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  The Pyre






  547 BC





  





  The preparations for the execution began many hours before dawn.




  In the heart of the royal palace, servants had uprooted and removed trees and rare plants from a courtyard, and raised a high wooden pyre in their place. In the darkness of the winter morning,

  they untied sacks of dry timber and stacked it neatly around the pyre. They brought out a finely carved table from one of the royal dining rooms and placed it on a balcony that overlooked the

  courtyard. On the table they laid bowls of dates and olives, flasks of wine and silver bowls of water, and they placed a pair of braziers nearby, ready to warm the cold air when the time came.




  On the far side of the palace, in a cellar that had once held grain and which now served as a dungeon, a door was unlocked. Insistent hands shook the prisoner awake and led him from his cell

  through the dark corridors of the palace. The guards who escorted him could see well at night and saw no reason to light torches to guide the way, and so the prisoner moved slowly. He was a man who

  had never had to move in darkness.




  His guides did not beat or otherwise punish him for his hesitation. They led him around corners and up stairs with soft taps to his shoulders and chest, as an experienced rider can direct a

  horse with gentle pressure from his knees. They did not bind his wrists with iron, gave him water when he requested it, and before they had gone far they led him to a chamber pot behind a screen

  and gave him privacy. There, too, the guards handed him the simple white robe in which he was to die, and let him change into it without being watched. They went further and further into the

  palace, until they were almost at the courtyard, and not once did a man so much as raise his voice to the prisoner. The guards had long since learned the way to make a royal prisoner docile. So

  long as you allowed a king the illusion of servility he would go with you calmly, even as you led him to his death.




  The barber who was assigned to the prisoner did not observe this principle. He had never seen a king die, and as he cropped the prisoner’s hair and trimmed his thick, black beard, he

  placed little nicks in his scalp and chin, apologizing for his clumsiness each time, even as he keenly watched the royal blood flow. The guards did not share the barber’s curiosity. They were

  veterans of many wars of conquest, and they knew that a king bled and died like any other man.




  After the barber had finished his work, the captain of the guard observed the blood that had stained the prisoner’s robe. He barked a curse, and gestured to his men to hand him another

  robe. They always carried a second in case a prisoner were to soil himself on the way to his execution, for it was an impious thing for a man to be put to death in stained clothing. The captain

  took the clean robe and handed it to the prisoner, gesturing for him to put it on.




  The prisoner spoke out in protest, and although they did not speak the same language, the captain understood him well enough. He looked for some means by which to screen the prisoner’s

  nakedness, but there was nothing in that room to serve that purpose. He glanced out of a window and saw that morning light was rapidly spreading across the sky. They had no time to waste.




  The captain gave an order to his men and, as one, they turned on their heels to face the wall. After a moment, the prisoner pulled the dirty robe over his head and put on the clean one, hunched

  over in an attempt to conceal his nakedness. The barber glanced swiftly over his shoulder at the naked king, but the captain cuffed him sharply and told him to keep his eyes down.




  Wearing the new robe, the prisoner straightened and turned towards the guards. He did not speak. The guards would wait until he said that he was ready. For a single moment, he retained the right

  to command with which he had been born. For the last time, he was free. He stood silent for as long as he could, before clearing his throat to signal that he was ready.




  The captain pushed open the doors to the courtyard. The space opened up around them, vast and threatening after the narrow corridors. The prisoner looked up and shuddered as he saw the pyre loom

  before and above him like a beckoning finger. At the very top, where the fire would be hottest, there was a simple wooden throne for him to sit and die in.




  They led him up the steps, the wood creaking beneath their feet. The prisoner’s place was far above the ground, so high that he was level with the upper balcony. The man who was to watch

  the prisoner die was not one to stoop or peer down on a spectacle. He too was a king, and would offer the other this last act of respect: to be high above the slaves and soldiers as he died, to

  stand equal with the king who would take his place on the throne of Sardis.




  They shackled the prisoner to the chair at the top of the pyre. One of the guards held a bucket in his hand, and after they had secured the prisoner he turned to his captain in enquiry. The

  captain nodded, and the guard began to daub the prisoner’s robe with oil so that it would burn faster. After this was done, the captain inspected the bindings one last time, and reassured

  himself that everything was as it should be. He nodded to the prisoner, as if in thanks, and then he and his men descended the steps to wait.




  The preparations had been completed ahead of time. The servants lit the braziers on the upper balcony, and the guards lounged at the base of the pyre, rolling dice for coins and favours, trading

  memories of women they had bedded and battles they had fought. The prisoner on the pyre stared ahead without expression, watching as the day began to dawn, and the dew rose from the wood like

  smoke.




  At the very moment that the sun broke over the horizon, Cyrus, king of Persia, emerged from the doors of the palace. He sat in the cushioned chair, his long fingers toying with the dates in the

  bowl that lay in front of him as his taster sampled the food and the drink on the table. This servant turned to him and nodded, and Cyrus ate lightly, as was his custom, paying no attention to the

  condemned man. He raised a cup of wine and took one sip, then put it down. At last, he looked at the man on the pyre. They had gone to war to destroy each other, had traded countless messages,

  threats, and ultimatums through heralds and emissaries, but it was the first time that the two kings had met face to face. Cyrus stared at his prisoner with an idle curiosity; the condemned man

  blankly returned his gaze. The Persian king raised an eyebrow and inclined his head slightly, to indicate that the prisoner might speak if he wished, but the other man said nothing. Cyrus leaned

  back in his chair, then made a slight gesture to the men who waited below.




  Four dark-skinned slaves lowered their torches to the pyre at the same instant, holding the flames to the dry wood until the fire had caught and there was no danger that a gust of wind would

  extinguish it. That might be taken as an omen, and this was not a time for omens. A servant on the balcony lit a bowl of strong incense and placed it on Cyrus’s table. It would not do to

  expose the king of Persia to the smell of burning flesh.




  The prisoner stared down and watched as the fire spread languidly from one pile of wood to another. He looked up again towards Cyrus, but the Persian king no longer watched him. Sheets of

  parchment had been unrolled in front of him, and the king was lost in the matters of state. Just once, he leaned forward to observe the fire and see how far it had progressed, like a man who has

  come early to a race and wishes to see if the entertainment is likely to begin soon. Apparently satisfied that there was still plenty of time, he went back to looking over his papers.




  The prisoner first felt the heat against the soles of his bare feet. There was only a slight increase in temperature, but it was filled with the promise of pain to come. He tilted his head back

  until it rested against the wooden stake behind him, and looked up at the sky. He had heard that in some nations it was taken as a sign from the Gods if it rained hard enough to extinguish an

  executioner’s pyre, sparing the condemned man. He didn’t know if the Persians believed that. It did not matter. The sky was clear.




  The first curls of smoke began to reach him, and he sucked at them greedily. It would be better if he were to fall unconscious before the fire touched him, but there was no hope of that –

  the dry wood burned cleanly and gave off little smoke, and he could hear the fire advance. It would reach him soon, kill him slowly.




  He closed his eyes, his lips moving in prayers to the Gods in whom he might no longer believe. His face remained calm and unmoved, even as the flames rose higher and nearer. Then he flinched, as

  a memory struck him. A low groan escaped his lips.




  Cyrus heard this cry and looked up. He saw the prisoner shuddering again, like a soldier run through with a spear, his head hanging low and his eyes open. For the first time that day, the blank

  mask that he had worn crumbled.




  ‘Solon,’ he said, as a coil of thick smoke ran up his body and wound round his neck like a noose.




  ‘Solon.’




  





  The Philosopher






  558 BC





  





  1




  ‘All hail Croesus, king of Lydia, son of Alyattes of the Mermnadae! Wise Leader, mighty Warrior, loving Father and benevolent Ruler! Know this, humble Lydians, know that

  you stand in the presence of the greatest king that these lands have ever known. Under his great leadership, we Lydians have truly become the most blessed nation on the earth. For who can match our

  nation in wealth? Our wondrous city for splendour? Our women for beauty? Our warriors for skill and valour? Even the Gods themselves might be humbled by our king’s treasuries, and his wealth

  is matched only by his kindness to his people, his nobility of spirit, his ruthlessness to his enemies, his . . .’




  Croesus sniffed, and yawned.




  The king of Lydia was suffering from a slight cold, and would have preferred it if the herald could have been more concise. He was sweating under his heavy purple robes, for the room was thick

  with heat – a necessary ostentation to show that the king lived untroubled by the winter cold. He drummed his bejewelled fingers impatiently on the arm of his throne, producing a priceless

  clatter of gold against gold. He knew the entire speech by heart now, and had to stop himself from mouthing the words. He sometimes joked to his more favoured courtiers that he was tempted to try

  and conquer yet another nation, lose a city or two, marry another woman, just so the herald would have something new to say.




  It was the first day of the new month, a day when any freeborn man or woman could attend and petition for his favour. Long before dawn, they would queue to cast etched stone tablets into golden

  urns, and a certain number would be drawn by lot to receive his royal favour.




  Some invented elaborate stories to win a moment with their king. These impostors tended to be identified before they reached the court, but occasionally a particularly skilled liar would slip

  through. In front of the king, their stories invariably unravelled, and they would be thrown out as timewasters and fabulists. Most of those attending were genuine supplicants, many of them having

  travelled for days or weeks to have their plea heard. Some were tradesmen who sought relief from their creditors, others young men caught up in blood feuds. Some were widows looking for help

  raising their children, others criminals begging for clemency and absolution. Together they became an endless stream of troubled humanity, each hoping for the word of the king or the handful of

  coins that could transform their lives.




  Croesus was usually no friend to the poor, for the fortunes of wealthy men always rely on the poverty of the many. Yet, when confronted with a supplicant face to face, he was invariably moved to

  pity, and would pronounce the most generous judgement that he could.




  He listened attentively to the first visitors, but grew drowsy and distracted as the day drew on. The business of politics was mainly conducted after dark, at the dinner tables and in the

  private rooms of the nobles, and he had to be well rested to keep his wits about him at these late-night encounters. His illness fatigued him, and the heat from the braziers and the weight of his

  ceremonial robes proved too much. He was fast asleep for the last set of supplicants.




  Yet judgement continued without interruption. As Croesus drifted off, a courtier stepped forward beside him. This courtier listened to the particulars of each plea, leaned down and pretended to

  listen to the king, and then gave the royal verdict. In mimicking his lord, he always erred on the side of generosity and clemency. The guards moved closer to the crowd and kept a watchful eye for

  any who might be tempted to point and laugh and spoil the illusion, but few ever did. They needed to believe in the benevolence of the king more than anyone.




  The noise of the departing crowd woke Croesus. He had fallen asleep leaning on his left arm, and as he sat up he began to massage it back to life. Seeing that the hall was

  empty of outsiders, he took off the heavy ornamental crown and rolled his head back and forth to relieve the cramp in his neck. Beneath this gold headpiece, a narrow silver band remained in place

  tight against his scalp so that his royal status was not compromised. This hidden crown never left his head, even when he slept, bathed, or lay with a woman.




  Croesus beckoned his personal slave forward, a short, powerfully built man with a shaven head.




  ‘I fell asleep again, Isocrates.’




  ‘Yes, master.’




  ‘Were there any problems?’




  ‘No, master.’




  ‘I wish I could stay awake, but . . .’ He shrugged.




  ‘The demands of state. It is understandable, master. But the system works – the people get their judgements either way.’




  ‘I’ve heard that in some of the kingdoms to the east, the king is considered a god that mere mortals are not permitted to see.’




  ‘The idea appeals to you, master?’




  ‘On days like this it does. I could build a wall of black obsidian with a terrifying face of gold – the face of a god king. I would hold these sessions as usual. Someone else could

  pass judgement and speak through the mask on my behalf, and I could sleep comfortably on a couch somewhere. What do you think?’




  ‘With respect, master, I doubt if it would go well for you.’




  ‘Oh? Why not? Speak freely.’




  ‘They don’t come this far just for your blessing. They come to see you.’




  ‘How touching.’




  ‘Besides, they are mostly farmers, wise to a showman’s tricks. They accept that you might doze off, but I would be careful of taking it any further.’




  Croesus gave the slave an amused glance. ‘You make it sound as though it is the people who choose to keep me on the throne.’




  Isocrates gave a low bow. ‘My mistake, master.’




  ‘That’s quite all right. But I suspect you may be correct, as usual. It is one of your most irritating habits. Try to be wrong more often.’




  A smile twitched across the slave’s lips. ‘I will do my best, master.’




  ‘Well,’ Croesus continued, ‘if I do build my golden face, I promise that you shall speak for me. You’ve a much more kingly voice than I do. Deep, resonant,

  powerful,’ Croesus said, and ticked off each of these qualities on a finger as he spoke. ‘Your mouth was born to command, Isocrates, even if the rest of you is destined to serve.’

  Isocrates politely bowed his head in acknowledgement of his master’s wit. ‘Now, why don’t you go see what that messenger wants?’ The king gestured towards the entrance of

  the throne room. ‘He has been hovering around for some time now, but hasn’t had the nerve to come forward and speak to me.’




  ‘I expect he is too intimidated to interrupt you, master.’




  ‘You’d better relieve him of his burden.’




  The messenger delivered his message to the slave, shot a single brief glance at the king, then hurried from the chamber.




  ‘What was our nervous friend’s message?’




  ‘Solon of Athens has arrived at the court, master, and requests an audience with the king of Lydia.’




  ‘Does he now!’ Croesus picked at his lips with his thumb. ‘I didn’t think the old man would ever respond to my invitation.’




  ‘In which room should we receive him?’




  ‘For an Athenian? The Marble Room, of course.’




  ‘Might it be better to show him something he has never seen before? Perhaps the Emerald Room?’




  ‘Oh, no. They are a proud people, the Athenians. They don’t think much of us. If we show him the Emerald Room, he’ll think it gaudy. Barbarous excess. Marble is the only beauty

  these people respect.’




  ‘I bow before your wisdom, master,’ said Isocrates.




  He turned to the court, clapped his hands together, and as one the courtiers and slaves stopped what they were doing and prepared to move.




  Many travellers came to Croesus’s court, and all testified to its grandeur, yet each returned to tell a different story. Some said the throne room was a splendid chamber where every

  surface seemed to be etched with gold, others that it was filled with crystal lamps and lined with polished stone so that the air seemed to catch fire with reflected light. When two such travellers

  met in a distant land, a fierce argument would inevitably break out, each insisting that he had seen the true throne room of Sardis and decrying the other as a liar.




  In truth, the palace at Sardis held many throne rooms, and every few months, one would be stripped and redecorated. It was an endless, opulent carousel that each visitor saw but once. The

  stories spread, echoed and contradicted one another, and some visitors even described throne rooms that had never existed. They told of impossible architecture, doors that opened through magic or

  automation, thrones that hovered in mid air, the humblest courtier dripping in gold like a king. When these stories made their way back to Croesus, he was well pleased. He desired a place in myth,

  not in history.




  Within a matter of minutes, the entire court had relocated to a starkly beautiful marble hall, the perfect white stone shipped all the way from Attica at colossal expense. Ministers sat at their

  desks hard at work, courtiers stood in groups and laughed and gossiped, sculptors and architects debated aesthetics, and slaves moved amongst them all, dispensing food and wine, listening closely

  for a chance item of gossip that might win favour with their masters. No one would have suspected, on entering this throne room, that they had all been there only for moments rather than for hours.

  The courtiers were accustomed to such changes. On busy days with many visitors, they would all move from room to room half a dozen times before the day’s work was done.




  Croesus went into an antechamber to prepare himself. He changed into a robe the colour of bone, and his attendants pulled the emerald and sapphire rings from his fingers and replaced them with

  finely patterned silver bands. He waited patiently as one of his slave women powdered and repainted his face. Once he had inspected himself in a polished stone and found the reflection to his

  liking, he entered the new throne room. He took his place on the marble throne and made a small gesture to the slave at the door.




  ‘Solon of Athens! Philosopher, statesman, and poet!’




  The doors opened, and Croesus observed a small, shrunken old man make his way carefully into the throne room. The king noted the way his visitor walked tenderly on his gout-ridden feet, took in

  the simple robes that he wore, the absence of gold at his wrists and neck. A man with no fortune, or one who had purposefully taken on the appearance of the sage, the beggar, Solon could indeed

  have been mistaken for a vagabond, except that his eyes were sharp and alive with thought, and he politely greeted the members of the court with a politician’s easy grace.




  Croesus descended the steps of the throne with his arms outspread. ‘Such a distinguished visitor honours my humble court, Solon.’ He embraced the Athenian and kissed him. ‘You

  must be weary from your travels—’




  ‘Yes.’




  Croesus blinked in surprise, but continued ‘—so rest with me at this table and take—’




  ‘Do you mind if I relieve myself first?’ Solon said.




  Croesus stared. ‘What?’




  The old man smiled. ‘My insides aren’t as spacious as they used to be, I’m afraid. They have shrunk, like the rest of me. As they command, so I must obey.’ He gave a

  little shrug. ‘Nature.’




  A titter passed through the room. ‘Of course,’ Croesus said. ‘My apologies.’




  ‘My thanks, good king, my most humble thanks.’




  Isocrates led the Athenian to a doorway at the far end of the throne room. Solon opened the door and put his head inside without entering. He shuffled back to the table and resumed his seat

  opposite Croesus.




  Croesus frowned. ‘Is something wrong?’ the king asked.




  ‘Forgive my little deception.’ He smiled. ‘I have heard such stories of your wealth. I wanted to see if even your chamber pot was made of gold.’




  Laughter again, and it showed no sign of abating. Croesus chose to smile magnanimously.




  ‘A good trick. Very fine. Will you sit and take some wine?’




  ‘I will. My thanks.’




  Solon sat and drank, propping his tender feet on a stool, and Croesus waited for him to speak. To observe the splendour of the court, to enquire about the king’s family, or any of the

  other customary greetings. Solon said nothing.




  Eventually, Croesus broke the silence. ‘I am honoured to have you visit my court. Truly honoured. They say you are the wisest man in the world.’




  ‘Do they?’ Solon said absently. ‘You see, I have always been puzzled by these people, “they”. They seem to hold all kinds of strange opinions, everyone claims to be

  speaking on their behalf, yet when you want to talk to them,’ he leaned forward, gesturing theatrically around the throne room, ‘they are never to be found.’ Croesus laughed

  politely. Solon continued, ‘“They” say you are the richest man in the world.’




  ‘If they say that, you can trust their opinion. They do not lie in my case, and so I assume they are truthful in yours . . .’




  Solon shrugged. ‘A flawed assumption. But a comforting one.’




  Croesus cleared his throat. ‘You have had a long journey?’




  ‘Long and unpleasant. I’m really much too old for this sort of thing.’




  ‘Well, we shall try and keep you entertained.’




  ‘Oh, I am sure you will try.’ This provoked another little laugh, quickly stifled, from somewhere in the crowd.




  Croesus said nothing in response. He leaned forward and looked closely at his guest, his eyes narrowed.




  Solon bowed his head. ‘Perhaps there is a place where we could speak privately?’




  ‘There is a balcony with a fine view that I was planning to show you, after a tour of the treasuries. The tour is customary, but perhaps you would rather—’




  ‘No, no. My feet ache, but I would like to see your treasures. Please, do show me. I came here for two things – to see the famous riches of Lydia, and to meet the man who possesses

  that wealth. Would you indulge an old man?’




  ‘Very well.’ Croesus rose abruptly and walked towards the stairwell. He stopped, looked over his shoulder, and said, as though in a challenge, ‘You will not forget what you are

  about to see.’




  They ascended the stairs to the upper levels of the palace, and passed through a set of silver doors, then a set of gold doors. Finally, they reached the maze of the treasuries.




  The first room was given over to the treasures of lands conquered by Croesus – enormous gold bowls etched with the histories of nations, the crude crowns of barbarians and the intricate

  sceptres of richer peoples, all now overthrown and subject to Lydia. The second room was dedicated to the artefacts of Lydia itself – marble sculptures of gods and goddesses, carved ivories

  and intricate golden jewellery. At the centre stood a statue of a horseman with a scarlet breastplate and black braided hair, a member of the invincible cavalry that had won Croesus his empire.




  The next chamber contained arms and armour from the heroic past. There were jewelled swords from ancient times that were reputed to have killed gods and monsters, but were now so fragile that a

  single tap of a fingernail would be enough to destroy them; shields that had turned aside thunderbolts and the spears of giants, and gold-edged breastplates that had been worn by heroes in a

  hundred battles, each bearing a single ragged tear for the wound that had finally brought the hero down.




  In the following room, a forest of rare fabrics hung from the ceiling in thick drapes, so that, moving through the room, one was caressed from all sides by priceless silken fingers. They hung so

  thickly that Solon, wandering absently, found himself out of sight of both Croesus and the walls of the room, and had to call to the king to find his way out.




  The next room seemed to be filled only with knee-deep sand. Many, on seeing this, wondered at first if it were home to ancient treasures that had long since faded into dust. But the sand had a

  peculiar hardness underfoot, and when the curious sifted the sand through their fingers, they realized that it was pure gold dust, enough to buy the city of Athens twice over.




  Yet another room was devoted to priceless paper, its bookshelves packed with scrolls and rare parchments. Each roll of paper (so Croesus said) contained the answer to some historical mystery

  – the secret thoughts of a general before a famous battle, the lost writings of ancient thinkers, the solutions and proofs to mathematical problems long thought impossible. Yet all these

  secrets would remain for ever unread, for if any of the ancient papers were unrolled they would crumble instantly into dust.




  The treasuries stretched on through the entire upper floor of the palace, a labyrinth of riches. Croesus paid little attention to the ancient relics he had seen a hundred times before. Instead

  he watched Solon. The Athenian’s face was unreadable, and he said little as he walked. Occasionally he would ask one of the slaves to tell him the history of a particular item, or he would

  stretch a hand towards a treasure and give Croesus an enquiring glance to see whether he was permitted to touch. For the most part he was silent, and, finally, Croesus was moved to ask him what he

  thought.




  ‘Hmm?’ Solon looked up and smiled politely. ‘Oh. Yes, they are remarkable. Quite remarkable.’




  ‘Perhaps they are not as impressive as you expected? There are many chambers left to see. Something in them might—’




  ‘No,’ said Solon abruptly. Croesus was no longer offended by these interruptions. The habit of an old man with little time left to him, and none to waste. Solon continued: ‘No

  I don’t think so. You came closest with this library of yours.’ He gestured at the bookshelves and the crumbling parchments that filled the room. ‘This knowledge appeals to me

  more than the swords of heroes. Yet these works have no value if they cannot be read.’




  ‘If everyone could read them, then they would cease to be valuable. My interest in them would come to an end. There is no pleasing you, is there, Solon?’




  ‘Perhaps not.’ Solon gave the room of treasures one last, wistful glance. A thought seemed to strike him. ‘Where are the coins, by the way?’ he said.




  ‘What?’




  ‘The famous coins of Lydia. They are minted here in Sardis, are they not? And yet they are nowhere to be found in your treasuries?’




  ‘That is so,’ Croesus said shortly. ‘Shall we go? I’m sure you are ready to sit down.’




  Solon looked at the king, his politician’s mind sensing weakness. Then a weary expression passed over his face. ‘I am tired,’ he said.




  Croesus led him out from the treasuries and, after several turns up a tight and narrow staircase, they emerged onto a balcony at the highest point of the palace. The king gestured outwards, his

  palm down and fingers spread, as if hoping to hold the city that he ruled in a single hand.




  Solon looked down on Sardis. From this position, one seemed to look on some strange twin city. The closest buildings appeared to be two or three times the size of those just a little further

  away, as if Sardis were a city where giants lived alongside ordinary men, or where men lived beside dwarfs.




  It was merely a trick of perspective. Half of Sardis, including the palace, was built imposingly on a steep-sided hill, a set of high walls contouring and elaborating on its natural defences.

  Here, the wealthiest citizens of Sardis lived, packed tight in tiny homes, sacrificing space and comfort for the prestige of living near to the king. The rest of the city, an uneven mass of

  mud-brick and reed houses, sprawled over the plains below. From here the common people, rich in space and poor in everything else, looked upon the dense peak of wealth that allowed no place for

  them.




  Solon’s eyes turned towards the sound of running water, found the Pactolus river. All knew the story of this river, of how Midas had washed away his curse in its waters, how it ran with

  gold that any shepherd could pan from its waters. Sardis – the impregnable city, built alongside a source of inexhaustible riches.




  ‘My greatest treasure,’ said Croesus. ‘A king could not wish for a better place to call his home.’




  They sat and took food and wine, and then Croesus dismissed both his slaves and his guards.




  For the first time that day, the two men were alone together, and free to speak their minds.




  





  2




  They sat in silence for a time. Both men, practised politicians, trying to remember what it was to speak openly in private to a man you did not know. They looked out across the

  city, not at each other. Solon sat with his fingers interlaced, thumbs tapping against each other in an irregular rhythm. Croesus repeatedly took a date from a bowl, lifted it a few inches, then

  dropped it back on the pile again.




  Finally, the older man broke the silence. ‘So. What do you want to ask me, Croesus?’




  Croesus turned to look at him. ‘What makes you think I want to ask you anything?’




  ‘Everyone wants to ask me something.’




  ‘Perhaps I do. Perhaps I haven’t yet decided if you are worth asking anything of.’




  Solon laughed. ‘I am a disappointment to you?’




  ‘So far, yes, though you may yet redeem yourself.’ Croesus shrugged. ‘I sense I disappoint you as well.’




  ‘Not at all.’




  ‘My palace means nothing to you. Nor do my treasures. You seem to have a rather dim view of me as well. I am not a fool, you know. I don’t care to be mocked in my own throne

  room.’




  ‘My apologies. I am not a very good guest. I am an old man, and I really have no patience for the theatre of throne rooms. But you are a new king, and depend on such theatrics. Perhaps you

  even enjoy them. I once did.’




  ‘And the treasuries? I have never seen a man so indifferent, confronted with so much of the wealth of the world.’




  Solon thought for a moment. ‘I am glad to have seen them,’ he said. ‘But they do not move me. I was curious to see if I could be impressed by such riches. But I find that I

  cannot. I must seem ungrateful.’ He clapped his hands together, leaned forward. ‘Come, let me be of some use to you. What is it you wish to know?’




  ‘Let me turn your question back to you, first. Do you want to ask me anything?’




  Solon smiled apologetically. ‘Not particularly.’




  ‘Why did you travel here, if it was not to speak to me?’




  ‘I have been travelling since I retired from politics. This was simply another place I had yet to visit. The final city on my travels, you understand – I will return to Athens now.

  Perhaps you will forgive my lack of courtesy, given how long I have been away from home. Twenty years is a long time.’




  ‘Do you love your home?’




  ‘Athens? Oh, yes. More than anything, though my countrymen can be foolish. They once gave me command of an army because of a poem I had written about wise leadership. An army for a poem!

  They will not believe that a century from now.’ He shook his head. ‘A foolish people, but I have hopes for them yet. It will be a great city one day. I only wish that I had

  been born a little later, so that I would live to see it.’




  ‘Are you enjoying your retirement?’




  ‘Not at all. It is a wretched business, being at the end of one’s life. Travel makes it worse. Wonders are wasted on a homesick man.’




  ‘Why did you leave Athens in the first place, if you loved it so much?’




  ‘It was a way to trick the Archons. You see, I was able to pass a number of reforms in spite of their objections.’




  ‘Reforms?’




  ‘Yes. In Athens, the wealthy rule in their own interest while the rest suffer in silence. It is the same everywhere, of course, but I wanted to change my own home for the better. Everyone

  does, I suppose. I spent my life flattering and bullying a group of stubborn old men, so as to enable the passage of a few simple laws.’




  ‘And what was this trick of yours?’




  ‘A quirk of Athenian law. One of the only laws that I didn’t try to reform, in case I ever had to make use of it. If the person who passes a law is not in the city, the Archons

  cannot repeal that law for ten years. It is supposed to discourage political assassination. So they were kind enough to let me pass my laws, thinking that they could overturn them in a year or two.

  But I announced my retirement and left the city, and they were stuck with my reforms for a decade.’




  ‘Very clever. I applaud you.’




  ‘I’m not proud of it. It is a foolish law, and it was low of me to take advantage of it. But I hoped some good might come of it.’




  ‘Did it?’




  ‘No.’ Solon said. ‘It is as I thought it would be. They endured my laws for a decade and then they repealed them . . . Now I hear that a tyrant has come to power.

  Psistratus.’




  ‘You know the man?’




  ‘Oh yes. I loved him once. Now I must go back to fight him, in whatever way that I can. It will do no good. He will ignore me and humiliate me, and I will die of old age long before he

  falls from power. So you see, my life has been an empty gesture.’ He was silent for a moment. ‘Perhaps I should have stuck to poetry. I was never much of a poet, but it certainly made

  me happier than politics.’




  ‘Your politics does sound like a tedious business. A lifetime of work for a few petty changes. I think I prefer my system. A single man commands and is obeyed. Or do you believe a tyranny

  like mine puts unworthy people in power? A lottery of birth, some call it. Were your politicians the finest men in Athens, the most fit to rule?’




  ‘No. Quite the opposite, if anything.’




  ‘Oh?’




  ‘Yes. It seems to me that, almost always, only the evil and the insane crave the power to rule.’




  Amused, Croesus said: ‘Do you count me as such a man?’




  ‘No, because you were born to power. You never had to seek it.’




  Croesus raised an eyebrow. ‘In that case, are you evil? A madman? You, after all, rose to supreme power in Athens.’




  ‘No.’ Solon shook his head. ‘I flatter myself enough to believe I belong to another class of men who try to rule.’




  ‘Who are?’




  ‘Men who are outraged that the worst of men are those who rise to the top.’ He finished his cup of wine and placed it down carefully.




  ‘Of course, I became a politician like any other, relying on bribery and trickery to get my way. I realized too late that there are few truly evil men in power. They are mostly weak,

  ambitious men who fool themselves that they are doing the right thing. That is why I retired. And now I am at the end of a wasted life.’ He leaned back and looked out across the city.

  ‘Why so many questions, Croesus?’ he said. ‘I cannot believe you are so interested in the life of an old statesman like myself.’




  Croesus shrugged, taking up a handful of grapes and chewing on them thoughtfully. ‘I am trying to discover why you are such a miserable man, given the fame that you have earned for your

  wisdom.’




  ‘Wisdom doesn’t guarantee happiness. Neither does fame, for that matter.’




  ‘You should try wealth. It works for me.’




  ‘Ah. Now I sense we are coming to something important. Perhaps it is my unhappiness that disappoints you, more than anything else.’




  ‘Yes, you are right.’ Croesus paused. ‘I do have a question for you.’




  ‘Ask, Croesus.’




  ‘Who is the happiest person that you have ever met?’




  Solon thought for a long time.




  ‘Tellus,’ he said at last, tearing off a piece of bread and dipping it into olive oil.




  ‘Tellus,’ Croesus said carefully, sounding out the name.




  ‘Yes.’




  Croesus looked at Solon, but the Athenian did not elaborate. ‘I haven’t heard of him,’ Croesus said shortly. ‘Who was he?’




  ‘Tellus? He was an Athenian.’




  ‘A wealthy man?’




  ‘Oh no, but he was wealthy enough to keep himself and his family.’ Solon cleared his throat then spoke again. ‘There are many reasons to call him happy. He had many children,

  and he lived long enough to see his children’s children grow. He was fortunate enough to live in a time when Athens was prosperous and justly governed. He fought in battle against the city of

  Eleusis, and it was by his efforts that the enemy was routed. He was wounded, and died a few hours later, but he died knowing that he had saved the city he loved. The people of Athens gave him a

  great funeral at the place where he fell. He was the happiest person that I have known.’




  ‘Well then, who is the second happiest person you have known?’




  ‘May I name two men jointly in answer to that?’




  ‘Certainly.’




  ‘Then I would name a pair of Argive brothers, Cleobis and Biton.’




  ‘Go on,’ said the king.




  ‘They were two farmers who had more than enough to live on, and they were considered the strongest men in their village. They honoured the Gods. During the festival of Hera, their oxen

  were late returning from the fields, and their mother was too ill to walk into town by herself. So these two men yoked themselves to a cart and pulled her six stades to the temple. They

  were the toast of the festival, the entire village praising their filial love and their strength, and their mother prayed to Hera that her sons be granted the ultimate blessing. And they were. The

  two men went to sleep that night and never woke again.’




  ‘You call this happiness?’




  ‘They were happy when they died, were they not? What more can we hope for? Besides, their names will not be forgotten. The townspeople made statues in their honour and sent them to Delphi.

  You can still see them there, if you ever visit the temple.’




  ‘In all this talk of happy men,’ Croesus said, speaking slowly, ‘there is one name that you have, perhaps, forgotten to mention.’




  ‘Whose name is that?’




  ‘Mine.’




  Solon looked at Croesus. Then he laughed.




  ‘Come, you toy with me,’ Croesus said. ‘You promised that you were done with mockery.’




  ‘I don’t mean to mock you.’




  ‘Do you hold my happiness in such contempt that you would place me behind these farmers?’ Croesus asked. ‘Look around you. My empire is the greatest in the world. No one has

  ever possessed such wealth as I do. I have a noble son to carry on my name. My people love me. I am happy. What do I lack that would put me above these men?’




  ‘Death, Croesus. Perhaps if you were to die at this moment, I might be able to grant you the title that you seek.’




  ‘Explain yourself.’




  ‘Croesus, I don’t judge anyone happy until they are dead, and I know how they met their end. That is the moment to judge someone’s happiness; the moment when his entire life is

  behind him. You are prosperous now, but the Gods have a habit of making life difficult for such people; they do not like to see us mortals become too powerful. Or too happy, for that matter.’

  Solon paused. ‘How old are you, Croesus?




  ‘I have lived for thirty-six years.’




  ‘So you are only halfway through your life. Do you know for how many days you will live?




  Croesus snorted. ‘What man knows that? Only the Gods know that.’




  ‘Well, in the absence of their authority, let us fall back on probability, and calculation. You may live to seventy. In those seventy years, by our calendar, you will have seen twenty-six

  thousand, two hundred and fifty days.’




  Croesus raised an eyebrow. ‘Quite impressive.’




  Solon waved the praise away. ‘I have done this calculation before. Now, half of your days are gone, and they have been happy ones. You are in an enviable position. But what of the thirteen

  thousand days that remain? How many of them will be happy? Until you die, you can’t be called happy. Just lucky.’




  ‘You speak of happiness as though you were a merchant tallying taxes and profits. Or a farmer, weighing up happy and unhappy days like ripe and rotten apples from a year’s

  harvest.’




  ‘Do you study mathematics?’




  ‘I’m afraid the subject does not interest me.’




  ‘Oh, it should. On my travels I have had many conversations with a rather brilliant young Ionian. Just a boy, but something of a prodigy. He believes that all things can be expressed

  through numbers. If so, surely there must be an equation for happiness. If you want to know what happiness is, then set your mathematicians to it. You have the wealth to hire the best in the world,

  and they’ll figure it out for you soon enough.’




  Croesus paused. He half opened his mouth to speak several times, but each time he thought better of it, clearly searching for the perfect retort.




  Solon leaned forward and spoke again. ‘You sought words of wisdom from the famous Solon? Here they are. Look to the end, no matter what you are considering. Often enough the Gods give a

  man a glimpse of happiness, and then utterly ruin him.’




  Finally, Croesus spoke, calmly and without anger. ‘A wise man should judge wisdom, and a happy man judge happiness,’ he said. ‘What does a miserable old man like you know of

  happiness?’




  ‘I have offended you.’




  ‘No,’ Croesus said. ‘I am irritated, and a little bored, but not offended.’




  ‘I shall leave tomorrow.’




  ‘No. Stay for a few days. Relax and enjoy yourself. We shall not speak again, but try to enjoy your stay in my city. You seem to struggle with pleasure, yet I hope you find some of it

  here.’ Croesus clapped his hands, and Isocrates came forward onto the balcony. ‘Isocrates is my personal slave. A Hellene, so you should have plenty to talk about together. He will see

  to your needs this evening.’ The king stood up, walked forward, and leaned on the balcony with his back to his guest, in a gesture of dismissal.




  Solon stood and bowed. ‘I thank you, Croesus.’ He paused. ‘I wish you all the happiness in the world. That is, after all, what you seem to seek.’




  After Solon had left to go to the guest quarters, Croesus looked at Isocrates. ‘Something else?’




  ‘A Phrygian nobleman called Adrastus begs an audience with you.’




  ‘Do I know him?’




  ‘You know his family.’




  ‘Very well. Send him to me.’ Isocrates bowed and left.




  The king of Lydia turned back and looked out over Sardis, out over the pale buildings, over the thousands of his people who busied themselves with their lives and knew nothing of the thoughts of

  their king. He looked down at the rings on his fingers, then back to the couch on which the old philosopher had sat a few moments before.




  He shook his head. And laughed.
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  ‘So. How was the famous Solon?’




  Croesus leaned back and sighed. ‘Disappointing.’




  At this, his wife laughed.




  They sat, together with their eldest son, in a walled garden courtyard – a private refuge in a palace where all eyes watched their ruler, looking for his blessing, or waiting for his

  mistakes. A rare space for the king to be in, for a few rare moments on the uncommon days when he could spare them, could be a man with his family.




  ‘Disappointing?’ his wife said. ‘How so?’




  ‘Just an old man, like any other. A wretched old man, worn out by the world. Oh, he is clever, no doubt about that. But he reeks of disappointment. May the Gods preserve me from such an

  ending.’




  ‘What did you expect from him, Father?’ said his son, Atys.




  ‘Something better. Something more. I don’t know.’




  ‘Did you ask him anything?’




  Croesus scratched his beard and turned his head. ‘Yes.’




  ‘And what was it?’ his wife said.




  ‘I asked him who was the happiest man he’d ever met.’




  ‘And he didn’t say you?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Oh, Croesus. I know you too well. Must you be the happiest man in the world, as well as the richest?’




  ‘I thought they were the same thing.’ The three of them laughed together. Croesus leaned forward, and gave his wife a chaste kiss on the cheek.




  Theirs had been a dynastic marriage, but they had been fortunate enough to grow fond of one another. Croesus remembered seeing Danae for the first time, knowing that they would be married within

  a month; he had been grateful, at least, that the woman his father had chosen for him was a tall, copper-skinned beauty. Over time, he came to value her thoughts much more than any other quality,

  for he could bring her any uncommonly tangled problem of the court and she would find a way to unravel it. He had never come to love Danae, but he trusted her.




  He looked across at his son. Here, he thought, is one that I do love. Everything about the boy radiated potential. His clearly defined features, already the face of a man at fourteen, had a rare

  beauty that drew people to him, like iron to a lodestone. He spoke well, learned quickly, and above all he enjoyed playing the roles that were appropriate to him. He loved being the magnanimous

  prince, just as he would one day enjoy acting as the benevolent king.




  Croesus clapped the boy on the shoulder. ‘What do you think, Atys? Is your father the happiest man in the world?’




  Atys thought for a moment, for it was his habit to consider all questions seriously, even those asked in jest. ‘I think I am surely happier than you,’ he said, ‘since I have

  such a great man as my father.’




  ‘Listen to the little flatterer!’ Danae said. ‘He has got the tongue of a courtier, not a king.’




  ‘No,’ Croesus said, ‘no, he is very clever. He has claimed the prize for himself, yet forced me to feel gratitude in conceding it to him. He is a king. A trickster, but still a

  king, quick in pursuit of all the honour and prizes on which he can lay his hands. As he should be.’




  ‘And what of me?’ Danae asked, a playful smile dancing on her lips. ‘With such a husband and such a son, surely my happiness outstrips both of yours?’




  Croesus threw up his hands in mock defeat. ‘Must everyone deny me this? My wife, my son, Solon the Athenian . . . I suspect conspiracy. But I shall be the greatest king the world has ever

  known, and is not the king the man that all others aspire to be? Is not the happiest king the happiest man? Dispute the logic of that, if you will.’




  ‘Did you ask him who was the unhappiest man he had ever met?’ asked Atys.




  ‘No. But I think I may have met him today myself.’ Croesus shook his head. ‘Poor Adrastus.’




  ‘Adrastus?’




  ‘A young man who came to throw himself on my mercy. He is from the east, a Phrygian. He killed his brother by accident, and was hounded from his city as a fratricide. Cursed by the Gods,

  they said.’




  ‘Will you take him in?’




  ‘Of course. It was an accident. He shall be one of your companions, Atys.’




  Atys opened his mouth to reply, but fell silent at a familiar sound. A scraping walk, bare feet dragging over the stones. The family fell quiet and still. They looked to the entrance to the

  garden, and waited for Croesus’s second son to come into view.




  Gyges felt his way along the walls like a blind man. His wide eyes appeared to take up most of his head, which was, as always, covered in long, thick hair. He could only rarely be bathed,

  depending on his unpredictable whims, and so his appearance was that of a wild man, or a prophet. But prophets spoke, and wild men howled. This son could do neither.




  When he looked into the boy’s eyes, Croesus was always grateful for his silence. They seemed to stare through walls, through people, as though they saw through to another place entirely. A

  terrible place, judging by the fixed expression of horror on the boy’s face.




  The king would have preferred to have Gyges kept in some comfortable set of rooms, but his son would not stand to be confined. He would not shout, scream, or make any noise louder than a

  whistling gasp, but he would pull at his hair, pound on the walls, tear out his fingernails in his attempts to prise open doors and windows if they were barred against him. He was surprisingly

  strong, and had, on occasion, knocked down a guard or servant who had tried to restrain him. So now they let him go free in the palace, with only one slave, named Maia, tasked to follow him. It was

  her company alone that he would accept.
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