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  PART ONE




  

    

      

        

          My guest, it is difficult for man to stave off what the gods have willed, and this is the worst of human pains: foreseeing many things and being powerless to change any

          of them.




           




          Herodotus IX, 16, 4–5
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  MOUNT TAYGETUS




  HIS HEART FULL OF BITTERNESS, the great Aristarkhos sat watching his son Kleidemos sleep quietly within the paternal shield that served as his cradle.

  Close by, in a little bed suspended by four ropes from the ceiling beam, slept his older brother Brithos. The silence that enveloped the ancient house of the Kleomenids was suddenly broken by the

  rustling of the oaks in the nearby forest. A long, deep sigh of the wind.




  Sparta, the invincible, was shrouded in darkness; only the fire that burned on the acropolis shot red flares into the black clouds of the sky. Aristarkhos shivered and pushed aside the cloth

  covering on the window, staring into the sleeping countryside beyond.




  It was time to do what had to be done; the gods had hidden the moon and darkened the earth. The clouds in the sky were swollen with tears.




  He took his cloak from the hook on the wall and threw it onto his shoulders, then bent over his tiny son. He lifted him up and slowly drew him close to his chest as the little one’s wet

  nurse suddenly stirred in her sleep.




  Aristarkhos stood uncertainly for a moment, hoping for something that would force him to put off this tremendous act. Then, reassured by the woman’s deep breathing, he braced himself and

  left the room by the atrium, dimly lit by an earthenware oil lamp. A gust of cold wind invaded the courtyard, nearly extinguishing the weak flame. As he turned to close the heavy oaken door behind

  him, he saw his wife Ismene standing there like a mysterious divinity evoked by the night, pale, her eyes shining. A mortal anguish was painted on her face; her mouth, taut as a wound, seemed to

  contain an inhuman suffering. Aristarkhos felt his blood freeze within his veins, and his legs, sturdy as pillars, turned to straw.




  ‘It was not for us . . .’ he murmured with a cracked voice, ‘it wasn’t for us that we generated him. It has to be tonight. I’ll never find the courage

  again.’




  Ismene’s hand reached towards the bundled child and her feverish eyes sought her husband’s. The little one woke up and began to cry. Aristarkhos lunged out of the door, escaping into

  the countryside. Ismene, poised on the threshold, watched the man flee into the night, listened to the faint wail of her child . . . tiny Kleidemos, stricken by the gods while still in her womb.

  Born a cripple and condemned to death by the terrible laws of Sparta.




  She closed the door and slowly walked to the centre of the atrium, pausing to consider the images of the gods to whom she had always brought generous offerings before the child was born and to

  whom she had continued to pray, over these long months, to instil strength into that stiff little foot. In vain.




  She sat at the hearth in the centre of the huge, bare room and unwound her long, black braids, pulling her flowing tresses over her shoulders and breasts. Gathering up the ashes at the base of

  the great copper tripod, she spread them over her head. By the tremulous light of the oil lamp, the statues of the gods and the Kleomenid heroes stared at her, their immutable smiles carved into

  cypress wood. Ismene soiled her beautiful hair with ashes and slowly gouged her face with her fingernails as her heart turned to ice.




  *




  Aristarkhos fled across the wind-battered fields, his arms clutching the small bundle close to his chest. His cape whipped around him, animated by Boreas’ powerful breath.

  He trudged up the mountain, struggling to open a path through the thick undergrowth of blackberry bushes and shrubs. Sudden flashes of lightning cast frightening shapes onto the ground. The gods of

  Sparta were far away in that bitter moment; Aristarkhos had to proceed alone among the dark spectres of the night, among the evil creatures of the forest who lie in wait for the traveller and drag

  up nightmares from the bowels of the earth.




  Freeing himself from the grasp of a large bush, Aristarkhos found the trail and stopped a moment to catch his breath. The little one cried no longer, hoarse from his long wailing. Aristarkhos

  felt only the convulsive movements of tiny limbs within the bundle, like those of a puppy enclosed in a sack, waiting to be thrown into the river.




  The warrior lifted his glance to the threatening clouds that filled the sky. He murmured an ancient oath under his breath, and then started off along the steep path as the first heavy drops of

  rain fell with dull thuds against the dust. Past the clearing, the bushes surrounded him again, the branches and the thorns clawing at his defenceless face as he held the bundle against his

  chest.




  The rain, dense and heavy now, penetrated even the blackberry bushes, and the ground became spongy and slippery. Aristarkhos fell onto his knees. He was soiled by the mud and the dead, rotten

  leaves and cut by the sharp stones that jutted up along the steep and narrow footpath. Calling up the last of his strength, he reached the first of the great mountain’s wooded summits, and

  entered an oak grove that rose in the middle of a clearing of thick, low cornel and broom.




  The rain pelted Aristarkhos, but he continued his slow, unfaltering walk on the soaked, pungent moss, his hair pasted to his forehead and his clothing drenched. He stopped before a gigantic holm

  oak, older than the ages. Aristarkhos fell to his knees between the roots and deposited the small bundle within the huge hollow trunk. He paused a moment, grimly biting his lower lip, watching the

  small flailing arms of his son.




  Water streamed down Aristarkhos’ back, but his mouth was dry, his tongue stuck to his palate like a piece of leather. That which he had come to do was done. His son’s destiny was now

  in the lap of the gods. The time had come to silence forever the voice of his blood. Rising to his feet slowly, with immense effort, as if carrying the mountain upon his shoulders, he returned the

  way he had come.




  The fury of the elements seemed to have spent itself as Aristarkhos descended among Mount Taygetus’ abrupt crags. A light fog rose, spreading between the trees, covering the dripping

  bushes, skimming the footpaths and the clearings. The wind continued in stiff breezes, shaking the water from the foliage. Aristarkhos shuddered with every breath; his muscles cramped violently in

  the cold. Stumbling down the mountain, he left the forest behind him and reached the plain. He stopped again, for just a moment, and directed a last sombre glance at the mountain peak.




  The glimmering waters of the Eurotas river ran through the damp fields before him, illuminated by the moon, whose frigid rays cut a broad gash between the clouds. As he began to cross the

  river’s wooden bridge he heard a sudden noise on his left. Aristarkhos turned sharply: the faint moonlight revealed a horseman, his face hidden by a helmet, sitting erect on his steaming

  mount. The emblem of the royal guard flashed for an instant on his burnished shield.




  Sparta . . . Sparta already knew! At a sharp blow of the rider’s heels, the horse reared and began its gallop, disappearing with the wind, far off in the fields.




  *




  ‘Krios, Krios! In the name of the gods, won’t you stop for a moment? Come back here, you rascal!’ The small mutt paid no heed; trotting decisively down the

  footpath, he splashed through the puddles as the old shepherd followed him, swearing, with his uncertain step. The little dog headed resolutely towards the trunk of a colossal holm oak, howling and

  wagging his tail.




  ‘Damn you!’ grumbled the old man. ‘You’ll never be a shepherd’s dog . . . what is it this time? A porcupine, that’s what it’ll be, or a baby blackbird .

  . . no, it’s too early in the season for the blackbirds. By Zeus and Hercules, could it be a bear cub? Krios, are you set on my ruin, you little beast? His mother will show up and kill us

  both.’ The old man finally reached the point where Krios had stopped. He stooped to pick up the dog and turn back, but suddenly stopped still, bent double. ‘It’s no bear cub,

  Krios,’ he muttered, calming the dog with a rough caress, ‘it’s a cub born of man. He is not even a year old!’




  ‘Let’s see,’ he continued, unwrapping the bundle, but when he saw the little one, numb from the cold, barely moving, a dark, grave expression passed over his face.

  ‘They’ve abandoned you. Yes, you were left to die . . . with that leg you’d never have become a warrior. And now . . . what shall we do now, Krios?’ he said scratching his

  beard. ‘Shall we abandon him, too? No. No, Krios, the Helots don’t behave this way, we Helots do not abandon children. We’ll take him with us,’ he decided, gathering up the

  bundle from the hollow of the tree. ‘And you’ll see that we can save him. If he hasn’t died yet, it means that he is strong. Let’s go back now, we’ve left the flock

  unguarded.’




  The old man set off towards the house as the dog joined a flock of sheep at pasture nearby. He pushed open the door of the cottage and entered. ‘Look what I’ve found for you,

  daughter,’ he said, turning to a woman past her youth who was intent on curdling a great vessel of milk. The woman, with expert movements, lifted the curd with a cloth and hung it from a hook

  on the ceiling beam. Drying her hands in her apron, she curiously drew closer to the old man, who had laid the bundle on a bench and was carefully unwrapping it. ‘Look, I’ve just found

  him in the hollow of a big holm oak . . . it’s one of them. They must have abandoned him last night. Look at his little foot, see? He’s not moving it. That’s why they did it. You

  know, when one of them is born with some defect, they just leave him to the wolves! But Krios found him and I want to keep him.’




  The woman, without speaking, went to fill a bladder with milk, tying one side to create a swelling and pricking it with a pin. She brought it to the lips of the little one, who began to suck

  slowly at the warm liquid, and then more avidly.




  ‘Ah, I said he was strong,’ exclaimed the old man with satisfaction. ‘We’ll make a good shepherd out of him. He’ll live longer than if he’d remained among

  them. Doesn’t great Achilles tell Odysseus in the Underworld that it is better to be a humble shepherd in the land of sun and life than a king among the shadows of the dead?’




  The woman stared at him, her grey eyes veiled with a deep sadness. ‘Even if the gods have stricken his leg, he will always remain a Spartan. He is the son and the grandson of warriors. He

  will never be one of us. But if you wish, I will feed him and help him grow.’




  ‘Of course I want you to! We are poor and fate has made us servants, but we can give him the life that was taken from him. And he will help us in our work; I’m getting old and you

  have to do almost everything yourself. You were denied the pleasure of marrying and having children, my daughter. This little one needs you, and he can bring you the joy of being a

  mother.’




  ‘But look at his leg!’ said the woman, shaking her head. ‘Perhaps he’ll never be able to walk, and our masters will have given us only another burden to bear. Is this

  what you want?’




  ‘By Hercules! The little one will walk and he will be stronger and more clever than the other boys. Don’t you know that misfortune makes men’s limbs more vigorous, their eyes

  more piercing, their minds quicker? You know what must be done, my daughter, you take care of him and never let him want for fresh milk. Steal the master’s honey if you can, without letting

  him know. Old Krathippos is further gone than I am, and all his son thinks about is the young wife he sees once a week when he can leave the barracks. None of the family cares any more about the

  fields or the flocks. They’ll never notice another mouth to feed.’




  The woman took a large hamper and arranged some sheepskins and a woollen blanket inside. On these she rested the child, exhausted and full from his meal, already nodding with sleep.




  The old man stood a moment to watch him and then returned to the flock. Krios greeted him joyously, barking and jumping at his feet.




  ‘The sheep! You’re to stay with the flock, not with me! You dumb little mutt . . . do I look like a sheep? No, I’m no sheep; old Kritolaos, that’s who I am, foolish old

  man. Away from here, I said! That’s it, bring back those lambs headed for the ravine. A deranged goat would do a better job than you!’




  Thus muttering, the old man reached the field where his flock was grazing. The valley opened wide before his gaze, divided by the silver ribbon of the Eurotas river. At the centre of the plain

  glittered the city of Sparta: an expanse of low houses covered by small terraces. On one side rose the massive acropolis; on the other, the red-tiled roofs of the temple of Artemis Orthia. On the

  right, one could make out the dusty road that led towards the sea.




  Kritolaos contemplated the beautiful countryside, resplendent with the dazzling colours of early springtime. His heart was elsewhere; his thoughts went back to the ancient times when his people,

  free and powerful, occupied the fertile plain: the old times, preserved in the stories passed down by old men, when the arrogant Spartans had not yet succeeded in taming his proud and unfortunate

  people.




  The sea breeze ruffled the old man’s white hair. His eyes seemed to search for distant images: the dead city of the Helots on Mount Ithome, the lost tombs of the great kings of his people,

  their trampled pride. Now the gods sat in the imposing city of their oppressors. When would the time for honour and revenge return? Would his tired eyes be allowed to see it?




  Only the bleating of the sheep, the sound of servitude, reached his ears. His thoughts returned to the little one that he had just snatched from a sure death: who was his family? The mother with

  the womb of bronze who had torn him away from her own breast? The father who had delivered him to the wild beasts of the forest? Was this the power of the Spartans? The pity that had moved him: was

  it only the weakness of a servant, of a defeated race?




  Perhaps – he thought – the gods mark out a destiny for each people, as they do for each man, and we must walk down that pathway, without ever turning back. What it is to be a man!

  Poor mortals, prey to sickness, to misfortune, as leaves are prey to the wind. But yearning to know, to judge, to listen to the voice of our hearts and our minds, yes . . . The tiny cripple would

  become a man: to suffer, perhaps, to die, certainly, but not at the very dawn of his life.




  The old man knew in that moment that he had changed the course of an already marked destiny. The little one would become an adult and he, Kritolaos, would teach him all that a man needs to know

  to step along the pathway of life, and more! He would teach him what a man must do to change the course of the destiny that has been assigned him . . . the destiny of a servant.




  A name. The little one needed a name. Certainly his parents must have prepared a name for him, the name of a warrior, son and grandson of warriors, the name of an exterminator. What name could

  one servant give to another? An ancient name of his own people? A name to remind him of the dignity of an age long past? No, the child was not a Helot, and the brand of Spartan blood could not be

  cancelled. Yet he was no longer a son of Sparta. The city had disowned him.




  Kritolaos thought of one of the old stories that the children would beg him to tell on many a winter night: In a time very long ago, when the heroes still walked on the roads of the earth,

  the god Hephaistos had fashioned a giant, all of bronze, to guard the treasure of the gods that was hidden in a deep cave on the island of Lemnos. The giant moved and walked just as if he were

  alive because in the hollow of his immense body, the gods had poured a miraculous liquid that animated him. The liquid was sealed with a cork, also of bronze, hidden at the bottom of his heel so

  that no one could see it. So, the weak point of this colossus lay in his right leg. His name was Talos. The old man half closed his eyes. The boy’s name would remind him of his

  misfortune. It would keep his strength and his anger alive within him. His name would be ‘Talos’.




  *




  The old shepherd rose, leaning against the crook that was worn down where his large callused hand always gripped it. He rejoined his flock. The sun began its descent into the

  sea, and wisps of smoke rose from the cabins scattered among the mountains; the women were beginning to prepare meagre dinners for their men returning from work. It was time to round up the flock.

  The old man whistled and the dog began to run around the bleating sheep who clustered together. The lambs leaping across the fields ran to hide under their mothers and the ram moved to the head of

  the flock to lead them to the pen.




  Kritolaos herded the animals in, dividing the males from the females, and began to milk, collecting the steaming liquid in a large jug. He dipped in a cup and brought it with him into the

  cottage.




  ‘Here we are,’ he said, entering. ‘Here is some fresh milk for our little Talos.’




  ‘Talos?’ repeated the surprised woman.




  ‘Yes, Talos. This is the name I’ve chosen for him. Thus I have decided, and thus it must be. How is he? Let me see . . . oh, he seems much better, doesn’t he?’




  ‘He slept most of the day and just woke up a short while ago. He must have been exhausted, poor creature. He must have cried for as long as he had breath! Now he can’t utter a single

  sound. That is, if he’s not mute, on top of everything.’




  ‘Mute? Absolutely not! The gods never strike one man with two clubs . . . at least that’s what they say.’ Just then, little Talos let out a confused cry. ‘See, he’s

  not mute at all. No, I’m sure this little rascal will have us jumping with his shrieks!’ Saying this, he drew near to caress the little one lying in the wicker chest. Immediately, the

  baby grabbed the shepherd’s knobbly index finger and held it tightly.




  ‘By Hercules! These legs aren’t doing too well but we certainly have strength in our hands, don’t we? That’s it, that’s it: grip tight, little one! Never let what

  is yours slip from your hands, and no one will be able to take it away from you.’




  From the cracks in the door penetrated the rays of a dying sun. They touched upon the old man’s white locks and cast golden reflections of amber and alabaster on the little one’s

  skin, and on the poor, smoke-blackened furnishings of the cottage. Kritolaos, sitting on a bench, took the baby on his knee and began eating the simple meal his daughter had prepared. The bleating

  of the sheep reached his ears from the pen. And from the edge of the clearing, he heard the deep sigh of the forest, the consuming hymn of the nightingale. It was the hour of the long shadows, when

  the gods dispel the pain in men’s hearts and send them purple clouds that bring the soothing calm of sleep.




  But down there, on the plain, the noble house of the Kleomenids had already been swallowed up by the cold shadow of the tremendous mountain. From the wooded peaks of the sullen giant, anguish

  and pain descended upon the valley. In their marital bed Aristarkhos’ proud wife stared with glassy eyes at the ceiling beams. In her heart the wolves of Taygetus howled, her ears resounded

  with the sharp grating of their steel jaws, and their yellow eyes lit up the darkness. Neither the strong arms nor the broad chest of her husband could console her, nor would the tears come to wash

  the bitter pain from her heart.




  *




  Limping on his bad leg, Talos urged the flock along the flowered banks of the Eurotas river, his crook held tightly in his left hand. A light wind sent waves through the sea of

  poppies around him, and the sharp odours of rosemary and mint spread through the air. The boy, soaked with sweat, paused to refresh himself with the river water. The sheep were oppressed by the

  heat as well, and lay down under an elm whose sunburned branches provided a little shade. The dog curled up near the shepherd boy, wagging his tail and softly yelping. The boy turned to pat his

  matted fur, clotted with oats and lupins. Krios nudged closer to his young master and licked his misshapen foot as if it were a painful wound.




  The boy watched the little dog with deep calm eyes, occasionally ruffling the thick fur on its back. His gaze became suddenly troubled as he turned towards the distant city. The acropolis,

  scorched by the sun, rose from the plain like a disquieting ghost trembling in the sultry air, thick with the deafening screech of the cicadas.




  Talos drew a reed flute, a gift from Kritolaos, from the pack strapped across his shoulders. He began to play: a fresh, light melody spread among the field poppies, mixing with the gurgling of

  the river and the song of the skylarks. Dozens of them flew about him, rising dazzled towards the flaming sun and plunging down as if thunderstruck to the stubble and the yellowed grasses. The

  voice of the flute became suddenly muffled like that of a spring gushing in the darkness of a cave in the deep womb of the earth.




  The soul of the little shepherd vibrated intensely to the primitive music of his instrument. Occasionally he laid down his flute and looked out in the direction of the dusty road that came from

  the north, as if waiting for somebody.




  ‘I saw the shepherds from the highlands yesterday,’ the old man had said. ‘They say that the warriors are returning and with them many of our men who served in the army as

  porters and muleteers.’ Talos wanted to see them; for the first time he had brought his flock down from the mountains to the plain so as to see the Spartan warriors he had heard described

  with so much anger, with disgust, with admiration . . . and with terror.




  Krios suddenly lifted his snout to sniff out the still air, and growled.




  ‘Who’s there, Krios?’ asked the young shepherd, suddenly springing to his feet at the edge of the river. ‘Good boy, quiet now, there’s nothing wrong,’ he

  said, trying to calm the animal. The boy strained his ears, and after a while seemed to hear a far-off sound; a sound of flutes like his own but very different, joined by a deep rhythmic noise like

  distant thunder. Soon after, Talos distinctly heard the rumble of a multitude of footsteps treading the ground, reminding him of the time the Messenian shepherds had passed with their herds of

  oxen. Suddenly from behind the hill on his left he saw them appear. It was them: the warriors!




  In the shimmering air, their outline was confused yet formidable. The sound that he’d heard came from a group of men who advanced at the head of the column playing pipes, accompanied by

  the rhythmic roll of drums and the metallic sound of kettledrums. It was a strange music, unchanging, haunting, made up of taut vibrant sounds that awoke an extraordinary longing in the boy, an

  uneasy excitement that made his heart beat crazily.




  The hoplites came behind them, foot soldiers with legs sheathed in bronze greaves, chests covered by armour, faces hidden by the sallets they wore on their heads, decorated with black and red

  crests. Their left arms carried great round shields adorned with fantastic animals, monsters that Talos recognized from Kritolaos’ stories.




  The column advanced with measured step, raising up dense clouds of dust that covered the crests and the banners and the warriors’ curved shoulders.




  When the first ones came close to him, Talos felt a sudden pulse of fear and an urge to flee, but a mysterious force from the depths of his heart nailed him to the spot.




  The first ones passed so close that he could have touched the spears that they leaned on as they walked, if he had just reached out a hand. He gazed into each face to see, to know, to understand

  what the shepherds had told him. He saw their staring eyes, stinging with sweat behind the grotesque masks of their helmets, blinded by the blazing sun; he saw their dust-covered beards, he smelled

  the acrid odour of their sweat . . . and their blood. Their shoulders and arms were bruised. Dark clots of blood stained their hands and sweaty thighs, and also the tips of their spears. They

  advanced, impervious to the flies that settled avidly on their tortured limbs. Awed, Talos stared at the fantastic figures who marched past him to the endless cadence of that strange music as it

  became increasingly distant, unreal, absurd, like a nightmare.




  The sensation of an unexpected, oppressive presence suddenly shook the boy and he wheeled around: a wide chest covered by a storied cuirass, two huge hairy arms as full of scars as a holm oak

  that a bear has used to sharpen its claws, a swarthy face framed by a raven beard, sprouting its first white bristles, a steel hand tight around the hilt of a long ashwood spear shaft. Two eyes as

  black as night that shone with the light of a powerful and tormented will: ‘Keep that dog back, boy. Do you want a spear to split apart his bones? The warriors are tired and their hearts are

  vexed. Call him off, his barking is annoying us all. And go away yourself, this is no place for you!’




  Talos drew back, dazed as if awakened from a dream. He called the dog and walked away, leaning on his staff to ease his limp. After a few steps, he paused and slowly turned his head; the warrior

  stood immobile behind him with an astonished expression. He stared at the boy in wild pain. His shining eyes fixed the boy’s deformed foot. Biting his lower lip, the warrior was shaken by a

  sudden tremor, his thighs of bronze were unsteady as reeds. It lasted but a moment; the man covered his face immediately with the great crested helmet, took up the shield emblazoned with the figure

  of a dragon, and joined the end of the column as it curved down the road.




  The tension that had gripped Talos suddenly abated and he felt a hot stream of tears rise from his heart. They filled his eyes and ran down his cheeks until they wet his bony chest. All at once

  he became aware of a tremulous calling from the path that led down the mountain: it was old Kritolaos, struggling along as fast as his old age and aching legs would let him.




  ‘Talos, my son!’ exclaimed the distressed old man, hugging the child, ‘Why did you do it, why did you come here? This is no place for you! You must never come here again, do

  you understand? You must promise me . . . never again!’




  The two of them turned back down the path as Krios rounded up the sheep, driving them towards the mountain. On the distant plain, the long column was entering the city: it seemed like a wounded

  serpent hurrying to shelter.




  Stretched out on his straw bed, Talos couldn’t sleep that night. He couldn’t drive that intense, suffering gaze out of his mind . . . that hand that gripped the spear as if wanting

  to crush it. Who was the warrior with the dragon on his shield? Why had he looked at him in that way? That strange music that had awakened so much emotion in Talos’ heart continued to play in

  his mind. At last, the late hour closed his eyelids. The warrior’s eyes melted into darkness, the music became slower and then as sweet as a woman’s song, caressing his tired heart

  until sleep settled his head to rest.










  2




  THE BOW OF KRITOLAOS




  ‘LISTEN CAREFULLY, MY BOY,’ said the old man, considering young Talos with his clear, penetrating gaze. ‘You

  know well that a bird with a broken wing will never be able to fly again.’ Talos listened to him intently, sitting back on his heels on the ground next to Krios. ‘But a man is

  different. You are agile and quick, even though your foot is lame. But I want you to become stronger and surer in your movements, even more so than the other boys. The staff that you grasp in your

  hand will be like a third leg for you and I will teach you to use it. It will seem strange at first, and will take all the determination you’ve got to make it work, but that staff can do much

  more than just support you as you walk, as it has until now. You’ll learn to use it to pivot your body out in any direction, gripping onto it with one hand or both, as need be.’




  ‘What’s wrong with the way I walk, Kritolaos? Are you saying that I’m not quick enough for you? I can catch up with any sheep that wander away from the flock, and in the long

  marches to pasture, I hold up better than Krios, and he has four legs!’




  ‘I know, my boy, but you see, your body is becoming crooked, like a piece of green wood left out in the sun.’ Talos scowled. ‘If we let that happen, you’ll be more and

  more limited in the ways you can move, and when your bones have become stiff and inflexible, you won’t be able to depend on your strength any more.




  ‘Talos,’ continued the old man, ‘your foot was damaged when the midwife pulled you too forcefully from your mother’s womb. Your father, Hylas, was killed by a bear on the

  mountain, and I promised him before he closed his eyes that I would make a man of you. I’ve succeeded, certainly: your spirit is strong and your mind is quick, your heart generous, but I also

  want you to become very strong, and so agile that nothing will seem impossible to you.’




  The old man fell silent for a moment, eyes half closed as if searching for other words in his ancient heart. He laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder, and slowly went on. ‘Talos, answer

  me honestly. Have you returned to the plain to see the warriors, even though I’ve forbidden you?’ The boy lowered his eyes, twisting a stalk between his fingers. ‘Yes, I

  know,’ continued the old man. ‘You have returned. I’d imagined as much, and I know why.’




  ‘If that’s so,’ interrupted the boy with a scowl, ‘tell me, grandfather, because I don’t.’




  ‘You’re fascinated by their force and by their power. Perhaps your heart is not that of a simple shepherd.’




  ‘Are you making fun of me, Kritolaos? What else can we be but servants and the shepherds of other people’s flocks?’




  ‘That’s not true!’ exclaimed the old man suddenly, and for a moment his eyes blazed with a fierce and noble light. A hand like the claw of an old lion gripped the boy’s

  wrist. Talos was amazed and perplexed. The old man slowly pulled away his hand, and lowered his eyes and his head – the gestures of one who has been forced to learn obedience. ‘No,

  it’s not true,’ he resumed in a more subdued tone. ‘Our people have not always been servants. There was a time when we dominated the mountains and the valleys as far as the

  western sea. We ruled the plains as far as Cape Taenarum, raising herds of fiery horses. Nestor and Antilochus, the lords of Pylos and Ithome, fought alongside Agamemnon under the walls of Troy.

  When the Dorians invaded these lands, our people fought with great valour before submitting. The blood of warriors flows through our veins: King Aristomenes and King Aristodemus—’




  ‘They’re dead!’ burst out the boy. ‘Dead! And all those warriors that you’re talking about with them.’ His face was distorted with anger, the veins on his

  neck bulged. ‘We are slaves, servants, and always will be. Understand, old man? Servants!’




  Kritolaos stared at him, saddened and surprised. ‘Servants,’ repeated Talos, confused, lowering the tone of his voice.




  Talos took the hand of the old man, who was silent and bewildered by the boy’s rage. ‘How many years ago,’ continued Talos in a softer voice, ‘tell me, how many years ago

  did the things you’re talking about happen? The glory of your kings is forgotten. I know what you’re thinking, I know my words are a surprise to you because I’ve always listened

  to your stories. They’re beautiful stories. But I’m not a little boy any more, and your dreams make my heart ache.’ A long silence fell between them, broken only by the bleating

  of the flock in the pen nearby.




  Suddenly the old man stood up, straining his ears intently.




  ‘What is it?’ asked Talos.




  ‘Do you hear them? Wolves! They howled like this the night that you— were born. But it’s not the mating season yet. Isn’t that strange?’




  ‘Oh, let them howl and let’s go inside. It’s raining, and nearly dark.’




  ‘No. Did you know, Talos, that the gods sometimes send signs to men? It’s time you knew. Take my cloak and a torch and follow me.’




  They started off towards the forest that loomed at the edge of the clearing. The old man chose a tortuous path amidst the trees, followed by the mute, pensive boy. After nearly an hour of this

  silent march, they reached the foot of a protruding cliff covered by a thick mantle of moss. At the base of the cliff was a pile of rocks which seemed to have tumbled down from the mountain.




  ‘Move those stones,’ ordered Kritolaos. ‘I don’t have the strength to do it myself.’




  Talos obeyed, curious and impatient to uncover the old man’s mystery. The rain had stopped and the wind had died down. The forest was immersed in silence. Talos worked energetically, but

  his task was not easy. The rain-soaked stones, covered with greenish, slimy moss, slipped through his hands, but the boy continued resolutely. By the light of the torch that the old man held, Talos

  caught sight of an opening underneath. He moved the last of the rocks away – they had been covering an underground passage! Peering into the darkness, the boy could make out irregular stairs

  covered with grey mould.




  ‘Let’s go in,’ said Kritolaos, nodding towards the entrance of the tunnel. ‘Help me,’ he added, ‘I don’t want to break my leg.’




  Talos started down first and reached up to help the old man, who leaned on the boy so as not to lose his footing. The two of them continued down the rough steps carved in the rock, and came to

  the opening of a small cave. The dripping ceiling was barely high enough for a man to stand up straight. The cave seemed empty at first, until Kritolaos, moving his torch, lit up one of the corners

  and revealed a great wooden chest reinforced with bronze plates. The old man lifted the latch and chipped away at the pitch sealing the lid with the point of his knife.




  ‘Open it,’ he ordered Talos, who had been watching him astonished.




  ‘What’s in the chest?’ asked the boy. ‘Some kind of treasure you’ve kept hidden?’




  ‘No, Talos, there are no riches here. Some things are far more precious than gold and silver. Open it, you’ll see.’




  The old man handed him the knife. The chest’s lid was well sealed, but Talos succeeded in forcing it. He shot Kritolaos a questioning look. The old man nodded; Talos struggled to remove

  the lid and leaned it back against the cavern wall. He shone the torch inside the chest.




  What Talos saw left him speechless: a splendid helmet of bronze crowned with wolf fangs set into the metal, a heavy bronze cuirass decorated with tin and silver, an amber-hilted sword enclosed

  in its sheath, embossed thigh-guards and greaves, and a great shield with the head of a wolf, all looking as though they’d just been forged.




  ‘It’s incredible,’ gasped Talos, not yet daring to reach out and touch. ‘But this is impossible! This chest has been closed up for who knows how long, but look at this

  armour: it’s perfect!’




  ‘Look closer, touch it,’ ordered the old man.




  The boy stretched out his hand to touch the resplendent weapons. ‘Grease!’ he murmured. ‘Covered with grease. Did you do it, grandfather?’




  ‘Yes, I, and others before me, for a very long while. That sack, too, was soaked in grease before being closed. Open it,’ Kritolaos said, pointing to a dark bundle that the boy,

  blinded by the armour, had not noticed. Talos worked excitedly to open the rigid, wrinkled sack, and drew out a huge bow, completely covered with a layer of ram’s fat.




  ‘Excellent!’ exclaimed Kritolaos. ‘It’s still in fine shape. It could strike again if guided by an expert hand.’ His eyes glittered. ‘By an expert

  hand,’ he repeated, turning to the boy with a sudden flash of tremendous determination in his eyes. ‘Your hand, Talos!’




  The old man’s lean and bony arm, mapped with blue veins, extended the immense bow towards the boy. Talos gazed at it as if hypnotized, not daring to touch it. ‘Take it, boy,

  it’s yours,’ Kritolaos urged.




  Talos took the amazing weapon into his hands. It was made of an animal’s horns, smooth and polished. The handgrip was wrapped in a thin sheath of silver embossed with a wolf’s head.

  The deep indentation on the right showed how many arrows had been shot from that weapon, with great force. Talos was pervaded by wild emotion, a thousand thoughts wheeling through his head. A

  strange essence seemed to emanate from that old bow and flow into his body, making him shake like a reed.




  ‘Whose bow is this, Kritolaos? Whose are these weapons? I’ve never seen anything like them. Not even the warriors down on the plain had anything like this. This bow isn’t made

  of wood.’




  ‘You’re right, Talos. It’s made of horn.’




  ‘But animals with horns this long don’t exist!’




  ‘You’re right, they don’t. At least not in our country. The animal who provided these horns ran ten or more generations ago on the distant plains of Asia. The bow was given to

  us as a gift by a lord of that land.’




  ‘But who . . . who did it belong to?’




  The old man had a solemn, almost noble, expression. ‘This is the bow of King Aristodemus, lord of Pylos and Ithome, sovereign of the Messenians, heir of Nestor, shepherd of peoples.’

  He lowered his white head for a moment, then gazed again at the boy, who stood before him with widened eyes and parted lips: ‘Talos, my boy, I’ve waited so long for this

  moment—’




  ‘What moment, Kritolaos, what do you mean? I don’t understand. It’s as if my mind were full of smoke.’




  ‘The moment in which to pass on the King’s bow. I am the last custodian of these weapons, preserved so jealously for generations. These are the symbols of the pride of our people,

  the last remembrances of our freedom. The time has come for me to entrust you with this terrible and precious secret. I am old, and my days could soon come to an end.’




  The boy gripped the horn bow, and stared with bright eyes at the armour. Suddenly he raised his eyes to meet Kritolaos’ gaze. ‘But what am I to do? I don’t know anything about

  our people. Weapons are made for fighting, aren’t they? Aren’t they, Kritolaos? I’m a cripple and I’m just a boy. Close up that chest again. I can’t, I don’t

  know how. You shouldn’t have shown me those weapons, it’s useless. No one will ever use them again.’




  The old man rested his hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘Calm down, Talos, calm down. There are still so many things that you don’t know and that you must learn. It will take time,

  but one day someone will wear that suit of armour. When he does, King Aristodemus will return to his people again and restore their lost freedom. The gods already know his name. Now, take that bow.

  I’ll teach you to use it to defend yourself, and to live with this secret even after I’m gone. The bow will be your faithful companion. It will save you from wolves and bears. And from

  men, Talos. From men as well.’




  ‘Why would I be in any danger from men? I’ve never hurt anyone. Who cares about the life of a crippled shepherd?’ Talos asked morosely.




  ‘There are things I can’t tell you yet, boy. Be patient, one day you’ll know. Now close that chest, it’s time to go.’




  Talos set down the bow. Lowering the lid of the chest, he glanced once again at the weapons glowing with a sinister light under the flickering torch light. He suddenly reached out his right hand

  to the sword’s hilt.




  ‘No, Talos, stop!’ cried out the old man, startling the boy. ‘Don’t touch that weapon!’




  ‘You scared me! Why shouldn’t I touch it? It’s only a sword, even if it did belong to a king.’




  ‘To a great king, Talos. But that doesn’t matter,’ grumbled Kritolaos, as he hurried to shut the chest himself. ‘That weapon is cursed!’




  ‘Oh, you and your silly superstitions!’




  ‘Don’t joke about this, Talos,’ responded the old man, gravely. ‘You don’t know. With that very sword King Aristodemus sacrificed his own daughter to the gods of

  the Underworld, to win victory over his enemies and freedom for his people. A futile act. No one has ever since dared to grip that sword. You must not touch it!’




  The chastened boy took the torch from the old man in silence and traced it along the borders of the chest, melting the pitch to seal it once again. They left the cavern, and Talos replaced the

  rocks at the entrance, camouflaging them with moss so that they seemed undisturbed. He ran to catch up to Kritolaos, who had already started down the path. The old man’s torch was reduced to

  a flaming stub.




  They walked in silence until they reached the edge of the clearing. The pale light of the setting moon revealed their cottage. Krios’ yelping greeted them.




  Kritolaos tossed away the butt of the torch and paused, turning to Talos. ‘Some day a man will come to take up that sword, Talos. It is written that he will be strong and innocent, moved

  by such a strong love for his people that he will sacrifice the voice of his own blood.’




  ‘Where are these words written? Who said them? How do you know?’ asked Talos, searching for the old man’s eyes, hidden in the shadows. ‘Who are you, really?’




  ‘One day you will come to know all of this. And that will be the last day of Kritolaos. Let us go now, the night is almost over and our work awaits us tomorrow.’ He strode towards

  the cottage. Talos followed him, tightly holding the great horn bow, the bow of Aristodemus, King.




  *




  Talos lay on his straw pallet, wide awake in the dark; a thousand thoughts tumbled through his mind. His heart pounded like it had that day down there on the plain, when that

  mysterious warrior had spoken to him. He sat up and stretched a hand towards the wall, reaching for the bow that Kritolaos had given him. He gripped it tight with two hands: it was polished and

  cold as death.




  Talos closed his eyes and listened to the furious beating of his heart, the hammering of his burning temples. He lay down again. His eyes, still closed, saw a city, fortified with powerful

  ramparts, crowned with towers, built with gigantic boulders of grey stone on top of a desolate mountain. A city shrouded in a cloud of dust.




  Suddenly a violent wind came up, clearing away the thick fog from the parched fields. Warriors appeared, the same he had seen on the plain. There were thousands of them, encased in gleaming

  armour, their faces hidden by helmets. They advanced from all directions, encircling the seemingly deserted city. Springing out from behind rocks, bushes, holes in the ground like phantoms, they

  were urged onward by the obsessive drumming that came from nowhere. As they advanced, their ranks became tighter, more compact. They fell into a march. Their shields, close one against the other,

  became a wall of bronze. Like an enormous, monstrous pair of claws, they prepared to close their grip on the deserted city.




  As the extraordinary circle closed, Talos felt his throat tightening so that he could not breathe. As much as he tried, he could not open his eyes or release his hold on the horn bow that burned

  into his numb fingers.




  Suddenly a frightening, fierce cry exploded like thunder from within the city. The walls were alive with a multitude of warriors, different from the others. They wore strange armour and carried

  immense shields of oxhide. Their helmets, also of leather, did not cover their faces. Talos saw the faces of men, of young boys, of old men with white beards. From below, hundreds of ladders were

  being placed against the walls, thousands of the enemy soldiers were climbing up from all directions, their weapons in their hands. In silence they scaled the city’s walls.




  The crowd on the bastions suddenly parted and a gigantic warrior appeared on the highest tower. His burnished bronze armour completely covered his body. From his side hung an amber-hilted sword.

  Talos felt his eyes dim and his heart slow to match the beating of the drum. He looked again towards the scene that seemed to be fading. The warrior held the lifeless body of a young woman, draped

  in black. A black drape, a rose of blood on her breast, a cloud of blonde hair, beautiful . . . how he wanted to touch that hair, caress those delicate, pale lips . . . Talos, the cripple.




  The drum sounded again, louder, always louder. The bronze warriors poured over the walls like a flooding river overflowing its banks. Their swords tore through the great shields of oxhide,

  pierced the leather cuirasses. They advanced, endlessly, hundreds of them, towards the man still standing on the highest tower. The great warrior lay down the girl’s fragile body and lunged

  into their midst, whirling his amber-hilted sword. Attacked from every direction, he disappeared and re-emerged like a bull among a pack of wolves.




  Silence. Smoking ruins, demolished houses. Dead, all dead. A blanket of dust carried by a warm, suffocating wind covered the martyred bodies, the dismantled walls, the falling towers. A

  solitary, motionless figure sat on a smoke-blackened mass. An old man, bent over, with his face hidden in his hands, hands full of tears. The white head lifted . . . a face devastated by pain . . .

  the face of Kritolaos!




  *




  Kritolaos’ face, illuminated by a ray of sunlight, was above him. The old man was saying something, but Talos couldn’t hear him at all, as if his mind and his senses

  were still prisoners of another world. Suddenly, the boy found himself sitting up on his straw pallet as Kritolaos said, ‘It’s time to get up, Talos. The sun has risen, we must bring

  the flock to pasture. What’s wrong with you, boy? Didn’t you sleep well? Come on, the fresh air will do you good and the cold spring water will wake you up. Your mother’s already

  poured milk into your bowl. Get dressed and come to eat,’ he added, leaving.




  Talos shook himself. Still dazed, he held his head between his hands and looked slowly around him for the bow: nothing! The bow had disappeared! He searched under the pallet, among the

  sheepskins that lay piled up in a corner of the room. Could it all have been a dream? he thought. No, impossible . . . but what, then? Dumbfounded, he moved aside the hanging mat that separated his

  sleeping place from the rest of the house and went to sit before the bowl of milk that his mother had poured.




  ‘Where’s my grandfather, mother? I don’t see him.’




  ‘He’s gone out already,’ answered the woman. ‘He said he’d wait for you with the sheep at the high spring.’




  Talos quickly downed his milk, put a piece of bread in his pack, took his staff, and hurried to the place his mother had indicated. The high spring flowed from the mountain not far away from

  Talos’ cottage. The shepherds of Mount Taygetus used this name to distinguish it from another that spouted at the large clearing at the edge of the forest, where they usually brought the

  animals to drink in the evening before closing them in their pens. Talos crossed the clearing quickly and entered the forest. He started along the high path and soon saw Kritolaos in the distance,

  driving the flock along with the able help of little Krios.




  ‘Grandfather, listen, I—’




  ‘I know, you didn’t find the bow.’ The old man smiled and opened his cape. ‘Here it is, boy. In good hands, as you can see.’




  ‘By Zeus, grandfather! I could have died when I didn’t find it this morning. Why did you take it with you? And why didn’t you wait for me like the other mornings?’




  ‘I didn’t want you asking questions in front of your mother.’




  ‘So, she’s not to know about any of this?’




  ‘No, your mother knew well where I took you last night and what you saw, but she mustn’t know anything else. A woman’s heart can be easily troubled. Now follow me,’ he

  said, starting up along the path again, covering the bow with his cape. They walked along together until the boy broke the silence.




  ‘Why did you take that bow, grandfather? Why do you keep it hidden?’




  ‘The first question is reasonable. The second is only silly, Talos.’




  ‘All right, the Helots are forbidden to carry weapons. This is a weapon.’




  ‘Let’s say, a very unusual weapon.’




  ‘Right, but will you at least answer the first question I asked you?’




  ‘Yes, son, you have a right to the answer,’ said Kritolaos, stopping in the middle of the path. Krios had already understood where they were headed, and stubbornly continued to drive

  the sheep in the direction of the small grassy clearing near the high spring. ‘I want you to learn to handle this weapon with the same skill as the great Ulysses.’




  ‘But how could that ever be, grandfather? You are so old and I—’




  ‘You must only believe in yourself,’ reprimanded Kritolaos. ‘As for me, don’t think I’ve become this old doing nothing.’




  They had reached the small grassy clearing where the flock was already grazing under Krios’ vigilant eye. Kritolaos looked around; his gaze searched the peaks of the surrounding hills to

  assure himself that they were completely alone. He threw his cape to the ground and held out the bow to Talos.




  ‘So I’m too old, is that it?’ he asked with a smile. ‘Listen well, greenhorn,’ he continued, winking, ‘who taught the great Achilles to use his

  weapons?’




  ‘Old Khiron, the centaur, if I’m not mistaken.’




  ‘That’s exactly right; and who taught the great Ulysses to use his bow?’




  ‘The father of his father in the forests of Epeiros.’




  ‘Good!’ laughed the old man, satisfied. ‘I thought that as your beard was sprouting, your mind was going soft. As you can see, it’s the old man’s experience that

  allows an ignorant and presumptuous young one to become a man worthy of his name.’




  Talos rubbed his chin; it seemed too much to call those sparse little hairs a beard. He gripped the bow firmly in both hands with a suddenly serious expression.




  ‘Not like that, by Hercules! That’s not the stick you use to push the goats into their pen. Pay attention: look here, this part covered with silver is the handgrip, which must be

  grasped firmly in your left hand.’ The boy nodded, imitating what he was taught.




  ‘Very good,’ continued the old man. ‘With your right hand you must pull taut the cord that will shoot the arrow forward.’




  ‘But there is no cord here,’ protested the puzzled boy.




  ‘Of course not! If there were, this weapon wouldn’t be worth anything. The bowstring is attached only at the moment when you want to use the bow, and then must be taken off again. If

  this weren’t done, the bow would become curved and lose all of its flexibility, and thus its power. Don’t worry, here’s the bowstring,’ he said, rummaging in his pack.

  ‘It’s made of corded gut. I’ve been preparing it myself for many weeks without your knowing.




  ‘Now we shall attach it to the bow. Watch carefully: you prop one end of the bow on the ground behind your left leg, being sure to keep it in a vertical position with your left hand. Like

  this, you hook the cord to the ring at the bottom, and then attach the other end to the hook that’s jutting out on the top part of the bow.’




  ‘But it won’t reach!’




  ‘Of course it doesn’t reach. If it did, the bow wouldn’t have any force. It would be too flexible, and your arm wouldn’t be long enough to string it. To be able to hook

  the cord, you have to curve the bow with all your strength, leaning your whole body onto the upper horn that you’re grasping with your left hand. At the same time, with your right you must

  extend the end of the cord until you can slip it over the final ring, into the right hook. Simple, no?’




  ‘It’s easy for you to say, grandfather,’ replied the boy, panting as he tried to carry out Kritolaos’ instructions. ‘This thing is hard! It just won’t bend,

  and then . . .’ continued Talos, unhappily abandoning his efforts, ‘and then, you mean to tell me it takes all this work just to fix the cord? Damn it, grandfather, if I really had to

  defend myself against an enemy, as you say, he could easily cut me to pieces while I’m standing here like an idiot with this thing that won’t bend. I don’t think you should have

  counted on me, old man. Maybe you’re like Khiron or the father of Laertes but I’m not the great Achilles, or brave Ulysses. I’m Talos, the cripple.’




  ‘When you’re finished feeling sorry for yourself,’ burst out Kritolaos, irritated, ‘and when you’ve stopped whimpering like a little girl, I’ll tell you some

  more things you should know. To begin with, here’s one: stop thinking that everything can be learned easily and immediately. All difficult things require willpower, and learning to use this

  bow is certainly not an easy task. It’s not muscles that are lacking, it’s your faith in yourself. Now let’s stop this small talk, take the bow and do as I’ve told

  you!’




  The tone of his voice was so commanding that Talos didn’t consider even the smallest objection. He swallowed the knot that he felt rising in his throat, and grasped the upper horn of the

  bow with his left hand, pulling the cord with his right. He clenched his teeth, drawing on all his force. Painfully straining his muscles, he began to pull with a constant, continuous effort.




  ‘Yes, boy, like that, grip tight!’ Kritolaos instantly heard his own words echoing in his mind. He saw a small hand reaching up to squeeze his index finger from a rough cradle, the

  distant light of a sunset that entered through a crack in the door, the long shadows. The image suddenly faded as he saw Talos’ face dripping with sweat, the expression of triumph in his

  reddened eyes. He had conquered the great horn bow! Talos grasped the bow-stave in his left hand, and his right touched the string that vibrated with a low hum.




  ‘Is this what you meant, grandfather?’ Talos asked smiling. Kritolaos’ look was full of emotion and amazement.




  ‘You’ve strung the bow of Aristodemus,’ he said with a tremor in his voice. The boy looked at the gleaming weapon, then lifted his eyes serenely to his grandfather’s,

  filled with tears.




  ‘The bow of Kritolaos,’ he murmured.




  *




  Many months had passed since the day Kritolaos had begun to teach Talos to use the bow. Every day, the old man had demanded increasingly intense training from the boy. The

  incredible perseverance of the old master overcame even Talos’ occasional discouragement. By the end of autumn, when the first cold winds blew up from the mountains, the boy had become quite

  agile. His arms, stretched by constant exercise, had become brawny and muscular. His physique was well developed; although he was just a little over sixteen, he seemed much more a man than a

  boy.




  Kritolaos, on the contrary, was in quick decline. It seemed that the energy that was blossoming in the boy’s limbs must have been draining from Kritolaos’ tired bones. The effort of

  continuous concentration had rapidly exhausted the old man’s spirit. As the days passed he became increasingly fretful, hurried by his fear of not finishing the task he had begun. This very

  fear seemed to feed the endless attention needed to direct and guide the boy, protected from prying eyes in some hidden valley or solitary clearing.




  Talos’ exercises were progressively more difficult; Kritolaos had taught him to make arrows, to balance them perfectly, and to shoot with great precision and power. The bow itself, rigid

  at first because it had not been handled for so long, had repeatedly been on the verge of breaking. Talos had greased it thousands of times and warmed it by the fire, so that it gradually became

  more elastic.




  The moment of his final test approached; the test that for Talos represented a kind of initiation, his passage into manhood. He was excited and enthusiastic about his constantly growing prowess,

  but at night, stretched out on his straw pallet, he often remained awake thinking. It was hard to understand what the old man was aiming for with this continuous and even brutal drilling. He had

  taught Talos to use his staff as well as the bow. And Talos had learned to bend the cornel crook to his will, while exploiting its formidable power. Certainly, defending the flock from thieves and

  from wild animals was a valid reason for wielding such weapons; but that couldn’t explain everything. Talos continued to puzzle over this problem without coming to an answer. Also, he was

  very worried about Kritolaos’ rapid decline. The old man was stooped over, his legs had become very unsteady. Sometimes the light in his tired gaze seemed to be going out.
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  THE CHAMPION




  THE DAY THAT KRITOLAOS had chosen for the final test arrived: clear but very windy.




  The old man and the boy woke up very early and quickly reached the high spring. Talos threw off his cloak and washed himself in the chill spring water. At Kritolaos’ signal, gripping the

  bow, he put the sheepskin quiver over his shoulder and walked forward about thirty paces. The old man stood near a young cornel tree, straight and slender. He took its topmost branch and curved it

  downward so that its tip nearly touched the ground. He turned to Talos.




  ‘Careful!’ he shouted. ‘When I let go of the branch, I’ll count to three, and you let fly. All right?’




  ‘Yes,’ replied Talos, reaching for the quiver. Kritolaos had made the test as difficult as possible: the boy had to hit a small, rapidly moving target, calculating the speed and

  direction of the wind. Talos looked up at the leaves of the trees and again at the target, which seemed incredibly small: a twig at this distance! He chose a long, rather heavy arrow, and slowly

  put himself into position to shoot.




  ‘Here we go!’ shouted Kritolaos, releasing the slender branch and moving quickly aside. The tree whistled like a whip, swaying rapidly. Talos held his breath. He followed the

  target’s movement for a second, gripping the bow lightly with his left hand. He shot; the heavy arrow, perfectly balanced, flew through the air with a muffled roar. It tore through the

  tree’s bark and ended up in a nearby field.




  ‘I failed, damn it!’ raged Talos, running towards the still-moving target.




  ‘By Hercules, my boy, you hit it! You got it, I tell you!’ The old man marvelled, still watching the tree. ‘Great Zeus, from thirty paces, in movement, and with this

  wind.’ He turned towards the breathless boy. ‘You got it, understand? What did you expect, to nail it straight through the middle? Talos, do you know what this means? In a few months .

  . . you’ve done this just in a few months!’




  The old shepherd shook with emotion, his knees trembled. It was evident that he had anxiously awaited this moment.




  ‘Wait, help me to sit down, my boy. My knees won’t hold me up. Come here, sit next to me. There, good. And now listen to me, boy: you will become a great archer, as great as Ajax

  Oileus, like Ulysses—’




  Talos laughed heartily. ‘Don’t get ahead of yourself, grandfather! Don’t you think that toothless mouth of yours is opened too wide? It was just luck!’




  ‘Impertinent little bastard!’ exclaimed Kritolaos, his eyes rolling upwards. ‘I’ll break this staff on your rump. You’ll learn to respect your elders!’




  Talos tumbled sideways to escape the stick that the old man jokingly threatened him with, then jumped to his feet and ran towards the forest. He called to his dog, ‘Here, Krios. Run! Come

  on, old thing, catch me!’




  The animal flung himself after its young master, wagging its tail and barking. It was a game they had played many times. He hadn’t yet caught up to the boy when Talos stopped short: behind

  a leafy beech tree stump stood a man, unmoving, wrapped in a heavy cloak of dark wool, his face half covered by a hood. He paused a moment, staring at the boy. Then he snatched up a bundle of twigs

  and hurried away along the path. Meanwhile Kritolaos, panting, had reached the boy. Obviously disturbed, he gripped Talos’ arm.




  ‘What’s the matter, grandfather, haven’t you ever seen a wayfarer?’




  Kritolaos continued to stare in consternation at the hooded figure rapidly moving away. The old man put the bow to Talos. ‘Kill him,’ he commanded.




  ‘Have you lost your mind, grandfather? Why should I kill him? I don’t even know who he is, he hasn’t hurt me or anything.’




  ‘He saw you using the bow. He’s not one of us, he’s a Spartan. You must kill him. Now, while there’s still time.’ The old man’s voice betrayed his fear.




  ‘No, I can’t,’ Talos replied calmly. ‘If he attacked me, maybe I could shoot him, but not like this; he’s unarmed, and has his back turned to me.’




  Kritolaos didn’t speak another word that whole day, despite Talos’ efforts to cheer him up. He seemed terribly discouraged, as if all of his hopes, his very reason for living, had

  been rubbed out in a single moment. The following days were full of anxiety for the old man: he kept a close watch even at pasture, and hardly dared to let his young charge practise with the bow.

  When he did allow it, he sought out distant, out-of-the-way places: he acted as though they were being watched, spied upon; every noise startled him, made his eyes brim with tears. Talos became

  very worried.




  Days passed, months. Springtime was almost over, and nothing untoward had happened. Kritolaos seemed reassured, but his health was quickly declining. Some days he didn’t even go out to

  pasture. He sat on his stool for long hours; men from nearby farms going to work or to pasture with their sheep stopped to talk to him. They all seemed strangely troubled, as if they knew that

  Kritolaos’ end was at hand. In the evenings, Talos returned alone with the flock and little Krios. After finishing his tasks, he would sit at his grandfather’s feet and talk with him

  for hours. Talos reported his progress with the bow, which he still carried with him. Sometimes he was gone for several days at a time, when the pasture was far away, and slept in a crude hut made

  of branches, twigs and leaves.




  One day, as springtime was ending, Talos was on the slopes of Mount Taygetus, not too far from his home. Kritolaos hadn’t felt well the night before, and Talos didn’t want to be too

  far off. His mother could easily reach him if she needed to, or send someone after him.




  It was almost noon, and hot. Talos sat under a tree, looking towards the plain where the silver olive trees glimmered. Behind him was a long stretch of road that came from the north and appeared

  deserted. Talos had heard from friends of his who were servants in the city that important things were about to happen. The sailors of Gytheum, who brought the fish to market, had seen an immense

  fleet coming from the east during the night: hundreds and hundreds of ships with long bronze rostra ploughing through the waves. A great king had sent them from his empire beyond the sea, to wage

  war on Athens.




  Talos had only very vague ideas of what went on away from his mountain. He had heard Kritolaos speak of the other nations of Greece, but he had never seen anyone except the people of Taygetus

  and the warriors of the city. Talos wondered why that great king would want to declare war on such a small city as Athens. Why would he come with all those ships, if what the sailors of Gytheum

  said were true? He thought of how much he’d like to see a ship. He’d heard that there were some so big that all the people of a whole village could fit inside, but that couldn’t

  be true. Anyway, there was something strange going on: squads of warriors were departing almost every day, both along the north road and the sea road. Many of the Helot shepherds and farmers were

  afraid that a great war was about to break out; if so, they would have to accompany the warriors to serve them and carry their weapons.




  As Talos was absorbed in his thoughts, his gaze lost over the plain, it seemed to him that he could see something moving far off, on the road that came from the north. Slightly bigger than a

  black speck in a cloud of dust. He strained to see: yes, someone was arriving on the road from Argos. Someone running alone under the sun in the direction of Sparta.




  Talos stood up, anxious to see better, and began to make his way down the side of the mountain towards a small spring that flowed near the road. The man seemed to be carrying nothing but a small

  bundle, tied behind his shoulders: the short chiton that came just to his groin and the dagger hanging from his belt meant that the runner was a warrior.




  He was quite close now and Talos could see him very well. When he reached the spring, the man stopped. He was covered with dust and sweat and breathing strangely, blowing air loudly out of his

  mouth, and swelling up his huge torso rhythmically. With the water he washed his face, his arms, his legs. Then, removing his chiton, he gradually washed the rest of his body, gasping at the

  freezing mountain water.




  Talos smiled. ‘Cold, isn’t it?’




  ‘Ah, yes, boy, it’s cold but it’s good for me. It strengthens the muscles and awakens the energy in these weary limbs.’




  The man, nearly naked, had an extraordinary build: thick arms, a wide chest, long, nervous legs. Talos looked at him closely: he had to be a warrior, but what country did he come from? He had a

  curious, sing-song way of speaking, and a manner of doing things that inspired confidence. In fact, Talos was amazed at himself for having spoken so spontaneously to a man who was obviously a

  warrior. The stranger got dressed again.




  ‘Is Sparta far from here?’ he asked.




  ‘Not very. If you keep running like you were just now, you’ll be there in no time. There, see: the city is behind that curve in the road, you can’t miss it. But what are you

  going to do at Sparta? You’re not Spartan. You must come from far away,’ he added, ‘I’ve never heard anyone speak like you, not even the Messenian shepherds or the fishermen

  who come to the market from Gytheum.’




  ‘So, then, you were watching me. Spying on me?’




  ‘Oh, no, I was just up there tending my sheep and I happened to see you running from such a long way. Won’t you tell me who you are and where you come from?’




  ‘Of course, boy, I’m Philippides of Athens, winner of the last Olympics. And you?’




  ‘I’m Talos,’ replied the boy gazing straight into the stranger’s eyes.




  ‘Just Talos?’




  ‘Talos the cripple.’




  The stranger was struck silent for a moment. ‘What happened to your foot? Did you fall on the mountain?’




  ‘No,’ replied the boy calmly. ‘My grandfather Kritolaos says that the midwife who pulled me from my mother’s womb was too rough. But I’m wasting your time;

  don’t you have to go?’




  ‘Yes, Talos, I should go, but if I don’t rest a bit, my heart will burst: I left my city three days ago at dawn.’




  Talos looked at him, astonished. ‘That’s impossible! I know for sure that Athens is beyond the sea. You couldn’t have got here on foot!’
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