

[image: ]




[image: ]





DEDICATION

To SLM: Siren, Muse … and friend.





Published 2006 by Medallion Press, Inc.

The MEDALLION PRESS LOGO
is a registered tradmark of Medallion Press, Inc.

Copyright © 2006 by Scott Oden
Cover Illustration by Adam Mock

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission of the publisher, except where permitted by law.

Names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictionally. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Printed in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Oden, Scott.
Memnon/Scott Oden.
   p. cm.
“Platinum imprint.”
ISBN 1-932815-39-2 (hard)
1. Greek mercenaries–Fiction. 2. Greece–History–Macedonian Expansion, 359-323 B.C.–Fiction. 3. Macedonia–History–To 168 B.C.–Fiction. 4. Iran–History–Macedonian Conquest, 334-325 B.C.–Fiction. 5. Alexander, the Great, 356-323 B.C.–Fiction. 6. Darius III, King of Persia, d. 330 B.C–Fiction. I. Title.
PS3615.D465M46 2006
813’.6–dc22

2006012343

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
First Edition





ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS:




To reach our dreams, writers of historical fiction must stand on the shoulders of giants—authors of the past and present, scholars, archaeologists, and antiquarians of every stripe. We trail them like eager camp followers, scavenging through the scraps of their genius to give our own work verisimilitude. I’ve said this before but it bears repeating: without the sweat, blood, and tears of academia, the field of historical fiction would be a barren place.

I would like to thank Dr. Jeanne Reames-Zimmerman, who shared with me her insight on Macedonian culture and politics, and fellow author and philhellene Ruth Kozak, whose travel photos and journals transported me across the landscape of Memnon’s world. I owe a debt of gratitude to Dutch scholar Jona Lendering. His vast and reliable database of antiquity, Livius (www.livius.org) has become an indispensable tool for research. I would also like to recognize the members of Alexander the Great’s Forum at Pothos (www.pothos.org/forum), who courteously answered some of my most basic questions. Any mistakes found herein are mine, alone.

As always, I am grateful to Helen, Leslie, and the staff at Medallion Press, my agent Rebecca Pratt, and the Usual Suspects: Darren, Sarah, Wayne, Tanja, Kris, Kristie, Josh, Edna, Adam, and Laura.





Table of Contents

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Epilogue

Historical Note

Bibliography

Appendix I

Appendix II

Appendix III





“The most brilliant exploits often tell us nothing of the virtues or vices of the men who performed them.”

—PLUTARCH





PROLOGUE

THE SUMMONS DELIVERED TO ARISTON THAT DAMP WINTER MORNING was written on the finest vellum, in an elegant hand that suggested a discriminating intellect tempered with the manners only good breeding could engender. Certainly not the handwriting of a mercenary captain or a middling merchant, his two most recent patrons. Nor was the note suggestive of a Hellene; though brief, it had nothing of the brusque tenor so fashionable among the arrogant Macedonians who ruled Ephesus. Ariston read it again:



To Ariston of Lindos, son of Thrasyllus, greetings. May the gods bless you, your household, and your endeavors. My mistress begs an audience with you. Come at your earliest convenience to the estate called The Oaks, on the slopes of Mount Coressus.



It bore no signature.

Ariston’s imagination raced. The note conjured visions of shaded pools and hidden gardens haunted by a woman, an Ephesian Sappho, who kept lonely vigil as her servants scoured the city for men of distinction, men who could entertain her mind rather than her loins. Ariston fancied himself that sort of man. Though not quite twenty-one, his first work, the epic Chalkosidae, found some small favor at the City Dionysia. Obviously, the note’s author wished to secure a private reading for his employer.

“It must be good news,” said Nicanor, the one-legged Macedonian who owned the food stall on the waterfront where Ariston broke his fast. “You’ve read it three times now.”

Ariston looked up and grinned at the old soldier. “The poet says to call no man happy till he is dead. I’m slain by this note, Nicanor, murdered by the promise of patronage.” Indeed, an offer of sponsorship could not have come at a more opportune time. His last obol had gone to Nicanor for his meager breakfast: a heel of day-old bread slathered with lentil paste and a cup of bitter wine. Without a patron, his next meal would be at the grace of god. “What’s the best way to reach the estates on Mount Coressus?”

Rain pattered on the food stall’s awning. Nicanor arched an eyebrow. “Coressus, eh? In this weather? You’re a braver man than I. Head inland toward the Magnesian Gate. Once you reach the agora, take the Street of the Charites across the valley floor. That’ll get you to the mountain’s foot easy enough.”

“My thanks, Nicanor,” Ariston said, dribbling the last of his wine on the ground. “For Apollo and the Muses.” He gathered his belongings—reed pens, clay flasks of ink, and scraps of papyrus and parchment, all of it wrapped in an oft-mended chiton and stuffed into a sailor’s oilcloth bag—and stepped into the street, pulling his cloak tight against the weather.

The persistent rain washed the gutters of Ephesus clean, sluicing the dust and debris accumulated over the long autumn months into the sea. The smells of moist earth, brine, and baking bread filled Ariston’s nostrils as he set off, following Nicanor’s directions. From the waterfront, the street twisted along the foot of Mount Pion, a serpentine avenue rutted by the tread of countless feet, hooves, and wheels. It wound past the gymnasion, where a delegation of Spartans trained naked in spite of the rain. Ariston watched them for a moment, envious of their battle-hardened musculature, and continued past the theater. Colorful wooden broadsides announced the arrival of a troupe from Attica who had gained renown performing the tragedies of Euripides and Aeschylus.

Shivering, Ariston reached the agora and took advantage of the shelter offered by the columned stoa. Knots of men gathered around the communal braziers, listening as a ship captain from Piraeus spoke from atop a makeshift rostrum. Spontaneous applause erupted as he concluded his speech. Ariston turned to the man closest him, a man of means if his robes of cream-colored Milesian wool were any indication.

“What goes?” Ariston asked.

The fellow eyed him, noting his bedraggled appearance, his dripping bag. His lips curled in a moue of distaste as he returned his attention to the envoy. “He bears news from Athens. Demetrios has freed that great city from Kassandros’s vile grasp.” The man moved away, adding his voice to those who peppered the captain with questions.

Ariston stepped into the now-vacant spot near the brazier and warmed his hands. While ostensibly good news, the liberation of Athens meant four years of peace among the Diadochi had ended. Those men, the successors of Alexander, fought to reunite his empire under their own auspices. In the division of spoils, Antigonos, a canny old fox and the father of Athens’s current savior, received Asia and Syria—including Ephesus; Ptolemy, said to be Alexander’s bastard half-brother, contented himself with Egypt. Alexander’s bodyguards, Lysimachus and Seleukos, received Thrace and Babylonia, respectively, while Macedonia and Greece fell into the brutal hands of Kassandros, son of Antipatros. Freed of the burden of peace, the Diadochi could marshal their armies once more. Kassandros would doubtless try and retake Athens, while Ptolemy longed to make himself master of Syria and the Aegean. Come the spring, Greek blood would flow like thawed snow.

Ariston listened to the rhetoric of war for close to an hour before restlessness got the better of him. His errand beckoned, a Siren calling out to him from the slopes of the mountain. Ariston quit the agora for the Street of the Charites and crossed the valley floor, using porticoes and trees as shelter until he reached the foot of cloud-wreathed Mount Coressus. There, he ascended a cobbled footpath full of switchbacks and curving steps. Wind and rain cut through his sodden clothing like shears through fleece. He paused once, glancing over his shoulder.

Mount Coressus lay south and east of the waterfront, its rocky summit overlooking the temples and public buildings of the city’s center. On a clear day, Ariston could have seen past the tradesmen’s shops on smaller Mount Pion, beyond the golden facade of the great temple of Artemis, to the banks of the river Cayster. Today, he could barely see back to the agora. Teeth chattering, Ariston clutched his cloak’s edges tight. On the slopes above, amid groves of fragrant cedar and black pine, the affluent citizens of Ephesus—Greek, Macedonian, and Persian—made their homes. Their estates bore evocative names, such as Hound’s Run or Pride of Leonidas or Blessed of Mithras, displayed above the gates or on plaques woven into the hedgerows. A few had armed men guarding their entryways. These last looked at Ariston like so much offal left at their master’s door.

“The Oaks?” he called each time he passed a brace of sullen-faced guards, miserable in their cold bronze breastplates and damp cloaks. “Do you know it?” Each gave the same answer: a jab of the thumb, a gesture, directing him off down the road. Soon, the cobblestones gave way to mud, and the guards gave way to equally dour servants. The responses, though, never varied. Keep going. It’s just ahead. Finally, Ariston spotted the denuded boughs of the trees that gave The Oaks its name. He quickened his pace, fairly trotting up the road; his heart pounded as his excitement reached its apex …

… then plummeted, like Icarus from the heavens on wings of melted wax.

Ariston’s steps faltered. Even to his unfamiliar eye the estate looked uninhabited, its stone and wood in the early stages of decay. The gate stood askew on its hinges, the hedgerow bounding the property overgrown with every manner of weed and bramble. A boggy path, lined with oaks as tall and straight as a squad of hoplites, ran from the gate to the villa’s sagging portico. The young scholar’s cheeks burned with equal parts embarrassment and anger as his hopes for reputable patronage dissipated like smoke. This would be the same as the others—a few drachmas for a couple of lines, an epitaph for the family patriarch perhaps. He could live another week on his earnings, more if he practiced Spartan economy.

With a sigh, Ariston walked up the path between the oaks, careful of the mud. He mounted the portico and paused before the weather-scarred door. Inside, he could hear the soft strains of a flute playing an unfamiliar tune. He listened for a moment before knocking. Instantly, the fluting stopped. Ariston knocked again, harder.

Wood scraped wood as an unseen hand drew back the bolt; hinges creaked as the door inched open, revealing a dark and careworn face. Eyes the color of mahogany, moist and filmed with cataracts, peered out and looked Ariston up and down. “May I help you?” the old man said, speaking impeccable Greek, though heavy with the fluid accent of Egypt.

Ariston bowed slightly. “I was told the mistress of the house seeks an audience with me.”

The fellow’s demeanor changed. He eased the door open and stepped out. “Ah, then you would be Ariston of Lindos, on the island of Rhodes?”

Tension drained from Ariston’s shoulders, replaced by pride. At least they know my name. “The same. You have me at a disadvantage, sir, for I know not who you are.”

“I am of no importance,” the old man said. “A mere servant. Truly, though, I had not expected to see you today, with the weather as it is. My mistress will be pleased.”

“Who is your mistress?”

The old man averted his eyes. “If it pleases you, come, and I will show you to a place where you can dry yourself and take a bit of warm wine.”

Ariston, his curiosity piqued, allowed himself to be ushered into the vestibule. Whatever mystery might surround his new patroness did not extend to her villa. Its dismal interior fit hand-in-glove with the exterior. A pebble mosaic underfoot, depicting Herakles slaying the Nemean Lion, showed gaps where stones had broken in the past and never repaired. Patches of mildew mushroomed along the baseboards, doubtless fueled by the humidity of the past summer. Murals decorated the walls, scenes of the hunt, of the hearth, of gods and goddesses frolicking amid the glory of nature, all of it dulled by a patina of grime. At every hand, Ariston saw the telltale signs of fading opulence. It reminded him of those oak trees lining the path, their limbs flensed to reveal skeletal wood beneath.

“If it’s all the same,” Ariston said, “I’d prefer to be taken to your mistress now.”

The Egyptian nodded. “As you wish.”

Ariston followed the servant down a darkened hallway and out into the peristyle, its columns pitted from exposure to the elements. Here, aromatic herbs grew in the shade of an evergreen olive tree, its trunk as gnarled and bent as that of the old man. They entered another corridor, this one lit by a narrow window at its end. The old Egyptian stopped at a door, its cedar planks bound in bronze. He knocked lightly, and then opened it to reveal a woman’s bedchamber.

Unlike the rest of the villa, this suite of rooms had an aura of cleanliness, of elaborate maintenance. An artist’s brush had touched up the wall mural, this one an Arcadian glen where the Muses performed for their father, Zeus; thick rugs and colorful carpets from the heart of Persia strewed the floor. A fire crackled in the hearth. The smell of wood smoke mingled with that of incense. A breeze from the open window ruffled the sheer linen panels circling the bed. The old Egyptian tsked as he shuffled over and drew the shutter closed.

“Mistress, you’ll catch a chill.”

“I wanted to smell the ocean, Harmouthes.” The woman in bed coughed, struggling for breath. “One last time.”

“You will have many more opportunities for such pleasures, mistress. For now, though, I’ve brought you a guest. The young scholar about whom I told you.”

She craned her neck, peering at Ariston with eyes darker than a moonless night. “Bring him closer.”

Before the old man, Harmouthes, could say anything, Ariston stepped to the edge of the bed and bowed. The gesture brought a wan smile to the woman’s lips. Ariston reckoned she had been sick for some time, long enough that he could not fathom her age, though in the flush of health she must have been an incomparable beauty: olive-skinned with lustrous black hair and the delicate features of Persian nobility. Still, her illness-ravaged body bore a measure of its old fire, though muted, as if seen through Death’s gossamer veil.

“Your eyes speak too clearly,” she said, her flawless Greek tinged with a light Persian accent.

“Pardon?” Ariston blinked, taken aback.

“You’re thinking how cruel are the Fates for making the only offer of patronage you’ve had this winter come from the shriveled breast of a dying woman. You’re thinking of how best to preserve your reputation.” She glanced at Harmouthes. “Leave us, my old friend.”

Harmouthes bowed and left the room.

“Harmouthes swears by your skill,” she said, after the door snicked shut. “He attended the City Dionysia and claims he has not seen your equal since Xenophon put ink to paper. Unstinting praise especially from an Egyptian, whose people invented the scholar’s art.”

Ariston inclined his head. “I am flattered, truly. You seem well informed about my current plight, yet I know nothing of you, or of why I am here. The note your man sent was cryptic, and I had half a mind to dismiss it as a jest.”

“But you didn’t,” she said.

Ariston gave a thin smile. “No, Lady. I didn’t. Poverty has a way of making even the noblest man desperate. And, to be honest, the mystery of it appealed to me. Though even mystery wears thin when taken to extremes.”

“Fair enough. As for my name, you may call me …” She paused, lost in thought. “Melpomene.”

Ariston’s eyebrows inched upwards. “You are bold, Lady, to call yourself by the name of a Greek goddess when you are obviously Persian. Very well, then. What would you have of me? I have brought my latest work, should you desire to hear it for yourself.”

“Chalkosidae. No, master Ariston. That is not why I have summoned you. I wish to commission a work, a life recorded for all time.”

Ariston said nothing for a long moment, his lips pursed and brow furrowed. “Forgive me, Lady, but my art is not like that of the painter or the sculptor. When I write the subject must move me in some way. It must inspire me to seek the favor of the Muses. I wrote of Phanes of Halicarnassus because his genius, his passion, stirred the feeling in my breast. I sought only to understand him, not to immortalize him. It will be the same for the next man whose life I chronicle.”

Melpomene nodded. “Will you listen as I tell you of a man I once knew? Then perhaps the Muses will exert their influence and compel you to record the story of his life for generations to come. If it’s a question of payment, do not fret. Despite my surroundings, money is something for which I do not want.”

“And if I should deem your subject unworthy of my skill?” Seeing he had touched a nerve, Ariston held up his hand to stave off her outburst. “Do not take offense, Lady. I have studied the character and deeds of some of the finest men of our time. Men who stood shoulder to shoulder with divine Alexander. Perhaps this knowledge has jaded me in some way, blinded me to the plight of lesser men.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “You are a fool, Ariston of Lindos, if you think the men who squabble over Alexander’s leavings are fine,” she said, her voice hard. “The Lion has died, and his followers fight over the corpse of his empire like dogs! Antigonos? Bah! That kyklopes thinks more with his groin than with his head! His bastard, Demetrios, is worse. And Kassandros! Were I a man, I would flay the skin from his body and bathe him in the Asphalt Sea!” She spoke of these men with a familiarity and a rage that gave Ariston pause. “The man I would speak of possessed more grace and nobility in his tiniest finger than all of Alexander’s companions combined! Even more than … than …!” Melpomene coughed, her face purpling as she strangled on the very air that gave her life. She sank back on her pillow.

“Peace, Lady. Peace. Should I fetch your man?” Ariston glanced at the door, concern etched on his brow.

The woman calling herself Melpomene shook her head. She gestured to a sideboard, to a small chest of silver inlaid with mother-of-pearl. Ariston frowned as he picked it up and brought it to her side.

“G-Give it to me,” she said, her voice a croaking whisper.

Melpomene’s hands trembled as she accepted the chest from Ariston, tracing its curves, caressing its surface with her fingertips. Its proximity acted as a balm; the touch of metal on flesh soothed her breathing.

Ariston looked at her, feeling pangs of pity in his breast. Surely he could spare her a few hours? “Who is this man you would speak of?”

Melpomene closed her eyes and sighed. “He was a countryman of yours, a man whose equal I have not seen since the gods saw fit to take him from me. His name was Memnon, son of Timocrates; his enemies knew him as Memnon of Rhodes.”

Ariston nodded. “I’ve heard the name. He fought with the Persians against Alexander. A mercenary, though some might go so far as to name him a traitor.”

“Too often do the victors sully their opponent’s name with lies, and those of us who know the truth and say nothing are accomplices in our silence. Well, no more,” she said, motioning for him to bring a chair close. “You can’t remember the Social War, can you, Ariston? No, of course you can’t. You’re too young. Doubtless your father or grandfathers were among those who voted for Rhodes to leave the shelter of Athenian hegemony, along with Cos and Chios, all three islands praying that the gods would grant them an empire of their own. Yet, as with all things, Time has given the years of the Social War a gloss, a gleam of patriotism you Rhodians find more palatable than the truth. Your peers have forgotten the infighting between factions that nearly tore their island apart. They’ve forgotten the famine arising from Athenian piracy that drove their uncles and brothers to forsake their homes and seek their fortunes among the city-states of Ionia. They’ve forgotten the diaspora of your people so they could tell themselves they stood up to tyranny. Memnon did not forget. He came of age in this world …”





RHODES

YEAR 4 OF THE 105TH OLYMPIAD

(357 BCE)





1

“MEMNON!”

The man who bellowed the name looked out of place on the docks of Rhodes-town, as awkward as a sailor would be in the lecture halls of the Academy at Athens. Despite the heat he wore a pleated himation of faded blue cloth, pinned at the shoulder with a copper brooch fashioned in the likeness of an owl. His balding head glistened in the sun. The man paused in the shade of a statue of Helios, its surface crusted with gull droppings, and mopped at his brow with the hem of his robe.

“Memnon!” he cried again, waving.

Memnon, son of Timocrates, turned at the sound of his name, the sheaf of javelins balanced on his shoulders and ready to hand to another of Circe‘s crew. Eyes the color of a storm-wracked sea glittered beneath a mane of curly black hair kept in check by a leather headband. “By the Dog!” he muttered. “Will he never let me go?”

At the railing above, Patron, a Phocaean from the coast of Ionia and captain of Circe, scowled. Ten years Memnon’s senior, he carried himself with the gravity of a Spartan elder. “Who seeks you this time?”

“Glaucus, my father’s secretary. No doubt Timocrates intends to fetch me back to his side.” At nineteen, Memnon did not give the impression of a rawboned youth; he had the muscular shoulders and flat abdomen of an Olympian athlete, a man on the cusp of his physical prime. The gods of Sun and Wind left his skin burnished and tough like old leather worn from use. Around him moved a handful of young Greeks, self-styled adventurers, modern day Argonauts—men forever linked by the poetic bond of shared hardship. They were the crew of Circe, the aging pentekonter that would deliver them to Assos, on the Asian shore, and into the arms of Glory.

“He’s still furious, I take it,” Patron said.

“Father? When is he not furious?”

“Have you not mended the rift between you?”

Memnon shook his head. “Far from it. It’s his opinion that we’re betraying Rhodes, abandoning her in her hour of need by running off to Assos and joining Mentor’s army. He says we should be soldiers of demokratia, not mercenaries in a satrap’s war. Great Helios! I feared for my health when I let it slip that I thought Rhodian democracy a dying beast, caught as it is between the spears of Athens and the swords of Caria. If ever you wish to sample true rage, mention that around father.”

Patron looked askance at Memnon and shook his head.

“What?”

“I think it wasn’t such a slip of the tongue as you let on,” Patron said. “If Mentor were here, he’d cuff your ears for goading your father as you do. I’ve half a mind to do it in his stead.”

Memnon grinned. “Allow me what small pleasures I have left, Patron. Father has tightened his leash about my neck as though I were an errant hound. His spies dog my every step; every morsel of food that passes my lips, every cup of wine, is reported to him. Even Thalia—dear, vivacious Thalia—has been pressed into service by his minion, there.” The young Rhodian indicated his father’s secretary with a jerk of his head. “Zeus Savior! I can’t relieve myself in the bushes without feeling a dozen eyes on me! You ask me, it’s high time my father realizes I am my own man!”

Patron glanced down, his narrow countenance severe. “It must have been Timocrates who had the harbor master look into my doings. Old Herodas wanted to know when I planned to sail, and if I hoped to return. I thought it an odd question, but now …” Patron trailed off.

“Forgive my father for his meddling, Patron. It’s not personal.”

“You think it’s not? In truth, Memnon, you’re a smart lad, and handy with a tiller, but I’ll not go against Timocrates. He’s a powerful man, not the sort I’d like to trifle with. If he has other plans for you I’ll not be the one to thwart them. Settle this business with him and get his blessing before we sail or Circe will sail without you. Understand?”

Memnon’s jaw clenched. He nodded as Glaucus bustled up, the secretary’s round face the color of a ripe pomegranate.

“Rejoice, son of Timocrates! Thalia said I might find you here.”

“You’re a long way from your familiar haunts, Glaucus,” Memnon snapped. “Has father sent you to spy on Circe’s crew? Or will you join us and seek your fortunes among the Persians?”

“Neither, thank the gods. Timocrates asked that I escort you to the Assembly. He’s denouncing the oligarchs today; afterward, he craves a word with you.”

Memnon looked up at Circe‘s master and made a show of deferring to his judgment.

“We can spare you,” Patron said. The look on his face did not invite debate. “Attend to your father. Remember what I’ve said. With or without you.”
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JOSTLING BODIES THRONGED THE NARROW STREETS OF RHODES: PORTERS bearing baskets and bales to the marketplace; slaves on errands only they and their masters knew; the travelers disembarking from foreign ships were outnumbered by natives seeking passage to far ports of call. An air of desperation clung to the people of Rhodes, a perfume of fear and uncertainty. Memnon knew its cause.

Rhodes stood on the brink. Democrat fought oligarch in the Assembly, an inflammatory war of words that trickled down to real violence on the streets. Memnon had heard stories of whole families slain for speaking out against tyranny, of oligarchs knifed in their sleep, and of innocents abstaining from either side burned out of house and hearth. And his father, noble Timocrates, orator, statesman, a Rhodian Pericles in an age of gilded tyrants, only added to the discord with his pro-Athenian rhetoric.

Glaucus cleared his throat. “What did that fellow mean, ‘with or without you’?”

“Stay out of my business, Glaucus,” Memnon barked over his shoulder. “You’re my father’s secretary, not mine. Nor do I count you as a friend. It’s bad enough you’ve charmed Thalia into divulging my dealings …”

“A lovely girl, Thalia. You are lucky to have her.”

Memnon lengthened his stride, forcing Glaucus into a half-run just to keep up. The secretary huffed and puffed, blowing like a winded horse as they ascended a steep, cobbled road lined with columns, each bearing the names of men lost to Poseidon.

“Have I offended you?”

“You presume too much,” Memnon said.

Glaucus shrugged. “I only seek to understand you, young sir. It’s all Timocrates desires, as well.”

Memnon stopped and rounded on the secretary. “How could either of you understand? Zeus! You’re both cut from the same cloth! Bureaucrats to the marrow who have dreamed of nothing else since the womb! How could you understand the attraction of distant shores when all you desire can be found in the soil of Rhodes?”

“Now who is presumptuous?” Glaucus said. “All young men would rather pursue the path of Achilles, the path of glory and immortality. I was no different. But if every man could be Achilles, then the mystique of the son of Peleus would lessen, would it not? Warriors are noble and enviable, but they haven’t the sole claim to Glory’s rewards. A secretary can carry himself with as much nobility; an orator is no less enviable. The only difference being poets don’t compose odes to secretaries and orators.”

“I’m not a glory-hound, Glaucus. It’s just …” Memnon trailed off. He walked to the road’s edge and stood between two of the columns. At this height, Rhodes-town seemed small and of little consequence against the vast sea of blue. From the mole-protected Great Harbor, with its crowd of ships, Rhodes crawled up the hillside in steps, like seats in an amphitheater. Whitewashed walls and red-tiled roofs stood cheek-by-jowl with crude timber sheds and old thatch. Up the hillside, on a three-hundred-foot spur of rock, towered the acropolis. The High City. Terraced and unfortified, its temples and public buildings were shaded by groves of sacred olive, knotty sycamores, and dusty green poplars. Red-tinted limestone winked in the noonday sun.

Despite its beauty, Memnon saw in that city of rose-red stone the outlines of a prison, a place where his youth would be snuffed out by endless hours of discourse, where his dreams would wither and rot like fruit left overlong on the vine. “Can you truly see me up there,” he gestured to the acropolis, “standing atop the plinth in the Assembly declaiming the ills of society?”

“If that’s what the Fates decree, then yes.”

Memnon sighed. “If the Three Sisters themselves came to father and told him my destiny lay elsewhere, he would dispute them. I want to join Mentor at Assos, to serve Artabazus in his rebellion against the Great King. What is so distasteful about that? Artabazus is a good man; I’ve heard father say as much. Good enough to marry my sister, Deidamia. Am I any better than my sister? Than Mentor? Zeus Savior! I cannot understand why …”

Glaucus gave a start; in a brief moment of clarity, he glimpsed the inner paths of Memnon’s heart. “Truly, you cannot see it, can you? I had thought you were only playing a game with Timocrates, keeping him at loggerheads to satisfy some childish whim, but you honestly have no idea what his motives are.”

Memnon frowned. “And you do?”

“Listen to me, young sir. For once, pay heed to my words. It is on you that Timocrates has pinned his hopes.”

“On me? But, Mentor is the eldest, he—”

Glaucus silenced Memnon was a terse gesture. “Yes, yes! Eldest though he may be, Mentor cuts a rough figure in your father’s eye. Timocrates praises his competence as a soldier, while mourning the realization that his eldest son will never amount to anything more than a mercenary in Persia’s service. And Deidamia, the very image of her mother, is lusty, loyal, and as fertile as Ephesian Artemis. But she, too, will never rise above her station. It is you he would groom to carry on his legacy. He sees in you another Socrates, another Pericles, another Alcibiades, if only you’d come to your senses and forget these foolish dreams of yours.”

“I am not so remarkable,” Memnon said, as he felt the invisible noose about his neck tightening.

“I would agree, but I am not Timocrates,” Glaucus said. “Come. We are lagging. Your father will be mounting the plinth any moment now.”
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THE ASSEMBLY MET IN THE SHADOW OF THE TEMPLE OF ATHENA POLIAS, Athena of the City, in hopes that the wisdom of the goddess would guide their dealings. Constructed of the same rose-colored limestone as Athena’s shrine, the circular Assembly building boasted a sunken floor and marble seats that rose in tiers around the plinth, a platform of polished stone from whence orators spoke. Instead of walls, Doric columns supported a tiled roof that kept the sun off while allowing the cooling sea breezes to flow unimpeded. Memnon turned and glanced north, shading his eyes. From here, he could see the vibrant blue waters of the Gulf of Marmaris and, beyond, a line of purple hills demarcating the frontiers of Caria and Lycia.

“I should have sent word for Bion to reserve us a place,” Glaucus said, glaring at the press of men before him. Latecomers, full citizens of every station leavened with a smattering of curious non-citizens and foreigners, circled the Assembly building, each jockeying for a better position where they could hear the man speaking inside.

Memnon scanned the crowd and did a quick tally in his head. Three thousand citizens had to attend the Assembly in order to pass laws. Easily, Memnon counted a quorum. “Is there to be voting today?”

Glaucus shook his head. “Only debate. They’ll put it to a vote next week.” The secretary clutched at his cloak and elbowed his way through with cries of “Pardon” and “Make way.” Memnon followed, slower, shuffling like a man bound for the gallows. They inched down the stairs of the entryway and found a place to stand beneath a statue of Dorieus, the farseeing statesman of Lindos whose dream of a united Rhodes brought the city into being.

Dusty sunlight slashed through the artificial gloom, falling like divine light on the man atop the plinth. Timocrates of Rhodes stood tall and loose, his gestures exaggerated as though he performed his speech at the theater. A slender line divided the two, actors from orators: where one played to the audience for the sake of entertainment, the other played for higher stakes, for the fate of nations. Today, with his fringe of silver hair and close-cropped beard, with his flowing white robe modestly bordered in Tyrian purple, Timocrates could have outplayed even silver-tongued Hermes. Memnon gave an ear to his speech.

“The oligarchs rule Chios and Cos now, and they threaten Rhodes; they are seducing you into what amounts to slavery. Slavery! It surprises me that none of you have conceived of the danger to our constitution, to our freedom, posed by these braggarts, these men who would suborn your ancestors sacrifice and bring their lives to naught. I urge you to regard them as the common enemies of all who love freedom.

“But indeed, it is not difficult to find fault with these demagogues or reproach the rest of you for your ambivalence, but our real task is to find by what arguments and by what course of action may our democracy be salvaged. Perhaps it does not suit the present occasion to deal with every facet of the question, but mine own view is that we ought to grapple with these problems vigorously, and act as becomes Rhodians. Remember, brothers, how it gladdens your hearts to hear a stranger praising your ancestors, describing their exploits and enumerating their trophies. Reflect, then, that your ancestors set up those trophies, not that you may gaze at them in wonder, but that you may also imitate the virtues of those men who earned them.”

And with a small bow, Timocrates concluded his oration. A heartbeat later raucous applause echoed through the Assembly. The delegates from Ialysos and Kamiros clambered to their feet, jostling to be the first to acclaim the orator. The men from Lindos nodded their heads and stroked their beards in graceful approval. Only the oligarchs, the followers of Philolaus, abstained. These glowered at Timocrates with undisguised contempt as he stepped down from the plinth.

Beside him, Memnon could feel Glaucus vibrating with excitement. “Brilliant! Without a doubt, his most persuasive speech!”

“You heard but a fragment and you can judge it thus?” Memnon said. “You’re more discerning than I, Glaucus.”

“I had the opportunity to listen as he drafted it, as could you if only you spent less time carousing.”

Memnon ignored him. Timocrates noticed them and threaded toward where they stood, his face an expressionless mask. Memnon saw movement from the corner of his eye, a swirl of blue cloth and flash of gold. He halfturned as a man thrust his way between him and his father. Short and barrel-chested with a swarthy face accentuated by his Persian-style beard, this newcomer smiled at Timocrates. Memnon could sense no warmth in the gesture. Beside him, Glaucus stiffened.

“Philolaus,” he hissed.

This newcomer bowed low before Timocrates, a gesture full of scorn. “You’ve scored a small victory for your precious democrats, today,” he said. “But all you’ve really done is bandage a dying beast. Your allies are hemorrhaging daily, their strength and the strength of your cause ebbing. How long will it last, Timocrates? How long will democracy be in its death throes?”

“You make assumptions without merit, slave of Mausolus. What you really should ask yourself is how long can the Carians play at empire before their master, the Great King, checks their ambitions? A month? A year? Your master cannot dabble long in the affairs of the Hellenes before the Great King makes an end of him.”

“He needs to make an example of your son-in-law Artabazus first,” Philolaus said, grinning. “And your eldest, I’m told. By the Hound, Timocrates! For a staunch, Athenian-loving democrat, you’ve had excellent relations with tyrants of all stripes. Why, you yourself once served old satrap Pharnabazus in his war against the Spartans, even as your son serves his, now! By what right do you condemn tyranny when it’s part and parcel of your own kin? Are you a leaf blowing on whatever political wind is fashionable these days?”

Timocrates only smiled, saying, “It’s one thing to serve tyrants and oligarchs when it’s expedient; it’s another thing to live under their thumb. Rhodes is free, and should remain thus. If Mausolus of Caria hungers for more let him take it from the Great King’s plate, if he dares.”

All around them, democrats and oligarchs began snarling at one another, hurling shouts and curses, and emulating the leaders of their respective movements. The chairman of this Assembly, old Diogenes, rapped his staff on the floor and cried, “Come to order! Who wishes now to speak?”

“Philolaus!” someone called. Shouts of “Aye! Let Philolaus speak!” warred with the voices of those who wanted his blood. Philolaus acknowledged them with a wave and leaned close to Timocrates.

“We will continue our discourse later. For now, the body politic needs true guidance.” With a sinister wink, Philolaus brushed past Timocrates and ascended the plinth. He held up his arms, exhorting the crowd to silence. “Men! Rhodians! Your duty, when debating such weighty matters, is to allow freedom of speech to every one of your counselors, be they fair or foul. Personally, I never thought it a difficult task to point out to you the best policy, since you all seem to me to have discerned it already. No, the difficulty lay in inducing you to put it into operation; for when you have approved and passed a resolution, it is no nearer accomplishment than before you approved it!”

Timocrates turned away, motioning for his son to follow.

“Do you not wish to hear him out?” Memnon said.

“He speaks nothing new.”

Memnon nodded and followed his father out into the sunlight.
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DOWN THE SLOPE FROM THE ASSEMBLY A GROVE OF OLIVE TREES AFFORDED shade and solitude to those who wearied of political theatrics. Here, servants of Athena’s temple maintained a sliver of paradise, a magnet for poets and lovers seeking the embrace of their particular muses. Wide gravel paths meandered under the boughs. Other, smaller trails branched off, leading to leafy grottoes that offered privacy from prying eyes; bordering the path, the generosity of grateful suppliants provided for a handful of stone benches carved with prayers of thanks to the Goddess. Timocrates sat on one of these and motioned for Memnon to join him. Farther down, at a bend in the trail, a young orator practiced his gestures to an audience of trees.

“You’re looking well, son,” Timocrates said. “Living with a common prostitute seems to agree with you.”

Memnon checked his anger. “Thalia’s many things, but common she’s not, as I’m sure your sycophant, Glaucus, has told you.” He nodded back toward the Assembly. The secretary had lingered there, listening to Philolaus. “If you’ve only sent for me so you can insult my friends, I’ll take my leave.”

“No, I sent for you because I have good news,” Timocrates said. “My guest-friend, Androtion, has agreed to sponsor you in the Academy at Athens. You will travel back with him, once he has concluded his embassy to the Carians.”

Memnon blinked. “Athens? The Academy?”

“A happy compromise, don’t you think? It answers your need to see the world while addressing my concerns for your future. I cannot claim the idea as mine, of course. It was Androtion who—”

“No, father.” Memnon said, his tone one of a man who wearied of explaining himself over and again. “Thank Androtion for his hospitality, but tell him I cannot accept.”

The older man’s face went livid. “What? What do you mean you cannot?” His voice carried down the path; the young orator turned in mid-exclamation, frowning.

“Circe leaves at week’s end. I mean to be on her.”

“Why are you so intractable?” Timocrates said, lurching to his feet. “I have arranged an opportunity that would make you the envy of most men, and yet you throw it back in my face!”

“Because it’s not what I want! Yes, I want to see something of the world before I settle down, before I take a wife and raise sons of my own. Yes, I want to see the glory of Athens. But all of this I will do on my own terms, not yours! I appreciate all you’ve offered, but you withhold the one thing I ask of you. Your blessing. It costs nothing; requires nothing of you save a smile and a kind word, yet you refuse. Why?”

Timocrates shook his head. “I’ll not bless you as you depart down a road I know leads to nothing but ruin and death!”

“How do you know this?” Memnon said, frustration driving his voice up an octave. “How? Have the gods suddenly gifted you with the vision?”

Timocrates leaned against the bole of a tree. “All my life I’ve seen it, Memnon. The same tragedy played out on a thousand different stages. You will go off to war full of tales of glory and return a broken man, or you’ll not return at all. ‘With your shield or on it’ is a fine sentiment for poets and demagogues, but it means nothing in the real world.”

Memnon said nothing for a long while, his head bowed in thought. Finally, he looked up. “You admire men such as Alcibiades, Pericles, Socrates? They are great men in your esteem, aren’t they? Peerless politicians and statesmen?”

“Yes, and you could be their equal, if only you’d listen to me!”

Memnon stood and caught Timocrates by the shoulders. He wanted to shake him. “These men, father, were all soldiers first! They knew the value of blood spilled in the cause of glory; they knew the horrors of war, which made them, in later life, never enter into it lightly. I cannot hope to rise to be their equal by sitting at the feet of dried out demagogues. I must strike out on my own, see the world for myself and decide my own fate. Surely you understand?”

Timocrates sighed, his resistance crumbling. “I forget sometimes that you are a child no longer. Perhaps my blessing …” he trailed off. The sound of sandals crunching on gravel brought a frown to the older man’s face. Memnon followed his gaze and saw Glaucus running full out down the path toward them. He skidded, nearly falling.

“Peace, Glaucus. What goes?” Timocrates said.

The secretary, his racking breath flecked with spittle and sweat, pointed back to the Assembly building. “Come quickly! It’s Philolaus! He’s trying to force a vote!”
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“IS IT NOT THE HALLMARK OF A DEMOCRACY TO ALLOW THE PEOPLE TO decide their own fate?” Philolaus stood atop the plinth, surrounded by a sea of upturned faces. Their voices threatened to drown him out. He gestured to the impassioned crowd. “To deny the people their right to vote, when a quorum is present, is tantamount to dismissing the basic premise of your beloved democracy!”

Diogenes, perched on the highest riser in order to be seen, thrust his staff at Philolaus. “I will not allow you to mock our greatest institution! There are rituals to observe before a vote can be taken! Traditions to follow! We—”

“Ritual and tradition? Fear and sloth, more like! Are you too afraid, Diogenes, or are you simply too lazy to fulfill your obligations to the people?”

“He is neither!” Timocrates thrust his way through the Assembly, Memnon and Glaucus in his wake, and took the plinth beside Philolaus. “Diogenes is wise. He’s forgotten more about the inner workings of democracy than you or I will ever know! The law is plain, Philolaus! The Council can vote upon no measure or decree without prior deliberation! To suggest otherwise is to risk exile, or worse!”

Diogenes nodded, vindicated, but Philolaus only laughed.

“This is why it takes the word of Zeus Savior himself to accomplish anything in a democracy! A council of old men fattened on spoils stolen from the people decides what can and cannot be discussed? Tell me, how is that any different from an oligarchy? Drop this pretense of freedom and admit …”

Memnon felt the crowd’s agitation; he felt the heat, the pressure of their anger. He glanced up at his father. Timocrates and Philolaus stood toe to toe, so caught up in their own feud that they were oblivious to the effect their words had on their followers. Like oxen with blinders, they plowed on, shouting each other down, debating esoteric points of law at the tops of their lungs. Beneath the plinth, scuffles broke out. Men shoved one another, cursed, spat, and struggled like leashed dogs.

“Can they not see what they’re doing?” Memnon said, clutching Glaucus’s arm. “We’ve got to separate them before they cause a riot!” Glaucus, though, could only stare, his eyes wide, his fist upraised in defiance of tyranny. Memnon released him, turned …

Something whistled past his ear. A rock, smaller than a child’s fist, missed Timocrates by a fingerbreadth and struck Philolaus above his right eye. The oligarch reeled, clutching at his forehead.

“No!” Memnon yelled. But, at the sight of the oligarch’s blood, the simmering crowd boiled over in a frenzy of rage. All semblance of order fled as men turned on one another, punching, biting, and kicking in an effort to voice with violence what they could not with words. Only the ancient prohibition against weapons at an Assembly kept this from becoming a bloodbath. Memnon watched as partisans of each faction rushed the plinth; both orators vanished under a riptide of grasping hands.

“Father!” Memnon surged forward, riding the crest of a human wave. Some fought for their cause; others fought to get away. Underfoot, a shoal of trampled bodies made each step treacherous. Memnon grabbed two men by the scruff of their necks and flung them aside. A fist grazed his cheek. A heel bruised the meat of his thigh. A walking stick cracked across his shoulders. Memnon snarled at this last, turned, and wrenched the stick from an old man’s hand.

Armed now with a truncheon of bronze-capped olive wood, Memnon waded through the flailing mob. Oligarch or democrat, he did not care; he left a path of broken bones, teeth, and heads in his wake. He gained the plinth and found Timocrates on the ground, struggling against a wild-eyed young democrat whose hands were knotted around Philolaus’s throat. A callous man might have left the oligarch to his fate—is he who incites rebellion not deserving of death?—but Memnon believed in the rule of law, in justice. A man should face trial before his execution. With a savage blow of his cudgel, Memnon broke the zealot’s grip and dragged him, cursing and screaming, off Philolaus. A second blow sent him plummeting into oblivion.

Memnon crouched and helped his father to his feet.

“Have they lost their minds?” Timocrates muttered, disoriented. “Violence only begets violence!”

“Orators beget violence with their loose tongues!” Memnon said. Through the wrack he spotted Glaucus, his face scratched and bloody, his robes torn. “Here, Glaucus!” Seeing Timocrates alive bolstered the secretary’s flagging spirits. He rushed to his master’s side.

“Thank the gods! I thought—”

Memnon cut him off. “Your people are getting the worst of it! Take Father home and keep watch over him. Keep him safe! I will come when I can.”

“As you wish,” Glaucus said. Like a Spartan general, the secretary gathered a phalanx of democrats around Timocrates and hustled him from the Assembly building. Memnon watched them leave before turning his attention to Philolaus. The oligarch, on his knees now, clawed at the edge of the plinth as he sought to find his footing. Blood smeared his face, dripping from his beard to stain his blue robes. He coughed and struggled for breath.

“Get up, you damn fool!” Memnon knelt, looped Philolaus’s arm around his neck, and pulled him upright. “Get up before someone kills you!”

“They’ve tried,” the oligarch gasped. “I owe you my life. To which faction are you pledged?”

“Neither, and you owe me nothing.” Memnon noticed a half-dozen of Philolaus’s men nearby, watching as one of their number kicked a fallen democrat in the ribs. Memnon’s proximity to their leader, and Philolaus’s reliance on him, registered in their minds as the actions of an ally. The young Rhodian gestured to one of them.

Philolaus shook his head. “No. I never forget a debt, or a face. Seek me out when all this is over. I could use a man of your talents.”

Memnon dropped his bloody cudgel, shrugged himself free of the oligarch’s arm, and entrusted him to the care of his men. “My talents, as you call them, are pledged elsewhere.” He turned and walked toward the door. Clumps of men dotted the floor of the Assembly, moaning, crawling. Some of those trampled would never move again.

“Wait!” he heard Philolaus croak. “At least tell me to whom I am indebted!”

Memnon paused at the head of the stairs, under the statue of Dorieus. For a moment, he flirted with the idea of a lie. No. He had no reason to be ashamed of who he was. With a nod, he said, “Memnon, son of Timocrates.”

Philolaus’s face paled beneath its veneer of blood. “I sense the hand of a god in this,” he said. “Very well, son of Timocrates. Go in peace with my thanks. Perhaps someday the gods will allow me to discharge my obligation to you.”

Memnon turned and ascended the last few steps. “I said you owe me nothing.” But, his voice was lost amid the cries of victory that arose from the Assembly building. They could only claim dominance by the slenderest of margins, but claim it they did.

Memnon imagined word of the battle had already reached the harbor. The oligarchs have risen! Death to the democrats! Both factions would arm themselves with spears and javelins, swords and knives, arrows and sling stones. Old soldiers would take their shields down from the hearth; young soldiers would don their bronze panoplies. Merchants would beat a hasty retreat to their country manors, or load their wealth onto ships bound for secluded beachheads on the western shore of the island. The threat of civil war, of stasis, would paralyze the city. Memnon glanced back over his shoulder at Philolaus, who held court amid the wounded like a conquering king. All of this because I spared you.

Memnon had not reckoned that his act of conscience might cost Rhodes its life.
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“COME AWAY FROM THE WINDOW,” THALIA SAID, CLUTCHING HER bedclothes tight. The rooms she rented above a tavern on the Street of Ophioussa, near the temple of Aphrodite, reminded Memnon of the seraglio of a Persian satrap. Paneled and furnished in dark wood, its four lamps, two of polished bronze and two of terracotta, drove away the shadows, their sweetened smoke mingling with a haze of costly frankincense. Colorful carpets and brocades covered the floor and the walls. Wide-eyed, Thalia gestured to Memnon. “Please! Come sit by me. I’m afraid.”

Memnon smiled, but stood his ground, peering out into the flame-flecked night through drawn shutters. At dusk, Rhodes had erupted in an orgy of fiery violence. A foreign mob, no doubt purchased with Carian gold, rampaged through the homes and shops of known democrats, torching what they could not kill or carry off. Though he’d hoped otherwise, this descent into stasis caught his father’s faction off guard; the threat of mob rule swayed any who might have thrown in with them to the oligarch’s cause. Disgusted, Memnon turned from the window.

“Please, Memnon!” Tears sparkled on Thalia’s lashes.

The young Rhodian sat beside Thalia, pulling her into his embrace. “Don’t worry yourself so,” he said, stroking her tawny hair. Thalia came from Cyrene in North Africa; her straw-colored hair, common in her homeland, gave her an exotic cast favored by the jaded sailors of Rhodes. “This will be over soon, and your life will return to normal.”

“But what will I do with you gone?” she said. “Who will care for me?”

“I expect you’ll find yourself a fat, rich merchant and settle down to a life of luxury. Maybe even see something of the world, yourself.” Memnon had no illusions about the young woman in his arms. Men were a flock of sheep to her; some ripe for shearing, others earmarked for the altar of Aphrodite—sacrifices to the patron goddess of the hetaera. Among men, Thalia could be as sleek and predatory as any leopard.

“The world holds no allure for me if I’m not at your side,” she said, her voice a throaty murmur. She craned her neck, kissing the hard line of his jaw. “Take me with you.”

Memnon shook his head. “A mercenary camp is no place for a woman of your tastes. The food is of the roughest sort, inedible by all save the hungriest of foot soldiers. And there are no beds, no sheets. Everyone sleeps on the ground at the mercy of the heat and the cold, exposed to the elements. Can you see yourself carrying my gear over mountains and through valleys? No, Thalia. A life as a mercenary’s woman is not one I’d wish on you.”

“Forget the mercenary life, then,” she said. “We could go to Ephesus or Athens or Corinth … Corinth, Memnon! Imagine it! They say even the most common courtesans wear gold and jewels in Corinth. What would they make of me, I wonder?” Thalia tossed her head and preened. Her fingers loosened, and the linen bedclothes slid down her body, bunching about her trim waist. Golden skin glowed in the lamplight; the lush curves of her breasts brought a lump to Memnon’s throat. Like a lamb to the altar.

“What, indeed,” he said, reaching for her.

Thalia stiffened as a sound drifted through the door, the squeak of a floor plank. Memnon frowned. A soft knock brought him to his feet. He drew his knife and crossed to the door. “What do you want?”

“Open the door, you damned pup!”

Though muffled, Memnon recognized the voice. He lifted the bar. Patron stood in the narrow hall, his attitude one of wariness. He wore a mariner’s leather cuirass, reinforced with disks of bronze pitted from the sea air and waxy with verdigris. A curved sword hung from a baldric over his left shoulder.

“You risk life and limb going abroad alone on a night like this, Patron,” Memnon said, stepping aside to allow Circe’s captain entrance. “What goes?”

“Still eager to be gone from Rhodes?” Patron glanced sidewise at Thalia, who stretched catlike.

Memnon followed his gaze. “I am.”

“We’re leaving at dawn instead of week’s end,” Patron said, keeping his voice low. He walked to the window and inched the shutter open. Acrid smoke drifted in on the night breeze. “I’ve seen cities under siege, I’ve seen them sacked and burnt, I’ve even seen them decimated by plague, but I’ve never seen a city tear itself apart. Men who were neighbors at breakfast are sworn enemies at supper. All of this because of what, an ideal?”

“There’s a point in time,” Memnon said, “when the inhabitants of a region or an island come together as one to form a polis. Philosophers call this synoikismos. Father likened it to the way embers can be raked into a pile and a fire built from them. These flames of political unity burn in different ways, but they all need fodder—new ideas, new obstacles, new challenges. Without such nourishment, the polis will consume itself, destroying the very embers that gave it life. Yet, even then hope is not lost. Consider the bird of Ethiopia, the phoenix, whose young rise from the ashes of its elder. If a polis destroys itself, invariably the survivors will band together and a new polis will emerge.” Memnon gestured out the window. “This looks chaotic to our eyes, but in reality it’s part of the life cycle of a city. Rhodes will be reborn, hopefully stronger and wiser.”

Patron smiled and clapped Memnon on the shoulder. “You are your father’s son, Memnon. It gladdens me to see you well after your adventure in the Assembly.”

“You heard?”

“It’s on everyone’s lips.”

Memnon’s eyes clouded as he leaned his shoulder against the window frame. “What are they saying? Are the democrats cursing me for saving Philolaus’s life? Had I done nothing, perhaps all of this,” his gesture encompassed Rhodes, “would not have come to pass. The democrats would still be in control.”

“The gods marvel at your arrogance, Memnon,” Patron said. “Even if you’d let Philolaus die, civil war would have been inevitable. Rhodes has chafed for years under Athens’s thumb. The democrats, your father included, are little more than Athenian puppets even as the oligarchs serve the wishes of Mausolus of Caria. Civil war is the culmination of a long chain of events that has little to do with you.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” Memnon said.

“Of course I am. Come, though, make your farewells brief. Some of the others await me out—” Patron stopped as the sounds of a commotion floated up from below, a babble of voices. He and Memnon glanced at one another, then went to the door. One of Circe’s crew had just gained the head of the stairs, his face pale, his brow beaded with sweat. Patron frowned. “What is it, Zaleucas?”

“It’s t-the mob! T-They’ve murdered Diogenes!”
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MEMNON’S WEAPONS GLITTERED IN THE LAMPLIGHT—A SWORD, A KNIFE, A pair of javelins—their polished iron edges less cold and unyielding than the eyes watching his preparation. At his back, Patron paced like a caged wolf; Thalia sat on a divan in icy silence. Despite his inexperience in the arena of war, Memnon handled his weapons like a veteran, checking balance, heft, and haft. Satisfied, he placed them on the bed and lifted an oilskin bag off the floor. From it, he pulled a leather corselet.

“Dammit, Memnon! Use your head!” Patron said. “No man can predict the actions of a mob! They’re like a pack of feral hounds, driven mad by the stench of blood. There’s no reason to their movements.”

“I am using my head! This mob is guided, Patron! The oligarchs are using them to dispose of their enemies! Who do you think they’ll go after next?” The supple corselet, reinforced in the chest and abdomen with bronze studs, slid easily over Memnon’s head. He tied off the thongs that laced down his left side. “Diogenes was one of my father’s staunchest allies. Logic dictates their next victim.”

“Say it’s true, say they’re going after Timocrates, what do you think you’re going to do? Storm into his home and drag him down to the harbor? Zeus Savior! His own people will kill you if you try that! Then there’s the oligarchs … will you hold them off single-handedly? You’ve fought in one skirmish with pirates! One skirmish! You’re not Achilles, boy! Get out there in that mob’s way and they’ll tear you to shreds!”

“So, help me!” Memnon said through clenched teeth. “Or were all those hours spent listening to you go on about our brotherhood just wasted time?”

Patron looked away, stung. “I’ve got a ship to think about, a commission to fulfill, and forty-nine other lads who look to me for guidance. I can’t abandon them and I can’t squander them in a street fight. Not now.”

Memnon tucked his knife into his belt, slipped the baldric of his sheathed sword over his head, and took up the pair of javelins. “And I can’t leave my father here to die,” he said. “I’ve got to get to him, convince him to come with us. Artabazus will offer him asylum, I’m certain. We—”

Patron caught him by the arm. “Listen to yourself, Memnon! You’re a fool if you think you can pry Timocrates from Rhodes in her time of need! Not the gods, not the Furies, not even the golden hoard of Midas could sway the man! This is what he’s been preparing for! This is his Great Battle, and he’ll not stop till it’s over!”

Memnon wrenched free of Patron’s grasp. “I won’t leave him to die! How can I face Mentor if I don’t at least try? What will he say to me when he asks for news of our father and I answer ‘I do not know, brother, for I left him to be slaughtered by a mob’? I have to try, Patron!”

Patron exhaled, recognizing the futility of further argument. “We all have our fates, Memnon. Perhaps this is yours; perhaps it’s your father’s fate to die here. I cannot say. I promise you this, though: I will keep Circe here as long as I can. Grab Timocrates and get him back to the ship, if you can.” The two men clasped hands. Patron let himself out, leaving Memnon alone with Thalia.

She sat in silence on the divan, her body wrapped in the bedclothes, her fingers knotted together. Tears wetted her cheeks. When she finally spoke, her voice trembled. “You spoke of logic earlier. Does your logic dictate that you throw your life away to save his?”

“No, but my blood does,” Memnon said. “He’s my father, Thalia. I have a responsibility to him. I don’t expect you would understand, since—”

“Since I’m a woman?” she snarled.

Memnon paused, at a loss for the words to make Thalia comprehend the sense of duty a son possessed for his father. This sacred covenant meant that no matter how bitterly he and Timocrates fought they would stand shoulder to shoulder against a common enemy, unite against a common threat, and lay down their lives if the need arose. Memnon sighed, leaned down, and kissed her hair. In a soft voice, he said, “Remember me with kindness, if not love.”

The sound of her sobbing followed him into the street.
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THE WALLED VILLA OF TIMOCRATES LAY ON THE NORTHERN SLOPES OF THE acropolis, overlooking the least of Rhodes-town’s four harbors. The path Memnon chose carried him through neighborhoods where the violence had come and gone. Shops and homes gutted by the mob were defiled again as scavengers of every stripe picked through the smoldering ruin, oblivious to the survivors who crept from hiding to survey the devastation. Bonfires spewed a pall of smoke into the air, a shroud that could not be seen in the darkness, only felt; the flames added an unclean orange glow to the oppressive atmosphere.

Memnon jogged along. With each step, the impression of the mob being led—focused, rather—strengthened in his mind. The destruction was not wholesale, as one would have expected from a rampaging horde; nor did it radiate out from its flashpoint in concentric waves, as though following the whims of capricious looters. No, this mob kept an even course, unwavering, flowing down the street as water through a sluice. At one point, where the avenue narrowed into a natural bottleneck, the democrats had thrown up a barricade of wagons and carts to dam this rage-swollen river of humanity. It proved too flimsy.

Memnon slowed. Amid the detritus of the splintered barricade, a score of bodies peppered the ground, some slashed and trampled, others pierced by arrow and spear. A man with the dark copper complexion of a sailor sat against the wall of a building, holding glistening loops of intestine in his hands. He looked at Memnon, confusion plain in his glassy eyes, and opened his mouth to speak. Blood gushed down his chin. Memnon turned away, a cold knot forming in his belly as he grew cognizant of the sounds rising around him. Whimpers of fear and pain mixed with keening wails; stammered prayers were lost amid pleas for succor. The stench of blood and bowel tainted the heavy air.

“It’s not for the squeamish,” he heard his brother’s voice resonate in his skull. Years ago, he had asked Mentor what his first battle was like, how it differed from the poesy of Homer. The elder son of Timocrates answered him with unaccustomed gravity. “Forget fancy tactics and paeans to the gods. To kill a man, you must face him eye to eye and plant your spear in his guts before he does the same to you. When the blade goes in, you’ll see his eyes change—anger, fear, pain, grief—a whole range of emotions that would do Euripides proud. You’ll hear him scream, an animal sound like nothing you’ve ever heard, and you’ll feel hot blood spurt out over your hands. Then, as the stink hits you, you realize the worst of it.” What could be worse than that? Memnon muttered, his face pale. Mentor draped his arm around his young brother’s shoulder and gave him a gruff hug. “What’s worse is realizing it could have been you.”

“What would you do tonight, brother?” Memnon said aloud. He crossed through the breach in the barricade. More bodies lay on the other side, victims of a barrage of rocks and hunting arrows, though only one caught his eye. Memnon stopped. In the lee of an overturned produce cart, a white-haired old man lay supine, his face a mask of blood from where a lead sling bullet had sheared through his forehead. For the span of a heartbeat, the icy talons of Deimos clawed at Memnon’s lungs, freezing the very breath in his chest. Is that you, Father? Shaken, he stumbled to his knees. With a strip of cloth torn from the old man’s robe, Memnon wiped away the blood obscuring the corpse’s visage, peered closer, and gave an explosive sigh of relief. The face of an old soldier stared back at him, his oft-broken nose and gaping eye socket the trophies of long-ago campaigns. Memnon closed his eyes, his shoulders bowed as relief turned to sadness, then guilt.

“I’m sorry, old one,” he whispered. “Be at peace.”

A commotion caught Memnon’s attention. He glanced up as a half-dozen men barreled through the now useless barricade. A pair of them held torches aloft; the rest carried makeshift weapons—oar shafts fixed with iron spikes, harpoons, and sickles of hammered bronze. Seeing Memnon crouched over a corpse, they took him to be one of their own. One of them lingered, a toothless jackal stinking of piss and rotten onions.

“Hurry!” he said. “Hurry, before we’re too late!”

“Too late for what?” Memnon rose.

“Have you not heard? A bounty’s been offered: ten drachmas for the right hand of every democrat, a hundred for the head of the man who leads them! Hurry,” he said. “They’re about to break through!”

Memnon ground his jaw in fury, but followed in their wake. Others, too, joined their cortege as it gained momentum. Excited, they brandished their hammers and cleavers and chattered in low voices. As they crested a final ridge, Memnon saw their destination. He slowed, letting the others jostle past him. Zeus Savior! Father!

From this distance, Timocrates’ home resembled a besieged fortress rather than a villa. An army of scavengers and riffraff clogged the street, each man hoping to claim the bounty the oligarchs had placed on Timocrates. Torches flared, casting bizarre shadows across the makeshift siege lines. Lining the walls, a handful of loyal democrats sent flight after flight of arrows down into the press of bodies clamoring at the gate. In response, slingers rose from the mob, their lead bullets punching into the heads and chests of the defenders.

Nothing he had read in the past—not Homer or Herodotus or Thucydides—offered even the slightest amount of insight into what his next move should be. Patron was right. This was a fool’s errand. Still … still …

Memnon left the street, crouching just inside the portico of a nymphaeum, and watched the chaos swirling around his father’s house. He studied the mob, noting how they formed up and charged the gates, how they fell back and regrouped into their ragged platoons, their resolve fueled by the promise of gold. For his theory to be correct, Memnon knew there had to be a rhythm to their actions, a sign that, despite having a hundred heads, this Hydra possessed a single controlling intellect. If he could identify it, he could strike at it. Slay the brain and perhaps the Hydra’s heads would turn on each other, providing enough of a respite for his father to be spirited away.

A voice bawled orders; a fresh assault wave hustled toward the gate, this time preceded by men bearing improvised body shields. Memnon traced the voice to its source, spotting a burly figure standing outside the house neighboring his fathers, surrounded by a cadre of his peers. Most were oligarchs, but a few moved with the confidence of trained soldiers. Mercenaries, Carians probably, brought over by Philolaus to enforce the edicts of his new regime. The son of Timocrates proffered a thin, grim smile. There was his target.

He would need to get closer.

Leaving his perch in front of the nymphaeum, Memnon used the confusion in the street as camouflage to circle around to his father’s house—and to the men overseeing this piecemeal offensive. The villa adjacent to Timocrates’ estate belonged to a man called Brygus, a political dilettante, and the youngest son of the renowned shipwright Chaeremon. An amiable man, Brygus nevertheless preferred the company of his roses to that of other people. His trellises, with their satiny red and yellow blooms, dwarfed those of his neighbors and were a constant source of pride for a man otherwise unremarkable. Memnon vaulted the low wall bounding Brygus’s property and crept through the labyrinthine garden, past garland-wreathed statues of Demeter and Persephone; a haze of smoke drifted in the air, sweetened with attar of roses. The springy turf muffled Memnon’s footsteps.

At the corner of the house, Memnon stopped. He heard voices ahead, harsh grumbles distorted by the thudding of axes on wood. “Shame we can’t get in there before the others and claim the bounty ourselves. Are you sure there’s no other gate?”

Another voice: “What about it, Brygus?”

Inching to the corner, Memnon peered around. Illuminated by the light of distant fires, two men alternated hacking at the base of an ancient olive tree. Both men paused and turned toward the figure cowering behind them. Brygus knelt in the grass, a slight man clad in a torn and grimy chiton, blood staining his face and beard as he watched the destruction of his property through swollen eyes.

“You’ve been his neighbor for a dozen years, is there another way in?”

Brygus shook his head. “Only t-the front gate.”

One of the men spat. “And we need a battering ram for that. You’re a useless bag of shit, Brygus. You know that? We should take one of these axes to your hand and use the money for a skin of wine. How about it, Sacadas? You hold him; I’ll whack off his hand.”

The man called Sacadas shrugged, scratching at a scabby beard that couldn’t hide the scars of a childhood pox. “Do what you will, Dyskolos, but kill him first. I don’t want to hear the little shit-bag screaming all night long.”

Brygus scrambled away from them. “Y-You can’t!”

Dyskolos hefted his axe, grinning as he stalked the smaller man. “Who’ll know? I should have thought of this sooner, Sacadas. Could have saved ourselves—” Dyskolos never finished. He saw a flicker of movement seconds before Memnon’s javelin tore through the base of his throat, its blade nearly taking his head off. Brygus screamed. As Dyskolos toppled, Memnon stepped out into the light, his arm drawn back, his second javelin poised to throw. To his dismay, Sacadas reacted faster.

Time slowed. His senses sharpened by adrenalin and fear, Memnon watched Sacadas lunge, his arm snapping forward, his axe whirling end over end. The clumsy tool missed him by inches, but its proximity caused Memnon to recoil and, from reflex, to throw his javelin. Too soon! He knew the second it left his hand that his cast had gone awry. Memnon stared as it soared off into the darkness; when he returned his gaze to Sacadas, the larger man had wrenched the javelin from Dyskolos’s corpse and was in motion.

Memnon fumbled for the hilt of his sword. He’d half-drawn the blade when Sacadas smashed into him, driving the butt of the javelin into his midsection. The young Rhodian’s breath whooshed from his lungs; his body catapulted into the air. He struck the ground amid flashes of color and slid across the grass, struggling for breath. Sacadas straddled his fallen body. Memnon caught the javelin shaft with one hand as the mercenary drove it lengthwise across his throat.

Sacadas fought in silence, without taunts or curses, his lips fixed in a businesslike snarl. Memnon’s free hand flailed about for a weapon—a rock, a branch, anything. His sword lay beneath him, its hilt grinding painfully into his back. Memnon’s fingers brushed the handle of his knife. In one motion he dragged it free of its sheath and buried it in Sacadas’s side. It had no effect. The mercenary bore down harder on the javelin shaft, forcing Memnon’s own knuckles into his windpipe and cutting off his air. Memnon gasped, his eyes bulging. Again and again he plunged his knife into his attacker’s flesh. Blood sprayed over his hand.

Mentor’s voice thundered through his brain. “To kill a man, you must face him eye to eye and plant your spear in his guts before he does the same to you. When the blade goes in, you’ll see his eyes change—anger, fear, pain, grief …”

The eyes staring down at him were as cold and dead as a shark’s. The pressure at his throat vanished; Memnon felt a warm wetness spreading over his midsection as Sacadas’s body voided itself at the moment of death. Memnon thrashed and rolled, toppling the body, vomiting both at the stink filling his nostrils and at the overwhelming sense of mortality. It could have been me. He lay for a time, his body shaking, his face pressed to the ground as he inhaled the clean smells of soil and grass.

Memnon heard movement. “Are you d-dead?” Brygus. Memnon had forgotten about him.

“Greetings, Brygus,” Memnon croaked. He crawled to his knees, recovered his javelin, and used it to clamber to his feet. “Have you seen my father?”

Brygus’s eyes narrowed. “M-Memnon? Is that you?”

“Aye. Have you seen him, Brygus? Do you know if my father’s still safe?” Memnon took a step toward the smaller man. Brygus, though, backed away from him, edging toward the gate leading to the street. He glanced over his shoulder, licked his lips. “Brygus?”

With a squeal of panic, Brygus turned and darted through the open gate. “He’s here!”

“Damn you, Brygus! What are you doing?” Memnon followed him only a handful of paces before skidding to a stop. Outside the gate, he saw a throng of men turn toward the commotion. Brygus gestured at him, his voice a feminine shriek.

“Here! He’s the son of Timocrates!”

A dozen eyes turned on Memnon, eyes brimming with hatred and lust. Patron called them feral beasts; now Memnon knew why. They stepped toward him. A hastily loosed arrow sliced the air, striking the wooden gatepost with a loud crack. An enraged scream followed in its wake. Triumphant, Brygus capered about.

“How much for the bastard’s son? How much—”

With a howl of rage, Memnon’s javelin streaked from his hand to transfix the body of his betrayer. He didn’t pause to watch Brygus’s death throes. Memnon spun on the balls of his feet and sprinted back through the gate.

Baying like the hounds of Atalanta, the mob gave chase.
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PANTING, MEMNON PAUSED A MOMENT TO GET HIS BEARINGS. HIS NECK throbbed; his legs were rubbery from the exertion of running through the benighted streets of Rhodes-town. Through alley and garden the mob had followed in relentless pursuit, convinced that the son of Timocrates was a prize worth dying for. Twice, they had almost cornered him; twice, Memnon had escaped by the narrowest of margins, his sword swaying the balance to his favor. Still, his luck couldn’t hold out much longer.

Memnon glanced back the way he had come. Farther up the hillside, the light from fires outside his father’s house smudged the heavens with angry reds and oranges. He could hear the sough and sigh of the ocean, which meant the harbor was near. Unlike the main harbor, this one was little more than a sandy strand, a perfect beachhead for smaller boats. Memnon knew the area: as a boy he had played among the ship sheds and fishing shacks lining the strand. He stared again at his father’s house, a lance of ice piercing his heart. What started as a noble endeavor had degenerated into a race against time. He—

“There!”

A voice split the night. The most persistent of his pursuers, torches held aloft, poured into the street. Leather whirred. Memnon ducked and ran as a sling bullet cracked on stone behind him, peppering his shoulders with fragments of lead. Down the alley and around a corner, he leapt a low retaining wall and nearly fell as sand shifted underfoot. The strand! He crouched, his back to the wall, and waited. Moment’s later, a body hurtled over, wheezing, a staff of fire-hardened wood clutched in his fists.

He never knew what killed him.

Memnon struck his head from his shoulders, turned, and impaled another man as he vaulted the wall. Wrenching his sword free, Memnon loped along, following the circuit of the wall, his body in a half-crouch. Behind him, he heard the others stumble over the corpses of their companions. If he couldn’t lose them, perhaps he could demoralize them, sap their interest in him by killing them one at a time. Memnon stopped. Too late, he heard the crunch of a foot on sand, the whistle of wood swinging through the air. He half-turned …

… and staggered as thunder and lightning exploded behind his eyes. A groan escaped his lips as his attacker drew back again and cracked a club across his skull. Memnon sank to his knees. His attacker towered over him.

“Ha! Gotcha, you son of a who—” The man stopped and looked down, his eyes bulging. Memnon followed his gaze. A spear blade had erupted from his chest like an obscene vine. He fell beside Memnon. He heard metal clash and ragged screams. The son of Timocrates glanced up, his world dwindling to a pinprick. A score of familiar faces emerged from the gathering dark, one in particular hovering close, edged in shadow. A sense of relief flooded his weary limbs. “P-Patron?”

“I couldn’t just leave …” Memnon heard him say as he sank into the welcoming arms of oblivion.
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HE COULDN’T BREATHE. THE FINGERS AT HIS THROAT CHOKED OFF HIS AIR AND threatened to crush his windpipe, his vertebrae. Memnon struggled. His hand grasped the hilt of his knife and, with a triumphant snarl, plunged it into his tormentor’s flesh. Hot blood spewed. Again and again, Memnon sank the blade into his attacker, until the pressure against his neck loosened and the fellow toppled to the side. Strength flooded Memnon’s limbs. Grasping his attacker by the hair, he wrenched his head back, exposing his throat for the killing blow. Memnon looked down. Staring back at him, his eyes glazed with the nearness of death, Timocrates spat blood and struggled to speak. “W-Why?”

Memnon jolted into wakefulness, unsure of his surroundings. His skull throbbed. Bright morning sunlight stung tears from his eyes, while the creak of rope against wood and the murmur of the sea added to his confusion. Where am I? Beneath his naked body, the weathered pine planks felt familiar, as did the smells of sweat and salt and sun-warmed pitch. Above him, an elaborate finial, carved in the shape of a woman, watched over him like a guardian spirit. “And I went through the dark to Circe’s flawless bed …”

Circe.

Memnon groaned as he ran his fingers through his hair, feeling the crust of matted blood, the knot behind his ear. Twinges of pain cut knifelike through the haze. He struggled upright, on his elbows, and saw Patron sitting a few feet away, grinning. Others of the crew—Zaleucas, the Argive brothers Lycus and Sciron, the golden-haired sons of Attalus—looked up from their dice games and whetstones.

“Zeus Almighty, lad! I thought that clout on the head did you in,” Patron said, tossing a skin of water to Memnon’s side.

Memnon dragged himself into a sitting position, picked up the skin, and uncorked it with trembling fingers. He drank a few swallows before upending the rest over his head. Cool water washed away the blanket of fog that clouded his memory. Memnon wiped his eyes. “I wish it had.”

“Get him a clean chiton,” Patron said to Zaleucas. Turning back to Memnon, he added, “I’d be a hand short, then, wouldn’t I? Besides, I rather like having you in my debt. It gives me leverage once we reach Mentor in the Troad.”

If he heard, Memnon gave no sign of it. He stared at his hands, at the grime, at the blood caked beneath his nails. “I failed him, Patron. There’s no way he and his men could have lasted the night, not with what the oligarchs were throwing against him. I had one chance and I failed.” Memnon looked up, his eyebrows cocked. “Why were you on the beach? I thought …”

“Conscience.” Patron allowed himself a faint smile. “It cannot be a virtue of any use to a mercenary, yet I find myself saddled with it. Nor am I alone.” He jabbed a thumb at the rest of the crew. “These malcontents thought you worth saving, too.”

The younger man’s head sagged. “I thank you, but you should have left me to my fate and rescued Timocrates, instead. He would have been of more use.”

Patron stood and accepted a bundle of cloth from Zaleucas. “Stop tormenting yourself. You tried, Memnon, and that’s more of an effort than most would have made. If Timocrates indeed died last night, then it was his destiny, woven from birth, regardless of what you or I might have done.”

“Tell it to his shade, Patron.” Memnon struggled to stand, his footing still unsure. With each movement a fresh barrage of pain lanced through his skull. “Where are we? How long till we make landfall?”

“Landfall?” Patron handed the chiton to him. “We’ve not left Rhodes, yet. We’re riding our anchor offshore a ways.”

Memnon’s brows knitted as he glanced out over the railing. Circe, her oars shipped, her stern to the wind, lay just outside the mouth of the smallest harbor, on the seaward side of a headland of surf-scoured rock. Water the color of lapis lazuli, flecked with white spray, faded to turquoise as it neared the shore. Beyond the headland, Memnon could see thin columns of black smoke rising over red-tiled roofs; towering above the city, the glittering temples of the acropolis appeared as distant and aloof as the Olympian gods, themselves. With a shudder, Memnon realized the thickest smoke rose from the neighborhood of his father’s house.

Patron came up beside him and sighed. “For some men, Conscience is a balm. For others, it’s a brass-winged Fury. That’s why I stayed.”

“Have you seen anything,” Memnon said, “any activity?”

Patron shook his head. “Nothing. The city’s been like a tomb most of the morning, almost as though …” the captain of Circe trailed off, frowning.

“Almost as though they’re ashamed of what they’ve done.” Memnon turned to face his captain, his eyes hard as flint, his voice thick with desperation. “I’ve got to go back. I’ve got to see for myself what’s happened to him. I’ll go alone if—”

“I failed you once, my friend,” Patron said, clapping the younger man on the shoulder. “I’ll not fail you a second time.” He spun away and bellowed at the crew. “Look alive, you sons of whores! Armor up and man the oars! This time, Memnon’s not going it alone!”
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SAND CRUNCHED BENEATH CIRCE’S KEEL. SINGLY AND IN PAIRS, TWENTY-five men vaulted the gunwales and splashed ashore, charging through the knee-high surf like Homer’s Achaeans. Sunlight blazed from the burnished bronze of their shield facings, shimmered silver and gray from the iron blades of their spears. Four of them bore heavy Persian style bows. They paused a moment while their fellows remaining onboard the ship bent their backs to the oars, forcing the pentekonter off the strand and back out into the harbor. Satisfied Circe would be safe with only half its crew, Patron gestured for them to move out.

Curious faces watched from the shelter of the ship sheds and fishing shacks as Memnon took the lead, guiding the double column of warriors up the beach and over the retaining wall. Palm fronds rustled in their wake. Around the little harbor, those few who braved the quiet streets, scavengers and honest men alike, fled as the armed party ascended the terraced hillside. Shutters slammed at the sound of jingling harness. A panicky hand stifled an infant’s cry. Memnon felt hidden eyes on him, glaring, hot with rage and afraid the least movement on their part would spark a fresh outbreak of violence. He sensed something else, too, lurking beneath the anger, the fear. He sensed despair. Those who had witnessed the savagery firsthand knew they had seen a singular event: fifty-one years of liberty destroyed in a matter of hours. It was almost too much for them to bear.

Ahead, Memnon caught sight of a familiar landmark: the columned portico of the nymphaeum, the fountain house, where he had spent a moment’s respite the night before. His pace increased. The street dipped into a shallow valley, thick with groves of cypress and olive watered by a gurgling spring sacred to Artemis. Like an Olympian sprinter, the son of Timocrates surged forward. He crested the ridge, his face ashen, and stopped.

“Zeus Savior! No!”

The gates leading to his ancestral home stood open, blasted off their hinges by makeshift battering rams; debris strewed the ground: chunks of masonry and broken roof tiles, splintered wood and scraps of scorched linen. Skeins of black smoke floated up from the detritus of day-old bonfires, thinning to translucent charcoal in the freshening breeze. The crisp smell of ruptured cedar mingled with the stenches of burning tar, seared oil, and cooked flesh. Memnon’s legs trembled; he might have fallen to his knees had a reassuring hand on his shoulder not imparted its strength on him. Patron stood by his side.

“He couldn’t have survived it. He couldn’t have.”

“Easy there, lad,” Patron said. The others drew up alongside them, muttering curses and admonitions to the gods. “Maybe his people got him out. Whoever built that place had a siege in mind when they raised those walls.”

The villa’s walls were old—older than the foundation of Rhodes-town—and thick, designed to repel raiders from land or sea. Ivy softened the hard lines of the stone, adding a touch of color to what once amounted to a fortress. “My grandfather’s grandfather,” Memnon said. “He grubbed each stone from the earth, cut, shaped, and mortared it into place with his own hands. All of this,” he gestured behind him, “from the shore to the summit of the acropolis was his.”

“How did Dorieus get a hold of it?”

“From my grandfather. He gifted the land to Dorieus in order to make the city of Rhodes a reality, with the proviso he could keep the house and grounds intact as a haven to raise his sons and grandsons. A haven …”

Through soot and sear, Memnon could still make out the image of Helios carved into the stone lintel over the gate. He imagined his father standing beneath it, his hair less gray, his face less lined and careworn, smiling as his two young sons ran a footrace up the road, the elder stopping to allow the younger time to catch up. The race would end in a tie, and Timocrates would sweep both sons up, balance them on his shoulders, and parade them through the gate like Olympian conquerors.

“Look,” Zaleucas said, pointing. A knot of men, eight in all, stood to the left of the gates. Most were young, Memnon’s age, armed with spears, knives, and harpoons, and displaying scraps of blue cloth knotted about their biceps. They stiffened, eyeing Circe’s war party with nervous anticipation.

Patron turned to his men. “Constrain yourselves. If it comes to blows I’d prefer not to have to kill the lot of them.” The captain of Circe didn’t bother lowering his voice and his words had an immediate effect on the young men at the gates: they paled; their weapons clattered as they sought reassurance in the touch of wood and iron.

One of them stepped forward. “Memnon?” he said. Sweat beaded his long forehead, plastering his unkempt dark hair to his scalp. A pale scar tugged at the corner of his left eye. “You may not recall who I am. I—”

“I remember you, Eumaeus,” Memnon said. “Father often paid you to look after his olive trees. If that blue rag you’re wearing marks you as one of Philolaus’s toadies, then we have nothing to discuss. Go back to your new master and tell him I will come for him soon enough!”

Eumaeus shuffled from foot to foot, taken aback at the rancor in Memnon’s voice. “He knew you’d come, Philolaus did. That’s why he put us here and gave us a message for you.”

“A message?”

Nodding, Eumaeus said, “Philolaus seeks a parley.”

Patron grunted and spat. “That son of a whore has balls the size of gourds if he thinks we’ll trust him. Likely it’s a trap, Memnon. A ruse to get you alone and cut your throat.”

“Likely,” Memnon said. “What are his terms?”

“You and he, alone, in the Assembly, at dusk. You may bring an escort of no more than ten men, and he will do likewise. As a gesture of goodwill, he ordered us to keep any looters away till you got here.”

“Goodwill?” Memnon snarled. “That’s his concept of goodwill? His dogs swarm over my father’s house but he’ll protect the ruins until I’m able to tour them! Zeus Savior and Helios! Goodwill? Someone shoot this fool! That should send a loud enough answer to Philolaus!”

In a single fluid motion, Sciron of Argos drew an arrow, nocked it, and bent his bow. Three others followed suit. Eumaeus’s courage flowed away like water through a sieve. His spear toppled to the ground; Eumaeus held out his hands, imploring, as he backed away. “Wait! Wait! I had no part in your father’s death! None!”

Memnon stopped the archers with a gesture. “So he is dead?”

“I … I don’t know,” Eumaeus said. “Not for certain, at least. We were told not to pass the gate, either. Philolaus’s orders.”

Memnon said nothing for a moment; then jerked his head, dismissing the guards. “Clear out, all of you.” Relieved, the other guards scurried away. Eumaeus, though, lagged.

“What do I tell Philolaus?”

Memnon exchanged glances with Patron. “There’s no way you can trust him, lad,” the older man muttered.

“I know.” Memnon’s eyes narrowed as he stalked toward his father’s home. He passed Eumaeus and said, “Tell him I accept his terms, but if I catch even the slightest whiff of betrayal he’ll not live to enjoy it.” Eumaeus nodded and withdrew as Memnon crossed the threshold of the gates, Patron and the others in his wake.

Rubble choked the courtyard—shattered stone and brick from where the battering rams had breached the gate; charred timbers, smashed floor and roof tiles, and toppled statuary all covered in a glaze of ash and pulverized plaster. Bodies lay twisted amid the ruins, their limbs crusted with dried blood, their right arms ending in jagged stumps. The faces of men Memnon had known for most his life now looked foreign to him; waxen, like masks carved at the instant of death. Memnon stepped lightly, cursing as his foot nudged a corpse and dislodged a cloud of flies from a gaping belly wound.

“Merciful Zeus!” Memnon felt a tightening in his stomach. “He’s here, I know it. But where to start? The grounds first, then the house? Or should we split up?”

“Wait,” Patron said, nodding back toward the gate. Memnon followed his gaze. A woman stood in the shadow of the wall, her peplos stained with soot and dust. Loose strands of graying hair escaped from beneath her fringed scarf. In her hands, she clutched a terracotta votive statue, rubbing it as though the gesture would make her wishes reality.

“I know her,” Memnon said, picking his way back to her. “Cleia?”

The sound of a voice speaking her name startled the woman. She blinked and glanced about, like an innocent soul awakening before Hades’ throne, afraid of what she would see but unable to look away. Memnon said her name again, softly. This time, Cleia focused on him. Tears welled up in her eyes. “Oh, Memnon! Have you seen my husband? They wouldn’t let us in to look. Have you seen him? I begged him not to come, but he wouldn’t listen. He’s fond of your father. Have you seen him, Memnon? Have you seen my Bion?”

“I haven’t, Cleia, but I’ll help you look,” Memnon said, offering his arm for the woman to lean on. Other women, too, crept through the gate. Patron detailed men to help them as they sought familiar faces among the dead: brothers, sons, husbands, and fathers. Wails of grief accompanied each success. The eldest among them, matrons well acquainted with Death, hushed their cries and set about tending to the bodies with quiet dignity.

Memnon found Cleia’s husband a dozen feet from the gate. Though three times Memnon’s age, Bion had fought with Spartan ferocity until, his shield hacked and broken, a spear thrust had ended his life. Cleia sank down beside him. “Oh, Bion.”

Memnon tried to think of something to say that would ease her grief, provide comfort, and give her hope all in the same breath. He could think of nothing, save his own father. Timocrates’ body lay amidst the wrack and ruin, waiting with the infinite patience of the dead for someone to uncover him. Memnon could feel it in his marrow. He—

“I’ve found a survivor!” Patron, near the wall, bellowed. All semblance of thought fled from Memnon’s mind as he left Cleia and rushed across to his captain’s side.

“Who is it? My father?”

“No,” Patron said.

Both men crouched and prized up a charred timber. Memnon saw a familiar swatch of faded blue fabric, part of a himation, as he lifted his end. The young Rhodian gagged at the stench of seared tissue, blood, and bowel that rose from the uncovered body. “Glaucus.”

A shower of fiery debris, including a timber from the gate, had fallen crosswise over Glaucus’s body, its weight pinning him to the ground and roasting his flesh in smoldering increments rather than all at once. One eye, boiled like an egg, had ruptured; fluid wept down his cheek. Night’s veil must have hidden him from trophy-seekers, since he still possessed both hands—though the heat left them charred and blackened.

“He’s still alive?”

In answer, Glaucus struggled to move. Blood and liquefied fat seeped through cracks in his skin as he fought to form speech. “W-Water …”

Memnon knelt and cradled Glaucus’s head, careful not to touch the burnt flesh. “We’ll get you some water, Glaucus. Rest easy, now.”

He clutched at Memnon’s arm. “W-we looked for you … we h-hoped you would c-come and lead us. T-Timocrates kept asking after y-you … w-we hoped …”

Memnon bowed his head. “I’m sorry, Glaucus. I tried to fight through. I tried.”

“H-Have you s-seen T-Timocrates …?”

“I cannot find him, Glaucus. Where is he?”

Glaucus coughed, bloody foam flecking his lips. The secretary’s grip on Memnon’s arm loosened. He whispered something, and with a last rattling breath, Glaucus’s spirit departed on the long road to Tartarus. Memnon exhaled and stood.

“Where?” Patron said.

Memnon didn’t hear him. Turning away, the son of Timocrates strode toward the squat bulk of the house.
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AFTER THE MOB’S BATTERING RAMS COMPROMISED THE EXTERIOR GATES, the defenders must have fallen back on the villa itself. The gentle, tree-lined slope where Memnon played as a child was scorched and bloody, littered with the corpses of his father’s friends. He stepped over the bodies of men who had bounced him on their knees, men whose sons he had scrabbled with in the dust, and he felt nothing. He saw nothing, save the delicate iron and gold-filigreed gate that should have barred the entrance to the villa. No one had tried to close it; Memnon doubted that it could be closed—its hinges were useless from a generation of neglect and exposure to salty air. He touched the rough iron as he passed.

Through the entry, a short dark tunnel opened on an inner courtyard ringed in a peristyle of timber, black with age, whose tall red-daubed columns supported a roof of baked clay tiles. On either side of the entryway, clumps of damp earth and fragments of terracotta were all that remained of a pair of poplar seedlings, doubtless ripped from their pots to serve as fuel for the fire. At the center of the inner courtyard stood the household altar to Helios, the patron god of all Rhodes, the Charioteer who drives the stallions of the Sun across the heavens to the Isles of the Blessed. Here, Timocrates would have asked the god’s blessing for his family, offering in return gifts of bull’s blood and wine.

All around the courtyard Memnon saw touches of his father’s personality: a high table brimming with empty pots and gardening tools; an overturned couch of sun-faded wood, its legs carved in the likeness of a horse’s hooves; niches in the right-hand wall held small statues and busts of men, heroes, and gods. On the left-hand wall, between a pair of doors leading to his father’s offices and Glaucus’s apartments, the russet-colored wall bore a painted copy of Parrhasius’s Demos, depicting the goddess instructing Theseus in the ways of demokratia. Seeing the painting again brought back a flood of memories: a soft twilight; warm air laced with the smell of hyacinth and wet brick; his father sitting on the couch, weary from unknown struggles, nursing a goblet of watered wine. He would stare into the depths of the painting until the light faded, as though searching the pigments for the answers to his questions. “Always surround yourself with great art, Memnon, for great art is like a mirror that only shows us the best in ourselves.”

“Father!” Memnon crossed to the door of Timocrates’ offices and peered inside. Empty. He whirled … and felt his blood turn to ice. In the sun behind the altar, a body lay like a suppliant abasing himself before the god. Memnon edged forward. Folds of bloody soot-fouled white cloth, edged in Tyrian purple, clung to the corpse’s splayed limbs. “Father?”

True to their word, the oligarchs had taken his head. Memnon stared at the whitish vertebrae protruding through the ragged flesh, at the pool of blackening blood, and felt his gorge rise. He spun away, retching.

Memnon staggered to the couch. He righted it, sat heavily, and cradled his head in his hands. Time lost all meaning. How long he sat there, the sun burning his shoulders, he didn’t know. His mind kept replaying the arguments of the past few months. Every look of disappointment and caustic remark drove the sharp spike of guilt deeper into his heart.

A shadow fell across Memnon; he felt a hand stroke his hair. “Do not mourn too much, dear boy,” Cleia said, her voice a soft hum. “He is with your mother now, beyond the Styx, beyond the grim halls of Tartarus, in the eternal springtime of Elysium. Imagine your father’s joy at seeing your mother’s face once again.”

Memnon said nothing for a long time. The muscles of his jaw clenched and unclenched; his knuckles whitened around the sword hilt. Twice he seemed on the verge of speaking, only to exhale through flared nostrils. When finally found his voice, it emerged as a cracked whisper. “We … We did not part on the best of terms. I fear he went to his death believing me to be a disappointment.”

“All fathers want what’s best for their sons, but few take the time to ask what their sons want because no one asked them,” Cleia said. “I believe Timocrates wished only to spare you the hardships he’d endured in his youth. In his heart, I think he knew you could no more follow in his footsteps than he could sprout wings and fly.”

Memnon stood. “We’ll never know, though.”

“What will you do with your father?”

He glanced up at the cloudless azure sky. “A pyre. Father always said he wanted to be placed on a pyre, so that after death his shade could wander the earth on wings of smoke. I’ll send Glaucus with him, ever-faithful.”

“And Bion?”

“Would he wish it?”

Cleia sighed. “Our sons are dead, our daughter, too. Once I pass on there will be no one left to tend his grave. I think Bion would be honored to mingle his ashes with those of your father.” Memnon looked away. Tears welled in the corners of his eyes.

“You do him great acclaim.”

Cleia took Memnon’s hand. “Come. Let’s make them ready for their last journey.”
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LATE AFTERNOON SUNLIGHT FLOODED THE INNER COURTYARD WITH GOLDEN radiance, illuminating every crack and flaw in the plastered walls. The body of Timocrates lay on the couch with his feet facing the door, covered in a white linen bier cloth. Cleia had gone to look after the other bodies, leaving Memnon alone in the shadow of the peristyle. He sat grim-faced, his chin resting on the pommel of his sheathed sword as he contemplated the corpse of his father. Timocrates had been an elemental force in the young man’s life—a god to be appeased; a tempest who thrived on struggle; a taskmaster who demanded excellence from his sons. Though Memnon longed to be free of his influence, Timocrates’ passing left a bewildering void, a tainted sense of freedom.

I should have stayed with him instead of running off to Thalia’s. After the brawl in the Assembly, his natural inclination had been to seek out a safe place where he could regroup and gather his thoughts. The speed of the oligarchs’ response had surprised him, true, but it wasn’t unexpected. He should have been prepared; instead, he created a lull in the fighting where none existed and it had cost his father his life. Is this how I’ll act in the Troad? If battle is offered, will I scamper away to hide in my mistress’s skirt?

From beyond the open gate leading to the heart of his father’s villa, the sounds of men arming—coarse jokes, muted laughter, the jangle of harness—broke his concentration. He heard footsteps on the paving stones. “Memnon?” Patron called, his voice echoing in the entryway.

“In here.”

Circe’s captain ambled into the inner courtyard, glancing at the makeshift bier as he walked over to where Memnon sat. “Come, it’s getting late. I’ve picked ten men to go with you to this damnable parley. Zeus! I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Memnon’s eyes hardened. “Philolaus owes me his life. I go to collect.”

“A wise man,” Patron said, shaking his head, “would knock you senseless and haul your carcass back to the ship. I should be the one going, not you.”

“No, Patron. This is something I must handle on my own.” Memnon’s leather armor creaked as he stood and looped the baldric of his sword over his shoulder. The weapon settled on his left hip; he slid the blade partly from its sheath, loosening it. “As you said, it’s likely I go to an ambush. If that’s true and I don’t return, will you see to my father?”

“If that comes to pass I’ll see to the both of you,” Patron said. “But, no matter what happens, lad, don’t trust anything that comes from Philolaus’s mouth. Accept no promises from him, and promise nothing in return. His cause isn’t served by bargaining with you.” He glanced again at the bier, at the shrouded body, and exhaled. “My father died a few years back. I wasn’t there for it.”

“I pray he died with more pride in his heart for his son than my father had for me,” Memnon said.

“I wouldn’t wager coin on that. When I was your age, my father arranged for me to apprentice with a counting house in Phocaea. He thought I should make my fortune selling Chian wine to merchants out of Naucratis.”

Memnon raised an eyebrow. “You? A trader’s apprentice?”

Patron smiled. “I know, but the old man had a dream. I had a dream, too. So, one night I slipped from my bed, gathered my things, and fled down to the docks. By sunrise I was an oarsman on a galley bound for Taenarum in the Peloponnese. He never forgave me, and he died ‘ere he could see me at the tiller of my own ship. I don’t doubt his shade wanders the grim landscape of Hades’ realm, unable to forget the bitter disappointment I caused him.”

Memnon extended his hand. “I swear to you, Patron, on my honor, when I meet your father across the river I will set him right on that score.”

Patron took the proffered hand and tugged the younger man into an embrace. “Do nothing foolish, you damnable pup,” he said, “or, on my honor, I swear I’ll send you across the river myself.”
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