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			Chapter One

			North coast of Crete and Eastern Peloponnese

			228 bce

			

			The Rhodian grain ship Arktos had endured a bad night, the last and worst of a three-day blow. She wallowed in the swell, her oars taken in, her broken mainmast still wrapped in her fallen cordage over the side, her crew struggling to cut it free in such a way that it could be saved. A relentless wind from the north drove her towards the coast of Crete, just a few stades away under a bright grey spring sky.

			She only had a crew of eight and another thirty or so rowers, most of them slaves. None of them were citizens except the captain, who had given up bellowing orders from the foredeck and was now in the water, using a knife to cut the tangled shrouds one by one while his most trusted mate watched the water below him for sharks.

			The ship’s passengers lined the starboard side rail, watching the repairs with varying degrees of interest. The Spartan aristocrat, his red cloak flapping in the freshening wind, sneered.

			‘A touch of the whip would make them move,’ he said. ‘By the gods, what a useless lot.’

			There were two women, from Kos, prosperous enough to have a slave to attend them. They were heavily veiled, their linen and wool forced against their bodies by the wind.

			‘You are an expert sailor, perhaps?’ asked the older woman.

			The Spartiate ignored her.

			An Athenian merchant frowned. ‘If I was younger,’ he said, to no one in particular, ‘I’d get in the water and help.’

			The Spartiate glanced at him with contempt.

			There was one more passenger. He’d kept very much to himself since Rhodes, and now he stood amidships, looking out into the flat glare of the clouded Mediterranean day under his hand. He was looking south, over the port-side rail, at the north coast of Crete.

			‘Is that Knossos?’ asked the younger woman. She was at an age to find lonely young men attractive.

			‘I think so,’ the young man said, his voice dull, as if only courtesy forced him to reply. Then he frowned. ‘I think …’

			He stepped up on the rail, balancing like an acrobat. He glanced back at his fellow passengers, uncertainty written on his features. Then he grabbed a shroud, looked again, jumped back down and crossed the empty benches and the central catwalk to lean over the side where the navarch was sawing away at what he hoped was the last of the movable stay that, in better times, had raised and lowered the mast.

			‘Navarch!’ the Rhodian called. His voice was suddenly sharp and military.

			‘Soon, citizen,’ the captain called, his voice full of the oil he needed to keep his fractious passengers at arm’s length.

			‘There are three boats coming off the shore,’ the Rhodian called. ‘And we’re going to touch on the beach if we keep drifting at this rate.’

			Every head turned. Four sailors ran across the deck and the little galley rolled slightly in the water.

			‘Pirates!’ yelled a sailor.

			The captain swore. ‘I need another man,’ he called. ‘Kephalos, get the boat-sail mast set. The artemon!’

			Kephalos waved, and the navarch dived below the wreck of the mast.

			The passenger who kept to himself dropped his chiton on the deck, drew a small bronze knife from a sheath at his neck and leapt into the water. His chest was criss-crossed with scars.

			The women were watching the Cretan shore now. First one boat came off the beach, and then a second, full of men. A third boat was being readied.

			‘Lady Artemis protect us,’ said the younger woman.

			The older woman took a deep breath, but she released it without speaking. Her hands were trembling.

			The Spartiate laughed. ‘Perhaps they’ll give this tub a tow,’ he said.

			Suddenly the deck began to vibrate like a living thing, and the whole ship seemed to shudder. Then the mast and its attendant wreckage of torn sail and trailing ropes exploded out of the water like the very Spear of Poseidon.

			Now the mast floated clear of the wreck. The captain’s head appeared, and he swam powerfully along the side of his ship, ducked under the mast, and looked back.

			The passenger surfaced behind him.

			The captain reached up, caught the low rail, and hauled himself on board.

			‘Get the fucking mast aboard, you whoresons,’ he shouted. ‘You, and Kephalos! Set the artemon. I told you already, you rabble.’ He pointed at another man. ‘Throw the weighted line. Tell me how much water we have under the keel.’

			The ship was now moving more rapidly in with the land. The dragging submerged mast had been like an anchor, and free of it, the current moved the ship all the faster.

			‘Get that mast aboard!’ he roared.

			Then he leapt across the amidships platform, but he could already see the three low shapes pulling towards them, oars flashing as they left the water in perfect unison.

			‘Fucking Knossos,’ the captain spat.

			‘King Cleomenes has a treaty with Knossos,’ the Spartiate said. ‘I’ll see that we come to no harm.’

			‘See how you feel about that when some Cretan’s pole is up your arse,’ the captain said. ‘Sailors, arm yourselves!’

			The Spartiate stepped back before the navarch’s vehemence, and the man turned as red as his cloak with anger. He put a hand on the sword he wore.

			‘No one speaks to me that way,’ he said.

			The captain wasn’t listening. He stood amidships, naked, the seawater still coming off him as if he was Poseidon risen from the waves. He was a big man, well past fifty, with grey hair on his chest, a grey beard, and equally grey eyes.

			He was watching the foremast sail, the artemon, run up the stubby foremast. A boy not more than ten climbed the mast, reached out with a sharp bronze knife, and cut the yarns holding the sail furled. It snapped open right under him. The stiff southern breeze filled it with a crack, and the ship made way immediately, turning slightly to starboard but still making way south, dragged by the swell.

			‘Helm!’ roared the captain.

			‘She steers!’ called the mate at the steering oars.

			The passenger was just hauling himself up onto the deck. The Athenian merchant gave him a hand.

			‘Poseidon’s throbbing spear, you sacks of seal shit! Arm yourselves, unless you want to try mining silver on Syracusa or blowing flutes on Crete!’ The captain turned, looking at the passengers. ‘Women to the deck cabin. Gentlemen, you’ll want to fight.’

			‘I won’t be taken,’ said the older woman’s voice from under her veils. ‘I’ve been a slave. I won’t be taken alive.’

			The captain bowed. ‘Nor will I, despoina. Nor will any sensible body. But these ain’t noble Knossian warriors with armour and their pick of fighters. This is some sea-scum – out of work fisherfolk and broken men. If we kill a dozen, they’ll run.’ His voice was firm and confident.

			The younger woman burst into tears and her knees all but failed her, so she seemed to jerk in the wind. The woman who had spoken took her head, and their slave took her feet, and they carried her into the cabin.

			The naked passenger came to the command platform, drying himself with his chiton. By the time he reached the navarch, the man had a wool chiton over his torso and his slave was holding a bronze thorax open for him.

			‘You’re Rhodian,’ said the navarch.

			‘Yes, sir. Born on Kos. What can I do?’ But he knew what came next.

			The slave closed the body armour like a form-fitting clam shell around his master and began to push the pins home to lock it closed.

			‘You a Citizen?’

			The navarch’s question capitalised the title. Citizens served at sea. They had extensive training.

			‘Yes, sir. I have done my service – I was a …’ He looked away. ‘Marine.’ The young man waved vaguely at his sea bag, lashed under the port-side railing, the military way. ‘I have a sword,’ he admitted, as if it might be a crime.

			‘Best news I’ve heard all day. Kephalos! Javelins and a pelta for our young citizen.’ He eyed the former marine. ‘You’ve fought before?’

			‘Twice.’ The young man snapped the answer, and his eyes went elsewhere.

			‘Excellent. Pirates are all gamon. You’ll see.’ The captain looked down at his mate.

			Kephalos, a huge man with a fine head of red hair, grinned.

			‘Aye, boss,’ he called.

			He reached down between the benches and threw a bundle of javelins onto the main deck. Then he began to throw shields up, and the sailors grabbed them. The oarsmen looked uneasy.

			The captain stood up on the command bench. Now he wore bronze greaves and the well-made bronze breastplate, and he looked even more like an image of the sea god.

			‘Listen up, oarsmen,’ he said. ‘I don’t plan to fucking die, and you shouldn’t either. Now take a spear, and a shield, and fight. If we’re taken, slavery is the least thing that will happen to you. If we fight free, I promise every man of you ten silver drachmae, hard silver, and a word to your owners.’

			The rowers were not all slaves, but they were all professionals, and they knew that pirates tended to slaughter their kind, or work them to death. One of the freemen leant over and picked up a pair of javelins and a pelta.

			‘That’s the spirit, lads,’ said the navarch.

			‘Knossos is an ally,’ the Spartiate insisted.

			The navarch didn’t bother turning his head.

			‘Not to Rhodes,’ he said. ‘Not this year.’

			The Rhodian put the strap of his sword belt over his shoulder and half-drew the weapon.

			‘Not bad,’ the captain called out.

			The original work party had managed to get a purchase on the butt of the mainmast, put a rope around it, and hauled it inboard without staving in the side or turning turtle.

			‘Two points to starboard,’ he called to the helmsman, then turned to the Rhodian passenger. ‘Pray for a wind change.’

			But the grain galley was too big to be driven solely by her boat-sail, and they were still making way south while the rising wind drove them west. The three smaller boats were on converging courses.

			‘Who did you serve under?’ the navarch asked the Rhodian passenger.

			‘Orestes, son of Alexander, sir. Asklepios.’

			The young man saluted, one arm held stiffly out parallel to the deck.

			‘By Artemis! Were you in the fight last autumn? With the Aegyptian?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			The navarch looked at him and said nothing. Perhaps he bowed his head slightly.

			‘And your name?’

			‘Alexanor, son of Philokles.’

			Even with a hundred pirates clawing after them in a long chase, the navarch managed a smile.

			‘Philokles the Victor? The Olympian? Well, Alexanor, son of Philokles,’ he said. ‘I hope you can fight as well as your father. Is that his sword?’

			The sword in question was hanging over Alexanor’s shoulder. It had an ivory hilt, banded with gold, and the image of Poseidon was set into the pommel. Alexanor’s father was a merchant, but also a well-known hero of the older generation, an Olympic champion in boys’ pankration and triumphant in a dozen sea-fights as well.

			Alexanor nodded. ‘Yes,’ he said.

			The navarch looked back over the goose head at the stern.

			‘They’ll be up with us in an hour. But every stade we make will give them less light to take us, and I don’t intend to slow or turn. The pity of it is that with our mainsail up, we’d leave them in our wake.’

			‘Any chance we could get the mainmast up?’ Alexanor asked.

			The navarch looked around the deck. With the wind almost directly astern, there was nothing more the rowers could do, and the storm had cost them half a dozen sweeps, anyway. Two rowers were badly injured, their ribs broken by their own oars, from a rogue wave that had struck them in the dark.

			‘Better if the wind would change to blow from the south,’ he said. ‘But let’s have a go, anyway.’

			Alexanor looked north, towards Mount Olympus, and began praying that the King of the Gods would order the winds to blow from the south.

			The navarch was more direct. ‘On me, you ruffians. Listen, then! Fighting is the last resort. Let’s try and get the mainmast up.’

			There was a murmur of agreement.

			But the execution of the idea was much harder than Alexanor had imagined. He’d only raised a mainmast from the deck in open water before, with all the raising tackle laid along by professionals. It was a different matter with all the side ropes torn away, and the mainmast an inert mass along the ship’s centreline. If its weight shifted even a foot or two off the centreline it was enough to make the ship fall off course if shifted abruptly. He didn’t even want to think of what the mast would do to the deck if the ropes let it go.

			Alexanor, who had taken very little interest in anything since leaving Rhodes, took a deep breath and prayed to Poseidon. And then, with two Persian slaves and an Athenian rower, he took hold of a rope and pulled when he was told to.

			The pirates, if they were pirates, drew closer.

			Overhead, the boy and two Aegyptians rigged a cradle of ropes to the artemon’s mast at the navarch’s orders, and then everyone hauled away. The mast rose, a handspan and then another.

			A gust of wind made the artemon crack and flap, and the mainmast swayed, and the men on the ropes were dragged two steps along the deck.

			‘Steady there!’ the navarch called. ‘Two points more to starboard.’

			The boat-sail flapped and then was still as the ship turned to run north by west.

			‘Someone has a line to the gods.’ The navarch smiled at Alexanor. ‘By Poseidon, one breath of the wrong wind …’

			The Rhodian looked back over the stern. The three pirates were hull up and halfway from the horizon; their low boats had colour now, the hulls black with pitch, and he could just make out faces. They were perhaps five hundred paces away.

			‘Heave!’ called Kephalos, and the mast rose again.

			‘Heave!’ he called again.

			At each heave, the waterlogged mast crept higher. The navarch stood at the butt with four heavy wedges at his feet and a maul in his hand.

			‘Heave!’ called the mate.

			An arrow clattered against the goose head that decorated the stern and fell harmlessly to the deck.

			‘Heave!’ roared the mate.

			Alexanor was covered in sweat. When he looked across the deck, he could see the older woman from Kos and her slave had clapped on the port-side rope. Her veils were wrapped around her head like a turban and she had strong arms. She looked at him, and then back at her work.

			‘Heave!’ begged the mate.

			The mast went up, and then up again. And again. It was now at such a steep angle that it almost looked erect. There were parties of men on either side holding belaying ropes that kept the mast from swaying … much. But as the ship rolled, the mast swayed with it, and it was all six grown men could do to hold it.

			The navarch’s face gave away the looming disaster.

			Alexanor looked back and saw the prow of the nearest pirate boat just a hundred paces aft, and gaining, the pirate’s oarsmen pulling like men racing for a prize. An arrow zapped in like a vicious insect and struck one of the Rhodian oarsmen with a sound like a butcher cutting meat. The man fell and emitted a thin scream.

			‘Fuck,’ spat the navarch. ‘So close.’

			‘Hang on!’ called Alexanor.

			He could see it in his head. The mast; the roll of the waves. It was almost impossible, but if it worked …

			The navarch looked at him.

			‘Drop the mainmast on the lead pirate,’ he said.

			‘Stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,’ spat the navarch.

			Alexanor considered just roaring out the orders. He could see how it could be done, how tight the time was …

			But he was a veteran, and he knew that no man could cross a captain on his command deck. No one would obey him.

			‘It could work,’ he said softly.

			The navarch made a face. And then a minute shrug that barely moved his armoured shoulders.

			‘Let’s try it.’

			He clapped his hands together and raised his voice.

			‘Listen to me, you lot. When I say “Let fall!” all the belayers let go. The mast will swing to starboard as we turn. When I call “now”, every fucking one of you on the stays lets go. Got it? Don’t fuck this up. You there, on the gangway. You have a stay in your hand. Got that? “Let fall” is for those of you holding belaying lines. “NOW” is for those amidships. Got it?’ He looked forward. ‘Oarsmen, to your benches. Ready to row on command.’

			He looked around. He didn’t wait for an answer.

			‘Hard to port,’ he called.

			The man in the steering oars didn’t believe him.

			‘Hard to port!’ the navarch screamed.

			The man in the oars obeyed.

			As soon as the turn began, the nearest pirate boat surged forward. As the merchant turned, the pirates were racing to catch the merchant amidships and board.

			‘Belay!’ the navarch roared, and the men at the rails let go their ropes.

			Instantly, the masthead leant out to port with the sudden turn. The men holding the tall monster were pulled forward, and the swell under the turning ship heeled her over still farther.

			The pirate galleys didn’t have rams; they were lembi, coastal boats for fishing or routine trade. Or rape and murder. The men in the bows had leather armour and spears. They were close enough that men were getting ready to leap aboard.

			‘Now!’ The navarch’s voice was like a trumpet.

			The mast fell like an axe. Smashing the low railing of the Arktos and descending on the pirate like a Scythian’s axe. The end of the falling mast went through the lead boat’s side; the force of the blow broke her back, and suddenly the seawater was full of men, some swimming and some already going down.

			The merchant’s turn had slowed her, and the mast over the side turned her again, so that her bow pointed up into the wind, due south.

			‘Here they come,’ called Kephalos.

			‘Cut the mast free!’ called the navarch.

			Alexanor had time to put his pelta on his left arm. He had two javelins, and he ran to the port side of the merchant ship, near the bow, and leant out, even as, deep in his mind, he thought here we go. Again. The pirates were coming up both sides now, but they were going too fast; the merchant’s sudden turn had caught them by surprise, and they were racing past.

			The first javelin went into a man standing in the bow. An arrow shattered against the rail next to Alexanor, and then a sling stone buzzed by like a wasp. The pirates were throwing grapnels on ropes, but the merchant sailors were cutting them as fast as they came aboard. The mast was cut free and the ship seemed to come alive, no longer bound to the mast or the sinking pirate vessel.

			A man was drowning beneath Alexanor’s feet, sinking away into the depths as though being pulled by a hand. His eyes were open and his mouth, too, as if he were screaming as his lungs filled with salt water.

			Alexanor leant further over the rail, his eyes on the dying man, and then he made himself raise his head to the fight, and caught sight of the enemy steersman. As the enemy stern came even with the merchant’s bow, Alexanor threw with a step and the full power of his hips.

			The javelin went into the man’s belly, and he doubled forward, hands clutched to the wound. He fell to his knees, and the oars fell with him, and suddenly the pirate boat was turning to port, away from the merchant – turning, turning …

			‘Ware!’ roared Kephalos.

			Alexanor turned to find that the pirates on the port side were boarding. He drew his father’s sword straight up into a parry, using the strong steel spine of the xiphos to turn a spear before stepping in close to finish his man with a thrust, exactly like a drill on the deck of the Asklepios.

			Exactly like the other fight.

			He pushed the dying man back into the arms of his mates. A spear licked out of the enemy mass and caught him in the shin. He had no armour, and the needle point hurt, but the leg held, and the spearman whipped his weapon back. Alexanor held his shield out at arm’s length, strapped against his left arm, so the little shield was edge-forwards, almost invisible to his enemies, and he went forward into their spears, regardless of numbers, because that’s what he’d been trained to do.

			They flinched. Only one blow came at him, a hasty spear thrust that he caught on his shield. Then it was just fighting, close and terrible – and he had no helmet and no armour. He was hit, who knows how many times. He didn’t really feel the pain, and his father’s sword left a red path to death written across half a dozen foes until it broke in his hand, and all he had was a stump of iron. His right arm was red to the elbow and his head throbbed.

			Exactly like the other time. Bodies like gutted fish. The stench of everything inside a man; the terror, the animal rage, the animal fear. Black, and deep, and horrible.

			And then he was standing against the bulkhead of the bow, panting like a smith’s bellows, and Kephalos was handing him a clay flask full of fresh water.

			The redhead had as many cuts on his arms as Alexanor had himself. Indeed, he was bleeding from a dozen wounds – some just dull aches from spear-shaft blows which had not broken a bone – but he had three cuts in his right forearm, a gouge taken out of his shin, and a puncture in his right thigh that was leaking blood. His father’s beautiful sword, stolen in anger from its place on his father’s wall in the andron at home, pattern welded by the expert sword-smiths of Colchis, was a stump, stuck to his hand by sticky, congealing gore.

			How symbolic, he thought, bitterly.

			His vision tunnelled, and he thought he might be sick.

			‘By Zeus above and all his thunder,’ the redhead spat. ‘Oh fuck, here they come again.’

			Those were his last words, as a thrown javelin caught him in the back of the neck and he went down like a sacrificial ox. The boat that had lost its steersman had now returned to the fight, but her crew seemed less willing, less ferocious. Alexanor put a man down with the javelin that had felled Kephalos, and then he made himself stand with the navarch and the other sailors on the command platform, watching the vessel approach. The sailors pushed him into the front rank.

			He was next to the navarch, flexing his right hand, trying to get feeling to return to it.

			‘If we kill five of them, they’ll run,’ the navarch said in a matter-of-fact voice.

			‘My king has a treaty with Knossos!’ the young Spartiate said petulantly, though he sounded less sure of himself. He had a fine breastplate on, an aspis on his arm and his sword was red-brown.

			‘Where’s Kephalos?’ the navarch asked.

			‘Dead,’ Alexanor said.

			The navarch turned, and his grey eyes looked old inside the bronze of his helmet.

			‘Damn.’ He shrugged his shoulders, as if indifferent to his mate’s fate, or perhaps he was just settling the weight of his armour on tired shoulders.

			Alexanor bent down to collect two javelins. He also killed two wounded pirates while he was about it.

			Black.

			The pirates came up both sides, all together, at a horn call. But they stopped just as the spears crossed, hesitant to close. Alexanor had to make himself stand tall. His knees wanted to fold. He felt as if he’d run thirty stades. And it was all happening again. The deaths. The waste.

			‘Give us your grain and we’ll leave you to go,’ called a voice.

			‘Come here and die,’ growled the navarch.

			‘If you are men of Knossos—’ called the Spartiate.

			‘Shut up,’ the navarch spat. ‘Rhodes makes no deals with these scum.’

			‘Maybe …’ muttered one of the oarsmen.

			A sailor shuffled back. The pressure on Alexanor’s back lessened, as if the rear rank was considering flight.

			There’s nowhere to go, he thought.

			Alexanor ignored the pain in his right arm and the fatigue and his near despair. The last thing he wanted to do was to kill, but training held, and his hand went back, almost without his willing it. He threw like Zeus flinging lightning from heaven, and one of the pirates – one of the few with a breastplate – fell screaming, the iron point lodged in his belly right through the bronze.

			The pirates, despite odds of three to one, hesitated.

			And then, as if pulled by unseen strings, they turned, all together, and fled into their boat.

			The woman who had hauled on the ropes put a hand on his arm. Her hand was covered in blood, and he realised she had been fighting too.

			‘Don’t touch me,’ he said dully. She flinched away.

			He sat suddenly, in his own blood, and then …

			

			Two days later, as dawn raced across the surface of the sea, the merchant galley, running lightly west with a jury-rigged mainmast and just ten oars in the water, crept past the rocky crags of the island of Agistri like a wounded water bird and then wallowed slowly onto the beach of Epidauros.

			Alexanor thought that he was ready to go ashore on his own legs, but he was still exhausted, and his hands gripped the ship’s rail just to keep him upright as the oarsmen manoeuvred towards the beach. He had a wound like an angry mouth in his thigh, and his shin still leaked blood. He still had encrusted gore under his fingernails.

			The other passengers left him alone at the rail.

			The town rose on the promontory to the right, with fine red-glazed tile roofs, white buildings and a magnificent Temple of Apollo on the headland.

			The navarch was braver than his passengers, and he came and stood with the scarred passenger.

			‘What will you do here?’ the navarch asked. ‘Your wounds aren’t that bad.’

			Alexanor knew that the older man intended to help, but he had no interest in a conversation.

			‘I’ve come to take my vows,’ he said. ‘I’m going to be a priest. We’re hereditary priests, in my family. Priests of Asklepios.’

			The navarch was watching as a bale of dyed Carthaginian hides came out of the maw of his ship.

			‘You? A priest?’ He laughed. ‘You’re a killer.’

			‘Yes.’ Alexanor shrugged, aware that the other man had meant his comment as praise, not damnation. ‘I’m not interested in being a killer any longer,’ he said, with more vehemence than he’d intended.

			He thought of the deck when the pirates broke; and his mind flashed back to the other time, when the men he’d trained with had died. Corpses like gutted fish, white in death.

			The elder of the two women, a matron of perhaps thirty, came forward and put a daring hand on his arm.

			‘Why study here, so far from home?’ she asked. ‘Kos has a fine Asklepion, if you want to be a doctor.’

			‘I come from Kos, despoina. Kos is too close to Rhodes.’ He turned away from her.

			‘Perhaps—’ she began.

			He turned a little too suddenly, as if he meant to attack her. She started back, but he merely bowed.

			‘I’m sure that you only mean to help,’ he said. ‘But I do not intend to go back to Kos, or to Rhodes. For any reason.’

			The woman backed away as if he’d stung her.

			And later, when he’d gone cautiously over the side with his bag and the hilt of his father’s broken sword and splashed ashore in the warm water, she glanced at the navarch.

			He was watching the young man as he walked up the beach. A tall, white-haired man in a long white robe came down and spoke to him, and then a slave came and took his pack.

			The navarch looked back at her.

			‘What a waste,’ he said.

			The woman had her veil back over her head, and a straw hat over that, but she met his eyes.

			‘I agree,’ she said softly. ‘Someone has hurt him.’

			The navarch shrugged. ‘That’s the world. Right, you lubbers! Corinth! Get the anchor stones in!’

			

			Alexanor bowed to the older man. ‘Alexanor, son of Philokles of Kos,’ he said.

			‘I am Chiron,’ the priest said. ‘You may call me by my name, or you may call me “Hierophant”.’ He gave the Rhodian a little grimace, as if the title amused him. ‘Let me see your arms. You are injured. Your hands are filthy. You smell of death.’ The older priest’s voice was impersonal. ‘This is not the way aspirant priests usually appear. Come with me.’

			They walked to a booth at the top of the beach, where two other younger priests were greeting pilgrims from a Corinthian trader. Inside the wicker construction were two stools, four low beds, and a variety of phials and clay containers neatly labelled on shelves. An overweight man lay on one of the beds, deeply asleep.

			‘Sit down,’ Chiron said, brusquely.

			‘I’m …’ Alexanor began. I’m not here as a patient. ‘I’m here to study to be a priest.’

			‘Are you?’ Chiron said. ‘Please sit down.’

			‘I assure you …’ Alexanor hated the petulant tone he took. The tone he used when arguing with his father …

			‘Do you always find obedience this difficult?’ Chiron asked. ‘Sit down. I’m going to look at your arms. You were fighting?’

			‘We were attacked by pirates.’

			‘You have fought before,’ Chiron stated.

			‘Yes, sir,’ Alexanor returned. ‘How do you know?’

			‘If you stay with us, you will learn to read a man’s body like a scroll. Who dressed this arm?’

			‘A lady of Kos,’ Alexanor replied.

			‘Well trained,’ Chiron said. ‘And yet she didn’t wash the blood from under your nails. What was her name?’

			Alexanor knew a moment of shame as he realised he had never asked the woman her name.

			‘I don’t know,’ he admitted.

			Chiron paused for a moment in his examination. He sniffed.

			‘Interesting,’ he said. ‘You are a very lucky young man. Raise your forearm. Like this. Over your head.’

			Alexanor did as he was told.

			Chiron shook his head. ‘This cut should have severed the tendon. You would have been crippled for life. As it is, it will take a long time to heal. The tendon is like a rope on which you pull to move the arm. Do you understand?’

			‘Yes,’ Alexanor said. ‘I have read Aristotle and some Polybius.’

			The older man’s eyebrow twitched. ‘Interesting. Do you realise that we ask for a gift, a fairly sizeable gift, before we allow you to enter as an initiate novice?’

			‘Yes,’ Alexanor said.

			His family was rich; he had the gift in his bag, a gold lamp worth as much as the rest of the ship’s cargo.

			He allowed his impatience to show, but really …

			Chiron nodded. ‘This will hurt,’ he said, his tone sharp.

			By the time Alexanor emerged from the booth, the sun was high in the sky, and the sound of the doves had died away. The old priest had washed and scrubbed his arms until they both bled again, and then wrapped them in clean white linen after applying a salve that smelt of roses.

			‘What’s in the salve?’ Alexanor asked. Roses reminded him of Aspasia.

			Her hair smelt of roses, and her neck. Kissing her neck, the taste of her salt sweat, the smell of roses.

			Oh, Aphrodite, let me be.

			Chiron looked at him for a moment, and then shrugged.

			‘Four drachmae of rose petals. Dry them and then grind them to powder and mix with two drachmae of saffron, with a small measure of spikenard – that particular oil is best – and a quarter drachma of powdered opium. A little gum acacia, carefully warmed. Add rainwater until the mixture becomes a paste.’ He indicated the road. ‘You will have to walk to the sanctuary. It’s a long walk.’

			‘I’ll manage,’ Alexanor said.

			‘I’m sure you will.’ The priest seemed amused. ‘But I’ll come with you, nonetheless.’

			Once they were clear of the port and climbing the hills, Alexanor glanced at the priest.

			‘It must be expensive,’ he said. ‘Rose petals, saffron, spikenard … opium. All rare.’

			‘You are from Rhodes,’ Chiron replied. ‘I suppose you would know.’

			‘Spikenard comes from India,’ Alexanor said. ‘Which is beyond Persia. My father is a merchant.’

			Just speaking of his father brought it all to mind, and he paused for a moment. Aspasia. His father.

			Lord Apollo, let me be free of what is past.

			Chiron stopped on the path.

			‘It is all very expensive,’ he said. ‘We ask pilgrims to make a donation. But mostly we depend on the extravagant donations of the very rich – the Ptolemies, the Agiads, the Antipatrids. You have been to Kos?’

			‘I am from Kos,’ Alexanor said. ‘My family lives in Rhodes now. I was educated on Kos and I was healed at the Sanctuary there.’

			He remembered the columns, the magnificent temple, and the calm. It is the calm I seek.

			‘Why didn’t you stay on Kos to be trained?’ the priest asked.

			‘That is my business,’ Alexanor snapped.

			‘Interesting,’ Chiron said.

			They walked on for perhaps half a stade, and Alexanor was surprised how well the older man dealt with the steep hills and rocky ground, moving like a man much younger. They topped a ridge, the priest slightly ahead, and suddenly the ground fell away, and they had a vast vista before them.

			The sun was beginning to set in the west, over the Peloponnese, and the mountains of Arkadia showed in the distance, like temples built by the gods themselves. The beauty of it penetrated Alexanor’s fatigue and his boredom and his despair.

			He stopped, and he had to make himself take a breath.

			‘Oh, gods,’ he said aloud.

			Chiron smiled broadly, for the first time that Alexanor had seen.

			‘Good,’ he said. ‘But, young man, if you plan to stay among us as a patient, much less as a priest, let me tell you that everything is my business.’

			They started down the ridge. At their feet, glowing pink and white in the late afternoon sun, was the temple complex of Epidauros, the healing Asklepion famed throughout the world. The older priest pointed out the buildings as they walked down towards the formal gateway: closest, the portico of Kotys, where the priests were housed; then the central Altar of Asklepios by the Abaton, the sacred dormitory, where pilgrims were sent to receive dreams from the god; the Temple of Artemis and the magnificent tholos tomb of Asklepios, and then, in the distance, the palaestra and the stadium, the magnificent Hestiatorion in which pilgrims were fed, and the four square courtyards and stoae of the pilgrim hostel, the Katagogion. Beyond lay the baths, and then, set in the hillside, the largest theatre that Alexanor had ever seen.

			‘It’s not the largest theatre,’ Chiron said with humour, as if reading his mind. ‘Merely the best.’

			Alexanor felt himself moved, despite everything, by so much beauty.

			‘Building in marble is also very expensive,’ the priest said. ‘And money leads us quickly into politics, at least the politics of patrons. Patrons and politics lead us to rivalries – Illyria and Rome, Sparta and Achaea, Aegypt and Macedon. This is not a place for one man, one city, one country. This is a place for all people. Do you understand?’

			Alexanor was breathing the pine-scented air and watching the glow of the late sun on the marble below him. He felt …

			He took a deep breath.

			The old priest suddenly put a hand on his shoulder, and Alexanor almost collapsed as it all fell in on him. Without a conscious thought, he was weeping.

			Like a summer storm, it passed, and he backed away from the old priest, humiliated.

			The man in the white robe stepped off down the trail as if nothing had happened.

			

			The next morning, Alexanor awoke from the best sleep he had experienced in a year. He lay on his pallet for perhaps two hundred beats of his heart, thinking of nothing. It was all still there: the dead comrades, the loss of his love. All there, but a little farther away.

			A boy, a slave, knocked gently at the door to his cell.

			‘The priest Sostratos says you are to serve this morning,’ the boy said, in the sing-song voice of a memorised message.

			Alexanor lay still, listening to the sound of the doves outside.

			He was trying to imagine a life here.

			Or, really, any life at all.

			The boy cleared his throat, obviously undeterred by late sleepers, and Alexanor rose, slowly, feeling every bruise and every cut anew.

			He put on a plain brown chiton that he found hanging on the back of the door and went out into the new day. He followed the boy along a curving path, past the Abaton with patients’ beds, and down the hill towards the great temples of Asklepios and Apollo.

			Chiron waited in a spotless white wool himation with another man in white, younger, short and broad.

			‘You’re right,’ said the younger priest. ‘He looks like a soldier.’ The man smiled. ‘Greetings. I am Sostratos, priest of Asklepios.’

			Alexanor bowed and introduced himself.

			‘Alexanor of Kos. I was a marine,’ he said. ‘A Rhodian marine. My citizen duty.’

			Sostratos nodded. ‘I was a mercenary. Strictly business.’ He grinned and showed a mouth full of missing and broken teeth.

			Chiron waited. ‘Let me see your hands,’ he said.

			Alexanor frowned. ‘They’re clean.’

			Chiron held out his hands. ‘Let me see.’

			Alexanor sighed and held out his hands. Chiron took them and sniffed.

			‘Filthy. Never come to the god with your hands dirty. You must wash them at every opportunity.’

			I have fallen among madmen, Alexanor thought. You washed my hands yourself yesterday.

			‘Go and wash,’ Chiron said. ‘And hurry.’

			When he returned, only Sostratos awaited him.

			‘Come, we’ll make the morning sacrifice. Are you pious, lad?’

			Alexanor shrugged. ‘I worship the gods.’

			‘You have to be a little more pious than that to be a priest, boy.’ Sostratos seemed to find him amusing, and Alexanor fought anger. ‘Have you made a sacrifice before?’

			‘Yes, sir,’ Alexanor said, stiffly.

			‘Don’t “sir” me – all men and women are equal before our god.’

			They were at the foot of the steps to the temple, and Sostratos led the way up.

			‘Good morning, Bion,’ he called to an older slave who was cleaning moss out of the cracks in the marble.

			‘Morning, Sostratos! May the light of the god shine on you!’

			Sostratos indicated the Rhodian. ‘This is Alexanor, from Kos. He’ll be joining us.’

			The slave rose, wiped his hands on his smock, and bowed.

			Alexanor returned his bow, vaguely pleased that the priest had said he’ll be joining us.

			They entered the outer sanctuary and Sostratos began to sing a prayer. Alexanor didn’t know it, so he waited.

			‘We’ll sacrifice at the outside altar,’ Sostratos said.

			‘Where is the animal?’ Alexanor asked.

			Sostratos smiled. ‘Barley cakes, my young soldier. Most of the priests here are Pythagoreans. We don’t kill animals unless we must. Some of us do not even eat meat.’

			‘Pythagoreans?’ Alexanor asked.

			‘Followers of Pythagoras. We have a dozen philosophers with us at any one time. You might do well to spend some time listening.’

			‘I want to be a priest. To … heal.’

			‘To heal instead of killing, you mean?’ Sostratos took a slim wick and began lighting oil lamps along the edge of the sacred space. ‘Here, you see how it’s done? You light these and I’ll fetch a censer.’

			Alexanor lit all the bronze lamps. There were a dozen silver lamps hanging suspended from the marble vault above him; he looked up and was again struck with an awe that snapped him out of his despair. A lattice of marble vaulting hung above him, imitating wood. The central panels were painted in lapis blue, decorated with carved rosettes magnificently gilded, and the silver hanging lamps were like stars in the heavens.

			A young man of his own age or a little older came up and inclined his head. He was tall and so thin that he looked as if his bones might come through his skin. He wore the same brown chiton that Alexanor wore.

			‘May I help you lower the lamps?’ he said. His form of address indicated that he was a slave.

			‘Thanks,’ Alexanor said. ‘I need all the help I can get.’

			The slave, if he was a slave, managed half a smile. Together they went to the wall, and the other man showed Alexanor where the chains that held the lamps were fastened, and how to lower them. There were cunning winches concealed in the walls. As he turned one, he could hear the sound of drums turning and ratchets taking the strain. When the lamp had descended fully and he went to light it, he discovered that it was very heavy.

			‘I’m Leon,’ the other man said.

			Alexanor offered him a warrior’s handshake, which the other man accepted, a firm clasp hand to wrist.

			‘Alexanor, son of …’

			Leon smiled. ‘No patronymics here.’

			Together they lowered and lit all the lamps before Sostratos returned, swinging a silver censer. The smoke billowing from the silver ball smelt of frankincense and spikenard and something even rarer, some hint that Alexanor could barely catch.

			He and Leon went around the altars with the incense, singing a hymn, and Alexanor began to learn the refrain as they walked. Then the three of them went outside, collected the slave Bion, and went to the altar, where they lit a ritual fire and burnt a dozen barley cakes. Leon and Bion excused themselves, and Alexanor was left alone with the priest.

			‘Is Leon a free man or a slave?’ Alexanor asked.

			Sostratos nodded, as if a question had been answered.

			‘Why do you ask?’

			He began to walk to a low wooden building.

			Alexanor was taken aback. In the world from which he had come, a man’s status – slave, freedman or citizen – was as important as gender. It was a definition.

			‘Leon has been with us for almost five years. He has learnt a great deal. He can do amazing work on his own, and he reasons well, but he struggles with reading. He is a slave, but that has little meaning among us – men and women can rarely control their freedom, and much of what you might call “freedom” is illusory.’ The priest turned away, as if the subject wasn’t particularly interesting. ‘Now, this building is called the skeuotheke; our storehouse for sacred items and our sacristy. Almost all of the temple’s supplies are housed here.’

			He hung the censer from a hook that was clearly just for this purpose, and began putting away the ritual implements.

			‘Leon will be freed in a year or two. With luck, and a patron, he will eventually be a priest.’

			‘I have a great deal to learn,’ Alexanor said.

			‘I’m glad you realise that,’ the former mercenary said. ‘How do you feel about work?’

			Alexanor smiled. ‘My … father would say I’m lazy,’ he admitted.

			Sostratos nodded. ‘We’ll soon fix that.’

			

			A week later, Alexanor knew ten of the hymns to Apollo and two of the hymns to Asklepios. He attended his first diagnosis, and he was taught to oversee the needs of the pilgrims at the baths. For a citizen from a rich family, it was degrading work: he was, in almost every way, a bath-house attendant, and the hours were long and the patients very demanding. He fetched hot water, carried towels, responded to demands from men who clearly imagined themselves his superiors, and fought the urge, every day, to put one in his place.

			‘When I ask for a towel, I mean immediately, pais,’ said one older man with a pot belly and a red nose. Pais was a word usually reserved for very small children and slaves. No one had called Alexanor pais since he was eight years old.

			‘Is this the cleanest you could make my kline?’ asked one woman. ‘Please, clean it again, pais.’

			After a week, he presented himself to Sostratos.

			‘Am I being punished?’

			‘Not really.’ The priest shrugged. ‘Well, perhaps a little.’

			‘I am not a slave!’

			‘You are, in fact, a slave of the god. Best to come to an understanding of this, or leave us. Let me add that you still don’t seem to understand how seriously we take cleanliness. Use the bath-house to learn about the goddess Hygeia.’ He smiled. ‘It’s just work. You want to heal people. People are often dull, rude and dirty. It’s our job to ignore the dull and the rude, and to heal the sick. Learn what you can.’

			Alexanor kept his back straight and went out into the sunlight. He spent the rest of the morning thinking of finding the high priest, Chiron, and quitting, but just when his sense of injustice was peaking, Leon came to the bath-house and began stacking towels.

			‘I love working here,’ Leon said.

			Alexanor made a face. ‘You do?’

			‘It’s clean,’ Leon said. ‘Would you rather be growing vegetables or cleaning chamber pots?’

			‘Lord Apollo. I hadn’t even thought of chamber pots.’

			‘Listen, the same fat old man who wants so many towels also eats too much, with the usual consequences.’

			‘Thanks for that image,’ Alexanor said, and they both laughed, the first laugh he could remember in some time.

			But that night, as he lay on his narrow pallet, he thought of Aspasia: of her body in the moonlight; of kissing her in her father’s yard; of walking to the temple, hands touching as often as they dared … The hardness of her stomach under his hand, the touch of her cheek …

			‘Stop it,’ he said aloud, to the gods.

			So instead he thought of home – his brothers, his sisters …

			And his dead. A dozen epheboi who had trained with him, their bodies fish-belly white in death. Even as his eyelids fluttered, a hand reached for him and he started awake.

			‘Stop it!’

			He rose, and went out into the night to run. Running silenced all the voices – the betrayal, the death.

			He ran until his legs were too tired to go on, and the next day he worked silently, and was too tired to respond to patrons who made demands. He didn’t even have to bite back his retorts. And that evening, instead of staring at his dead friends in his mind’s eye, he began to help Leon with his reading.

			

			A month passed. By now he knew all the hymns. He sang them to himself when he could not sleep. He had moved from working in the bathhouse to the Xenon, or the Katagogion, sometimes at the Abaton itself; he emptied chamber pots and folded towels and sheets, and turned patients who needed to be turned. Some were model patients, some were touchingly thankful, and a few were difficult and surly.

			Some days he went running at the end of his day, or practised pankration in the palaestra. The priests of Asklepios had their own forms of pankration and they were different from the ones he knew on Kos. Alexanor found himself taking an interest. He learned to eat quickly; to listen for the call of any of the priests; he learnt to wash his own dishes, or everyone’s dishes, depending on need; he learnt to be clean whenever he was working. He learnt that Leon had a real problem in reading – that following words left to right and right to left could confuse him – but many of the texts had been copied by a scribe who worked them ‘as the ox ploughs’ and he needed to follow them wherever they led.

			Despite which, they made progress.

			But it was in his third month, when he was working in the fields where the temple grew both vegetables for feeding patients and many herbs and medicines, that a boy came and called his name. Sostratos came down into the field.

			‘What’s that?’ he asked, pointing at the white bulb with shooting green stalks at his feet.

			‘Fennel,’ Alexanor said, glad that he’d been working on something he knew.

			‘And this?’ Sostratos asked, stooping to pluck a sprig of something from the raised earth of an herb garden shaded by the taller fennel.

			‘Mint,’ Alexanor said, but his voice betrayed his hesitation.

			‘Specific to …?’ Sostratos asked.

			Alexanor frowned. ‘I don’t know. My mother said it was good for the stomach.’

			‘Your mother is a clever woman. Go and bathe quickly and put on a clean chiton.’

			Sostratos turned and walked off down one of the paths beaten through the stony fields.

			Alexanor told the slave overseeing the fields that he had been called and went to bathe, and then went to his cell, where he found a spotless white wool chiton hanging on the back of his door.

			His heart beat faster. He slipped it on and went to the gate, and Sostratos waved him on, towards the Temple of Asklepios. There, for the first time since his arrival, he saw the high priest. Waiting by him was Leon.

			‘We are raising Leon to the status of Initiate,’ Sostratos said. ‘You will be initiated together.’

			An hour later, he was an initiate, a novice healer. Sostratos and Leon both embraced him, as did several other novices with whom he’d worked.

			And then he went back to his patch of fennel in his sweat-stained brown chiton. He whistled the ancient paean of Apollo while he worked, and that night, he slept well enough.

			

			A year later, Alexanor was just beginning to learn the ways of physical healing. Priests of the god Asklepios were divided in their philosophies, and heated arguments could erupt over diagnosis and treatment. The more conservative priests both preached and practised that all healing flowed from the gods, and especially from Asklepios, hero and demi-god; that the best cure for a patient was to sleep in the Abaton and receive dreams that would themselves reveal to a priest the best path to healing.

			But many of the younger priests, and some of the professional doctors that trained with them, from the veteran midwives who served Asklepios and Artemis, to the surgeons who cut into living bodies to remove tumours or arrowheads, had begun to preach a different path: that the god guided training, and influenced his priests and every patient, yes; but that there were strictly empirical reasons that some drugs cured some illnesses – that willow bark and willow root alleviated pain, for example, whether administered by your mother or a priest. Alexanor learnt that radical healers in Alexandria and Athens even broke the very laws to cut up the corpses of criminals.

			Then a letter from home punctured his new life like a sword wound. It was not so much the news as the manner of it – the casual way his father described the happiness of Aspasia with her new husband. Filial piety warred with feelings of betrayal.

			Alexanor put the letter down, the fine Aegyptian papyrus fluttering in the lightest breeze.

			

			As I explained to you, a woman as young as Aspasia needs a steady hand and an older head. She has settled to her role now.

			

			Alexanor’s hands shook with anger, and the darkness he’d avoided for so long fell on him like a familiar blanket. His father had taken his love and given her away as an object to one of his business partners.

			Alexanor found that he had crumpled the papyrus. He struggled to breathe, aware from his training that he had flushed, his heart was racing, and all from an external impulse.

			He made himself breathe the way they were taught in pankration.

			Alexanor hadn’t even looked at a woman in a year. There were women in the sanctuary: pilgrims, even young, attractive patients; there were female slaves, and there were several female priests. And each day Alexanor expected his lust, at least, to reawaken. But nothing moved him: not the naked breasts of Sappho, the small African slave who handed towels to the female patients in the baths; not the fine figure of a young matron come to pray for sons.

			Nothing.

			He wondered if he had offended Aphrodite, or if Eros was lost to him. And he knew in his head that Aspasia had had no control over whom she married, that she would be trying to make the best of her lot. Just as he knew in his head that it was no fault of his that he was alive while a dozen of his fellow epheboi were dead. But his heart felt differently, and after a year of peaceful sleep, his nights were again haunted, and his days full of waking dreams of his lost love and his dead classmates. He ran with Leon, he worked and he did pankration, he read his texts, ate thin soup and worked his body as hard as he could, but sleep was elusive and his dreams were dark.

			Two weeks after his father’s letter arrived, he stood with Chiron and watched helplessly as his first real patient, a young man called Nikeas with an arrow wound in his leg, gradually grew worse. It was frustrating, and it had a nightmare-like quality, in that no matter what Alexanor did, the man grew worse. Alexanor washed the wound as often as he dared; he prayed until his knees and hips burned, he made incense, read entrails, and went to the altar with his invocations.

			None of it mattered.

			After three days, the leg had to be amputated to prevent the spread of the infection. After the amputation, performed by Philomenes the surgeon, removed the poisonous limb, the young patient turned his face to the wall and refused food.

			‘Talk to him,’ Sostratos said. ‘This is the crisis.’

			‘And tell him what?’ Alexanor demanded bitterly. ‘That the leg will grow back?’

			‘Without hope, he will surely die. And the crisis is the moment when the patient decides if he lives or dies. Oh, I’m sure the gods play a role. But if that young man decides …’

			‘I have no hope to give him,’ Alexanor said. ‘I’m not really a man who believes in hope.’

			Sostratos raised an eyebrow. ‘Best learn some, then. We rely more on hope than any other medicine.’

			

			Two nights later, while Alexanor slept fitfully on a chair by his bedside in the Abaton, Nikeas died.

			Alexanor rose and composed the body carefully. He was unhurried in his movements, his rage carefully in check, as he washed the now-familiar body one more time, and laid the man’s hands on his chest and put the linen sheet over him. Then, the fire of his anger untouched, he strode through the night to where Chiron sat, working by the light of a dozen oil lamps.

			‘I cannot be a healer,’ he spat. He’d hoped to be composed and simple; instead, his anger leapt out of him and he snarled, ‘I can only kill.’

			Chiron was sitting at a table, writing with a stylus on wax tablets that Leon, the former slave, was copying slowly on papyrus. Leon looked away.

			Chiron sat back. ‘You want to leave us?’ he asked.

			Alexanor blinked. ‘Yes,’ he said.

			Chiron nodded. ‘Interesting. Leon, give us a moment, eh?’

			The thin man got up. On his way out, he put a hand on Alexanor’s shoulder.

			‘Don’t go,’ he said.

			Chiron steepled his hands. ‘So, Alexanor,’ he said. ‘Why doesn’t the god heal all sick people?’

			Alexanor was frustrated, and very tired. And he didn’t really like Chiron. So he shrugged.

			‘No idea,’ he said dismissively.

			Chiron nodded. ‘Me neither. Here’s the important thing, though. It’s not your fault. When they live, you may have played some small role – the right medicine, the right diagnosis. Or not – many we heal here might have healed at home. We know so little, Alexanor. And when they die?’ The old man spread his hands. ‘Who knows why they die? Who knows why Nikeas was hit with an arrow? He and his brother were shooting at marks.’

			‘All I know is that he died,’ Alexanor said. ‘I am a killer.’

			Chiron nodded. ‘Bullshit,’ he said.

			Alexanor’s head snapped back as if he’d been struck.

			‘Listen, pais.’ Chiron’s voice was different. He was angry, too. ‘I know that you like to make yourself responsible for anything that happens. Up to a point, that’s laudable – beyond that, it’s hubris. You are a proud man – far too proud. And you like to wallow in your emotions. I’ll guess you were your mother’s favourite. So intelligent.’

			Alexanor literally writhed at those words.

			‘If you want to leave, leave. Don’t come and tell me so. There are no bars on our doors – even the slaves can just walk away.’

			Alexanor started to stand, and was ashamed and humiliated that hot tears were coming from his eyes. Angry words crowded to his lips.

			‘But I think you should stay,’ Chiron said. ‘You’re going to be a brilliant priest, if we all survive your training.’ He smiled. ‘By Apollo, pais. I’ve lost enough patients to crew a warship in Hades. Get over yourself and get back to work.’

			Even then, with Chiron’s words burning in his ears, Alexanor was moved by some spirit of self-destruction to leave – to flee. He made it as far as the side gate, the gate that looked west into the mountains, where distant villages showed in the darkness as tiny pinpoints of firelight, and he stopped, and stood there in an agony of indecision.

			He heard the sound of running feet, and turned to find Leon, his long body gleaming with sweat.

			‘Don’t leave,’ Leon said. ‘I’ll have to run all by myself.’ He put a hand on the taller man’s shoulder. ‘And you’re teaching me to read. And frankly, you are the only rich man who’s ever taken an interest in me. I need a patron. Stick it out, boss. Don’t quit.’

			Alexanor managed a smile, and went back to his room. He prayed a little, and then he lay down, and slept without a dream – haunted neither by love nor death.

		

	
		
			

			

			

			

			

			Chapter Two

			Sacred Sanctuary of Asklepios, Epidauros, Northern Peloponnese

			223 bce

			‘Let me see your hands,’ the old priest said.

			Alexanor hid a smile. Once he might have bridled; no man training seriously for the priesthood of Asklepios would dare to bring dirty hands to the temple. But five years had changed him: five years of discovering that the great Asklepion was full of the sons of rich men who were visiting to drink wine and chase fine young bodies. Only a handful of the novices were serious. And sometimes they came to the temple with dirty hands.

			He held his out.

			The older priest looked at them.

			‘Dirt under your nails can kill a patient,’ he said, for the thousandth time. ‘Old blood can carry the arrows of Apollo from one visitor to another.’

			Alexanor nodded politely. ‘Yes, Hierophant.’

			Sometimes he worried that Chiron was too old, and repeated himself too often.

			‘Don’t “Hierophant” me,’ the old priest muttered.

			It was early, very early; the great temple complex was silent. The magnificent temple to the God of Healing rose among the pines, its innumerable pillars of milk-white marble as superb today as they had been on the evening of Alexanor’s arrival five years before. This morning they were touched with pink as the sun rose; Apollo’s chariot had not yet crested the eastern hills, and the light had a presence.

			Alexanor loved serving the god in the early morning. He loved being alone at the altar …

			‘Fetch some incense, will you, pais?’ the old man snapped, interrupting his reverie.

			The term pais no longer rankled. Alexanor had learnt many things in five years at the temple: to run like the wind; to fight with his hands; to open a man’s body and remove his impurities; to balance four humours; and to know when to take no action at all. He’d learnt to forget, as well – to forget his home, his brothers and sisters. Aspasia. The dead.

			The last rule, the great unwritten rule of all the followers of Pythagoras and Hippocrates and Apollo’s son Asklepios himself, was one that applied not just to the crisis of treatment but to everyday life, to speech and action. He knew that the old priest meant no insult; hence, there was no reason for him to take insult.

			As if reading his mind, the older priest made a wry face.

			‘Apologies, Alexanor. But the new slaves have not put out the water or the censer. I’ll fetch the water.’

			‘Yes, master,’ Alexanor said. And when he said the word master, he meant it.

			He went back down the long aisle of the temple, his white leather sandals making a rhythmic sound on the floor that echoed up into the coffered ceiling.

			Doves cooed. The pink light of morning seemed to radiate from the marble, pulsing like the beat of a divine heart. Alexanor paused at the top of the temple steps, overwhelmed. There was something bubbling in the world – something immanent. He extended his arms in an attitude of prayer.

			But the moment passed. He folded his arms and trotted down the steps, intent on his duty.

			He was tempted to run, once he was down the steps. It was a magnificent morning, but then, almost every morning at the Temple of Asklepios was superb, and five years had not robbed the mornings of wonder. The sun was just rising over the hills away to the east; the mountains to the west were tipped in gold and orange. The light was like the hand of Apollo gilding the world, and changed subtly from rose pink to golden.

			Running would make him sweat, and sweat was dirt in the eyes of the god. Good dirt, honourably earned when you played a game, but not for serving at the altar in the first light of Apollo’s sun. He walked briskly, settling his himation, a garment unsuited to athletics at the best of times.

			The skeuotheke was familiar ground now, the small wooden building by the temple that housed all the things a priest didn’t want to intrude in the temple: stores of clean white linen cloth; spare vases and metal ewers; spare braziers and fine charcoal and incense – not the ones of solid gold and silver, given by the great donors like the king of Macedon or the king of Aegypt. They lay in wood shavings in the treasury under the floor, behind the altar, cased in white marble. Here were the plainer ones of bronze for every day. Alexanor took a silvered-bronze censer from its hook and moved it to the narrow window built for just this purpose; he opened the shutter and hung the censer’s chain, and then used tongs to move small chunks of charcoal into the censer. It was quicker, he knew, to use his hands – quicker and much dirtier, and wearing a milk-white himation was difficult enough on the very easiest day. All of them had brown himations for work, but white for serving at the altars.

			Alexanor half-filled the pierced silver ball, and then lit it from the oil lamp that burnt all year: a sacred fire brought down from a lightning bolt of Zeus on the slopes of Olympus and passed from temple to temple. He thought of his family home on Rhodes; of the slave who had taught him to kindle fire on Kos. He held one coal in the tongs over the flame until it snapped and popped, and then dropped it into the others and blew gently until all the coals were burning well. Then he added a spoonful of incense, saying aloud a prayer for the intercession of his god, and only then, after all was billowing smoke out of the window, did he close the top of the censer, singeing his fingers in the process.

			He took the lit censer by the chain, and swinging it softly, he walked back out of the skeuotheke and up the steps of the great temple. His eyes were drawn, as they always were, to the painted figures in the pediment, Greek men and Amazons fighting a brutal but beautiful battle. Just over his head, a magnificent woman on horseback thrust a spear through a naked hoplite who lay on the ground.

			What a savage wound that would make, he thought.

			Alexanor passed into the temple. Chiron and Leon were the only men present; the complex of fifty buildings seemed as silent as Alexanor imagined the underworld to be. Chiron had the water ewers filled for purification and Leon, working with him, had lit the oil lamps from another branch of the sacred fire. The master priest took the censer from Alexanor with a regal bow and censed the altars. They offered barley cakes as a sacrifice, and together they sang the service of the dawn to the rising sun, and a hymn to Epidauros, son of Apollo, and then the paean to the god Apollo.

			Alexanor loved ritual, and he let his mind float away amid the incense and the song. It was faster than meditation; his thoughts died away and he was still, alive with his sense of the immanence of his god. His thoughts turned to the terrible wound dealt to the fallen Greek by the mounted Amazon. He considered them, and it came to him, a vision from the god: the sudden onset, felt the dirt under his body, the horse rearing over him …

			There was a loud metallic crash. He snapped into reality, saved from the downward stroke of the Amazon’s spear. A pair of slaves had entered the south end of the temple and had begun to wash the floor, apparently unmoved by either the sacred or the aesthetic. One of them had kicked over his bronze bucket.

			Chiron finished the morning invocation as Alexanor stood as confused as a man newly awakened from a dream. The two men stood side by side in the perfumed smoke for perhaps ten beats of their hearts.

			They bowed to the images of Apollo and his sons, Asklepios and Epidauros, in whose name the hospital had been built.

			‘Do you ever …?’ Alexanor was embarrassed the moment he opened his mouth. He flushed.

			‘Speak, lad,’ the older priest said. ‘Do I ever? Ever what? Wash?’ He laughed.

			Alexanor smiled. ‘No, master. Do you ever have dreams so real …?’

			‘I am a priest of the god,’ Chiron said. ‘Of course I have dreams that are real.’

			Alexanor was looking off into the middle distance beyond the temple. He sighed, annoyed with himself. Closer to, Bion was admonishing the two new slaves. Their lowered voices carried, echoing through the sacred space.

			‘Well,’ said the older priest, understanding his silence. ‘Shall we change out of these robes and see who has come to be healed today?’

			He handed the censer to Leon and swept out of the temple.

			

			Almost no one came to be healed early in the morning. It was twenty stades to the port and forty or more to a good town. Men either came by ship, to the town on the coast, or via Hermione or Troezen, or by land, coming down through the Peloponnese from Corinth or Isthmia by easy stages; after all, most of the visitors were sick. New guests came in the heat of afternoon; veteran guests came in early evening, when the shade was cool and the dinner was ready to be served. The great temple had beds for two hundred guests, maintained by enormous donations from the distant kings who tried to control Greece with armies and bribes: Antigonus Doson, king of Macedon, and Ptolemy of Aegypt, whose ambassador to Athens lay on one of their beds, recovering from an operation and dreaming, Alexanor hoped, of the god.

			Alexanor put away the ritual vessels and went to his cell, where he changed his spotless white himation for the plain brown wool chiton and a light chlamys; the chlamys was more an expression of his youth and status as a junior priest than it was a necessary garment. In the month of Agrianios – being Rhodian-born Alexanor always thought in the Rhodian months, even in the Peloponnese – it was always hot. Not the brutal heat of the Attic plain, where his father had estates; more like the sea-cooled late summer of the Aegean islands, Rhodes or Lesvos, where he had grown to manhood, and Kos, where he had begun to dream of medicine and the gods.

			He untied his white sandals, something only priests and rich women wore, and changed them for good Laconian shoes, a style favoured by soldiers and men who had to walk. He emerged from his cell to find Chiron standing in the long hall of pillars, the stoa of Kotys, off which they lived, looking out of the window. It was cool under the shade of the high roof, even on the second storey, where the priests slept.

			Chiron was watching a dust cloud to the west. Visitors on horseback were often visible stades and stades away; the sanctuary had been placed where it was to provide a beautiful view for initiates, guests, and the gods themselves. In the busy time in spring, sharp-eyed slaves and young under-priests would sound trumpets from the hillside to announce important visitors, whose purple clothes and gold horse trappings would show ten stades away.

			Today’s visitors glinted more bronze than gold. Alexanor knew the colour.

			‘At dinner last night the Aegyptian was saying there was trouble in the west,’ the older man said.

			‘That is your diagnosis, sir?’ Alexanor asked. ‘That the trouble is coming here?’

			Chiron smiled. ‘Men are riding to us swiftly, and behind them comes another group, larger, also riding swiftly.’ He shrugged. ‘One does not have to be Plato to guess that trouble is coming here. Come – let us greet them.’

			But the old priest paused at his cell and took from the peg on his door, not the sword that hung there, but his stainless white himation, which he put back on, and he picked up the staff of his rank.

			He rapped on the door of the next cell with his knuckles.

			‘Sostratos!’ he called. ‘Trouble.’

			‘On my way,’ came the answer.

			Sostratos was now a senior priest – old, wise, and humble, quicker with a joke than Chiron but lacking something of his dignity. Alexanor had long since learnt that Sostratos had fought the Gauls in his youth, taken a wound that should have been his death, and been healed by a priest of Asklepios.

			A woman’s voice floated through the door; a squeal, and a protest, and the door opened. The old soldier was naked, the scar of his near death an angry brown line like a trench that ran from the top of his groin to his ribs. He slipped a sword-belt over his shoulder, snapped a chlamys off the door and came out on to the portico of the stoa.

			Chiron led the way down the stairs at a rapid rate; down from the upper level of the stoa, then along the path past the altar of Asklepios, out past the stadium to the edge of the sacred precinct, where there was a large courtyard, stables, and two wine shops which operated with the toleration, if not the approval, of the priests. A foreigner, a northerner, someone’s slave with ugly white skin and pale hair, sat in the dust with a carpet covered in amulets – tin hands; bronze feet; a penis, a vulva – and a variety of statues in pale yellow pottery: an Athena, far from her home; several Aphrodites, and a veritable phalanx of Apollos and Asklepioses.

			He didn’t glance at the two priests emerging from the gate.

			Empedocles, the steward, hurried towards them from the gatehouse.

			‘How can I help you, Alexanor?’ he asked.

			He was more efficient than servile. He was as Greek as Alexanor himself, or more so; he’d been sold to the temple as a child, to pay his father’s gambling debts, it was said.

			Chiron put a hand on his arm.

			‘Maybe trouble,’ he said. ‘Maybe I’m an old fool. But close the inner west gate and warn the guests. Put a guard on the Propylon.’

			‘At once!’

			Empedocles bowed deeply and, hiking his long robe, ran for the gatehouse.

			‘I’ll see to the Epidauros,’ Sostratos said.

			The Epidauros was the hospital itself, dedicated to the son of the god.

			Chiron slapped his shoulder and walked towards the road. There was an outer gate, where the road came into the stable yard.

			Alexanor had never seen the outer gate closed. It was only a wooden bar across the road.

			‘Master? What is happening?’ he asked.

			He had never seen the way of the pilgrims barred, and something in Chiron’s posture unnerved him.

			Chiron raised an eyebrow. ‘I have no idea.’

			‘Will you close the outer gate?’ Alexanor asked.

			The older priest gave him a wry smile. ‘What is the first rule?’

			Alexanor nodded. ‘Commit no hubris. Do no harm.’

			‘It applies even here. We will receive these visitors and see what the god has sent us.’

			Chiron turned to the open outer gate.

			The horses were audible now: a steady patter of hoof beats like rain on a roof. Perhaps a dozen horses, ridden hard. A boy ran into the stables and a pair of slaves emerged. One brought water and began to fill a horse trough.

			Chiron leant on his staff. It was nothing but a long stick of cornel wood, as tall as his shoulders, bent at the top, no more than any shepherd in Arkadia would carry. But, in any of the forty Asklepions around the Greek world, the staff marked a master priest, and it had become Alexanor’s dearest wish. Even if it was twenty years away. He was not yet a full priest; he had far to go.

			The patter of hoof beats became a roar; the earth seemed to tremble.

			The horsemen seemed to flood into the courtyard. There were only nine, but they came in at a fast trot, and one pulled his horse up so sharply that the big creature reared; it was certainly a military horse. Two of the men had armour on, confirming his diagnosis. One horse had a corpse tied over its back.

			‘You take the first party,’ Chiron said with a gentle inclination of his head. ‘I will await the second.’

			‘Master,’ Alexanor said.

			It was a privilege to be entrusted with guests. Alexanor went forward even as the big man on the biggest horse slipped to the ground. He had bright red hair, was a foot taller than Alexanor, and had muscles on top of his muscles.

			‘I need a priest,’ Red-hair snapped.

			Alexanor walked past him. On the next horse was the corpse, face down over the horse’s back. But something told Alexanor that the man was not dead.

			He raised the wounded man’s head gently. He put his cheek by his mouth, as if waiting for a kiss.

			‘Is he alive?’ Red-hair asked, anxiously.

			‘No thanks to you,’ Alexanor said.

			One was not supposed to say such things, but it was insane; the man on the back of the horse, who had long, dark hair like a Spartan, was badly wounded. He’d lost so much blood that his skin had the pale look of a corpse, and Alexanor held himself still inside, so as not to flinch. But his own dead were years behind him; those wounds were scarred over, no longer tender.

			The worst wound in the man over the horse that Alexanor could see was a long gash in his arm, but as he locked an arm around the wounded youth to move him, he saw a puncture in the abdominal cavity.

			‘You should not have moved him at all,’ Alexanor went on.

			‘Fucking Spartans would have killed him if I left him,’ Red-hair said. ‘Kleostratos! Take the horses!’

			A Thracian slipped from his mount and began gathering reins. Slaves moved to help him.

			‘You may have killed him just as effectively.’ Alexanor turned. ‘Bion!’ he called. ‘Get this man down where I can examine him. And be gentle. You know the drill.’ Alexanor turned to the stable boy, the pais who ran errands. ‘Get a stretcher from the baths. Run,’ he snapped. ‘Bring more slaves.’

			Red-hair watched the big slave untie the wounded man. Now that Alexanor had a moment and there was less dust, he could see that all of them had wounds: slashes to the forearm; cuts to the shoulder; or contusions and abrasions that he knew came to men who wore armour – lacerations under the armpits and at the neck, for example, where a mounted man’s cuirass bit into the soft flesh. He saw them on every man.

			‘Spartans are right behind us, priest,’ Red-hair called. ‘You are a priest, right?’

			Bion lifted the wounded man, grunting at the effort. The victim was tall, and very strong, and Alexanor had to catch his legs and feet to prevent Bion from dropping him. Laid on his back, the man was as tall as a Titan, with as much muscle as Red-hair and a strong face, the kind of face Alexanor associated with athletes and boxers: handsome, blunt.

			‘You are?’

			Alexanor directed his comment to Red-hair, but he was already kneeling in the dust by the wounded man. Patient. Guest. He didn’t look at Red-hair. His eyes were on the guest’s wounds, which were, as he expected, all the result of combat.

			‘I am Dinaeos. I am a citizen of Megalopolis. The men of Sparta attacked us in the night and stormed our city. Their king, Cleomenes, has sworn to wipe us out.’

			He seemed to be making an effort to speak slowly; to sound rational. The priest could tell he was on the edge of panic; exhausted, probably. No sleep, wounds, a friend dying …

			‘We fought until the end,’ the man said with pride. ‘We held the gate so that the citizens could escape. He wouldn’t have left even then.’

			Alexanor could see the man’s exhaustion, and the dried blood all the way up his arm. He actually felt the man’s tiredness, as if for a moment he was in the wounded body, not his own.

			‘You all need rest and treatment,’ he said.

			‘Not without my friend,’ Dinaeos said.

			‘Dinaeos,’ he said, looking up, ‘the best favour you can do this man is to go immediately to the baths. Every one of you.’

			Alexanor spoke with authority. He was a priest of the god, a doctor, and an aristocrat; the tone of command came easily to him.

			Dinaeos shook his head. ‘When he goes in, I go in. I told you, the Spartans are right behind us.’

			‘You speak well,’ Alexanor said. ‘Your friend is in the hands of the god, as you should be, too. Go and bathe!’

			The Achaeans with Dinaeos began to sag; three of them turned, avoiding slaves coming out of the temple precinct, and went in. Dinaeos stood his ground.

			Two slaves ran up, big men with a wooden stretcher on their shoulders.

			‘Easy there,’ Alexanor said.

			He put a hand directly on the wounded man’s side and held the wound as the man was lifted and carefully rolled onto the stretcher, his fingers holding the sides of the puncture steady. It was bleeding, but there was no abdominal fluid that he could smell; the only hope the man had was that his intestines had not been pierced.

			‘Straight to the Epidauros. Go!’ Alexanor said. He was thinking of the wound.

			The slaves grunted. Even for two, the wounded Titan was a heavy load.

			They started for the gate.

			The second party came into the wide yard at a canter, scattering horses and slaves; one of the Achaeans was ridden down, and Bion was struck with a javelin stave.

			The newcomers were all professional cavalrymen; Alexanor thought that they looked like mercenaries, with soft boots and wide-brimmed hats, and dust coating every surface of their bodies. One man glanced at him, and Alexanor knew him for a killer; his eyes had that look. Contempt for life.

			‘Halt!’ called a Spartan voice. ‘No one move!’

			Alexanor shoved one of the slaves carrying the wounded man.

			‘Ignore him. Go.’

			They went.

			Dinaeos drew the sword he wore under his arm, covering the slaves. They had only a few steps to go to reach the closed gate of the sanctuary. They were strong and quick, and Alexanor noted their courage. Slaves who were brave deserved reward.

			The gate opened for them; someone was sharp.

			One of the mercenaries rose on his horse to throw a javelin. His arm went back and he threw.

			Dinaeos stepped past Alexanor. Raising his short cloak as a shield and covering the young priest, he cut the javelin out of the air with his sword. The head bit into the sand and the shaft came up and struck Alexanor a stinging blow to the shin, but he shook it off.

			The Thracian man who had taken the horses emerged from the stable, took the javelin out of the ground as if he’d planned such a thing all along, and stepped up beside Dinaeos. The other men who’d ridden in first were shuffling. One, the youngest, with a bloody bandage on his head, whimpered and ran into the grove, but the others closed up around Dinaeos.

			The Spartan pointed at the running man.

			‘Get him,’ he said.

			One of the mercenaries followed the running man at a trot into the sacred grove.

			The Spartan dismounted. He didn’t seem tired. He was as tall as the wounded Titan, thin-faced and black-bearded, his scarlet cloak like a banner in the sun. He looked straight at Dinaeos.

			‘Where is he?’ he asked. ‘Don’t tell me he’s still alive.’

			‘Come and find out,’ said Dinaeos.

			The Spartan shrugged. ‘Very brave. I assume he was on that stretcher. And now in the Asklepion.’ He turned to Alexanor, but Chiron emerged from the dust cloud – a tall old man in white, with a staff. ‘Just save me the time. Is he dead or alive?’

			The old priest pointed. ‘Halt,’ he said.

			‘Answer me,’ spat the Spartan, to the red-headed Achaean. He ignored the older priest as a person of no consequence.

			‘Stop your impiety or take the consequence,’ the priest said.

			His tone carried conviction; one of the Thessalian mercenaries shuffled his horse back, and another made an avert sign.

			‘Open the gates, and no one gets hurt,’ the Spartan said. ‘Well, almost no one,’ he added with nasty smile, and one of the mercenaries laughed.

			Alexanor was beginning to be afraid. But the part of his mind trained to think kept going. Thessalians, he thought. These are Thessalians; trained killers. Their clothing and their horses identified them, and the habit of diagnosis was strong, even in moments like this.

			‘No,’ Chiron said. It was the kind of ‘no’ you said to a child, or a slave with a foolish, time-wasting idea. ‘The precinct is sacred, even to Spartans.’

			‘Keep your superstitious crap for the peasants,’ the Spartan said. ‘Open the gates or I’ll open them, and there will be blood.’

			‘There is always blood,’ the old priest said. ‘Bodies are full of it.’

			‘Stupid old fool,’ the Spartan said. ‘I am here on the business of the king of Sparta. Let me past.’

			The stupid old fool stood his ground. He raised his hand and slammed his staff into the ground so that it seemed rooted in the earth.

			‘No,’ he said.

			‘Out of my fucking way,’ the Spartan growled, and he reached for his sword.

			Chiron moved forward. He didn’t seem to move fast; it was almost as if he floated, his white himation hiding his limbs, the superb fabric like a cloud. His left hand pinned the Spartan’s sword arm against his chest as he reached to draw; his right hand shot out, and the palm of his hand struck the Spartan on the nasal of his magnificent helmet. Still he went forward. The Spartan’s head snapped back, and suddenly he was thrown full-length in the dust. The old man kept hold of his sword hand and turned him into the throw, then knelt by the fallen Spartan, holding his arm behind his back.

			It happened so fast that it was only in retrospect that Alexanor realised he’d heard the man’s elbow break.

			‘Ride away or I kill him,’ the old priest said to the Thessalians. ‘Ride away now. I assume he’s your employer. Or stay and be shot down by my archers.’

			He looked at them. The Spartan made an attempt to escape, and then gave a scream.

			The old priest was unrelenting. ‘I care little. Your man has committed an impiety and hubris, and my god will rejoice if I practise a little anatomy on him. Did you know that this soft spot here, just forward of the ear, is the perfect place to kill a man if you want to avoid spoiling his face?’ The old man’s voice was calm and level.

			The Thessalians looked at each other.

			‘Don’t do it!’ half-screamed the Spartan. He was brave enough; he tried to keep the pain out of his voice, but his elbow was in agony. ‘Kill them! Gods damn you, priest.’

			‘Me?’ the priest asked. ‘Me? I have not offered impiety at the precinct of the god. You have.’

			‘Hypocrite! Pious fake!’

			The Spartan was face down in the dust, but he was trying to fight. Even with the priest’s hand at his neck, he was moving; even with an arm behind his back in a submission hold, he writhed against the pain in his elbow.

			‘Do not be foolish and make me kill you,’ said the old man. ‘Ride, you mercenaries. And do not return.’

			Alexanor had watched the whole drama from the safety of the red-haired cavalryman’s cloak. Now he turned and knelt by his teacher and passed him his knife, which the older priest immediately pressed to the Spartan’s throat.

			The officer’s writhing stopped. He felt the knife and he sagged.

			The Thessalians turned their horses. One looked at the sacred grove, where the lone Thessalian had chased the fugitive. He looked a moment for his partner, and then shrugged, looked at the gatehouse walls, and turned his horse.

			‘Oh, you are the fucking king of doctors.’ Dinaeos managed a laugh. ‘Please let me kill him.’

			‘No,’ Chiron said in the same peremptory tone he’d used to the Spartan. ‘By the great god Apollo, you men come to us dirty with your foolish violence, Greek against Greek. I feel polluted just being with you.’

			He rose.

			The Spartan was on his feet in an instant – a remarkable feet of gymnastics for a man with a broken elbow. He stepped back and reached, left-handed, for his sword.

			Chiron followed him, his himation floating behind him, and pinned his arm again.

			The Spartan gave a choked scream.

			‘Let go of your violence,’ Chiron said. ‘Come inside and let me set your arm.’

			‘Fuck you. Fuck you, you charlatan. Come inside so you can poison me? I’d rather sleep in a den of vipers. I will come back here with an army and loot this place to the ground. I will find your family and kill every one of them, or sell them to brothels. I will burn your home to the ground, and I will …’ The fear and the hate boiled out of him; his face was ugly with pain and anger.

			‘You refuse treatment?’ Chiron’s voice was loud. ‘Then be gone.’

			He let go of the Spartan’s arm, and the weight of the man’s hand dragged at his elbow and he screamed with pain and fell to his knees.

			Chiron turned his back. He pointed at Dinaeos.

			‘Sheathe that sword,’ he said.

			Dinaeos obeyed.

			The remaining Thessalian emerged from the sacred grove, his horse’s head up, ears back.

			‘You speak Greek?’ the old priest snapped.

			Dinaeos had his sword out again, and Alexanor was watching the Spartan struggle for composure. He could see that Chiron’s casual humiliation of the man had been an error; he could see that the Spartan would never forgive what had just happened.

			He was trying to rise again.

			Alexanor thought he must be very strong and very brave. With a sprained shoulder and a broken elbow, most men would lie and whimper.

			The Spartan got one foot under himself and tried to rise. He was trying to get at the sword under his left armpit with his left hand, and in the effort he dropped the weapon.

			The Thessalian nodded. ‘Of course I speak Greek.’

			‘Then take your officer and ride,’ Chiron said.

			The Thessalian was older than the others, in a fine cloak with a purple stripe.

			‘Or?’ He didn’t threaten. He sounded relaxed.

			Alexanor stepped past the Spartan officer and snapped up the sword before the man could do it himself. He noted the beautiful work on the man’s helmet: the tall crest, and the strap under the chin, which held the two cheek plates together under the man’s beard. He was trained to see all these things, and others: the redness in the man’s eyes, from dust and pain; the missing tooth; the signs of dehydration.

			‘Or we fuck you up,’ said Sostratos, from the gate.

			He had four priests with him and a dozen slaves, all carrying staves or spears. They filled the stable yard, and the Thessalian nodded.

			‘No!’ bellowed the Spartan.

			The Thessalian came to a decision. He backed his horse, turned it, and then plucked the Spartan off the ground with an arm around his waist, like a centaur taking a Lapith woman, and rode away.

			Chiron sagged to one knee. ‘You took your time, Sostratos,’ he said. ‘I am too old for this.’

			‘I stopped for a cup of wine,’ the former mercenary said with his usual sarcasm. ‘All right – everyone take a wounded man. Here we go. Put those weapons up! You! What are you, an Achaean? Sheathe. Alexanor, what the hell is that in your hand?’

			Alexanor realised he was still holding the Spartan’s sword.

			He turned to Dinaeos. ‘Who was that man?’ he asked.

			Dinaeos looked as if he might collapse in the stable yard, but he managed a feral smile.

			‘That’s Nabis,’ he said. ‘The Spartan king’s enforcer. A bad man and a worse enemy.’

			Alexanor got an arm under the redhead’s shoulder and supported him. The young Achaean seemed to be made of stone – particularly heavy stone. But Alexanor was not weak; he used his back and held the big man up.

			‘Come on,’ he said. ‘I ordered you to the baths, and I meant it.’

			

			As soon as the Achaeans were in the healing houses with attendants to look at their wounds, Alexanor ran to the Epidauros to look at his principal ‘guest’. He found Chiron standing over the young giant’s bed.

			‘A fine specimen,’ Chiron said, as Alexanor ran up. ‘No need to run, young man. If the ride here didn’t kill him, he’ll live until the infection takes him.’

			‘What is your diagnosis, Hierophant?’ Alexanor asked.

			‘Mine?’

			The old doctor smiled, just a little. Alexanor could see that, despite his bold face, he was shaken: his lips were pale, his eyes a little too wide, pupils dilated. Alexanor knew he would be showing these signs himself. He had been afraid, and he had been forced to act while full of the daemon of the god of war, that influx of power that seemed to flow along with fear.

			He had a moment to reflect that once he would have channelled all that fear into violent action. He smiled.

			The old man met Alexanor’s smile with his own, and it was steady. He put out a hand and rested it on Alexanor’s shoulder.

			‘I told you this guest was yours, Alexanor, and I meant it. I saw this in the smoke of dawn. This one is for you. If he lives, he will make your reputation; if he dies, it is the will of the god. So, what is your diagnosis?’

			Alexanor wanted nothing more than to go to his narrow bed; by now, his room slaves would have made it. Crisp white linen and a thick, white wool blanket …

			Fear makes you tired. Alexanor knew this, both from scrolls and from experience. He looked at the young man on the bed.

			Young he might be; between twenty-five and thirty, fully bearded. His skin was smooth, and he was heavily muscled. But the muscles were those of a man who worked on a farm and not those of someone who only knew sweat in the gymnasium. But his size, and the health of his hair, proclaimed him a rich man, as did the gold ring on his left hand.

			His left arm had two wounds – superficial, but deserving of Alexanor’s immediate attention. Both were long slashes: sword cuts to a mounted man’s bridle hand. The long gash under the man’s right arm had been inflicted while the arm was up. The puncture wound in his right side, though …

			‘I believe he was stabbed while he lay on the ground, unhorsed,’ Alexanor said.

			As he said the words he thought of the Amazon and the Greek on the temple pediment, and he felt the presence of his god. Ahhh, now I understand.
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