crewman. If you do you are leader no longer and we vote for a new captain.’

‘So,’ said Arelos, staring hard at the man, ‘you have chosen to go against me, Horakos. When I have cut the heart from this Mykene I will strangle you with your own entrails.’ Swinging back towards Kalliades, he forced a laugh. ‘I hope the shag the whore gave you was worth it. Because now there is only pain. And when I’ve finished with you I’ll cut her apart a joint at a time.’

‘No, you will not,’ said Kalliades, his voice soft. ‘You know it in your heart, Arelos. You are about to walk the Dark Road, and your guts are turning to water.’

With a roar of rage Arelos leapt to the attack.

And Kalliades stepped in to meet him.


III

The Sacker of Cities

A SHORT WHILE earlier Sekundos the Kretan had watched Arelos stalk from the beach, almost half the men following him. He had not even been tempted to join them. Obviously they had located the runaways and were out for blood.

Sekundos sat by the ashes of last night’s fire, his thoughts sombre. He had been a pirate for more than a lifetime. He had outlived all five of his sons and one of his grandsons. Yet still, though his hair was now iron grey and his limbs ached in the wet winter months, he had lost none of his love for the Great Green, the feel of the trade winds on his leathered features, the salt spray on his skin.

He no longer fooled himself, as some of the younger men did, that piracy was a noble venture conducted by heroes. It was merely a way of ensuring food and clothing for his family, and a little wealth to pass on to his heirs.

Sekundos had once commanded three ships of his own, but ill weather saw him lose two, and the third was sunk last summer by the madman Helikaon – may the gods curse him! Sekundos’ last surviving son had been commanding the vessel at the time and now his bones lay mouldering below the Great Green. No man should outlive his children, thought Sekundos.

Now, far in excess of sixty years of age, Sekundos had joined the crews of the loathsome Arelos. The man was lucky, which was why he had risen to command two ships, but, as far as Sekundos was concerned, he was an idiot. True, he was a good swordsman, but he also revelled in murder and slaughter, which was not profitable. Captured men or women could be sold in the slave markets of Kretos, or the cities of the eastern coast. Dead men were worth nothing.

And Arelos had gathered round him too many like-minded men, which led inevitably to scenes like the one yesterday when they had captured a young woman who would have fetched as much as sixty silver rings in Kretos. First they had swarmed over her like wild animals, and now she was marked for death.

Sekundos hated such stupidity.

He had been cheered when the Mykene pair had joined the crew. Kalliades was a quiet man, but he had a brain, and the lout with him was strong and, Sekundos guessed, loyal. They were like the men he used to sail with. Stalwart and steady. Now they too were to be killed.

Thirty years ago Sekundos would have waited his moment and challenged Arelos to a duel for the right to captain the ships. Now he merely accepted his orders, hoping their luck would hold and he would return home for the winter laden with booty. Somehow he doubted it. Slave raids were always profitable, even though they did not yield the treasure gained by plundering ships carrying gold ingots or silver bars. Still, how many of those could Arelos guarantee in any season? Most of them sailed from the high eastern coasts, usually accompanied by a war galley for protection. And then there was Helikaon the Burner. Sekundos shivered at the thought of him.

Last year Helikaon had captured a pirate ship and burned it with the crew still on board, their hands lashed to the rails. Only an idiot like Arelos would consider sailing into Dardanian waters, haunt of Helikaon’s dread ship, the Xanthos.

Idly Sekundos stirred the ashes of the fire with a stick, seeking glowing embers to feed a new blaze. When at last he had the fire going again he sat beside it, the cold of the night still in his bones.

Several of the older crewmen joined him by the fire. ‘Going to be a fine day,’ said Molon, a stocky man of middle years. He handed Sekundos a chunk of stale black bread. ‘I would guess they found the Mykene pair. I hope they don’t drag them back here for torture.’

‘They won’t drag them anywhere,’ said Sekundos. ‘You don’t take men like that alive.’

Molon stared out over the hills. ‘They’ll kill the woman too,’ he said. ‘Waste of a good slave. A hundred silver rings, I reckon.’

‘More like sixty,’ said Sekundos. ‘Wasn’t pretty enough to make more, even with the golden hair. And too tall. Kretans don’t like tall women.’

‘I’ll wager they don’t like throatcutters much either,’ remarked a thin, round-shouldered man with a wispy beard. He was young, and new to the sea. Sekundos did not like him much.

‘Well, we wouldn’t tell them that, would we, Lochos?’ replied Molon.

‘Surprising how word gets out,’ said the thin man. ‘The whisper would go round the slave market even before the bidding started.’

‘Why do you think Kalliades did it?’ asked Molon.

Sekundos shrugged. ‘Maybe he just didn’t like Baros. For a copper ring I’d have gutted him myself.’

Lochos laughed. ‘A copper ring – and the gods giving you forty years back, old man. Baros was a fine fighter.’

‘Not fine enough,’ put in Molon. ‘They say Kalliades killed him in a heartbeat. Say what you like about Mykene warriors, you wouldn’t want to get in a scrap with one.’

Another ship had beached the night before, its crew setting a cookfire some hundred paces farther along the rocky shoreline. It was an old vessel with a high curved prow, similar to the first ship Sekundos had ever owned. He gazed at it fondly, noting how well it had been cared for. Not a sign of barnacles, and there was fresh linseed oil on the timbers.

‘Arelos is thinking of taking her,’ said Lochos. ‘Only about thirty in the crew.’

Sekundos sighed. ‘You note the crimson eyes painted on the bow?’

‘Yes. What of it?’

‘It is the Penelope, out of Ithaka. You recall the stocky man with the wide golden belt, and the red-gold beard? The first ashore late yesterday? That is Odysseus. They call him the man without enemies. A lot of young sailors think that’s because he is such an amusing storyteller. It is not. It is because when he was a young warrior Odysseus killed all his enemies. Back in the days when he was known as the Sacker of Cities. Take a look at the big black man sitting sharpening knives. That is Bias. He can hurl a javelin with such power that it could damn near go right through a bony man like you, Lochos. And you see the blond giant by the fire? That is Leukon. Last summer he fought in the Games at Pylos. He’s a fighter, and one blow from his fist would cave in your skull. There’s not one man in Odysseus’ crew who can’t be counted on when the thunder rolls. Take the Penelope? We’d lose more than half our men – and the rest would carry wounds.’

‘You say,’ sneered Lochos. ‘But all I saw yesterday was a fat old man in a golden belt, and most of his crew look ancient and worn out – just like you. I could take him.’

‘I’ll enjoy watching you try,’ said Sekundos, stretching and climbing slowly to his feet. ‘Of course you need to remember something.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Lochos.

Sekundos’ foot slammed into the seated man’s face, knocking him backwards, blood spraying from his broken nose. He struggled to rise but Sekundos leapt on him, hammering his fist twice more into the injured nose. Then Sekundos grabbed him by the throat and hauled him upright. ‘You need to remember that us old ones are sneaky bastards. Take Odysseus? He’d pin your ears back and swallow you whole. And what he shat out would be worth more than you are.’ Sekundos threw the dazed man to the ground, then returned to his seat.

‘You are in a foul mood,’ said Molon amiably.

‘No, I am in a good mood. If it was foul I’d have cut his damned throat.’

Just then one of the men pointed towards the settlement. ‘By the gods, isn’t that Kalliades?’ he said.

Sekundos lifted his hand to shield his eyes from the bright sunshine. Then he saw them. Kalliades, Banokles and the girl, walking down towards them. The girl’s hair had been shorn away. Sekundos swore. ‘That’s another thirty silver rings off the price,’ he said.

‘What is that he’s carrying?’ asked Molon, pushing himself to his feet.

Sekundos chuckled. ‘Clever lad. Should be interesting to see what happens next.’

The three newcomers were followed onto the beach by a large number of the pirate crew – all keeping their distance. Sekundos waited. Kalliades walked up to the fire – and tossed the severed head of Arelos to the sand.

‘We fought the duel,’ said Kalliades.

‘So you are the captain now?’ asked Sekundos.

‘I have no wish to be captain, Sekundos. Piracy does not suit me. Horakos nominated you.’

‘A great honour, I am sure, lad.’ He stared hard at Kalliades. The man had a cut on his cheek that was dripping blood to his tunic. ‘You’ll need some stitches in that.’

‘In a while.’

‘And we get the woman back?’

‘No. I keep her. You get the ships.’ He glanced down at Lochos, who was lying on his back, holding a cloth to his bleeding nose. ‘What happened to him?’

‘He attacked my boot with his nose. You’ve got nerve, Kalliades. I’ll say that for you. What makes you think I won’t order the men to hack you to pieces and take the woman?’

Kalliades shook his head. ‘You’d have to challenge me, Sekundos. The Law of the Sea. You want to challenge me?’

Sekundos laughed. ‘No, lad. You can keep the woman. With her hair slashed like that she’s hardly worth the cost of feeding her.’

‘Whose ship is that?’ asked Kalliades, pointing towards the Penelope.

‘Odysseus’.’

‘The storyteller. Always wanted to meet him.’

‘He tells a fine yarn,’ agreed Sekundos. ‘But he doesn’t carry passengers for free.’

‘Then it’s as well that I robbed Arelos after killing him,’ said Kalliades, tapping the heavy pouch hanging from his belt. ‘And now it is decision time for you, my friend. Do we wish each other well and walk away, or did you have other plans?’

Sekundos considered the question. In reality he had no choice. He was too old to challenge Kalliades. Then the thought struck him that he was too old to face any challenge. He swung towards the waiting pirates.

‘Do you lads wish to serve under me, or does any other man here want the command?’

‘We’ll serve you, Sekundos,’ answered the thickset Horakos. ‘What are your orders?’

‘Make ready the ships,’ he told them. ‘The wind is fair and I smell plunder on the sea!’ The pirates sent up a cheer, and then moved off towards their ships. Sekundos gestured to Kalliades and led him away from the rest. ‘I do wish you well, lad,’ he said, ‘but be wary of Odysseus. I happen to like the man, but he is – shall we say? – unpredictable. If he learns you are Mykene outlaws he might just laugh and welcome you like brothers, or turn you over to the first Mykene garrison he finds. He has a contradictory nature.’

‘I’ll remember that,’ Kalliades told him.

‘Then remember this also: when you meet him you’ll be reminded of a big old dog, friendly and excitable. Look into his eyes. You’ll see there is also a wolf there.’

The dreams of Odysseus were troubled. A child was calling to him from beneath the waves, but Odysseus was unable to move. He realized he was tied to the mast of the Penelope. There was no-one else on board, and yet the oars lifted in unseen hands and clove the water in perfect unison. ‘I cannot reach you,’ he shouted to the lost child.

He awoke with a start to see the blond giant, Leukon, kneeling by his side. ‘Something you should see, Odysseus,’ he said. Odysseus sucked in a great breath. His heart was still hammering, and his head ached from the surfeit of wine the night before. Pushing himself to his feet he rubbed at his eyes, then glanced upwards. The wind was fresh and gentle, the sky serenely blue. He looked along the beach. A group of pirates had gathered round a large campfire. Odysseus blinked, and squinted.

‘That’s a head he’s just tossed beside the fire,’ said Leukon. ‘By the colour of the hair I’d say it might be Arelos.’

‘I thought Arelos was taller,’ muttered Odysseus. Bias, who had moved alongside, laughed at the comment, but Leukon merely shook his head.

‘Hard to tell when it’s just a head,’ he pointed out. Odysseus sighed. Leukon looked for the literal meaning in every comment. Irony was largely wasted on him. When Portheus the Pig had sailed with them he always made Leukon the butt of his jokes. Thoughts of the dead Portheus dampened Odysseus’ spirits still further. Every crew needed a joker, someone to lift morale when times were hard or the weather cruel. Pushing thoughts of Portheus away, Odysseus turned to Leukon.

‘Recognize anyone else?’ he asked.

‘I think the grey-haired man is Sekundos. Don’t know the
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