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Chapter 1

 


Spears were being thrown at him
like thunderbolts from the gods! Raising his shield to ward off the
hurtling spears, Agis fell to the ground as helmeted, dark-faced
soldiers rushed toward him wielding short swords. Only then, as the
swords were about to pierce his body and certain that death had
come, did Agis awake with a start, sweat streaming down his face.
Agiatis, his wife, still slept peacefully at his side. Fitfully, he
decided he must quickly learn the meaning of this terrible dream.
Would he be a successful king? Would he be able to save Sparta?

Rising quickly and quietly so as
not to disturb Agiatis, he left the house quickly to consult the
priestess at the temple.

* * *

He was not a fool, Agis
thought fitfully, striding purposefully away from the heavy-gabled
temple at dusk. He knew quite well there would be resistance to his
plan -- and that enemies might seek his death -- but Sparta must be
restored to her former glory. And now that he, Agis, son of
Eudamidas and a rightful descendent from the royal family of
Eurypon, had become one of Sparta's two kings, he would succeed. So
he had taken a vow, a sacred oath taken at the Temple of Athens of
the Brazen House.

He also knew he must be
cautious. The omens at the temple were not auspicious, though what
message was meant by the entrails of the sacrificed goat, the
flight of the sacred doves, or the whispering of the wind through
the fluttering leaves of the eucalyptus trees lining the banks of
the soft-flowing Eurotas River were a mystery to him. The cold-eyed
priestess, a hag of an oracle with her long white hair streaming
wildly down her scrawny neck as if scrambling for roots upon the
earth, looked through him as if lodged within his chest was another
meaning, a truer and darker message. Though what it could be she
did not relate, other than to say that his mission would be a
troubled one.

Ha, he knew this already! Did
not the oracles of old predict what had already taken place, that
all this new-found love of gold and silver, of luxury and comforts,
would weaken the Spartan character and bring on the city's
downfall? When oracles conflict, who should one listen to? Whom do
the gods favor? Is it not better to listen to the dictates of one's
own mind? Or was one's destiny already ordained?

The temple, with its fluted
limestone columns, revealed much of what was wrong with Sparta.
Small bronze busts of Zeus throwing a thunderbolt and Poseidon
instructing a dolphin stood on polished lintels as he had passed
through a gloomy hall above a black and blue tiled floor. Plates of
fruits, cereals and cakes were placed at the altars of the gods
with the sweet odor of fresh honey, spread over the offerings,
wafting through the dark corridor. Rows of white boars' teeth were
painted at the edge of the stone walls.

Ushered through the
black-curtained doorway into the lantern-lit antechamber of the
seer, Agis stood near a large bronze sculpture of spear-holding
Athena, gazing beneficently with her serene wisdom. Might she
impart some of her wisdom to him? Agis thought nervously. He looked
for a moment at a huge tapestry of noble Apollo watching Diana
pursue a deer.

Then he stared suddenly at a
less godly object: a device that delivered sacrificial water. No
doubt this machine had been brought from Athens or perhaps Corinth.
Why had not this device been invented here? Or at least made in
Sparta after being invented elsewhere? Why must Sparta import
everything, except some food and weapons?

To get the needed sacrificial
water he had to produce a coin at the top of this jar. As far as he
could tell, the coin fell onto a plate which set off a lever,
somehow raising a lid to release the water. Not so remarkable or
ingenious a contrivance that a Spartan could not have thought of
it. Fervently, he again hoped that Athena would show him the right
path.

Another device caught his
attention, also one that he had never seen before. A small bronze
bird sat impudently atop a slightly fluted silver-plated column
connected to a set of parallel wheels. The column rested on a
spoke-driven wheel at the base of the pedestal. A rod running
through the wheels, linking it to a cog supporting a small rock
that could drop into a small glass.

"What's this?" he asked the
temple attendant, a young lad of no more than twelve or thirteen
who, presumably, studied the priestly arts, or perhaps just a helot
serving the temple priests. No seminaries were available in Sparta
for those aspiring to the priesthood. Other issues, however, had
more weight in his mind.

Yet, he knew that eventually he
would face opposition as well from the oracles, some of whom he
suspected were both self-appointed and anointed. He was not an
opponent of the priests, believing in the gods and fearful of their
wrath. Still, he was a man and a king, and he must act as he saw
fit. Did not Socrates, the Athenian teacher, advise all the
Hellenes to consider their own thoughts more carefully? Sad, and
also true, was the lamentable fact that Sparta had failed to
produce any great philosophers or artists. If allowed to lead,
there would still be time.

"Sire, it shows acceptance of
your sacrifice," the youth replied respectfully, glancing down at
his worn sandals. "If the gods favor you, they send a current of
air which turns the wheels. This makes the rock fall against the
glass, making a sound like a bird singing. If the bird is silent,
another message has been sent."

Usually the priestess interprets
every sound, Agis thought, but now the crone has help of a sort.
Even each entrance to the temple had been accompanied by the
ringing of a bell. Changes were many, yet none produced by
Sparta.

The priestess entered as if Agis
were not there, yet he felt the stare of many eyes, as if the
spirits of the gods were considering his plight. A boar skin lay
over the rich cypress wood. To the side stood the sacred altar of
Athena, with holy vessels resting on narrow lintels. Deep wrinkles
sank into the priestess' sallow skin, and her back was bent. Though
her voice was sharp for a woman who might be nearing a hundred
years of age, if rumor were to be believed. Her fingernails were as
long as a baby's fingers, and dark-stained from the laurel leaves
she doubtless chewed as a narcotic.

"King you may be, but it is the
gods that rule our destinies."

"Yes, I know," Agis said. "But
what do your divinations say of my future?"

The priestess stared fiercely at
Agis. Seen more closely, her thinning white hair ran down her scalp
like strands of unruly silver. More blotchy red gum than yellowed
teeth showed when her mouth opened. "There is light, much presence
of light, and then a darkness. A long darkness."

"What creates this
darkness?"

"That I do not know," the
priestess said. "It is there nonetheless. Be so advised."

Darkness, Agis thought glumly,
recalling the episode again and again as if he could himself divine
a true meaning. He stood outside for a moment as if the breeze
springing up from across the river could revive his spirits. The
darkness, he told himself, could spring from the way Spartans lived
now and the resistance his proposed reforms would initially
produce. Or it could mean the darkness would overcome his reforms.
The priestess said the darkness will come after the light. What did
this signal mean, or had the fearful hag invented this mysterious
prediction?

With or without the support of
the gods, Agis felt compelled to enlist as much backing as possible
before making a formal proposal to the ephors, the powerful quintet
who really controlled Sparta, though he would also be heard by the
senate and general assembly. Once the ephors were assistants to the
kings, but now their power had grown. Intrigues ran rampant at
court, especially now that Leonidas, Sparta's other king from the
royal house of the Agidae, so recently returned from exile in
Persia, had come back to court from his survey of state land. What
a strange system for Sparta to have two kings, so ordained by the
city's noble founder, Lycurgus, as a means to prevent tyranny and
battle between two royal houses. Yet, Lycurgus was said to have
been advised by the oracle at Delphi. It was he who dictated, as if
by command of the gods, that Sparta not use or import silver or
gold and only use iron as currency as a means to reduce greed. It
was Lycurgus who wanted citizens and landowners left free for
governing and war. If only he could too present his proposals as
commands from the gods!

Despite Lycurgus' legacy,
tyranny was the city's history and probable fate unless reforms
were made. Sparta’s founder would fill the deep and dark sea with
tears if he could see Sparta today, fallen so far in her own eyes
and in all of Hellas, mocked by all who once feared the Spartan
spear. If, indeed, Spartans were descended from the loins of
Hercules, the mighty one sitting with the gods on Mount Olympus, he
would also be saddened by the spectacle of Sparta's decline.

Now in the year of 244 it was
over 100 years since Sparta defeated the Athenians in the great war
and yet the city's situation had worsened every year, with the
worst stroke the disaster at Leuctra in 371 only fifteen years
later when Epinamondas and his Thebans broke the Spartan ranks, and
the flower of Spartan manhood had been wiped out. The city's spirit
was destroyed as the reputation of its military prowess sank
immediately throughout Hellas.

Agis also had some ideas on how
to improve Sparta's moribund military strategy and outflank the
Theban phalanx. The foot soldiers, or hoplites, needed lighter
shields for more maneuverability; and greater use had to be made of
cavalry. With some ingenuity and better use of resources, Agis felt
reasonably certain that Sparta could now cope with the barbaric --
though well trained -- Macedonians who lorded over all of Hellas
with their wild hordes and demanded tribute. He had to convince the
entrenched Spartans to forego their drive for wealth and join in
his reforms.

The first step, Agis reasoned,
would be to restore discipline without the excessive training of
Spartan youth as in the past. Sparta, so long a land power, also
needed a strong navy. Though not even a navy can insure power and
stability. Athens had a great navy, and yet Sparta remained the
victor. In truth, Agis admired Athens, believing Sparta had much to
learn from her major rival.

Yet, there was a corruption of
Athens that Sparta must avoid. Too much freedom, like too much
control, warps the people. The state must still come first; but the
state must also understand as well as lead the people. Sparta had
bred mindless followers; however, more independence of thought had
to be allowed or the city would sink into oblivion.

Walking along the banks of the
river, Agis felt a sudden surge of pride in his desire to create
the changes that would, he was sure, save Sparta. Yet, he must also
be cautious at excessive pride or the gods would surely strike him
down. Perhaps, he stopped suddenly, this was the priestess' hidden
meaning....

Still, his plan -- untold to any
but Agiatis, his fair wife, and Amphares, his most loyal and
cherished confidant -- went against going back to a huge standing
army, to forcing all boys at the age of seven to leave home and
live in communal barracks, to only iron coins and with no trade or
commerce to swell the city's coffers. As soon as he revealed his
plans to expand Sparta's citizenship there would be an uproar. He
would be assailed by the old guard as a would-be tyrant trying to
curry favor with the masses. But Sparta had to look to the future,
while carefully using what had made it powerful in the past. Rome
was growing, already the Macedonia of the future, and perhaps
Sparta could use the Romans to counter the greedy Macedonians.

The helots, the conquered ones,
were another hurdle. Sparta must free them from their peculiar
bondage and let them earn citizenship. No other part of his plan
was likely to bring more opposition. He had studied Sparta's
history carefully. Conquering the Messenians had given his
ancestors land, but he wondered if these victories had not become a
cancer in their midst. While his former peers had received equal
allotments of land, and the Messenians turned into helots and
creatures of state servitude, Sparta from that time on had a
discontented class of people who were always a threat to rebel.
Would it not be better to let the helots be tested for citizenship,
swear their loyalty, and be rewarded with the blessings the state
can bestow?

The system of mortgages of the
land also needed revision. More land had to be opened up to more
people. Yet, Agis knew, such a move would brand him as a traitor to
his own class -- the 700-old families who owned most of the land.
Still, for his plan to ultimately work, an end or moratorium on the
ruinous debts on these lands must be approved.

True, the city's location in
their rock-filled Laconian valley ringed by mountains was far from
fertile. But the Eurotas River enabled Sparta to move goods by
water, and while the city lacked its own iron and copper there were
good quarries of stone, marble and lime. Silver and lead mines
continued to produce, but the state had to produce more food as
well as other goods.

So many difficult changes to
enact. How could he ever win the ephors over? Agis threw some
pebbles into the dark water, listening for the slight sound of
impact. While the ephors were only elected for one year periods,
they wielded great power during this time. The senate, with its
select twenty-eight leaders for life, did little more than agree
with the ephors. And the general assembly of all Spartan citizens
did even less, Agis thought dourly. If he could rouse their
support, though, the ephors and the senate might have to
cooperate.

And Leonidas, his co-king? Agis
realized he had no idea of how Leonidas might react to his plans.
The fact that Leonidas had lived at the Persian court, in great
luxury according to many reports, led Agis to suspect that his
noble peer would be unlikely to join with him in creating a
stronger Sparta, less addicted to gold-purchased comforts. He must
go to court and present himself to the ephors, pretending to be
only a warrior king. Since he was barely nineteen, his youth and
inexperience in statecraft would surely be held against him.

Striding away from the river and
back toward court, Agis knew his mission to be clear and that he
would persevere. Sparta had been great once; so, he vowed, it would
be again.

 



Chapter 2

 


"And does Hippomedon still
sulk?" Amphares asked as he and Agis bore the cascading water at
the public baths. Although a king, Agis insisted on using the
public baths, but Amphares knew he was trying to prepare the people
for the reforms he had in mind. He also needed the support of the
nobility, including his own cousin, Hippomedon.

"I fear so," Agis admitted.

Amphares came from one of the
most aristocratic Spartan families, and with his parents and
brothers dead, he brought forward the family name. He had but one
surviving sister, Marina, older than he, and widowed before she
could conceive. Agis knew that Amphares had hoped his cousin,
Hippomedon, would seek Marina's hand, especially after being
rejected by his bride, Agiatis, who chose him instead as her
husband. However, it was not to be. Agis feared that Hippomedon
held a grudge against him because of this rejection by Agiatis.
Surely this was wrong of Hippomedon, Agis thought. They were of the
same blood, and Hippomedon should be as close to him as Amphares,
as much his confidant and advisor. Indeed, Amphares was his own age
and Hippomedon several years his senior! Sadly, this lingering
rivalry over Agiatis had prevented such a bond.

"Will he do as I and surrender
part of his estate to the landless?" Amphares let the water roll
down from his thick dark hair, onto his saturnine face, and then
his well-muscled arms.

Some water trickled into Agis'
mouth and he rubbed his lips before replying. Amphares, to his
credit, had already agreed to his land reform measure, though much
of his property was heavily mortgaged.

"I hope so," Agis said.

"When are you going to ask your
family?" Amphares pressed as they sat on a marble bench. Richly
scented steam rose with a low hissing sound from the yellow glazed
vents, clouding the heavy air, and concealing the wall mosaic of a
hunter pursuing a deer and the red and black tiles on the slippery
floor. A small bronze bust of Zeus holding a battle axe in one hand
and a lightning bolt in the other hand stood on a narrow pedestal
at the far corner of the baths by the door leading to the anointing
room.

"In the next day or so,
Amphares. Be patient. You are more eager than I."

"I believe in what you want to
do," Amphares said, sincerity shining in his burning black eyes.
They had been friends since both were seven years old and running
naked through the woods, eating berries, being beaten by their
elders, and striving to show how strong and tough they were and how
fearless each would be in combat. No one threw the spear as far and
as accurately as Amphares. Even today, as Agis looked admiringly at
the muscular frame of Amphares, he knew that his powerfully built
friend could still triumph over him in racing and wrestling. Were
he so inclined, Agis mused, he would seek to be his lover. Agis,
though, had never found solace in boys, as beautiful as they might
be with their strong limbs and agility. Unwed yet, Amphares still
dallied at times with helot youths on his estate. Once, years ago,
also at the baths, Amphares had tried to caress him, but Agis had
quickly backed away. No words had been spoken. Amphares had
understood, and their friendship remained.

"I know you do, and I'm
grateful. When others see what you are willing to do, they will
likely follow suit."

Amphares seemed dubious. He ran
his hand over his black curly hair, even darker and more lustrious
than Agis' own. "I don't know. I think you'll have to exert more
pressure."

"I don't want to be seen as a
would-be tyrant. And then, there's Leonidas, our other king, to
consider."

"Leonidas should never have
been allowed to return from exile in Persia," Amphares railed
righteously, wiping steam from his eyes. "He's spoiled, and he
spoils others with his lavish parties. I heard he served as many as
ten courses with much drunkenness and debauchery."

Agis smiled at Amphares'
indignation, though he had heard much of the same reports. "Though,
he has returned. He is, after all, a rightful king."

"Agis, I know it's difficult
for you to say it, but isn't it time for Sparta to have but one
king? Why must we be different from the whole of Hellas?"

"You're right," Agis quickly
responded. "It is difficult for me. Our constitution calls for two
kings, and we have more important work to do. I want to change our
policies, not our political structure."

Amphares shook his head.
"Perhaps you'll have to do one to accomplish the other." He stared
at Agis as if presenting an open challenge.

Shaking his head slightly, Agis
warned, "Careful, Amphares, the secret police are everywhere, and
that remark could be considered treason."

Though they were alone, Agis
couldn't help but look around. Only the attendant waited outside,
ready to wipe their bodies with towels and rub their warm skins
with herb oil.

"I'm not the only one to feel
this way," Amphares said, donning his iron-studded arm rings. His
muscles rippled beneath the encircling rings.

"Yes, but let's attack one
problem at a time."

Amphares was right, Agis had to
silently concede; the people held sentiment in having only one
king. He could not be seen as advocating such a drastic overhaul,
not at this time. Such a suggestion would imperil his reforms. And
as for the dread secret police, used mostly to keep the helots at
bay, he had plans for that organization as well. While the days of
tossing the brightest of helot boys off the cliffs at Mount
Taygetus to prevent future leaders from maturing were over, too
much power was still wielded by the secret service, who reported to
the ephors. Here he sat, a king of Sparta, naked to the world and
afraid of what his best friend had told him. Sparta needed more
such conversations -- another goal. First, though, he needed to
round up more support for his reforms before confronting the
ephors; and Amphares had stirred within him a greater urgency to
quickly enlist his own family without any delay.

 



Chapter 3

 


Agesileus stumbled out of his
two story stone and wood house and surveyed his land, a parade of
rocks yielding little grain. All this land and helots to till and
do the work, and yet he was in debt and deep in mortgages.

Sighing, he pulled the string
around his white tunic more tightly about him and stepped forward
on the dusty road. May had barely begun and already the sun boiled
in the sky. The heat dried the air relentlessly. Even the
mountains, skirting the valley, seemed dry and brown, though
Agesileus was sure game roamed through some of the still green
foliage. Better to go hunt a boar or a deer in the mountains than
oversee such hard land, though the fruit and olive trees were
generous in their output.

Taking only a few steps toward
court, he had to stop and extract a pebble from between his toes on
his black sandals. Rising, he spotted his son, Hippomedon, striding
with his quick long steps toward him. Their lands adjoined each
other and were close enough to court to walk rather than to take a
horse and cart.

"Are you going to court?"
Agesileus asked.

"Yes," Hippomedon said, as he
drew abreast of his father. "Shouldn't I be there to welcome my
cousin, Agis?" he added sarcastically.

Wearing a dark blue tunic,
Hippomedon was slightly taller than his father. Both men were in
good physical condition. Though Agesileus limped on his right foot,
due to injuries suffered in battle, his stomach was hard and thick
white hair sprouted from his head like a tight clump of grass. Deep
wrinkles lined his leathery face, burned by the sun. Lean and
muscular, Hippomedon had dark black hair and deep-set blue eyes.
Fairer in complexion than his father, wide cheeks and a strong chin
gave his face an expansive look.

Agesileus shook his head as they
walked along the narrow twisting road. He knew well why his son was
bitter. Agiatis, bride of Agis, had chosen the future king over
him. From one of the richest families in Sparta, Agiatis had also
been called one of the most beautiful. Obviously, she didn’t
consider herself a fool to choose a king as husband.

"We must be realistic,
Hippomedon. Agis is youthful and unproven, but he's still the
rightful descendant to the vacant kingship of Sparta."

Kicking at the dirt, which rose
in the air like a thick cloud that quickly dispersed, Hippomedon
recoiled at this reality his father posed in such a mock
statesman-like way.

Borrowed sophistry from Athens
as he knew his father resented Agis almost as much as he did,
albeit for different reasons.

"Agis has little experience in
matters of state, and Sparta is in the midst of severe
difficulties...that...require...."

Smiling at his father,
Hippomedon finished his sentence. "A man of wide and varied
background. Someone like you."

It was Agesileus' turn to
release a bitter smile. "Our lineage is a proud one, but not of
kingly blood."

"At the moment, our blood is as
debt-ridden as the rest of our bodies."

"Be that as it may, Sparta
should be more important to us than our own debts."

Hippomedon stared incredulously
at his father. He admired the subtleties of his father's mind, yet,
as always, he was disturbed by what he saw as hypocrisy. Was he any
better? He pretended to take the loss of Agiatis, who he had
courted with all his heart, graciously; but inwardly he burned with
envy.

"Don't look at me that way!"
Agesileus railed at his son. "And it's your reckless land
speculations which have led to much of our debts."

Stopping short on the road,
Hippomedon stood erect as if reporting to the leader of his troop.
"I've been a soldier and held brave by my peers. Everyone but you
considers me a hero. A somewhat tarnished hero, I must admit, but
still a hero. Home from the wars, it's true I've made some mistakes
in land dealings. Though, whose advice did I follow?"

Agesileus shrugging, limping
forward. "I, too, have done my duty for Sparta in battle, and I
have this leg to prove it. As far as my advice, many Spartans
invested poorly in land. Now we all pay the price as our land is
less in value, while we can't pay the money we owe for it with
these heavy mortgages we've incurred."

"Perhaps cousin Agis has a
solution."

"I doubt it," Agesileus said.
"We shall see."

Hippomedon shook his head. "It's
ridiculous. Throughout all Hellas, only Sparta feels the need for
two kings. And now, in truth, we have none. Agis, a spoiled brat,
and Leonidas, a Persian puppet."

"Not so spoiled," Agesileus
corrected. "You see how he goes to the public baths. He dresses in
simple clothing. He does without some of the luxuries our
countrymen have taken to. The people like him. Even the ephors have
taken note. From what I've heard, he has ideas about restoring a
vestige of our Spartan supremacy."

"Truly? I wonder how. With his
mother's gold?"

"It's true. His family is one of
the richest in Sparta."

"Only in Sparta could such
wealth be concentrated among women."

Sighing, Agesileus agreed. "The
men fight and die. The women stay home and become rich."

"And this boy, surrounded by all
this wealth and his indulgent family, is going to restore our
glory?"

"He may try," Agesileus said
dryly, surprised at how bothered Hippomedon had become about Agis
politically now that they were no longer rivals for Agiatis' hand.
It was his paternal duty to awake Hippomedon's sense of reality.
The time had come to put Agiatis behind him and seek another to
wed. Was it not a Spartan's duty to marry and produce male
children. In his youth, it had been a crime for a man to remain
unmarried, yet this law went un-enforced in these less disciplined
times.

"So, you plan to support cousin
Agis?" Hippomedon asked. He still had difficulty believing his
father to be sincere in this matter.

"I’ll listen to him. He is a
king."

Hippomedon couldn't help his
face from contorting into a frown. Try as he might, he couldn't
disassociate matters of state from his bruised feelings about
losing Agiatis to Agis.

"I've changed my mind. You go
and intrigue at court. I will visit our creditors in order to
forestall losing our lands."

Before Hippomedon could leave,
they heard a commotion from around a bend in the road.

 



Chapter 4

 


"Move on! Move on, you miserable
helots!"

Damochares, who owned the land
next to the estates of Agesileus and Hippomedon, shouted at the two
helots straggling before him in the midst of the road while
clutching a whip in his right hand. The helots, both men in their
early to mid thirties, had torn sleeveless shirts of rough cloth,
which hung loosely from their shoulders. Dirt caked their tattered
sandals and legs up to their bare knees. Eyes downcast, they
trudged forward until Damochares, seeing Agesileus and Hippomedon,
shouted for them to halt. Sullen rage flashed from the helots' eyes
for a moment as they glanced up at the approaching pair.

"Ho!" Agesileus said. "What is
this? Damochares, what are you doing to these men?"

"Hail, friends. My helots want
to prove they're worthy of being Spartans." He glanced slyly at
Agesileus and Hippomedon. "I hear that King Agis has ideas of this
sort."

"Indeed?" Agesileus pretended
this notion was news, though he had also heard rumors of radical
ideas coming from his royal kinsman. Disturbing rumors, too,
especially with Damochares known to be a member of the secret
police. Indeed, Damochares was baiting them. Why? Were they being
held responsible for any foolish notions by young Agis?

"So, you intend to flog them?"
Hippomedon asked. Discipline was kept on his land, but he
disapproved of flogging helots unless something had been done wrong
intentionally or recklessly.

Damochares smiled broadly. Tall
and strong, his brawny arms protruded from his silk tunic of forest
green. Silver-studded arm bands circled his bulging muscles. "Not
I. They can flog each other. We'll see how well they bear
pain."

"And will that make them
Spartans?" Hippomedon probed, noting his father's displeasure with
this question.

"Perhaps you've forgotten our
own training, Hippomedon," Damochares rose to the challenge.
"Weren't we flogged until our blood ran? Don't you remember the
competition in flogging at the altar of Apollo?"

Hippomedon nodded, remembering
keenly blood flowing copiously, boys biting their tongues to keep
from screaming while their elders watched their faces closely. One
boy, he recalled the sight all too readily, died silently rather
than murmur; his back had been threaded with rivers of gold as he
quietly went to the after-world.

Running naked through the woods
until his sides ached and he felt as if they were about to fall
apart from the rest of his body. Sucking air in slow gasps of sheer
survival. Such were his memories, and while Damochares and others
might look back in wonder and admiration, he did not -- though the
hard training had served him well during combat.

Children were spared such
arduous training. Although they were nearly of the same age, he
only two years older at twenty-six than Damochares, they viewed
life differently. It was prudent to be careful in speech with
Damochares, who doubtless reported directly to the ephors. Yet,
Hippomedon felt the urge to bait the young lion. In previous days,
the secret agents had the authority to kill rebellious helots at
will and often disposed of any helot boys who demonstrated any
signs of special intelligence or leadership. Laws had changed and
the helots boys were spared. All helots remained suspect, though,
and no Spartan citizen felt safe.

"We were already Spartan by
birth," Hippomedon said.

Shrugging, Damochares said, "I
want strong helots. You treat your helots as you wish, and I as I
wish."

Motioning to the helots,
Damochares ordered, "Go to it!"

One helot kneeled and lifted his
shirt to bare his back. The other helot, taking the whip from
Damochares, began flogging his companion across the back. The whip
thongs, made of leather, slashed through the skin, bringing dark
traces of blood like rivulets of red across the plains of his
flesh.

"He's silent," Agesileus said
approvingly. "Good."

Damochares looked on proudly.
"Now the other."

The two helots reversed
positions. With his skin quivering and blood staining his shirt
from his wounds, the second helot also remained silent while the
whip crashed down on his defenseless back.

"Enough!" Damochares cried. He
took the whip from the standing helot.

"Was the test not successful?"
Hippomedon asked derisively.

His father, angry at his
baiting, immediately volunteered, "They did well. Very well."

"I wonder what Agis would think
of this?" Damochares threw out. Once Damochares had been a
companion of Agis, Hippomedon recalled, but now they seemed to be
in separate camps, and this minion of the secret police was trying
to place them in the same group as Agis. He felt a fury rising in
him, and while he knew he should be silent, Damochares' obvious
tactic to ensnare them became too much to bear.

"Agis is a true Spartan!"
Hippomedon said spiritedly, putting aside for the moment his
discomfiture at being rejected by Agiatis to defend his cousin. "He
doesn't dress ostentatiously, and he's a warrior. You would do well
to follow him."

"As you do?" Damochares asked,
looking blandly at Hippomedon, knowing his attitude irked him.

"Stop this nonsense!" Agesileus
shouted. "We need to follow all of our leaders."

"Well said." Damochares regarded
Agesileus approvingly. "Sparta is in a bad way, but Agis and
Leonidas and the ephors will improve conditions. Don't you agree,
Hippomedon?"

This baiting would surely be
more dangerous for him than Damochares, Hippomedon realized. The
penalties in this game were different. Were he to criticize the
ephors, even his reputation as a war hero might not be enough to
save him from their collective wrath. Bantering had always been
accepted, up to a point, but Damochares would be a dangerous man to
anger. A crafty gleam shone from Damochares' distrusting eyes. Some
day, more than their eyes would meet....

"By all means," Hippomedon said,
with an accommodating smile.

"Are you coming to court to
welcome Agis?" Agesileus wiped moisture from his dry mouth,
standing as if ill at ease. Once, his body had been as lean and
muscular as his son’s and Damochares', yet today, he was a weak and
crippled old man, dependent on his wiles.

"Not today," Damochares said.
"My land needs work. I have mortgages to pay, much as you."

Waving farewell to Agesileus and
Hippomedon, Damochares prodded his helots before him, off the road
and onto his unfenced land.

"It's difficult to believe
Damochares had once been fond of Agis," Hippomedon mused. "Yet,
such is friendship in these times."

Shrugging, Agesileus smiled
slightly. "Such is ambition. And you should be more careful what
you say and to whom you say it."

"Yes, father," Hippomedon said
with mock deference, though he knew quite well his father to be
right in this matter.

Agesileus shook his head,
nodding as if unsurprised by his son's attitude, and then began
limping on to court.

He turned after a few steps.
"Hippomedon, remember the family!"

 



Chapter 5

 


Purposefully wearing his
simplest tunic, a coarse green cloth hardly befitting his kingly
status, Agis strode up to the iron gate of Archidamia, his
grandmother's home where his mother, Agesistrata and his wife,
Agiatis, were visiting. The sturdy house had been built on a solid
stone base. Olive trees, swaying in the late afternoon wind,
shielded the blue shuttered windows facing the road. The dying sun
still glinted off the black-baked tiled roof. Vegetables grew in a
simple plot in front of the two story house, which had a strong
door of dark cypress studded with bronze nails. The door was open
for anyone to enter. Inside, the three women sat waiting for him in
the interior courtyard, much as he expected the ephors, in less
kindly fashion, would be sitting and anticipating his words.

He would never kiss the ephors
as he did the three women. Agiatis, who he kissed last, looked
radiant in a pale blue tunic, catching her dark eyes. A belt of
black goat skin, with silver threads, softly bound her slender
waist. She wore a bracelet on her wrist with a coiled gold snake
design. A sparking gold necklace, emblazoned with tiny upright
elephants, hung from her slender neck. Rich with the scent of rose
oil, her dark black hair cascaded down her shoulders. Roundly cut,
her finger and toe nails were all painted a bright red. Only
eighteen, she already had a serenity that surprised Agis. Although,
even she would be shocked by his plan, which his mother and
grandmother would never accept, each probably for different
reasons.

"It's nice to see you, Agis,"
said Archidamia. "You come here too seldom, and now, a king of
Sparta." She passed him a porcelain tray laden with barley cakes,
raisins, and a silver-rimmed cup filled with honey. And then she
handed him a long-stemmed amphora holding wine mixed with water. He
poured a small amount of wine into a tall glass with engravings of
warriors holding swords upright, as if celebrating a victory. From
inside the house, he caught the odor of olive oil and sausages
being cooked.

"I may come more often now,"
Agis said, smiling. Though over sixty, his grandmother walked with
a steady gait. Beneath her thinning gray hair, crowned with a
purple diadem, her sallow, much-creased face reflected a wisdom he
always respected. A jeweled girdle circled her still slim waist.
"After all, you're one of the richest women in Sparta."

"One could not tell that you too
were wealthy from your dress," his grandmother observed.

"That, beloved grandmother, is
part of my plan." Smiling with a winning glance, Agis quickly
walked over to his grandmother and kissed her wrinkled cheek.
Although appreciative of his affection, Agis saw that she remained
uncertain about his plan....

"A Spartan son is no different
from any other son," his mother said, and Agis was uncertain if she
was offended by his clothing or his words. Still beautiful, with a
robust figure gently nudging against her fine silk tunic, his
mother bound her still dark black hair with a gold pendant. One
jewel lay embedded in each of her sandals. In days past, Spartan
women, even of nobility, would not indulge in such ostentation. If
members of his own family had fallen prey to the desire for luxury
and comfort, how could he help convince the citizenry to undertake
reforms which might limit their sybaritic lifestyle?

"In days bygone, such was not
the case," his grandmother said simply.

"Agis is jesting," Agiatis said,
shifting her weight on the chair. Even the chair, Agis noted, was
of Egyptian ebony, finely molded with carvings of serpents raised
on each leg. No doubt the chair came through the port of Athens and
had been brought overland to Sparta. As perhaps were the gold and
silver vases gleaming on the painted trays atop expensive tables,
and the gold-clasped belt his mother wore. Sparta needed her own
expanded port. His head burst with ideas, although, he had to move
slowly. It would be unreasonable to expect his countrymen to
surrender their creature comforts. Patriotism might not be
enough.

"A king should never jest about
money," his mother scolded, and again Agis was uncertain if she
were making an off-hand remark or a serious comment. He decided to
respond to his grandmother.

"I know, grandmother, full well
what you mean. I still remember all the stories you told me as a
child. And if I have my way, the best part of that day will
return."

"Impossible," his mother broke
in quickly. "Sparta has become more Athenian than Athens
herself."

His grandmother nodded. "And
yet, we won the war."

"And lost the peace," Agis
added. "As soon as we took Athenian gold in indemnity."

His mother shook her head. He
knew she would be difficult to convince. "That Athenian gold, along
with our lands, is the reason for our well-being."

"How secure is Sparta?" Agis
raised his voice, feeling the blood coursing to his head. "Will we
prosper in coming days?" Easy, he told himself. If he became so
excited with the women, how would he perform before the ephors?
"Have we sacrificed our future for this supposed well-being?"

He had their attention, but had
he won their support?

"It is becoming cool," Agiatis
said, shivering in the cool weather of night. "Let's go
inside."

More than a chill prompted his
wife, though Agis was also glad for the interruption, which gave
him a chance to collect his thoughts and to choose his words more
carefully. They sat in a room facing the courtyard. The walls were
painted with bright green scimitar-shaped designs around white and
pink flowers. A lyre with golden bands sat atop a broad cypress
stand with swirling legs. On a lintel, a small water clock revealed
an interior float slowly sinking and rising to measure out sections
of the day and night. Mounted on the axle, a tiny globe rotated
past black lines to mark the hours. Silver libation bowls sat on a
shelf between more plates and cups. Another shelf contained scrolls
and documents, watched over by a two-handled amphora with
open-jawed lion designs.

"Agis," his mother spoke first.
Sitting on a chair of olive wood, with a thin inlaid line of
pearls, she drove quickly to her point. "What are you proposing to
tell the ephors?"

Declining more wine from
Agiatis, Agis started with a small smile. No need to be grim, he
thought. "The time has come for change, and that I'll need their
help."

"If so, be prepared for
resistance," his mother swiftly declared, dismissing the smile as
he knew she would and focusing on the message.

"What changes do you mean?"
Agiatis asked. She had been silent, deferring to the older women,
but now she felt it her duty to speak and perhaps save her
headstrong husband from perils he didn't see or had underestimated.
While younger than Agis, she felt herself to be the more practical.
His head would often be filled with visions of this revitalized
Sparta leading all of Hellas. And while she encouraged his
ambitious goals to a large extent, she also tried to influence him
to modify his grandiose plans, even reminding him -- if such a
reminder were even necessary -- of how the gods might strike
against men who overreached their mortal boundaries.

"I need your help," Agis said
simply. "All of you."

"What manner of help?" his
mother asked, her brow knitted as she feared what she would hear
from her son's lips. Agis was so full of ideas and the confidence
of youth. Life would teach him hard lessons. Yet, how could she
protect him as a man and a king?

"In days bygone, a Spartan boy
would die before coming to his mother and wife for help," his
grandmother observed, leaning forward in her wide-seated chair with
a silver-gilded falcon jutting from each armrest. Next to her
chair, a table held a lamp of black-stained gypsum, its base
decorated with a pair of tail-entwined snarling boars. A small
pitcher of oil sat ready to be burned shortly as the light waned.
As if supervising, a small phallic-shaped statue of Hermes stood
near the oblong lamp.

Agis nodded. "So were the
traditions of the past. I do want to restore discipline...to a
degree."

"Tell us what you wish," his
mother insisted.

Agis drew a deep breath, and
then spoke slowly and decisively. "Many of our people have spoken
to me. They do not fear change. It is only the landowners who are
afraid of change and losing what they have. I must find landowners
who will place the welfare of Sparta over their own wealth."

His mother shook her head. "So
you expect us to give up our land."

Agis nodded. "I had hoped you
would...in return for lifting of mortgages. Although, not all of
your land. Surrender a portion of it for rentals and then share
these rentals with the mortgage holders. I haven't decided how to
share those sums. First, though, I must win approval of the overall
plan."

"I've raised an insane son," his
mother said, shaking her head again. "This plan will not work. It
will lead to revolution. It will lead to the loss of your throne,
and perhaps your life. Forget this madness!"

"It was wise to come and discuss
it first with us, was it not?" Agiatis said, seeking somehow to
offer a measure of support for her husband, though she thought his
idea impractical. Why would anyone sacrifice their land
voluntarily?

"Indeed, let us be thankful for
this courtesy," his mother agreed.

"Sparta needs dramatic reform,
or we will never be great again." With the battle enjoined within
the confines of his own family, Agis felt the floodgates of his
mind opening. They must see the value of his plan. Their support
would be crucial.

"This is not the way," his
mother corrected. Although her eyes shown with love, her expression
clouded with worry. "Sparta must be returned to greatness, my
valiant son, but the course you have chosen is doomed to fail."

"There is no other alternative,"
Agis pleaded, feeling his face flush. "Either we reform or we
decay. And the people will support me."

"Is this so?" his mother
scoffed. "Why? Because you've made promises to give them land, to
remove debts, and a variety of other things? Don’t you realize the
ephors will claim you only want to get the support of the rabble to
overthrow them and become a tyrant."

"Never!"

Shaking her head in
discouragement, his mother pursued her point. "They will use your
idealism against you. They will plant the fear of tyranny. I see
only trouble ahead."

"I will make it clear I seek
only to safeguard Sparta's future, not become a tyrant."

"Will that be enough?" his
mother asked as Agis stared resolutely at her. He realized at that
moment they shared the same stubbornness, divided as they were on
this crucial issue. He wondered if she shared this feeling with him
at this moment.

"You spoke before of restoring
discipline," his grandmother intervened. She had been listening
carefully. Few things surprised her any more, but Agis had
succeeded, and she felt a strange burst of excitement surging
through her tired body. "How would you accomplish this?"

"We can't go back to a totally
military state," Agis said, trying to speak calmly and in measured
tones. He could see Agiatis' soft black eyes imploring restraint.
"Nor is it necessary to separate boys from their mothers at seven
to make them men feared throughout Hellas. Yet, we do have to
reinstate stricter military training, and introduce new techniques
of warfare. I also propose to create alliances, perhaps with Rome,
perhaps with Egypt, where we combine forces. Sparta will lead
Hellas and we'll be spared domination by Macedonia or any other
city."

"Ambitious goals," his mother
said, as if surprised by the audacity of his plan.

"Perhaps it can work," Agiatis
said, fearing that in being hopeful and supportive, she would be
taking the wrong course. She studied the faces of Agis' mother and
grandmother, although she could not be sure of their thoughts.

"So, you want both?" His
grandmother strove to perceive the essence of Agis' theme. "To
fight again, and still have wealth."

"One will feed upon the other,"
Agis said animatedly, spurred on by the realization that at least
his grandmother -- who knew better than the others the past
strength and glory of Sparta -- understood his plan. "Although we
need discipline to fight, we also need trade and alliances. If we
don't succeed in becoming a power to be reckoned with again, and
possibly unite Hellas behind us, another Alexander will surely
conquer us, and Sparta will be heard of no more."

The women were silent, mulling
over his dire message.

"As I see it, we have little
choice," Agis went on. "We either change or die as a state."

"That is not how the ephors will
see it," his mother immediately challenged.

"Agreed," Agis said. "That is
why I've come to you. How can I ask other landowners to surrender a
portion of their lands for this purpose if my own family has it
not?"

"I will do so," Agiatis said.
She glanced obediently at her husband, although he felt no
assurance in her quick decision. Agiatis was being a faithful wife,
and for that he would be grateful; but he wanted her -- and his
mother and grandmother -- and all Spartans to approve of his
policies. Difficult as his program would be, it had become
necessary. Though, it could not be carried out by dictate. His
ideas had to be understood, and that in itself, he recognized, was
a revolutionary thought for a king of Sparta. For any king in
Hellas or Persia or anywhere, he thought, as he searched the
troubled eyes of his mother for her response.

"And so will I," his grandmother
said. "Though, I'm afraid it will end badly."

Shaking her head wearily as if
she were the only one possessed of sense, his mother said gravely,
"You know my reasons to be opposed. However, if I am not able to
convince you, I will not stand in your way. You have my land, which
is your land as well, to dispose of as you see fit."

Agiatis smiled, his mother and
grandmother looked worried. He should feel more triumphant. The
first battle had been won, though he knew worse was yet to
come.

"And now that matters of state
have been settled, what news of grandchildren?" his grandmother
asked as if it didn't matter how embarrassed Agis or Agiatis would
be. Even his mother seemed somewhat surprised. The old, Agis
thought, affect the boldness of the gods and feel they are entitled
to say whatever enters their minds.

"When we're blessed, all shall
know," Agis said, seeing Agiatis' face flame with embarrassment.
Well, he knew she blamed herself for not yet conceiving.

"The birthing chair sits empty
in the house," his grandmother gently chided.

Both he and Agiatis knew his
mother had already put aside toys, including clay figurines of boys
and girls riding swans, and terra cotta rattles.

"In this, too, have faith," Agis
said respectfully. Though, he wondered if the gods, no matter how
many sacrifices, would deny him and Agiatis this joy?

 



Chapter 6

 


"Agis, both your mother and
grandmother say Leonidas isn't to be trusted. Nor, for that matter,
is your uncle Agesileus."

"They trust no one," Agis said,
giving Agiatis a pained look.

"And for good reason," Agiatis
quickly responded. She lay on their wide bed, its frame made
sturdily of cypress and polished a deep brown, with the short legs
bearing carvings of eagle heads. A dark green silk sheet was pulled
up over her lissome body. Her skin was pale, and she had rubbed oil
over her body so that it felt soft and smooth. He wanted to make
love to her, not discuss politics. Enough of that talk had come
earlier at his grandmother's house where finally they had eaten the
dinner meal of stewed fish, sausages and honey biscuits in a
subdued fashion as if the threat of disaster hung over their simple
repast.

Agiatis would pout if he didn't
respond. He had long recognized that she was unlike most Spartan
women. As an aristocrat, she had been educated and could read and
write, and knew much of the world. Quite possibly, he conceded, she
knew more about stewardship of their estate than he did,
considering the large amount of land her family owned. She took a
keen interest in his plans, and while she agreed philosophically,
she felt his course was too dangerous to pursue. Few Spartan women
could defend their point of view as well as Agiatis.

Fewer Spartan women even had a
point of view, which was another matter he wanted to reform. If
Spartan women could fight, they could also be citizens. Spartan
women already had the right to inherit and bequeath property, so it
would not be inconsistent to give them voting rights as well.
Perhaps the age when they could become citizens could be made fifty
as opposed to thirty for men. This made sense, Agis reasoned, as
the women lived longer than men. Although, this was a proposal he
would wait to make. More important matters had to be implemented
first. All in good time. Let not the gods, nor men, see unseemly
haste.

"A king must trust his people,"
Agis said

"Don't be ridiculous," Agiatis
snapped. "If you talk like that to the ephors, they will certainly
think you a fool."

Removing his tunic, Agis stood
nude at the foot of the bed and smiled. "What I say and what I
think can be different. I hope you give me credit for this
understanding."

"Of course," Agiatis relented,
moving the sheets to make room for him. "What of King Leonidas and
Agesileus? I don't trust them either. Or any of the others. They'll
use you to their own ends."

"Possibly," Agis admitted,
sliding into bed. Like most Spartan beds, it consisted of a
mattress stuffed with feathers and supported by leather thongs.
"Perhaps I can use them toward my ends."

"You are outnumbered, my
beloved, and the ephors are old and conservative. I do not want to
discourage you -- you know that -- but it would be wise to go
slow."

"I will be careful." Agis leaned
on his right side, wondering if it were really true as some elders
asserted that they were more likely to have a boy if they made love
in that position.

"When will you speak to the
ephors?"

"At the next full moon. Would
that not be the most propitious time?"

Reluctantly, Agiatis nodded,
then moved closer to him. He felt her warmth suffuse his body. Her
breasts touched his arm as he lay on his back, and he could feel
her rosy nipples begin to harden. They had yet to produce any
children. He knew she feared being barren, but the gods should
favor their union. Another sacrifice should be made to Aphrodite.
Spartan women who failed to conceive had suffered greatly, though,
perhaps it was not entirely their fault. If the gods commanded the
pattern of births, why should women be penalized? If a man didn't
want to do his duty and use his seed to help produce children, the
law was correct in punishing him. The man had a choice. What choice
did women have for the marvel that took place in their bodies?

Her fingers caressed his flat
stomach, and moved down to grip his stiff penis. "The king is at
full strength," Agiatis whispered. Smiling, Agis rolled over atop
her to do his pleasant duty.

Afterwards, they lay quietly,
with Agiatis' head resting on his chest. "If we created a child
this time, it will be another Achilles, for never have I felt more
power in giving you my seed."

"And what if I am barren?"
Agiatis questioned, looking up at Agis as if he had uttered another
alarming statement of policy. "Will you abandon me?"

"Never!" Agis protested,
clasping her to him, and showering kisses on her face. They held
each other for a long moment. What had left his body and entered
her body was a union that lasted beyond their mere mortal power and
passion. Neither of them could control the fortunes of his fluids,
a part of him that had become a part of her. Only the gods could
grant or deny their mutual wish.

Planting a tiny kiss on his
lips, Agiatis rose. Her pale buttocks moved with a delicate
roundness through the half-shadows before she put on a blue silk
robe decorated with a floral pattern and bound by a silver threaded
belt.

Outside, in the dressing and
bathing area where a large gold-framed mirror hovered over the
sunken porcelain tub, her female attendant had probably prepared a
purifying bath. Oils were ready to be anointed on her body. He knew
Agiatis was careful in not letting the heated water destroy the
precious seed in her body. Their son would be born, their son would
rule a strong Sparta. This, too, Agis silently vowed.

 



Chapter 7

 


"Word has come that King Agis
will propose certain reforms," Ketros said to the gathering of the
helots deep in a heavily wooded section of the mountains. "The
question is whether such reforms will be approved and if they can
help us." Scouts had been posted to avoid any Spartan patrols from
discovering their presence. Late afternoon shadows danced on the
gnarled branches of the tall, encroaching trees. Ketros felt that
he knew every man there, but he still worried about informers. Tall
and well-built, with thick black hair that hung down to his
shoulders, Ketros felt cold in his simple black tunic as a sharp
wind suddenly whistled through the clearing.

Still in his early twenties,
Ketros had not sought leadership of this small group of helots; not
one of his seniors showed any interest in seeking to overcome the
terrible domination over their people. With no other voices to be
heard, he had spoken up after seeking refuge in the mountains from
the secret police. His parents had died, still bound to the same
soil and to the same Spartan landowner, Lycos, a boorish,
overbearing man famed for sharp dealings and mistreatment of
helots. Indeed, Lycos was also reputed to have close ties to the
secret service if not actually a member himself.

Ketros and his older brother,
Demetrius, had taken over their small farm, dutifully turned over
some of their profits and provisions as called for. But then an
argument occurred one day between Demetrius and Lycos over the
weighing of a wine casket. Demetrius protested an inaccurate
tabulation and sought to make an adjustment -- no more, no less --
and yet, within two days he had disappeared and everyone suspected
the secret service had killed him. His body was never found, and
thus Ketros - masking his desire for revenge -- asked Lycos if he
could offer any aid in locating his brother's body for proper
burial. Where might his soul go if unaccompanied by Hermes? And how
would he cross the river Styx?

"Why do you think I know what
happened?" Lycos had growled. "And how do you know Demetrius is
dead?"

"I fear the worst," Ketros said,
believing Lycos to be lying, yet, he contained his anger. "If he
were alive, he would come to me."

Lycos sneered. "Better you not
seek him too strongly."

"Why, pray tell?" Ketros felt
his face flame, feeling his self-control vanishing before Lycos'
arrogance.

Facing Ketro squarely, as if
daring him to make any move against him, Lycos said contemptuously:
"Insolence, I see, runs in your family." With that, the landowner
turned his back on Ketros and began to walk away. An uncontrollable
fury gripped Ketros. Were they mere chattels to be dismissed and
disposed of at the whim of dishonest landowners?

Grabbing Lycos by his shoulder,
Ketros spun him around, intending only to demand an honest response
to his question. Lycos struck him hard in his face, though, drawing
blood from his mouth. Losing all control, Ketros lashed out with
his right arm and knocked Lycos to the ground where he landed
heavily with his head at an awkward angle. Bending over the fallen
landowner, already regretting his impulsive behavior, Ketros saw
that Lycos no longer drew breath and that his eyes were fixed in an
astonished glaze. Despairing at being able to explain what had
happened, Ketros dragged Lycos behind nearby bushes. Quickly, he
returned to his hut, gathered as much of his belongings as he could
carry, and made swiftly for the mountains and safety.

Finding others who lived in the
mountains as outcasts, he had begun to speak out about organizing
resistance to the Spartans -- and others listened.

"What have you heard?" asked
Stavros, a burly farmer who no longer farmed.

"That these so-called reforms
will benefit landowners, and not even ordinary Spartans," Ketros
said bitterly. "And certainly not us who till the fields and do the
work...on land that was originally ours. It's unlikely these
reforms will be approved by the ephors. If I'm right, though, the
ephors will strike against us, afraid we'll be encouraged by the
very thought of reform and greater freedom."

"What can we do?" asked
Theosophus, a man who had spent his youth and young manhood tilling
fields for a wealthy Spartan landowner to feed his family.

"We must arm ourselves so we can
throw off our shackles," Ketros said heatedly. "Caches have been
prepared in the mountains to hide our weapons as the secret police
look in our homes."

"They are too strong for us,"
argued Temarchus, a tall, thin farmer. "We will all be killed, and
our wives and children, too."

"Yes," agreed Lekkos, a
gray-haired man who had actually been the manager of an estate for
a Spartan. "Where once our brightest children were thrown off the
cliffs, now at least they let us live."

"Not all," Ketros said sharply.
"The secret police can kill a helot whenever it wishes. You all
know that to be true."

"Yes!" Catumbus agreed. One of
the strongest helots, with muscles bulging against his arm bands,
Catumbus was the kind of man he needed, Ketros realized. He
understood their fear, sharing it, but they had to overcome their
dread.

"Listen to me!" he shouted.
"What you say is true, and it will be true for your children and
your children's children if we don't act. We shouldn't move rashly
but gather our strength and wait for an opportunity to fight for
our land and freedom."

"Every time we rebel we have
been defeated, and many of our people have died," Temarchus
grumbled, not so much in opposition but as in sadly retelling their
history. "Is not this another chance to die?"

"Let's hear more of your plan,"
cried out Alexis, a younger man who Ketros had never seen before.
Newcomers, while welcome, were always suspect and the group never
met at the same camp at two successive meetings to avoid an attack
by the secret police. "It's time we stop paying outrageous rent for
farming our own land."

"You must understand that we
will be attacked by the Spartans, if I read the current situation
correctly, whether we act or not," Ketros said, determining that he
would check later who among them knew of Alexis. "How much
suffering must we endure before we act?"

"They are so much stronger than
us," Lekkos lamented.

"Yes," Ketros countered. "Though
we plan to seek an alliance with the Aetolians, who also seek
revenge and return of their stolen land."

"We can not trust the
Aetolians." Temarchus shook his head.

Ketros stared calmly at his
opponent. "We can trust no one. Does that mean that we should
wither away as virtual slaves for eternity? No, the Spartans have
never been so weak and divided as they have recently. The two
kings, from what I hear, are separated by more than age."

"Yes, yet, if we lose, we will
be killed and those who survive will have even less rights than we
currently have," Lekkos reasoned.

"Right," Temarchus threw in. "If
Sparta is so weak, let us wait until she collapses."

"Wait! Wait! Wait!" Ketros
growled angrily. "We must do for ourselves. Shall we exchange one
set of masters for another? When Sparta crumbles, and crumble
Sparta will, her conquerors aren't likely to give us what they
fought to acquire? Have the Macedonians helped us?"

"Better the masters we know than
any we do not," Temarchus still argued.

"We must overcome fear," Ketros
shouted, afraid his voice would carry over the treetops, though
anxious to overcome this pervasive fear decades of domination had
bred in his countrymen. Truly, he wondered if he could ever succeed
in raising a sufficient force of motivated men. Men like Temarchus
were many. "Our plan is realistic," Ketros went on, more calmly.
"Even with weapons, we are no match for the Spartans. And the small
Macedonian outpost will do nothing but watch us kill each other.
While the Spartans may not be the terror they were before the
Thebans and then the Macedonians defeated them, they are still the
best soldiers in Hellas. With an alliance, we can succeed. If we
can attack Sparta from within and without, we can win."

"And who will establish this
alliance?" Lekkos asked dubiously.

"I will," Ketros said. "I will
go to Argos to speak to the Aetolians."

"When?" Catumbus asked.

"Before the next full moon."

Before the meeting broke up,
Balyssa, one of the few women who lived in the mountains, spoke.
She was a middle-aged widow whose husband had died in battle
fighting with the Spartans. While she did much of the cooking, she
had a warrior's mentality and was fiercer than many of the men.
Ketros could easily see her in battle, wielding a sword and cutting
down soldiers with savage strokes. At present, she appeared more
temperate.

"Ketros, what of this young
king, Agis, who has proposed these reforms we know nothing of? Do
you believe him to be sincere?"

"I do not know," Ketros said.
"Would his sincerity be enough?"

Encouraged perhaps by Balyssa's
candor, Chlorydis gave her opinion. Not yet twenty, but strong and
full-bodied, Chlorydis had run away from her home after being raped
by a Spartan overseer and then plunging a knife into his chest.
Escaping to the mountains, leaving her parents and brothers and
sisters behind, she had first been suspected of being a spy. Though
immediately taken by her striking looks, Ketros had still
questioned her closely. Then another helot had vouched for her and
she had stayed, helping Balysssa, who took her under her wing,
though, truth be told, many of the men thought Chlorydis a superior
cook. She seldom spoke at their meetings, though far from quiet
when alone with Ketros. She wore a thick woolen gray peplos or
shirt that fell nearly to her knees, with a black shawl draped over
her shoulders. Her long black hair fell nearly to her waist,
circled by a tarnished silver-buckled belt.

"Would it not be worthwhile to
learn more of Agis and what we can expect of him before we commit
ourselves to the Aetolians?" she asked.

"Perhaps we can contact King
Agis and tell him of our support for his reforms," Catumbus
joked.

Ketros, however, didn't smile,
though others cackled. Instead, he pondered a moment, then stared
meaningfully at Catumbus. "Your idea has more merit than you
realize, and the women are right. A show of support might help our
cause."

"And how would we accomplish
this?" Catumbus asked puzzled.

"We'll tell him," Ketros said,
smiling.

 



Chapter 8

 


"Did you mind that I spoke too
strongly?" Chlorydis asked after the meeting disbanded and she and
Ketros went to their secret hiding place. While they knew everyone
was aware of where they went, and for what purpose, their hideaway
was still considered private and anyone not knowing the location
would be unlikely to find it. By accident, Ketros had discovered a
tiny clearing between a cluster of towering pine trees whose boughs
had intertwined to let little light penetrate. Heavy bush
overgrowth shielded their patch from all sides, with a fallen tree
also impeding passage at one point. Only at one spot was it
possible, by pushing the bushes and branches aside, to enter the
alcove.

"No, you spoke well and wisely,"
Ketros said.

"I didn't mean to put you in
danger by seeking out King Agis," Chlorydis said. She had stored a
heavy woolen blanket in the low hanging boughs and covered it with
leather strips to keep the blanket dry. She untied the strips and
placed the blanket on a mattress of pine needles and leaves on the
ground.

"I'll only send a message,"
Ketros said. "Little danger in that." He admired the firmly rounded
figure of Chlorydis as she bent over, her breasts leaning heavily
against her shirt. Desire gripped his body, and he felt his loins
tingle with anticipation.

"Nor would I place much trust in
this king, who I hear is barely as old as I."

Ketros nodded. "I trust few," he
said, with a slight smile.

"Am I one?" Chlorydis asked
coquettishly. She sat on the blanket, legs stretched out. Tomorrow
she would wash the blanket in one of the mountain streams, but now
was the time for pleasure before the bitter night air set in
coldly. Already the wind managed to break through the trees,
fluttering some leaves and even bending some tiny branches.
Darkness would soon descend, but she felt safe here, safe with
Ketros.

Smile broadening, Ketros joined
Chlorydis on the blanket. He kissed her lips, the kiss deepening as
she tugged at the belt around his tunic. Ketros pulled her shirt
off. She wore no support for her breasts, their pale expanse
encircling rosy-hued nipples. She pulled her cotton chemise off, as
Ketros quickly took off his tunic. Embracing again with a flurry of
caresses, Ketros felt Chlorydis softly run her hand down the length
of his throbbing penis. He could wait no longer, and he reared up
above her and entered her as she arched her hips slightly to
receive him. They rocked as if the gods themselves gave their
passion strength.

 



Chapter 9

 


"Hail, King Leonidas!"

"Greetings, young Agis, my
fellow king."

The two kings of Sparta stared
appraisingly at each other at the court, sitting on high-backed
chairs of polished cypress with carved hawk-heads glaring like
sentinels from each post. Bronze gongs the size of a man's chest
stood poised against the thick walls. One huge tapestry depicted
Athene guiding hunters across a field toward a defiant sharp-tusked
boar, semi-hidden in the brush. Two smaller tapestries showed
shepherds guiding their flocks and smiling maids washing clothing
in the river. Silver-striped amphoras sat upon twin stands by each
chair. Soft sheep skins lay on the floor leading all the way to the
massive door open to permit light to enter. Unlit lanterns were
placed upon other tables in the large room. Two guards stood
outside the doorway, spears at their sides. Gleaming
silver-burnished columns and a long corridor led to separate and
smaller rooms in the one-story building that served as the court of
Sparta.

Tall and courtly, Leonidas --
son of Cleonymus of the royal house of the Agiadne -- wore a blue
silk tunic, gold-studded sandals, and a short sword with rubies
inset on the scabbard. No doubt a possession from his Persian days,
Agis thought, feeling he presented a complete contrast in his
simple white cloth tunic and unadorned sandals. Even his sword,
though sharp and of well-tempered steel, and its plain iron-studded
scabbard, were paltry in comparison to the outwardly regal splendor
of his elderly peer.

Leonidas' black hair was still
dark, though flecked with gray, and his figure was lean, though he
was nearly fifty years of age. At least the Persian exile had not
expanded his waist. Leonidas' mind is what preoccupied Agis. He was
convinced that Leonidas, more than twice his age, looked upon him
as someone only his equal in theory.

"I was happy to hear of your
ascension to the throne, and may your kingship be long and
fruitful," Leonidas said.

"May it be half of your success,
and we are happy to have you back in Sparta." With both gracious
lies delivered, they could get down to business. Better that
Leonidas had remained in Persia and another be on his throne,
possibly his son-in-law, Cleombotus, who might be less afflicted
with the curse of excessive luxury. He had sought this meeting with
Leonidas to determine his degree of opposition -- for this is what
he expected -- to his reform proposals. He also anticipated that
Leonidas had already heard the essence of his ideas and, no doubt,
had since calculated his response -- both to him, if asked, and
most certainly to the ephors. Being addressed as "young" was an
obvious clue to Leonidas' general attitude. Although he, and the
other Spartan leaders, would learn that young was not identical
with stupid.

"Working together, we should be
able to do much," Leonidas said, appearing more impressed with
Agis' dress than his words. "I want to discuss the future of
Sparta," Agis said, wanting to narrow the gap in age and attitude
and focus on his ideas and their implementation. "While we may
disagree on some matters, we both want Sparta to prosper." "That is
also my goal," Leonidas said.

"If we can come to an agreement,
our united front will surely convince the ephors," Agis said
hopefully. What he really hoped for was to elicit a general
theoretical statement of support from Leonidas and then to narrow
the specific aspects he was certain to oppose.

"If I've heard correctly, you
want to free the helots?"

"Based on their work and
loyalty, yes."

"Even though our whole economic
system is virtually based on their labor? Who would till the fields
and work the mines?"

"They would, as legitimate
Spartans. And with a greater stake in our overall prosperity and
security, they would do an even better job."

"That is an untested theory."
Leonidas shook his head. "And if your theory does not work, Sparta
will be faced with an even greater enemy inside our territory than
we currently have. The helots, as you well know, are always a
threat to rebel." "There will be far less reason to rebel and
Sparta will be stronger, not weaker. The helots are lean and hard
while we have grown fat and indulgent."

"Not all of us," Leonidas smiled
ironically.

"True," Agis returned the smile.
"If we labored more ourselves, perhaps Sparta, rather than
Macadonia, would rule Hellas. Alexander went to Persia and beyond,
Sparta stayed home."

Leonidas smiled thinly, unhappy
over the reference to Persia where he had spent his exile before
returning to his rightful throne. "So, do you see yourself as
another Alexander?"

Refusing to swallow the bait,
Agis quickly responded. "No. I do see Sparta as unconquered and
free. And we have been conquered, more by the fruits of our
indulgence than by the force of arms."

"Then it is your idea we should
surrender what little we have left, and return to some backwards,
primitive state?"

"Not at all," Agis said,
maintaining his patience. Leonidas must have understood from his
sources that such a return to the old days was far from his mind.
He was still trying to place an overly simple cast on a complex
policy. "We have to move forward with a new discipline, based on
traditional values, but recognizing current realities."

Leonidas smiled again. "That
sounds wise, but your notion of land distribution and a moratorium
of debts, as well as freeing the helots, are dangerous ideas. And
restoring discipline will not go over well with our people."

"Our people may not know what is
best for them and Sparta."

"No doubt," Leonidas agreed.
"Yet, they, through the ephors, still have a voice. And it is a
voice, you will learn as I did, that no Spartan king can ignore."
Sound advice, Agis felt, especially as a former quintet of ephors
had led to Leonidas' exile. Leonidas was correct in his arguments,
to some extent. Although, he had to counter the danger Leonidas
professed to see. "The far greater danger is to stand still and do
nothing."

"Agis, as your elder, let me
give you some advice. I have made my share of mistakes, which you
know. I have been exiled to Persia. I've never lost my love for my
native city, though. I know you mean well, you love Sparta as I do,
but your ideas are disruptive. We will have anarchy."

"So you will oppose me?"

"I ask that your proposals be
carefully considered. Perhaps you can give them more thought. I am
not against change if it will be beneficial, and am willing to
compromise. I am not the arch conservative you may think me to
be."

Agis stared ironically at his
elder peer. "Nor am I the young impetuous idealist you may think me
to be."

Leonidas smiled but made no move
to clasp Agis’ arm in a show of solidarity. Their eyes met, and
there was no animosity.

There was also no agreement.


Chapter 10

 


With immediate foreboding, Agis
picked up a missive he spotted on the ground by his door as soon as
he stepped outside his stone house shortly after dawn. Light had
scarcely broken, with the sky still turning a light blue. Their
patch of onions and garlic appeared to have not been trampled by
any animals during the night, but he would have to take a closer
look later. Scrawled poorly with a rough stylus on a thick
sheepskin parchment, the letter was still damp from the morning
dew. He read the note intently. As he feared, his desire for reform
was unleashing forces he could not control. A helot sought his
help. Surprised that a helot could write, he thought it was
possible another had put together these words.

King Agis, we appeal to you to
help us become citizens of Sparta, so we can fully enjoy the fruits
of our labor, own our land, and give this land to our children. We
believe you seek reforms in the laws of Sparta and want to help as
well. We are willing to fight and die for Sparta like all Spartan
citizens. We cannot come to see you in person as the secret service
will surely arrest and kill us. If we are left as virtual slaves,
Sparta will be weaker and not stronger.

How could it be that so much had
been discovered of his plans? Agis wondered. And by the helots, no
less. The last line resounded in his mind as it reflected his own
viewpoint. What was his duty now, he pondered, glad that Agiatis
still slept, as did all the household. The unsigned letter was yet
another of his mounting problems. He should deliver the letter to
the ephors. If he did not, and his inaction discovered, it would be
held against him. He must protect himself. To do so, though, would
only reinforce opposition to giving the helots any more rights, and
against him for even considering any such reforms and thus
encouraging the helots. His chances for success, already questioned
by Agiatis as well as his mother and grandmother, would be greatly
damaged. Damned both ways! Yet, he agreed with the helots to an
extent.

In the house he could hear
Agiatis giving instructions to their helot cook, Desdis, for their
breakfast. Better not to say anything to her as of yet, which would
only reinforce her already strong fears about his plans. If only
the gods could send him a signal-- More likely, the gods watched as
he groped in his own darkness toward the uncertain light seen by
the hag oracle.

Feeling heavy-hearted and his
face too somber, even as a rosy glow emerged in the eastern sky,
Agis tried to change his mood as he stuck the note into his tunic
where it could not be seen. Should he save or destroy the letter?
he wondered. As he joined Agiatis for their morning meal, he no
longer felt any hunger.


Chapter 11

 


Sitting at the head of the great
wooden table, laden with gold-burnished trays filled with meats and
fruits, and with ample amphoras of wine spread before his guests,
Leonidas felt very much a king. Though this was not a state dinner,
and he had only invited some of his closest friends and advisors,
Leonidas thought that perhaps some day he could reign more like the
Great King of Persia. There, in the huge court that dwarfed
Sparta's meager court, where hundreds served a mighty few, a king
was truly sovereign. Here in backward Sparta -- a thought he would
never utter publicly -- he had to share a paltry kingship with
another; and the other was an untried youth, who had all sorts of
so-called reforms he planned to suggest to the ephorate.

For a moment, he listened to the
soft strumming of the lyre off to the right. One sole musician,
where in the Great King's court, musicians, clowns, jugglers and
greased wrestlers put on a never-ending show. Lanterns shed light
over much of the elongated table, with shadows covering the beveled
corners. Great towers of flame illuminated the Persian court where
little was not noticed by one of the Great King's spies.

He wondered how strong the
secret police had become, then his thoughts turned to the surprise
he would spring on his guests. Soon Beliza would dance and the days
and nights of the Persian court would return and his confederates
would get a glimpse of a lifestyle he had left behind. Yet, in all
honesty, he had wanted to return to Sparta where he was a king in
his own right and not a guest or vassal of the Great King.

"Hipparchus." He spoke warmly to
his friend of many years, and as an ephor and head of the secret
police, a valuable associate. "What do you hear of Agis?"

"He has plans to propose to the
ephors, though I have no details thus far."

Broadly built, with cheeks like
a swollen boar, Hipparchus sat stolidly. Once, when they were
youths, Leonidas recalled how Hipparchus had broken another boy's
neck when they wrestled. Strong and merciless, and a man much
feared by helots and Spartans alike. An ally he must keep at all
costs.

"And is the young king
popular?"

"Very much so," said Applares,
one of the wealthiest of landowners, and perhaps one with the most
fears of what Agis might try to do. "The people hold out many hopes
for him, though they have no idea of what he plans to do."

"And who does?" asked Petrias,
another whose lands spread widely throughout Spartan-held
territory.

Hipparchus grunted as if he were
held responsible for this ignorance.

"I see that Sparta has changed
in many ways, and not others," Leonidas said. "There is more
wealth, and still more poverty. And the helots are more unruly than
ever. A strong hand is needed."

"And this is why we are glad you
have returned," Applares was quick to say, bringing murmurs of
agreement from Hipparchus and Petrias.

"What can you tell us of the
Persians?" Petrias asked. "Is the Great King as rich as is
said?"

"Yes, yes," Applares said,
showing great curiosity. "Does he sleep on a bed of solid gold and
dine on plates inlaid with precious diamonds?" Applares stared
enviously at Leonidas for having such intimate knowledge of the
mighty Persian king.

"Even his servants wear
diamonds," Leonidas said, and then added, grinning. "I have not
seen his bed, though I would think it is more comfortable than
that."

"And does he still covet Hellas,
or has he abandoned plans to conquer us since their defeat by the
Macedonians," Hipparchus asked, wiping gristle from his thick lips
with his thick-knuckled hand.

"Although the Great King thinks
of himself as master of the universe, I don't think he intends to
march as far as Hellas," Leonidas answered. "He has enough trouble
keeping control of the outer parts of his empire at present. Some
tribes pay tribute, others send back the ears and noses of his
emissaries."

"One less worry," mused Petrias,
and then sipped more wine.

"Friends," Leonidas lifted his
silver-stripped drinking glass. "Let us toast to our friendship --
and to Sparta."

Everyone drank.

"And now, a little surprise,"
Leonidas smiled, glad that his wife was visiting their daughter and
her husband, though she seldom had dinner with him on such
occasions. Clapping his hands brought Beliza, a tawny-haired girl
of no more than twenty, bursting out of the shadows in a swirl of
jeweled arms and legs. She wore one nearly diaphanous silk garment
covering her body with darker patches before her breasts and groin.
Her bare feet glided over the thick rugs laid across the stone
floor. Her waist-length hair cascaded wildly over pale shoulders
glistening with her jewelry in the lantern-made light.

"Her name is Beliza, and she is
from one of the tribes in the mountains in the southern part of the
Persian empire," Leonidas explained. "She was a gift from the Great
King as he saw I took a fancy to her. When she dances you will see
why." Suddenly, Leonidas loosened his tunic, partially exposing
himself. "In Persia they enjoy pleasures of the flesh greatly, and
one of the dances Beliza is expert at calls for participation by
the men."

Leonidas grinned as the others
stared in surprise at him. Reclining a bit further, he nodded to
Beliza. Picking up the pace, she danced closer and closer to him,
gyrating her breasts and buttocks, and then slowly descending to
Leonidas where -- without her knees touching the floor -- she took
his flaccid penis in her mouth. Sucking for just a moment, she
released him and continued dancing. Aroused, Leonidas looked
amusedly at his friends. "It is a race to see whether she finishes
the dance before I lose my seed."

Beliza sank close to Leonidas
and took hold of his stiffening penis again. Lurching back
gracefully, she continued her dance, her arms flailing through the
semi-darkness, while the others watched in amazement. Once more
Beliza paid a visit to Leonidas, whose eyes closed momentarily and
then reopened as she backed off. In a quickening swirl, Beliza
revolved madly around the room, her dark eyes flashing with
excitement. Bending quickly, she no more touched Leonidas with her
crimson lips than he exploded, his semen reaching her breasts as
she recoiled with a grin. Nodding with satisfaction, Leonidas said,
"I have yet to win. Who else would play? And would anyone care to
wager?"

Petras, Applares and Hipparchus
stared at each other as if afraid to either deny the sensual
pastime or be the first to accept its terms.

"Come!" Leonidas urged with a
lascivious grin. "We are all men and friends here. You asked about
Persian lifestyle. I have given you a demonstration. Or would all
three of you like to play at the same time?"

Petras grinned first, then
Applares, and finally the boar-faced one succumbed. Leonidas nodded
to Beliza who began her dance again as more tunics were loosened.
His trusted friends would be even more trusting, Leonidas thought,
as he watched with another kind of satisfaction.


Chapter 12

 


Hippomedon spotted the
fair-haired woman at the marketplace and knew instantly she must be
a foreigner from her dark green tunic that ran down the length of
her body to below her knees. Spartan women wore shorter tunics. A
long red and black scarf was draped across her shoulders. Her long
blond hair was bound with a reddish ribbon while light glinted from
a silver bracelet on her wrist. She stood next to an old
white-haired and bearded man who carried a carved wooden cane as
they both inspected a stall filled with figs.

In the old days, foreigners
would not be so welcome in Sparta. Nor were they allowed to stay
very long. Many were escorted quickly to the border. Others,
troublemakers perhaps trying to incite the helots to rebel or spies
gauging defenses and the city's lack of walls, had been dropped off
of cliffs. Swift justice. Spartan purity, as well as military
strength, must be kept intact. Another of Lycurgus' strict laws
that had lapsed into semi-obscurity.

Angling closer to the strangers,
Hippomedon saw a gold chain dangling from the woman's neck. Shaped
like intersecting triangles, he recognized it as a sign of the
Hebrews from far off Palestine. What were they doing in Sparta?

In the early morning light, the
market bustled with activity. The sun had yet to heat the day and
the air was cool and fresh. Stalls were filled with a growing
variety of merchandise, much more than in past days. Buying and
trading was brisk, and nowhere did he see the market inspector
charged with the responsibility of enforcing reasonable rates --
whatever they might be. In the past, an excessive rate was a
serious offence; not so now, though there were still cases of
sellers being hauled off to the magistrate for sharp dealing.

Grain jars as high as a man's
head stood at the head of one corner of the row of makeshift wooden
stalls, some constructed like carts with wheels and handles. Sacks
of flour lay heaped atop one another. Scents of spiced wine, honey,
sweet figs and wild thyme wafted through the air. Cheeses and
spices like myrrh and cinnamon crowded each other in small trays
next to long loaves of freshly baked garlic bread. Slides of smoked
goat and lamb meat hung from hooks. It was enough to stir hunger in
Hippomedon as he drifted down the row, careful to step around
discarded slices of rotten cheese and dried out figs drawing flies
in the still damp earth.

He was not much of a shopper,
and actually, Cleastene, his helot house manager, an industrious
and thrifty woman, did all of the food purchases out of a household
allowance he gave her. Several women passed by, one holding a light
blue parasol over her head, though the sun was just beginning to
burn through the clouds. Burly men in thick coarse cloth and
weathered sandals sang the virtues of their goods, exchanging
pleasantries and prices with others. A peddler, covered by a thick
dark green mantle, strode toward Hippomedon, yelling about the
collection of bronze arm rings and bracelets he carried in a tray
slung around his broad neck. Hippomedon waved him by, noting with
distaste the boar grease smeared on the peddler's scraggly
beard.

Stopping to examine maps of the
world engraved in bronze, Hippomedon was struck by one large table
with handsome black wax lions showing the great river ocean
surrounding the world. Though, it was much too heavy to mount on
his wall, and he quickly shook his head as the owner was about to
speak to him. At the next stall he found a map similar to one he
already had. Carefully drawn on Egyptian paper, the map showed
Hellas in the center and Delphi in the center of Hellas. Across the
seas, shown in dark undulating black lines, were Egypt and Ethiopia
to the south; Palestine and India to the west; Rome to the east and
then the Pillars of Hercules leading to the great unknown, where
perhaps the world ended, though no one knew but the gods.

Moving on, Hippomedon watched a
bare-armed blacksmith, wearing tough leather drawers and an oblong
black cloth pinned around his thick body and caught at the waist,
whet a large grindstone used to sharpen and grind daggers. A
coppersmith hammered delicately at small pieces of silver and
malachite, while a barber shaved a man. Another man stood on a
large strip of leather as a shoemaker cut widely around his feet in
preparing his sandals. Fragrant oils and perfumes extracted from
herbs drew some women, who stood there sniffing and chatting.
Scribes and notaries had flat wooden tables where they sat
patiently waiting to deal with taxes and sharecropper accounts.
Looms, with one woman busy spinning a garment, ended this row and
Hippomedon debated whether to continue. His purpose generally at a
visit to the marketplace was to see what the prices were for figs
and fruits, the major products grown on his land. Though it was
interesting to see what else was being sold, as each visit showed
Sparta to be receiving more goods from elsewhere in Hellas and
neighboring lands.

Woolen rugs lay flat on the
ground at the start of the next row, with some hung from ropes
suspended against wooden poles. Roof tiles, as well as wooden
planks and building tools, lay stacked in piles next to large trays
of pottery and vases. Tapestries hung between bronze friezes. Lamps
of gypsum and malachite huddled by small bronze statues of the
gods. Drinking goblets and other libation cups with intricate
designs of hunting and farming stood next to porphyry dishes. Gold
and silver vessels and beads of alabaster and amber beckoned from
one stall, and Hippomedon stopped to inspect a tray filled with
carved seals. A gold-encrusted eagle seal caught his eye, but just
as the merchant -- dressed in a clean deerskin cloak with black and
silver tassels -- was about to speak, his dark eyes gleaming with
the prospect of a sale, Hippomedon shook his head. A lion-carved
rhyton also drew his attention at the next stall, but he moved on
to bemusedly examine a surprising selection of codpieces,
embroidered sandals, and gilded belts. Unable to resist, he tried
on a black Thracian riding hat with ear coverings, but found it
much too large for him.

At another corner, Hippomedon
watched a dour old man, who served as a money changer, sit on a
barebacked chair with iron trays set parallel on a small table. In
the past, coins from other cities were not accepted as readily as
today, he thought, but now the money changer had the silver "owl"
coins of Athens as well as the "colts" of Corinth with their image
of the winged horse Pegasus on one side and the swastika on the
other. As Hippomedon looked on, the old man suddenly spit, with his
fluid barely reaching a pool of water leaking into an open drain
that flowed, less than fragrantly, into a giant cesspool at the
edge of town. Nearby, Hippomedon saw the two-story stone barracks
where soldiers were garrisoned. On the other side of the market
were more permanent shops, with sleeping alcoves often erected atop
the stores. Facing the marketplace on another side was a palestra
or gymnasium, with this street leading to the agora or central
square.

At the next and final corner
Hippomedon paused, feeling a slight thirst. The air had become
dustier and not so fresh. A youth, perhaps no more than eleven or
twelve, was pouring a pitcher of water into a giant jar of heated
wine. It would take a while before the wine cooled and he decided
not to wait.

About to leave the market,
Hippomedon spotted the Hebrews again, this time conversing with an
olive dealer. The old man accepted an olive from the farmer, a
grizzled man with a leathery sun-beaten face, and thanked him in
Greek. The woman smiled and added something else he could not hear,
but it must have been pleasant as the farmer smiled in return. Then
the old man asked a question and the farmer stared at him blankly.
The woman, her lips full and red and her face radiating
earnestness, spoke too, but with no greater effect.

Sensing his opportunity,
Hippomedon strode over. "May I help?"

The woman gazed at him and
Hippomedon could feel her look bore through him like a sword of
cool air. She had eyes as blue as an untroubled sky, and they
appraised him as if he were some giant olive himself. Yet, why
should she fear him? Foreigners no longer thought twice about
coming to Sparta. The old man said nothing, but Hippomedon could
see suspicion in his rheumy eyes.

"We were just complimenting the
man on his olives," the woman said. Her Greek was accented but
understandable. "We didn't offer to buy."

"I'll tell him," Hippomedon
said, and promptly did so. The farmer nodded, disappointed that it
still would not lead to any business for him.

"You speak Greek well,"
Hippomedon said, trying to extend the conversation as the Hebrews
seemed about to walk away with just a bare nod of thanks.

"Greek is spoken a great deal in
Jerusalem," the woman replied evenly. Her eyes were less critical,
but she still regarded him with an openness he found both alarming
and exciting. Spartan women were far from afraid, but this Hebrew
woman -- here in a foreign city not noted for its hospitality to
strangers -- seemed to flaunt this characteristic.

"Ah, you are Hebrews,"
Hippomedon declared. "I thought so. Why are you in Sparta?" He
could be direct, too, Hippomedon thought.

The woman glanced at him sharply
as if surprised by his bluntness, but this time the old man
answered, his eyes narrowing as if in the midst of some difficult
negotiation. "My daughter and I are traders, here to explore
possibilities."

"Sparta has little to trade,"
Hippomedon said. "Have you been to Athens and Corinth?"

"Athens, yes, but not yet
Corinth," the woman said. She did not go on, and Hippomedon sensed
he had generated distrust. Now that he saw her more closely, he
found her extremely attractive. Considering the pounding of the
sun, her complexion was still pale. Her face was slightly angular
with wide-set blue eyes and a well-proportioned nose. Full-figured,
he could see the gentle thrusting of her breasts against her
tunic.

"I apologize for my rude
questions," Hippomedon said. Introducing himself, he learned that
her name was Zara and Mordecai was her father. "Where do you stay
in Sparta? We, as you must know, are not famed for our
accommodations for visitors."

This comment brought a thin
smile to Zara's face. Delicate white teeth flashed momentarily. "So
we have heard. You are great warriors."

"Not so great anymore,"
Hippomedon smiled bitterly.

"There is an inn with reasonable
prices," Mordecai said as if anxious to return to this
hostelry.

"I am a farmer, too," Hippomedon
volunteered, trying to keep them from leaving. "I own a large
estate, and we have olives. Figs and fruits, too. Our grapes make
wonderful wine. Some grain, too, though our soil isn't always
fertile."

"A problem we share, then," Zara
smiled, and her eyes grew warm.

"We have many products to sell
and trade," Mordecai quickly added. "Lamb skins, lumber--"

"Then we may have possibilities
as well," Hippomedon broke in. "Can you both visit me and taste
some of our wine, which we make ourselves? I would be honored to
have you as our guests."

The Hebrews stared at each other
for a long moment. The father seemed to pick up some signal of
assent from his daughter for his manner softened, too. "Yes, why
not?" Mordecai said. "We would like to see a Spartan farm, where
the produce is actually grown."

"I will show you what we grow,
how we grow it, how we store it, and how we fail to make a
profit."

Zara laughed, a captivating
sound in its spontaneous and free expression, while her father
grinned. Perhaps he had allayed their suspicions, Hippomedon
thought hopefully, though Zara still stared at him as if wondering
his true motive. He was hard pressed not to smile with satisfaction
and to respond, even more openly than she, that he found her much
to his liking.


Chapter 13

 


"I have summoned you here to ask
your help in saving Sparta."

Agis stared resolutely at his
guests sitting in the courtyard of his house in the late afternoon
when the heat had subsided and the air was fresh with a breeze and
the scent of eucalyptus. Tables were set before them with barley
cakes, figs and ample supplies of wine in several amphoras. Agiatis
had seen to the preparations, and then discreetly left to see his
grandmother. Partaking of his hospitality were his uncle, wily
Agesileus, thoughtful Lysander, son of Lybys, and practical
Mandroclidas, son of Ecphanes -- three of the main landowners in
Sparta, all mature men, each old enough to be his father. And each
anxious to be an ephor. And, of course, his faithful friend,
Amphares, closer to him in age and spirit. "Where is Hippomedon?"
Agis asked Agesileus. "He was invited, too."

"He asked to be forgiven, sire,"
Agesileus said. "He had to visit some of our lands."

"It is land that I wish to
discuss with you," Agis said forthrightly. There was no point in
any lengthy prologue, and besides, he was quite sure his guests
knew why they were here. "I've studied our rise, and our downfall.
What made Sparta great was her rigor and discipline. It is exactly
these qualities we have to restore." "What does this have to do
with land?" Mandroclidas asked. Over sixty years, but still lean
and sinewy in build, Mandroclidas had a stolid face with a lantern
jaw that thrust forward, much as his questions were spoken directly
and to the issue. "Let me explain," Agis said. "By restoring
discipline I do not mean returning to the days of communal meals,
the separation of male children from their parents, or to iron
coins instead of gold. Although, we need to shake our
comfort-seeking countrymen from their doldrums. The Spartan spear,
once feared throughout Hellas, has become weak and feeble."

"Exactly what did you have in
mind?" Lysander asked. Thin, with a thick crop of white hair
crowning his broad scalp, Lysander had piercing blue eyes that
regarded Agis with great curiosity. "Our people will resist a
return to the old days. You know this."

"Yes," Agis quickly agreed,
expecting this argument. "They need an incentive. And the key is
land. I propose a five part plan. One, restore discipline with more
military training. Two, instead of concentrating on agriculture as
in the past, develop a greater navy and build up our commerce with
other cities. Three, develop military and commercial alliances with
other states, possibly Rome or Etruscia. Four, broaden the base of
Sparta by giving citizenship to those helots who swear allegiance.
Five, redistribute land portions to give all Spartans more of a
stake in our future. As much of the land is mortgaged, we need a
moratorium on payments of these debts to allow our commerce to
grow. I ask that everyone, all citizens, be given a share of future
profits from our state-run commerce. Those who give up land will be
given the greater number of shares. Creditors losing payments on
any lost debts would also be given a greater number of shares."

Silence gripped the others. Agis
could hear their breathing, see the shock in their eyes, and the
troubled glances they quickly exchanged. Agesileus reached for his
wine and his eyes drank of the wine before it reached his lips.
Lysander stared at the ground, while Mandroclidas' eyes widened in
surprise. Amphares, to the contrary, looked on as if ready to
pounce on those that didn't swiftly recover and agree with
Agis.

Issuing a quick look of
containment at Amphares, Agis still smiled for an instant, not
wishing to offend, but much taken by the impact his words had on
this trio of elders. It was as if the gods themselves had hurled
bolts of lightning into his courtyard.

"I ask much of the wealthy, I
know, but if these reforms are not made, Sparta will wither away. I
want you all to know that the land redistribution will start with
me and my family. My mother and grandmother have already agreed.
Amphares, too, has agreed."



Nodding, Amphares stared moodily at his elders as if impatient with
their reluctance to swiftly also agree with Agis' reforms. Tall and
powerful, with studded arm bands circling his muscular arms,
Amphares wore a simple tunic as did Agis. "Have you brought this
plan to Leonidas or the ephors?" Agesileus asked.

"Not yet formally to the ephors,
though I am sure they have heard something by now," Agis said. "I
did meet with King Leonidas and he is considering my
proposals."

Agis studied their faces,
wondering if they realized he was not describing Leonidas' reaction
as honestly as possible. "I want to be able to cite support from
such key leaders as yourselves," he added immediately to focus on
his guests rather than Leonidas and the ephors.

"Leonidas will oppose this
plan," Mandroclidas said. "Your proposal includes nothing about our
government. Do you plan any changes there?"

"None. I support the
constitution of Sparta and the fact that our five annually elected
ephors make the policies, not the kings. I also believe that we
have two kings in Sparta, not to simply be different from the rest
of Hellas, but to have better leadership. I seek a change in
policy, not our system of government."

"Do you seek to support anyone
to become one of the new ephors at the next election?" Lysander
asked. "Someone less conservative than our current group."

A pointed question, Agis
thought, and one that brought Agesileus to shift uncomfortably in
his chair. It was well known that both Lysander and Agesileus
aspired to be ephors, and Agis assumed Mandroclidas, more
circumspect, also harbored the same ambition. While he had
anticipated this question, he still felt awkward in responding.

"The decision will come with our
present ephors, not in the future. And with your help, I hope to
convince them of the need for change."

"And if they disagree?" Lysander
pursued his point.

"Their term of office expires,"
Agis said simply. "The kings remain, and I will keep doing my duty
to Sparta as I see it."

"Noble aspirations,"
Mandroclidas said. "Though you are endeavoring to change too much
all at once."

"Exactly," Agesileus agreed.
"Certainly we must make Sparta strong again, but we can not rush
into such revolutionary changes. Let us approach matters gradually.
A moratorium of land debts is a good idea. It would give us time to
retain a measure of prosperity instead of constantly being beset by
our creditors. And we could also devote more time to building up
this commerce you speak of."

Agis shook his head. Choosing
his next words carefully, he spoke slowly and gravely. "Uncle
Agesileus, unless those without land see prospects of betterment,
they will think the landowners are only thinking of themselves --
and they will be right. I suspect you are oversimplifying my
proposal, which is not simply to take from the rich and give to the
poor. This is not some silly idealistic prattle from one too young
to know much of real life or statesmanship. Study my proposal more
carefully. It will give all Spartans a chance to participate in our
renewal."

"Yes," Amphares broke in
excitedly. "We have to take drastic action! And the time is
now!"



Surprised by Amphares'
sudden burst of passion, the others were silent a
moment.



"I am prepared to give your
proposal consideration," Mandroclidas said at last. "Though I am
not optimistic about its chances."

"I, too, will think about it,"
Lysander agreed.

"Nephew, be assured, I wish to
help Sparta, not simply myself. I...and Hippomedon as well...will
consider your plan which, I see, is far more sophisticated than I
initially realized. I did not mean to simplify it."

"I meant no criticism, Uncle.
Please advise me of your decisions. The ephors are meeting within a
fortnight. I need to know before then."


Chapter 14



"I would not trust any of
them," Amphares said, sipping more wine after the others had left.
Dying rays of sunlight struggled against the darkening shadows in
the courtyard.



"I need their support, so I
must deal with them," Agis said, nibbling calmly at a fig. A
simple enough consideration, he thought, but he felt hypocritical
in stating it. Though he was a king of noble lineage, he was
compelled to play this political game to garner support for a
program that would be clearly for the good of Sparta. How the gods
must be laughing at his vain ambition!

"I am unschooled in politics,"
Amphares admitted, picking a fig himself. "I want to make Sparta
great again, too, but I fear you'll have to compromise
yourself."

Already done, Agis thought
ironically; but he managed to shake his head firmly. "I won't sully
our cause."

You expect too much from our
distinguished elders. They will not change easily."

Too true, Agis admitted to
himself. Although he had a right to demand loyalty to the city,
especially from those who had already fought and bled for Sparta on
the battlefield. It was not as if he were asking for personal
favor; he sought no greater authority, or to be sole king or a
tyrant. "I never expected my kingship to be easy."

"I am afraid it will only became
harder," Amphares predicted gloomily. His saturnine face was set
combatively, as if he were ready to issue forth and destroy the
forces arrayed against Agis. "All these so-called leaders! Do you
truly think they will go against their selfish interests?"

"Why not?" Agis said stubbornly.
"Are you not? You are willing to serve Sparta and you are a
landowner. You have debts."

"Yes, and to your wife's family.
Though I am also a Spartan, and my city comes first."

"And I treasure you for this,"
Agis said warmly. "If only everyone felt the same way."

Amphares shrugged, as if such a
general response was beyond possibility. "They think you are a
dreamer."

"Perhaps," Agis readily
conceded. "With your help, though, I can make others see what must
be done."

Amphares stood suddenly as if
prepared to launch an immediate campaign. His sturdy body bristled
with pent-up energy, and glints of light still shone against the
buckles of his belt in the growing dusk. "I am anxious to begin.
All of this talk! Would the first Leonidas have talked? Would our
founder, Lycurgus?"

"I do not know," Agis said
evenly. "It is true what Lysander said. Our times are different.
Though our goals may be the same, we have to use different
methods."

"And if the ephors say no..."
Amphares said, still standing. "What then? Do we meekly accept the
same, tired old policies, or do we take action ourselves?"

"Careful," Agis cautioned. "This
talk sounds like revolution."

"If need be..." Amphares quickly
shot back, eyes blazing like burning embers.

While admiring Amphares for
putting his self-interests aside for the good of Sparta, Agis was
alarmed at the emotions he was unleashing -- and among all sides.
He wondered how he could best channel Amphares' fierce energy.

"Again, good Amphares, many
thanks for your support. Let's proceed carefully, though. If we
alarm too many people with talk of revolution, we'll frighten them
and it will work against us."

"But they need to be
frightened," Amphares shouted in frustration. As if to divert his
own anger, he bit into another fig, chewing the morsel as if its
consumption would ease more than his hunger.

A dangerous convert, Agis
realized with concern, and he feared it might be too late to muzzle
Amphares. Another problem.

Suddenly, Damochares burst into
the courtyard. "Excuse my sudden entrance, but I told your
housekeeper I brought a message from the ephors. I have sad
tidings. Larchas has died, and a new ephor must be elected to take
his place."
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