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      Welcome to this first in a series of books I intend to write about growing up in ancient Sparta. I have tried to create a world as close as I can to how it might have felt, smelt, looked and sounded to live in the ancient city state of Sparta in and around the start of the fifth century BC. The world I have created is, I believe, a compelling one and I have tried to make it as accurate as possible within the confines of telling a story. This is, above all, a work of fiction based in a historical setting rather than a history.

      

      I hope you will enjoy entering the lives of my characters: Helen, Lysander and Pylos as much as I have enjoyed creating them. I hope that you will find the story of their entry into the agoge - the famed Spartan training academy - an absorbing and thrilling one.

      

      My inspiration for writing this series of books stems from two sources. Firstly, my love of history and the ancient world - we really owe them so much. Secondly, my love of reading - both by myself and with my two boys as they were growing up. I wrote this story with them in mind and happy memories of many hours spent reading books together. I hope you will enjoy entering this world, too.
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      Lysander didn’t think — he just acted. His fist slammed into the back of the tall boy’s head. Pain shot through his hand like fire. He hadn’t made a proper fist, and now his bones screamed in protest. Great, he thought, I’ve probably broken my hand.

      But the blow worked. The tall boy let go of Lysander’s friend, who collapsed to the ground, coughing and clutching his throat.

      Lysander barely had time to breathe before strong arms grabbed him from behind. Two boys pinned him to the floor, fists raining down. He tasted dust and blood. Above him, the tall boy stood like a king surveying his new kingdom.

      He glanced at the small boy whose nose was pouring blood like a broken wine jar, then at the fair-haired boy he’d been strangling, now gasping for air. Finally, his eyes locked on Lysander — the one who had dared to fight back.

      “Anyone else want to challenge me?” he roared.

      No one moved. No one spoke. The tall boy had just claimed his throne. Lysander’s new pack had a leader—and it wasn’t him.

      At that very moment, Helen, Lysander’s twin sister, faced her own shock. Only last night, she’d been laughing with her family at a feast, warm and safe, gifts piled high.

      Now, a fierce-looking woman stood on her doorstep, eyes sharp as a wolf’s.

      “I don’t like you,” the woman growled. “I don’t want to be here. And I’m going to make you pay for this.”

      Helen froze. Her mother had said this woman was the best trainer in all of Sparta—a legend who had agreed to teach Helen as a favour. Her mother had spoken of her kindness and her warmth.

      This woman radiated neither.

      “Well?” the trainer snapped. “Are you going to invite me in, you stupid girl? Or just stand there with your mouth open like an idiot?”

      Helen’s stomach twisted.

      Just one night ago, everything had been perfect. Now, she and Lysander had been hurled into two very different worlds—worlds they didn’t understand.

      And neither of them liked it.

      To help them understand how they had got here, the thoughts of both of them turned to the events of yesterday.
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      Lysander jumped as the plate crashed onto the floor and shattered into small pieces. Cakes covered in honey and pine nuts scattered everywhere.

      The helot boy, Pylos, looked horrified as the plate had slipped from his hands. Lysander’s mother, Demetria, looked both shocked and angry at the same time. She shouted at Pylos, “You stupid helot! Get a broom and clear up that mess now! ...and get your mother to put more cakes in the oven.”

      Pylos hated that word, “helot”. It denoted everything that was bad about his and his mother’s life. It described their position in Spartan society - at the very bottom - and it set out his future for him - a life of slavery with no escape. He hated it but he could not challenge it. So, he just stared at the floor in a mixture of anger and shame.

      Then, as an afterthought, Demetria added, “you’ll pay for this from your own food ration, you clumsy boy!”

      Demetria was clearly agitated. Her emotions were high because today was a very special day - probably the most special day that any Spartan household could experience. It was Lysander’s last day living with his family. Tomorrow he would join the agoge, the famed Spartan training academy which, from the age of seven and over the next eleven years, would turn him into a warrior.

      Demetria was sad because she would be saying goodbye to her son forever after tonight. But she was also proud because this was the highest honour a mother could give to Sparta. To produce a fine, strong boy and send him off to join the agoge was the single most useful thing a mother could do to help ensure the survival of Sparta. It was her contribution to Sparta’s future and it meant that she would be able to live out the rest of her days as the proud mother of a fabled warrior. She looked forward to walking around Sparta with her head held high and hearing the other women whisper as she passed, “that’s Demetria, the mother of Lysander, the famous warrior.”

      So, today Demetria wanted everything to be perfect. She turned to Pylos again and spoke to him angrily.

      “All you and your mother, Lampita, have to do is take care of the cooking and cleaning and tend to the vegetables in the garden. It’s not exactly hard work, is it? It’s not like training to be a warrior. You helots are so ungrateful! We give you a home, we feed you, we keep you under our roof and we keep you safe. In return, we only ask you to keep the household running. It’s not too much to ask, is it? You stupid, clumsy boy!”

      Lampita could see that Demetria was getting more and more angry. Her face was getting red and her words were coming out faster and faster. Lampita decided that she needed to calm the situation.

      “I am so sorry, Mistress Demetria,” she said. “I will bake some more cakes straight away. I will add some extra honey to them so that they are even more delicious than the ones Pylos has spoiled. I know how important tonight is to you and Lysander. I will make sure that Pylos and I prepare you the best feast ever. Please don’t punish Pylos, he is just a stupid boy and I will teach him how to do it better next time.”

      Demetria breathed out deeply and the colour from her cheeks started to drain away.

      It was clear that Lampita’s words had worked but Demetria still felt she had to spell things out clearly one more time.

      “Just see that you do, Lampita,” she said. “Tonight is Lysander’s passing out feast. His father, Leon, will come home and join the celebration. We see Leon so rarely. I want everything to be just right for both of them. I want everything to be perfect. I want to give them a feast fit for the two Kings of Sparta.”

      “Yes, Mistress Demetria,” Lampita replied, looking at the floor in shame. “I understand. We will not let you down again.”
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      But Lysander was not the only person whose celebration it was that day. His twin sister, Helen, was also coming of age.

      “What about me, Mother?” she said. “Isn’t it my special day, too?”

      Helen knew the answer. She was not joining the agoge - that was just for boys - but she would be entering her own training programme at home and in the gymnasium. So, her life was going to be different too and she resented the fact that her mother was only speaking about Lysander. She asked the question to make the point that Lysander always got special treatment in the family just because he was a boy.

      “Of course, darling,” replied Demetria. “I’ve told you this already. You will be trained too. You will be trained in sports, hunting, the arts and the law. In that way, you will grow up to be fit and strong, able to feed your family, sing and dance at festivals and help to govern Sparta. Sparta is the finest city in all of Greece and you will learn to play your part in its future too.”

      When her mother started talking about how great Sparta was, Helen knew from experience that her mother would be talking for a long time. She realised that her mother was talking too much out of embarrassment for speaking to Lampita only about Lysander.

      Helen decided to try to cut her mother short and to lighten the mood in the house. She decided to make a joke out of Pylos’s mistake and to make her own point about Lysander’s favourable treatment again.

      “Those broken cakes are good enough for Lysander,” she said. “The freshly baked ones will be mine. After all, Spartan women always come second to Spartan men - so it’s only right that I get the second lot of cakes!”

      Unfortunately, Helen’s joke had the opposite effect. It caused her mother to get angry and to talk about Sparta even more.

      “Shush, Helen,” snapped Demetria. “Don’t say such ridiculous things. You know you are lucky to live in Sparta. How many times have we spoken about this? Sparta gives its women more rights than any other city in the whole of Greece. Thank your lucky stars that you were not born in Athens. If you had been born Athenian you would learn to cook and clean like a helot and you would be expected only to make babies.”

      Helen fell silent. She knew her mother was right and she realised that humour wasn’t going to work in these circumstances. She still felt that Spartan men and boys did have the best of the deal and that it was unfair. She was jealous of Lysander and the fact that he was to join the agoge. He would grow up to be famous. He would fight for Sparta and his name would be mentioned in songs and poems for years to come.
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      Meanwhile, Lysander was busy helping to clean up the cakes. He was on his hands and knees picking up the broken or dirty cakes and putting them into a bag to give to the animals later. But he kept the small number of cakes that were still clean and unbroken and put them into another bag. He said to Pylos under his breath, “these are for you and Lampita. I don’t want you both to go hungry on my account. I’ll put them under my cloak and you can take them later.”

      Pylos had tears in his eyes but he gave a little smile to Lysander in return for his kindness. He had expected to be beaten or worse for his mistake and so he was relieved to get away with only a food punishment. The fact that Lysander had helped him with that punishment made him feel even more grateful to Lysander.

      This was not the only time that Lysander had been kind to Pylos.

      Lysander knew that every Spartan household had to have slaves or helots so that the Spartans could concentrate on running Sparta but he felt sorry for Pylos and his mother. Pylos was about his own age and he thought that he and Pylos could have been friends if his ancestors hadn’t been captured by the Spartans many years ago and if Pylos had not been made a helot.

      Just at that point Demetria spotted what was happening and she shouted angrily at Lysander, “Lysander, what are you doing? Stand up at once and leave that to Pylos! You know that friendly relations are not permitted between helots and Spartans.”

      She grabbed him by the hand and took him to the corner of the room. She kneeled down so that her face was at the same level as his own. She spoke directly to him and wagged her finger in his face.

      “I have spoken to you about this before. Now that you are about to enter the agoge you cannot be seen to be friendly to a helot. Even to Pylos. If you are seen helping or being friendly to a helot when you are outside this house you will be punished by the ephors. In front of everyone in Sparta. The ephors will punish you without mercy and they will kill Pylos. You must not do it. Do you understand?”

      Lysander looked down at his feet and nodded his head to signal to his mother that he understood. He hated this rule. His mother had not strictly enforced it in the house when he was young but now he was leaving he understood that he would be punished if caught and that Pylos would have an even worse fate. So, Lysander decided in future to help Pylos only where he could without being seen.
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      Demetria was very upset with the way that things were going. She had hoped to get everything perfect for the feast and yet here they all were - arguing and shouting and breaking things. As the woman of the house she realised that it was her responsibility to get things back on track. She stood up after speaking to Lysander and clapped her hands loudly to get everyone’s attention.

      “Everyone, we have only a few hours before Leon will return from the common mess. Let’s take stock of the preparations for tonight. This has to be a feast for everyone to remember.”

      “Why does Father come home so rarely?” asked Helen.

      This was a question that Helen didn’t know the answer to. Her father came to the house sometimes but only briefly. He never ate with them and he never slept in the house. She had always wondered why this was the case. She had asked her mother a few times but she had never really got a clear reply.

      “Don’t ask such things,” hissed Demetria. “You know as well as I do that it’s the rules. I’ve told you before. Spartan men are not allowed to eat or live at home until they are thirty years old. Men under thirty always eat and sleep in their common mess.”

      Lysander’s ears pricked up. He had heard of the common mess and he knew that this was where he would eat after tonight but he didn’t really know much about it. This seemed a good point to ask. It would also distract his mother from being angry with Helen.

      “What’s the common mess?” he asked.

      “It is the group of soldiers you will train with and grow up with in the agoge,” Demetria replied, slightly wearily. “The bond you will form with them will last for the rest of your lives and will make you loyal to each other on the battlefield.”

      Lysander was silent while he thought about what his mother had just told him.

      “There are only two exceptions to this rule,” she continued. “A man can feast and sleep at home on his wedding night - that is when the Gods gifted us with you and Helen - and when he enters a son into the agoge. That is tonight and this is why I want everything to be so special for you and for your father… and for you Helen,” she added as an afterthought.

      In fact, Lysander wasn’t sure whether his mother was more excited about the fact that he was about to enter the agoge or the fact that his father was visiting their home for his first meal and sleep over in seven years. He thought it was probably his and Helen’s coming of age that excited his mother the most but it was a close run thing. What Lysander didn’t know, of course, was that his father did visit the home more often than this but his visits were always late at night and he left before the morning.

      Demetria tried once more to get the conversation on a more positive footing. She started to plan out loud in the hope that it would excite Lysander and Helen into joining in.

      “For the first course we will have fish,” she announced.

      “They are not fish though are they?” replied Helen. “They are eels. I don’t like eels. They are all slippery and slimy.”

      Demetria’s shoulders sagged a little. Her children were just not in a good mood today. It felt like this was more difficult than it should be. When things went badly she always felt better if she spoke about how wonderful life was in Sparta.

      “Shush, Helen,” she replied, “you will offend Poseidon. The eels are a gift from the river Eurotas. Poseidon fills the Eurotas with many gifts which he offers to help sustain Sparta. The Eurotas is the finest river in the whole of Greece and you are lucky to eat its bounty.”

      Helen scowled a little to signal her disagreement. She did not say anything further but she thought to herself, I wish Poseidon would give us another one of his many gifts, apart from eels all the time.

      “What’s for the second course?” asked Lysander.

      “Your favourite,” said Demetria smiling. Finally, someone had a positive question.

      “A mixture of figs, olives, dates, seeds and nuts,” she continued. “And as a special treat you will be allowed to drink your first glass of Spartan wine.”

      She was proud to be a Spartan and she couldn’t help adding, “Spartan wine is the finest wine in Greece. Sparta’s grapes are the reddest, the plumpest and the juiciest and they make the most excellent wine in all of Greece. In fact, people say that the Gods drink only Spartan wine when they are having a feast.”

      Lysander licked his lips in anticipation and smiled at the thought that the Gods honoured Sparta in this way. Spartans were extremely religious and always wanted to please the Gods.

      “Will I be allowed to drink some?” asked Helen, already knowing what the answer would be.

      “Of course not,” replied Demetria. “You know that Spartan women are not allowed to drink wine until they are sixteen. Why are you asking such silly questions today?”

      “It’s so unfair,” replied Helen. “Sparta needs strong women as well as strong warriors. Wine helps to make you strong, everyone knows that.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” her mother responded quickly. “Not at your age. A lot of wine at your age will make you ill. In fact, a lot of wine at any age is not good for you. Lysander will have only one glass tonight as a special treat to mark his passing into the agoge. Try not to spoil his special day with your silliness.”

      This time Lysander tried to change the subject,

      “...and for the third course?”

      His mother smiled with relief. She was pleased to change the subject again.

      “It’s my favourite,” she said. “We will have a pot of roasted birds. There will be pheasant, partridge, quail and ducks. It will be so tasty!”

      Demetria licked her lips in anticipation and smiled at Lysander to show that she was thinking of him.

      “But that’s not all. There’s more,” she continued. “For our next course we will have your father’s favourite - the roasted heart of an ox, cooked in a gravy made out of its own blood. It’s a little heavy for my tastes,” she continued. “But every Spartan man loves it. It makes you strong in battle and by custom it is at the heart of every agoge feast.”

      Lysander smiled. He’d heard the older men talk fondly of roasted ox heart but he’d never tasted it before. It was a special dish reserved only for special occasions. Indeed, this whole feast was reserved for special occasions. Normally, Spartans ate quite simple meals. But on the evening before the agoge they relaxed their normal rules.

      “Finally,” Demetria concluded. “we will finish with a plate of honey and pine nut cakes. That is, if that clumsy boy Pylos doesn't drop them again!”

      Pylos was standing in the corner trying not to be seen while his mother, Lampita, was busying herself with making a fresh batch of honey cakes. When Lysander’s mother spoke about his clumsiness again his eyes quickly stared at the floor and his face went red.
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      Demetria shook her head ruefully at the memory of the spilled cakes. It wasn’t so much that the cakes had been spoiled - the helots could always make more - it was just that she wanted everything to be perfect for Leon’s arrival.

      She only saw him for the odd snatched moment when he could get away from the common mess. She loved him a lot and she wanted to make tonight perfect for Lysander, Leon and Helen.

      Demetria pretended that she was annoyed by Helen’s back chat and sharp tongue but, in fact, she was proud of it.

      She knew that Spartan women had a reputation throughout the Greek world for being quick witted and biting with their comments. Helen was simply following in that tradition.

      In fact, Demetria was proud that Helen was specifically taking after her own mother. A few years ago a famous traveller had conducted a tour around all the Greek city states to compare how they were different from each other. He had been so shocked by how outspoken Spartan women were that he had written down some of the things they said and turned it into a book.

      But what made Demetria the proudest of all was that the traveller had even included a quote from her! She had met him at the agora. The agora was the large public square in the centre of Sparta where public meetings were held. It also sometimes held a market where farmers called perioikoi brought their goods so that Spartans could swap extra produce that they didn’t need for things that they did need. Sparta did not use money so you couldn’t buy and sell things but you could barter and exchange goods. The perioikoi received Sparta’s protection in return for helping to feed them.

      The traveller had spotted Demetria in the agora and he had stopped to speak to her. At the time she had been telling off a stallholder for displaying fruit that was past its best. She had not held back in her criticisms. The traveller had listened to this with a smile on his face and when Demetria had stopped he had asked her, “why is it that Spartan women are the only women in Greece to lord it over their men?” Demetria had looked him firmly in the eye. She did not know who this stranger was. It was clear that he was not Spartan by his clothes and she decided that she didn’t like his tone. She answered him quickly. “Because we are the only women in Greece that are mothers of men!”

      She meant to imply that all other Greek men were not really men, just boys - including the traveller himself. The traveller understood her meaning straight away.

      She had then put her nose in the air and moved on to pick some ripe tomatoes from the next stall. The traveller had laughed nervously but quickly wrote down what she had said. He had then included her reply in his book!

      Demetria was very proud of being quoted by the traveller and was very proud that Helen was growing up to be a fine Spartan woman like her mother…. she just wished that Helen would sometimes save her sharp tongue for others.

      Demetria stopped her daydreams and clapped her hands again. “Come, your father will be here soon,” she announced loudly. “Let’s get made up and dressed into our finest clothes.”

      She paused to make sure she had got everyone’s attention. “Lampita, you can help Helen and I get dressed and do our hair. Pylos you can help Lysander put his makeup on... Do you think you can do that without making a mess of it?”

      Pylos looked down at his feet again but nodded his head vigorously.

      Demetria and Helen went into the anteroom where they usually dressed, and Lysander went to his bedroom. As Lysander left, he carefully picked up his cloak with the clean and undamaged cakes wrapped up inside.
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      Lampita started by braiding Helen’s hair under Demetria’s watchful gaze. This was a complicated and lengthy task. First, she tightly braided Helen’s hair from the crown to the nape of her neck and secured it with a small piece of leather, leaving the length free. She then repeated this on the other side of Helen’s head and then joined the two lengths together into one long ponytail. Lampita then braided the ponytail and secured it with a piece of silk.

      The effect was amazing. It totally changed the shape of Helen’s face and instantly made her look like a proud Spartan woman of the kind whose faces were pictured on the side of plates and goblets. This was a difficult hairstyle to fashion, but Lampita’s hands worked quickly and she finished it perfectly. Demetria nodded and smiled. “You can start on my hair now,” she said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            VII

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in Lysander’s room, the preparations proceeded a lot more quickly. As soon as they entered, Lysander handed the bag of cakes to Pylos.

      “Quick, hide them in your quarters before my mother finds out,” he said. “On your way back, bring me a bowl of warm water and a sponge. That can be your excuse for not being here if my mother sees you.”

      Pylos smiled briefly at Lysander, nodded and rushed off to hide the cakes and fetch the water. On his return, Lysander quickly washed his own face in the bowl of water. He should really have asked Pylos to do that for him, but Lysander wanted to go easy on Pylos. After that he was then ready for Pylos to apply his makeup. This didn’t take long. Pylos applied a thick line of black eyeliner under Lysander’s eyes. This was the custom for Spartan men and, again, made Lysander look a little older than his seven years of age.

      Pylos finished the makeup by dabbing Lysander’s cheeks with a little pigment made from the mulberry bush to make his cheeks look blushed. Once his makeup was finished, the final touch was to put on his best red tunic and new sandals. Pylos held up the polished brass plate so that Lysander could see his own reflection. Lysander smiled. He looked perfect for his father’s arrival. When he became a warrior Lysander would be expected to grow his hair long and put it into ponytails and braid it but the custom for Spartan boys was to have their hair short. So, Lysander was ready quickly and he used the extra time to talk to Pylos about his homeland.

      Pylos had never seen Messenia - it had been captured by the Spartans before he was born - but his mother often told him stories about it and Pylos told some of those to Lysander.

      It was enjoyable for Lysander to listen to stories about another place. He had never left Sparta and he enjoyed listening to descriptions of faraway places. He felt sad for Pylos that his homeland had been captured and that meant he had to be a helot for the rest of his life.
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      Back in Demetria’s room things were progressing more slowly. Once their hair had been braided the next stage was to apply makeup.

      Strictly speaking, according to the rules set out in the Great Rhetra - or laws of Sparta - it was forbidden for women to wear makeup. However, it was generally accepted that what went on within the privacy of one’s own house in Sparta remained a private matter and people often turned a blind eye to such laws in their own house. As a result, women did not wear makeup in public but openly talked about it and applied it in their own home.

      The makeup applied by Spartan women was similar to that applied by the men. There was a heavy black eyeliner and a red blush applied to the cheeks. First, however, the face had to be painted white. This white powder was made from applying vinegar to lead and then scraping off the powder that slowly formed. Fashions were changing in Sparta, however, and that became a subject of much debate today between Helen and her mother.

      Older men, like Helen’s father, preferred Spartan women to wear makeup when at home. But Helen had overheard a lot of the younger women in the marketplace talking about how younger Spartan men thought standards in Sparta were slipping and how they wanted to go back to the teachings of the Great Rhetra. As a result, they preferred women to look natural and not wear makeup.

      Helen considered herself a thoroughly modern young Spartan woman. She didn’t care what other boys thought of her, but she did want to fit in with the other young women and so she really did not want to wear makeup. She liked the idea of being a proper Spartan.

      Demetria became very upset when Helen explained all this to her.

      “But your father will want to see you in makeup looking your best for his arrival. Please, Helen, just agree to let Lampita put a little makeup on your face.”

      “No, she’s not coming near me with that stuff - it smells bad too,” said Helen.

      There was a long pause. Demetria looked defeated and she could tell that Helen intended to stand her ground. Demetria began to cry a little at the thought that Helen was going to spoil Lysander’s big day and Leon’s arrival at home.

      “Look what you’ve made me do, Helen,” she said. “Lampita will have to wash my face and start all over again.”

      Demetria paused. She thought for a moment and then an idea came to her. She turned to Helen with a hopeful look on her face.

      “Helen,” she said. “I have a suggestion.”

      She waited a moment or two and then continued. “Tonight is a special night, and I don’t want you to spoil it. I know that you don’t like eels. So, here is my offer……this will be the last time that I ask you to wear makeup - ever - and, if you agree, I will ask Lampita to give you a portion of eels without any eels in it - just the vegetables. Your father will never know. How does that sound?”

      Helen thought carefully about the offer. She could see that her mother was upset and she didn’t want to upset her further or to spoil things.

      “I agree,” she said. “But not that horrible white powder that smells of vinegar.”

      “Agreed,” said her mother.

      After the makeup was finished the rest of the preparations went more smoothly. Spartan women wore a dress called a chiton. It fastened on one side over the shoulder and left the other shoulder bare. It was just a question of choosing their finest chitons and their best sandals.

      Demetria chose a white chiton edged with purple and Helen chose another white chiton but edged with thin gold braid. Helen also sported a thin, twisted leather belt around her waist. The belt was not to hold her chiton up but because a twisted leather belt was the latest fashion that she had seen in the marketplace.
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      Finally, the time arrived. Lysander’s and Helen’s father, Leon, came home. They saw him coming along the path through their vegetable garden before he spotted them. Their vegetable garden was big but the same size as everyone else’s. Sparta had been designed in this way. The land had been divided into nine thousand equal shares. It meant that everyone had the same amount of land so that no-one could be jealous of anybody else. Demetria had turned their plot of land into a large vegetable garden, and this meant that they had a plentiful supply of fresh vegetables.

      Leon looked happy and fit. What was more he was clearly carrying some gifts - and some quite large gifts at that. Everything was wrapped in cloth so they couldn’t see what was inside but there were at least two large bundles and one of them was very long.

      Leon spotted them as he approached the house. He stopped, put down the bundles and waved at them.

      “Go inside, children,” he shouted. “I want these presents to be a surprise. Go join your mother and I will put these safe until later. I’ll be inside in a moment.”

      Lysander and Helen did as they were asked and excitedly told Demetria that Father was home.
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      Leon was as good as his word. It was only a short moment before he came bounding in the door and opened his arms to greet them all. He had a flask of wine in one hand but there was no time to hand it over before everyone rushed him and hugged him as tightly as they could.

      Once the excitement subsided a little, he handed the flask of wine to Demetria with a hug and a kiss just for her. “It’s a special wine for tonight. A flask of Lacedaemia’s finest,” he said. “For the feast.”

      This use of the word “Lacedaemia” sounded odd to Lysander’s ears. He didn’t hear it said often but he knew that Lacedaemia was the name for the wider region conquered and occupied by the Spartans. Sparta was the name of their capital city and that was the name they were known by to most other Greeks. If someone referred to Sparta as Lacedaemia they were showing that they were proud of Sparta’s conquests and its wider territory. His father, Leon, was clearly one of those people.

      “You all look fantastic,” he said. “Helen, your makeup looks beautiful. You are going to make a fine Lacedaemian woman. And you, Lysander, look at you. You are going to make a fine warrior. You are going to help defend and expand Lacedaemia and you are going to make your mother and I proud.”

      Helen, Lysander and Demetria all beamed at these compliments and Helen was glad that, in the end, she had agreed to her mother’s request.

      Before the feast began properly, they all sat and chatted.

      “Come tell me all the news,” said Leon.

      The family sat and talked excitedly. They told him all about the latest comings and goings: what was happening with their neighbours; what gossip they had heard in the market; what repairs needed doing on the house; and how there was so much work to do that Demetria was thinking of getting another helot. After all, Lampita was getting old and tending to the vegetable garden was getting too much for her.

      Leon nodded. “We’ll look into that,” he said.

      In return, Leon told them all about the latest news from across Greece and the latest political intrigue. He had picked all this up from the talk in the common mess and the weekly assembly.

      “I’ve heard that Thebes is expanding its army,” he said. “I’ve also heard that Corinth is getting rich from all the trade in grain coming into its port from Asia Minor. People are saying that Corinthian soldiers are getting fat and lazy and, as a result, there is talk in the assembly of launching an attack on Corinth. I think this is just gossip though and hot heads talking because, of course, the biggest threat remains, as always, Athens.”

      “Why is Athens our biggest threat, Father?” asked Lysander.

      Lysander realised that now he was to become a man he needed to understand such things and to join in such conversations.

      “Athens is the largest of the Greek city states,” Leon replied. “They are jealous of Lacedaemia and would like to conquer us. We always need to be on our guard against them. Lacedaemian spies have reported that Athens is building up its navy again. Athens knows it cannot defeat Lacedaemia in a fair fight on land, so it always tries to dominate the seas. If they are building a bigger navy, that can mean only one thing. Athens must be preparing to attack again. It’s just a question of who they are planning to attack.”

      Lysander nodded.

      “So, even though there is talk of attacking Corinth,” Leon continued. “I think it would be unwise for Lacedaemia to go to war with anyone until we are clear where Athens’ intentions lie.”

      Lysander listened to all this talk with the utmost interest. He busily soaked up all his father told him.

      Helen also started off by paying attention. She knew that, as a Spartan woman, she would have the right to attend and speak at the assembly. So, she wanted to ask what matters had been brought before the assembly because she thought that would make her look clever in front of her father. But her father talked so quickly that she didn’t get the chance and slowly her interest waned.

      Eventually, she plucked up the courage and interrupted. “All this talk of war is scaring me, Father. Can we talk about something else please?”

      Leon looked at her - a little surprised. He paused and thought for a while.

      “So, talk of war and politics is boring to you, is it? Perhaps, we should talk about philosophy or poetry instead? What do you think of that?”

      Helen looked blankly at her father as she didn’t really know what philosophy was and she found poetry a bit boring. She wondered if they might be more interesting to talk about than war but they didn’t sound promising.

      “There’s talk of a new philosopher arriving in Athens,” he continued. “I think his name is Anaxagoras or something like that. His hometown has just been captured by the Persians and so he has come to Athens to escape them. Would that be more interesting to you instead?”
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