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Foreword


“And as in the Olympic Games it is not the most beautiful and the strongest that are crowned but those who compete (for it is some of these that are victorious), so those who act win, and rightly win, the noble and good things in life.” 

—Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics

From the philosophers of antiquity, Socrates, Plato, Zeno, and Aristotle, to the visionaries of the modern Games, Evangelos Zappas, Ioannis Fokianos, William Penny Brookes, Demetrios Vikelas, and Pierre De Coubertin, the richness of the Olympic heritage and ancient Hellenic civilization, also known as Olympism, has served as a source of inspiration and a point of reference for imagining a better, more peaceful world. I was fortunate enough to grow up around, learn and serve these ideals throughout my life as an athlete, actor, coach, policy maker and public intellectual, committed to preserving and re-infusing this heritage in order to meet the challenges of the modern world. From my days studying under an IOC scholarship to my early years in academia as a sports management professor committed to ‘Olympism in Action’ scholarship, to becoming the founder and president of the Olympism for Humanity Alliance, to my many trips to ancient Olympia itself with students and faculty from many continents, eager to learn and be inspired by the significance of the Olympic Games — both ancient and modern — the first and oldest peace-building institution in human history.

I was born and raised in a region with a long history of conflict. I have had the opportunity to experience warfare, hatred, and division — I have witnessed mass displacements firsthand and developed a lifelong commitment to understanding the complexities of peace and conflict. Growing up in Cyprus, in a family environment strongly influenced by the triptych of athleticism, Olympian heritage and giving, these values have shaped the core of my sociological imagination and political philosophy foundations over the thirty years of my academic journey. These foundations have provided me with the tools and the vehicle to design and deliver Olympism-driven inspirational ventures across fragile communities and regions of conflict. The core of this platform was grounded in what I now call Olympism for Humanity praxis (or in action).  It has been further guided by the richness of ancient Hellenic civilizational ideals, blended with humanism and contemporary bodies of knowledge that embrace peacebuilding, personal and community resilience, human creativity and social innovation, international co-operation, and global cross-cultural dialogue. My scholarship and fieldwork were based on one proposition — that this Olympic ethos and heritage can serve as both a universal platform and a peacebuilding process to address the many challenges of our current century. In other words, I argue (and practice what I preach) that the more we understand and connect with the depth of Olympic ideals and heritage — enriched today with contemporary Sport for Development Theory and Olympism for Humanity praxis — the more we can transform today’s ‘Olympic divide’ into pathways for an ‘Olympic divine’ that triggers imagination, inspiration and human creativity. This is a proven pathway for regeneration, peace-building, and recovery across continents. 

On March 11, 2020, I met John Martino at the birthplace of the Olympic ideal, ancient Olympia itself, during the Tokyo 2020 Games Torch Lighting Ceremony. This date was chosen by the Tokyo 2020 organizing committee to honor the victims of the March 11, 2011, great East Japan earthquake — and helped spread, in this way — a message of hope, resilience, and recovery. The following day, John, my students, and I attended the Lighting Ceremony and the first stages of the Torch Relay while talking about this book you now hold before you and our shared vision. We began exploring synergies for doing more to restore the origins and the hidden treasures of the Olympian heritage — as a vehicle of hope and inspiration — as well as being a form of psychological recovery from man-made and natural disasters. A few hours later, the World Health Organization announced that COVID-19 was characterized as a pandemic; the Torch Relay was canceled, and the world was put into complete lockdown. Looking back, this can be seen as an opportunity and a call for action (guided by our Muses) to reconnect, re-imagine and spread Pelops’s message and ideals — from Delphi to Olympia, from Tokyo to Melbourne, from Colorado Springs to Georgetown and beyond — across the globe. This novel is a tribute to this heritage, especially given the current global need for dreaming the ideal and for imagining a better world whose sources of inspiration transcend isolated pockets of humanity to become modern-day heroines and heroes for us all. The sporting stars of this novel operate as active and engaged global citizens who perform generous deeds, overcome life’s challenges, and build bridges of hope, resilience, and prosperity. Humanity needs narratives that are rich in the wealth of human learning — with both anthropological and historical soundness — expressed in a language that can be relevant and universal.

All these elements were brilliantly crafted into this novel. As we enter the post-COVID-19 new beginning for our world, this book — filled with the light of Olympia — is needed more than ever. It is a source of inspiration and a platform for the imagination, hope, and global action. Thank you, Mick and John, Drs. O’Kane and Martino, for this outstanding contribution and for giving me the privilege to introduce your great endeavor. As for the readers — the future Olympic dreamers, visionaries, believers, fans, and sportspeople — I wish you all an Olympism-inspired, life-long journey of action towards a better world. Let the hope, imagination and divine essence of Olympia light your way — in theory and through personal application. Enjoy the ride!

 

Alexis Lyras, PhD
Georgetown University
Olympism for Humanity Alliance

 

 

 




PROLOGUE


Olympia, 1881 C.E.

Under a blazing midday sun, three men emerged from a copse of olive trees. Sweat dripped from their brows as they strode through knee-high grass toward a large patchwork of the countryside. Ahead lay a series of excavation plots of varying depths neatly divided by peg and rope. Equipped with spades, trowels, and prospector hammers, an archaeological field crew bustled around these plots. From within the dig pit of a large, partially exposed stadium, an archaeologist glanced up at the sweat-bedecked newcomers, only to resume his burrowing.

Dressed in fashionable blazers, two of these new arrivals had made no concession to the sweltering heat. They followed an elderly local man who was much more comfortably attired. The deep sun-bronzing of his face highlighted light flecked eyes that twinkled with excitement. Turning toward one of the perspiring, mustachioed men, he declared, ‘Yes, Baron, we are here.’

Beaming with pleasure, the baron nodded at the guide, turning then to his weary companion. ‘At last — Olympia!’ he exclaimed with a pronounced French accent.

His fellow aristocrat, an Englishman, replied, ‘Let us hope it was worth the effort, Baron. These Germans…’ sweeping his arm around to indicate the archaeological team behind them ‘…seem to have cleared very little.’

Unable to contain his pride, the Greek guide interrupted, ‘Yes, the Germans move slowly and carefully, but the true story of Olympia is not to be found in these old stones they chip away at. It is in the memories of my people — what you educated men would call myths and legends.’

The baron turned back to the guide, ‘You promised us that story when we reached this site. We have followed that promise a long way.’

 Flashing a grin, the guide ushered them towards some tree-shaded rubble, ‘Yes, yes, I did promise. And I am a man of my word. First, though, take my flask — you two look like sardines out of water.’

Gratefully, the Englishman accepted fluid from the guide, although the baron strode through the rubble and settled himself. He was eager for the guide’s tale.

Ensuring that the English gent was also seated, the guide then stood before both men, ‘My country has known many periods of great misfortune. One of these is now remembered as the Greek Dark Ages. After the fall of legendary Troy, Greek fought against Greek for hundreds of years. The carving on these stones around us was young then, and the sacred site of Olympia stood firm, but all else was in chaos. We had no central government, no unity, no shared national identity, and my ancestors had lost much — even the art of reading and writing had been forgotten. It was a time of great terror and rivers of blood, a time when few good men stood tall, and even patriots like the great poet Homer wandered blind and alone.

From this part of Greece, from Olympia herself, something extraordinary was born. Although the Greek cities around her were forever in combat — Elis and Pisa to the north, Sparta to the south — one young Greek who lived here chose not to go to war. He stood apart from it all. He stood against the conflict. He defied everyone: his father, the Spartans, even the foreigners who then pulled the strings of Sparta, the Phoenicians, rulers of the Mediterranean from their mighty city of Carthage in North Africa. He defied them, but not with violence. It was his idea of peace that triumphed. The name of this almost forgotten hero was Pelops…’

 




I


The Plain of Olympia, 776 B.C.E.

Atop a densely treed hill, a high-ranking Spartan, evident from the quality of his armor, watched with hooded eyes consuming all below. Every inch of ground was carefully examined; nothing escaped his gaze. Flinging back his travel-stained scarlet cloak, he maneuvered his warhorse towards the looming trees to ensure concealment, while below him, two opposing armies began to form up on a dry, flat plain. Sent by the twin kings of Sparta to descry this battle, the grizzled veteran was himself keen to see how this new style of warfare — said to be the deadliest ever engaged in — would play out between these bitter rivals.

Ψ

Packed within a body of grim-faced men pleading to the gods or cursing their fate, a young man prepared to face his first battle. Like many of his comrades, he was no professional soldier or hardened mercenary. He was just another reluctant target for the spear and sword of the foe. Caught up in endless wars of domination, the Greek royalty, often little more than empowered brutal children, spent the blood of these common men like so much liquid gold. The young combatant-to-be, Koroibos, knew this better than most. As head cook to Iphitos, king of Elis, he had experienced both the generosity and mercurial whims of a monarch first hand. Temperamental by caste and character, Koroibos mused, a king could raise a man above all others while he is in favor and still send him to die in battle on an impulse. In Koroibos’s case, one careless remark was all it had taken. Even now, he could not believe his own stupidity.

‘If you could fight like you cook, young Koroibos, we would bring Pisa to its knees in a heartbeat,’ King Iphitos had slurred to him at the banquet table only scant days before.

‘I would welcome an opportunity to impale those Pisatan pigs upon my spit for you, Lord,’ Koroibos had boasted in the belief that so long as the king was enjoying his table, he was safe from any actual fighting.

This belief proved in vain when the wine-befuddled regent lurched upright, declaring to his court, ‘See what men we grow in Elis — even our cooks thirst for the glory of battle. How can we lose with men like this? Koroibos, you shall carry your king’s spear into our next battle and honor us all.’

From there, the nightmare only worsened. After the hellish basic training, with barely time enough for bruises to heal, let alone acquire even any modest martial confidence, Koroibos was convinced that the impending day of battle between Elis and Pisa would be his last. With the king having all but forgotten his decree, he was just another body lost in the press of a formation of hundreds, all of whom were expected to fight and die for their city and its ruler.

Their march called to a halt, Koroibos and his fellow warriors stood jammed together within a rectangular battle array, positioned at one end of the Great Plain of Olympia, itself roughly equidistant between the cities of Elis and Pisa. The ragtag army of Pisa darkened the other end of the field. Tradition, as always, had dictated the choice of site; this field had drunk much ancestral blood: the rival kings would again seek to quench its thirst. The battle formation of Elis stood dutifully frozen, with just the odd man here and there swaying from fear or the first signs of heat exhaustion. Their battered armor and shields refracted the sun’s bright rays through the thick swirls of dust that eddied around them. Finally came the cry Koroibos dreaded — King Iphitos screamed, ‘Advance!’ The Elean warriors shuffled forward, their accompanying panpipe musicians disguising the dry hollowness of the battle paean they began to chant.

As row after row of combatants advanced, huge billowy clouds of dust sprang up to join the dust swirls already aroused by the wind. To a man, the Eleans coughed or spat. Many had drunk deeply from wine flasks to allay their terror; these wine-parched throats soon became their most immediate regret. Raw fear tinged with sweat and the stench of fresh vomit assailed their nostrils, while the outside world, limited to what they could see through the narrow eye slits of their helmets, became a place of murky dread. Soon the false bravado of their battle chanting sounded more like the bleating of goats, even to their own ears, while that of their enemies reached the crescendo of baying wolves at the climax of the hunt.

Koroibos stumbled along, gripping and re-gripping his long spear while trying to maintain the marching discipline so new to him and so foreign to his nature. Elbowed and shouldered by more seasoned warriors, he struggled not to foul the moving forest of spear shafts that loomed above with his own upright weapon as the two enemy formations drew slowly closer to their moment of impact. Locked within this press of warriors, he wondered what good he was to these hard men or how he could survive the clash without disgracing himself and his family. Never one to put too much faith in the Immortals of Mount Olympos, he found it increasingly difficult to believe that Aries, fearsome Lord of War, would favor a cook over his dedicated warriors. ‘O Gods, I need to spill my water,’ he moaned, sacrilegiously.

Overheard by the Elean keeping step beside him, the veteran glanced at the outline of a cooking pot painted on Koroibos’s battered helmet and chuckled, ‘Just nerves, cook. We all need to dampen the ground right about now. Welcome to the pointy end.’

Koroibos began to feel his face burn from embarrassment, knowing the veteran had his measure by the helmet’s insignia, the inescapable sign of a press-ganged civilian. Yet such was Elis’s need of fighting men that Koroibos found himself in the fires of combat rather than in the heat of the kitchen, where he belonged. This reality of battle was already a far cry from the oft-drunken braggadocio he had heard from the old men crafting their warrior reputations in the taverns back home. He decided there and then that he would not follow their example. If, of course, he was lucky enough to grow old as they had.

The veteran shoved an elbow into his ribs and yelled above the din of stamping, chanting men, ‘Get a hold of yourself. Didn’t you hear our king? Time to kill, time to maim! Let’s show these Pisatan cowards what the men of Elis are made of!’

Dropping his twelve-foot spear to the horizontal plane and tucking its haft beneath his armpit, Koroibos imitated the battle-ready maneuver of those around him. His spear-tip was threaded through the ranks of those before him to help form a wall of staggered, deadly steel, while the buckler he grasped with his other arm protected the man on his immediate left.

Under the harsh Hellenic sun, the armies of Elis and Pisa stood ready to initiate a radical form of close-combat warfare that was dependent upon discipline and blind courage. Unbeknownst to the combatants, who had simply submitted to what they thought was a new training regime implemented by hired Spartan instructors, this battle would mark the dawn of phalanx warfare. The full extent of the changes the Spartan trainers had wrought now become visible to the men of the Elean front line, as neither they nor their Pisatan counterparts were ordered to break formation to prepare for the usual melee of small group and single combat, but continued to advance right into the protruding spears. The all-enveloping clouds of dust helped obscure this brutal reality until the last possible moment. Having trained their charges to believe that this ramming tactic was merely designed to intimidate their foe, the Spartan instructors — delighted with the additional cloaking effect of the dust clouds — failed to arrest these juggernauts with any counter orders, broke ranks, and slunk from the field. Their dust-concealed subterfuge was complete. As the opposing kings were positioned out of harm’s way at the extreme right of these tightly-packed, hedgehog-like formations, the frontline warriors were now literally driven by the weight of numbers behind them onto a wall of razor-sharp spearheads.

ΨΨ

Screaming in shock and pain, they fell in their droves. Both formations’ front ranks crumpled, with those deadly tips not embedded in flesh far enough into the enemy mass to slay and injure warriors of the second and third ranks. As the horror of this first strike registered, and geysers of blood sprayed those still standing, a few remembered their training or acted from instinct, trying to interlock their shields while disengaging their spears for further thrusts. Warriors now stabbed blindly at what remained of the first three ranks opposing them as they sought to avoid the punctured bodies of fallen comrades and stay upright upon the streams of blood flowing underfoot. The fresh warriors in the following ranks stepped forward or were pressured by those in the file behind to fill the many gaps in the broken front ranks, all the while trying to control their rising panic at the inevitability of harm when they reached the killing zone.

Koroibos still had three men between himself and the spears of the Pisatan phalanx. As a first-time warrior, this was not unusual; all he had to do was maintain his position in the formation and keep the same faces, or recognizable helmets, to either side of him. That was the theory, anyway. Between the exhausting heat, the blinding dust, the hypoxia of fear, and now the lightning strike of first contact with the enemy, Koroibos lost the contents of his bladder and all sight of the veteran who had upbraided him on the way into battle. What stunned him back into awareness was the intense pain of a wooden pole being smashed over his helmet. From behind.

Discipline in that part of the formation was maintained by a middle-aged decadarchos — a notorious martinet — and, after a week of drilling, Koroibos was more afraid of him than the enemy. Having screamed himself hoarse trying to get the inexperienced rear ranks to obey, the decadarchos had taken to clouting their helmets with a broken spear haft. Koroibos was an early victim. Caught off-guard by these stunning blows, he lurched forward to evade the madman’s reach. Slipping on a large puddle of blood, he bounced off two comrades trying to right himself and found himself pushed even further forward. It was the final mistake Koroibos made that day.

Despite his trepidation, when he had earlier felt like a child straining amongst adults for a glimpse of a deadly brawl, he now found himself not needing to clear any obstacles to view the carnage. The meat-grinder of close combat was exposed in all its gruesome detail: blood, severed limbs, spilled intestines, steaming feces, gore-encrusted men bellowing for all the cosmos like they had been struck with madness and, everywhere he glanced, edged weapons snaked out like enraged vipers to deliver bites of death. Wide-eyed with shock, Koroibos had reached the spot where the second rank of his phalanx had only moments earlier fallen en masse. Here the battle was at its fiercest amongst those who still held their nerve.

While a veteran could survive several minutes in such intense hand-to-hand fighting, protected, though ultimately enervated, by his heavy bronze armor before he could fall back to restore his strength, a tyro like Koroibos was little more than bone and metal to dull the edge of an enemy weapon. The first spear to strike him dislodged his helmet; the second tore his shield away, dislocating his arm. Screaming in pain, he failed to see the next spear. This one was damaged so that its rear spike, the sauroter, or ‘lizard-killer,’ as the men jokingly called their spear butts, was used to punch him in the lower thigh, knocking Koroibos down onto one knee. As he reeled from this flurry of blows, a shield wielded by a brutish Pisatan first-ranker crashed into his unprotected head, sending him, blessedly, to the lands of Hypnos, Morpheus, and Nyx.

Stunned at what he had witnessed and finally regaining his own senses, Iphitos, the Elean king, fearing victory would come at too great a cost, was the first to cry, ‘Retreat!’

Almost simultaneously, his opposing number, the Pisatan King Kleosthenes, saw too the impossibility of anything other than a hollow victory and, rather than sacrifice more brave souls, commanded his men to disengage.

Exactly who was victorious that day will ever be a matter of debate. The Elean king claimed victory, knowing he had lost fewer men while maintaining the private fantasy that Pisa would no longer be able to resist Elean efforts to bring it to heel. If ever, that is, the now sadly-depleted Eleans could mount such a force again. 

The Pisatans claimed a victory of sorts, too, as this stalemated battle of attrition meant that they had retained their status as an independent city able to enforce their own taxation and governance. Just. At least in the eyes of their king, they had fought their larger neighbor to a standstill and had refused to bend their knee to the Eleans. Invasion and conquest were a fear for tomorrow. As archers in the rear rank stepped forward to cover the disorderly retreat of both armies, loosing flights of arrows into the bodies of wounded enemies too disabled to crawl to safety, the surviving fighting men on both sides considered that neither army triumphed, given the sickening number of slain and maimed. Demoralizing them even further, they were ordered to leave the fallen where they lay, as neither king would offer respite to collect the dead. This was a stain upon their warrior honor and a crime against the gods that left the city’s shrines, many a mourning family, and the Boatman of the Styx all wanting.

Koroibos remained where he had collapsed.

ΨΨΨ

From a nearby hilltop, the spy smirked at the carnage below. What work, he thought, his fellow agents had done amongst the Eleans and Pisatans to convince them that such tactics would achieve a visit from the goddess Nike. He turned his horse towards Sparta and home.

ΨΨΨΨ

Loping along the broken roadway, the relic of a more accomplished age, a youth of nineteen summers kept his breath even and his stride long as he raced towards Olympia, bearing a message for his father, the chief priest, Tantalus. As the sun beat down, leaving him in a sheen of sweat, Pelops sighted what appeared to be a large body of men approaching in the distance — the haze and dust rising from the road made their identity uncertain. With the gap closed, he spotted first the royal banner of Elis flying over a dusty, though regally-attired, figure on horseback in the vanguard, then some distance behind, a great number of foot soldiers, slick with sweat, grime, and what appeared to be the caked gore of a recent battle. ‘Another battle,’ Pelops cursed. And this one seemed to have gone very poorly for the men of Elis, many of whom he knew as supplicants to the shrines of Olympia, judging by their disheveled state and the near-lifeless carriage of their king. Jogging past the king on the other side of the roadway, he nodded deferentially. King Iphitos failed to acknowledge him. The regent swayed to the gait of his stallion, transfixed by the line of the horizon Pelops had just crossed. Glancing at the Elean warriors behind, Pelops could not only see the ravages of battle-buckled armor, ruined shields, broken spears, as well as broken men amidst those who still struggled to hold their heads high — but he sensed their collective despair. He caught himself stepping up his pace to escape this grim spectacle, rather than slowing, as his conscience cried out he should, to lend what succor he might. Too many bloodshot eyes stared lifelessly at his now-sprinting form, and he raced to escape their gaze.

In the fields surrounding the roadway, farmers had paused in their toil to contemplate Elis’s gutted militia. Despite a passing curiosity as to the outcome of the battle, they were largely inured to the ways of kings and armies, even when fathers, brothers, and sons had been press-ganged into the king’s force in the past. So meager were this year’s crops and so gaunt the men who tended the fields that King Iphitos had spurned their service. Truly the gods had a caustic sense of humor! To starve or to serve — which was worse? For these men and women of the earth — as no farmer survived without the help of his womenfolk — one city, one king, one army was as bad as another. Nothing controlled their lives but the weather. Helios might be their sun god, but rain was their ruler; and the other gods, no matter how much they beseeched them, often withheld it for mystifying reasons. The landscape around them testified to yet another of these Olympian-sent blights. As what remained of Elis’s fighting men trudged beyond their sight, with still more than a half day’s march to reach their city, the farmer folk turned back to familiar verses; a chorus of quietly chanted pleas to Demeter, goddess of crops and harvest, imploring her aid as they toiled within her bosom.

A silent observer to their misfortune, Pelops counted his blessings as he jogged past these victims of the fields. Like them, he was uninitiated in the ways of war, although he rarely went without the bounty of the earth as a guardian of Poseidon’s sacred horses, housed within the precinct of Olympia. His father, Tantalus, had served with Sparta in his youth, before a crippling blow rendered him lame, compelling him to enter the priesthood. Pelops was considered a great disappointment to his paternal line because he had refused the blood-red cloak of Spartan warriordom. Complying instead with the wishes of his beloved mother before the wasting disease snatched her away, he had entered the peaceful temple life of Olympia, where conflict was forbidden and all who served there were beyond the violent whims of earthly authority. This suited Pelops’s temperament and private philosophia. However, many a visitor to Olympia had commented that the young man appeared more a warrior than a messenger boy or keeper of horses.

Pelops broke into a bounding stride that ate up the distance to his temple home. A born athlete, he often found tranquility in movement when he could not resolve the tension between his peaceful nature and the demands of a warlike world. Although raised as god-fearing beneath the spiritual shadow of Olympia, Pelops felt he knew the gods for what they truly were — impossible to understand. As he saw it, the world around him could only be bettered if people invested faith in their humanity, or when they understood that if the gods were actually there, then they were far too preoccupied with their own, imponderable machinations to care anything for the lives they were supposed to rule. While the tiny kingdom of Elis, only a small, dilapidated city, in truth, plus a few poor villages and some barely-arable land, continued devoting so much of its dwindling wealth to the pursuit of grudges and unwinnable wars, commoners increasingly went without. The gods surely laid wagers on their fate and laughed from on high. Shaking his head to clear his thoughts and the building sweat, he recalled the dangers of such spoken heresy in a world where the powerful justified their actions by theatrical appeals to this same godly pantheon. This was the very reason that his home, Olympia, existed; and why there were no shrines or deities dedicated to such a thing as peace when the absence of conflict offered so little to those who craved power. He knew, though, that to question the existence of the divine, like interrogating the actions of those above him socially, could not end well. Neither was renowned for their compassion.

Pelops pulled up sharply. Before him sprawled the ugly ruin of the battlefield — a vista of mindless destruction. Scores of dead were abandoned where they had been slain, their bloody limbs splayed like those of dolls carelessly discarded by children. Where was the glory here? Where was the glory to be spoken of amidst the swarms of flies that settled in a dead man’s mouth, or heard above the harsh cawing of crows as they fought over the lifeless eyes of the fallen? It appeared that some of the survivors must have paused long enough to retrieve what little of value was left, as serviceable shields and weaponry were conspicuously absent. Still, no attempt had been made to salvage the bodies of those lost to this sport of Ares. What of the wounded? What hope had they?

Carefully scanning the plain, Pelops caught the angry cawing of a small murder of crows as they dived at a distant object. Plucking up his courage, he left the roadway and walked towards the commotion, cautiously avoiding dead limbs, the sightless gazes where eyes remained, and the countless arrows that peppered both bodies and earth. Pelops could not help but see where a brave or foolhardy man must have made his last stand before his life was ripped from him, or the bodies of those who had clearly broken and run, their wounds taken in the back, their faces planted down as life had left them. What was that? A cry? Was that the call of a voice from where the crows bickered? Weaving quickly now through the corpses, Pelops was sure he could see an arm fluttering weakly above a pile of bodies. A survivor! Screeching angrily, the crows parted before him to reveal the owner of the flailing arm and plaintive voice; a barely-alive warrior with a spectacularly bruised face, seeping leg wound, and a badly twisted left shoulder.

Koroibos had survived, although his fear was evident. Trying to raise himself up, he stammered, ‘Away from me, corpse… corpse-robber! I am not dead yet… and the punishment, if you are caught is… execution.’

Smiling at this show of courage, Pelops spread his hands to demonstrate that he was unarmed and informed the prone man, ‘You have nothing to fear from me, Elean. You have been through enough.’

‘What… what do you want of me, then?’ Koroibos replied.

‘I am here to help if you will allow it. I am Pelops of Olympia, a neutral, and I mean you no harm.’

Taking a moment to digest this, the tension in Koroibos’s frame visibly relaxed, and he sagged back down, ‘My thanks, stranger… Pelops. I… I need all the help I can get,’ he grimaced.

Pelops returned what he thought was an attempt at humor with a smile and stepped closer to Koroibos. While the Elean’s bruised face and twisted shoulder did not appear to be life-threatening, the ragged wound on his left thigh with its steady pump of blood could prove to be. As a horseman of some experience, Pelops suspected that the large vein that ran down a human thigh was as vital to the preservation of human life as it was to equines. He had seen more than one old mare deliberately bled in this fashion when it was judged that time and service had outworn her utility, and such deaths had been rapid. Removing the small water gourd at his hip, he upended some of its contents on the wound to expose its edges and offered the rest to a grateful Koroibos. Turning then to a nearby corpse, he tore a length of cloth from the man’s tunic and wrapped it tightly around the wounded thigh.

Koroibos cursed and spat from the pain.

To distract him as he tightened the makeshift bandage, Pelops enquired, ‘Who are you, Elean? I know a few from your city but have never seen you before.’

Close to passing out, Koroibos gritted his teeth, sucked in air, and began searching the ground around him. Spotting the object of his interest, he raised his good arm and pointed at it.

‘What?’ said Pelops, ‘What in Hades name are you doing?’ Glancing again, Pelops noticed a battered bronze helmet pressed up against the side of another corpse. The helmet possessed a curious insignia painted on its side. A pot? Is that a cooking pot? Turning back to Koroibos, ‘Well, you’re no nobleman, if I have guessed right. Are you just a cook, Elean?’ 

Stung back into speech, Koroibos retorted, ‘Not just… a… cook. The king’s cook.’ 

Smiling at this recovery of a pride more wounded than its body, Pelops could not help himself, ‘That bad a cook, eh, that he sent you out here? Remind me never to eat at your table!’

Koroibos’s face purpled with anger before he exploded into pain-wracked laughter.

Pelops grinned. Then, taking advantage of this distraction, raised his right hand with the palm outwards, placed his left behind Koroibos’s damaged shoulder blade, and slammed his palm with all the force he could muster into the declivity of the dislocation.

 His stunned patient screamed once, tried to swing a punch at Pelops, and then blacked out for the second time that day.

Pelops caught his slumped form and laid it gently to rest. Searching around for a broken spear, he located a haft missing its deadly tip, and using his foot, snapped a short end off, leaving some seven to eight hand lengths at the other. He inserted the shorter end of the haft into the thigh bandage and, twisting it, tightening the cloth as much as he could. Even in his unconscious state, Koroibos moaned in pain. Locating his water gourd, Pelops then poured the remainder of its contents onto the Elean’s face to revive him. A few brisk slaps brought the sputtering man back into the realms of the living, although he was less than grateful at the rough handling.

‘What… what in the name of Zeus’s black beard do you… you think you are bloody well doing to me?’ Koroibos sputtered.

‘You can thank me later, cook. With one of your better meals.’ Grabbing the greater length of the spear haft, Pelops placed a supporting arm under Koroibos’s left armpit and helped raise him upright. Tottering when Pelops stepped away, he was immediately offered the remainder of the spear shaft. Still shaken, if not downright surly, Koroibos accepted the prop without comment, leading his rescuer to proclaim, ‘That’s the only use I ever want to find for such a weapon!’

Despite himself, Koroibos allowed the ghost of a smile to flit across his features.

Moving to Koroibos’s right side, Pelops placed an arm under his, and the two young men began slowly moving back through the plain towards the roadway. As he grunted and moaned at the exertion, Koroibos asked, ‘Elis or… Olympia?’

‘Olympia is closer, Koroibos. We can revive you properly there, and then, with my father’s permission, I’ll borrow a horse and ride you back to your city.’

Drawing several deep breaths, Koroibos paused, then turned to face his rescuer, ‘I cannot thank you… enough, Pelops, my… my friend.’

Pelops simply nodded, and they resumed their awkward hobble. The sun was hot on their skin, the rising wind now felt fresh, as if to balance the heat, and the two young men, though aggrieved at what they had experienced that day, once again felt sufficient vigor to face their troubled world.

 

 




II


A weary horseman galloped through the gates that marked the entrance to the city of Sparta. There were no guards present. Night was rapidly descending, but what little natural light was left silhouetted the simple architecture that distinguished this most famed of Doric sites. The austerity was so pronounced that it approached the military in its function-over-form aesthetic. In keeping with this minimalism, pitch-daubed torches were scattered few and far between, adding little by way of light. But this was the way of Sparta. Her sons and daughters were trained almost from birth to rely upon their senses in all things.

Slowing to a trot, the horseman glanced proudly around him, taking in the sight of a multitude of impressive-looking men and women still training on the agoge parks that adjoined the various warrior schools. Stripped down to the bare minimum or, in some cases, even less, they uniformly exerted themselves to the utmost. With his gaze lingering upon a number of Spartan women sprinting down a nearby track, he dismounted and indicated for a waiting slave to take the reins. His identity now made visible by the flickering torchlight, the veteran spy who had witnessed the ill-fated battle between Elis and Pisa fixed the slave with a steely glare, ‘Messenian, tend this beast. And be mindful. It is worth more than you.’

Harsh enough towards their own, the Messenian slave, one of a huge chattel population of Greeks indentured through conquest, grabbed the reins, counting himself fortunate not to be struck by the surly warrior as well.

The Spartan strode through the portal to the central council chambers of his city. Within the Gerousia, a band of seniors heatedly debated. Arrayed on both sides of the grand chamber, their voices reverberated in all directions. Pausing at the fringes of this noisy assembly, the spy awaited the attention of one of the three agitated-looking men positioned on the floor of the chamber. As he stood to attention, trying to draw a glance of acknowledgment from the trio of fellow Spartans, he noted the two regally-attired figures were staring down at a large sand map, positioned beneath a frieze depicting the demigod Hercules grappling with the Nemean lion. The third aristocrat, a younger version of one of these distinguished Spartans, the resemblance almost uncanny, stared with barely veiled disgust at the exotically clad, dark-hued foreigner. Sneering, the Spartan spy recognized him as the Phoenician princeling, Melqart, envoy of his immensely powerful city-state, Carthage. Despite being less than a generation old, Carthage already ruled much of the Mediterranean basin with an iron fist, and this barbarian reeked of a conqueror’s arrogance. It was a demeanor well known to the Spartans, but even they grudgingly deferred to Phoenician naval power and gold.
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