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Glossary







Agora: Greek for market place. In Athens it was the main square and centre of city life


Andron: Room for entertaining in the male section of a Greek house


Areopagus: Ancient criminal court with powers to supervise entire public administration. Regarded as too conservative by democrats and had its power reduced in 462 BC.


Archon: Group of aristocrats with authority for power over the state. At the time of Marathon open only to the wealthiest class and serving for one year with a president called the named Archon


Boule: Council for Athens representing the Athenian tribes


Ceramicus: District of Athens originally of potters’ workshops. At the time of Marathon seedy, drinking, red light district


Choregus: Wealthy citizen who finances a play


Chorus: Performers of the plays at religious festivals


Chou: Measure of liquid used for ordering wine


Deme: Administrative district


Demos: Greek word meaning the people. Democracy means sovereignty of the people


Dionysia: Spring drama festival in honour of the god Dionysus


Ephors: A board of five elders elected to supervise all activities in Sparta  including the actions of the two kings.


Ephibatai: Hoplites serving as marines on board a trireme


Hekaton: Representation of the goddess Hekate, found at crossroads


Heraion: A temple in honour of the goddess Hera


Heroon: Landmark monument to legendary hero


Hetaerae: Courtesan or up-market sex worker


Hoplite: Heavily armed foot soldier


Krater: Jug for mixing wine


Kottabos: Drinking game involving flicking dregs and wine from a wine cup


Nike: Greek goddess of victory


Panonium: Sacred place for Ionian Greeks at Mycale


Polis: City state


Pornoi: Sex worker


Strategos: A General. In Athens there was a board of ten generals who were elected


Symposium: Greek drinking party


Thalamioi: Bottom tier of rowers on a trireme


Thranitai: Top tier of rowers on a trireme who rowed through an outrigger and were the rowing élite


Trierarch: Captain of a Trireme


Trireme: A fighting ship with three banks of oars Tyrant: A ruler with full power of a city state or territory. The term did not have quite the modern day pejorative implications and some tyrants were regarded as benign


Zugioi: Middle tier rowers on a trireme






















Major Historical Characters in the Luck Bringer Series







Aeschylus First great Athenian dramatist and poet. Fought at Marathon and probably Salamis


Aristides Aristocrat of the Alkmaionid faction known as “The Just” rival of Themistocles


Aspasia Intellectual and controversial mistress of Pericles.


Aristonice Phythia of Delphi in 480 BC


Callias Wealthy Athenian and suitor of Elpinice


Callimachus Athenian general killed at Marathon


Cleinias Aristocratic Athenian politician, father of Alcibiades


Cimon Son of Miltiades


Cleomenes King of Sparta until deposed on the charge of mental instability


Darius Great King of the Persians at the time of Marathon


Elpinice Strong willed daughter of Miltiades


Euripides Athenian dramatist


Eurybiades Reluctant Spartan Admiral


Gorgo Daughter of Cleomenes and wife of Leonidas, a striking, ambiguous character.


Hipparchus Athenian aristocrat who defected to Persia in the wars


Kallixenos Aristocratic Athenian, opponent of democracy


Leonidas King of Sparta who commanded at Thermopylae.


Leotychidas Joint king of Sparta with Leonidas


Mardonius Persian general


Megacles Alkmaionid opponent of democracy


Metiochus Son of Miltiades, linked to the Persians during the wars


Miltiades Deposed Athenian tyrant of the Chersonese who commanded the Athenians at Marathon


Pericles Son of Xanthippus who later became leader of Athens


Phrynichus Athenian dramatist; only fragments of his work survive


Sophocles Athenian dramatist and contemporary of Pericles


Themistocles Athenian politician, promoter of democracy and sea power


Xanthippus Athenian politician of the Alkmaionid faction


Xerxes Great king of the Persians following the death of Darius






















“Most hateful name of all-


Athens! Who can forget


Our Persian women’s debt-


Innocent tears that fall


For husband lost, or son,


Long since at Marathon?”


    Aeschylus: “The Persians”




 





Clytemnestra: “You speak as to some thoughtless woman:


You are wrong.”


    Aeschylus: “Agamemnon”
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Chapter One





“Now watch as it falls apart.”


He leant back on the bench miming a gesture of resignation, or maybe disgust, and spat the fruit stone onto the beaten earth floor. Both the gesture and the denunciation were aimed at me. I couldn’t reply, because a part of me agreed with him, so I just sat silent watching the dark juice from the fruit trickle down into his beard. We were in the bar Cynegeiros had built out of driftwood in the Piraeus; except of course he wasn’t there, his remains were under the mound at Marathon while his shade lamented over the spot where his blood soaked the sand.


The bar now belonged to Aeschylus but his heart wasn’t in it despite the fact that Cynegeiros had been right to speculate on the new port. Below us on the water we could see the rapid expansion of Themistocles’s project but also the cause of his anger. Bobbing on the water by the short stretch of new harbour wall was the Athenian war fleet, its polished bronze rams flashing in the sunlight. Within the hour I’d be boarding its flagship: The Athene Nike.


“You can’t be such a fool that you don’t understand what I’m saying, boy.”


I’d seen Themistocles take apart the most senior aristocrats  in the city, seen him reduce their arguments to shreds so there wasn’t any point in contesting it.


“I thought you had more sense, thought you could be useful. But look at you, dressed up and ready to go and play at pirates.”


I sat in front of my friends, wanting to be out of there, feeling sick and ashamed, even though I knew I was only a proxy for his anger: the real recipient was making his triumphal procession down to the harbour. We could hear faint cheering in the distance. Aeschylus opened his mouth to speak in my defence but at the last minute thought better of it. It would have been futile: you can’t stop Themistocles.


“At Marathon we changed the world because we agreed to unite. That’s what saved the city. You were there, Mandrocles, you saw it. Because of that, because of that decision which no other city could take, we beat Darius. Beat him and forced him to flee with his fleet. We were part of it, the three of us; we were there when those up themselves Alkmaionid buggers stood in the line next to honest tradesmen from the Ceramicus. Stood and fought for each other. Look.”


He pulled the tunic down off his shoulder exposing a livid and barely healed scar running from just below the neck round under his left armpit.


“Look, see this? I took this sheltering Aristides with my shield; I saved his life that day, we fought shoulder to shoulder. Days before he was my enemy and would have done me down same as I would him.”


He replaced the tunic, muttering,


“To be fair, he saved me too.”


I knew what was coming next; it wasn’t the first time I’d heard this speech.


“The finest men in the city died that day. Died for our freedom, the freedom of all Greece. Callimachus, the most honourable man amongst us, Stesileos, both generals, both in the front line. Cynegeiros, your brother in whose bar we’re drinking, Aeschylus. Killed at the sea’s edge trying to take the Persian ships; a hero like Hector.”


There was a period of silence, deliberate silence. You could take the man out of the city but you couldn’t take the politician out of the man and Themistocles was the best politician we ever had. Once satisfied that the silence had created its dramatic effect, he moved to the point he made many times each and every day.


“And what was all that sacrifice for?”


Like all his other questions this was rhetorical; he had no intention of giving his friends, never mind opponents, a space to speak.


“If Callimachus were here today he’d place a curse on the city. He understood that Marathon was only the first race in the games. He knew the Persians would be back and with a much bigger army. He knew that our only chance was to use the time we bought with our blood at Marathon to prepare. To prepare for a war at sea, not on land. He knew we needed a fleet of three hundred triremes and a safe harbour to protect them.”


He gestured with his empty cup towards the stalled work on the new harbour and then refilled it. Both Aeschylus and I knew that in all probability Callimachus would have vetoed any such projects. He had been a man of honour but also a man of conservative principles and it had taken Themistocles a great deal of effort to get him to Marathon. But there was no point in saying so.


“Callimachus’s bones must be turning under the mound because of what we’ve done. Because of the way we’ve let vested interest come before our duty to the city. The way we’ve forgotten about the Persians and the lessons of Marathon. Now the great families are attempting to restore things to the way they were: the way they were before the Demos showed us how to be great.”


The cheering outside was now much louder; the procession must have been close, but Themistocles wasn’t talked out.


“And now your master, the man I pardoned and supported in his rightful policy of fighting the Persians, is throwing it all away. And we know who’s supporting him, don’t we? Aristides, the man whose life I saved at Marathon.”


There’d always been bad blood between Themistocles and Aristides. Some of it was to do with politics but according to gossip most of the animosity dated from before and stemmed from the fact that they were both rivals for the affection of the same youth.


However now there was another rival who Themistocles hated and feared more than Aristides and his clique. Hated with such intensity it was rumoured he was no longer able to sleep at night. This man was Miltiades, hero of Marathon and my master. The man who would lead the expedition against the island state of Paros, and whose procession towards the ships was being loudly cheered. So loudly that Themistocles had to raise his voice to be heard.


“So now, instead of preparing to defend our homeland against the greatest power on earth, our aristocratic masters are wasting our men and resources on a pointless act of piracy for reasons which no one understands. And we don’t understand them because the great Miltiades refuses to explain himself other than to say that the city must give him a fleet and money and in return he’ll make us rich.”


He paused again on the verge of the climax of this peroration, milking the moment for the greatest effect. I’d heard it before so knew where it was going and was numbering the deliberate bits of misinformation that he’d included in his argument. But that’s the way with politicians, isn’t it? The ones today are much worse: Pericles the onion head regards it clever to dissimulate and he’s a pillar of rectitude when compared with some of the demagogues; Cleon for instance.


Sorry, reader, I’ve started to ramble. Anyway I got no further time for reflection and Themistocles never reached his climax. He’d just said, “Well Miltiades had better be careful,” when two things happened almost at once. First, there was a burst of cheering loud as a thunderclap from right outside and second, the door opened.


“And of what had I better be careful, son of Neocles?”


Miltiades in full armour walked in looking like the god of war. His success at Marathon seemed to have made him taller. He was at ease with himself and brimming with confidence that flowed out towards anyone near. How much the tables had turned since we’d been chased to Athens by the Persian navy. Then, Miltiades had been forced to beg and wheedle to survive. Now it was Themistocles who looked the supplicant.


“Perhaps you can enlighten me. But you’ll have to be quick because I have an appointment with the fleet to carry out the City of the Goddess Athena’s business.”


Themistocles must have been surprised by Miltiades’s entrance but he was too much the politician to show it.


“I could enlighten you if you chose to divulge the nature of the enterprise, son of Cimon.”


I wondered what could have happened so quickly to change the relationship between these men. The two who had worked so closely to deliver us the victory at Marathon. I should have been thinking about what was going to happen as I was witnessing, without knowing it, the prologue of a tragedy. Aeschylus watched: he said nothing but he missed nothing either. Those of you who love his plays will recognise the content if not the context of what followed.


“And why should I divulge the nature of the enterprise to you, son of Neocles, when there is no need for you to know it? For you, it should be sufficient to be told only that it is in the city’s interests. But because of the work we have done together I will indulge you more than I choose to indulge others of your rank. I am prepared to tell you that the enterprise is essential because I consider it to be so.”


I still often wonder what causes great men like Miltiades to behave the way they do. At that moment in his burnished armour with his hair and beard freshly dressed he looked like a god. Perhaps he even considered himself to be one. But it was tempting fate: the gods hate hubris and punish it accordingly. Themistocles, a much better manipulator of men and certainly a far more accomplished dissembler, kept his self-control, replying quietly.


“That is most gracious, son of Cimon, and I am sure it is the best of reasons. However I still fail to understand the threat that Paros presents us with. If it were Aegina, that nest of pirates, then I could see the reason but not Paros.”


He paused a second favouring Miltiades with his most ingratiating, yet irritating, smile – a smile I’d seen provoke even moderate men to wrath – then added,


“Unless of course there is some private agenda between you and the citizens of Paros. Is that the case perhaps?”


Miltiades, despite the strength of his position, began to colour up; I could see the veins on his forehead swelling. Never a good sign. But Themistocles continued in honeyed tones.


“And why the considerable sum of money granted you by your erstwhile enemies but now close friends, the Alkmaionid clan?”


Miltiades rasped out,


“That again is something you don’t need to know.”


“But it’s something I do know and something that the whole city will know once you’ve sailed.”


Miltiades, angry as he was becoming, realised he was being bated and there was nothing he could gain from the exchange. He turned away from Themistocles with a glance intended to convey lofty disdain, saying to me,


“Mandrocles, there’s no time to waste so unless you intend to drink away your life in the company of agitators and scribblers, get yourself moving.”


He swept out of the tavern and I stumbled to my feet and began to say my goodbyes, but Themistocles cut across me, speaking cold and controlled.


“That man who marches under the shadow of nemesis better be warned: it’s time to make your choice, Luck Bringer. Last chance, so you’d better think clearly.”


I remember shuffling from one foot to the other in indecision for what seemed an age. Then, with a brief nod towards Aeschylus I turned and followed the General out of the door.


Back then the Piraeus was nothing like the great port and hub of empire that you know today. Then it was little more than a ragged bay, patches of sand interspersed with rock pools and headlands. A few scattered fishermen’s shacks, grazing goats and that was it.


The building had only just started: a few cubits of wall but you could see the future. Some bars and dwellings were springing up and those with the aptitude for it understood there was money to be made. I caught a glimpse of the future that day looking down at the fleet preparing to set sail. Small compared with our modern fleet, reader, but exciting all the same.


So I was caught up in the noise and bustle of embarkation and any worries about Themistocles’s words dispersed. It was a great adventure; but then that’s both the advantage and the drawback of youth, isn’t it? You go from one thing to another and embrace change like a lover.


Cimon and Elpinice were on the harbour wall by the Athene Nike. He was wheedling Ariston into letting him stow away onboard and she was somewhere between woman and girl. A woman in appearance and dignity but still a girl in that her reaction to her father’s departure was so transparent. The sailors made a great fuss over Cimon, who had always been their favourite, but stayed well clear of Elpinice out of respect.


So we grabbed a shared moment. Even back then she was wise way beyond her years and if she’d been born with the rights of a man, she’d have given Themistocles a run for his money like she did Pericles all those years later. Now looking back on the conversation, what obviously escaped me then seems clear: her analysis of the expedition was as clinical as Themistocles had been.


“Do you find anything strange about this expedition, Mandrocles?”


I was about to reply but there was another similarity between her and Themistocles: she didn’t want an answer either, merely a listener.


“Because the men who he had to fight with to persuade them to fight the Persians are falling over themselves to see him off; look.”


I followed where she pointed and saw them in a group clustered round the General: Megacles, Aristides, even Kallixenos, friend of the Persians who was lucky not to have been exiled after Marathon.


She turned her gaze back towards me and muttered,


“And yet his own brother Stesagoras who counselled against this has chosen not to be here I see.”


She was right; there was no sign of him, which struck me as odd. But how could a girl like her, excluded from the affairs of men, know what was counselled when I didn’t?


Miltiades broke away from the group of well-wishers come to see him off and, ignoring the helping hands, leapt with the grace of a young warrior onto the deck. The crew erupted into a loud cheer. He turned and acknowledged it as his right as leader and I saw on his face that same expression of command and confidence that he wore at Marathon when he ordered the charge. Theodorus shouted to me from the deck.


“Better jump too, Mandrocles, if you don’t want to be left behind.”


I was about to but I felt a cool hand grip my arm and Elpinice said,


“Keep your eyes on him, Mandrocles; I think he will need your luck. Now go well.”


I turned and jumped down to the deck just in time to see the General lead the singing of the Paean and pour the libation. Then the Athene Nike was moving, pulling smoothly away from the harbour wall. Moving to the heartbeat of the stroke that Theodorus called. And I was truly alive in a way that only those of you who have served with the fleet can understand.


But later, as I stood by the trierarch’s chair and watched the Piraeus recede into the distance, the melancholy that follows pulling out to start a new adventure set in. But this time it was more than just that. Something was troubling me, something that must have gnawed away deep inside since Themistocles had said,


“It’s something the whole city will know once you’ve sailed.”


Now out on the open sea with twilight approaching it came to me that this was no empty threat; Miltiades had no real friends in the city and certainly none he could trust. He’d been given the money and the fleet for this expedition because after his leadership at Marathon no one could refuse him. However, as with most things in this city, there was a big but. Some days before Aeschylus had filled me in as a warning when I told him I was sailing with the fleet, but I hadn’t really been listening.


“Don’t be fooled by the apparent closeness of your master with Aristides, Megacles, Xanthippus and all the rest of that high born clique. For the moment they have similar interest in restoring the old principle of Eunomia and ending the stirrings of the Demos. Now the danger’s gone they want Themistocles and his new ways shut back up in their box. His talk of a new port and sea power leads to change and that’s the last thing they want.”


I hadn’t understood the real significance of what he said and had replied.


“But the Persian danger hasn’t gone away, it’s …”


He cut me off.


“You’re missing the point, Mandrocles. I’m talking city politics, not the real world. Of course Themistocles is right about the Persians and the fleet: but that’s not the priority right now. The priority is to marginalise Themistocles. That’s not easy so they link themselves to the great popular hero Miltiades. But the great thing about the Paros expedition for them is that it gets Miltiades out of the city.”


I must have looked baffled because he interrupted his flow to ask a question.


“Do you understand the objectives of the Paros expedition?”


“No, but …”


“Does anyone? Does anyone understand how it will work?”


“The General knows. It’s his plan, it’s a secret.”


“Exactly, and how will that look in the city when it fails?”


“And that’s what Themistocles thinks?”


“Of course.”


“Then why hasn’t he warned the General?”


“Why indeed?”


He must have seen the bewilderment, then gradual understanding, cross my face because with a smile he answered.


“Exactly, Mandrocles. Exactly now you begin to understand what goes on beneath the surface of our scheming city.”



















Chapter Two





We could see he was a dead man as soon as they let us into the court chamber. What I remember most is the smell of the wound: anyone who’s been in battle recognises that stench. He’d never taken the time to get the bone reset, splinted and cleaned on Paros. By the time he was back in Athens it was too late for the doctors to do anything and the gangrene was taking its slow and agonising course. Consequently when he tried to defend himself against the spite of his political enemies he was a dying man, barely conscious on a stretcher. He could scarcely draw breath, never mind speak for himself. So it was a death sentence for the General, whatever the court decided.


Who would believe that something as ridiculous as jumping over a field wall could cause the death of such a hero? But it just about summed up that ill-conceived and badly executed expedition. Things had gone wrong from the start. We’d delayed too long securing bases and plundering smaller islands and by the time we reached Paros they were ready. After a siege of several weeks, we ran out of money and provisions and had to slink off home, having achieved nothing.


When we got back to Athens they were on him like a pack of jackals: they’d stitched it up while we were away. Themistocles and the democrats accused him of wanting to establish a tyranny and the conservatives charged him with defrauding the people. They’d even done a deal on who would be the chief prosecutor: Xanthippus.


A small group of us, those who loved him and were brave enough, walked to the court in the armour we’d worn at Marathon. His brother Stesagoras led us hoping it would shame the jurors into remembering what they and the city owed to Miltiades. But they were beyond shame.


Thus within a year of being hailed victor of Marathon and saviour of Greece, the great man was brought down. The charges were politically motivated and if they hadn’t have got him for this they’d have found something else. Democracy of vipers: the bile still rises in my throat all these years later.


I don’t suppose he helped himself though; his raid on the island of Paros would have been foolish even if it had proved successful: it gave his enemies their opportunity to pull him down. But even they shouldn’t have brought his family down or tried him in the public way they did. It was like trying a walking corpse. Dragging him to court, incapable of speaking in his own defence, on that filthy stinking stretcher was deliberate. They intended to rub his nose in the dirt of public shame.


Not that a defence would have done him any good: the trial was rigged. Rigged by the same men who fought beside him at Marathon. Once the Persians had gone, they left off being heroes and reverted to type, fighting each other for power in the sewers of the new democracy. We should have thanked the Persians for attacking us; they were the threat that made Athenians stick together. The only great thing this city of the Goddess had ever done was to stand together at Marathon and it was Miltiades who gave hope and leadership.


The trial took no time; I suppose they didn’t want him to die in that chamber and embarrass them. He was outlawed and his family’s rights and property forfeited. Then they celebrated: all together men that hated each other but hated the General more. Even Themistocles. But the real cruelty, which by the way was the earliest indicator of what a monster democracy would become, was the fine they levied: fifty talents.


By imposing that fine the court ensured Cimon not only lost his father but he lost his future too. Those bastards, that was the real cruelty; fifty talents levied on a penniless nine year old boy condemning him to a life of poverty and debt.


Not only Cimon but Elpinice, because for her there would be no dowry and so no marriage thus depriving her of the only future fit for a respectable Athenian woman. As for Stesagoras, there was no official punishment: nothing you’ll find in any of our papyrus or stone records, just a warning.


“Be on the first ship out of Phaleron.”


You will understand the consequences, reader, whoever you are. I know as you read this you too will choke with anger. Miltiades saved Athens, saved the Demos and all free Greece and was rewarded by a painful death in a stinking gaol and the ruin of his son. The fools: they should have known the Persians would be back with the greatest army the world had ever seen


After, when it was over, I walked back towards the house in my father’s armour, now too small and chafing my shoulders and neck. Where would I go? What would I do? As I turned the corner to Miltiades’s house I saw the answer to at least one of those questions. Athenian justice had been expedited quickly. The slaves and valuables were being taken away and there was smoke rising from the roof. I was homeless and alone in a vengeful city.


The children were gone. But even there, watching the pillage of the once great home of the Philiads with the smoke stinging my eyes, I didn’t have the clarity of vision to foresee the full tragedy. The effect on the boy: his homeless state and the reputation for wildness that followed him because of the way he was forced to live as a pariah outside society.


And worse the foul slanders about the unnatural sexual relationship with his sister. You know the stories, reader, you probably enjoyed hearing them. Well, none of it was true. None of it. I was there, I know!


Ironic, isn’t it? Eight years after I sat there watching my home burn, every single home in Athens was destroyed by the Persians. Thank the Gods we can’t see the future. I remember that I slumped down onto a low wall and put my head in my hands. Round about me men were carrying off what they’d looted from the house, shouting to each other and laughing. After a while it grew quiet, the only sound being flame scorching timber and the cracking of plaster and stone. To most people the sound of a fire reminds them of hearth and home but to me it’s the sound of ruin.


Amongst the knot of idlers watching the flames there was a face I recognised, a free man of Miltiades who bossed the stable hands. There were tear tracks smearing the grime on his smoke-blackened face. I caught his eye and he shuffled across.


“Master Mandrocles, are you mad sitting there in armour? The Archon’s guards will have a warrant for you. They’ve already taken Master Cimon and Mistress Elpinice. Once these bastards are tired of watching the flames they’ll turn on you. Get going quick; get lost.”


That’s what he did: he must have thought talking to me endangered him. But where was I to go? I’d kept myself together pretty well until then but when I tried to think where I could put my father’s armour the tears began to flow. It’s always the little things that get you: the big blows you see coming you can ride out, but the small details that sneak up unexpected, they’re what sink you.


I think I would have sat there weeping in my father’s armour until the guards came for me if it hadn’t been for a strange intervention.


I felt a hand shaking my shoulder and looked up expecting it to be one of the Archon’s men. But it wasn’t. It was someone I’d seen before: I recognised him from a brawl in a bar some years back. One of Megacles men called Eubulus if I remember right. Theodorus had re-arranged his face but he’d fought with us at Marathon. Even so there was still no love lost.


“You are to come with me.”


The words were softly spoken, cajoling rather than threatening but I was too far gone to want to listen. He put his arms under mine and dragged me to my feet.


“Come on, get moving; we need to be away from here.”


I noticed he was carrying a sack like itinerant potters cart their wares around in.


“Come on. In this armour, you stick out like the prick on the satyr at the Dionysia.”


I still didn’t move.


“Come on help me for fuck’s sake or the guard’ll have both of us.”


He started to unbuckle the straps on my shoulder guards. I just followed his lead and shrugged off the armour as quick as possible and he stowed it in the sack. Then he put it over his shoulder and set off towards the Ceramicus. Life had lost most of its meaning and I had nowhere else to go so I followed.


The streets were crowded and noisy, the bars full and working girls were plying their trade on the roadside. It seemed like the striking down of Miltiades had covered the city in a cloak of madness. But, as you know reader, in Athens that’s often the first cloak out of the cupboard. We were in a city living on borrowed time which had defied the Great King and then struck down its own leader. Notice any similarities with today?


Eubulus didn’t speak and stayed a few steps ahead; maybe he thought that made him safe. Suddenly he dodged down a foul narrow street at the far end of the Ceramicus, weaved his way through a warren of rough sheds and kennels before coming to a stop outside one of the city’s most notorious taverns: “The Bald Man’s”.


I followed him in, noticing he was looking over his shoulder to check no one was tailing us. He pointed to a three legged table and bench hidden away in a shadowy corner. The bar tender brought over some greasy country sausage stuffed with gristle and a flask of thin wine. There was only one cup.


“Stay here until someone comes to fetch you. Don’t talk to anyone and don’t move.”


He dumped the sack with my father’s armour by my feet and disappeared. I sat there as the sausage gradually cooled and congealed into a pool of grease, and I drank the wine. It stung my throat and burnt my stomach but I drank it all, it took the edge off my anxiety. Then I ate the mess of sausage and realised how hungry I was.


I drifted into a daze; the table had become my only refuge and I didn’t know what else there was. Does this surprise you, reader? If you’ve stuck with me through my memoirs up to now you’ll know that I can fuck and kill with the best of them. But that’s what life does to you while you’re making plans. It plays with you then reduces you to nothing.


I must have been aware of my surroundings at one level because suddenly the room went quiet. A hooded man had entered, not tall but with a bruiser’s body. He paused to give his eyes time to adjust to the gloom. Then he saw what he was after: he began to cross the filthy floor towards my corner watched by everyone in the bar. His hood was pulled low so he couldn’t be identified but as he drew closer there was something in his walk I recognised.


He didn’t say anything, just picked up the sack and headed for the door. I got up and staggered after him; no payment was demanded for the food so all this had been pre planned. The hooded man didn’t hang about; he lingered just long enough to see I’d followed him then set off at a loping trot towards the Hangman’s Gate.


The only person I knew who lived near there was Themistocles but we didn’t pass his house. Instead my guide left the road and followed a weaving path through the tombs that ended in a gap in the city walls. We called them walls back then but they weren’t, they wouldn’t have stopped anyone. Not like the monsters we’ve got now.


I had no idea where we were going; was I being taken to the border and sent into exile or had I been lured out into the fields to be murdered beyond the range of prying eyes? I began to consider making a run for it. It was nearly dark and despite the food and drink I was pretty quick on my feet back then.


We seemed to be heading for the sacred road to Eleusis the site of the mysteries and I reckoned that made it more likely that I was going to be killed. It never occurred to me that the fate of a young man of no account like me wouldn’t come very high up the list of the politician’s priorities. But at that age you think you’re the centre of the world and everything is just a part of your personal journey. As you get older you discover how far from the truth that is. Anyhow, I decided I’d slip off the path and leg it downhill towards Piraeus and maybe find Aeschylus or try my luck on one of the ships.


Strange how often the most minor actions have the greatest consequences. Just as I was about to slip off the track the hooded man did the same. He turned his head to check I was still following then loped off down towards the bay. So we both ended up turning at precisely the same instant and I followed him. There was no more to it than that. He’d stolen my plan and I didn’t have another. It wouldn’t have worked anyway because it turned out that we’d been heading for Piraeus right from the beginning. Whatever you do, you can’t outrun your fate.


Today, if you tried to slip into the great port that Piraeus has become carrying a sack and wearing a hood the guards would have you within seconds. Then no one bothered unless you tried to mess with one of the boats; it was a sort of non place. It was changing but except for Themistocles no one knew what it was mutating into. In that sense it was rather like one of those newfangled plays young Sophocles keeps bashing out.


At last as we neared our destination my mind started to work and I began to guess who my hooded guide was and where he was taking me. I bet you’ve guessed already, reader. We pulled up at the quay and followed it to the third ship docked by the new wall to be greeted by a gruff voice from somewhere inside.


“Took your time.”


“Things were lively for a while in the Agora so I was late getting the boy but he followed quiet as a lamb.”


He pushed his hood back and cuffed me lightly round the head.


“You dozy little bugger. I’ll make sure we never put you up as a look out. Who did you think you were following?”


I still don’t know if I felt more embarrassed or relieved as I followed Ariston over the side and down onto the deck to join Theodorus, who also gave me a slap. I think that’s about as close as they ever got to showing affection. I felt safe, I didn’t know what was happening but I was onboard Athene Nike with two of the only men I knew I could trust even though they weren’t finished mocking me.


“A chicken would have shown more intelligence than Mandrocles did leaving the Bald Man’s: he didn’t even question me.”


He grinned across at me.


“And don’t try telling anyone you knew it was me either. You had no fucking idea, cluck cluck cluck.”


Theodorus and he started imitating chickens in a farm and clucking till tears ran down their faces. Simple creatures, seamen, amused by simple things, but I gave in and laughed with them. Eventually they grew tired of laughing every time one of them said Cluck Bringer and we settled down in the stern with a flask of wine.


“Don’t worry, this isn’t the stoat’s piss the bald man deals out to the customers he’s not scared to cheat. You can consider yourself lucky this comes from the amphora of a great man.”


I was too tired for riddles and it must have shown.


“Okay, you’re safe here boy. If we’d got to you earlier and you hadn’t gone missing I’d have put you up at my place. What made you do something as stupid as go back to the house and draw attention to yourself. You got noticed; that’s why we had to go through all that play acting with Eubulus. I bet you were surprised when he turned up.”


I didn’t know what to say, didn’t understand any of this.


“We thought you be sensible and go and hide up with Aeschylus or your little pornoi, that’s where we looked, the house was the last place and as we daren’t turn up there we had to come up with someone who could; Eubulus, hates us and hates the general. But then again Athens is a surprising place. Not that you’re going to be seeing much of it for a bit.”


I asked why.


“Because the man whose wine you’re drinking says you’re to sail with us on a little mission at dawn tomorrow.”


“Why? Where to?”


“What’s the most dangerous place for an Athenian, especially a democrat, outside of the Persian Empire?”


I answered, remembering what Themistocles had said before the Paros debacle.


“Aegina of course.”


“Got it in one, the chicken’s using its brain at last.”



















Chapter Three





The boy Ephialties, named after the rabid democrat by his radical grandmother, has just brought me a lamp and some wine so I can continue to write as the light fades. It is necessary to use all the time there is: I don’t think there’s a great deal left to me.


The boy has gone now, a wild lad although he means well – but something familiar about him disturbs me. He reminds me of his grandmother when she was younger, the same eyes. But something else, something that slips away every time I get near; retreating to the back of my mind where it sits and stirs echoes.


His grandmother was a flute girl I used when we were younger. No, that’s not fair or true she meant something to me and gave me much more. There was a time when I thought we would, perhaps be together: well if Pericles, onion head, can live with a pornoi openly then why shouldn’t I? But then she got with child and was secretive about it. Got with child when I was almost ready to … well what’s the point in raking it all up, all the hurt and anger. She came to talk to me about it, about the child, but I was about to sail and decided to forget her.


Perhaps I should have listened, perhaps if it had been a decent man’s child I could have … but I sent her away then joined the ship. It was for the best. When I got back wounded she sent to me asking to bring the child, wanted to show him to me. I was wounded; confused, I refused to see her.


He was killed, the boy, her boy, in an action years later during the Eurymedon campaign. Strange that was my last fight too. Ephialties wasn’t born when his father sailed and his mother died in labour so she, the grandmother, Lyra, brought him up. When he’d grown a bit I was sickening and she suggested he come and help out. He reminds me of someone but it keeps slipping away. I can’t write any more. These memories tear at me.


Forgive me for those ramblings I wrote last night, reader; it happens to men who live too long. But this morning I feel better and remember that trip to Aegina like it was yesterday. I slept long and deep that night, so much so that the first rowers climbing on board just before daylight failed to wake me. It was Ariston pushing his foot, none too gently, into my ribs that did that.


“Wake up and get ready to hear the bad news.”


He passed me a cup of weak wine and a crust of flat bread.


“Eat this; it’ll stop you interrupting while I tell you something you won’t like.”


He waited until I took a bite; then,


“Xanthippus commands.”


I spat the bread out.


“Xanthippus? He’s the worst of them, he prosecuted my master; you weren’t there you didn’t hear what he said: the lies; if that bastard steps on this boat I’ll stick my knife in his lying throat.”


I didn’t get any further as Ariston slapped me hard, made my teeth rattle, certainly made my head swim.


“There’ll be no talk like that on this boat whatever the reason, understand?”


He pushed his scarred face close up to mine.


“That was for your own good, stop you saying anything that’d get you hung. Now listen to these three things and don’t forget them. First, Miltiades was my master before you were born so don’t talk to me about grief or revenge. Second, you talk mutiny on a trireme and you die and no one will speak for you, talk like that and even your mates agree when you get the drop. Final and most important, you don’t understand the politics, you’ve no idea what’s been going on. Lysias will fill you in when we sail, he’s trierarch.”


He must have seen my expression because he said,


“What? You don’t think Xanthippus would be stupid enough to command from Miltiades’s own flagship? You may hate him but better respect his intelligence. Now eat your bread and get your head thinking.”


I finished the bread and watched as the rowers squeezed themselves onto the three tiers of benches. The sun was just visible, rising from below the night black waters. We pulled out of Piraeus with the figure of Lysias silhouetted in the trierarch’s chair.


Theodorus set a slow pace and the chant of O op op op O op op op from the rowing benches was little more than a sigh. So smoothly did we leave that our wake resembled a murmur of gentle ripples. I discovered that four ships would travel to Aegina but we left alone: a fleet from Athens, however small, would be unwelcome. So my first glimpse of Xanthippus would be on hostile ground.


Lysias called me over and I threaded my way gently between the rowers, taking care not to rock the boat.


“Ariston tells me you are unhappy with our mission, Mandrocles.”


He raised his hand to prevent me replying.


“While you were away on Paros there were many changes, some of them unexpected. For the moment Xanthippus makes common cause with Themistocles. This mission’s his idea but even you can understand that there’s no way he’d be an acceptable presence on Aegina; so Xanthippus commands.”


Way behind us I could see a tiny speck pulling out of the harbour, perhaps with Xanthippus in the trierarch’s chair.


“These are strange times, Marathon changed everything; even a handful of the most conservative aristocrats. While some of them: Megacles, Kallixenos, maybe even Aristides want to turn back to the old days, men like Xanthippus know that’s not possible. Darius, if the rumours aren’t true and he’s still alive, won’t let us. He’ll be back and this time he’ll be even angrier.”


He motioned to Theodorus to increase the stroke and maintain the distance from our fellow conspirators.


“So even though Xanthippus and Themistocles remain enemies they’re prepared to cooperate until they fully understand how the land lies.”


This was the longest conversation I’d had with Lysias even though I’d sailed and fought with him for six years. He was a taciturn man and if it weren’t for his love of poetry, wine and rich food he’d have made a good Spartan. And he hadn’t even finished.


“But be very clear about whose side you’re on, Mandrocles, because you’re treading the deck of his ship.”


I was about to tell him I’d never ever be Xanthippus’s man but he beat me to it.


“No, not Xanthippus. Use your brain, boy; do you seriously think he’d arrange for you to be brought on board? The Athene Nike sails under Themistocles now; it’s his pay off from the trial.”


All I could remember was the warning Themistocles gave me before Paros. Again Lysias read my mind.


“But don’t think that all is forgiven, there’s a score you have to settle and a debt to pay before that.”


He had only one more observation to make and not a comforting one.


“So while we’re on Aegina we work together: after that who knows? Which of us will go over to the Great King and which of us will stay and fight?”


The morning breeze had sprung up so the sails were fully unfurled and the rowers pulled in their oars. It was only a short way to the pirate island of Aegina and the men had hardly worked up a sweat. The wine skins were broken out and food shared. Soon the buzz of talking spread across the deck. Athenian triremes are crewed by free men who choose to be there, not slaves, and they behave accordingly. You’d never die wondering what someone’s opinion was on a trireme.


Other Greeks and the Persians, of course, used to laugh at us for this. For letting men voice their opinions and behave like equals in their down time. They regarded it as weak, ill-disciplined and against all the laws of sea craft. They’re not laughing now.


Aegina was like a war zone: not the hot war of blood and battle but the cold war of intrigue and treachery. The arena of war where no man can trust even his neighbour and where loyalties are bought and sold several times each day. Who would expect anything less of Aegina, a nest of vipers? An island where they offered earth and water to the Great King almost before he demanded it. The Persians were made welcome if only because they would destroy Athens. Because then their rival in trade would be no more. It didn’t matter to them that it was their fellow Greeks the Persians would be killing.


Back then Aegina looked like an island inhabited by Greeks but it didn’t feel like one. The fighting war may have temporarily ceased but the intriguer’s war was in full swing and the island was unstable and unsafe. It reminded me of Athens while we were waiting for the Persians. Every morning the dead were collected by the city guard. They were found in alleys, middens, watercourses and sometimes left naked and mutilated on their own doorsteps as a warning to others.


No one saw the killings or who wielded the knives, all was done under cover of night. The dead man’s last thoughts must often have been surprise. Surprise that with no warning it was a friend doing the cutting. A man who maybe just minutes before had suggested a last drink or a quiet walk to discuss a proposition or deal.


So no one knew what to expect and who they could trust and the miasma of fear sweated off by this hung like a metaphysical pall over the city: see, reader, I wasn’t born on the island of philosophers for nothing.


We pulled slowly into the harbour and after the customary hostile welcome were made to wait and then overcharged for one of the worst moorings. So it was near dark before we got our first close up look at the city. It could have been anywhere in the Persian Empire rather than Greece. The harbour housed ships from all over including many Phoenician war ships in the service of the Empire lightly disguised as merchantmen. The bars, stalls and brothels on the quayside were crowded with the mixture of Greeks and barbarians being roughly equal. Not what I’d expected after Marathon.


You could sense the ferment and treachery from the boat: the island was seething. The excitement was infectious, I was eager to get ashore and knew the crew felt the same even the steady greybeards. Perhaps that’s what prompted Lysias to what he did next. Something I’d never seen him do before and can’t remember him ever repeating. He called the crew together and spoke to us as a body. He spoke well, which surprised me.


“Listen carefully, lads: you’re in the service of the city of the Goddess even though I can’t tell you what we’re here for. I know most of you were at Marathon and that the ones who weren’t wish they had been.”


Lysias had fought in the front rank as an officer and carried the wound scars with pride; wounds that had, luckily for him, kept him away from the debacle on Paros.


“I know how you feel about Strategos Miltiades who led us there because I feel the same. Don’t let that anger guide your hands or tongues. What we do here is important so keep out of trouble, don’t attract attention and be ready to obey orders.”


He stopped speaking and deliberately ran his eyes across the faces of every man. I knew we’d arrived at the difficult bit.


“There will be four other Athenian triremes arriving here tonight and some of them will be crewed by men who I know aren’t friends of yours … particularly after what has just been done to our leader by the men they follow.”


They knew what was coming, particularly the Thranitai: elite top deck oarsmen; the bowels, heart and stomach of the Demos. There was a sharp intake of breath starting with them and spreading across the Athene Nike. Lysias gave this no time to gestate rather pushing on to his main point.


“So let’s get this out of the way now.”


He paused; it was like watching as man teetering on the prow of a rammed pentecontor.


“The man who accused him, condemned him to wretched death, penniless in a filthy cell leads our mission.”


A series of howls and curses filled the air aimed at one name, which Lysias had to shout out to be heard.


“Xanthippus. Yes, Xanthippus – now get over it. Remember the man who fought beside us at Marathon, not the one who prosecuted Miltiades.”


Not an easy thing to quieten sailors though. It was then that Lysias displayed an aptitude for oratory I’d never suspected.


“Well, answer this then. Who leads the city now? Come on, isn’t a difficult question. Who puts these men in power? I’ll give you a clue; you’re on this ship. Yes you, you rowers; democrats to a man blame yourselves for who we’re now led by.”


I don’t know what he’d intended to say but it was apparent that whatever it was he changed his mind at the last instant shouting out the new word.


“Politicians. It’s all fucking politics now. Your fucking politics, the monster you’ve created.”


They’d mostly stopped howling him down now, they were interested and slipped back into their Agora mode. Strange that a word that doesn’t really mean anything should have that effect; politics or citying? What does that mean? But they didn’t take it literally: they knew he was talking about the men who led the city and how they made up the rules as they went along. And it seemed he saved his best Kottabos flick for last.


“And I’ll tell you this. I’ll tell you which fucking politician dreamed up this mission and gave Xanthippus his command.”


I’m sure I was wrong but for a moment I thought he was enjoying himself, thought maybe he wouldn’t do too badly in the Agora himself if he fancied a change in occupation. He spun out the expectant silence before uttering four syllables,


“Themistocles.”


He let that settle in before he landed the killer blow.


“Themistocles put Xanthippus in charge so that’s who you take your orders from, understand?”


Once he’d finished, Ariston spoke for the crew: for all of them and order was restored.


“The trierarch’s explained it all to us now, mates, hasn’t he? So let’s be getting onto the harbour for a few drinks orderly like and stay close to the barky and in range of the whistle.”


They started to troop off deck mild as lambs. So brilliantly Athenian: couldn’t happen anywhere else; imagine a Spartan officer explain a decision to his men. The Ephors would have him flayed alive in one of those temples dedicated to the cults of mindless cruelty they love so much.


But it wasn’t just their minds Lysias appealed to, it was their hearts. That’s one of the best things about democracy but it’s also the most volatile and worst. Ariston wiped his knuckle across his forehead by way of salute and said,


“Don’t worry, Sir, you can rely on the lads, we know what we have to do”


I was about to follow but Lysias held out his arm.


“You have to stay with me, Mandrocles; you’re attached to the expedition leader.”


He nodded his head towards the harbour mouth where I saw the lights of another trireme gliding towards us. I didn’t have to ask who was commanding it: the crew had accepted and so would I. If I’d any idea what Xanthippus had in store for me I’d have argued right enough. But that’s life, isn’t it? Just like Aeschylus says, a joke to amuse the Gods.


Yet when I look back at those terrible days following the trial and death of Miltiades it all returns with a terrible blinding clarity. But for all that if I could go back to those days I’d swap years of my comfortable old age for just hours of my youth, hard as it was. Those of us who built this city were both blessed and cursed. Stick with me, reader, and you’ll see what I mean, it’s well worth your effort.


Oh, just one other thing I must set down before the lamp flickers and dies and I turn to my bed to take whatever broken sleep is granted me.


A couple of hours later I followed Xanthippus with the other trierarchs and an escort to a house in the city where we were to eat. Even though Xanthippus hadn’t offered me one word of explanation I had a pretty good idea what we were up to. We were going to take soundings from the Persian agents in Aegina.


We were briefly searched at the door then shown into a room where a group of men were waiting, gathered round tables. I’d never been to Aegina, didn’t know anyone there and was wondering why I was included. Turned out I was wrong: Leading the Persian delegation in the room there was one face I had good cause to recognise and at the same instant I saw that he recognised me: Metiochus.
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