
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

	JASON

	The misty, fascinating figure of Jason leaps to new dramatic life in this novel by Henry Treece—one which combines deep research into legend and atmosphere with the fire and imagination of a matchless storyteller.

	The myth of Jason takes a plausible form in this book—it is a vivid first-person narrative told by Jason himself, old in everything but memory, a vigorous memory that provides a glowing record of prodigious deeds and indelible experiences.

	Jason recalls the days of his youth when he was reared secretly on Mount Pelion by the horse-herder Cheiron, his adventures on the long gold-seeking voyage across the Black Sea, at the treacherous court of the Eagle King of Colchis and finally in his own beleaguered kingdom of Corinth.

	Though he is a warrior and affects to despise the poets, Jason is in fact one himself. His dreams are full of the search for an ideal and to the end of his life this ideal is the beautiful Queen of Lemnos whom he deserted. He learns too late that he must come to terms with his witch-wife, Medea.
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PROLOGUE

	
The Cretan

	For three days the Minoan had crouched, small and dark and afraid, hidden in the fern-hung mouth of the cave. Sometimes he scraped lichen from the limestone rocks about him, stuffing his mouth with the pulpy mash to allay his maddening hunger, sometimes sucking at the little pebbles that lay on the floor of the cave and pretending they were the fine fat olives of his native Crete; the Crete he had known before the brown-haired Achaeans had stormed into the crumbling harbour and made him a slave. The great Crete of Minos, whose ships once fetched tribute from every port in the world, whose bulls snuffed proudly in the Labyrinth arena at each festival, whose round-breasted priestesses were tireless in sounding the praises of the Mother, the ‘Womb of All Men’ in her many guises—Dia, Aphrodite, Hera, Hecate. All one, all the Mother who would nourish her people; who asked in return only the blood of the sacred king.

	But when the bearded Hellene barbarians had rushed up the shore that afternoon after the last earthquake, sacking the great palace at Cnossus, wantonly slaughtering the sacred bulls and raping the gold-decked priestesses, even making water on the shrines, the Mother who had promised so much raised no hand to stop the invaders, no finger to strike them blind or mad.

	Why had she not saved her children, the Minoan wondered? Was it because old Minos had slackened in his devotions? Or because Ariadne, the princess-priestess, had sailed away from the sacred shrines with the unbeliever, Theseus?

	The Minoan leaned against the rock-wall, almost witless with hunger. He had last eaten four days before—a crust of dry barley bread and a crumb of goat-cheese snatched from the hand of a little girl who sat singing fables among the wild thyme, watching the black-faced sheep.

	‘Do not be afraid, little one, I shall not hurt you,’ he said to her. ‘I am hungry, that is all.’ But perhaps it was his strange Cretan speech, or the old livid scars of the slave-master’s whiplash across his thin brown body that frightened her; perhaps his long matted black hair, that hung half-way down his furrowed back . . . She ran away squealing, her flaxen hair flying in the wind. Then he had had to run too, eating as he went, in case her father or her brothers should come after him with their long bronze swords or throwing-spears.

	Now, after his grim journey over the mountain, he was in the cave mouth, the culvert, hidden by newly-sprouting fern. At least he did not suffer from thirst here. Clear spring water, flowing down from Mount Pelion, gushed out of the mouth of the culvert, icy cold, almost knee-deep. Sometimes he was so weak that he could not balance astride the stream to keep dry and was forced to stand in it until he could regain his strength. His feet and legs were chilled to the bone then. Like his mind, his life itself, they hardly seemed to belong to him.

	Once he had been a merchant-prince himself, master of many olive groves and of great cattle-herds. Now he was nothing—a man old before his time by years of slavery in the low shafts of the gold-mines in far northern Paeonia, or crouched coughing in the damp in the lead-shafts under Mount Ossa.

	He drew the strip of goatskin about his waist, his only dress, tightening it with a hide thong. Once he had worn fine silks from Egypt, and had slaves of his own to smooth aromatic balms into his skin. Now his hands were rough and misshapen, his skin cracked and covered with sores. If he walked into Cnossus, they would not know him, his teeth broken, his hair matted and shaggy, the hide about his loins stinking. Yet he had once worn gold and amethyst beads, and had his own box at the bull-ring at Cnossus, where he watched the boys and girls from Athens, the frightened young bull-leapers who were to exercise themselves for the glory of the All-Mother and her son, Minos. . . .

	The Cretan stumbled to the mouth of the culvert and looked out. On the horizon, grey-blue in the late afternoon, stood the high snow-covered shoulder of Mount Pelion, noble and strong, but foreign, with its clusters of pine woods. Then came the rolling downs, where sheep were grazed and the sound of the shepherds’ pipes made mad the heat of the afternoon. Then, so close at hand that he could have struck them with a pebble, had he the strength to throw one, a small grove or garden, hedged round with clumps of oleander and laurel, and towering over them, three dark cypresses that bowed with every breath of wind from the sea. Aconites still grew in the shade.

	The clear water from the culvert in which he stood flowed down to that little grove, into a square bath with marble sides, its floor paved with a rude mosaic of coloured stones, not like the fine patterns of Crete, but at least something to remind him that, here in Thessaly, there had once lived men who claimed kinship with Minos and made their regular yearly voyages to Cnossus for the great markets and feasts. Above the bath, in the rock, were carved a moon-sign and an axe: tokens of the Mother Goddess.

	Suddenly the Minoan froze, his heart thumping with terror once more. He heard footsteps beyond that rock above the little grove. It could be a guard, leather-clad and bearded, coming to look for him, carrying the long bronze sword and the two spears that he feared. He had seen a runaway slave taken in Larissa less than a week before. The tall fair-haired Hellenes had used him for spear-practice, against the door of a barn. As the wretch shuddered, skewered like a frog with the bronze spears in him, the Hellenes had watched him for a while, sitting on their shaggy ponies, laughing. Then their captain had kicked his mount forward and leaning down, had ripped the man’s stomach open with his long sword. The creature was still alive and screaming while his blood dripped to the dusty ground at his feet, steaming.

	Men did not do this in Crete in the great days. A bull-leaper stupid enough to get gored was quickly finished by the Labyrinth servants. Two blows at the nape of the neck with the little moon-shaped stone axes, the goddesses’ weapon, and it was all over. No nastiness like this Hellene thing. No standing round and watching while a man lost his courage and his dignity. That was the right way, the way the Mother had ordained it, the way that men were forgetting, now that the Hellenes were coming southwards in their hordes to destroy the old world, the world that had lasted thousands of years.

	The Minoan, crouching back among the chill fern-fronds, caught at his breath. The footsteps had come closer, but there was no sound of clinking swords, no sound of snuffling dogs. It was a woman, still young, her deep bronze-coloured hair hanging down her back in ringlets and curls, in the old manner, as they used to wear it in the time of Minos. Her dress, too, was not the shapeless garment that the Hellene women slung on. This one wore a deep sky-blue bodice which exposed her gilded breasts, and walked easily in the wide and sequined flounced skirt that he had always known. About her neck a chain flashed, heavy with many carved seals. On each of her arms, from wrist to elbow, a spiral bracelet. Her feet were bare, as befitted one who walked close to Mother Earth.

	The Minoan strained his eyes in the sunlight to see the nature of the bracelets. They were important to him. Then he saw that they were snakes, golden snakes, coiled round the woman’s full arms, their tails coming almost into the palms of her narrow hands, their heads stopping short of her rounded elbow.

	By the time he had seen this, and had stepped forward from the darkness of the low culvert, she had deftly loosened her flounced skirt and was standing naked and knee-deep in the little pool, gazing towards the distant mountain and speaking softly to herself, almost like one in a trance, one about to perform a ritual of cleansing, of purification.

	He was almost at the marble side of the pool before she turned and saw him. Her oval face was stern and her eyes wide with annoyance, grey eyes staring into his dark brown ones; but she made no attempt to avoid him, to cover herself, as the northern, man-ruled Hellene women would have done. Instead, it was as though she were commanding him, putting a spell upon him.

	His voice was weak and trembling before this woman. ‘Lady,’ he said, and then stopped.

	Her keen eyes ran over him like searching hands. The fixed and ritualistic expression on her face did not change. He saw the red-stained lips, the two round spots of ochre painted on the cheeks in the ancient manner, just as the doll-priestesses at Cnossus had always decorated themselves.

	Her voice was as controlled as her features.

	‘If my husband’s men found you here they would have little pity for you. They are Hellenes and know no mercy.’

	The Minoan wrung his thin hands and gazed down at the sunburnt earth. His voice was hardly more than a whisper.

	‘Lady, I am hungry. I will gladly take a sword in my belly if only bread goes into it first. You have a little wicker basket, lady. Is there bread in that, I beg you?’

	For a moment he almost ran forward and snatched at the wicker basket which lay on the grass beside the woman’s flounced skirt. But she shook her head and smiled, a sharp bitter smile, almost like that of a cat or a fox, to expose her sharp white teeth.

	‘You would not care to eat what is in that basket. Or if you did, it would sting you to death.’

	The Minoan fell to his knees and covered his eyes.

	‘I understand, lady. It is your house-snake—the sacred snake of the Mother. Beg her to forgive me. I am hungry. In my right mind, I would never offer an insult to Hera, or whatever name you have for her here. I am hungry, lady, nothing more. Help me.’

	The woman climbed slowly from the water and stood above him. As she bent, the long damp locks of her bronze hair brushed his scarred back and he shuddered.

	His eyes closed; he heard her voice, perhaps a little warmer now.

	‘You are a slave, then. A runaway slave. Death waits for you at every turn in the road, at every river bridge or ford, yet you were once a man, I see. You come from Crete, by the bull-seal which you wear round your neck. They did not take that from you, though they have tormented you in other ways.’

	‘Lady, I lost my teeth fighting to keep it. Even they, the Hellenes, respected that.’

	She said slowly, ‘How do you know that I am not a Hellene, slave?’

	The Minoan swayed with tiredness, but still could laugh, though it was a thin sound, in the wind that swept across the aconites and through the little grove of laurel and oleander and wild thyme.

	‘You may be a Minyan, lady, but you are no Hellene. There are signs about you that tell me so. Hair and skin and eyes.’

	For a while she did not answer, and then she said, ‘Yes, a Minyan, though my husband is Hellene, one of the conquerors. His men wait for me, beyond that ridge of rock, slave.’

	The Minoan began to shiver, but struggled hard to remain a man.

	‘Call for them, your husband’s dogs, lady. I can suffer no more. The Mother has decreed this for me, it seems; there is nothing I may do to change it now.’

	For a long moment he knelt, waiting for the woman to blow on a whistle or to call out; but there was only the silence of the uplands, the cry of the questing wind, the reedy bleating of young lambs, and, far away, the maddening repetition of the shepherd’s oaten pipes, rising and falling in that mindless five-tone scale.

	She spoke like a ghost from the ancient past.

	‘Let me look at you, slave. Did they harm you before they put you to work in the mineshafts?’

	He felt her cool hands strip away his goatskin, and he shook his tangled head, wondering what was to come.

	‘They tried to, lady, as they did to all the others; but it was one of their feast-nights and the man with the knife was clumsy. I twisted from the blade and cried out as the others had done, but, in the darkness, he did not see he had only cut into my thigh.’

	Her hands were as gentle as water on him, searching. At last she said, ‘You came out of it well. You did better than you knew.’

	The Minoan rested back on his hams and smiled with irony. All his nerves and muscles were twitching.

	‘It has not filled my belly, lady. I would perhaps give what I saved that night for a loaf of bread now.’

	Her voice was like the rustling of the breeze through dry acanthus leaves. ‘What you have saved may gain you bread, and more than bread, my friend. The Mother knows on whom to place her duties.’

	The Minoan, his eyes still closed, felt himself being borne downwards to the turf. What strength was left in him was not meant for fighting, he thought. He tried to say, ‘I pay my dues to the Mother,’ but he had no strength to spare, even for words, at that moment.

	For a while it was as though a warm stream flowed over him, embraced him, drowned him; in his nostrils was the acrid scent of pine-boughs burning; in his ears, the wind that ripples across the snow of high Mount Pelion; on his parched lips, the harsh brush of hair that smothers all hunger, stills all voices.

	He shrank, shuddering, from the warm, devouring, sacred flesh—as though it had been ice, or thorn. But in the end its power, its hunger, ate him, sucked his spirit from him as though he were a lamb upon the altar: and for a spear-like instant it was as though Poseidon’s vast and roaring sea rushed over him, took him up like a straw on its fearful wave, to pitch him as high as the blue sky; then, without warning, to drop him, plummeting downwards to the weed-bed, drained of all will or knowledge, fearless now. A shell without feeling.

	At last, he came up once more from the smothering depths of the sea to feel the warm spring sun upon his bare breast.

	The woman, lying beside him in the golden grasses, gazed at the blue sky. Her face was as still as alabaster. Slowly, she unwound the two gold snakes from her wrists and placed them on his thin body.

	‘These will buy bread, my friend, and a passage back to Crete. Break them into pieces and spend them carefully. Go eastwards, by night, down to the coast. Someone will carry you home again if you tell them my name. I am still called the Queen of Iolcos by those who hold to the ancient faith. I am Perimede.’

	‘Perimede of the many wiles,’ the man said softly. ‘I have heard of you.’

	‘No less than that,’ she said.

	The Minoan kept his eyes closed lest he should risk the wrath of the Mother by seeing a queen unrobed.

	‘What of your husband, lady?’ he dared to ask at last.

	Above him, he heard the rustle of the flounced skirt, and then the woman’s sad laugh.

	‘My husband, Aeson, is an old man and a fool. He is as dry and parched as a last-year’s olive! He lets his brother Pelias reign as the tyrant of Iolcos in his place. Aeson is too worm-eaten a piece of tinder to put a son in my flesh. This, by the will of the Mother, you may have done for him. A queen must take many lovers. Old Aeson will die, of himself, soon. I need a son.’

	The Minoan rolled on to his side, weary, yet full of a strange fearful pride.

	‘If the Mother lets a son grow inside you, Queen, what will you call him?’

	A shepherd was coming down the long slope, his flock behind him, his two black dogs weaving in and out among the untidy army of animals. The sharp fluting sound of his pipes cut through the cold air like the breath of winter, rising and falling, rising and falling.

	The woman stood away from the pool now, almost behind the rock, her glistening snake-basket in her arms. She did not look at the Minoan as she spoke; it was as though, having taken his offering, she had almost forgotten him already. Yet she spoke into the blue air, like one compelled in a dream.

	‘A son of mine shall be called Diomedes. Diomedes, which means “the Sly One” in the Hellene speech. He shall be crafty because he must kill Pelias before the day is done. He must kill his tyrant uncle, and set up a new shrine to the Mother in Iolcos. That will be his duty, the duty your poor body may help me to fulfil.’

	The Minoan rose, clutching the two gold bracelets to his thin chest, and turned towards the culvert where the shepherd would not see him.

	But after a pace he paused and, with a violent jerk at the leather thong which held the amethyst seal to his neck, broke it away.

	Not daring to look at the woman who had put such honour upon him, he held out the bull-seal.

	‘Diomedes, should he come from you, must carry a sign from the Mother, from Crete herself,’ he said. ‘Hang this about the prince’s neck, lady. Not for my sake, but for Hera’s.’

	He held out the dangling seal, all he had left, his shaggy head turned away, his dark eyes closed in deference. He did not feel her take the amethyst from his hand. He only knew that when he got back into the dimness of the fern-hung culvert, the amulet had gone from his hand.

	And gone also was the golden gleam from the two snake bracelets. As he stared down at them, waiting for the shepherd’s pipe to die away into the distance towards Iolcos, he stared down at the twisted spirals of metal. Now he could see that they were of gilded bronze, not gold.

	‘Perimede of the many tricks,’ he said. ‘A worthy mother for Diomedes! May he prosper! May he gain great profit from his bull-seal—his father never did! But, after all, she did not say they were gold. I did. That was in my mind.’

	As he spoke, the Minoan felt a shiver run along his back. It was as though the Mother had stroked her damp hand the length of his tired body.

	The shepherd’s dog was standing outside the culvert, sniffing curiously, and then suddenly barking sharply in warning.

	The Minoan gazed helplessly at the black dog, seeing the flash of its white teeth, seeing its amber eyes as though they were the eyes of some vengeful god. He swayed on his feet, wondering whether he was strong enough to stoop and take up a big stone from the stream, to silence this creature before it revealed his hiding-place.

	But the shepherd was already beside the dog, staring at the man who crouched in the fern-dimmed cavern. He was a short, thick-set fellow, who carried a stout oaken staff in his red hands. The hair stuck out from his round head like straw.

	His voice was what the Minoan had expected, that appropriate to a red-handed man with an oaken staff and hair like straw.

	‘Come on out of there,’ the voice shouted harshly, ‘You should be worth a pretty penny to me, Minoan! I don’t catch a runaway slave every day. Move on now, or I’ll have to come in and beat you out with my stick! I’ll break your ribs, I promise you, if you cause me any trouble!’

	The Minoan did not delay. For most of his adult life he had been trapped in one cave or another, in reality or dream, by these yellow-haired Hellenes. He knew that he must come when he was called. He knew that his slavery could never end now.

	He flung the gilded snake-bracelets back into the darkness of the culvert, where no one would think of looking for them. They were useless, anyway. Tricks to trap the unwary.

	‘May Diomedes get more value from my seal,’ he whispered as the icy water of the stream flowed over his ankles.

	Then he called out, ‘I come, shepherd. Do not send the dog after me. I come.’

	His lips drawn back to show his broken teeth, half in pain, half in a shallow jest, he hobbled out under the ferns towards the waiting shepherd, pulling the goatskin tight about him once again, to hide as much of his body as he could.

	



MOUNT PELION 
 Part One


	

 1 
 Diomedes Among the Horses


	I am Diomedes, son of Poseidon, they say. I have been called Diomedes of Colchis, of Iolcos, even of Corinth, during my warrior-lifetime.

	But most men know me as Jason, ‘the Healer,’ nothing more—and often with no kingdom attached to the name. That is perhaps as it should be. Jason was the nickname given to me when I was a boy, by old Cheiron, master of the Hundred Horse-herders, who looked after me like a father until I was sixteen. Yet for the greater part of my life most folk who called me Jason laughed secretly when they said it, often holding their hands across their mouths so that I should not see, for in those days I had more to do with giving wounds than with healing them. All men knew that. I knew it, too, but made nothing of it.

	How I got my nickname is perhaps the most important thing in my life. It is something I want to talk about, now that I am an old man, thin in the arms and legs, fat in the belly, and slow in my speech. . . . But I was not always so. Once men were afraid of me.

	My earliest memories are of the long sweep of upland grazing just below the snowline on Mount Pelion, with the black horses galloping and neighing against the blue sky, the ground echoing with the thud of their lovely great hooves; and me sitting on the sheepskin saddle behind old Cheiron, wondering whether he was a horse or a man. His legs were so bowed with riding that they seemed to disappear behind the horse’s shoulder muscles; and his back was so bent as he leaned over to talk in the horse’s ear, he seemed a part of the creature’s neck. His long black hair, which was never cut, and his beard, mingled with the horse’s mane like one lot of hair. Even his long face, his nose and chin and jutting lower jaw, reminded me of a horse. He always dressed in horse-hide, and smelled like a horse. He laughed like one, too, and always stooped over his dish to eat like one, never using his knife or his hands, as the other men did.

	Cheiron was the Horse King of Pelion. He could ride anything, and could talk to the wildest stallion until the creature was as mild as a lamb and willing to eat from his hand. I never knew Cheiron to strike a horse, yet they all obeyed him. When I was old enough to ask him about this, sitting in the rambling horse-hide palace on the hill-side, with one tent leading into another and yet another, just like a house of stone or wood, he smiled and said, ‘My other name is Hippodamus, the horse-tamer—so I ought to know such things, don’t you think, boy?’

	That seemed to make sense to me, and I said, ‘Hippodamus, there is something else that worries me; as you are my father, then I must have had a mother. Yet I have never seen her. Who is she?’

	Cheiron never became cross at the questions I used to ask him. He was a good and patient teacher. But this time he began to wag his shaggy head the way horses do when they are restless, and then he took a stick and stirred up our horse-dung fire. Though I was only a little lad, I sensed that his mind was troubled. I was not called Diomedes, the Sly One, for nothing.

	And at last he came back to the leather cushions stuffed with horse-hair, that were the only furniture in the audience hall, and said, ‘Your mother was Hippothoë, the impetuous mare, I think. Yes, that is who she was. She wanted you to be called Hippolochus, Son of a Mare, but I always thought that Diomedes sounded better. Don’t you?’

	He glanced sideways at me, with his dark horse’s eyes, and I nodded, to please him.

	‘All the same,’ I said, ‘a man cannot get away from the truth, from the themis, the law of God. Where is my mother now, Cheiron? I would like to meet her and talk to her.’

	‘Aiee! Aiee! Lad!’ he said. ‘She is not one to be pestered by little gossiping boys. She has other things to think of. She is the Great Mare who rules beyond Pelion, and grazes out as far afield as River Peneus, across the wide plains and over the high hills. A man could spend a lifetime looking for her. She is not often seen.’

	He must have noticed tears in my eyes at these words, because he slapped me on the shoulder and said, ‘There, Diomedes, try to be patient. This sort of thing happens to most boys of your age. They have to wait until their mother comes to see them. It will be the same with you. One day, when the time is right, your mother will come over the hill to claim you—I promise you that.’

	His words comforted me, and I went away to sleep with the other boys under the long skin wind-break, and to dream of the Great Mare, with tossing head and bright hooves and eyes, who would come for me if I was a good lad and perhaps take me riding on her broad back.

	That dream kept me contented for years.

	I don’t know what Cheiron told the other boys. They never talked about it then—though later they called themselves the sons of Zeus, Poseidon and so on, when they got too old to believe they were suckled at a mare’s teats.

	We were a strange company, the Horse-herders. Like a folk on our own. The men were all short and very dark, with their hair down their backs, and hooked noses like eagles. I learned later that they were the children of the old Minoans who had settled in Thessaly and took to the hills when the Hellenes came down from the northern plains in their chariots to find land for themselves. We provided horses for half of the world, as I knew it then—Magnesia, Euboca, Locris, Boeotia; yes, even as far as Attica. Though the men of the Peloponnese bred their own horses, and bought nothing from us. Our horses were small and wiry, and the men of the far south wanted them bigger and stronger, to carry men in armour, not for drawing chariots in pairs.

	There were always a hundred of us—never more nor less—and about thirty of us were boys like me. We used to think we were all brothers, and that Cheiron was our father, he was so kind to us—but when I grew older I knew better. Though they all called themselves Hippolochus—Sons of the Mare—that was not true. They didn’t even look the same as each other, which they would have done if they had had one mother, surely. Some of them had black hair, some brown, some red. I was the only one with bright yellow hair—as yellow as that of any Hellene.

	Once a boy named Aristides pulled my long yellow hair and called out to the others, ‘Hoi! Look, a Hellene has got into our camp! Let us stone him!’

	I was about nine at the time and he was much older; yet I think I could have bested him at fighting if I had been allowed. But the older boys came clustering round, laughing and neighing and pushing me from one to the other until I was dizzy and afraid.

	Then Cheiron ran out of the tents, his stick in his hand, and drove them away from me, as though they were rough young colts.

	‘So, you think because Diomedes has yellow hair you have a right to bully him, do you? What about you with the red hair, Aristides? Is that a better colour? And what of you with the brown hair, Phillipos? Cannot the Great Mare have colts of whatever colour she chooses? Must she always have black ones just because you think so?’

	The boys were so ashamed, I was sorry for them. But then Cheiron called me forward to him and took the amethyst seal that had always hung round my neck on a thong.

	‘When you next feel like misusing your lazy strength,’ he said, ‘find out first of all if your victim is wearing such a token as this. This is the Great Mother’s seal, my friends, and is only given to princes. You talk of Hellenes just because the Mare willed Diomedes to have yellow hair—but I tell you that with such a seal he could have walked into the Great Hall of Cnossus in the splendid days, and have sat beside Minos himself. Now what do you say?’

	He stumped back to his palace, and then the boys clustered round me to see the seal and to ask my pardon. That night Aristides moved his place along the wind-break and slept next to me, holding my hand in his.

	And after that, it must have got about among the men themselves, because they took to calling me ‘the Minoan,’ though the difference between us was as that between jet and snow.

	By the time I was twelve, I was taller than anyone in the camp—the men included—and no one ever tried to tease me again.

	I have since thought about those boys, who called themselves the sons of Cheiron. In truth, they were a mixed lot—but most of them of noble blood, had they known it. Some of them had been found exposed on the hills, as babies, to meet whatever death waited them because their parents could not afford to feed them; some were the illegal sons of princesses who dared not have them in the palaces; and some were the true sons of great ladies who sent them to Cheiron to be safe from the hands of murderous tyrant-kings.

	That is perhaps why there was a ban on us in Iolcos. No Horse-herder was ever allowed within the city-gates. It was a law. When the Minyans of Iolcos wanted horses, they came out to a meeting-place at the foot of the hill and dealt with Cheiron in secret.

	This, in its strange way, made us feel proud. We felt that we were too good for the weak men of Iolcos, and that they were afraid of us in some way, frightened to let us into their citadel.

	But do not think, because we could not go into the city, that we had no entertainment. We sang, and danced, and fought with sticks, and rode; yes, rode, rode, rode, all the time!

	Then there was another thing I must tell you about. We were a settlement of men and boys—but a day’s ride away, beyond the pine woods, there was a Village of Women, all dark women like the Horse-herders, but most of them pretty, in the Cretan way, and very lively in their songs and dances, and always glad to see us when we rode to visit them.

	This we did three times a year—at the Spring sowing-time, after the Harvest, and at Winter. We all went, men and children, taking the horses with us. It did not seem strange to us when we were children that there should be a whole village with no men in it—after all, our camp on the mountain-side contained no women.

	Of course, there were things we did not think about in those days. For instance, we did not think about what happened to any boy children in that village. Later, some of us, whispering together at night under the wind-break, got to realize what must have happened—the boys were either exposed on the hills, or perhaps put into the river when the aegre came up from the sea, as an offering to Poseidon, while the girls were nurtured to womanhood, to become members of that place of females.

	There was another thing which used to puzzle me when I was a young boy; always, after we had visited this Village of Women for the festivals, we returned home to our hill-side short of one man. There was a great secrecy about this and no one would talk about it: but it was a fact. No one knew who it would be, to stay behind; but it was always one of the grown men, not the children.

	I once asked Cheiron about this, when I was riding alongside him, almost within sight of Iolcos. He leaned over his horse’s neck for a while, whispering into the stallion’s ear, and then he turned to me with a sideways glance and said, ‘A man must be there to make the seeds grow in the earth, or to thank the All-Mother for a good grain harvest. And at Winter, he must be there to see that the snow does not lie too long, or the river rise too high. He must see that the year turns like a wheel. It is just that. There must be one man.’

	He said this so quietly, so positively, that I did not carry the questions any further. I was about fifteen at the time, and had begun to know that there were many things in life that must not be pressed too far.

	But later another thing happened which made me think about it all again.

	Each year, before the mating-time of horses, there was a sort of ceremony among us, held in a hollow basin of the hill-side, into which we drove all the young stallions who were ready. The grown men sat on horses at the lip of the basin, with sticks and spears, to keep the stallions enclosed. At first we young lads sat with them and only watched. But as we grew older and stronger, we were allowed down there, among the flailing hooves and swirling tails, to play our part.

	Cheiron would go among the stallions on his own mare, touching certain of them on the rump with his white wand; then we made for the marked ones and put hide thongs about their muzzles and their hind-legs. Sometimes it took three of us on each rope to hold in the stallion.

	But when we had got him quiet, one of the men would come swiftly with a sickle-shaped knife of bronze, and take away what they called the ‘sweet breads.’ While the stallion reared and squealed, and we held on furiously, beating at his nose with our sticks, another man would catch a few drops of the blood which trickled out in libation cups of glazed clay.

	This was done so naturally, so often, that we thought nothing of it. It was a custom, and not to be questioned. We noticed that the stallions who had been so treated became quieter, more docile, more manageable, and thought it was a necessary part of their training.

	Once when I asked a herdsman about the custom, he said, ‘We call it “giving the Mother her due,” Diomedes. She requires it and it always has been done.’

	The unwarlike horses who had ‘given the Mother her due’ seemed content, after a little while, and we boys assumed that the Mother had put peace into their minds by reason of the ceremony.

	On this occasion there was always present a young woman from the far village, usually the newest Nymph, a girl in her early teens. She came with a skin bag to collect the ‘sweet breads’ and take them back to her village as an annual offering. And whoever came, she was always dressed in the same way—wearing a short blue bodice, to show her upper body, and a flounced pink skirt, drawn in so tightly at the waist that we boys thought it must have been most uncomfortable to put on.

	This girl was always treated with great respect by the herdsmen, who bowed before her and walked backwards from her presence. We boys stared at her long oiled locks of hair, her coloured lips and the round blobs of red on her cheeks; and especially we stared at the gilded tips of her breasts, which struck us as being most amusing.

	One day, shortly after I had spoken to Cheiron about our loss of a man at every festival in the Village of Women, I stood by such a girl as she watched the stallions ‘giving the Mother her due.’ Her lips were slightly apart, and her hair dark and long down her back. She was staring as though she did not wish to miss a single movement of the man with the sickle. I was greatly daring and said to her, ‘You are very interested, lady.’

	She turned to me after a while and gazed at me from my feet to my head, her black eyes vacant. ‘Yes,’ she said, in a low, almost hoarse, voice, speaking our language with a Cretan tang. ‘Yes, it could be a man.’

	Her words were like a hard blow between the eyes to me. If she had not been the Nymph of the Year and dressed in her garb of priestess, I think I would have given her a good shaking. But there was some strange thing like an invisible wall between us, and I dared not touch her. She seemed to know this, too, because she smiled and drew out of the waistband of her skirt a little silver sickle, so small that it lay neatly in the palm of her narrow brown hand. Its blade was filed very sharp; I could see that from where I stood. I did not dare say anything to her about such a thing. But she gave a little nod of her head, which set the dark elf-locks dancing on her back, then she smiled and turned back to watch the men at work in the hollow basin.

	Later she spoke, into the wind, and I hardly caught her words. ‘This year it is my task. I must know what to do.’

	I dared to say, ‘Is it the man who is left behind?’

	She nodded, absently, watching the boys holding a great black stallion whose hide glistened with the sweat of terror.

	‘It happens after you have all gone. When we have chewed the laurel leaves. It is my turn this year.’

	Then she moved her eyes round until they rested on me, in a sideways gaze. I did not like that at all. She looked like a cow or a snake, the way she stared, unblinking.

	‘You are the only one with yellow hair among the herdsmen,’ she said gently. ‘You are outstanding among them, being so tall and so golden. There has not been a yellow one for many years.’

	I did not want to stay with her any longer then, in case her mind turned to other things about me. I picked up the horse-hide bag she had brought and went down the slope, away from her.

	‘I will collect the “sweet breads” for you, lady,’ I said, glad to be out of her staring sight.

	Indeed, I was relieved when they told me she had left our encampment. I felt safer among men alone. But I did ask Cheiron about something she had said.

	‘Why do the women chew the laurel, Father?’ I asked that evening as we walked round the grazing pens, tending the gelded horses.

	Cheiron was chewing a grass-stalk, like a horse himself, and smiled a little grimly, so that the long lines down his face got deeper, and his narrow dark brow furrowed.

	‘I saw you talking to the Nymph,’ he said. ‘It is not wise to meet one’s fate half-way. Moira, the will of God, is like a bridge, which should not be crossed until one gets to it; and then one should stride over it without thinking. Otherwise, a man’s life is full of dark dreams and forebodings. A man should go to the festivals singing, and taking what is offered him for the glory of the Mother. He should not always be thinking that he alone is to pay the reckoning. Others, many others, have gone before him. And many others will follow him. There is nothing unusual about it, my son.’

	‘No, Father,’ I said, ‘only for the one who is chosen!’

	He gave a gruff little laugh as he examined a horse that was shuddering in a corner of the rocks, and not grazing hungrily like the others.

	‘Three men could run through a sudden rainstorm,’ he said. ‘Two would come out dry and the other wet. The raindrops fall where they will. Moira is like that—it leaves some dry, and one wet. Who is to say how the rain should fall?’

	He stroked the gelding’s neck gently with soothing hands, and spoke into his ear. The horse seemed to shake his head, as though disconsolate, and then Cheiron left it and came back to me.

	He looked up into my eyes through his own narrowed lids, as though searching my mind. Then he said, ‘It is after the festival that the women chew the laurel, my son. There is something in it that makes them drunk, gives them strength, and lets them be able to do what has to be done. It is the old faith that orders this, Diomedes, and men cannot change it—although the Hellenes have tried to stamp it out in those places where they honour the father above the mother. That is all.’

	I placed my hands upon his hairy shoulders and said, ‘Father, if I have my way, I shall burn down all the laurel bushes between Thessaly and Tiryns, before I have done!’ I spoke with all the passion of a frightened boy.

	He shook my hands away from him with a movement more sudden and violent than I had ever known. For an instant I thought he was going to strike me with the long bull’s pizzle that he always carried when he went among the herds at night.

	‘Never speak such words again, Diomedes,’ he said. ‘If you were heard, think what could happen to you!’

	I must have looked so shocked that his face softened and he patted me gently on the back, just as he had patted the miserable gelding a minute before.

	‘Come, my son,’ he said, ‘let us go back to my palace. We will drink a cup of fermented mare’s milk to drive the cold out of our bones. It is chilly up here on the hill tonight. Then we will talk about the Spring festival. It is almost the day for us to ride to the Village of Women; they will be expecting us soon. This year you will go as a man. Your days of watching are over; now it is time for you to be a-doing!’

	As we walked our horses down the hill, I said to him, ‘I should go with a better heart if I knew that I was not to be the chosen one at the feast, Father.’

	Old Cheiron shook his head and said, ‘You are trying to run before you have learned to walk! The Mother is not like that; she is good to us. If she asks payment, it is only after she has given gifts. To be chosen never falls to a man in his first year. The Mother would not cheat a man like that; we are all her sons, don’t forget, and she wishes our happiness. She knows every one of us, and waits for us. Most times she is willing to wait all our lives.’

	I came up to him doubtfully and took his wrist.

	‘Do you swear, Father?’ I asked him in the shadow of the tents.

	Cheiron smiled into my face. ‘It is not my place to swear on her behalf, Diomedes,’ he said. ‘Anything could always happen. We could be smitten by lightning as we rode over the hill. Or the thunderstones could crush us all. Who knows? But I will tell you this—and I have never told it before—the choice this year has fallen on one much older than you. One with red hair. He does not know it, nor should I have told you but to comfort you, for I love you dearly.’

	He stopped then and his face darkened. ‘But what I have said is not to be revealed to anyone. You must understand that. If you were to pass on my word, then someone would know, and a second choice would be made—a choice that even I could not prevent, my son.’

	After that, we drank fermented mare’s milk and ate the succulent shell-fish that had been brought up for us from the sea by the fisher-folk who dealt with us. But I did not enjoy my meal, though it was counted a privilege to eat with Cheiron in his skin-palace. I kept thinking of the poor devil who was chosen, already, without his knowledge. I sensed that it was Aristides, the proud lad who had once taunted me about being a Hellene. He who had held my hand in the night, to make me his friend again.

	And now he was dancing and singing with his mates about the fires, thinking of the festival that was to come again in the Village of Women beyond the far pines. He was already finished—yet I dared not tell him so. Yet, by the following morning, I had forgotten him, for I found that under the trees the aconites had given way to hyacinths—and I have always been a great lover of flowers. There is something so hopeful about them: they seem to die—and then, when Spring comes, they rise again in all their beauty. They must be sent by the gods to show us that there is no real ending—and that all will come again, be reborn. In their tender leaves and petals are themis—the truth of life, of the gods.
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 The Village of Women


	We arrived, after a day of riding from dawn to dusk, at the Village of Women. We were all there, even the smallest boys, in a long single file, threading down through the mountain slopes towards the pine woods; and always, as we drew nearer the place we were bound for, warnings went on ahead of us—the high, reedy singing of girls who were tending the goats and the sheep higher up in the hidden grazing-slopes. These songs followed us, seemed to hover like birds above us, guiding us forwards, forwards, all the while, to meet what lay waiting for us at the place where the Spring festival had always been celebrated by the Horse-herders.

	Cheiron had told us before we set out that when the three days were over, one of us would be honoured by the Goddess. All the men nodded, their black hair blowing over their eyes as they sat on their ponies, their legs dangling; but the boys of my own age and younger just smiled and stared at him, as though he was speaking a formula which had nothing to do with reality, with life and death. For most of them, Cheiron might just as well have been chanting the names of the thirteen months of the Medusan calendar—the calendar that the Hellenes were already changing in many places. Aristides had been as bored as any of them, though he was one of the oldest of the boys and had been classed as a man in the Village of Women for the last three festivals.

	As we came to the first of the pine woods, riding low under the overhanging boughs, I watched him carefully, being only a few yards behind him. He was laughing and singing, as though he hadn’t a care in the world, and calling out to others like myself who were going for the first time as men, that we should never forget it! I shuddered to hear him speak like this, and wished that I could have drawn my pony alongside his, to warn him of what lay ahead of him—though I had given my solemn word to Cheiron, and, besides, I did not know what lay ahead of him, I only feared for him.

	I had always lived on the rolling uplands, among the high soughing grasses and under the blue sky; now, below the pine-boughs, I began to be afraid in an unspeakable sort of way—I felt as I often do still when I am in houses, enclosed by walls and with a roof above me—trapped. The pine wood was like a house, or rather a vast temple, with many columns to support its dark and fretted roof. Our horses’ hooves sank into the mulch of ancient pine-needles and cones and a heavy smell of earth came up to us. Here and there bright red and green fungi stuck up through the loam, arrogantly. The smaller boys pointed at these and laughed, until Cheiron turned in his saddle and glared at them until they were silent once more.

	My own nostrils were full of the smoky scent of the foliage about me. There was something musk-like, cat-like, woman-like, about it that disturbed me. Even the sudden brittle cry of a bird, startled in the depths of the wood and flapping its way through the tangled dry boughs, reminded me of the shrill singing of the women on the hills. Everything seemed to lead to women that day. There were women in the air, in the deep damp earth, among the boughs, in the scent of the leaves. It was as though the whole creation was of women, for women, and that we men and boys were as helpless as the little stuffed boy-dolls that the Minoan ladies used to hang in their orchard trees to ensure a good crop.

	Just before dusk we came to the village. Aristides was singing a cheerful song about a sailor from Scyros who tried to pay court to a dolphin, when Melanos, Cheiron’s second-in-command, held up his hand for silence, and we rode down out of the damp woods with bowed heads.

	The village was a score or so of wooden huts, set round in a great half-circle at the edge of the woods, and overlooking a central cleared space in which stood a long low house, thatched with straw, and with window-holes only at its two ends. This was the feast hall. I had been there before in my status as a boy and knew that it contained only two rooms: one in which the children played and all feasted at the long trestle-table; and the other, which I had never entered as yet, into which the men went at night-time. As we dismounted and approached the door, a new feeling passed through my body and I began to tremble. I felt that I was on the verge of a high steep cliff, at the edge of some strange, perhaps awful discovery. I have always feared cliffs, and with a good reason.

	The village seemed deserted and some of the little boys began to cry as the owls hooted all about us in the dark woods. Then one of them pointed to the lintel above the doorway and cried out, ‘Look, Father Cheiron, there is wet blood over the doorway.’

	We all looked and saw it. I suppose I had seen it before as a child without knowing what it was. This time it had a curious effect on me. My lower jaw began to quiver so violently that I could not speak. Aristides could speak though. He shouted back to the little lad who had called out, ‘Take care, young one! That is the blood of the Gorgon who will come to get you before the night is out!’

	He meant it to be a joke but no one laughed. Cheiron’s face was very pale as he knocked three times upon the closed door without even looking at Aristides. At any other time he would have given him a good beating for scaring a little boy, for the Horse-herders allowed no bullying. Straight fighting was one thing but bullying was another.

	Then, as the third knock died away, the door opened and the young woman, the Nymph, who had been at the rounding-up of stallions stood there to welcome us. This time she was wrapped in a long robe of grey worsted with a hood which half-covered her face. But I could tell who it was by the round splotches of colour on her cheeks, and the long tails of oiled black hair that escaped the hood and fell over her breast.

	Slowly she said, ‘Hera bids you welcome, men! It has been long since the snow first fell, and she has awaited you impatiently. Now come within and warm yourselves with wine and fire. The buds must burst, the fruit must grow! Come within to enjoy the blessing of the All-Mother!’

	As she finished speaking, from the back part of the long-house the voices of many women were raised in a high, wordless, soaring song, a paean of some sort, accompanied by the beating of a little drum and a series of chords upon some stringed instrument like a lyre. These lyres were made with a turtle-shell and two bull’s horns. The strings were of sheep’s entrails.

	It was all indescribably sharp and frightening to me this time, though as a child I did not recall it as such.

	Then, according to the custom among the Horse-herders, we all rushed through the doorway and ranged ourselves about the long table to eat and drink what was set before us. This table was always well spread as a welcome to us after the long journey over the hill and down through the dark woods. There were warm oat-cakes, barley-bread, creamy butter, olives, and a great wooden dish set in the midst of everything piled high with grain soaked in milk, and containing morsels of sheep-meat, goat-flesh, and juicy particles of shell-fish. By each man’s wooden platter was a cup of Cretan wine in a finely-glazed cup with great handles. These cups were very old and had about them the look of an egg-shell, they were so delicate. Our own greyish Minyan ware was crude beside them.

	Cheiron saw that the young boys were served first, for there were no women in this room and the men had to do all the sharing-out. He warned us all that the cups were precious things and that the women set great store by them, because they had come down from the earliest times. A broken cup would cost a full-grown horse, he said, so we must be very careful with them. At this many of the little boys refused to drink out of them, and had to be helped by the older ones.

	Aristides, however, seemed possessed of a devil. First he took the seat at the head of the table where Cheiron himself should have sat; then, after laughing and roaring like a madman, he drained his cup at one gulp and flung it deliberately into a corner, where it smashed to fragments. Cheiron, who had calmly taken the seat below Aristides, did not say a word. But he bit his lips and stared down at the scrubbed boards of the trestle. Even Melamos, usually a quick-tempered man with the boys in his care, looked away, as though this had not happened. By now the little boys were so occupied with filling their bellies that they did not notice what had taken place. But those of us who were now classed as men glanced at each other and wondered. . . . Then the time for wondering was over, for the door that led to the second, secret room was flung open and a great sound of singing came to our ears. It was accompanied by the sharp scent of burning pine-cones and of some heavily resinous wood which stung the eyes and nostrils.

	A crowd of little girls came running in, to take the hands of the young boys and to dance and play with them. For the first time I observed that these girls did not play like the children I had watched in other villages, farther south, roughly and without purpose. They moved always as though to music, with rhythm and shuffling bare feet. Their hands came out in small stiff gestures too, as though they had been trained to move only in this way. Each one wore a shapeless blue robe, and their hair, dark and oiled, hung loosely down their backs.

	It is strange that I had never noticed all these things before when I had come to the long-house as a little one myself. Then, it had been a matter of reaching the journey’s end, of sitting in the hay by a warm fire, of eating and drinking until I felt ready to burst! The little girls had been incidental, like furniture. We had played and laughed together for three days and then had parted without another thought. We did not even know each other’s names. These were never told, on either side; which means nothing, of course, since all folk went under many different names at various stages of their lives in those days.

	But my thoughts were taken from the playing children when Cheiron came behind me and pushed me forward, through the inner door.

	‘Come, Diomedes,’ he whispered, ‘the days of playing and childhood are over now. We must now dance to a different measure or the corn will not grow, nor the mares foal!’

	We went into a longer room than the one we had dined in. Its wooden floor was bare but along either wall, at the side, hay was piled to knee-height; and the walls themselves were decked with the interlaced boughs of pine and laurel and cypress, which cast off a bitter-sweet, musk-like tang.

	At the far end of the room, a charcoal fire burned, and in its glow I saw a low altar, on which was set many sea-shells, a white marble cross with arms of equal length, and two statuettes of the Mother, wearing the short bodice which exposed her navel, and her flounced skirt, her arms held out before her and encircled with snakes.

	The smell of the hay by the walls came sweetly to my nostrils then, and out of the corner of my eye I saw that here and there along the room stood a tall red-ware amphora—of wine, I suspected—with glazed cups standing beside each one. At least we were not going to be thirsty.

	Then Cheiron gave the command, and we arranged ourselves in a long line, down the centre of the room, back to back, and forty in each rank. And when we were in position, the women came from the shadows at the far end of the hall, where the fire and the altar were, each of them dressed in the short bodice and flounced skirt, their dark hair flying and their bodies laid bare. The music started up again, the drum and the lyre, to give point to the movements of the bare and rustling feet.

	Each woman carried a broad strip of cloth which she wound round the eyes of each man, wordlessly, so that we were all blindfolded. And then a voice began to chant, the voice of the Nymph who had shown me the little silver sickle when the stallions were giving the Mother her due. I shall never forget the words she spoke, as we stood silently in that pine-scented room:

	  

	‘Omphalos, Omphalos!

	Sign of begetting, sacred cave!

	Omphalos the Mother-sign,

	The cave of death!

	The Cranes dance

	When Spring comes,

	To show that they

	Would do as we—

	To find their man

	And dedicate

	Him to the Omphalos,

	The sign of birth!’

	 

	As the chant ended, I heard Aristides cry out in the heavy silence, ‘Mother, I come! Why do you need to ask?’

	There was something like a shocked gasp among both women and men, and then the sound was drowned by the shuffling of feet upon the wood and among the hay. I think it was the Cranes’ courting-dance that the women performed, though I could not see it, because of the bandage about my eyes.

	But at last there was silence; the dance, whatever it was, was over, and someone, a woman, had taken me by the two hands and had guided me towards the hay by the wall. It was now that I did one of the things which have proved that I was not named Diomedes, the Sly One, for nothing! As we rolled over together, to make ourselves comfortable, I slid my cheek down the woman’s bare shoulder and pushed up the blinding bandage a little over my left eye—the one I lost later, outside Mycenae—and saw her. She was young, very young, perhaps a year younger than I was. But she had all the paint and the gilt that I had come to know. She had also a strength and a fire that I had never known before. Once, while we were resting, she whispered to me in a tongue that I hardly recognized as my own, ‘Can you see, brother? I think your bandage has slipped and you must not see. That would spoil the magic.’

	I put on my most wooden voice and said, ‘Sister, how could you think such a thing? All I can see is the darkness, and that is enough for me!’

	This seemed to satisfy her, because she said no more about it and gave her attention to other things. I forgot poor Aristides now, and gave my mind to the affair in hand. It was good to be among the men at last, I thought. If this was what it meant, it was good. But for a moment I saw a sharp picture of the stallions down in the hollow, and I shuddered.

	‘What is it, brother?’ asked the girl. ‘Has the Mother touched you with her snake?’

	I shook my head in the hay and did not risk an answer.

	Soon after that, the drum began again, and the lyre sent its harsh chords vibrating down the long warm hall. The Nymph cried out in a shrill voice, ‘Men of the Horse People, Hera bids you to the dance again!’

	My girl helped me to get up and led me back to my place once more. Then the Cranes’ dance started up a second time. And when it stopped, I looked under my bandage very secretly and saw that the Nymph herself had chosen me this time.

	In the hay I was very careful, very discreet, remembering that my name was Diomedes. That I was the Sly One!

	After a spell the Nymph said to me, ‘What did you think of the little silver thing I showed you on the hill that day, brother?’

	I pretended to look puzzled and even made a movement as though I would take the bandage from my eyes, but she stopped me with cool firm hands.

	‘What are you speaking of?’ I asked, as though troubled. ‘I have never taken silver from a woman on the hill-side, I swear by the Mother of us all!’

	She put her narrow hand over my mouth at this, as though anxious that I should not say anything out of place. I smiled in my heart because I knew that I was speaking the truth anyway. It convinced the Nymph at my side, and after that she seemed to give herself to the ritual without a care.

	For my own part, I now had no cares either; not even for Aristides. After all, he had been to this village for the last three years in the status of a grown man. A man’s luck cannot last for ever.
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 The Parting


	After three days and nights the sounds of the drum and lyre, of the shuffling feet, had become almost intolerable. Even the shouts of the children playing in the ante-room became the sharp head-splitting cries of the Erinnyes, of demons.

	It was time to go. Old Cheiron, his horse-hide smock now torn, yawned and stretched by the door which led out to the pine woods and said, ‘Oh, for the hills and the horses!’

	I felt stained and sweaty and feather-light in the head. I walked past him and made my way, on the far side of the huts, to where I heard the sound of water rushing between rocks. We boys had always been taught to keep ourselves and our horses clean, and now I felt that I needed the cool freshness of water upon my skin, above all things.

	There was a little round pool, hemmed in by great slab-like rocks, upended by some volcanic rising, and the stream ran down from the mountain and into this natural basin before brimming over the sides and making its way still farther down the slope among the trees.

	I had already stripped off my tunic and was running towards this place when I heard voices, slow weary voices, coming from behind those pointed black rocks.

	Three women lay there, half-submerged in the waters, letting the mountain stream run over them, as though they too were rocks, or shells, or some unfeeling work of Nature.

	When the first of them saw me there was a great twittering, a shrill bird-like squealing and snatching for garments. One of them, her bodice drenched, appeared over the rocks and pointed her forefinger at me, between my eyes. She shouted out something which I did not understand and did not stay to enquire about. I turned and ran back through the huts, to the long-house, where Cheiron was assembling the horsemen.

	When he saw me he laughed. ‘Have you, too, been to still a baby in the cold stream?’ he asked.

	I gazed at him amazed. ‘Is that what they are doing?’ I said.

	He turned from me and bound the sheepskin saddle on his horse’s back. ‘We are ready to leave,’ he said. ‘Come, Diomedes, do not delay.’ And that was all I had from him.

	Only the little girls came to see us go. They stood in a straight line, the evening sun upon their oval wax-like features, their long dark hair floating in the wind, their tiny hands raised in the ritual signal of farewell. Few of the little boys bothered to turn in their saddles and wave back. We men merely smiled and then put our horses to the muddy slope that led upwards through the woods.

	No one mentioned Aristides.

	I think we were almost at the outer edge of the pine forest when I first discovered that the amethyst seal had gone from my neck. I was at the tail-end of the file and so did not feel myself answerable to anyone. I swung my black horse about and galloped back among the trees.

	Riding down the slope I made good time and soon came upon the Village of Women once again. Now in the growing dusk all looked different. The little girls had gone and there was a great loneliness about the place, as though no one lived there at all.

	Dismounting, I ran through the feast-hall and the door into the room where we had held our festival.

	As I entered that place, its air now as thick as that of a goat-pen, there arose gasps all about me. It was as though I had defiled some awful and forbidden shrine. In the blue dimness, I groped my way towards the pallet of hay on which I had passed the three days of the Mother’s festival. My hands groped, near frantic, among the wisps of dried grass, until they came upon something hard and cold. It was the seal which had been wrenched from me in some paroxysm of ecstasy. I held it safely in my hand again and felt complete, myself again.

	But before I could run from that room of smoke-laden fear, a cry at the far end halted me, made me stare towards the glowing fire, the little altar where the images of the Goddess held her writhing snakes.

	‘Diomedes, my friend! My friend!’

	I turned back like a man in a dream of death and saw Aristides; but not the Aristides I had always known. Only that call of his had been the true Aristides—only for a second or two. By the time I had focused my eyes upon him he was once again what I knew he must become—meat for the Mother, albeit seemly dressed.

	Aristides sat before the altar, bolt upright, as though trussed like a cock for the table, in a high-backed gilded chair.

	His face was painted, the eyelids blue, the cheeks red; but no paint could disguise his dreadful pallor, his stark terror. And though he wore the purple tunic of kings and priests, open at the breast and down as far as the waist, he was no king, unless it was the King of Death, which is no king at all.

	He stared at me as though I were some creature of a past but desirable life; a fellow he would dearly like to embrace if only for safety’s sake, but never would again.

	‘Aristides!’ I called. ‘My friend! What shall I do?’

	The frozen creature in the chair did not answer me with his voice or hands. But his fear-crazed eyes swung to left and to right. I looked and saw the reason for his terror. On either side of him, squatting on their haunches, were the women, all of them dressed in the hateful blue bodice which exposed their lewdly gilded breasts, the hateful flounced pink skirts which jangled with sequins as the wearer walked.

	But these women were not walking. They were sitting, and waiting. Some of them wore masks—of the bitch, the sow; the mare. But most of them wore their own haggard faces, their dark hair tangled over their shoulders, their cheeks pinked with blobs of horrible ochre. They were just white faces full of eyes, large black Cretan eyes, that saw everything and saw nothing. Their thin jaws moved in some awful rhythm as they chewed, and chewed the laurel. Of all things, the laurel! Mindless masks moving their thin and awful jaw-pieces.

	In each woman’s lap lay a bunch of shrivelled leaves from which the narrow brown hands plucked timelessly.

	And in each woman’s lap rested a little silver sickle. I saw the light from the wall-torches glinting on these things, and I recalled that day when the Nymph had come to watch the stallions ‘giving the Mother her due.’

	‘Aristides,’ I called once more, ‘can you hear what I am saying, my friend?’

	I think for a moment I may have had some mad idea of rushing forward and freeing the boy I had known at the Horse Camp. But he did not answer me. Instead, he stared straight before him and at last he began to laugh like a madman.

	As I stood there wondering what I should do, the Nymph herself rose from behind the chair, her face still painted as before but her flounces now torn from her. She turned her black eyes towards me and said aloud, ‘Diomedes, Boy of the Horses, do you come back again? Perhaps you cannot bear to leave us? Or perhaps next year you will wish to sit in the chair of Aristides? Which is it, my friend? There is room for two, it is a broad chair, made to hold twins.’

	I did not answer her; I had masterfully known her many times in that strange festival of the Mother—but I felt no match for her at this moment. I swung round and ran from the room, my ears full of the wailing of those haggard-faced women who sat beside poor Aristides in his high-backed chair of death.

	My horse galloped as furiously as though, he too, had been inside that fœtid room and had seen what I had seen. I found Cheiron waiting for me, dark-faced and grim, at the edge of the pine wood.

	‘Diomedes,’ he said, ‘you are a fool! You should have been where Aristides is tonight. That is the place for a fool.’

	I pushed my tired horse beside his and leaned over to lay my head upon his harsh and hairy shoulder.

	‘Cheiron, my father,’ I cried, unashamed of my tears, ‘do not say that! I went back for my seal and saw poor Aristides in the chair. I did not mean to see it. I only wanted to find what I had lost. Believe me, Cheiron, I meant no harm.’

	He sat silent for a while as the wind swept over us and the birds and the pine-boughs sighed around us. Then, at last, he said, ‘You poor thing! You are no Minoan in spite of your seal and what they call you. . . . You are a Hellene, after all, my son. A simple man-thing. A God-lover: no subject of the Mother.’

	I took his hard dry hand and held it.

	‘Yes, Father,’ I cried out. ‘That is what I am! After this festival, I am afraid of women! They frighten me, my father! They put terror into me!’

	Cheiron did not say anything which might have been a reply to my own anguish. Instead he swung his horse round, still holding my hand as gently as he could, like a friend, a true father.

	‘Come, Diomedes, the Hellene,’ he said softly. ‘We must try to catch up with the others before they reach the Horse Camp. But I am troubled about you. It is something I cannot decide about. Only the Oracle at Delphi can tell us what you are to do. If the women cause you so much dread then we must ask a man to lead you to whatever doom awaits you. The Oracle must reveal to you your Moira.’

	I remember saying, between my sobs, ‘Yes, Cheiron! Yes, that is what we must do. I trust men, my father—I trust men. . . . But women are so different, so cruel, like animals. Yes, even the Mother, Cheiron.’

	Then I recall that he turned in the saddle, stiff-faced, and cut me deeply across the cheek with his bull’s pizzle and that I did not cry. My tears were now for other, deeper things.
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	My next three days were a torment to me. Cheiron avoided me after he had slashed open my cheek with his whip—but I did not hold that action against him. I would have done the same to any young man who had spoken to me as I had done to him, making light of my authority, speaking loosely of the Mother. After all, she was a goddess, to whoever believed in her.

	But the truth was that I had suddenly become sick with terror at the mere idea of women—of their difference. It was not that I had not had pleasure from their bodies; in the three-day festival, I had known ecstasies that almost matched the delights of riding an unbroken stallion across the hill pastures. No, it was not that. It was something else, something fearsome, cruel and destructive. They carried both pleasure and death in the darkness of their bodies. I could not think of it without horror. They were so cruel with it. Poor Aristides, sitting painted in the chair, and the women who had let him enjoy their comforts, now waiting, chewing the maddening laurel, their sickles ready to cut at him in a frenzy . . . All this frightened me. Even the little girls in their blue robes, with their oiled hair hanging down their thin backs, frightened me. One day they would sit like that, pale-faced and waiting, the sickles in their narrow brown hands. And the boy in the chair would be one they had played with as a child, years before—too many years before for one to remember the other.

	Then there was that warm sickly smell of earth that kept coming into my nostrils and my mouth. I had known it, again and again, as I had lain in the hay during the festival of the Mother. It was not a man-smell; it was from the very bowels of the earth, from Earth Mother; and it made me afraid. . . . Zeus, I thought, how plain and simple are poor men! Their muscles are hard and strong, their speech is laconic and harsh. But they are understandable. If a man takes a wound in the arm or the leg, he wraps a bandage about it and it heals; but these women, I had learned, carried a permanent, frightful wound, that was of Mother Earth, and would not be healed until a man had died to cleanse it. At our Village of Women they cut the men with little sickles; down south at Eleusis, where Persephone was the queen, they ploughed him, stinking, into the fields to make the barley grow; on the island of Naxos, the women-Maenads at the feast of Dionysus tore a man to pieces and fought with each other for the privilege of eating his tenderest flesh.

	I sweated through three nights of terror under that wind-break on Mount Pelion, dreaming the Mother had come for me, had gobbled me back into the womb with sharp cat-like teeth, and that I lay putrefying there to bring a strange fertility to her once again. Like manure on a field.

	I tell you, it was a filthy dream; it was all darkness and smoke and stench, the stench of sulphur and decay. Do not blame me for having it—I was young and had not known women before. I had only known men, and clean horses on the uplands, under the blue sky.

	On the third night I remember waking from my nightmare and clenching my fists in the chilly darkness.

	‘Zeus, Father!’ I said. ‘Oh, Poseidon, Father! Free me from this horror! I will do anything to be rid of it. I will kill all the women. Even the mares and the polecats! Oh, God, release me from this thing. Let me fall into the clean sea. Let the squid pick my bones clean—as long as it is clean, clean, clean!’

	In the morning Cheiron sent for me in his skin-palace but did not look at me with his dark eyes as he spoke.

	‘My son,’ he said, ‘the whip sprang from my hand before I could stop it that night. Do not be sullen because of that. It could happen to anyone at any time. I was troubled in my mind then. Perhaps over Aristides. I do not know.’

	I knelt and kissed his brown foot that smelled of leather.

	‘Father’, I said, ‘it was not that. You may whip me with the bull’s pizzle until I am black and blue and I will not care. It is this horror of the women that turns me from my food and from my sleep. I love you as I have always done, believe that; but I cannot bear to go any more to the Village of Women. The thought of it unmans me, Cheiron.’

	He bent from his cushion and placed his hard hands on my shoulders so that I must bow my head. Then he said, ‘Yellow-hair, dear Yellow-hair! You are not one of us after all. You are all Hellene, all Father-man. We of the ancient Crete accept the dream of the Mother, and the knife that ends that dream. We do not question the Mother’s strength nor her rightness. But you of the north are different. For you, it must be the open brightness of the sun, not the shy darkness, the man-eating darkness, of the moon, or of the black sweet-smelling earth. We are a different folk from you and there is nothing that can be done about it. Your life must go according to a different pattern now. We cannot keep you on the hill any longer. But you will never go again to the Village of the Women, my son, be assured of that.’

	I stood up then, tall and yellow, straight-nosed and red in the flesh. I towered above Cheiron. I could have broken him in half at that moment, I felt so strong, so changed. But he looked up into my light eyes, my eyes of the sun, with his dark ones, eyes of the earth, of Earth Mother, and smiled slowly. And then I knew that I was younger than he, less than he—a child, before his long and ancient wisdom.

	‘Melanos will take you to Delphi,’ he said. ‘I cannot leave the encampment in case the Mother needs me. I must be here, always. Melanos knows the way over the hills and along the passes. He will see that you get there in time for the questioning. But I must wait here for She may call for me to go to the Village of the Women and even to sit in the golden chair that little Aristides last sat in. That could always happen to a Horse King on this hill-side. Do not think we have no responsibilities, my son.’

	I said, ‘Would she take you, too, Cheiron?’

	He shrugged his brown shoulders and answered, ‘I have been spared all these years when the lot was cast. Luck cannot last for ever. One day I must know the touch of the sickles myself. It is ordained. Now go, my son, for I have ordered Melanos to be waiting for you at the edge of the grazing fields. There will be two others to accompany you. I did this secretly so that the other boys in our encampment would not get wind of it all and try to escape from their own doom.’

	He stood and hugged me to him. He was only a little man by Hellene measurements; yet as I put my arms about his hard small body, I was sorry for him, sorry to leave him. He had been the only father I had ever known—except for the gods, like Zeus and Poseidon, who were but dreams, names we called on when we were in trouble, to get us out of a whipping.

	At the edge of the grazing fields Melanos was waiting for me, seated on a black stallion. There was another black stallion for me, too. The other boys whom I was to accompany were on black mares. They were auburn-haired youths, said to be twins, with whom I had had no dealings before because of their irritable tempers—Castor and Polydeuces. They had come, the other boys said, from far Sparta.

	They grinned at me in the early morning sunlight and then began to spar off at each other, though they were sitting in the saddle. That was their trouble—they cared more for fighting with their clenched fists than for any other thing. Each of them had a broken nose, which angered Cheiron who liked his boys to look well. And each of them vowed that he would never lift spear, or pull bowstring to chin, in the Hellene manner, while he lived. They declared that the only god-like weapon was the clenched fist. They thought they were throwing thunderbolts, like Zeus, perhaps!

	Where they had got this strange notion, I do not know. But the truth was that even the wrestlers among us gave them best. They knew tricks of ducking, of guarding, and of counter-punching, which made us all look like fools when we took them on in a fight.

	Polydeuces called out to me, ‘Well, Diomedes, whose son are you? We are of Zeus.’

	I knew his tricks, and said, ‘I am of Cheiron, and perhaps of Poseidon. But who knows his father in times like these?’

	Castor pushed his horse alongside mine and said, ‘Poseidon, pah! You are the bastard of a wandering Hellene tinker. Your hair tells that story. We are Spartans, next in importance to the old Minoans themselves.’

	I said, not meaning to be offensive, ‘It would take two Spartans, as they call themselves, to beat one northern Hellene, friend.’

	He made a grim face at this.

	I knew well enough what would happen to me if he challenged me to fisticuffs and got me down from my horse, so I bent and took him by the ankle before he expected it. Then, kicking my stallion away from his mount, I stretched his leg as far as it would go without breaking.

	And when the first groan came from his lips, I flung his leg up so that he slithered off on the far side and fell to the ground.

	Melanos shook his whip at me and said, ‘You have proved your point, Hellene. Now let us have no more of this horse-play. I will flog any of you to howling-point if this happens again. You are all the sons of Cheiron, and there shall be no more argument about it.’

	Nor was there. We followed Melanos like little children, though we were all nearly seventeen at the time, and became good friends.

	The ride to Delphi was a long one, the best part of a hundred and fifty miles, for we often had to skirt such inlets as the Pagasaean and Euboean Gulfs. Besides, we were not always allowed to ride through towns, especially those held by Hellenes, who belonged to what they called a lawless folk; so that made our journey longer than it might have been.

	Still, we carried our own water and wine-flasks, our own strips of dried sheep-meat lashed behind the saddle; and so we did not want. As for sleeping out of doors, we had always known that, and so we needed no taverns, no inns, to give us shelter.

	I had never been so far afield before. I was especially delighted to ride close to Iolcos, where the Megaron of King Pelias stood high and white upon a rocky hill, its walls sheer, its many pillars a bright red in the morning sunlight. And all the red-roofed houses seemed to creep up towards it, as though for shelter. And below them, the deep green of the olive-fields, and then the grazing and the long-horned cattle.
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