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			Glossary

			

			

			

			

			I am an amateur Greek scholar. My definitions are my own, but taken from the LSJ or Routledge’s Handbook of Greek Mythology or Smith’s Classical Dictionary. On some military issues I have the temerity to disagree with the received wisdom on the subject. Also check my website at www.hippeis.com for more information and some helpful pictures.

			

			Akinakes A Scythian short sword or long knife, also sometimes carried by Medes and Persians.

			Andron The ‘men’s room’ of a proper Greek house – where men have symposia. Recent research has cast real doubt as to the sexual exclusivity of the room, but the name sticks.

			Apobatai The Chariot Warriors. In many towns, towns that hadn’t used chariots in warfare for centuries, the Apobatai were the elite three hundred or so. In Athens, they competed in special events; in Thebes, they may have been the forerunners of the Sacred Band.

			Archon A city’s senior official or, in some cases, one of three or four. A magnate.

			Aspis The Greek hoplite’s shield (which is not called a hoplon!). The aspis is about a yard in ­diameter, is deeply dished (up to six inches deep) and should weigh between eight and sixteen pounds.

			Basileus An aristocratic title from a bygone era (at least in 500 BCe) that means ‘king’ or ‘lord’.

			Bireme A warship rowed by two tiers of oars, as opposed to a trireme, which has three tiers.

			Chiton The standard tunic for most men, made by taking a single continuous piece of cloth and folding it in half, pinning the shoulders and open side. Can be made quite fitted by means of pleating. Often made of very fine quality material – usually wool, sometimes linen, especi­ally in the upper classes. A full chiton was ankle length for men and women.

			Chitoniskos A small chiton, ­usually just longer than modesty demanded – or not as long as modern modesty would demand! Worn by warriors and farmers, often heavily bloused and very full by warriors to pad their armour. Usually wool.

			Chlamys A short cloak made from a rectangle of cloth roughly 60 by 90 inches – could also be worn as a chiton if folded and pinned a different way. Or slept under as a blanket.

			Corslet/Thorax In 500 BCe, the best 
corslets were made of bronze, mostly of the so-called ‘bell’ ­thorax variety. A few ­muscle corslets appear at the end of this period, gaining popularity into the 450s. Another style is the ‘white’ corslet, seen to appear just as the ­Persian Wars begin – re-enactors call this the ‘Tube and Yoke’ ­corslet, and some people call it ­(erroneously) the linothor­ax. Some of them may have been made of linen – we’ll never know – but the likelier material is Athen­ian leather, which was often tanned and finished with alum, thus being bright white. Yet another style was a tube and yoke of scale, which you can see the author wearing on his website. A scale corslet would have been the most expensive of all, and probably provided the best protection.

			Daidala Cithaeron, the mountain that towered over Plataea, was the site of a remarkable fire-­festival, the Daidala, which was cele­brated by the Plataeans on the summit of the mountain. In the usual ceremony, as mounted by the Plataeans in every ­seventh year, a wooden idol (daidalon) would be dressed in bridal robes and dragged on an ox-cart from Plataea to the top of the mountain, where it would be burned after appropriate rituals. Or, in the Great Daidala, which were cele­brated every forty-nine years, fourteen daidala from different Boeotian towns would be burned on a large wooden pyre heaped with brushwood, together with a cow and a bull that were sacrificed to Zeus and Hera. This huge pyre on the mountain top must have provided a most impressive spectacle; Pausanias remarks that 
he knew of no other flame that rose as high or could be seen from so far. 

			 The cultic legend that was offered to account for the festival ran as follows. When Hera had once quarrelled with Zeus, as she often did, she had withdrawn to her childhood home of ­Euboea and had refused ­every attempt at reconciliation. So Zeus sought the advice of the wisest man on earth, Cithaeron (the eponym of the mountain), who ruled at Plataea in the earliest times. Cithaeron advised him to make a wooden image of a woman, to veil it in the manner of a bride, and then to have it drawn along in an ox-cart after spreading the rumour that he was planning to marry the nymph ­Plataea, a daughter of the river god ­Asopus. When Hera rushed to the scene and tore away the veils, she was so relieved to find a wooden ­effigy rather than the expected bride that she at last consented to be reconciled with Zeus. (Routledge Handbook of Greek Mythology, pp. 137–8)

			Daimon Literally a spirit, the daimon of combat might be adrenaline, and the daimon of philosophy might simply be native intelligence. Suffice it to say that very intelligent men – like Socrates – believed that god-sent spirits could infuse a man and influence his actions.

			Daktyloi Literally digits or fingers, in common talk ‘inches’ in the system of measurement. Systems differed from city to city. I have taken the liberty of using just the Athenian units.

			Despoina Lady. A term of formal address.

			Diekplous A complex naval tactic about which some debate remains. In this book, the Diekplous, or through stroke, is commenced with an attack by the ramming ship’s bow (picture the two ships approaching bow to bow or head-on) and cathead on the enemy oars. Oars were the most vulnerable part of a fighting ship, something very difficult to imagine unless you’ve rowed in a big boat and understand how lethal your own oars can be – to you! After the attacker crushes the enemy’s oars, he passes, flank to flank, and then turns when astern, coming up easily (the defender is almost dead in the water) and ramming the enemy under the stern or counter as desired.

			Doru A spear, about ten feet long, with a bronze butt-spike.

			Eleutheria Freedom.

			Ephebe A young, free man of property. A young man in training to be a hoplite. Usually performing service to his city and, in ancient terms, at one of the two peaks of male beauty.

			Eromenos The ‘beloved’ in a same-sex pair in ancient Greece. Usually younger, about seventeen. This is a complex, almost dangerous subject in the modern world – were these pair-bonds about sex, or chivalric love, or just a ‘brotherhood’ of warriors? I suspect there were elements of all three. And to write about this period without discussing the eromenos/erastes bond would, I fear, be like putting all the warriors in steel armour instead of bronze . . .

			Erastes The ‘lover’ in a same-sex pair bond – the older man, a tried warrior, twenty-five to thirty years old.

			Eudaimonia Literally ‘well-­spirited’. A feeling of extreme joy.

			Exhedra The porch of the ­women’s quarters – in some cases, any porch over a farm’s central courtyard.

			Helots The ‘race of slaves’ of Ancient Sparta – the conquered peoples who lived with the Spartiates and did all of their work so that they could concentrate entirely on making war and more Spartans.

			Hetaira Literally a ‘female companion’. In ancient Athens, a hetaira was a courtesan, a highly skilled woman who provided sexual companionship as well as fashion, political advice and music.

			Himation A very large piece of rich, often embroidered wool, worn as an outer garment by wealthy citizen women or as a sole garment by older men, especially those in authority.

			Hoplite A Greek upper-class warrior. Possession of a heavy spear, a helmet and an aspis (see above) and income above the marginal lowest free class were all required to serve as a hoplite. Although much is made of the ‘citizen soldier’ of ancient Greece, it would be fairer to compare hoplites to medieval knights than to Roman legionnaires or modern National Guardsmen. Poorer citizens did serve, and sometimes as hoplites or marines, but in general, the front ranks were the preserve of upper-class men who could afford the best training and the essential armour.

			Hoplitodromos The hoplite race, or race in armour. Two stades with an aspis on your shoulder, a helmet and greaves in the early runs. I’ve run this race in armour. It is no picnic.

			Hoplomachia A hoplite contest, or sparring match. Again, there is enormous debate as to when hoplomachia came into existence and how much training Greek hoplites received. One thing that they didn’t do is drill like modern soldiers – there’s no mention of it in all of Greek literature. However, they had highly evolved martial arts (see pankration) and it is almost certain that hoplomachia was a term that referred to ‘the martial art of fighting when fully equipped as a hoplite’.

			Hoplomachos A participant in hoplomachia.

			Hypaspist Literally ‘under the shield’. A squire or military servant – by the time of Arimnestos, the hypaspist was usually a younger man of the same class as the hoplite.

			Kithara A stringed instrument of some complexity, with a hollow body as a soundboard.

			Kline A couch.

			Kopis The heavy, back-curved sabre of the Greeks. Like a longer, heavier modern kukri or Gurkha knife.

			Kore A maiden or daughter.

			Kylix A wide, shallow, handled bowl for drinking wine.

			Logos Literally ‘word’. In pre-Socratic Greek philosophy the word is everything – the power beyond the gods.

			Longche A six to seven foot throwing spear, also used for hunting. A hoplite might carry a pair of longchai, or a single, longer and heavier doru.

			Machaira A heavy sword or long knife.

			Maenads The ‘raving ones’ – ecstatic female followers of Dionysus.

			Mastos A woman’s breast. A mastos cup is shaped like a woman’s breast with a rattle in the nipple – so when you drink, you lick the nipple and the rattle shows that you emptied the cup. I’ll leave the rest to imagination . . .

			Medimnos A grain measure. Very roughly – 35 to 100 pounds of grain.

			Megaron A style of building with a roofed porch.

			Navarch An admiral.

			Oikia The household – all the family and all the slaves, and sometimes the animals and the farmland itself.

			Opson Whatever spread, dip or accompaniment an ancient Greek had with bread.

			Pais A child.

			Palaestra The exercise sands of the gymnasium. 

			Pankration The military martial art of the ancient Greeks – an unarmed combat system that bears more than a passing resemblance to modern MMA techniques, with a series of carefully structured blows and domination holds that is, by modern standards, very advanced. Also the basis of the Greek sword and spear-based martial arts. Kicking, punching, wrestling, grappling, on the ground and standing, were all permitted.

			Peplos A short overfold of cloth that women could wear as a hood or to cover the breasts.

			Phalanx The full military potential of a town; the actual, formed body of men before a battle (all of the smaller groups formed together made a phalanx). In this period, it would be a mistake to imagine a carefully drilled military machine.

			Phylarch A file-leader – an officer commanding the four to sixteen men standing behind him in the phalanx.

			Polemarch The war leader.

			Polis The city. The basis of all Greek political thought and expression, the government that was held to be more import­ant – a higher god – than any individual or even family. To this day, when we talk about politics, we’re talking about the ‘things of our city’.

			Porne A prostitute.

			Porpax The bronze or leather band that encloses the forearm on a Greek aspis.

			Psiloi Light infantrymen – usually slaves or adolescent freemen who, in this period, were not organised and seldom had any weapon beyond some rocks to throw.

			Pyrrhiche The ‘War Dance’. A line dance in armour done by all of the warriors, often very complex. There’s reason to believe that the Pyrrhiche was the method by which the young were trained in basic martial arts and by which ‘drill’ was inculcated.

			Pyxis A box, often circular, turned from wood or made of metal.

			Rhapsode A master-poet, often a performer who told epic works like the Iliad from memory.

			Satrap A Persian ruler of a province of the Persian Empire.

			Skeuophoros Literally a ‘shield carrier’, unlike the hypaspist, this is a slave or freed man who does camp work and carries the armour and baggage.

			Sparabara The large wicker shield of the Persian and Mede elite infantry. Also the name of those soldiers.

			Spolas Another name for a leather corslet, often used for the lion skin of Heracles.

			Stade A measure of distance. An Athenian stade is about 185 ­metres.

			Strategos In Athens, the commander of one of the ten military tribes. Elsewhere, any ­senior Greek officer – sometimes the commanding general.

			Synaspismos The closest order that hoplites could form – so close that the shields overlap, hence ‘shield on shield’.

			Taxis Any group but, in military terms, a company; I use it for sixty to three hundred men.

			Thetes The lowest free class – citizens with limited rights.

			Thorax See corslet.

			Thugater Daughter. Look at the word carefully and you’ll see the ‘daughter’ in it . . .

			Triakonter A small rowed galley of thirty oars.

			Trierarch The captain of a ship – sometimes just the owner or builder, sometimes the fighting captain.

			Zone A belt, often just rope or finely wrought cord, but could be a heavy bronze kidney belt for war.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			General Note on Names and Personages

			

			

			

			

			

			This series is set in the very dawn of the so-called Classical Era, often measured from the Battle of Marathon (490 BCe). Some, if not most, of the famous names of this era are characters in this series – and that’s not happenstance. Athens of this period is as magical, in many ways, as Tolkien’s Gondor, and even the quickest list of artists, poets, and soldiers of this era reads like a ‘who’s who’ of western civilization. Nor is the author tossing them together by happenstance – these people were almost all aristocrats, men (and women) who knew each other well – and might be adversaries or friends in need. Names in bold are historical characters – yes, even Arimnestos – and you can get a glimpse into their lives by looking at Wikipedia or Britannica online. For more in-depth information, I recommend Plutarch and Herodotus, to whom I owe a great deal.

			Arimnestos of Plataea may – just may – have been Herodotos’s source for the events of the Persian Wars. The careful reader will note that Herodotos himself – a scribe from Halicarnassus – appears several 
times . . .

			Archilogos – Ephesian, son of Hipponax the poet; a typical Ionian aristocrat, who loves Persian culture and Greek culture too, who serves his city, not some cause of ‘Greece’ or ‘Hellas’, and who finds the rule of the Great King fairer and more ‘democratic’ than the rule of a Greek tyrant.

			Arimnestos – Child of Chalkeotechnes and Euthalia.

			Aristagoras – Son of Molpagoras, nephew of Histiaeus. Aristagoras led Miletus while Histiaeus was a virtual prisoner of the Great King Darius at Susa. Aristagoras seems to have initiated the Ionian Revolt – and later to have regretted it.

			Aristides – Son of Lysimachus, lived roughly 525–468 BCe, known later in life as ‘The Just’. Perhaps best known as one of the commanders at Marathon. Usually sided with the Aristocratic party.

			Artaphernes – Brother of Darius, Great King of Persia, and Satrap of Sardis. A senior Persian with powerful connections.

			Behon – A Kelt from Alba; a fisherman and former slave.

			Bion – A slave name, meaning ‘life’. The most loyal family retainer of the Corvaxae.

			Briseis – Daughter of Hipponax, sister of Archilogos.

			Calchus – A former warrior, now the keeper of the shrine of the Plataean Hero of Troy, Leitus.

			Chalkeotechnes – The Smith of Plataea; head of the family Corvaxae, who claim descent from Herakles.

			Chalkidis – Brother of Arimnestos, son of Chalkeotechnes.

			Cimon – Son of Miltiades, a professional soldier, sometime pirate, and Athenian aristocrat.

			Cleisthenes – A noble Athenian of the Alcmaeonid family. He is credited with reforming the constitution of ancient Athens and setting it on a democratic footing in 508/7 BCe.

			Collam – A Gallic lord in the Central Massif at the headwaters of the Seine.

			Dano of Croton – Daughter of the philosopher and mathematician Pythagoras.

			Darius – King of Kings, the lord of the Persian Empire, brother to Artaphernes.

			Doola – Numidian ex-slave.

			Draco – Wheelwright and wagon builder of Plataea, a leading man of the town.

			Empedocles – A priest of Hephaestus, the Smith God.

			Epaphroditos – A warrior, an aristocrat of Lesbos.

			Eualcides – A Hero. Eualcides is typical of a class of aristocratic men – professional warriors, adventurers, occasionally pirates or merchants by turns. From Euboea.

			Heraclitus – c.535–475 BCe. One of the ancient world’s most famous philosophers. Born to an aristocratic family, he chose philosophy over political power. Perhaps most famous for his statement about time: ‘You cannot step twice into the same river’. His belief that ‘strife is justice’ and other similar sayings which you’ll find scattered through these pages made him a favourite with Nietzsche. His works, mostly now lost, probably established the later philosophy of Stoicism.

			Herakleides – An Aeolian, a Greek of Asia Minor. With his brothers Nestor and Orestes, he becomes a retainer – a warrior – in service to Arimnestos. It is easy, when looking at the birth of Greek democracy, to see the whole form of modern government firmly established – but at the time of this book, democracy was less than skin-deep and most armies were formed of semi-feudal war bands following an aristocrat.

			Heraklides – Aristides’ helmsman, a lower-class Athenian who has made a name for himself in war.

			Hermogenes – Son of Bion, Arimnestos’s slave.

			Hesiod – A great poet (or a great tradition of poetry) from Boeotia in Greece. Hesiod’s Works and Days and Theogony were widely read in the sixth century and remain fresh today – they are the chief source we have on Greek farming, and this book owes an enormous debt to them.

			Hippias – Last tyrant of Athens, overthrown around 510 BCe (that is, just around the beginning of this series). Hippias escaped into exile and became a pensioner of Darius of Persia.

			Hipponax – 540–c.498 BCe. A Greek poet and satirist, considered the inventor of parody. He is supposed to have said, ‘There are two days when a woman is a pleasure: the day one marries her and the day one buries her.’

			Histiaeus – Tyrant of Miletus and ally of Darius of Persia, possible originator of the plan for the Ionian Revolt.

			Homer – Another great poet, roughly Hesiod’s contemporary (give or take fifty years!) and again, possibly more a poetic tradition than an individual man. Homer is reputed as the author of the Iliad and the Odyssey, two great epic poems which, between them, largely defined what heroism and aristocratic good behaviour should be in Greek society – and, you might say, to this very day.

			Idomeneus – Cretan warrior, priest of Leitus.

			Kylix – A boy, slave of Hipponax.

			Leukas – Alban sailor, later deck master on Lydia. Kelt of the Dumnones of Briton.

			Miltiades – Tyrant of the Thracian Chersonese. His son, Cimon rose to be a great man in Athenian politics. Probably the author of the Athenian victory of Marathon, Miltiades was a complex man, a pirate, a warlord, and a supporter of Athenian democracy.

			Penelope – Daughter of Chalkeotechnes, sister of Arimnestos.

			Polymarchos – ex-slave swordmaster of Syracusa.

			Phrynicus – Ancient Athenian playwright and warrior.

			Sappho – A Greek poetess from the island of Lesbos, born sometime around 630 BCe and died between 570 and 550 BCe. Her father was probably Lord of Eressos. Widely considered the greatest lyric poet of Ancient Greece.

			Seckla – Numidian ex-slave.

			Simonalkes – Head of the collateral branch of the Plataean Corvaxae, cousin to Arimnestos.

			Simonides – Another great lyric poet, he lived c.556–468 BCe, and his nephew, Bacchylides, was as famous as he. Perhaps best known for his epigrams, one of which is: 

			Ὦ ξεῖν’, ἀγγέλλειν Λακεδαιμονίοις ὅτι τῇδε

			κείμεθα, τοῖς κείνων ῥήμασι πειθόμενοι.

			Go tell the Spartans, thou who passest by,
That here, obedient to their laws, we lie.

			Thales – c.624–c.546 BCe. The first philosopher of the Greek tradition, whose writings were still current in Arimnestos’s time. Thales used geometry to solve problems such as calculating the height of the ­pyramids in Egypt and the distance of ships from the shore. He made at least one trip to Egypt. He is widely accepted as the founder of western mathematics.

			Themistocles – Leader of the demos party in Athens, father of the Athenian Fleet. Political enemy of Aristides.

			Theognis – Theognis of Megara was almost certainly not one man but a whole canon of aristocratic poetry under that name, much of it practical. There are maxims, many very wise, laments on the decline of man and the age, and the woes of old age and poverty, songs for symposia, etc. In later sections there are songs and poems about homosexual love and laments for failed romances. Despite widespread attributions, there was, at some point, a real Theognis who may have lived in the mid-6th century BCe, or just before the events of this series. His poetry would have been central to the world of Arimnestos’s mother.

			Vasileos – Master shipwright and helmsman.
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			Here we are again – the last night of my feast. Or is it? Perhaps I’ll hold a hunt party later in the year, and tell you my other tales: how we travelled to Africa; how we brought a cargo from India; and how we conquered this fine place. You all seem to enjoy the tales, and they make me feel young and hale again. Indeed, while I tell the tales, Calchas lives, and my mother, and Paramanos and Idomeneaus. Let me send this wine to their shades, so they may know that they are still spoken of with love.

			But this is the best of tales since Troy – with sorrow and joy, men and women, heroes and traitors and men, like Themistocles, who were both. May you never see such times, thugater.

			The first night, I told you of my youth, and how I went to Calchas the priest to be educated as a gentleman, and instead learned to be a spear fighter. Because Calchas was no empty windbag, but a Killer of Men, who had stood his place many times in the storm of bronze. And veterans came from all over Greece to hang their shields for a time at our shrine and talk to Calchas, and he sent them away whole, or better men, at least. Except that the worst of them, the Hero called for, and the priest would kill them on the precinct walls and send their shades shrieking to feed the old Hero, or serve him in Hades.

			Mind you, friends, Leithos wasn’t some angry old god demanding blood sacrifice, but Plataea’s hero from the Trojan War. And he was a particularly Boeotian hero, because he was no great man-slayer, no tent-sulker. His claim to fame is that he went to Troy and fought all ten years. That on the day that mighty Hector raged by the ships of the Greeks and Achilles skulked in his tent, Leithos rallied the lesser men and formed a tight shield wall and held Hector long enough for Ajax and the other Greek heroes to rally.

			You might hear a different story in Thebes, or Athens, or Sparta. But that’s the story of the Hero I grew to serve, and I spent years at his shrine, learning the war dances that we call the pyrriche. Oh, I learned to read old Theognis and Hesiod and Homer, too. But it was the spear, the sword and the aspis that sang to me.

			When my father found that I was learning to be a warrior and not a man of letters, he came and fetched me home, and old Calchas – died. Killed himself, more like. But I’ve told all this – and how little Plataea, our farm town at the edge of Boeotia, sought to be free of cursed Thebes and made an alliance with distant Athens. I told you all how godlike Miltiades came to our town and treated my father, the bronze smith – and Draco the wheelwright and old Epictetus the farmer – like Athenian gentlemen; how he wooed them with fine words and paid hard silver for their products, so that he bound them to his own political ends and to the needs of Athens.

			When I was still a gangly boy – tall, and well-muscled, as I remember, but too young to fight in the phalanx – Athens called for little Plataea’s aid, and we marched over Cithaeron, the ancient mountain that is also our glowering god, and we rallied to the Athenians at Oinoe. We stood beside them against Sparta and Corinth and all the Peloponnesian cities – and we beat them.

			Well – Athens beat them. Plataea barely survived, and my older brother, who should have been my father’s heir, died there with a Spartiate’s spear in his belly.

			Four days later, when we fought again – this time against Thebes – I was in the phalanx. Again, we triumphed. And I was a hoplite.

			And two days later, when we faced the Euboean, I saw my cousin Simon kill my father, stabbing him in the back under his bright bronze cuirass. When I fell over my father’s corpse, I took a mighty blow and when I awoke, I had no memory of Simon’s treachery.

			When I awoke, of course, I was a slave. Simon had sold me to Phoenician traders, and I went east with a cargo of Greek slaves.

			I was a slave for some years – and in truth, it was not a bad life. I went to a fine house, ruled by rich, elegant, excellent people – Hipponax the poet and his wife and two children. Archilogos – the elder boy – was my real master, and yet my friend and ally, and we had many escapades together. And his sister, Briseis …

			Ah, Briseis. Helen, returned to life.

			We lived in far-off Ephesus, one of the most beautiful and powerful cities on the Greek world – yet located on the coast of Asia. Greeks have lived there since the Trojan War, and the Temple of Artemis there is one of the wonders of the world. My master went to school each day at the Temple of Artemis, and there the great philosopher, Heraclitus, had his school, and he would shower us with questions every bit as painful as the blows of the old fighter who taught us pankration at the gymnasium.

			Heraclitus. I have met men – and women – who see him as a charlatan, a dreamer, a mouther of impieties. In fact, he was deeply religious – his family held the hereditary priesthood of Artemis – but he believed that fire was the only true element, and change the only constant. I can witness both.

			It was a fine life. I got a rich lord’s education for nothing. I learned to drive a chariot, and to ride a horse and to fight and to use my mind like a sword. I loved it all, but best of all …

			Best of all, I loved Briseis.

			And while I loved her – and half a dozen other young women – I grew to manhood listening to Greeks and Persians plotting various plots in my master’s house, and one night all the plots burst forth into ugly blossoms and bore the fruit of red-handed war, and the Greek cities of Ionia revolted against their Persian overlords.

			Now, as tonight’s story will be about war with the Persians, let me take a moment to remind you of the roots of the conflict. Because they are ignoble, and the Greeks were no better than the Persians, and perhaps a great deal worse. The Ionians had money, power, and freedom – freedom to worship, freedom to rule themselves – under the Great King, and all it cost them was taxes and the ‘slavery’ of having to obey the Great King in matters of foreign policy. The ‘yoke’ of the Persians was light and easy to wear, and no man alive knows that better than me, because I served – as a slave – as a herald between my master and the mighty Artaphernes, the satrap of all Phrygia. I knew him well – I ran his errands, dressed him at times, and one dark night, when my master Hipponax caught the Persian in his wife’s bed, I saved his life when my master would have killed him. I saved my master’s life as well, holding the corridor against four Persian soldiers of high repute – Aryanam, Pharnakes, Cyrus and Darius. I know their names because they were my friends, in other times.

			And you’ll hear of them again. Except Pharnakes, who died in the Bosporus, fighting Carians, so long ago that I can’t remember his face.

			At any rate, after that night of swords and fire and hate, my master went from being a loyal servant of Persia to a hate-filled Greek ‘patriot’. And our city – Ephesus – roused itself to war. And amidst it all, my beloved Briseis lost her fiancée Diomedes to rumour and innuendo, and Archilogos and I beat him for his impudence. I had learned to kill, and to use violence to get what I wanted. And as a reward, I got Briseis – or to be more accurate, she had me. My master freed me, not knowing that I had just deflowered his daughter, and I sailed away with Archilogos to avoid the wrath of the suitor’s relatives.

			We joined the Greek revolt at Lesvos, and there, on the beach, I met Aristides – sometimes called the Just, one of the greatest heroes of Athens, and Miltiades’ political foe.

			That was the beginning of my true life. My life as a man of war. I won my first games on a beach in Chios and I earned my first suit of armour, and I went to war against the Persians.

			But the god of war, Ares, was not so much in charge of my life as Aphrodite, and when we returned to Ephesus to plan the great war, I spent every hour that I could with Briseis, and the result – I think now – was never in doubt. But Heraclitus, the great sage, asked me to swear an oath to all the gods that I would protect Archilogos and his family – and I swore. Like the heroes in the old stories, I never thought about the consequence of swearing such a great oath and sleeping all the while with Briseis.

			Ah, Briseis! She taunted me with cowardice when I stayed away from her and devoured me when I visited her, sneaking, night after night, past the slaves into the women’s quarters, until in the end – we were caught. Of course we were caught.

			And I was thrown from the house and ordered never to return, by the family I’d sworn to protect.

			Three days later I was marching up country with Aristides and the Athenians. We burned Sardis, but the Persians caught us in the midst of looting the market, and we lost the fight in the town and then again at the bridge, and the Persians beat us like a drum – but I stood my ground, fight after fight, and my reputation as a spear fighter grew. In a mountain pass, Eualcidas the Euboean and I charged Artaphernes’ bodyguard, and lived to tell the tale. Three days later, on the plains north of Ephesus, we tried to face a provincial Persian army with the whole might of the Ionian Revolt, and the Greeks folded and ran rather than face the Persian archery and the outraged Phrygians. Alone, on the far left, the Athenians and the Euboeans held our ground and stopped the Carians. Our army was destroyed. Eualcidas the hero died there, and I went back to save his corpse, and in the process found that Hipponax, my former master, lay mortally wounded. I gave him the mercy blow, again failing to think of the oath I’d sworn, and my once near-brother Archilogos thought I’d done it from hate, not love, and the Furies gathered round the corpse to punish me for my impiety. And that stood between us and any hope of reconciliation. To Archilogos, I’d raped his sister and killed his father after swearing an oath to the gods to protect them.

			From the rout of Ephesus, I escaped with the Athenians, but the curse of my shattered oath lay on me and Poseidon harried our ship, and in every port I killed men who annoyed me until Agios, my Athenian friend, put me ashore on Crete, with the king of Gortyn, Achilles, and his son Neoptolymos, to whom I was war tutor. I tutored him so well that in the next great battle of the Ionian War, Neoptolymos and I were the heroes of the Greek fleet, and we helped my once-friend Archilogos break the Persian centre. It was the first victory for the Greeks, but it was fleeting, and a few days later, I was a pirate on the great sea with my own ship for the first time. Fortune favoured me – perhaps, I think, because I had in part redeemed my oath to the gods by saving Archilogos at the sea battle. And when we weathered the worst storm I had ever seen, Poseidon had gifted me the African-Greek navigator Paramanos and a good crew in a heavy ship. I returned to Lesvos and joined Miltiades – the same who had wooed the Plataeans at the dawn of this tale. And from him, I learned the facts of my father’s murder and I determined to go home and avenge him.

			I found Briseis had married one of the architects of the Ionian Revolt, and he was eager to kill me – the rumour was that she called my name when he was with her at night. And I determined to kill him.

			After two seasons of piracy with Miltiades and further failures of the rebels to resist the Persians, I found him skulking around the edge of a great mêlée in Thrace and I killed him. I presented myself to Briseis to take her as my own – and she spurned me.

			That’s how it is, sometimes. I went back to Plataea, an empty vessel, and the Furies filled me with revenge. I found Simon and his sons sitting on my farm, Simon married to my mother, planning to marry his youngest son Simonalkes to my sister Penelope.

			I’ll interrupt my own tale to say that I did not fall on Simon with fire and sword, because four years of living by the spear had taught me that things I had learned as a boy from Calchas and heard again from Heraclitus were coming to seem important and true – that justice was more important than might. I let the law of Plataea have its way. Simon hanged himself from the rafters of my father’s workshop, and the Furies left me alone with my mother and my sister.

			

			That would make a fine tale, I think, by itself – but the gods were far from done with Plataea, and by the next spring, there were storm clouds brewing in all directions, all directed to the plain of Marathon.

			An Athenian aristocrat died under my hypaspist’s sword – Idomeneaus, who comes all too often into these stories, a mad Cretan – he had taken up the priesthood of the old shrine. I went off to see to the crisis, and that road took me over the mountains to Athens, and into the middle of Athenian politics – aye, you’ll hear more of that tonight, too. There I fell afoul of the Alcmaeonidae and their scion Cleitus, because it was his brother who had died in our sanctuary and because my cowardly cousin Simon’s sons were laying a trap for me. He stole my horse and my slave girl – that’s another story. Because of him, I was tried for murder – and Aristides the Just got me off with a trick. But in the process, I committed hubris – the crime of treating a man like a slave – and Aristides ordered me to go to Delos, to the great Temple of Apollo, to be cleansed.

			Apollo, that scheming god, never meant me to be cleansed, but instead thrust me back into the service of Miltiades, whose fortunes were at an all-time ebb. With two ships, I re-provisioned Miletus – not once but twice – and made a small fortune on it, and on piracy. I took men’s goods, and their women, and I killed for money, took ships, and thought too little of the gods. Apollo had warned me – in his own voice – to learn to use mercy, but I failed more often than I succeeded, and I left a red track behind me across the Ionian Sea. And in time, I was a captain at the greatest sea battle of the Ionian Revolt – at Lade. At Lade, the Great King put together an incredible fleet, of nearly six hundred ships, to face the Greeks and their allies with almost three hundred and fifty ships. It sounds one-sided, but we were well trained. We should have been ready. I sailed with the Athenians and the Cretans, and we beat the Phoenicians at one end of the line and emerged from the morning fog expecting the praise of our navarch, the Phocaean Dionysius – alongside Miltiades, the greatest pirate and ship-handler in the Greek world. But when we punched through the Phoenicians, we found that the Samians – our fellow Greeks – had sold out to the Persians. The Great King triumphed, and the Ionian Revolt collapsed. Most of my friends – most of the men of my youth – died at Lade.

			It was the darkest day of my life, and it has haunted me ever since.

			Briseis married Artaphernes, who had slept with her mother – and became the most powerful woman in Ionia, as she had always planned.

			Datis, the architect of the Persian victory, raped and plundered his way across Lesvos and Chios, slaughtering men, taking women for the slave markets, and making true every slander that Greeks had falsely whispered about Persian atrocities.

			Miletus, that I had helped to hold, fell. I saved what I could. And went home, with fifty families of Milesians to add to the citizen levy of Plataea. I spent my fortune on them, buying them land and oxen, and then – then I went back to smithing bronze. I gave up the spear.

			How the gods must have laughed.

			A season later, while my sister went to a finishing school to get her away from my mother’s drunkenness, I went back to Athens because my friend Phrynicus, who had stood in the arrow storm at Lade with me, was producing his play, The Fall of Miletus. And Miltiades had been arrested for threatening the state – of which, let me say, friends, he was absolutely guilty, because Miltiades would have sold his own mother into slavery to achieve power in Athens.

			At any rate, I used money and some of the talents I’d learned as a slave – and a lot of my friends – to see that Phrynicus’ play was produced. And incidentally, to win my stolen slave-girl free of her brothel and wreak some revenge on the Alcmaeonidae. In the process, I undermined their power with the demos – the people – and helped the new voice in Athenian politics – Themistocles the Orator. He had little love for me, but he managed to tolerate my success long enough to help me – and Aristides – to undermine the pro-Persian party and liberate Miltiades.

			I went home to Plataea feeling that I’d done a lifetime’s good service to Athens. My bronze smithing was getting better and better. I spent the winter training the Plataean phalanx in my spare time. War was going to be my hobby, the way some men learn the diaulos or the kithara to while away old age. I trained the young men and forged bronze. Life grew sweeter.

			And when my sister Penelope – now married to a local Thespian aristocrat – decided that I was going to marry her friend Euphonia, I eventually agreed. I rode to Attica with a hunting party of aristocrats – Boeotian and Athenian – and won my bride in games that would not have disgraced the heroes of the past. And in the spring I wed her, at a wedding that included Themistocles and Aristides and Miltiades – and Harpagos and Agios and Moire and a dozen of my other friends from every class in Athens. I went back over the mountains with my bride, and settled down to make babies.

			But the storm clouds on the horizon were coming on a great wind of change. And the first gusts of that wind brought us a raid out of Thebes, paid for by the Alcmaeonidae and led by my cousin Simon’s son Simonides. The vain bastard named all his sons after himself – how weak can a man be?

			I digress. We caught them – my new Plataean phalanx – and we crushed them. My friend Teucer, the archer, killed Simonides. And because of them, we were all together when the Athenians called for our help, because the Persians, having destroyed Euboea, were marching for Athens.

			Well, I won’t retell Marathon. Myron, our archon and always my friend, sent us without reservation, and all the Plataeans marched under my command, and we stood by the Athenians on the greatest day Greek men have ever known, and we were heroes. Hah! I’ll tell it again if you don’t watch yourselves. We defeated Datis and his Persians by the black ships. Agios died there on the stern of a Persian trireme, but we won the day. Here’s to his shade. And to all the shades of all the men who died at Lade and Marathon. May they dine with Achilles and Hector and walk forever in the Elysian Fields.

			But when I led the victorious Plataeans back across the mountains, it was to find that my beautiful young wife had died in childbirth. The gods stole my wits clean away – I took her body to my house and burned it and all my trappings, and I went south over Cithaeron, intending to destroy myself.

			

			May you never know how black the world can be. Women know that darkness sometimes after the birth of a child, and men after battle. Any peak of spirit has its price, and when a man or woman stands with the gods, however briefly, they pay the price ten times. The exertion of Marathon and the loss of my wife unmanned me. I leapt from a cliff, expecting death on one of the rocks we call Poseidon’s Spear.

			I fell, and struck not rocks, but water. And when I surfaced, my body fought for life, and I swam until my feet dragged on the beach. Then I swooned, and when I awoke, I was once again a slave. Again, taken by Phoenicians, but this time as an adult. My life was cruel and like to be short, and the irony of the whole thing was that now I soon craved life.

			I lived a brutal life under a monster called Dagon, and you’ve heard plenty of him. But he tried to break me, body and soul, and nigh-on succeeded. In the end, he crucified me on a mast, and left me to die. But Poseidon saved me – washed me over the side with the mast, and let me live. Set me on the deck of a little Sikel trading ship, where I pulled an oar as a near-slave for a few months. And then I was taken again, by the Phoenicians.

			The degradations and the humiliations went on, until one day, in a sea-fight, I took a sword and cut my way to freedom. The sword fell at my feet – literally. The gods have a hand in every man’s life. Only impious fools believe otherwise.

			As a slave, I had developed new friendships, or rather, new alliances, which, when free, ripened into friendship. My new friends were a polyglot rabble – an Etruscan of Roma named Gaius; a couple of Keltoi, Daud and Sittonax; a pair of Africans from south of Libya, Doola and Sekla; a Sikel named Demetrios; and an Illyrian kinglet-turned-slave called Neoptolymos. We swore an oath to Poseidon to take a ship to Alba and buy tin, and we carried out our oath. As I told you last night, we went to Sicily and while my friends became small traders on the coast, I worked as a bronze smith, learning and teaching. I fell in love with Lydia, the bronze smith’s daughter, and betrayed her, and for that betrayal – let’s call things by their proper names – I lost confidence in myself, and I lost the favour of the gods, and for years I wandered up and down the seas, until at last we redeemed our oaths, went to Alba for the tin, and came back rich men. I did my best to see Lydia well-suited, and I met Pythagoras’ daughter and was able to learn something of that great man’s mathematics and his philosophy. I met Gelon, the tyrant of Syracusa, and declined to serve him, and sailed away, and there, on a beach near Taranto in the south of Italia, I found my friends Harpagos and Cimon, son of Miltiades, and others of the friends and allies of my youth. I confess, I had sent a message, hoping that they would come. We cruised north into the Adriatic, because I had promised Neoptolymos that we’d restore him to his throne, and we did, though we got a little blood on it. And then the Athenians and I parted company from my friends of Sicily days – they went back to Massalia to till their fields, and I left them to go back to being Arimnestos of Plataea. Because Cimon said that the Persians were coming. And whatever my failings as a man – and I had and still have many – I am the gods’ own tool in the war of the Greeks against the Persians.

			For all that I have always counted many Persians among my friends, and the best of men – the most excellent, the most brave, the most loyal. Persians are a race of truth-telling heroes. But they are not Greeks, and when it came to war …

			We parted company off Illyria, and coasted the western Peloponnesus. But Poseidon was not yet done with me, and a mighty storm blew up off Africa and it fell on us, scattering our little squadron and sending my ship far, far to the south and west, and when the storm blew itself out, we were a dismasted hulk riding the rollers, and there was another damaged ship under our lee. We could see she was a Carthaginian. We fell on that ship and took it, although in a strange, three-sided fight – the rowers were rising against the deck crew of Persians.

			It was Artaphernes’ own ship, and he was traveling from Tyre to Carthage to arrange for Carthaginian ships to help the Great King to make war on Athens. And I rescued him – I thought him a corpse.

			So did his wife, my Briseis, who threw herself into my arms.

			Blood dripped from my sword, and I stood with Helen in my arms on a ship I’d just taken by force of arms, and I thought myself the king of the world.

			How the gods must have laughed.

			

			The night before last, I told you of our lowest ebb. Because Artaphernes was not dead, and all that followed came from that fact. He was the Great King’s ambassador to the Carthaginians, and our years of guest-friendship – an exchange of lives going back to my youth, if you’ve been listening – required me to take him and my Persian friends, his bodyguards – and Briseis, my Helen reborn – to Carthage, though my enemy Dagon had sworn to my destruction in his mad way, and though by then Carthage had put quite a price on my head.

			Ha. My role in taking part of their tin fleet. I don’t regret it – the foundation of all our fortunes, thugater.

			At any rate, we ran Artaphernes – badly wounded – into Carthage, and escaped with our lives after a brilliant piece of boat handling and the gods’ own luck. Possibly the Lydia’s finest hour. And I saw Dagon.

			We ran along the coast of Africa and stopped at Sicily, and there I found my old sparring partner and hoplomachos Polymarchos. He was training an athlete for the Olympics, and in a moment I made peace with the gods and took Polymarchos and his young man to Olympia, where we – my whole ship’s crew – watched the Olympics, spending the profits of our piracy in a fine style, and making a wicked profit off the wine we brought to sell. There, we played a role in bridging the distance between Athens and Sparta, and there I saw the depth of selfish greed that would cause some men – like Adeimantus of Corinth – to betray Greece and work only for his own ends. I hate his memory – I hope he rots in Hades – but he was scarcely alone, and when Queen Gorgo – here’s to the splendour of her, mind and body – when Queen Gorgo of Sparta called us ‘a conspiracy to save Greece’ she was not speaking poetically. Even the Spartans had their factions, and it was at the Olympics that I discovered that Brasidas, my Spartan officer, was some sort of exiled criminal – or just possibly, a man who’d been betrayed by his country, and not the other way around.

			With only a little jiggling of the wheel of fate, we made sure Sparta won the chariot race and we left the Olympics richer by some drachmai and wiser by as much as we’d had nights and nights to thrash out plans for the defence of Greece.

			So it was all the more daunting when King Leonidas and Queen Gorgo of Sparta asked me to take their ambassadors to the Great King – the king of Persia. That’s another complex tale – the old Spartan king had killed the Persian heralds, an act of gross impiety – and Leonidas sought to rid Sparta of that impiety. So he sent two messengers to far-off Persepolis – two hereditary heralds.

			And me.

			Well, and Aristides the Just of Athens, who was ostracized – exiled – for being too fair, too rigid, too much of a prig …

			I laugh. He was probably my closest friend – my mentor. A brilliant soldier – and his finest hour will come soon – and a brilliant speaker, a man who was so incorruptible that ordinary men sometimes found him easy to hate. An aristocrat of the kind that makes men like me think there might be something to the notion of birth; a true hero.

			We went to the Great King by way of Tarsus, where I was mauled by a lion, and Babylon, where I was mauled by a woman. Of the two, Babylon was vastly to be preferred. In Babylon we found the seed of the revolt that later saved Greece. When we arrived at Persepolis, I knew immediately that our embassy was doomed – the arrogance of the Persians and Medes was boundless, and nothing we could do would placate or even annoy them. I told you last night how the Spartan envoys – and Brasidas, my friend – and I danced in armour for the Immortals, and were mocked.

			Our audience with the Great King was more like staged theatre, intended by his cousin Mardonius to humiliate us before the king had us executed.

			But luckily, my friend Artaphernes had a long arm, and his own allies. In other places I have discussed him – another great man, another hero, another mentor. The greatest of my foes, and one I never defeated. But in this we were allies – he did not want Mardonius to triumph, nor did he seek to destroy Athens or Sparta. Because of Artaphernes, we had a few friends in Persepolis, and we were rescued from death by the queen mother, who smuggled us out of the city and let us free on the plains – not because she loved Greece, but only because she feared Mardonius and his extreme, militaristic policies.

			We ran. But in running, with our Persian escort of Artaphernes’ picked men (and my boyhood friend Cyrus!) we left Brasidas to fan the flames of revolt in Babylon, and we slipped home.

			In Sardis – after weeks of playing cat and mouse with all the soldiers in Asia – I saw Artaphernes. He was sick, and old, but strong enough to ask me for a last favour – that when I heard he was dead, I should come and take Briseis. Yes – the love of my life was his wife, the queen of Ionia as she had always meant to be. Artaphernes’ son, also called Artaphernes, hated her, and hated me.

			At any rate, we made it to my ships, and sailed across the wintry sea to Athens. In the spring, the revolt of Babylon saved Greece from invasion, and the leaders of the Greek world gathered at Corinth and bickered. Endlessly. My ships made me rich, or rather, richer, bringing cargoes from Illyria and Aegypt and Colchis and all points in between, and I sailed that summer, going to the Nile Delta and back, and ignoring the cause of Greek independence as much as ever I could.

			But in the end, the Persians came. Last night I told you all of the truth – the internal divisions of the Greeks, and their foolish early efforts; the march to the Vale of Tempe and its utter failure; and the eventual arrangement for a small land army to hold the hot springs of Thermopylae while the great allied fleet held Cape Artemisium.

			Leonidas, best of the Spartans, held the pass at Thermopylae. And we, as ragtag a fleet as ever put oar to water, held the waters off Artemisium – day after day. Storms pounded the Persians. We pounded the Persians. Once we fought them to a standstill, and on the last day, we beat them.

			But at our backs, a traitor led the Medes around the Spartan wall, and King Leonidas died.

			The so-called Great King desecrated his body, and took his head. The Great King’s soldiers did the same to all three hundred Spartans, and to others besides. Dogs ripped the body of my noble brother-in-law, Antigonus. My sister would weep for his shade, and I would weep too.

			No gods laughed. The week after Thermopylae was the worst of the Long War – the worst week many of us had ever known.

			For me, it was Lade. Again. The day that haunts me.

			

			And then, last night, I told you of Salamis. Oh, such a day, and such men. But it almost did not happen, and too closely we emulated the divisiveness that led to defeat and treason at Lade. The Corinthians, and many Spartans, too, were more interested in seeing Athens humbled than in defeating the Medes. And after the death of the Spartan king, the lynchpin of the alliance, and his bodyguard of Spartan gentlemen, who were also his partisans in the murky world of Spartan politics – when the Persians were despoiling his body and mutilating his corpse, it was Greece they beheaded. In that hour, even Themistocles despaired, and the voices for dispersing the fleet – the victorious fleet – were loud and long.

			But luck, and the will of the gods, sent us all to the beaches of Salamis, the isle of Ajax. And there we lay, resting from war, and bickering, for many days.

			Not the Plataeans, though. We landed on the Attic shore and marched overland to rescue our goods and our people, because victory at Thermopylae allowed the Persians to overrun Boeotia faster than any of us could have imagined. We cleared Plataea, knowing that Thebes had already betrayed us and joined the Great King, and ran; the phalanx for the isthmus and Corinth, where the league army was forming, and our sailors and marines back over Cithaeron to Attica. But the Saka and the Persians were hot at our heels, and we fought, and Teucer’s son died there, here’s wine to his shade, and we had a long, hard day withdrawing over the passes into Attica, but by nightfall my son Hipponax and my former pais Hector laid a fine ambush and we had them.

			Indeed, it is part of this story that those two, one the son of my youthful lust and the other the son of a dockside crime lord, became fast friends and great warriors, which was good, as I was thirty-five that summer, and my body had taken enough wounds that almost every morning, something hurt. By the time we went back to our ships, richer by a little loot and a dog, I had been fighting for weeks, and my dreams were dark and my days full of aches and pains too small to make heroic, but those boys shone with youth like Achilles and fought like him, too.

			At any rate, we went back to our ships and I went to council after council, listening to Themistocles, the wisest and most annoying of the Greeks as he cajoled, begged, shamed and demanded that the fleet remain intact and face the Persians again to cover the population of Attica, which had been moved to Salamis. Every day and many nights, men talked and talked, and Adeimantus, the Corinthian navarch, demanded that we all run to the isthmus and abandon Attica. I thought he was in the pay of the Medes, but it was difficult to tell, as they sent presents to so many men, and many took them and fought them, too. Like wily Greeks, whose hero is Odysseus.

			After days of debate, I took my beautiful Lydia to sea to find my friend Cimon, who had tarried to harry the enemy. We needed his voice in the council; he was an Athenian aristocrat, and yet an ally of Themistocles, and he could persuade the Spartans and the Corinthians when Themistocles fell back on insults. I ran east into the sun, hopping from protected beach to islet, all the way around Sounion and up the coast of Attica to Marathon. It was only after several days, hiding on the tiny isle of Megalos, that I spotted his mighty ship-killer Ajax on the horizon, fleeing from a crowd of Ionian ships.

			That was a great day, for not only did I take a ship of Naxos – or rather, they changed sides – and rescued Cimon’s squadron, virtually single-handed, but I saw the brother of my youth, Archilogos, on his command deck, and he waved. That wave meant more to me than victory; it told me that something had changed, and I began to think that perhaps some old wounds might be healed.

			We returned to the fleet with our captures, and the winds of politics began to change. Themistocles openly threatened the Corinthians that if they did not support Athens, Athens might just change sides. It was ugly, and all I can say is that men were tired, bone-tired, and fatigue does not make for clear thinking.

			And one night, we watched Attica burn, and Athens. Far away, we saw the fires as the Medes stormed the Acropolis and fired the temples. That was the night, by the way, that I understood that my son Hipponax was in love with the daughter of my enemy, Cleitus, the Alcmaeonidae clan leader. And that Hector, virtually my other son, was in love with Iris, a natural daughter of Xanthippus, the Athenian navarch and one of their party leaders. And the priestess of Artemis from Brauron raised her arms so that all Attica lay between them, and cursed the Persians. That was the most powerful curse I ever saw, and the gods listened.

			In the end, after another scout of the enemy fleet, we, the professional sailors, were convinced we had the upper hand. But Themistocles’ arrogance was greater than his virtue, and for once he spoke badly, and with anger. Eurybiades, tired of the wrangling, made the hard decision, and the Spartan commander of the fleet ordered us to retreat to the isthmus. That should have been the end of everything.

			It was that night that many, many plots began to unravel. To this day I do not know the depths of Themistocles’ treason, or his brilliance, or both. I suspect both. He proposed that we send his slave to the Great King with a promise of Athenian treachery. I accompanied his slave, and what I heard there led me to believe that Themistocles was capable of actually betraying the league. Perhaps, or perhaps not. Certainly, had Themistocles gathered the Athenian captains and demanded that they change sides like the Samians at Lade, I suspect we’d have gutted him like a fish. He was not ‘king’ of Athens. At the same time, I discovered that he had, in fact, been negotiating with the Great King for some time.

			Bah. There was no knowing the mind of Themistocles. Brasidas the Spartan and I were taken as hostages, and with the help of Ka and his Numidians, we escaped. It sounds bald, put that way. We returned to camp in time to inform Themistocles that the Persians had sailed; tempted by his offer of treason, the Great King had ordered his fleet to attack.

			Then, it was too late to run. My friend Aristides returned that night from exile – well, he’d never been far, if you are listening – and he backed Themistocles, and that swayed the league, and every man determined to fight.

			And fight we did. Some men say Salamis was larger than Lade and some say smaller. And the truth is, whatever my friend Aeschylus says, that we sank or took fewer than a hundred hulls and lost more than thirty ourselves; we’d done almost as well the third day of fighting at Artemisium.

			The difference was that autumn was coming on, and the Persian fleet broke and ran for its beaches, and some say that only his execution of some Phoenicians ended resistance, because the Phoenicians then decided to leave the Great King. Yet I was there, and I think we actually broke their will to fight. I had seen many ship fights since the Long War opened in the east, and ship for ship, we were as good or better. The Phoenicians, the backbone of the Great King’s fleet, had lost dozens of ships and more important, dozens of crack crews and expert captains since the war opened. At some point, the Greeks had tipped the balance, and as victory slipped away from the Great King’s fleet at Salamis, Poseidon tilted his hand, and gave to us the dominion of the surface of his seas.

			We paid a high price. Idomeneaus fell there, in desperate fighting; Leukas the Alban took a terrible wound. Many of my friends fell, and many were wounded. When the Persians overran my ship, I lost comrades in every heartbeat, and Cleitus’ daughter, the brilliant dancer and Hipponax’s beloved, whom he had smuggled aboard to prove herself – a long story there by itself – fought with a broken oar and then jumped over the side to avoid capture and humiliation.

			But we cleared the deck and as our revenge we took the flagship, the hardest, longest ship fight I have ever known, boarding through the rowing frame because she was higher than our ship, and then …

			And then we won. I could scarcely breathe, and Hipponax and Hector, my sons, collapsed, almost unable to stand, but Xanthippus and Cimon held the centre; the Corinthians, late, but better than never – stormed in; and far away to the east, Aristides and Phrynicus and hundreds of hoplites and archers stormed the island in the centre of the strait with the Athenian archer corps – of which you will hear more tonight – and the Persians and the Phoenicians and the Aegyptians and the Carians collapsed. Indeed, only the Ionians, our own Greek cousins, and my friend Archilogos amongst them, fought on, determined to cover their fleet’s retreat. But for them, perhaps the Great King’s fleet would have been destroyed right there. The wicked irony was that we saw ships that Cimon and I had saved at Lade, covering the retreat of the masters they hated.

			Ah well. Their hour was coming.

			Regardless, we went to our beaches exhausted but triumphant. There were many small signs of the favour of the gods: Cleitus’ daughter had swum the three stades to the beach, alive and unharmed; Leukas had not died of his wounds; I picked up a Persian noble in the water and kept him from drowning, and other small things that made me think that perhaps …

			But despite some celebrations, we readied ourselves the next morning to fight again, as at Artemisium. Why not? I tell you, friends, that as the sun set on our victory, the Great King still had more uninjured ships and crews than we did.

			But their spirit was broken. Cimon and I put to sea and scouted their beaches, and they were preparing to run east. They had their masts and sails aboard, and we all knew, then, that we had won.

			And in the aftermath of victory, I found that Artaphernes was dying or dead, and his son Artaphernes, who hated me and his father’s wife Briseis in equal measure, was racing east to have her killed; while Diomedes, the enemy of my youth, was taking two ships on the same errand.

			Well. I was tired, but not so tired that I could not try to rescue the love of my life, and rescue her we did.

			And last night, as our evening ended, I told you how the people of Attica were welcomed in Troezen and Hermione and other places on the east coast of the Peloponnesus; how, having rescued Briseis, or helped her rescue herself, I sailed into Hermione to find that my steward, a hero of his own kind, had purchased me a house, and prepared almost everything for my wedding, and that my friends had done the rest. And then, in one ceremony, I wed Briseis, and my son Hipponax wed the daughter of Cleitus, son of Cleisthenes of the Alcmaeonidae; and Hector, son of Anarchos, wed Iris, daughter of Xanthippus, son of Ariphron, whose wife Agariste was cousin to Cleitus and daughter of Hippocrates. I tell you all this genealogy so that you may see that my sons – for so they were both accounted – married Alcmaeonidae whose blood was so blue that it might have been taken for the ocean on a sunny day.

			On the night I wed, Athens was an abandoned ruin, Attica had not harvested a crop in a year, and Plataea was a pile of rubble. The Persian army had retreated to winter in Thessaly, because there was not pasturage in Attica for twenty thousand horses. The Persian fleet had scattered, but still outnumbered ours.

			At Salamis, we won. But mostly what we won was the right to fight again.

			It was the year that Themistocles was elected archon in ‘Athens’, although in fact the assembly met on a hillside on Salamis. It was the year that Dromeus of Mantinea won the pankration at Olympia; the year that the Apiad king of Sparta died fighting Xerxes, and the Hellenes triumphed at Salamis. It was the fifteenth year of the Long War. Men planned, and the Fates spun our yarn, and the scissors were sharp.

			It was, although we had no way of knowing, the ultimate year of the war.

			Everything was in the balance.
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			My honeymoon in Hermione was scented in fig and jasmine and mint, wine and wood smoke. It was a wonderful time, with most of my friends around me, and if there were dark days when we remembered all our dead, there were great days when we lay on our couches and drank; when I chased my wife into her bed, or we walked into the agora and played at housekeeping; annoyed my sons and their new wives with our middle-aged advice, and wrangled about politics.

			Briseis was a wonderful wife. She made no attempt to overrule my steward, but only co-operated with him. Indeed, she ran my little house with so little effort that she had energy left to join Jocasta in ruling the free Hellenes, or so it was said. Certainly she was not afraid to speak her views to men, or to anyone, and her views were plain: Ionia deserved to be liberated from the yoke of Persia. She and her brother Archilogos were practically the only representatives of Ionia on the mainland of Greece that winter, and they were both brilliant and eloquent. Men listened.

			Women looked at her brilliance and her free tongue. Some resented her, but some emulated her, too. It was a winter of women; women’s politics, and women’s will.

			Most of the league of allies was gathered together early that winter in a crescent from Troezen to Corinth, and the leaders of our league went back and forth: Gorgo of Sparta and the old king, Leotychidas, son of Menares of the other line of Spartan kings, the man who had arranged for the deposition of Demaratus, son of Ariston, who saved us at Persepolis and who was friend to my captain of marines and close friend, Brasidas. I know this is all dull, but you need to know your Spartan politics for anything that happened in the ‘Year of War’ to make sense. Leotychidas was the supporter of Cleomenes, who was the architect of the Spartan strategy of resistance to Persia – and Gorgo’s father. Sparta had a war party and a peace party; that is, a party that supported the league and wanted to make every effort to face the Medes, and a party that wanted peace with the Great King. Some of the peace party would accept peace on almost any terms, and others simply wanted to see Athens, viewed in Sparta as an upstart rival, humbled or even destroyed by the Great King.

			But I leave the road of my story too easily, and I need to plough a straighter furrow. Here it is, then: by two weeks after my wedding, my honeymoon was still glorious, but the honeymoon of the Free Greeks after the victory of Salamis was coming to an end.

			The fight that brought the honeymoon to an end was about rewards and prizes, and thus was typically Greek. In the aftermath of victory, Greeks give prizes to the best and the bravest: to the contingent who were best, and to the man who was most noble. And these prizes are worth as much as, or more than, prizes awarded in the great games. Not that there is money, although sometimes the ‘best’ fighter in an engagement gets an extra share of the loot, and there was some good loot after Salamis. But it is fame we Greeks crave, and the undying fame of being ‘the best’ in the fight at Salamis was too much for almost everyone.

			I think I’d been married three weeks when the league met in Corinth. I confess I chose not to go. I had a welter of excuses, and the best had to do with the state of my ships, every one of which needed serious repair, new wood, new tar, and a drier hull. And yet to you, my beauties and young bloods, I am not afraid to confess that it was Briseis’ laugh and her body and her wit and the shine of her hair on my chest that kept me in kindly Hermione. I had had a surfeit of war and politics, and I didn’t need to listen to Adeimantus of Corinth, who, in my opinion, had been paid to betray the Greeks, laud himself as the architect of victory at Salamis.

			I stayed home. Aristides went, but left Jocasta. Cimon went, and my former mortal foe Cleitus went, and Xanthippus went, and Myron went for the Plataeans.

			I remember the day I heard the news. They’d all been gone a good few days, and Moire and I were in one of our hastily built ship sheds. Outside, the wind howled, and a light snow fell, and it was unseasonably cold, but the whole shed was warm enough that we were stripped to the waist, wearing our chitoniskoi like Heracles my ancestor, off one shoulder, because we had a great iron vat of pine pitch heating on coals, and the coals warmed the whole shed, at least by the bow. And while the pitch heated, young Kineas and I, and Hippias son of Draco of Plataea, carpenter and wagon builder, and a pair of Hermionian shipwrights, Dion and Aristion, were scraping away at a new stave for the hull; a course of good Thracian oak near the waterline, a fancy building style that strengthened the hull for just a little weight. But oak is much, much harder to work than spruce or pine, and we were cursing, cutting, fitting, and cutting again. You see, when you fit a new strake into a ship’s hull, you can only do so much by measurement. The rest has to be done by feel, and by hand, a wood shaving at a time. It takes hours, but it is better than having a leak.

			At any rate, we were finally making good the damage of four great battles and a dozen ship fights. At the other end of the Lydia, Giorgos and another party of carpenters, and Sekla and Alexandros, were getting at the patch we’d thrown over the hole we put in her hull one morning at Thermopylae. And bow and stern, yet another work party was carefully replacing the pronounced keel that Vasileos had built in as part of his original design. Every beach landing had marred it, but while it bit the water, less than a hand span of spruce at the bottom of centre strake, it caused our beautiful Lydia to track better than other ships and it gave her a touch more bite on the water in a crosswind. Four years of hard use had marred her, but we had no other work, and we knew the fighting was not over.

			At any rate, we were working away. There is something very satisfying about the process of repair and maintenance; it is healing, I think, and as the holes in the Lydia (and other ships) were closed, and the black pitch was spread to seal the wounds we made in her hull, other things healed. Sittonax, who had taken a bad wound at Salamis and hadn’t even risen for my wedding, hobbled down to the ship sheds and was brighter each day. He had taken to sitting with Brasidas, who was himself in a dark place.

			That day, the day we heard from Corinth, we finished working for the day and I ordered wine served to all the men working. There were no wages that winter. The Hermionians fed us, and we paid what we could, but there was a commonality to the effort that was itself noble.

			At any rate, Brasidas raised a mastos-cup and poured a libation. ‘To work,’ he said. ‘I suppose if I am to be a Plataean, I will have to learn to enjoy work.’

			Sittonax, who never got his hands dirty, had pitch all over him. He shrugged. ‘I’ll never understand,’ he said in his Gaulish-Greek. ‘All you do is work.’

			I frowned. ‘You enjoy war?’ I asked Sittonax.

			He shrugged – and winced as the pain hit his neck. ‘I do, as long as some Mede isn’t sawing off my head,’ he said.

			‘And yet, war is full of work, and even now, we prepare this ship for war. War at sea would be wet, I think, without a ship.’ I was practising the rhetorical skills that I was not, thanks to the gods, using at Corinth.

			‘There are slaves,’ Sittonax said, and Brasidas nodded.

			I thought that Dion, the shipwright, would explode.

			But I smiled. ‘Do you want to go to war in a ship built by men who hate you?’ I asked.

			Sittonax raised the cup in salute. ‘I take your point,’ he said. ‘But I’ll never learn to love pitch.’

			‘For me, I love the smell,’ I said. ‘It makes me think of torches and feast days.’ I pulled my chiton up and pulled a warmer wool chiton over the first before picking up my sad old blue cloak. ‘I’m for home. Care to join me?’ I said to Brasidas.

			He nodded. ‘I would be delighted,’ he said, with more warmth than he usually showed those days. So he and I, Sittonax and Moire walked home, and Sekla joined us.

			One of the many delights of Briseis – and my steward – was that I could be endlessly hospitable. Briseis was a noblewoman of Ionia. She craved company, and she wanted to host people every night, as far as our tiny house allowed.

			That night, I remember, I arrived to find Jocasta, wife of Aristides, and Agariste, wife of Xanthippus, and Penelope my sister, and her friend Lydia, whose husband had been killed at Salamis, and my daughter Euphonia, all together in my very small ‘andron’. Now the andron is supposed to be the ‘men’s room’, at least in cities like Thebes. But in my house it might have been called the ‘gynedron’ because Briseis kept her loom there, and when we came in out of the snow, there were five of them and their handmaidens all weaving away while discussing the future of Greece, as women do. And as I walked in I heard Agariste say the name ‘Themistocles’ the way some of us might refer to Hades, and I laughed.

			All the work at the loom stopped, and some kisses were exchanged. Eugenios my steward came and took my himation and my two chitoniskoi and reclothed me in a brilliant scarlet himation of the softest wool; a wedding present. And he brought warm wool felt shoes for all the men, as the floors were cold. It was a very cold winter, by our standards.

			‘Can we feed all these people?’ I asked him.

			He just smiled and bowed his head. ‘I’m sure that we can, my lord,’ he said. ‘I believe we can manage roast lamb, some good barley, fresh bread, two or three wines, raisins and almonds.’

			I liked to pretend I had something to do with the direction of my house. ‘Perhaps soup?’ I asked.

			Briseis laughed, and I smelled her jasmine and mint and knew she was close behind me.

			‘Soup would cause both of our cooks to fall over dead, my dear. I guessed you’d bring five, and Pen hoped you’d bring Brasidas, so we’re ready. The ladies will dine upstairs and the gentleman in the tiled room, and then perhaps we’ll meet for a cup of wine.’

			I turned to gaze with my usual delight on those sparkling eyes, arched brows, and amused lips. In fact, I have never tired of them.

			Some things are worth fighting for, waiting for, killing for.

			‘That all sounds delightfully well planned,’ I said. ‘Sometimes I think that you should be the one directing the war with the Great King,’ I said.

			Briseis’ eyes sparkled more. ‘Had I had the direction of the Ionian Revolt,’ she said lightly, ‘no Mede would ever have made it to Athens.’

			Well. Probably the truth, and her first husband was an utter fool. I killed him, of course, but too late to save the Ionian Revolt.

			‘What was Agariste saying about Themistocles?’ I asked. A thought hit me, hard. ‘My sister hoped that Brasidas would come?’ I asked.

			Briseis smiled sweetly. ‘Your sister admires the Spartan,’ she said. ‘Her admiration is returned. Given how tenuous is his hold on … happiness, and hers, I think this is best for both, do you not?’

			I stood in my own house, slightly shocked.

			‘And,’ Briseis said quietly, ‘if for some reason you do not agree, perhaps this is not the moment to show it,’ she said.

			I suspect my mouth moved a little, like a fish out of water. This is what my children tell me I do when I’m confused.

			So it was hours before I heard about Themistocles. I lay on a couch with Moire and we talked about ships, and I vaguely remember that we talked about taking a warship and a round ship and trying to run to Aegypt in the spring. We knew that we needed to make war pay. Remember that most of my people had lost virtually everything; that is, the Plataean farmers had their tools and their herds, but the lower class men had virtually nothing, unless they were so provident that they saved silver, and they had families living in the tiny houses and sheds of Hermione and Troezen. I had saved my ships and some of my fortune, but my house was gone, my forge, and a great deal of my wealth.

			In fact, ever since the dawn after we heard that Xerxes had fled, men had been taking their families back to Attica. Mardonius, the ‘satrap of Europe’ who was to have conquered us, kept the best part of the Great King’s army, but he had retreated to Thrace and Thessaly for the winter, and as soon as his looters and murderers were out of Attica, people began to return. The poorest, in fact.

			But we were Plataeans, and Thebes was a firm ally of the enemy. Our city had been razed – destroyed – and we had no place to go.

			Yet.

			At any rate, I really only remember this because Brasidas snapped that we sounded like helots. It was among the most ungracious things I’d ever heard him say, and he flushed the moment he said it.

			He rose. ‘I am no kind of company,’ he said. He made for the door, and Sekla blocked the way. The Nubian was smiling, but he was not easily moved.

			‘You will not make yourself better by leaving,’ I said. ‘Come, let us join the ladies.’

			Brasidas looked crestfallen. ‘I spoke foolishly, like a boy,’ he said.

			I laughed. ‘That will teach you,’ I said. For indeed, he was a byword for Laconic silence.

			I carried a heavy Lesbian amphora up the narrow stairs, and one of the female slaves announced us, and then we went into the women’s rooms, which really were our bedroom and dressing room. Hermione was nothing like Plataea, much less Athens; too many people in too little space, with all the press of war behind us. Mores were different. I have heard men say that women learned too many freedoms that winter. All I can say is that some men are the merest fools.

			Suffice it to say that we sat on camp stools while the ladies reclined on our two klinai and my daughter sat on my lap. She was too big for it and made the stool creak.

			And I finally heard the story. Agariste was so well-bred that she pretended to be unable to speak to men without her husband present, until Briseis rolled her eyes and sat up.

			‘The story is,’ she said, ‘that the league council voted prizes for the best men and the best contingent at Salamis, like a land battle.’

			Most of us raised cups at the mere mention of the name, and Brasidas said, ‘Hear, hear’, or something like that. I remember I turned my head and looked at him to smile, and saw that he was smiling at Penelope, my sister.

			So …

			I looked back to Briseis.

			She smiled and nodded and went on. ‘So all the navarchs voted.’

			‘Except my daddy,’ my daughter said in an annoying, slightly cloying little-girl voice. She laughed. ‘He’s right here.’

			‘And all of them voted for themselves,’ Sekla said. He grinned.

			Briseis glared at him. It was a mock glare, and he mock-quailed.

			‘You are ruining my story,’ Briseis said.

			‘I was trying to be funny!’ Sekla said. ‘But Greeks …’

			‘Well, that’s just what happened,’ Briseis said. ‘Every navarch voted for his own contingent and himself – the Aeginians, the Athenians, the Spartans, the Corinthians, and so on.’

			We all laughed.

			Briseis shook her head. ‘I’m not done. So, after two ballots, Aristides, who was not commanding any contingent, suggested that they all vote for a first and second place. All the navarchs voted for themselves in first place; but all of them voted for Themistocles in second.’

			We laughed again.

			‘But Adeimantus of Corinth threatened to leave the alliance if the men of Athens were awarded the prize. And Themistocles has left the council. He walked off in a rage, and there’s a rumour he has gone to Sparta.’

			‘Sparta?’ I said.

			Jocasta sat back. ‘Well, my husband isn’t here, but I think I can speak,’ she said. ‘Gorgo invited him, and Eurybiades.’

			‘But …’ I said.

			Briseis nodded. ‘But the league council has broken up,’ she said. ‘In effect, the war party has gone to Sparta to talk, and the peace party had gone home.’

			‘Peace party?’ Moire didn’t really follow politics.

			I nodded. ‘More than half the league either thinks we never should have fought the Persians in the first place, or that, now that we won at Salamis, the whole thing will sort itself out.’

			Moire nodded. ‘I see, the way the lion sorts out the sheep, after he gets inside the sheepfold.’

			I raised my cup and drank to him.

			‘And half of them have been paid good gold for their views,’ I said. ‘I’m not surprised Adeimantus of Corinth made such an inflammatory speech.’

			Briseis nodded to me. ‘Regardless, the league council has dispersed.’

			So. My honeymoon continued.

			But the league’s honeymoon was over.

			

			We spent the next month repairing ships. Storm after storm struck us, and one was so bad that we warped all of our round ships into the beach and pulled them well up, two plethron, or almost two hundred feet, above the water line. Then it turned out that all three of our little tubs had the worm, and we stripped their bottoms and replanked them. They were too wide for the sheds, and that was cold work, but it made the time fly. Moire and I began to plan our expedition to Aegypt and we began to gather a cargo: simple stuff that would sell quickly, olive oil and wine.

			Archilogos joined us for the work, bored and eager for company, and asked to be included for the trip to Aegypt.

			‘I’ve been, you know,’ he said, with something of his old sparkle. ‘And not as a pirate,’ he added.

			He had a point there.

			We were having a difficult time, he and I. We had been best friends; indeed, we had been brothers. But I had been his slave, too. Parse that as you will, it was never a simple relationship, and I killed his father. He blamed me for that for years, although, if you have been listening, you know I only put him out of great, mind-destroying pain. And when his mother died, he blamed me for that, too.

			And I was Briseis’ lover. My life has taken many turns, and few of them what I expected when I was learning the spear dances from Calchas by the tomb of Leithos. But making love to Briseis in the hours after avenging the family on Diomedes … I have thought many times of what it must have been like for him, for my friend/master Archilogos, to find me abed with his sister, just a few weeks after discovering that his mother had been unfaithful to his father.

			Listen, thugater, and all of you, because these are stormy seas in which to keep my helm. But when you are young, you are full of fire, and yet, I find, curiously prudish. And when you are old, the fires have died down, and you realize that things that seemed worth killing and dying for when you were young are silly, or trite, or the merest custom.

			When Briseis and I were discovered, she said things – things about her own possession of her body, and her intentions – that, to be honest, I hated as much as her father hated them. Men possess women. A woman’s chastity is an expression of a man’s power, his honour. Eh?

			So must Archilogos have thought, and to have his slave – or his recently freed slave – possess his sister was impossible. And to have his sister claim that she possessed herself …

			In retrospect, thugater, I have come to realize that all my life I preferred women who possessed themselves; in time I hope you come to your own possession. And yet, at the same time, I have some doubts as to the ability of any young boy or girl ever birthed to possess themselves. This is the story of age and youth, I think. The ability to possess yourself – your body and your mind – comes at different ages to different people, but there are few enough at fifteen or sixteen who are anything but a tangle of feelings and appetites.

			Of course, I’m so much more mature now.

			Hah.

			Bah. I am sailing off into the wrong sunset; my lovely daughter is making a motion with her hand to keep the steward from refilling the krater. I had to tell this, to say that Archilogos and I could not simply fall back into being friends. We had to learn everything. It was a little like taking a bad wound, and recovery. Even our footwork had suffered. Everything was troubled, and the simplest conversation could carry an edge.

			And all this complexity was made worse by Archilogos’ position as a sort of supplicant, an untried deserter. He had been a famous man amongst the Ionians. He had a great reputation with them, and with the Great King and with his officers, even Mardonius. I know what an animal repute is; how it sits on your shoulders, how its weight pushes you this way and that, like a drunkard on a pitching deck in a storm at sea, and robs you of your independence. And he had repudiated his sister and then grudgingly accepted her, and in the end, she had been one of the agents of his change to our side, and now …

			He was the same man, but he had neither reputation nor honour, and he wasn’t sure about anything. I feared for him every day. I feared some foolish hothead would say that Briseis was a whore, a concubine first of the Medes and then of the Greeks; and he’d fight and kill, or die. I feared that some man would question his courage or his patriotism. Or belittle his manhood. He was on edge, and he looked for insults, as only a man who fears for his repute does.

			Sekla, always careful, always aware of how others felt … Sekla watched over him the way he looked after Brasidas. I could not. If Archilogos caught me protecting him, he would grow angry, and he would say …

			Things. But thirty-six is better than twenty-six. When he insulted me, I laughed and walked away.

			At any rate …

			Work can be like battle, and he and his deck crew were gradually welded into our little fleet as we rebuilt his Lady Artemis, where his stern had taken damage in the fighting at Salamis – where he had been on the other side. But his helmsman was a Samian, Cadmos, and he was like Harpagos and Epaphroditos and all the other great islanders I’ve known: a fine seaman, but also a witty man. Most of his crew were Ephesian and Samian and they discoursed every day on how eager the islands were to throw off the hated Persians and be free.

			I’d given my youth fighting in Ionia and I hardened my heart.

			‘When the time is right,’ Archilogos said.

			I shook my head. ‘When the time is right, the Ionians and Aetolians will have to throw off the yoke themselves,’ I said.

			Archilogos shook his head, annoyed. ‘I don’t think it could happen,’ he said. ‘The tyrants imposed by the Great King are careful men with picked bodyguards of foreigners. I think it would take a league fleet and a league army to bring us to revolt again.’ He met my eye. ‘I would give anything to help effect the freedom of Ionia.’

			I was pounding tree nails into pre-bored holes in the hull of the Lady Artemis, putting new planks on her. Archilogos was a better aristocrat than I, and tended to watch and ‘manage’.

			‘If the league doesn’t meet and plan its strategy,’ I said, ‘no ship will go east of Aegina. Delos, perhaps.’

			Indeed, there was a story making the rounds that a delegation of Ionians had gone to Sparta, and one of the rumours was that an angry Ionian had claimed that the Greeks of Attica and the Peloponnesus couldn’t navigate east of Delos.

			If anyone had asked me – and outside of my own friends, no one did – I’d have told you that we were in for years of war. Mardonius had the Great King’s field army in Thessaly, as I said, and we heard from the winds that the ‘Persian’ fleet was at Cos. I foresaw years of this: summer campaigns coming at us out of Thessaly and across the fields of Boeotia, and summers of commerce raiding. Moire and I – and Brasidas and even Briseis – were beginning to plan for a future where we had no town of Plataea, and we needed income and supplies.

			A nice mixture of trade and piracy.

			In fact, I bought one of the Persian captures: a really beautiful light trireme, probably made in one of the Asian Greek cities. We had another month of bad weather, and the hull was sitting on the beach. Aegina bought a dozen captures and Athens kept the rest.

			Anyway, the whole winter smells of pine pitch and resin and new-sawn wood, in my memory. And the sea.

			Ah, and we drilled. I forgot that, although it played a role in the healing of Archilogos, in as much as he was healed.

			We all knew we were in for a fight, and there was very little work except for what I provided in ship repair. We had most of Plataea there, and Myron and Hermogenes decided that we would drill every day and pay the men a wage of one drachma.

			I’d like to claim credit for this, but it was Hermogenes’ idea. Myron and I and a dozen other ‘rich’ men – rich by Plataean standards – all put in what funds we could spare. By paying our people, we made them dance and drill, and we kept them together, thinking of themselves as ‘Plataeans.’

			I had never drilled every day. But Brasidas had, and it delighted him.

			‘Now we will be excellent,’ he said with real enthusiasm. ‘We will be ready for the contest.’

			So that winter is also tinged with the memory of cold mornings on the beach of Hermione, with a thousand Plataeans, dancing the first pyrriche until we were warm, and then dividing into a dozen smaller taxeis to learn new dances, practise others that some of us knew, or to learn in new ways.

			Of course Polymarchos and some of the other hoplomachoi I had met didn’t teach with dance. They taught the new way, the way the best pankration coaches taught, with postures and drills. Both have their uses. The dance is beautiful, and it also teaches men (and women) to do things together, and I also have a feeling, no more, that the dance is easier to learn and somehow works down into the muscles like a good massage. Things I learn in dance are there even in the midst of blood and terror. But on the other hand, in dance, you can never stop and ask questions; and they are very difficult to change, because of customs.

			Let me give you an example.

			Calchas taught me a great deal about spear fighting, but he believed, at the core, that the stronger – the stronger in arete, in excellence – would pound the weaker down; that this was virtually inevitable. He taught me several very strong blows, and by Ares, I have killed many men with his way.

			But later, Aristides and Polymarchos taught me that these heavy, committed overhand blows could get me killed, and frankly, I was lucky never to have faced someone who knew how to use them against their enemy. Imagine that you thrust hard into the face of an aspis, and your point buries itself in the face of the shield? There it is, held by the soft wood under the face of the aspis. Your opponent rolls his shield outwards and your spear is ripped from your hand, or at least taken well off line, and you are open to a variety of killing strokes.

			You see?

			I have had this happen dozens of times in combat. But no man ever killed me in that brief interval while I tried to remove my spearhead from the face of his shield. Although once I trapped my spear between the thin sheet of bronze facing an opponent’s shield and the soft wood underneath, and when I wrenched it free – the head was gone, and I had a stick. This was fighting on Crete. I should have learned then, but I beat the man down with my shaft and killed him with my saurauter, the heavy bronze butt spike that makes a fine club.

			Aristides fought very differently, and used his spear shaft – even in close fighting – to defend himself, scarcely ever moving his aspis at all. This, I later discovered, was how Polymarchos taught. Whereas Calchas taught me to keep my aspis moving, to attack with it, to use it to pre-empt an attack.

			Which is ‘right’?

			Well, both work. A dance cannot teach the subtleties of crossing and pressure that would make me decide how to handle an opponent’s spear or my own attacks. But individual, patient instruction can.

			And then, with dance, I can teach a hundred men the basics of spear fighting in an hour. Or I can use that hour to thoroughly teach two or perhaps three men.

			So on the beach, we would divide, and divide again; learn dances, and also go to various men – I was one of them – for some individual instruction in the new way, as I say. Men joked that they were being prepared for the Olympics, especially when Hermione itself produced two Olympic pankration teachers and we purchased their services.

			We’d been practising for perhaps two weeks, and it was the first day of the feast of the Anthesteria; the way Plataeans celebrate it, we take four days, and all the hard drinking is in the last three, but even after the first day there were some hard heads. Hector was late, and did not take well to the ribbing and the jokes about newly-weds and insatiable young women.

			‘I didn’t know I was training for the Olympics,’ he shot at Brasidas.

			Brasidas nodded. He went on, putting the men into ranks, discussing something with Hermogenes, and then, when we were all lined up in the cold wind, he jumped on a Gaulish barrel and addressed us. Surprising for a man so often silent, he had an excellent speaking voice, and his voice carried.

			‘Men of Plataea!’ he said. ‘Many of you wonder why we work so hard! And train every day!’ He smiled, and looked at Hector, who, of course, stared at the ground.

			‘But there is no greater contest than the one that will face us, this summer or perhaps the next. We will go helmet to helmet with the Medes, and the most excellent will triumph. For the winners, a crown of laurel, and for the losers – shame and death. If we are the losers, we will lose not only our lives, but our freedom, our women and children will be made slaves, our temples will be thrown down, and it will be as if Greece had never been. If we triumph …’ He smiled. ‘If we triumph, we will have earned the right to face the Medes again in the next summer, and the next, until we convince them that this beach and our wives and these stony hills are not worth the blood we will make them pay. So I say to you, men of Plataea, that this is the greatest contest that Greeks have ever known, and every one of you should be honoured that you are included. And Hermogenes and Arimnestos and Polymarchos and Triton and all your teachers will show you how to live, and how to win. And where an athlete would pay many gold darics for this training, we pay you to have it. And every day we spend here in training, one of you will learn something that will keep him alive, or enable the phalanx to push a little harder, to fight a little longer, for one man’s spear to reap another Mede, and one day at a time we will work for victory. That is why we train.’
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