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	To all field archaeologists, past, present and future: my comrades in meteorological adversity, and fellow knights of the trowel…

	 

	With ranging pole, or upon it! 

	 


Prologue: Two Gates for Ghostly Dreams 

	 

	Laconia, Greece, August 2008

	A mile from the village the landscape turned feral, neatly-ordered olive groves giving way to sun-baked grass and herbs. A few wild olive trees and gorse bushes stood in sombre isolation, stooped and distorted, as if like Atlas they carried the world upon their backs.

	Trudging alone across this parched hillside was a tall slim girl with sun-bleached gold-brown hair. Clad in shorts and cotton shirt, Lucy Whitelaw had come prepared for an expedition. She carried a small rucksack packed with provisions: bottled water, energy bars, a map and compass.

	A limestone crag reared high above, rock burning white-hot beneath a harsh midday sun. It was a grim, forbidding place; a peregrine cried there, lonely and desolate.

	Lucy shivered, thinking of the old gods, the hawk that served as Apollo’s messenger. Was it a sign, she wondered, that her presence was welcome? Or a warning to turn back…

	She couldn’t turn back now. She’d waited three years for this. Taking a few deep breaths, she strode forward with renewed purpose. At the base of the crag, a sliver of dark shadow could be glimpsed against the pale rock. The mouth of a cave, barely visible to the casual eye.

	It was difficult terrain; soon Lucy scrambled over rock-strewn ground, her breathing quick and shallow, her heart racing. Her gaze fixed on the opening, she hardly noticed as she scraped knees and palms against hot, unforgiving rock.

	At last she stepped imside. Running her fingers over rough stone, Lucy edged further into the bowels of the cavern, where baking heat gave way to cool darkness. Like Persephone, she was venturing into the underworld.  She could almost feel the dead gathering close. She could sense their contempt, their hostility.

	She faltered. Her heart thudded loud, she swallowed, unsure whether to continue. With every step, the years slipped away, the memories returning. Memories she’d buried deep, yet so vivid in her mind that they must have been real. She could see his face, hear him speaking her name. Hope gave her strength and courage: filled with new confidence, she took a deep breath and continued through the darkness.

	The route she’d sought was blocked. She was surrounded on three sides by blank unyielding rock.

	The sense of disappointment almost choked her. She scraped at the rough stone until her fingers bled, trying to dig her way through. She cried out his name, in the forlorn hope that somehow he’d hear.

	Nothing. Only silence. In desperation, she pleaded with the ancient gods to help her, but all she could hear were the mocking echoes of her own voice. With her prayers unheeded, she whispered her message to the living rock. Tell him Penelope is waiting. Tell him he isn’t forgotten. Tell him this. Please tell him…

	But even Echo was silent now. All the old gods were dead. Turned to dust. Just as he was. 

	And she was alone.

	 


Part One: The Long Dark Road That Leads to Death

	1

	Lakonia, Greece, 452BC

	It was mid-afternoon and pleasantly warm, the sun’s heat tempered by drifts of white cloud. In the broad flat plains surrounding Sparta, the land bristled green with shoots of young barley, leaves unfurling lush on the grape vines. An army of helots toiled in the fields at their masters’ bidding, plucking weeds and chasing away flocks of hungry birds.

	In the city itself, life progressed in customary fashion. The old men were sitting in council, debating on how best to deal with the aftermath of the helots’ revolt, and how to progress the fledgling military campaign in Attika. No doubt their conversation would turn, as it often did these days, to how Athens’ power might be curbed.

	Such matters were of no concern to Lysander. He was a youth in his late teens, incapable – so the old men said – of making judgements on affairs of any importance. Walking barefoot, clad only in a plain linen tunic that reached halfway down his thighs, he appeared unassuming and impoverished. But there was a quiet confidence about his manner: he moved with dignity and supple grace, his long hair falling in black curling locks about his shoulders.

	His mother’s farm lay east of the Eurotas, half-a-day’s walk from his barracks. Lysander knew the route well enough: he’d followed it often as a child, but mainly at night, when the moon’s soft glow painted the land in subtle shades of silver. The countryside looked very different in daylight, full of life and colour. In the distance, the mountains loomed high, their grey-purple forms shivering in the heat-haze, as enticing now as they’d ever been. 

	The helots spotted him and paused, visibly anxious, before returning to their work with renewed vigour. Lysander deliberately ignored them, fixing his gaze on the farmstead, a ramshackle collection of rough clay buildings with thatched roofs.

	He’d been sent away twelve years before as a child of seven: returning now as a youth on the cusp of manhood, he alone shouldered the burden of his family’s expectations. The youngest of five brothers, he’d been the only survivor when Poseidon’s wrath shook and levelled Sparta’s buildings.

	A generation of her sons had died that day, crushed beneath the ruins of the gymnasium. In some respects, Lysander considered his brothers the fortunate ones. Dead boys could not bring shame or dishonour. They’d already done their duty, to everyone’s satisfaction.

	For those left behind, life was considerably more complicated.

	The women awaited him patiently at the door. They were long tunics of undyed linen, tied at the waists with girdles. Standing next to his mother Kleomena was his grandmother, a bent old woman well past sixty. And gathered round these indomitable matriarchs, his four sisters: growing fast, with the eldest Pharanika approaching womanhood.

	Kleomena stepped forward to greet him. A mature woman who’d seen more than forty summers come and go, she was grimly beautiful. Sleek and strong as a lioness, like all women of worth she scorned both jewellery and make up. Her dark brown hair was tied neatly back, touched only faintly with silver.

	‘Welcome, Lysander.’ She offered her son a brief smile. Taking his hands, she kissed his cheeks. ‘We’ve been expecting you.’

	 

	The household slaves attended him before dinner, helping him wash away the dirt of his journey. It was an unexpected luxury, bringing home how much his life had changed. The trials of the agoge were over. No longer would he be forced to endure the whips of the young men. He was one of the young men. It was his task to wield authority, not to receive it.  

	Once he’d have lurked and scrounged in the shadows like a half-starved fox, ignored and discouraged. Now he dined with the women as an honoured guest, a welcome presence amongst them. Throughout the meal, he was aware of his mother’s gaze upon him. He was careful not to disappoint her: he ate his food slowly, and spoke only when spoken to. 

	Kleomena plucked an olive from her platter, and said, misleadingly casual, ‘I hear Teleklus speaks favourably of you.’

	‘He’s a very worthy man,’ Lysander replied. With the eyes of his female relatives fixed firmly upon him, he was in no position to argue. He swallowed, imperceptibly, knowing that in this matter, as in any other, his mother’s decision would be final.

	‘An understatement.’ She paused, carefully choosing her words. ‘I talked with his wife at the altar of Artemis Orthia. She enquired about your character. She raised certain incidents from your past…’

	He studied the floor, suitably chagrined. ‘It was a long time ago.’

	‘If Teleklus offers his favour, accept it. Don’t let a boy’s foolish loyalties hold you back.’ She took a restrained sip of wine. ‘I have no need to lecture my son. He knows what’s required.’

	Lysander frowned, faintly irritated. He did know what was required. To cleave himself to an older, wiser man, so he might learn the arts of war from one more skilled in its practice. To yield himself body, mind and soul to this warrior, who would supervise his progress in all things. Teleklus would be Herakles to Lysander’s Hylas, taking on the role of mentor and lover.

	He sipped his wine, expression unchanged. There was no choice. He would do his duty. He would bind himself to Teleklus, if that was what was required of him. Perhaps, in time, he’d even learn to love him…

	Late in the evening, he walked in the olive groves with his sister Pharanika. Older by two summers, she was very like him: slim, dark-haired, dark-eyed. In Lakadaimonian eyes, she was a model daughter, fiercely athletic, able to run and wrestle and ride a horse as well as many boys.

	Brother and sister had always been close, sharing each other’s fears and doubts, looking out for one another. He’d often slipped away from his barracks to visit her, travelling secretly in the dark depths of the night so no one could accuse him of weakness or sentimentality.

	‘Mother’s proud of you,’ Pharanika said. ‘We all are.’ She slipped her arm in his. ‘All through those long years, I’d listen out for you, and then you’d come and tell me your stories.’ She smiled, gently. ‘Those were precious times.’

	‘They’re over now.’ He spoke briskly, unwilling to sound nostalgic.

	Pharanika laughed and tugged his arm. ‘Don’t sound so stern!’

	He grunted, half-hearted acknowledgement.

	‘Does Theron know?’ she asked. ‘About Teleklus, I mean?’

	‘Half of Sparta knows.’ Lysander spoke without rancour. ‘It’s an honour, but…’ He sighed. ‘How can I betray Theron? Even at the darkest times, he stood by my side. Where was Teleklus then?’

	‘Theron will understand.’

	‘Of course he will.’

	For a few long moments, the silence was heavy between them. In Sparta life was full of secrets, words that could not be spoken for fear of shame or recrimination.

	‘I remember the night Theron came here. He came for her. I wanted to go with them. To run though the darkness, to forget duty and obligation.’

	Lysander stiffened. It was typical of Pharanika, to throw caution and subtlety to the winds and speak her thoughts, no matter what the consequences.

	Undaunted by his hostility, her sister tightened her grip, a gesture of solidarity. ‘I envied her. The way she could move from my world to yours, without sanction or shame.’  She paused. ‘She’d have stayed, if the priestess had allowed it.’

	‘I doubt it.’ The words slipped out with unintended sharpness.

	But she knew him well enough. She knew how hard it was to let the guard drop, even for a moment. ‘You’d be dead, if she hadn’t helped you,’ she reminded him, gently. 

	‘Perhaps I was meant to die.’

	‘The gods wanted you to live. Everyone knows that. But you won’t admit it. Not to me, perhaps not even to yourself.’

	He almost replied No, it’s not like that, but choked back the words just in time. ‘Those were strange times,’ he said, ‘but they’re behind us now. Let’s not speak of them again.’

	 

	A group of the Equals gathered while the young men exercised in the gymnasium. Some of these veterans oiled their bodies, ready to engage in running or wrestling. But they watched carefully regardless, noting every fumbled throw of the discus and misplaced footfall. Lysander noted Teleklus amongst them: a seasoned old warrior, grim and forbidding, his lean taut body scarred from war.

	While the older men remained in shadow, the athletes suffered the full brunt of the midday sun. Lysanader bore the baking heat patiently, knowing he was under particular scrutiny. As he prepared to hurl the javelin once last time, he had to squint through the glare, trusting to Fate and his own skill that he wouldn’t hit Theron, who stood alone at the far end of the gymnasium. 

	When Lysander picked up the javelin, the other youths laughed nervously and stepped aside. Don’t trust Lysander, they said, only half in jest. It won’t be the first time he’s shed Lakadaimonian blood…

	Theron scoffed and called them cowards, before taking a step closer, just to prove his point. He didn’t flinch as Lysander raced the last few yards and flung the javelin with all his strength.

	It sailed through the air, piercing the soft sand near Theron’s feet. ‘A good throw!’ Theron called. ‘Unless you meant to slay me.’ Javelin in hand, he jogged back at a leisurely pace.

	They’d known each other from the day Lysander found himself plunged into the unfamiliar world of the agoge, a frightened, homesick child. They’d learned their skills together: how to fight, how to protect themselves, how to kill. Through the years they’d grown close as brothers, and they might have been mistaken for brothers, too, by those who didn’t know better. Both youths were dark-haired and dark-eyed, though Theron was broader, more sturdy, while Lysander was light and wiry.

	The last few years had transformed them both from weedy striplings into strong, agile young men. Here in the gymnasium there was no escaping such changes. When a man confronted the world with neither cloak nor tunic to conceal him, every inch of flesh was open to scrutiny and judgement. At this time of life, when a youth was poised at the edge of maturity, interest was especially keen. It was a crucial time for a young man, a time when the paths of his life were laid clear before him.

	Once they’d finished their exercises, they sat in the shadows of the walkway while they scraped away the dust and sweat and olive oil.

	Footsteps approached. ‘Lysander.’ Teleklus loomed over them both, robed and cloaked now, with his frosted brown hair trickling down over his shoulders, and his grizzled beard neatly combed.

	Lysander caught his eye, just briefly, then studied the ground, the model of subservience. ‘How may I be of service, sir?’

	‘You’re progressing well.’ Teleklus paused. ‘I came to witness your prowess for myself.’

	Lysander didn’t answer. He kept his glance low.

	‘Dine with me tonight.’

	‘I’m honoured.’  He didn’t dare look up, not until he heard the older man’s footsteps recede.

	Theron hissed faintly through his teeth. ‘I heard rumour of this.’

	Lysander met his friend’s gaze, but for once, Theron’s expression was unreadable. Whatever his thoughts on the matter, he was keeping them very much to himself.

	 

	Theron greeted Lysander’s return that evening with no more than a nod and an amiable grunt, letting a hundred questions go unspoken.

	Lysander said nothing. Of course his friend was curious. And concerned. But in this place of concealment and half-truths, there was no opportunity to voice doubts or fears.

	That night, Lysander lay alongside Theron, relishing his presence. Theron was strong, dependable, he’d always brought comfort in a world filled with pain and conflict.

	But there were some matters that not even Theron could advise upon. Lysander didn’t feel inclined to confess the thoughts and fears that plagued him: his heart was heavy, and though the anxious prowling in his gut had faded, he couldn’t sleep for a long while. Eventually he drifted off, and then he dreamed. Of a time he’d tried hard to shut from his thoughts, of a girl with honey-gold hair and sky bright eyes.

	He awoke with a jolt.

	She’d have stayed, if the priestess had allowed it. Pharanika’s voice echoed in his thoughts. In the silent darkness, the memories came flooding back. He saw the girl kneeling there beside him in the shadow of the myrtle trees. She’d gazed at him without prejudice or scorn, caring for him out of love, given freely and unconditionally…

	Lysander rolled onto his back and stared at the roof. Too unsettled to sleep, he slid from the pallet and slipped outside, seeking solace in the cool darkness. He found a place to sit in the vegetable garden, propping his back against an olive tree and hugging his knees close. Beneath the star-draped heavens, he felt the weight begin to lift. Here there was no scrutiny, no constant appraisal from his elders and betters.

	He'd been there a long while when there was a rustle nearby. He tensed in readiness, ready to greet any pillaging boys with a well-aimed fist.

	But it was only Theron. His friend settled close, seeking assurance. ‘It went well then,’ he said. ‘You’ve won the heart of the noble Teleklus.’

	‘They asked my thoughts on many things. From the arts of war to philosophy, to the works of the great poets.’

	‘Did he demand too much?’

	‘I’m not a whore.’

	‘I know that.’ Theron fell silent. ‘Do you love him?’

	‘I don’t even know him.’

	‘He doesn’t care for you as I do.’ Theron sat with head in hands, shrouded in gloom. ‘He desires you because you’re young, and head and shoulders above the rest of us.’

	Lysander slipped his arm round Theron’s back and hugged him. ‘If he desires me, then it’s good for all of us. For me. For you. For my sisters. We need Teleklus. We need his power.  His influence…’ His voice trailed away.

	They held each other tightly; unwilling to say anything, knowing that their time together was coming to an end. At that moment, Lysander didn’t want to take the momentous step into manhood. He wanted life to be the way it had always been, arduous, yes, but simple and predictable nonetheless.

	 

	*     *     *

	Cambridge, February 2012

	The house was a majestic 1920s villa, built in the Arts and Crafts style with warm brick walls and red clay tiles. It sat back from the road amongst spacious gardens, in a village not far from Cambridge.

	Chris Whitelaw swung his car into the driveway, nearly scraping the gatepier in his haste. He was fuelled by unusual urgency, eyes fixed tightly to the fore, oblivious to the swathes of snowdrops that flanked the driveway.

	He’d driven this route so many times through the years: for parties, for tutorials, for private consultations with The Oracle. But now the one they’d called ‘The Oracle’ was fading fast, her condition deteriorating by the week.

	Chris gave a heartfelt sigh as he pulled up outside the house and switched off the engine. Studying himself in the rear-view mirror, he dragged a comb through his greying-brown hair one last time. Old habits died hard — though he’d held an academic post for more than fifteen years, the self-conscious young research student still surfaced at times like these. It was something to do with Elspeth, the breadth of her knowledge, her formidable wisdom, her dignity…

	He grabbed the roses from the passenger sear and hurried to the house, past flower beds filled with crocus blooms of purple, white and vivid yellow.  He shivered, reflecting on the futility of it all. It seemed wrong to be pondering mortality when the natural world was springing back to life.

	As he brooded on the doorstep, his gaze wandered to a silver Aston Martin that was berthed nearby. An unexpected sight, it was a classic in every sense of the word, waxed and polished to a showroom gleam. He was still pondering its presence when the care assistant opened the door, a plump young woman in a white tunic and dark trousers.

	‘Chris Whitelaw.’ He smiled and offered his hand.

	She looked him up and down, then stepped back to admit him.

	He frowned, guessing her thoughts. She must have seen more than her fair share of academic types just recently. His clothing was a dead giveaway: worn sports jacket, semi-formal trousers, no tie.

	Clutching the roses tight, he followed her through the hall, a light airy space with pale wooden panelling and a deep wine-red carpet. The scent of lilies was overpowering: a vase of them stood on an occasional table, the flower of Hera, regal and pure.

	Hearing the murmur of voices, he cautiously entered the study.

	Bookshelves lined every wall, packed with volumes: there were site reports and syntheses from the British Schools at Athens, Crete and Rome, countless discourses on the Classical and Hellenistic Greek culture, a handful dealing with the Minoans and Myceneans. But the desk was gone, replaced by a bed and a chair, and — an ominous presence by the window — a dialysis machine.

	As for Elspeth herself… She was a ghost of the formidable woman Chris remembered from his youth: parchment white skin, thin dark hair fading rapidly into grey, tailored suit replaced by a shapeless gown, nightdress and slippers.

	He cast his mind back through the years, remembering the charismatic professor of Ancient Civilization whom he’d venerated as a student, the cantankerous and demanding supervisor who’d pushed him to his limits while he sweated and toiled over his Ph.D. Now the woman who’d always seemed so strong and indomitable had faded into little more than a china doll, a fragile husk that might break with a single blow.

	Forcing a smile, he tried not to let it show. The concern, the horror, the sense of burning injustice…

	Hearing him enter, Elspeth looked up, her joy undisguised. ‘Chris! What a surprise. Please. Sit down.’

	The care assistant seized the roses, and brought another chair.

	Chris sat, and feebly brandished his envelope. ‘Offprints,’ he said. ‘From the excavations in Laconia. The pottery report came through, and I was on the mailing list. Thought you’d be interested.’

	Elspeth shook her head. ‘Sometimes I think they’ve forgotten me.’

	Noticing the older gentleman who sat with her, Chris nodded in greeting. He didn’t know this other visitor: in his sixties, he was lean and dapper with a sweeping mane of silver mane. He wore a fine suit and was clearly a man of means: a doctor, Chris surmised, or even a surgeon.

	‘Anthony, this is Chris Whitelaw,’ Elspeth said. ‘He’s a Research Fellow at Oxford. He was one of mine, many years ago.’

	Anthony rose to his feet, stepped swiftly forward. ‘Delighted to meet you.’ He enthusiastically shook Chris’s hand, cuff slipping back to reveal a substantial wristwatch, a Rolex, no less. ‘Of course I’ve read your work. To bump into you here is… Extraordinary.’

	‘Anthony Maroulakis was one of my old classmates at Cambridge,’ Elspeth explained. ‘Unlike the rest of us, he hasn’t had to work for a living.’ 

	Anthony laughed, visibly uncomfortable. ‘Come now, Elspeth. Don’t be cruel.’

	‘Anthony is a man of means,’ Elspeth added. ‘He believes he’s been put on earth to engage in the pursuit of knowledge and philanthropy. I don’t know how many research projects he’s funded through the years. We were just discussing his latest work…’

	They talked a while. About Chris’s forthcoming book, about the old days at Cambridge. Chris filled them in with recent developments and theories, and she confessed that she couldn’t seem to find the energy to read the journals these days. That she couldn’t find the energy to do anything at all.

	Anthony was listening carefully as Chris shared his news. He intimated, several times, that he might be able to help with funding. Business cards were exchanged, promises made of future meetings. It was a strange situation, Chris reflected. Even now, with Elspeth so poorly, deals were being made, alliances forged.

	‘Perhaps Chris might care to help with your translation work?’ Elspeth lifted a xeroxed page from her lap. ‘It’s medieval Greek, but I tried my best.’

	Chris scanned it, half-heartedly. It didn’t make much sense, the ravings of a medieval author, presumably a priest or a monk, bewailing the predations of the Turks. There were references to a group of villagers who’d sought refuge in a cave and found a wilderness. They’d thought they’d escaped to safety, only to be attacked by bronze-clad devils armed with spears and swords. ‘Where did you get this?’

	‘Some minor lord picked it up on his Grand Tour. I bought his papers in an auction six months ago and founds this little gem buried in his diary.’ Anthony fidgeted like an eager schoolboy, anxious to impart a wonderful secret. ‘I’ve made excellent progress. I’ve found the actual location, and hope to do some fieldwork there. Perhaps, when you’re better, you can see what I’ve been up to.’ He squeezed Elspeth’s hand, gently.

	They remained with her an hour, maybe longer. After that, she apologised. It had been a delight to see them both, but she was getting tired. She hoped they’d come and visit her again, and soon.

	‘I’d best be going.’ Anthony’s face was troubled. ‘Elspeth, adieu.’ He sprang to his feet.

	Elspeth watched him go, a sad smile on her face. ‘I think my place is prepared,’ she whispered to Chris. ‘Chaeron awaits me. I’ll dwell amongst the shades in Hades…’ She sighed, softly. ‘If only I were a warrior, and guaranteed a place in Elysium…’

	Chris seized her hand. ‘Don’t say such things. There’s still hope…’

	‘How’s your daughter?’ Elspeth briskly changed the subject, dismissing his concern.

	‘Lucy? She graduates this year. I’ll have a lawyer in the family.’

	‘I always thought she’d follow in your footsteps.’

	‘She saw sense.’

	‘She’ll do well, your Lucy. I’m sure you’re very proud of her.’

	‘She’s a good girl. I couldn’t ask for better.’ He swallowed. ‘I’ll leave you in peace now, Elspeth. Look after yourself.’ He broke off, voice shaking.

	‘Don’t worry about me, Chris. I’m getting the best care money can buy. Bob’s making sure of that.’

	He nodded, vaguely reassured. ‘I’ll come back soon,’ he said. ‘Maybe I’ll be able to tell you that the book’s finally gone for editing.’

	‘I won’t hold my breath.’ Her laughter echoed weakly at his back as he left.

	Chris strode outside with hands in pockets. Thinking back through the years to the day he’d set foot in the lecture theatre as a timid first-year undergraduate, knowing so little about the ancient world, but realising quickly that he yearned to learn more. And Elspeth… She’d blazed with love and joy and enthusiasm, sweeping them along in her wake, dragging her unwitting students on a tempestuous journey where they rubbed shoulders with gods and heroes and poets and kings…

	He sighed, suddenly careworn. Mortality and loss were terrible things, as painful now as they had been two and a half thousand centuries before, in the time of Pericles and Socrates…

	He found Anthony loitering outside. He was leaning against the Aston Martin, staring into space. ‘We worshipped her,’ he said. ‘She was Athena of the flashing eyes, the embodiment of wisdom and knowledge.’ He paused. ‘If we lose her, the world will be a poorer place.’

	‘It’s in the hands of Fate, I suppose,’ said Chris. ‘If I were a religious man, I’d pray for her.’

	‘But you’re not.’ Anthony smiled, thinly. ‘Nor am I, Dr Whitelaw. I’d sooner put my faith in the old gods.’

	‘They died long ago,’ said Chris. ‘All we have left is science and knowledge. And that’s better than nothing, I suppose.’

	 

	
2

	Lakonia, 452BC

	With the season of drought upon them, the sun seared the world with heat. Stands of barley turned from green to gold, their drooping husks crisping almost by the day. Figs were swelling on the boughs, the vines already heavy with fruit.

	Two months had passed since Lysander last trod this route, but little had changed. The same toiling helots glanced nervously in his direction, and once again, he disregarded them.

	Ten days before, he’d pledged himself to Teleklus, but now Teleklus was gone for the summer, travelling to Delphi as part of a Lakadaimonian delegation while the army marched north to Attika.

	In the older man’s absence, arrangements were being made. The women were working hard to make sure that on his return, the formalities would be concluded. They had good reason to do so, for they would also benefit. The eldest daughter of Teleklus was thirty years old and childless; it was understood that Lysander’s duties would include assisting her in her quest for a son. Her husband had agreed, and the ephors, too: with all these worthy people insisting on compliance, there was no room for negotiation.

	It wearied Lysander, to think that he would never be in command of his own destiny, though he supposed he’d known all along that he was born to serve, to obey.

	But how could he serve without question, when Eros had touched him, all those years ago? How could he pretend to love, when his heart yearned for one who was lost, perhaps forever. It was wrong to yearn, wrong to harbour dissatisfaction with his lot. But sometimes he wished there was more to life than blind unquestioning obedience.

	The women were waiting once again, a row of pale-clad sombre figures.

	He greeted them cautiously. ‘I’m here for my arms,’ he told Kleomena.

	She smiled. ‘They await you, Lysander. Accept them with your mother’s blessing.’

	 

	Another meal with his family, another evening of careful conversation. His mother told him, in no uncertain terms, to put aside his scruples, and service the woman in question. Love and desire are meaningless, Kleomena said. They must be subservient to duty. This woman needs sons. It’s your duty to provide them.

	He was relieved when the meal was over. With appropriate ceremony, he was escorted to the chest where his arms were kept. His mother opened it and left him undisturbed to begin his preparations.

	He polished his armour carefully, until the leather gleamed and the bronze fittings shone like sunlight, then checked his sword and scabbard. Once that was done, he attached the handle of his shield, sitting cross-legged and resting its unwieldy bulk in his lap.

	Pharanika sat nearby, gripping her knees tightly. ‘Where are they sending you?’

	‘To Lakonia. There’s been unrest in the villages. When the men are away, a youth must do a man’s work.’

	Pharanika swallowed. She stared at him, her eyes wide, frightened. ‘I dreamed last night. The goddess came to me.’

	Concentrating on his task, Lysander didn’t look up. He swallowed, imperceptibly, dreading her words, for she’d always had a skill for prophecy.

	‘I’m afraid for you, Lysander.’ Her voice shook.

	‘I must do my duty.’

	‘I have the parchment. Take it. If the worst should happen—’

	‘We quell the unrest, or we die.’ His tone was stern, defensive.

	‘Lysander…’ She knew better than to plead with him. ‘If you love your sister—’

	‘Enough!’ he snapped. ‘I can’t talk of these things. I can’t even think—’ He glanced up, a weary hunted look. To his horror, he realised the extent of her distress, her face pale and drawn, her eyes wide with fear. ‘Please…’ he whispered. ‘Don’t torment me.’

	Her head drooped. For all her courage and strength, she was close to tears. ‘I’ll keep it. And if you reconsider…’ Her voice trailed to silence.

	 

	The following morning, his sisters and grandmother watched in silence while Kleomena prepared Lysander for the day’s rituals. He was washed and anointed, then bedecked in his armour: a linen corselet hung with rows of bronze plates, bronze greaves, and a close-fitting bronze helmet fitted with a haughty sweeping horsehair crest.  The heavy red cloak was fastened around his shoulders, then Pharanika presented him with sword and spear.

	Last of all, Kleomena brought his shield. Marked with the sign of his city, it represented everything he was, and everything he aspired to.   

	She placed it carefully in his hands, and he inclined his head, respectful.

	No-one spoke, the traditional farewell unnecessary. He knew what was implied. That the shield was everything. That he should die, rather than let it fall into the hands of an enemy.

	With the preparations complete, they left the house in solemn procession. The fledgling warrior led the way with his kinswomen, while the household slaves followed, bringing with them rams and bullocks for sacrifice.

	No son could leave his household without the protection of the goddess upon him. By the time they’d reached the precinct of the temple of Artemis Orthia, twenty young men were gathered there, accompanied by relatives and in some cases, lovers. There was music, the ecstatic sounds of flutes and pipes. The women sang prayers and paeons to the goddess, praising her beauty, her virtue, asking that she blessed their sons with courage and strength in the face of adversity.

	Theron was there, bedecked in his armour. The gangling youth was gone, replaced by a stern unflinching warrior. His mother stood by his side, beaming with pride as she accompanied her son for his presentation before the priestess.

	Lysander caught Theron’s eye, a subtle glance. At least for this, their first foray into the world of men, they’d be travelling together.

	 

	The sanctuary was dark and cramped, pierced only by a central doorway which allowed the worshippers to enter. The pale walls were painted with a frieze of figures: naked youths and long-haired helmeted warriors, robed impassive women, bringing with them beasts for sacrifice.

	At the far end stood the altar, overlooked by an imposing statue of Artemis herself. Matching the height of a man and wrought in bronze, she wore a short tunic which revealed her strong limbs and had a bow slung over her shoulders. In the flickering glow of the oil lamps, her features seemed to shift, the statue possessed with a life of its own. Nestled at her feet, there sat the ancient wooden sculpture which had been wrought long ago by Lysander’s ancestors. Worn smooth with antiquity, almost shapeless, a dark heart beating in the depths of her shrine…

	Lysander shivered. As a child of twelve, he’d faced the young men with their whips within these very walls. He’d braved their blows, determined to outdo the other boys, to prove to the youths that he feared nothing…

	Making his hesitant way to the altar, he knelt there in quiet supplication.

	The priestess approached, a gnarled old woman shrouded in a dark robe. The air that surrounded her was thick with smoke, a scented haze of burning spices and oils. For a moment, it seemed to Lysander that she was the ancient statue clothed with flesh and animated with life. A chill crept down his back, despite the heat of the afternoon, for her gaze was locked upon him.

	‘Loyal until death is brave Lysander.’ Her eyes were black and hard as stone, her face unyielding, pitiless. ‘Loyal beyond death, for where he travels, none can follow.’ She paused. ‘The black ship awaits you, Odysseus.’

	Her voice seemed faintly mocking, as if she knew or sensed his thoughts. He swallowed, dropped his head, hoping she’d move on, turn her attention to another… 

	But she hadn’t finished with him yet. ‘Prepare for your journey, noble warrior. The eagle will come for you. He will carry you to the place where Penelope awaits.’

	He listened in a daze. He’d buried these memories deep, in the vain hope he’d escape the prophecies, fulfil his duty to family and city. The walls of the sanctuary seemed to press upon him, he felt mortally afraid. The world swayed, terror prowled within him.

	In this world where fear and terror did not exist.

	It was the most he could do to keep calm and contained. He was always devout, always pious, but today he uttered his prayers and offered his sacrifices with unusual fervour. There were observances at the temple of Athena, then dedications were made to Apollo, and the Muses, and lastly to Eros. 

	As Lysander stood with his comrades and sang the paeon to Eros, he felt that same flutter inside, the reawakening of something long buried and discarded. That evening he sat with his comrades through dinner in the messroom, laughing and jesting with Theron and the others while he nursed his misgivings in silence.

	 

	Once his comrades were asleep that night, he rose from his bed and crept from his barracks. Not pausing even to pull on tunic or cloak, he ran swift as a ghost, while the waning moon soared overhead.

	The light of the moon cast strange unearthly shadows on the road and across the fields, making his flesh gleam white as marble. In the distance, the mountains loomed high, offering him glimpses of a world beyond Sparta, beyond the limits of his knowledge, or even his dreams.

	Men have walked upon the face of the moon. Her voice rang clear in his thoughts, as if she stood there beside him. They send machines into the stars, so they can look back upon the world and learn how it is made. They can travel in the sky like Icarus, with no fear of falling, and cross the widest seas in hours…

	His mother’s house loomed ahead. He found the place where the stonework was rough: digging fingers and toes deep, he scaled the wall, then crept lightly up the joist to the ridgepole.

	His foot slipped and he hissed through his teeth. This feat had been so much simpler when he’d been a thin, half-starved boy. He slid down to the courtyard below, past the hounds, who lifted sleepy heads then settled once again.

	Soft as a shadow, he crept into the room where his sisters slept. Crouching at Pharanika’s side, he touched her shoulder.

	When she opened her eyes and saw him standing there, she threw her arms around him and hugged him tight. ‘I saw blood, and death, and loss,’ she whispered. ‘I saw treachery.’

	‘Hush.’ Taking her arm, he helped her to her feet.

	‘Wait!’ She rummaged in a box beneath her bed, drawing forth a folded piece of parchment she had hidden there,

	They ventured out into the courtyard. As they stood together beneath a star-flecked sky, she pressed the parchment into his hand. ‘Don’t lose it.’ She wrapped her arms around his neck and clung to him, briefly. ‘My precious beautiful Lysander…’ Taking the simple string of beads from around her neck, she placed it in his hand. ‘Take this, and remember us, wherever your path takes you. We will love you, even if it’s your fate to wander alone and in exile.’

	 

	*     *     *

	Norfolk, May 2012

	A swathe of fields and parkland meant the mansion kept its distance from the outside world. Its grounds were surrounded by a high brick wall, dilapidated in places, the house itself reached by a long metalled driveway. Approaching visitors were granted tantalising glimpses of their destination: an elegant Georgian house, brick-built, impeccably maintained, sitting in spacious gardens against a picturesque backdrop of mature trees and grazing cattle.

	Close to the house, flower beds bristled with herbaceous plants; though neglected, the walled garden still harboured two dozen apple and pear trees. The charming character of mansion and grounds had been harnessed to good effect; it had earned an excellent reputation through the years for its peerless corporate functions and weddings.

	‘It’s a recent acquisition,’ Anthony Maroulakis explained, as he showed Irene Maxwell into the study after a full guided tour. ‘I’m sure it will make a marvellous working environment.’ He gestured to an empty chair. ‘Take a seat.’

	Irene sat carefully down, smoothing her skirt as she did so. She was a sturdy woman in her early forties, dark brown hair cut neatly in a short bob and dyed to conceal the grey. She studied her surroundings carefully: Grecian marble statues sat proudly in their arched recesses around the room. Their perfectly proportioned figures and blank unsmiling faces made her feel slightly uneasy.

	‘I can’t fault the location,’ she said. ‘It’s certainly picturesque.’ It was, she thought, a bizarre situation. She was a geneticist, she could pluck whatever job she wanted from the ether. More used to negotiating her future in modern college buildings equipped with state-of-the-art labs, she found herself sitting instead in the pleasant airy study of this Norfolk mansion, blithely signing away the next year of her life.

	She could do with a break from the rat-race, the chance to carry out research for its own sake. And she needed an opportunity to take stock of her life, now the divorce had come through at last. She smiled, imagining days off spent drinking leisurely glasses of wine in country pubs, hours spent wandering the grounds while basking in the delights of an English summer.

	She wouldn’t be short of money, either. Anthony wasn’t exactly stingy when it came to remuneration. She’d worked for him before, on various DNA screening projects for constabularies located across south-east England.

	‘Now,’ Anthony said. ‘I want absolute integrity, and absolute confidentiality. In return… How much do you want?’

	‘Seventy grand.’ She kept her face poker straight.

	He frowned. ‘Done.’

	‘Now…’ Irene said. ‘What’s the score?’

	He slid a contract across the desk. ‘A signature, please.’

	She signed with a flourish, impatient.

	Anthony smiled. ‘Thank you. Now, your role is primarily that of a project manager. I want blue sky thinking, absolutely no limits. Whatever avenues you wish to pursue, just tell me what funds you need and I’ll arrange it. I’m relying on you to collect samples, to maintain archives, and to ensure that data is managed effectively.’

	‘Anthony…’ Irene ventured, cautiously. ‘To what data are you referring?’

	‘Ah…’ A grin slid across his face. ‘That’s the beauty of it. Imagine that you could find a way back into the ancient past. That you could obtain genetic date from a living population and map its composition. Think of the possibilities. We could compare and contrast with modern populations, check for indicators of genetic disorders…’

	Irene stared, unable to conceal her disbelief.

	‘—Are you with me?’

	‘You’ve built a time machine,’ she said. 

	‘No. It’s not a time machine. Look, let me explain—’

	It was a long tale. It involved a medieval text, lost for hundreds of years, written by a monk who recounted what had happened when he fled to the hills with some local villagers during a raid by the Turks. They’d taken refuge in a cave located somewhere in the wilds of Laconia, then found their way out into an inhospitable land that lay beyond. ‘The following day, they found their route home blocked,’ Anthony explained. ‘As they tried in vain to find their village, they were attacked by a group of men armed with spears and swords of brass, who wore helmets covering their faces. The women and children were seized and carried off, and fifteen men killed. When the new moon rose the following month they were able to pass back through the cave, and return to what was left of their community.’ He rattled his fingers against the tabletop, smiling in satisfaction. ‘I found the cave, Irene. I bought the land. And I can tell you now that there’s more than a grain of truth in it.’

	‘Have you lost your mind?’ Irene countered. ‘This is all quite mad.’

	‘Just hear me out. I don’t know why, or how, but when the new moon rises, you can pass through that cave and you come out somewhere completely different. Well, not somewhere, but some when…’ He clicked the mouse, and the computer sprang into life. ‘I knew of a village that was being excavated in those parts, so I took a map and compass when I went into the cave at the appropriate time and I hiked out to look for it. I recorded my visit in detail, and the resulting photographs were extraordinary.’

	One mouse-click after another brought a succession of images. On first impression, the village looked similar to modern Greek villages, with small box-like houses. But there was no church, and no roads, and everything looked rough and shabby, with thatched roofs instead of pristine tile, and flaking mud-brick instead of lime-washed stone and concrete. It looked like a community weathering the aftermath of war.

	And the people… They wore the costume of another time, the women in long tunics, the men in short equivalents. But once again, it seemed run-down, impoverished.

	Irene swallowed. ‘I’m not convinced,’ she said. ‘But so long as you guarantee my fee, I’ll go along with the story, no questions asked.’ She smiled. ‘A holiday in Greece would be nice.’

	‘We leave next week. The plane tickets are already organised.’
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	Lakonia, 452BC

	Twelve men filed through the valley, following a path that was little more than a goat-track. They walked with spears resting upon their shoulders, relaxed and comfortable despite the fact that they were prepared for war. No helot attendants for these young men: since they’d not yet been allotted a household, they would have to bear their armour themselves.

	Lysander was just another thin, lightly-bearded youth in the line, marching anonymously behind Theron’s sturdy frame. The weight of his shield pulled against his shoulders, his thick red cloak heavy in the heat. He bore these burdens cheerfully, helmet tilted back from his face so he could see unimpeded.

	Despite his grim expression, deep in his soul he was happy. He was doing what he was born to do, what he’d been trained to do since childhood. The boys he’d grown up with were transformed at last into heroes, mighty figures who strode the world without fear or doubt.

	It was a privilege, he thought, to be part of this distinguished company. The prophecies and omens were forgotten: he was determined now to prove his worth through brave deeds and, if necessary, noble sacrifice.

	An eagle soared overhead on stiff unyielding wings. Lysander spotted its dark shape floating in the sky, and felt a tremor of unease. 

	It was the messenger of Zeus; he wondered how to interpret its presence, whether indeed he should treat it as a portent of ill omen. He was suddenly grateful for Pharanika’s persistence: the folded parchment tucked beneath the leather lining of his helmet was his amulet, his protection against whatever ills might befall him in the future.
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