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  For the craftspeople who bring history to life – from vases to swords, horn cups to armour, kitchen knives to jewelry.









  Glossary




  I am an amateur Greek scholar. My definitions are my own, but taken from the LSJ or Routeledge’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 BC) 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 BC, 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

  – reenactors 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 godsent 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 over-fold 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 60 to 300 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 BC). 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 Britannia 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 Herodotus’s source for the events of the Persian Wars. The careful reader will note that

  Herodotus 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 BC, 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.




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




  Briseis – Daughter of Hipponax, sister of Archilogos.




  Calchas – A former warrior, now the keeper of the shrine of the Plataean Hero of Troy, Leitos.




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




  Chalkidis – Brother of Arimnestos, son of Chalkeotechnes.




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




  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.




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

  Euboea.




  Heraclitus – c.535–475 BC. 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 BC (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 BC. 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.




  Kylix – A boy, slave of Hipponax.




  Miltiades – Tyrant of the Thracian Chersonese. His son, Cimon or Kimon, 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.




  Sappho – A Greek poetess from the island of Lesbos, born sometime around 630 BC and died between 570 and 550 BC. Her

  father was probably Lord of Eresus. Widely considered the greatest lyric poet of Ancient Greece.




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




  Simonides – Another great lyric poet, he lived c.556–468 BC, and his nephew, Bacchylides, was as famous as he. Perhaps best known

  for his epigrams, one of which is:




  

    [image: ]




    Go tell the Spartans, thou who passest by,




    That here, obedient to their laws, we lie.


  




  Thales – c.624–c.546 BC 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 Aegypt and the distance of ships from the shore. He made at least one trip to

  Aegypt. He is widely accepted as the founder of western mathematics.




  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 BC, or just before the events of this

  series. His poetry would have been central to the world of Arimnestos’s mother.
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  I’m not any younger, and that’s a fact. But I gather my story’s a good one. Or you young people wouldn’t cluster around so

  eagerly to hear my tale.




  Honey, you’ve brought your scribbler back to me. He’s promised to write it all out in the new way, although if I was allowed, I’d rather hear a rhapsode sing it the old

  way. But the old ways died with the Medes, didn’t they? It’s all different now. The world I’m telling you about is as dead as old Homer’s heroes at Troy. Even my

  thugater here thinks I’m the relic of a time when the gods still walked abroad. Eh?




  You young people make me laugh. You’re soft. But you’re soft because we killed all the monsters. And whose fault is that?




  And the blushing girl’s come back – ah, it makes me younger just to see you, child. I’d take you myself, but all my other wives would object. Hah! Look at that colour on her

  face, my young friends. There’s fire under that skin. Marry her quick, before the fire catches somewhere it oughtn’t.




  It looks to me as if my daughter has brought every young sprig in the town, and some foreigners from up the coast as well, just to hear her old man speak of his fate. Flattering in a way –

  but you know that I’ll tell you of Marathon. And you know that there is no nobler moment in all the history of men – of Hellenes. We stood against them, man to man, and we were

  better.




  But it didn’t start that way, not by as long a ride as a man could make in a year on a good horse.




  For those of you who missed the first nights of my rambling story, I’m Arimnestos of Plataea. I told the story of how my father was the bronze-smith of our city, and how we marched to

  fight the Spartans at Oinoe, and fought three battles in a week. How he was murdered by his cousin Simon. How Simon sold me as a slave, far to the east among the men of Ionia, and how I grew to

  manhood as a slave in the house of a fine poet in Ephesus, one of the greatest cities in the world, right under the shadow of the Temple of Artemis. I was slave to Hipponax the poet and his son

  Archilogos. In time they freed me. I became a warrior, and then a great warrior, but when the Long War began – the war between the Medes and the Greeks – I served with the Athenians at

  Sardis.




  Why, you might ask. My thugater will groan to hear me tell this again, but I loved Briseis. Indeed, to say I loved her – Hipponax’s dark-haired daughter, Artemis’s avatar and

  perhaps Aphrodite’s as well, Helen returned to earth – well, to say I loved her is to say nothing. As you will hear, if you stay to listen.




  Briseis wasn’t the only person I loved in Ephesus. I loved Archilogos – the true friend of my youth. We were well matched in everything. I was his companion, first as a slave, and

  then free – and we competed. At everything. And I also loved Heraclitus, the greatest philosopher of his day. To me, the greatest ever, almost like a god in his wisdom. He, and he alone, kept

  me from growing to manhood as a pure killer. He gave me advice which I ignored – but which stayed in my head. To this day, in fact. He taught me that the river of our lives flows on and on

  and can never be reclaimed. Later, I knew that he’d tried to keep me from Briseis.




  When her father caught us together, it was the end of my youth. I was cast out of the household, and that’s why I was with the Athenians at Sardis, and not in the phalanx of the men of

  Ephesus to save Hipponax when the Medes gave him his mortal wound.




  I found him screaming on the battlefield, and I sent him on the last journey because I loved him, even though he had been my owner. It was done with love, but his son, Archilogos, did not see it

  that way, and we became foes.




  I spent the next years of the Ionian Revolt – the first years of the Long War – gaining word-fame with every blow I struck. I should blush to tell it – but why? When I served

  at Sardis, I was a man that other men would trust at their side in the phalanx. By the time I led my ship into the Persians at the big fight at Cyprus, I was a warrior that other men feared in the

  storm of bronze.




  The Greeks won the sea-fight but lost on land, that day at Cyprus. And the back of the revolt should have been broken, but it was not. We retreated to Chios and Lesbos, and I joined Miltiades of

  Athens – a great aristocrat, and a great pirate – and we got new allies, and the fighting switched to the Chersonese – the land of the Trojan War. We fought the Medes by sea and

  land. Sometimes we bested them. Miltiades made money and so did I. I owned my own ship, and I was rich.




  I killed many men.




  And then we faced the Medes in Thrace – just a few ships from each side. By then, Briseis had married the most powerful man in the Greek revolt – and had found him a broken reed. We

  beat the Persians and their Thracian allies and I killed her husband, even though he was supposedly on my side. I laugh even now – that was a good killing, and I spit on his shade.




  But she didn’t want me, except in her bed and in her thoughts. Briseis loved me as I loved her – but she meant to be Queen of the Ionians, not a pirate’s trull, and all I was

  in those years was a bloodyhanded pirate.




  Fair enough. But it shattered me for a while.




  I left Thrace and I left Miltiades, and I went home to Plataea. Where the man who had killed my father and married my mother was lording it over the family farm.




  Simon, and his four sons. My cousins.




  Your cousins too, thugater. Simon was a wreck of a man and a coward, but I’d not say the same of his get. They were tough bastards. I didn’t hack him down. I went to the assembly, as

  my master Heraclitus would have wanted me to do.




  The law killed old Simon the coward, but his sons wanted revenge.




  And the Persians were determined to finish off the Ionians and put the Greeks under their heel.




  And Briseis kept marrying great men, and finding them wanting.




  The world, you know, is shaped like the bowl of an aspis. Out on the rim flows the edge of the river-sea that circles all, and up where the porpax binds a man’s arm is the

  sun and the moon, and the great circle of earth fills all between. Medes and Persians, Scythians and Greeks and Ionians and Aeolians and Italians and Aethiopians and Aegyptians and Africans and

  Lydians and Phrygians and Carians and Celts and Phoenicians and the gods know who else fill the bowl of the aspis from rim to rim. And in those days, as the Long War began to take hold like a

  new-started fire on dry kindling, you could hear men talking of war, making war, killing, dying, making weapons and training in their use, all across the bowl of that aspis from rim to rim, until

  the murmur of the bronze-clad god’s chorus filled the world.




  It was the sixth year of the Long War, and Hipparchus was archon in Athens, and Myron was archon for his second term in Plataea. Tisikrites of Croton won the stade sprint at Olympia. The weather

  was good, the crops were rolling in.




  I thought I might settle down and make myself a bronze-smith and a farmer, like my father before me.




  Ares must have laughed.









  Part I




  Lade




  The time will come, Milesians, devisers of evil deeds




  When many will feast on you; a splendid gift for them,




  Your wives will wash the feet of many long-haired men,




  And other men will assume the care of my temple at Didyma




  Oracle of Apollo to the Men of Miletus







  In Herodotus, Book 6:19









  1




  Shield up.




  Thrust overhand.




  Turn – catch the spear on the rim of my shield, pivot on my toes and thrust at my opponent.




  He catches my spear on his shield and grins. I can see the flash of his grin in the tau of his Corinthian helmet’s faceplate. Then his plumes nod as he turns his head – checks

  the man behind him.




  I thrust overhand, hard.




  He catches my blow, pivots on the balls of his feet and steps back with his shield facing me.




  His file-mate pushes past him, a heavy overhand blow driving me back half a step.




  The music rises, the aulos pipe sounding faster, the drums beating the rhythm like the sound of marching feet.




  I sidestep, faster, and my shield rim flashes like a live thing. My black spear is an iron-tipped tongue of death in my strong right hand and I am one with the men to the right and left, the men

  behind. I am not Arimnestos the killer of men. I am only one Plataean, and together, we are this.




  ‘Plataeans!’ I roar.




  I plant my right foot. Every man in the front rank does the same, and the pipes howl, and every man crouches, screams and pushes forward, and three hundred voices call: The Ravens of

  Apollo! The roar shakes the walls and echoes from the Temple of Hera.




  The music falls silent, and after a pause the whole assembly – all the free men and women, the slaves, the freedmen – erupt in applause.




  Under my armour, I am covered in sweat.




  Hermogenes – my opponent – puts his arms around me. ‘That was . . .’




  There are no words to describe how good that was. We danced the Pyrrhiche, the war dance, with the picked three hundred men of Plataea, and Ares himself must have watched us.




  Older men – the archon, the lawmakers – clasp my hand. My back is slapped so often that I worry they are pulling the laces on my scale armour.




  Good to have you back, they all say.




  I am happy.




  Ting-ting.




  Ting-ting.




  The day after the feast of Ares, and I was back at work – planishing. Planishing is when you use a hammer to smooth out finished work – tap-tap, tap-tap. The hammers

  need to be polished, and the anvil needs to be crisp and well surfaced, and you need a stake of just the right shape with a polished surface, and your strokes need to be perfectly placed, crisp and

  all the same strength. It was not my strong point.




  I remember it well, because I was making myself a new helmet, and thinking of Miltiades. All my other orders were completed, winter was coming and there was no reason that I shouldn’t play

  with my equipment. My barns were full, my people fed and I had a sack of silver buried under the shop floor – without having to send to Miltiades for my gold. I had decided I would not go

  back to Miltiades.




  Miltiades of Athens – the tyrant of the Chersonese – was my father’s patron, and sometimes mine. I’d fought and killed for him, but I’d left him when the killing

  became a habit I had to break. And when Briseis said she would not have me. Hah! One of those is the true reason.




  But Athens, mighty Athens – the bulwark of the Hellenes against the Persians – was deeply divided. Miltiades was no hero back then. Most Athenians saw him as a fool and a tyrant who

  was bringing the wrath of the Great King of Persia down on Greece. Rumour came over the mountains from Attica and Athens that he was to be declared atimos and lose his citizen rights –

  that he would be exiled – that he would be murdered. We heard that the faction of the tyrant-slayers – the Alcmaeonids – was ascendant.




  I have to tell you, as an aside, that calling the Alcmaeonids tyrant- slayers is both incorrect and laughable, but a fine example of how easily fooled mortal men are by good orators. The mighty

  Alcmaeonids, the richest family in Attica and perhaps all of Greece – one of their many scions killed one of Pisistratus’s sons in Athens. It was a private quarrel, but we still call

  the overhand sword cut the ‘Harmodius blow’, and most men think that the dead man was the tyrant of Athens.




  In fact, the only reason that the Alcmaeonids would have arranged the death of the Pisistratids was so that they could seize the city and rule themselves. They were all in the game – all

  the great men of Athens. They prated about democracy, but what they wanted was power.




  In the early days of the Long War, I was bitter – disillusioned, even – to find that the heroic Miltiades was a pirate and a thief, not a freedom fighter. Oh, he was brave as

  Achilles and wily as Odysseus, but beneath his aristocratic manners lurked a man who would kill a beggar for an obol if it would finance his schemes. After a while, I took to hating him for his

  failure to be the man I wanted him to be. But I’ll tell you this, my children – he was a better man than any of the Pisistratids or the Alcmaeonids. When he wanted something, he reached

  for it.




  At any rate, it was late summer and the rumours of open conflict in Athens, our ally, had begun to disturb even sleepy Plataea. As the saying went, when Athens caught a cold, Plataea

  sneezed.




  I recall all this, because I was thinking of Miltiades while I was working on my helmet. I thought about him a lot. Because, to tell the truth, I was already bored.




  I’d shaped the helmet twice – first, I’d made the bowl far too deep, and the result looked so odd that I’d melted the bronze, added a little more tin

  and poured a new plate on the slate where Pater had done the same. I made a wine bucket from that bronze. I didn’t trust twiceforged stuff for armour.




  The second time I was more careful with my prayers and I made a real invocation to Hephaestus, and I took time to draw the curve in charcoal on a board as part of the invocation. I raised the

  bowl of the helmet carefully, for an hour or two each day after propping the vines and gathering olives with my slaves and my household, and this helmet grew like a child in a mother’s belly.

  Like a miracle. So on that day, I remember I was growing afraid – I, who feared no man in the meeting of the spears, was afraid. Because the object I was making was beautiful, and better than

  I ever expected of my own work, and I was scared that I might ruin it.




  So I planished slowly.




  Ting-ting.




  Ting-ting.




  The anvil rang like a temple bell with every blow. My apprentice, Tiraeus, held the work and rotated it as I requested. He was older than me, and in some ways better trained, but he’d

  never settled with one master, and before he met me, he’d never even learned the signs that any man can learn who dedicates to the smith god. I’d had him a month, and he’d

  changed. Just like that – like molten metal settling into the mould. He’d been ready to take a new shape, and he was no work of mine, but it still felt odd to have an older man –

  and in many ways a better smith – as my apprentice.




  He raised his head, as if listening.




  Ting-ting.




  Ting-ting.




  Like a temple bell, my anvil called aloud to the gods.




  I was deep into it – the focus that the gods send to a man intent on a task – when I heard what Tiraeus heard. The same focus, to be honest, that comes in combat. How Aristides would

  writhe to hear me suggest a link between the two.




  I ramble. I heard a horse in the yard.




  ‘Don’t stop,’ my apprentice ordered. That’ll give you an idea of his actual status. He gave me orders.




  Behind me, Bion, my father’s former slave apprentice and now almost a master smith in his own right, was rewelding a pot. His hammer rang on his own anvil – heavier blows than

  mine.




  ‘What the man says,’ Bion grunted. ‘Never stop once you’re in a task.’




  That was a long speech, for Bion. But I was young, and a horse in the yard promised adventure. As I said, months of farming and smithing had left me – bored.




  I took water from the bucket by the door and saw a young man in a fine wool chlamys slip off his horse’s neck, showing a lot of leg and muscle, as pretty young men are wont to

  do.




  ‘I have a message for Lord Arimnestos,’ he said portentously. His disappointment showed in every line of his body. He’d expected better.




  Pen – my sister, Penelope – came down the steps from her eyrie with the women, and Hermogenes, Bion’s son and my best friend, came in from the fields, both drawn by the

  horseman. I let Pen have the boy. He was handsome, and Pen needed some suitors or my life was going to become very difficult indeed.




  My mother stayed in the women’s porch and didn’t emerge – probably because she was drunk. Hades – for a certainty she was drunk. She was the only child of the

  basileus of Hispae – a small place west of Plataea. She ran off with my pater – a smith, but a powerful man in his own right. She thought he’d become a great man. He did

  – but not in the way she wanted. He became a great smith. She became a drunk. Did I say this was a pretty story?




  Back to it, then. The handsome boy with all the muscles paid me no attention at all. I had a rag wrapped around my groin and was otherwise naked. I was covered in soot and looked like a slave,

  and he’d have had to be a careful observer – not something usually found in handsome boys – to note that I had the muscles of an athlete, not a farrier.




  ‘I am Lord Arimnestos’s sister, Penelope,’ she told the young sprig. ‘My brother is busy. May I take your message, sir?’




  That flustered young Paris, I can tell you. ‘My message – is for the lord himself.’ He looked around for a social equal – someone to punish all these slaves and

  women.




  I laughed and left Pen to the enjoyment of his discomfiture. My helmet was calling me. I drank another dipper of water and got my hammer back in my hand.




  Ting-ting.




  Ting—




  I realized that there was a boy in my workshop. Where in Hades had he come from? He was Styges – the dark boy from the hero’s tomb. No one was clear whether he’d been a

  prisoner or a bandit – he’d become part of Idomeneus’s retinue. I think he’d been a thief – he was silent as the grave.




  So much to explain! Idomeneus was Cretan – a soldier and archer who had been my hypaspist – my squire – in the fighting for years. When I cleared out my father’s house,

  Idomeneus made himself priest of the hero’s tomb. I had trained at that tomb as a boy, and it was my place – my sacred place. And Idomeneus, for all his madness and his delight in

  killing and his debauchery, was my friend. And a member of my oikia, my household, my own retinue of trusted men and women.




  Styges was in Idomeneus’s oikia. He was the Cretan’s lover, his eromenos and his hypaspist too, as they do things in Crete.




  ‘My master needs you, lord,’ the young man whispered, his eyes downcast.




  My hand hesitated, the head of the iron hammer high in the air. I let it fall – tang – and cursed. A clear mis-stroke, and I’d left a small flaw in the surface of the

  helmet.




  Tiraeus put his hand to my mouth. ‘Curses won’t change the metal,’ he said.




  See? He had ten more years than I had. In many ways, I was an overgrown boy with a talent for ripping men’s souls from their bodies. He was a mature man – a man who’d seen

  enough hardship to learn to make better choices.




  ‘Fuck,’ I said. But I didn’t throw the helmet across the shop. I’d learned that much. Nor did I gut Styges with the heavy knife I always wore – even in the shop, or

  lying with a slave girl – although the red rage flashed over my eyes.




  Instead, I placed it on a leather bag, washed my hands in the basin and nodded to Styges.




  ‘I need a cup of wine, and I’ll be happy to give you one as well.’ I did my best to imitate Achilles and be a man of warm hospitality. Even to a catamite-thief who had just

  caused me to miss a hammer stroke. I was growing up.




  Styges bowed. ‘I am honoured, lord.’ Of course, in Crete, men who were called ‘lord’ were seldom covered in soot and bronze scale, with hands so black that the skin

  couldn’t be seen. But in Boeotia, things were different. Besides, I had a great deal more respect for Styges than for the perfumed boy in my courtyard.




  My sister, Penelope, came out of the house with wine. She poured a libation to Artemis, as was right for her, and then to Hephaestus, for me, before serving the rest of the pitcher of wine to

  Tiraeus, Bion, Hermogenes, Styges and my guest. Of the crowd, only the guest and Pen could be said to be wearing clothes. I just want you to see this in your heads.




  Only when Styges had a cup of wine in his fist did I question him.




  ‘Why does Idomeneus need me?’ I asked.




  ‘He killed a man,’ Styges replied.




  ‘What man?’ I asked. ‘A Plataean?’ By which I meant: A citizen? Or a man of no account?




  ‘No, lord,’ Styges said. ‘In fact, we killed two men. One, a soldier at the shrine, the other,’ and Styges smiled, ‘I killed myself, one of the bandits, lord. They

  knew each other – were planning to escape or perhaps take the shrine. Lord Idomeneus thinks they meant to kill all of us.’




  He had a fresh cut, I realized, running from his shoulder to the middle of his side. He saw me looking at it and nodded, beaming with pride. ‘He had a knife and I did not.’




  This sort of heroic understatement was the rule of the Greeks, and Idomeneus, for all his blood-madness, ran a tight ship up there on the mountain.




  ‘The soldier we killed was Athenian,’ Styges said, his smile fading. ‘My master is afraid that he was a man of consequence.’




  That got my attention.




  ‘My lord, is it nothing to you that I have travelled here from Sardis?’ the beautiful young man asked. In truth, they were both quite handsome – the aristocrat like a statue of

  an athlete, and Styges a more practical, down-to-earth set of muscles, scars and smooth skin.




  I could tell that Pen was pleased by both.




  I smiled at the aristocrat. ‘Young man, I apologize for my rude dress and quick welcome, and I ask that you stay a day or two. This matter concerns my honour, and must be dealt with

  immediately.’




  He blushed – I hid a smile – and his eyes flickered to Pen’s. ‘I would be honoured to be a guest here. But I have an important message—’




  ‘Which I’ll hear when I return.’ I nodded to him. The gods were blinding me. If I had paused a moment to listen to him . . . But I thought my duty was calling me, and I

  didn’t like him or his airs.




  ‘Mind that they don’t put you to work in the forge,’ Pen muttered.




  ‘I’ll be back by midday,’ I said, and ordered the slaves to saddle my horse.




  The gods were laughing. And Moira spun her thread so fine . . .




  It was the edge of darkness by the time I rode up the hill to the shrine. It may seem comic to you lot, to hear that I rode a horse. Now I’m lord of a thousand shaggy

  Thracian ponies and half a hundred Persian beauties, but in Boeotia in those days, the ownership of a horse was a matter for some remark, and I had four. Laugh if you like – four horses made

  me one of the richest men in Plataea.




  Styges ran by my side. He’d fought a mortal combat, run thirty stades to fetch me, drunk a horn of wine and now he’d run thirty stades back to the shrine. Later, when I tell you of

  the deeds of arms my people performed, think on this – we made hard men then. We bred them to it, like dogs to the hunt. In Sparta, they trained aristocrats to be superb. In Attica and

  Boeotia, we trained every free man to be excellent. Calculate the difference if you like.




  I could smell the blood at the tomb, even over the night air. I took the leather bottle off my shoulder and poured a libation to old Leitos, who’d gone to windy Troy from green Plataea

  – and come back alive, to die in old age. Now that, my friends, is a hero.




  At the tomb, we have a tradition – that it was Leitos who stopped bold Hector’s rush at the ships, not by clever fighting or mad courage, but by getting lesser men to lock their

  shields and stop his god-sent killing rage. Not a mighty killer, but a man who led other men as a shepherd tends sheep. Who kept his men alive and brought them home.




  So men come to the tomb from all over Greece – men who have seen too much war. Sometimes they are broken past repair, but if they are not, the priest feeds them wine, listens to them and

  gives them work, or perhaps a small mission. And the completion of that work makes them clean, so that they can go back to the world of men who are not killers.




  Sometimes, though, a man comes to the tomb with the mark on him. How can I tell this? It is the mark of evil, or of a soul past saving. And then the priest, who is always a retired killer

  himself, must face the man and kill him on the precinct wall, so that his shade screams as it goes down to nothing, lost for ever, and his blood waters the souls of the dead and feeds the hero.




  Heh, heh. Boeotia is a tough place, and no mistake. And we’ve little tolerance for those men who’ve lost their way. Can I tell you a hard truth, friends? If a killer goes bad, the

  best the rest can do is put him down. Wolves know it, dogs know it and lions know it. Men need to know it too.




  Even when the man is your friend. But that’s another story.




  More wine here.




  Idomeneus came out and held my horse as I slid down..




  ‘Sorry to call you all the way here, lord.’




  The dent in my perfect helmet still rankled, and I couldn’t get the thought of a messenger from Sardis out of my head – Sardis, the capital of Lydia, the satrapy of the Persian

  empire closest to Greece. Who would send a messenger from Sardis? And why in the name of all the gods hadn’t I stopped to ask?




  But Idomeneus was a man who’d saved my life fifty times. Hard to stay angry with him. ‘I needed to come out, anyway. If I stay at the forge too long, I might forget who I used to

  be.’




  ‘Used to be?’ Idomeneus laughed his mad laugh. ‘Achilles reborn, now hammering bronze?’




  ‘So, you killed a man?’ I asked. One of the women pressed a horn cup into my hand. Watered, spiced wine, just warmed. I drank thankfully.




  ‘We just killed us an Alcmaeonid,’ Idomeneus said. His eyes glinted in the last light. ‘He stood there on the precinct wall and proclaimed his parentage and dared us even to

  think of killing him. He thought that big name would protect him.’




  I shook my head. The Alcmaeonids were rich, powerful and nasty. Their wealth was boundless, and I couldn’t imagine what one of them was doing at the tomb of the hero. ‘Perhaps he was

  lying?’ I asked.




  Idomeneus produced something from under his chlamys. It flashed red-gold in the last beams of the sun. It was a clasp belt, the sort of thing a very rich man wore with his chiton, and

  every link was beaten gold. It was worth more than my farm, and I have a good farm.




  ‘Fuck,’ I said.




  ‘He had the mark of evil,’ Idomeneus said. ‘What could I do?’




  I went and looked at the corpse, stretched over the precinct wall in the traditional way. He had been a big man – a head taller than me, with a bell cuirass of bronze as thick as a

  new-flayed hide.




  He probably weighed twice as much as wiry Idomeneus. He had a single wound, a spear-thrust in his left eye. Idomeneus was a very, very dangerous man. The Athenian nobleman must have been too

  stupid to see that – or the mark truly was on him and the hero needed blood.




  The armour was of the best, as was his helmet.




  ‘Fuck,’ I said again. ‘What was he doing here?’




  Idomeneus shook his head. Behind him, men and women were lighting the lamps. There were six huts now, instead of just one, as there had been in my youth. My Thracians had one, and former bandits

  were four to a hut in the others, except the last, which was for the women. They were clean and orderly. Dead deer hung in rows from the trees, and there was a whole boar, and piles of salted

  skins, rolled tight. Idomeneus ran the tomb like a military camp.




  ‘He was recruiting,’ I said aloud, answering my own question. Perhaps the grey-eyed goddess stood at my shoulder and said the words into my head, but I saw it. He was in his best

  armour because he wanted to impress. But he’d challenged Idomeneus – somehow – and the mad fuck had killed him.




  These things happen.




  My problem, I thought, was how to clean it up. They were all in my oikia, so I bore the responsibility and it was my place to put it right. Besides, I knew most of the big men in Athens. I knew

  Aristides, and he was related to the Alcmaeonids by marriage and by blood. I was sure he could make it right, if anyone could.




  I considered the alternative – I could do nothing. It was possible that no one knew where this man was, or what he had intended. It was possible that even if his people found out, they

  would take no revenge.




  ‘In the morning, I’ll cast an augury,’ I said. ‘Perhaps the logos will offer me an answer.’




  Idomeneus nodded. ‘You’ll stay the night?’ he asked.




  ‘Just as you wanted, you mad Cretan,’ I said.




  ‘You need to get away from the farm before you turn into a farmer,’ he said.




  I had the glimmer of a suspicion that my mad hypaspist had killed a powerful man merely to get me to come up the hill and drink with him. I sighed.




  Styges put a warm cup in my hand and led me to the fire circle, where all the former bandits sat. We sang hymns to the gods while the bowl of the heavens turned over our heads. The firelight

  dappled the ancient oaks around the hero’s tomb. Styges took out a kithara and sang alone, and then we sang with him – Spartan songs and aristocratic songs – and I sang

  Briseis’s favourite, one of Sappho’s.




  My eyes kept meeting those of a slave girl. They weren’t precisely slaves – their status was not simple. They’d belonged to a farmer – a widow – and the bandits had

  killed her and taken her chattels. Then I’d killed the bandits. Whose were they? Were they free? They slept with all the men and did too many chores.




  She was short, almost pretty, and one of her legs was twisted. Our eyes kept meeting, and later she laughed aloud while I was inside her. Her breath was sweet, and she deserved better than a

  hero who thought only of another woman. But despite her limp and her odd face, she stuck in my head. In those days I must have mounted fifty slave girls a year. Yet I remember her. You’ll see

  why.




  In the morning, I hunted on the mountain with Idomeneus, but if he’d left any deer alive within half a day’s walk, I didn’t see them. But we did cross the

  trail where we’d ambushed the bandits a year before. The road goes as high as it ever does on Cithaeron’s flank, then drops down into a mud-hole, after which it climbs a little before

  starting the long descent, first to the tomb and then to Plataea herself.




  There was a cart abandoned by the mud-hole, and tracks.




  The cart was loaded with weapons and leather armour – good, strong stuff. And there were a few coins scattered on the ground.




  ‘He had servants,’ I said.




  ‘And they ran,’ Idomeneus said. ‘No need to cast an augury, is there?’




  The abandoned wagon meant that the rich man had had attendants – men who even now were running back to the family estates in Attica with a tale of murder.




  ‘We could chase them down and kill them,’ Idomeneus said, helpfully.




  ‘Sometimes, you really piss me off,’ I said. And I meant it.




  ‘I feel bad,’ he admitted. ‘What are you going to do?’




  ‘I’ll ride into Attica and make it right,’ I said. ‘Send to the farm, get Epictetus to fill a wagon with my work, and have it head for Athens. I’ll meet the wagon

  in the Agora in Athens in ten days. Before the Herakleion. Then my whole trip won’t be wasted fixing your fuckup.’




  Idomeneus nodded sullenly. ‘He had the mark on him,’ he said, like a child who feels a parent’s law is unfair. ‘The hero wanted his blood.’




  ‘I believe you,’ I said. And I looked at him. He met my eye – but only just. ‘You can’t come,’ I said. ‘Not unless you want to die,’ I added. He

  shrugged.




  My entertainment of the night before was standing a little apart. I palmed a coin to give her, but she shook her head and looked modestly at the ground.




  ‘I want to go,’ she said. ‘I can be a free woman in Attica. I’ll warm your bed on the trail.’




  I considered it for a while. ‘Yes,’ I said.




  The other two women cried to see her go.




  I’d have done better if I’d stopped to cast the auguries. But who knows? The gods like a surprise.




  We made good time up Cithaeron’s flank. Up where the oak trees falter, I killed a young boar with my bow. From there, and with that as an omen, I took the old road and we

  climbed all the way to the top of the ancient mountain, and made camp in the wood of the Daidala, the special place of all the Corvaxae, where the crows feast on meat we provide for the god.




  I made a good camp, with a wool sheet as a tent and a big fire. Then I left the slave girl to cook meat from the hero’s tomb and I climbed up to the altar. In our family, we say that the

  altar is to Cithaeron himself, and not to Zeus, who is, after all, an interloper here.




  There was a sign on the altar, the remnants of a burnt offering and a hank of black wool. So – Simon’s sons lived. And they had come here in the dark of the moon to curse someone.

  Not hard to guess who. I smiled. I remember that smile – a wolf’s snarl. Hate comes easily when you are young.




  It was a clear night, and I could see out to the rim of the world, and everywhere I looked, I could see fire. And I thought: War is coming. The thought came from the god, and his eyes

  helped mine to see the girdle of fire all around the world, standing there on the summit of the mountain.




  I heaped brush on top of the pile of ash on the old altar, and I rolled the boar’s hide, hooves and bones around the fat, then lit the fire. That fire must have been visible to every man

  and woman from Thebes to Athens. I set the boar to burning and made my prayers. I fed the fire until it was so great that I couldn’t stand near it naked, and then I went back down to where

  the slave girl waited.




  She served me food. ‘Will you free me,’ she asked, ‘or sell me?’




  I laughed. ‘I’ll free you,’ I said. ‘With that twisted foot, you’re not worth selling, honey. Besides, I keep my word. Do I not?’




  She didn’t laugh. ‘I wouldn’t know.’ She stuck out her bad foot and stared at it.




  ‘Your barley broth is delicious,’ I said, and it was. That’s all the flirtation a slave gets. ‘I was a slave, honey. I know what it’s like. And I know that all my

  talk isn’t worth shit until you have your freedom tablet in your hand. But I give you my word, by the high altar of my ancestors, that I will free you in the Agora of Athens and leave you

  twenty drachmas as dowry.’




  Every god in Olympus must have been listening. A man needs to be careful when he swears, and careful what he promises.




  ‘The sons of men lie,’ she said, her voice hollow, so that just for a moment I wondered what goddess was sharing my campfire. ‘Will you be different?’




  ‘Try me,’ I said with a young man’s arrogance. I moved towards her, and as I put a hand behind her head, the ravens came, a great flock, and they alighted in the trees around

  my fire – the same trees where the Corvaxae feed them, of course – and they knew me. I had never seen so many. The fire reflected their eyes – a thousand points of fire –

  and when I put my mouth over hers, her eyes glowed red in the fire, too.




  We made love anyway. Ah, youth.




  We were five days crossing Cithaeron, at least in part because I became infatuated with her. Sometimes one body just fits another – hard to describe to you virgins. Suffice it to say that

  despite her twisted foot and odd face, my body adored hers in a way I have seldom experienced. I wanted her every minute, and the wanting was not slaked by the having, as it is so often with men,

  especially young men.




  After we had made love on a rock by the trail, where you can first see the rich blue of the sea over Attica, she rose from my best efforts, smiled and threw her chiton over her shoulder and

  strolled on, naked, by my horse.




  ‘Don’t you want to get dressed?’ I asked her.




  She smiled and shrugged. ‘Why? It will only come off again before the sun goes down a finger’s breadth.’




  And she was right. I could not have enough of her.




  She wouldn’t tell me her name, and sometimes I called her Briseis. That got a bitter laugh and a hard bite. I begged her and tickled her and offered her money, but she said that telling

  her true name would break the spell. So I called her Slave Girl, and she resented it.




  After the slowest trip over the mountain in the history of the Greeks, we came down by the fort at Oinoe, where my brother had died. I poured wine to his shade and we rode on, the horse useful

  now. We didn’t camp in Attica – I was a man of property, and we stayed in inns or I claimed guest status from men who I knew a little, like Eumenios of Eleusis, who was happy to see me,

  toasted me in good wine and warned me that he’d heard that the Alcmaeonids were out for my blood.




  I sneered. ‘They don’t even know who I am,’ I said. ‘I’m just some hick from Boeotia.’




  Eumenios shook his head. ‘No. You’re a warrior and a friend of Miltiades – and Aristides. It’s said in the city that you can lead three hundred picked men of Plataea over

  the mountain whenever Miltiades snaps his fingers.’




  I shook my head and drank my wine. ‘Who the fuck would say that? Myron is the archon – Hades’ brother. In Plataea we care very little for who lords it in Athens, as long as the

  grain prices are good!’




  But then I thought of the black wool on Cithaeron’s altar. Simon’s sons would spread that story, if it would help them to revenge.




  In the morning, Eumenios pretended he’d missed a night’s sleep because of my antics with my slave girl. He saw me mounted, poured a libation and sent me on my way. But before

  I’d turned my mare’s head out of his gate, he caught my ankle.




  ‘Go carefully,’ he said. ‘They’ll kill you if they can. Or bring you to law.’




  Nine days on the road, and we came to Athens.




  My daughter, and young Herodotus, have both been to Athens – but I’ll tell you about the queen of Greek cities anyway. Athens is not like any other city in the world, and I’ve

  been everywhere from the Gates of Heracles to the Mountains of the Moon.




  Most men come to Athens from the sea. We came down from the mountains to the west, but the effect is the same. The first thing you see is the Acropolis. It was different then – now they

  have new temples a-building, fantastic stuff in white marble to rival anything in the east, but it was impressive enough in my day, with the big stone buildings that the Pisistratids, the tyrants,

  had put up. New temples, and new government buildings, and power in every stone. Athens was rich. Other cities in Greece were stronger – or thought they were stronger – Thebes, and

  Sparta, and Corinth – but any man with his wits about him knew that Athens was the queen of cities. Her Acropolis had held the Palace of Theseus, and men from that palace went to the war in

  Troy. She was old, and wise, and strong. And rich.




  More people lived within the precincts of Athens than in the whole of Boeotia, or so men said. The city was bigger than Sardis, and had almost twelve thousand citizens of military age.




  Athens had bronze-smiths and potters – the best in the world – and farmers and fishermen and sailors and oarsmen and perfumers and tanneries and weavers and sword-smiths and

  lamp-makers and men who dyed fabric and men who whitened leather and men who did nothing but plait hair or teach young men to fight. Moreover, they had women who did most of these things. The world

  was turned on its head in Athens, and in my time I’ve met women who played instruments, women who coached athletes, women who wove and women who painted pots – even a woman philosopher.

  It was the city.




  The City.




  They’re a greedy, rapacious, foxy lot, the Athenians. They lie, steal and covet other men’s possessions, and they argue about everything.




  I’ve always liked them.




  I’d never been to Aristides’ house, but he was a famous man, even then, so it was easy enough to ask directions. But I had to turn down a dozen offers on my slave girl – the

  truth is, she shone with some power, and no man who saw her cared an obol about her limp – and for some reason men fancied me, too, and even offered for my horse and my saddle blanket and my

  sword and anything else visible.




  We should have passed around the shoulder of the Areopagus and walked on, down the hills to the cool countryside on the east side of the city. Instead, I paused for a cup of cheap wine. What I

  really wanted was to walk down the street of the bronze-smiths, so I left my horse with Slave Girl and headed to the Agora. Now, there’s a fancy new temple for Hephaestus. Back then, it was a

  much smaller affair, with tiny cramped streets all over the low hill and a small shrine to Athena and Hephaestus at the top – just one priest and no priestess. But I went, made a small

  sacrifice and left the meat for the poor, as befitted a foreigner, and then I walked down into the smiths’ quarter. I’d have done better to take the Boeotian dog-cap off my head –

  but I didn’t.




  I gave the sign to the priest, of course, and he passed me the sign for Attica, so that other smiths would treat me as a guest. Then I worked my way down the hill, looking at their shops,

  admiring their bellows or their tools – or their hordes of apprentices. I finally stopped where an iron-smith was roughing out spear-points – beautiful things, long as my forearm with

  light sockets and heavy ribs for punching straight through armour.




  ‘You look like a lad who can use one of these,’ the smith said. ‘For a dirt-eating Theban, I mean,’ he added.




  I spat. ‘I’m a dirt-eating Plataean,’ I said. ‘Fuck Thebes.’




  ‘Fuck your mother!’ he said with pleasure. ‘No offence meant, stranger. Any Plataean is welcome here. Were you in the three battles?’




  ‘Every one,’ I answered.




  ‘Pais!’ the master called, and when one of his boys came, he said, ‘Get this hero a cup of Chian.’




  ‘You?’ I asked politely.




  ‘Oh, I stood my ground once or twice that week,’ he said. He extended his hand and we shook, and I passed the sign.




  ‘You’re a smith!’ he said. ‘Need a place to stay?’




  That’s how it was, back then. Sad, to see those old ways go. Hospitality was like a god to us – to all Greeks.




  I had started to explain that I was on my way to see Aristides when a well-dressed man leading a horse leaned into the stall.




  ‘Did I just hear you say you were a Plataean?’ he asked.




  I didn’t know him from Oedipus, but I was courteous. ‘I have that honour. I am Arimnestos of the Corvaxae of Plataea.’




  The man bowed. ‘You’ve just saved me quite a journey, then,’ he said. ‘I’m Cleitus of the Alcmaeonids of Attica. And you are under arrest, for murder.’









  2




  The law of Athens is a complex, dangerous monster, and no foreigner like myself could possibly master it. I stood there with my mouth agape, like a fool, and the smith came to

  my rescue.




  ‘Says who?’ he asked. ‘I haven’t missed an assembly since the feast of Dionysus, and no one has voted a capital charge.’




  The Alcmaeonid shrugged. ‘You don’t look like the kind of fellow to vote on the hill,’ he said casually. What he meant was that iron-smiths didn’t get invited to join the

  Areopagitica, the council of elders, mostly old aristocrats, who ran the murder trials. I think my smith might have let it go, except that this Cleitus was such an arrogant sod that he gave offence

  by breathing.




  ‘I don’t have to be a sodding aristo to know the law,’ the smith said. ‘Where’d the charge come from?’




  ‘None of your business,’ Cleitus said. He reached for my chlamys. ‘Best come along, boy.’




  Some men claim that the gods play no role in human affairs. Such statements always make me laugh. Cleitus and I have crossed wits – and swords – often enough. He’s as wily as

  Odysseus and as strong as Heracles, but on that day he couldn’t spare the time to calm the ruffled plumage of an iron-smith. What might have happened if he had?




  The smith stepped around the counter of his shop with a speed that belied his bulk. ‘Where’s your wand, then?’ he asked.




  Cleitus shrugged. ‘With my men, in the Agora.’




  ‘Better go and get it, rich boy,’ the smith said. ‘Hey, sons of Hephaestus!’ he called. ‘Down your tools and come!’




  Cleitus rallied his wits instantly. ‘Now – master smith, no need for that. I’ll get my wand. But this man is a killer!’




  ‘A killer of Athens’s enemies,’ I said. A good shot – and it went right into the bullseye. ‘Not an unlawful killer.’




  By then, there were fifty apprentices looking for a fight, and a dozen smiths, and every hand held a hammer. Cleitus looked around. ‘I’ll be back with my men,’ he said.




  ‘Bring your staff of warrant, or don’t bother,’ my new friend the smith called. Then he turned to me. ‘Tell me your tale, and make it swift. Men are missing

  work.’




  So I told him. I left nothing out – not even the dimple I’d left in my helmet.




  He sent an apprentice for Aristides.




  I sat on a folding stool that was provided for me – fine ironwork, and very elegant – and began to breathe more easily.




  And then I heard the screams. There were a fair number of screams in Athens – high-pitched, often in fun, sometimes in earnest. But by the third scream, I realized that this was my slave

  girl. I rose to my feet.




  My smith looked at me. ‘Where are you going?’ he asked.




  ‘That’s my slave,’ I said.




  He shook his head. ‘I’ve pledged my people to this,’ he said. ‘You aren’t going anywhere.’




  ‘I’ve made her an oath to free her,’ I said. ‘Send a boy – send a pair of men with hammers. Please. I ask you.’




  He spat orders at a couple of shop boys – big ones – and they hurried out of the door.




  ‘Arimnestos, eh?’ he asked. ‘I’ve heard of you. Killer of men, right enough. Thought you’d be bigger.’




  I tried to sit still. The screams had stopped. Time passed.




  More time passed.




  Finally, the boys came back.




  ‘Cleitus has left the market,’ the bigger of the two said. ‘He’s got your horse and your girl. He talked a lot of crap about what you took from his brother. Did you kill

  his brother, mister?’




  I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said, and I felt tired. Did I say I loved Athens? Athens makes me tired. They have a great many rules. ‘Can he really take these things from me?’

  I asked the smith.




  He shrugged. ‘Alcmaeonids do what they like,’ he said. ‘Most commoners won’t even try to stand against them.’ He grinned. ‘Lucky you’re a

  smith.’




  ‘He’s no smith,’ said a voice behind my chair, and there was Athens’s leading pillar of justice, the greatest prig ever to lead warriors in the field. A man so driven by

  fairness that he had no space left for ambition.




  I embraced him anyway, because I loved him, despite the fact we had nothing in common. It was Aristides. He was still tall, lanky, graceful like a man who’s had the best training the

  drachma can buy all his life.




  ‘I gather you’ve turned to crime,’ he said. I like to think it was a rare show of humour, and not a statement of fact.




  ‘Not true, my lord. This scion of the Alcmaeonids was killed by a man in my service – at a shrine, for impiety. I’ve given orders for his body and his armour to be brought

  here, and all his possessions that weren’t looted by his own servants. They will be here in a matter of days.’ I shrugged. ‘I am a man of property, not a freebooter, my

  lord.’




  Aristides nodded solemnly. ‘I’m pleased to hear it.’




  ‘He’s a smith, right enough,’ the iron-smith said. ‘He knows the signs.’




  Aristides looked at me under his bushy eyebrows. ‘Always more to you than meets the eye, young man. So you are a smith?’ Young man, he called me. He was less than ten years my

  senior. But he had the dignity of an old man.




  ‘A bronze-smith,’ I said. ‘And a farmer now. My property brought me three hundred medimnoi this autumn.’




  Aristides laughed. ‘I never expected you to rise to the hippeis class,’ he said.




  ‘I’m not sure that I still qualify,’ I returned. ‘The Alcmaeonids just stole my best horse and my slave girl.’




  Aristides’ smile was wiped off his face. ‘Really?’




  Smiths and apprentices pressed around him, each telling his own version of the story.




  ‘Come to my house,’ Aristides said. ‘I’ll send to the council and announce that I have you in my custody and that I’ll represent you at the trial. Then everything

  will be legal.’




  ‘What about my horse?’ I asked. ‘And my girl?’




  He didn’t answer.




  I shook hands with every smith who had aided me, thanked them all and walked off into the evening with Aristides and a dozen young men he had about him – all armed with heavy staves, I

  noticed. When we were clear of the industrial quarter, Aristides wrinkled his nose.




  ‘I’ve seen you in the storm of bronze, Plataean. You are a man of worth. How do you stand the stink of all that commerce?’ He didn’t slacken his step, and he was a tall

  man.




  I shrugged. ‘Money smells the same, whether earned at the point of the spear or in the sweat of a shop,’ I said.




  Aristides shook his head. ‘But without virtue. Without glory.’




  ‘You’re arguing with the wrong man,’ I answered. ‘My master taught me that “War is the king and master of all, some men it makes lords, and others it makes

  slaves.”’ I laughed, and then my laughter stopped. ‘What’s happening here? Your lads are all armed, and those Alcmaeonids were out for my blood.’




  ‘Later,’ he said.




  We walked around the steep hill, its rock worn smooth from hundreds of men climbing to the top, where criminal trials were held, and then past the slums on the east side and back up a big road,

  the road to the Temple of Poseidon at Sounion. The moon was up by the time we came to a big gate.




  ‘My farm,’ Aristides said with pride. ‘I don’t sleep in the city any more. I expect I’ll be exiled soon, if not killed.’ He said it with the flat certainty

  you hear from a veteran on the night before he takes his death blow.




  ‘You? Exiled?’ I shook my head. ‘Five years ago you were the golden boy of Athens.’




  ‘I still am,’ he said. ‘Men think I seek to be tyrant, when in fact I seek only to provide justice – even to your friends the smiths.’




  ‘There are noble men – men of worth – even in the forges and the potters’ shops,’ I insisted.




  ‘Of course! Democracy wouldn’t function if there were not. But they keep trying to insist on increased political rights, when any thinking man knows that only a man of property can

  control a city. We’re the only ones with the training. That smith could no more vote on the Areopagitica than I could dish a helmet.’




  Aristides shed his chlamys and chiton, and I noted he was still in top fighting trim. As we talked, slaves attended us. I was stripped, oiled and dressed in a better garment than I’d worn

  since my last bout of piracy – all while listening to Aristides.




  ‘Helmets are raised, not dished,’ I said.




  ‘Just my point,’ he said.




  I shook my head. ‘Allow me to disagree with my host,’ I said.




  He smiled politely.




  ‘Perhaps it is that the perfection of any trade – war, sculpture, poetry, iron-smithing, even tanning or shoe-making – provides a man with the tools of mind to allow a mature

  man to take an active part in politics,’ I said.




  He rubbed his chin. ‘Well put. And not an argument I’d heard put in exactly that way before. But you are not proposing that all men are equal?’




  I sneered. ‘I’ve stood in the haze of Ares too often to think that, my lord.’




  He nodded. ‘Just so. But an equality of excellence? I must say that I admire the notion. But that equates politics and war, which are noble pursuits, with ironwork and trade, which are

  not.’




  I took wine from a woman who had to be his wife. I bowed deeply, and she smiled.




  ‘Arguing with my husband?’ she said. ‘A waste of breath, unless it’s about the running of this house, and then he loses all interest. You are Arimnestos of

  Plataea?’ She had gold pins in her chiton and her hair was piled on her head like a mountain. She was not beautiful, but her face radiated intelligence. Athena might have looked so, if she

  were to dress as a matron.




  ‘I am he, despoina.’ I bowed again.




  ‘Somehow, from my husband’s stories, I thought you might be bigger. On the other hand, you’re as beautiful as a god, which he somehow forgot to mention. Every slave girl in the

  house will be at your door. I’ll just go and lock them away, lest we have a plague of the nine-months sickness in my house, eh?’ She smiled.




  ‘Women are not allowed in the assembly,’ Aristides said, ‘because if they were, we’d be left with nothing to do but move heavy objects. This is my dear wife

  Jocasta.’




  She twirled her keys on her girdle and stepped out of the room.




  ‘Tell me your notion then,’ Aristides said. ‘You speak well, and men seldom face me in debate.’




  I shrugged. ‘I am as outmatched as a boy with a stave would be against me in the phalanx, lord. But, as you are so polite as to hear me out . . . You assume that war and politics are

  noble. You assume that they are ends to themselves. But you cannot make war without spears, and we have no spears without iron-smiths.’




  ‘My point exactly – the iron-smith is less noble than the warrior because his craft is subordinate.’ Aristides smiled as he made his point – his kill-shot, he

  thought.




  ‘But my lord, if you will accept my expertise,’ I said carefully, because I did not want to anger him, ‘war is a terrible end unto itself. I have made more war than you,

  although I am younger. War is a terrible thing.’




  ‘But without it, we could not be free,’ Aristides said.




  ‘Ah, so freedom is the higher goal.’ I smiled. Aristides frowned, and then he grinned.




  ‘By the gods,’ he said, ‘if all smiths were like you, I’d replace the council of elders with smiths tonight!’




  I shrugged, and then met his grin. ‘Remember, lord, I was the pupil of Heraclitus.’




  He nodded. ‘Yes, in truth, you are an aristocrat – as you were educated as one!’




  ‘While being a slave,’ I added. And drank my wine.




  But Aristides did not laugh. ‘This is no matter for light talk,’ he said. ‘Athens is an experiment – an experiment that may mean life or death to her. We’re

  attempting to push responsibility for the city down – as far down as we feel that free men have the power to think and vote. The further down we push these rights, the more fools we

  must tolerate—’




  ‘And the more shields you have in the phalanx,’ I said.




  ‘And the harder it is for the Pisistratids or the Alcmaeonids to restore the tyranny,’ he countered.




  ‘Is that what this is about?’ I asked. ‘The tyranny of Athens? Again?’ I’d had four summers of listening to Miltiades plot to take the city. Frankly, I

  couldn’t imagine why any of them wanted it.




  Aristides nodded. He sat down. ‘The Medes are coming,’ he said.




  That was news, and no mistake. I sat on a couch. ‘When?’




  ‘I have no idea, but the city is arming and preparing. You know we are at war with Aegina?’ he asked.




  I shrugged. Athens and Aegina and Corinth ruled the waves – so of course they were not friends.




  ‘It’s not much of a war, but we’re using it as an excuse to arm. The Great King is coming. He’s appointed a satrap of Thrace – of Thrace, by the gods, on our very

  doorstep! Datis is his name, or so we’re told. We’re to be the target as soon as Miletus falls.’




  I started. ‘Miletus falls?’ I asked.




  ‘Every man in Athens – every political man,’ Aristides corrected himself, ignoring my interest in Miletus, ‘is gathering a retinue. Many – I name no names

  – have pledged themselves to the Great King.’ He shrugged. ‘Both factions are gathering warriors – citizens and noncitizens.’




  I put my wine cup down and laughed aloud. ‘You – are allied with Miltiades.’




  ‘Well might you laugh,’ Aristides grumbled. ‘He would be tyrant here, if he could. Only men like me stand between him and power. But he can’t abide the Persians and

  he’s in the field fighting, while we sit here.’




  ‘Piracy for his own profit, you mean,’ I said. ‘I served with him for four years, my lord. And I might serve him again. But it is not the greater good of Athens that drives

  Miltiades to battle. More likely, it is his attacks on the Great King’s shipping that have brought the Medes down on Athens.’




  ‘Politics,’ Aristides said, ignoring me again. He held up his cup to a slave for a refill, and I was annoyed that his slave got a glance and a smile, whereas I was merely a sounding

  board. ‘Doubtless some busy plotter among the Alcmaeonids thought to hire your men for their side and leave you powerless – thinking that otherwise your men would serve me or

  Miltiades.’




  I snorted with disgust. ‘I was at home in Boeotia, tilling my fields,’ I said. ‘Please do not take it ill, my lord, but I care very little who is lording it in mighty Athens,

  so long as my bills are paid and my barns are full.’




  ‘You disappoint me,’ Aristides said.




  I shrugged. ‘You have seen a couple of handsome boys wrestling by a public fountain?’




  Aristides nodded.




  ‘Because there are young girls around the fountain?’ I went on.




  He laughed. ‘Yes. Every day.’




  ‘Ever notice that the girls don’t even glance at the boys? Because such posturing bores them silly. Eh?’ Now we were laughing together.




  ‘Of course. You have the right of it, my well-spoken friend.’ Aristides glanced away, at Jocasta, and they shared such a smile. It was a pleasure to see them together.




  ‘Well then. We Plataeans are the girls by the fountain. Come back and talk to us when you have learned to listen and to play tricks that please us. Until then, you and Miltiades and

  all these Pisistratids and Alcmaeonids are just boys wrestling by the fountain.’ I chuckled.




  ‘Who made you so wise?’ he asked.




  I laughed. ‘A generation of girls at fountains in Ephesus,’ I said. ‘Now, how do I get my horse and my slave girl back?’




  Aristides shook his head. ‘Ask after the trial,’ he said.




  I coughed. ‘Trial? My trial? When is that? I thought you’d fixed that for me?’




  He shook his head. ‘The law is the only glue that binds Athens,’ he said. ‘You will have a trial. I’ll be your speaker.’




  ‘When?’ I asked again.




  ‘Tomorrow,’ he said.




  The idea of a trial drove news about Miltiades and the siege of Miletus out of my head.




  In Athens, a foreigner cannot speak or defend himself at a trial of any kind. Without a ‘friend’, a proxenos, to represent him, a foreigner, even if

  he’s a metic who lives in the city and has a trade and serves in the phalanx, cannot utter a word in his own defence.




  Actually, I approve of this law. Why let foreigners speak in your assembly? A pox on them. All they’ll do is stir up trouble.




  Aristides walked with me as far as the first public fountain. ‘You are not permitted to speak,’ he said. ‘But that changes very little. You can still smile, and frown, and

  raise your eyebrows – you can control your emotions or give them free rein. Men know who you are – and if they didn’t yesterday, they will by this morning. The jurors will watch

  you. Comport yourself like a man. Ask yourself – what would Achilles do?’




  I laughed. ‘Sulk in his camp until provoked, and then kill anyone who offended him.’




  Aristides frowned. ‘The law is not a matter for levity. I must leave you – I have stops to make, and men to see. Be on the hill of the Areopagus by the middle of the day.’ He

  handed me a three-leaf wooden tablet with wax pages. ‘Keep this by you,’ he said. ‘I’ve written out the charges and your counter-charges, just in case another man has to

  speak for you. And I want you to understand. We’re suing young Cleitus for the civil loss of your chattels – that is, the girl and the horse. Of the two, the horse is by far the most

  valuable – and will, I think, trip young Cleitus up handily at the trial. Understand?’




  I read the tablet quickly. The writing was tiny and precise, but I am a literate man – I was taught my letters early.




  ‘Will the trials go on at the same time?’ I asked.




  ‘Zeus! You know nothing of our laws. No. Your trial is for the murder of a citizen. That will be tried by the Areopagitica – the elders of the city. Friends of the

  Alcmaeonids, every man. In fact, more than half of them are Alcmaeonids.’ He nodded gravely. ‘The civil trials will be held when the roster allows – probably early in the spring. We’ll need a jury of at

  least four hundred.’




  I swallowed some rage. ‘Spring? I promised that girl her freedom.’




  Aristides shrugged. ‘I doubt you’ll ever see her again, frankly. I’ll see to it that you receive chattel of equal value.’




  I shook my head. ‘Aristides, I trust you. But I will have that girl back, and I will free her. I swore it. It may seem a little thing to you—’




  He shook his head in turn. ‘No – oaths to the gods are weighty matters, and you are a pious man. I apologize. I will do my best. But if they cannot kill you, these men will seek to

  hurt you – even your woman and your horse.’




  I spat. ‘This is your democracy? Aristocrats hitting out at better men through their chattels?’




  He went down into the Agora with the rest of his followers, leaving me two young men with staves: Sophanes, who already had a name as a warrior, and Glaucon, his friend. They were both

  aristocrats, both followers of Aristides and both very serious. They wanted me to tell them about Miltiades.




  ‘I want a good krater to take home,’ I said, ignoring them and shrugging off my rage. I put the tablet into the back-fold of my chiton – a beautiful garment of natural

  wool. ‘Something with a hero on it. Will you take me to the potters’ quarter?’




  I had an errand on the way, and so I walked them down past the cemetery and took them to visit Cleon, my hoplite-class friend from my first campaign.




  He met me in his doorway, and he barked like a dog, howled and threw his arms around me. Sophanes and Glaucon watched wideeyed as we drank a shared cup of wine – terrible wine – and

  traded tales.




  ‘You, Sophanes,’ he said, ‘you have the name of an athlete. Do you know that this big lummox charged the Persians single-handed at the Pass of Sardis?’ Cleon was proud to

  know me, proud to show me off to passers-by.




  I shrugged. ‘Eualcidas of Euboea led the way, and there were ten of us.’




  Cleon laughed. ‘It froze my fucking blood just to watch, by Aphrodite’s burning cunt.’ His face was red, and I thought that he’d had too much wine already. ‘You

  look rich and pampered,’ he went on.




  I thought he looked like a broken man. ‘How are things with you?’ I asked. He had told me that his house was smaller than the stern- gallery on a trireme, and I could see it was

  true.




  ‘My wife died,’ he said. He shrugged. ‘And both of my children. Apollo sent some affliction, and they were gone in a week.’ He looked at the floor. Then he straightened

  his spine. ‘Anyway, how are you? Famous, I note.’




  Talk of my fame made me nervous.




  ‘I’m here because Idomeneus killed one of the Alcmaeonids,’ I said, to cover the pain in his eyes with facts. Men do these things. Men are cowards when it comes to sorrow.




  ‘Good for bum-boy. For a kohl-eyed catamite, he’s a fine man. Killed an aristocrat? That’s something,’ he said.




  I laughed nervously. Cleon was drunk, and difficult. Sophanes and Glaucon were both aristocrats, and they were not pleased.




  I shrugged. ‘I have an appointment,’ I said.




  ‘Damn, you remind me of better times. I’m not even a hoplite any more, eh? Failed the property qualification.’ He looked at the floor, and then hugged me. ‘Damn, listen

  to me. All whines and self-pity. Come and see me again.’




  I hugged him hard, took my two guards and left for the potters.




  My two aristocrats clucked and muttered, and finally Glaucon spat that I had a friend of no worth.




  I stopped and put a hand on his shoulder – older man to younger. ‘Cleon looked a little drunk. His wife and children have died.’ I held his eyes and the boy flinched. ‘He

  stood his ground and kept men off me – many times in the rage of Ares. When you have done as much, then you may speak of him in that way in my hearing.’




  Glaucon looked at the ground. ‘I apologize.’




  I liked him for that. The young are superb at disavowing responsibility – Hades, I was myself, so I know what I speak of. But this one was a better man.




  We walked east into the morning sun and I lightened the atmosphere between us with tales of Miltiades. I was beginning the tale of the fighting in the Chersonese, and the Tearless Battle, where

  we took all the enemy boats with the loss of a dozen men and smashed the Phoenicians, when we crossed the festival road and found ourselves in the midst of a forest of brothels and taverns and free

  men’s houses. Only Athens could so hopelessly over-commercialize something as simple as sex. I remember losing the thread of my story as I contemplated – well, I’ll gloss over

  what I was contemplating, as you virgins would probably expire on the spot.




  ‘So we took fishing boats,’ I remember saying. ‘There was a fair fishing fleet at Kallipolis—’




  The dagger punched into my back just above the kidney. The blow was perfectly delivered and had a great deal of force behind it. I staggered, fell to my knees and felt the blood leak out over my

  arse.




  I should have been dead.




  But I wasn’t. So I rolled through the fall and rose, my chlamys already off my throat and around my arm. As I came up, I had my knife in my right hand. Glaucon was down, but Sophanes was

  holding his own, his stick against two bullies with clubs. Even then, at seventeen, he was a foe to reckon with.




  My man was big – titanic, in fact. I hate fighting big men – they don’t feel pain, they have a natural confidence that is hard to break and they are strong.




  My man was still trying to figure out why I wasn’t dead. I shared his confusion, but I wasn’t going to dwell on it.




  It crossed my mind that I probably didn’t want to kill him. Legal troubles, and all that.




  I sidestepped, got down in my stance and flicked my chlamys at his eyes.




  Behind him, Sophanes landed a blow with a crack that must have been heard at the peak of Cithaeron, and his man went down. The other backed away.




  My opponent had a club and a knife. He cut at me with the gross ineptitude of the professional bruiser.




  I killed him. It was no big deal – he was big, not skilled, and as the club rose I put my knife in between the shoulder muscles and the throat. Interesting point – I can remember

  that I had been planning a much more complicated feint when he left himself wide open from sheer folly and I took him. That’s single combat.
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