
Looking After Hercules

Magnus grew up amid the sounds of marching feet.


His mother died while he was very young, so Magnus and his twin sister Sheega traveled with their father’s army wherever it went, whenever it was hired to fight.  Living in Greece, there was always a war in the summertime.


The winters were awful; they would all camp somewhere in the mountains, the whole army, waiting for the snows to melt and the sun to return, making the roads dry enough for marching again.


The twins would travel with the Horde, that mass of followers that kept the troops sated, a mix of cooks, harlots, servants and stragglers that trailed every body of troops.  The phalanx was unable to sustain itself alone; all the men held huge shields and eight-foot-long spears in addition to their heavy bronze armor and their swords.  None of them had any room to carry a frying pan or a day’s worth of rations.  They depended on the Horde that followed them as much as the Horde depended on them.


Magnus earned his keep as a cook’s monkey.  He and his sister would peel potatoes, chop vegetables, and skin animals for stew.  But in the summer, they only had these duties during the early morning, the late evening, and one daily break.  The rest of the day was taken up with marching, or watching battle.  During a march, Magnus could eavesdrop on the conversations of others in the Horde, every moment underscored with the steady beat of the march.  The heavy sound was everywhere, as thousands of men marched in perfect time with each other.  They marched in great, rectangular patterns, 

and Magnus usually saw them from behind.  He was grateful for this, for those who saw the phalanx marching towards them often had little time to escape with their lives.


His father would come to visit them during mealtime.  The soldier called Caliphon delighted in his children.  They were Thessalian, and their entire town had been ransacked and burned years ago.  Caliphon had taken the twins to Eleusis to be indoctrinated into the Mysteries that year.  When he returned with his children, he found his wife butchered in the ashes of their house.  They had been marching ever since.


The lifestyle suited the children.  Sheega was quiet and liked the work.  Magnus was always interested in learning about the army.  Together they made sure they each were fed and warm, and the constant presence of their father as a hoplite in the front ranks gave them some of his respect from the others in the Horde.  Some of the twins’ companions were poor prostitutes or scavengers waiting for a village to loot, and with a long march between villages, defenseless children were sometimes the victims of others in the Horde.  But these two children were born of a hoplite.  Nobody took advantage of them in any way, for fear of their mighty father.


Any city that had the money would hire this mercenary phalanx to march with them against their enemies, and whether it was the polis of Sparta against Megara, or Athens against Thebes, nobody cared.  Every summer was another opportunity to gain glory, and glory was gained only through battle.  Sometimes a polis would war against a neighbor simply out of boredom or the need to get some exercise for their citizens.  War was the way of life in Greece, and the Greeks were very good at it.


It was for this reason that Cyrus hired them.  He was the brother to the Persian King, and he needed some reinforcements to help quell rebellions in Asia.  He offered a fair price and Caliphon, along with much of the phalanx, decided to join him.  


The twins were divided about the change.  Sheega liked Greece; she knew the hills, and the paths, and she had hiding places along the well-traveled routes where she kept little treasures.  Nothing of value, just things important to her that she could not carry; the well-made basket they used to carry out the bread from Corinth, hidden in the roots of a great pine; the magnificent oar from the shipwreck off of Sollium, wedged under a boulder overhang; and the small, silver brooch-pin she placed in the mound at Thermopylae; there were many tiny treasures she liked to revisit.  Going to Asia would mean she could no longer visit these (and dozens of other) treasures she had scattered throughout Greece.


Magnus wanted nothing more than to see Asia.  He was already nine years old, after all, and he wanted to see as much of the world as possible before he started training to become a warrior.  Watching the way the barbarians fought and observing the tactics and weapons they used would give him even more martial experience.


Regardless of their differing opinions, both twins were quiet when their father told them of the impending journey.  They were sitting by a small fire grinding barley when he approached.  In between them fell a huge sack of coins; they spent a stunned moment looking at it before looking up to their father.  He grinned wide.


“Nearly a fortune’s been paid to us, children,” he said.  “We’re off to Asia.”


Both children watched him stoically and let their differing reactions stew beneath the surface.  Then they looked to each other, neither wanting to burst forth with their own feelings and cancel out their sibling’s.  With one look they saw that they were opposed, making them unable to react either way for the moment.  But their reaction was given to them when their father watched them pause, and said, “You’re excited, aren’t you?”


“Sure we are, Papa,” Sheega said.  “How far away is Asia?”


“A good long way, two months to the Hellespont, and then three months march inland.  We start as soon as the ground thaws.”


“We’re going to march in the Springtime?” Magnus said.  “It will be muddy.”


“We’ll wash our feet in the Hellespont then, my boy.  We’ve got to get there before Summer starts, so that we can have the dry season to march across Asia.  We’re needed in Babylon.”


“Where’s Babylon, papa?” Sheega asked.  “Is it near Egypt?”


“No, darling, it is past Egypt.  But we won’t cross Egypt to get there; more like we’ll leave it to the side.  Here, I think there’s a map in the General’s tent.  I’m sure he’ll let us have a peek.”


They went off to look at the map and they were very surprised at how far it was.  But they both enjoyed life on the road much better than life in the camp.  On the road there was always someone concerned about them, but in seasonal quarters people seemed to think they were always underfoot.  Because they had travel skills (and were always interested in learning more) during journeys people in the Horde were more likely to treat the twins with deference, surprised by their young knowledge.


It was on the way to Asia that Magnus learned to hunt.  His father took him when he could, but mostly it was the other cooks that took him along to hunt for game for the nightly stew.  The bow was a difficult weapon for Magnus’ small frame to master, until he had some help from his sister one night by the cookfires.  He was trying to pull the bow taut and keep it steady, but it was always shaking.  His arm seemed to vibrate once he pulled beyond a certain point; after watching him, Sheega came up and gently moved his hand to a different position and the shaking stopped.


“Thanks,” he said, and flexed the bow a few more times.


“Let me try,” she said.


“I can’t.  You’re a girl.”


“So?”  The twins stared at each other for a moment.  “I already know more about it than you do.  Here.”  She wrested the bow from her brother’s grip and pulled it even farther than he had, shrieking a splintering sound from the taut wood.


“You’ll break it!”  Magnus yelled, grabbing it from her.  “This is why girls can’t hunt!”


“Artemis hunts, and she’s the Goddess of the hunt.”


“Yeah, but only for naiads and stuff.”  Magnus ran his fingers along the cook’s bow, searching for damage that might get him in trouble.


“Well, then what about Athena?  She’s a warrior, better than any of the hoplites.”


“She’s a Goddess, Sheega, and you’re not.  You can’t use weapons.”


“I bet I could beat you in a knife fight,” she stated matter-of-factly.


Without another word, both children grabbed pieces of kindling and started chasing each other through the camp, leaping off of stacks of supplies and diving through the walls of tents, to the consternation of everyone they encountered.  Dinner was expected shortly, so many in the Horde were taking the time for a quick nap, if they weren’t actively working.  Those who were leapt up in frustration as their shucked grain and ground barley were dashed into the dirt.


The twins ignored the calls of everyone, and whenever someone tried to grab one or the other of them, they would get a poke of the stick in their wrist, just enough to make them relax their grip.  Then the child that they grabbed was gone.


The furious battle lasted nearly five minutes; it wasn’t too long before bystanders stopped trying to catch them and cleared a space for the battling children.  Bets were being placed.  The Paean was sung.  The twins had become warriors, in the eyes of the Greeks.  They did not see before them two children squabbling; they saw a boy who had been seen practicing fighting moves, and his sister, who always watched what he learned.  She was proving as adept as he.


The Paean, the holy chant of battle, rose in volume throughout the crowd.  Some started clapping, others stomping their feet.  The twins, exhausted from the length of time spent doing unaccustomed labor, entered a nearly trancelike state.  Their fight became more of a dance as they scored numerous hits upon one another that drew no blood and caused no pain.  But they stabbed each other’s honor, which was far more painful to the young Greeks.  The slaves, the freedmen, and the growing number of hoplites watching noted these nicks and scrapes to the children’s honor as clearly as if blood really did fly from the wounds.  This was an important battle.


And no one dared to tell Sheega that she was unable to fight it.  There were no real weapons involved, and so long as she proved she had the skill, she had the right.  Greeks had their prejudices in thick measure, but above all, a soul was based on merit.  And Sheega was proving herself an equal to her brother.


Magnus was no stranger to the fight, either; he had had plenty of scraps with other boys growing up, oftentimes protecting the sister he now fought.  His evident skill was proving to be more of a compliment to Sheega for keeping up with him.  But his frustration at not being able to best his sister was growing, and this was the flaw that she exploited to attain her victory.


His slashes and stabs were becoming more violent, leaving more openings in his defense.  As he brought his stick down furiously, Sheega spun as she sidestepped and jabbed him in the shoulder.  He thrust at her with anger fueling his strength, and the anger carried his whole body instead of just his weapon arm.  With his body so close she nicked his neck as she dodged his thrust, and soon it was apparent that the calm girl firmly had the upper hand over her enraged brother.


Not wishing to prolong the inevitable, she stepped back from every attack until he left himself positioned for the right kind of trip.  Magnus expected nothing; his opponent held her stick low, shuffling backwards with every swing of his weapon, until she crouched and spun, knocking his legs out from under him.  The ground succeeded in knocking the wind from him, as well.  His pride was knocked clear out of Greece, as the deed settled on him: he had lost.  To a girl.


The crowd cheered, money changing hands ruefully—the winners all had the odds against them and profited handsomely.  This pride in their own betting skills turned to pride for the girl-warrior who had won it for them, and they began chanting Sheega’s name.


Magnus’ humiliation was complete when he saw his father stride into the ring of people.  Tall, powerful, rippling with vitality, he was the very image of what a true Greek should be, Magnus thought.  The mighty warrior lifted his daughter up to his shoulders, to the place that rightfully should have been his.  Magnus shed a tear, for the first time he could remember.  And Sheega grinned heartily at the crowd, flush with her unlikely victory.


For the first time in their lives, the twins did not cuddle each other while they slept.  And they never slept together again.


The bitterness was not so bad the next day.  Magnus had time to think it over while he went looking for herbs to spice the rations that would supply them along the march to the Hellespont.  Wandering through the dewy fields, he replayed the incident over and over again in his head.  He had lost, fairly.  He even recognized why he had lost: he underestimated his opponent, and when she proved as competent as he (or even just competent at all, he thought) he got angry.  That anger cost him the fight.


Sheega deserved to win.  As difficult as it was to accept, the cultural mores were not so deeply ingrained as his relationship with his twin.  When he returned with a basketful of mint, he sat next to his sister as she silently skinned a deer.  They worked on it together in silence for a while, and then he took on some of the more gruesome work for himself.  She saw through this simple motion that he was not angry, and no more was said about it.


The rest of the day was spent in preparation.  Meat was cooked, jerky was dried, and bread was baked into dark, compact biscuits.  The gear of the camp was sorted into piles: what would be useful to take, what was worthy to sell, and what was left.  This third pile would be picked over by scavengers from nearby towns who were unable to procure simple supplies like a strap of leather by themselves.  Someone always found a use for everything in Greece.


The next morning they set off.  Routines came easily back to everyone, Caliphon marching proudly in the first rank of the phalanx, Magnus walking at the front of the Horde, and Sheega wandering throughout the crowd.  She liked to wander along the sides, picking up random bits of debris or nature for a time before discarding it somewhere new.  She liked to watch for animals and ponder their passing.  And she also liked to eavesdrop on conversations in different parts of the Horde to get the views of her fellow travelers on each other.  Sometimes she could catch someone gossiping about an enemy and go eavesdrop on that enemy.  She was one of the most well-informed people on the secrets of the Horde.


Magnus wanted nothing of the Horde, however.  He walked right at the front so he could envision himself a hundred yards ahead, marching in the phalanx.  One day he would be a hoplite, like his father, and no girl, man, or beast would ever beat him back.


The march continued in its typical way throughout the spring.  Sometimes they stopped to raid or to lay a quick siege, and in this way they were able to keep their supplies relatively high.  Other times they would march to a city and find a huge market set up outside the walls for them, the citizens reasoning that if they gave the phalanx an honest opportunity to buy their food, they would not need to destroy the city to get it.  The large markets were a customary defense in Greece from roving mercenary armies.


After the first month of the march they reached Thessaly, where their ancestors were from.  Caliphon remembered Thessaly well, and when he saw his children at night he would tell them stories about the hills and their heritage.  The twins had not been to the land of their birth for more than five years, and neither remembered much of it at all.  But they were interested and listened attentively to their father’s stories.


Their hometown was not on the path of the march, and they did not bother going a day’s journey away from the march to see its burnt ruins.  Nobody mentioned it, but all three of them preferred it that way.


When they were midway through Thrace, Sheega noticed some horses roaming free.  Horses were very valuable in Greece; only the rich and wealthy could afford to stable them.  Wild ones were usually captured, and if they were not broken, they were at least bred.  There had been a market at the polis where they camped last night, and the scouts had relayed back that the city ahead of them was preparing a market for this evening.  This was not an unpopulated area.  Why was there a wild horse?


Sheega watched the huge beast as the phalanx drew closer.  It stood alone on the top of a hill and watched them solemnly.  He did not move, or run away, or even care about the army fifty yards away from it.  Although it had a regal bearing, it bore no sign of tack or saddle.  The horse was larger than most Sheega had seen, and when she drew even with it, she noticed it had peculiar hooves.  She did not have much experience with horses, but she seemed to remember them having one round hoof—and the poets always talked about the “single foot horses” that ran around Troy during the time of Agamemnon and Achilles.  This horse seemed to have three really large toes on each foot.


The girl attributed it to her ignorance of horses and watched amusedly as the Horde moved past the hill and the strange, mighty horse.  Later that night, when her father had come to join his children for a bit after supper, she asked him about it.


“That’s a Diomedian,” her father replied solemnly.  “I saw it too, on that rise on the right hand side.  Those are beasts that we don’t deal with.”


“Why not?” Magnus asked.  “Can they not be broken?”


“They could,” Caliphon mused, “but you’d not want to without fair reason.  See, those horses are bred to eat men.”


“No,” Magnus said disbelievingly.


“Really?” Sheega echoed.


“Really.  That horse back there is descended from the man-eating horses that Hercules took from King Diomedes.  It was one of Hercules’ Labors, it’s said.”


“What are Hercules’ Labors?” Sheega asked. Caliphon uncrossed and recrossed his legs, positioning himself more comfortably.


“That is a story, children mine.  And not one I can finish telling tonight.  But when we get to a city on the Chersonese, I’ll find us a bard who can tell us right and proper.”


“Tell us what you know now!” Magnus demanded.


“Yeah, Papa, what are they?”


“Well, there were twelve, if memory serves.  And the labors were so difficult that no one on Earth could have done them, without divine and immortal strength.  Although Hercules was born a mortal, he had such strength in him that he proved himself the equal of the Gods themselves.”


“How could he be equal with the Gods?” Sheega asked.  “If he was a mortal, the Gods were stronger than him, right?”


“That’s what some of them thought, sure.  But his father was Zeus almighty Himself.  And he was born of a mortal mother—I don’t rightly remember her name—but Hera was angry something fierce when Hercules was born.  She being the goddess of marriage and fidelity, and her true husband had a child off of some mortal woman!  Hera sent two serpents into Hercules’ crib the very night he was born, to do away with the little half-breed.  But Hercules had such strength in him right out of the womb, he grabbed those serpents by the face, and he crushed their skulls in!”  Caliphon made exaggerated gestures, squeezing his fists together with an accompanying sickly sound as his children cried “Ewwwww!” at his vivid descriptions.


“So Hercules gets himself in trouble one day,” his father continued.  “He had a nice life all set up for himself, he was renowned in battle, and he saved the Thebans from the harsh rule of the Minyans.  The Thebans were so grateful that they gave Hercules the hand of their princess to marry.  Hercules and Princess Megara had three fine children, and they would have grown up strong and healthy if Hercules hadn’t killed them.”


“Why did he kill them?” Magnus asked in a slow whisper.  Other members of the Horde, and a few other hoplites too, were pausing around their little fire to listen.  Caliphon, a natural storyteller, relished in the attention, and he continued:


“Hera never forgot that bastard son of her husband.  She couldn’t kill him in his crib, and she couldn’t kill him when he was a youth, though she tried.  She surely couldn’t kill him once he was a full grown man.  So she sent a fit of madness upon him, and the poor man slaughtered his own family.  Wife, children and all.”


“What did he do then?”


“He went to the Oracle at Delphi.  He showed the priestess the blood on his hands, and was all willing to kill himself; he didn’t know that he would be doing Hera’s work for her, finishing her brutal revenge on him for his birth.  But the Pythia was firm with him, and told him to do no such thing.  He had done a horrible deed, to be sure, but death would not absolve him of it.  He needed to be purified.  So the Oracle told him to go to his cousin Eurystheus, who was King of Mycenae, the richest city in the world, and do whatever he asked of him.  Eurystheus was very unhappy that his kinsman had shamed his clan with such a horrible act; but he also recognized that the world’s strongest man had come to present himself as a slave.  Wide-reaching Eurystheus was urged on by Hera to think of the most impossible things for him to do.  Because if Hercules died, Eurystheus thought, then there would be no more bloodstain on the honor of his clan.


“But those impossible tasks were all accomplished by the great Hercules.  Nobody thought the Nemean Lion could ever be killed; its hide was impervious to every weapon.  So Hercules grabbed the hide, and the throat under it, and strangled the mighty beast!  Nobody had ever managed to kill the Hydra, the nine-headed monster whose heads grew back when you severed them.  But great Hercules found a way.


“For a long time, as long as anyone could remember, there were man-eating horses bred by the King who ruled Mount Pangaeus, right over there.  King Diomedes would ride these magnificent creatures that no one else could tame, and when he rode one he was unstoppable in battle.  Other horses might kick or bite, but these horses had claws on their hoofs!  And fangs this long!”  Caliphon paused to show the great span of the beast’s teeth, about as long as his forearm, while everyone imagined facing such a deadly beast on the battlefield.  Magnus did not think it was something to look forward to.


“Well, Eurystheus told him, ‘Go up there and get some of those horses from King Dimoedes.’  He wanted to see Hercules try and tame one of these evil creatures, bred to eat human flesh, and bred just as strictly to not eat the king’s bloodline.  But he wasn’t specific enough when he gave the order, you see.  Hercules just rode on up here to Thrace, killed Diomedes, and opened up the stables!  Poof!  He got the horses from their rightful owner, let them go, and they ran off into the night!  Ahahaha!”


Everyone joined in a bit of good-natured laughter before the crowd thinned.  The small family was left staring into the flames, imagining Hercules’ great exploits.


“But Papa,” Sheega said, “the beast I saw today didn’t have fangs.  I couldn’t see big long teeth like that.”


“It’s being bred out, darling,” Caliphon replied.  “All the stallions got out of the stables and went on a rampage, killing every other normal stallion they could see.  Eventually, they lost.  There was a lot more normal horses than man-eating horses.  All the mares started to interbreed, and every once in a while in Thrace you can see one of their descendents.  They don’t make a good riding horse, but they’re a great story.”  He got up and brushed off his legs.  Magnus reached up to him.


“No, no, wait, wait, tell us more about the Labors!”


“I can’t, son!  That’s the only one I know real well.  Most Thessalians know that one, because we’ve got those crazy cannibal horses wandering around here.  You two being proper Thessalians like me and your mother, you need to know that story, too.”


“I want to know more!” Magnus whined.  “I want to hear more about Hercules!”


“Then you wait for it, like a man.”  Caliphon looked sternly down at his son, who ashamedly realized he had been whining like a child.  He sat up straight and looked down at the dirt.  “There’s more good stories of Hercules, but I don’t know them.  We’ll find a bard somewhere that does, and he’ll tell you the stories, alright?”  Magnus nodded.


Caliphon ruffled his hair and bent over to kiss him on the head.  He did the same to Sheega, who smiled.  Then he went off into the night to sleep in the company of his fellow soldiers.  The children stayed by the fire and dreamed of Hercules.

