The Fires of Thessaloniki

Part One: Antipsyra

by Scott Alexander

Chapter I

Back in the unremembered ages, Hera, queen of the gods, gave birth to a baby boy with a crippled leg. Disgusted, she threw young him down from Mount Olympos, where he fell for nine long days before hitting the ocean. But young Hephaistos was a god, and gods don’t drown as easily as you or I. The sea nymphs found him lying there on the ocean floor and adopted him as their own. When Hephaistos grew to manhood, he found work as a blacksmith, but his divine talents soon raised him above others of that profession, and he found himself no longer welcome on earth. Undaunted, he returned to Olympos, demonstrating his mettle as a god and demanding to be given his rightful place.

Ares, the god of war, wasn’t so enthusiastic. “Here’s this cripple,” Ares said, “his leg doesn’t even work right, can’t fight a war, can’t ride a chariot, and he wants to be recognized as a god. Just let anyone in, why don’t we?” Ares made a convincing argument, but the gods agreed to give the newcomer a chance.  Hephaistos went into his magical smithy and came out a few days later laden with gifts. To Hades, he gave a helmet of invisibility, so that Death could stalk the world unseen. To Eros, a magical bow and arrow, to shoot the poison of Love from afar into the hearts of men and women. To Apollo, a great golden chariot on which to carry the sun each morning, and to Hermes, winged sandals that let him travel as fast as the wind. To Zeus himself he gave the lightning, the mightiest and best of weapons. Only Ares didn’t get anything.

The gods were impressed. Apollo flew around and around in his nice new sun chariot. Hades traveled the world unseen. Hermes flew around and around the whole circle of lands seven times in a second. Eros – well, we all know how Eros uses that bow of his. And Zeus was so impressed that he not only invited Hephaistos up to Olympos, but offered him the hand in marriage of Aphrodite, most beautiful of goddesses – and incidentally, Ares’ girlfriend.

Ares fumed and plotted, and came up with a plan to cuckold Hephaistos. Like a lot of Ares’ ideas, it wasn’t much of a plan - march in one day when Hephaistos was out and have his way with Aphrodite – but it worked. Aphrodite wasn’t exactly unwilling. Anyway, the sun saw this, being the sun, and remembering who gave it its nice new chariot it let Hephaistos know. Hephaistos went into his magical smithy and created a clever little piece of techne. The next time he went out, Ares came marching in for another tryst with his lover, they got into the bed, and whoosh – a big metal net came down and scooped them both up. Hephaistos came in, saw them, shamed them before all the gods, and won the day...


Thirty stadia from Chalastra, a sudden bump woke me from my dreams. The autokineton was beginning to slow now; the blurred hills and orchards coalesced into familiar forms, and the rhythmic bounce of the carriage grew less and less jarring. The two hypaspistai arose in a single synchronized motion, sheathed their swords, and stood waiting just in front of the door.


I sat and rubbed my eyes. The dream had been a scene from the stories of my childhood, one of the old myths my mother had told me. They came to me often, this one most of all. I yawned, propped my head on my elbow, and lazily twirled my dark brown hair, watching the gradually more recognizable landmarks through the window opposite my silk-lined seat. The low golden hills of Krestonia shone in the noonday sun, and opposite them the Thermaic Gulf rolled its clear blue waters barely a stadion from the siderodromos. The sweltering Macedonian heat and the slow beat of the engine had lulled me into a near-trance, but I was now fully awake. As the autokineton came to a final screeching halt, I stood up at last, balancing my weight first of all on my good foot, and took my walking stick from where it lay beside me on the richly tiled floor.


The two hypaspistai had opened the door and were now talking to someone outside; probably explaining the purpose of their visit to one of the king’s household stewards. I idly fingered the marble bust of the great philosopher Aristoteles beside me on a fine oaken table. Everything about the royal carriage was exquisitely crafted, from the clear glass of the windows to the mosaic on the ceiling to the paneled wood that made the walls. I had taken the autokineton almost weekly for the past few years, as far as Pella and Amphipolis, but never before ridden in such style or elegance. It was just one of the many advantages of having the King of Macedonia as a patron.


The hypaspistai finished their unheard conversation and beckoned for me to follow them outside. Carefully, I stepped over the gap onto the platform and looked around. The countryside here was particularly flat, but a pleasant enough area, full of tall grass and well-kept fruit trees. The villa was there ahead of me, gracefully worked into the rolling fields rather than disturbing them. It was smaller and quieter than I expected, but I could see how it might be a welcome respite from the bustle of Thessaloniki.

The previously unseen conversation partner of the hypaspistai, a beautiful young man with carefully curled hair and a gold-embroidered tunic, bowed curtly. I vaguely recognized him as someone I saw often at the palace back in the city.


“Chaire,” he greeted me. “You are Kassandros, the technosopher?”

 I acknowledged him with a nod. 

“I am Diodoros, servant of King Alexandros. His Majesty is honored to have you here today and welcomes you to his humble country home. Please follow me.” Without further remark, Diodoros was off, stepping gracefully off the platform onto a stone path through a grove of trees. The two hypaspistai followed him, marching in perfect lockstep.


It wasn't far. Past the trees was a broad meadow watered by a winding stream, and there in the center of the meadow was the villa. It was everything you would expect from a king: like other country villas across Macedonia, only bigger and more expensive. Other villas might have had a bust or two to liven up the garden; Alexandros’ home was defended by a veritable wall of statuary. Other villas might have had a small colonnade; the whole front wall there was a whole series of ornate Corinthian columns. Other villas might have boasted a mural or two; there you could have used the walls to reconstruct the entire history of Greece, from the creation of the world on through the mythological era, to the Trojan War, through the Golden Age of Athens, down past Megas Alexandros and all the way into the present. As we reached the threshold, the two hypaspitai who had been my escort raised their swords in salute and turned back, while I followed Diodoros through the door into the courtyard.


“Please, let me apologize for the somewhat unusual nature of your visit,” he told me, as we crossed the spacious courtyard. “The King wanted to meet with you in private, where your presence would not be observed or remarked upon. I am certain you understand. He has been hunting at his villa for the past three days and felt its quiet nature would make a perfect setting to discuss his business with you. Your journey here was comfortable?”


“Yes, thank you,” I told him. The king’s private autokineton carriage had been infinitely preferable to the usual crowded cars, although the presence of the hypaspitai had unnerved me.


“Excellent,” said Diodoros, as we reached the far end of the courtyard. The doors there swung open of their own accord. A pressure-sensitive plate under the floor, combined with a system of weights, most likely. A few years ago I had made a couple of drachmae by installing a similar system in the mansion of a Thessaloniki businessman, but they were impressive enough to someone who didn’t know how they worked.


And there at the far end of the library sat King Alexandros VI, poring over a set of old scrolls. Five or six were scattered willy-nilly across an old oaken table that dominated the room, covered with vague maps of unspecified realms. Five or six thousand others lay meticulously arranged in the ceiling-high shelving that ringed the room so completely that a skylight provided the only illumination. The king spent a final second making a last mental note of the scroll’s contents, then put it down and smiled at me. “Kassandros. Chaire, and welcome.”


I bowed before my patron. The young Alexandros was dressed in a pure white chiton stained with just a streak of Tyrian purple. His short sandy hair was bound with a crown of golden laurel leaves. He motioned for me to sit down, and I did so, laying my walking stick at my feet.


“The Icarus went to Dion two days ago, I hear,” said Alexandros. “How did the test flight go?” He suddenly noticed, and stared in consternation at, the massive bruise on my left arm. “Not so well?”


“It went perfectly,” I told him, strategically folding my arms on my lap, where the table blocked them from view. “I had, ah, a little bit of an incident with the kystis during the descent when I was returning to Thessaloniki. Nothing major. The aerodyne suffered just a couple of scratches. But we’re sure we know what went wrong, absolutely sure. Peithon is patching it up even as we speak. The important thing is that I made it. I got to Dion about seven and a half hours after takeoff, with fuel to spare, and it took me about the same amount of time to get home.


“The kystis?” Alexandros repeated the unfamiliar term.


“Do you remember when I explained this to you in Thessaloniki? The aeolipile burns coal, which turns a turbine connected to a aerohelix. The aerohelix pushes air and allows me to control the direction of movement and to go against the wind as long as it isn’t too strong. At the same time, air is being passed through the aeolipile until it becomes burning hot, and then funneled into a huge sac. Because the hot air naturally rises, it lifts the sac, and if there is enough of it, it lifts the aerodyne attached to the sac as well. The kystis is that sac. It’s made of reinforced cloth. By changing the size and shape of the kystis by pulling on the attached ropes, we can adjust our altitude. I must have pulled too hard on one of the ropes, or stretched it too far out of position.”


Alexandros looked concerned. “How long will the repairs take? You don’t need to weave a whole new kystis, do you? That would take weeks, even with a rhapteurge.”


“No, no. We’re going to try to patch up the rip and lower the steering force to see if we can prevent further problems. We’ll probably have the Icarus ready to fly again in few days. Maybe a week.”


To my consternation, Alexandros looked irritated. “Is there anything I can do to speed up the process? Do you need more parts? More slaves? Some more technosophers to share the work?”


“Thank you,” I said, “but at this point Peithon and I really just need time to make the repairs. You're very generous, and once again without your constant support the aerodyne could never have come to be at all.”


“Oh, I don’t know about that,” said the king humbly, but smiling at the flattery. “You’ve been working on this idea for a long time, and neither of you is exactly poor. Although I have heard from Peithon about his troubles with his uncle.” He sighed. “But this was an idea whose time has long since arrived. Since my illustrious namesake, we have had the autokineton on land, and for a century and a half the atmonhes on the seas, and now, finally we can take to the skies. Thanks to you and your fellow technosophers, we have come further than Alexandros III could ever have imagined.”


“I wouldn't go that far,” I said without thinking. “Alexandros III could imagine a lot of things.”


Back in the old days, Macedonia had been just another power-hungry, omnivorous little kingdom. In the time of Philippos II, we conquered all of Greece; not Sparta, but all the normal parts anyway, as far as Thebai and Athenai. Then Philippos II died, killed by his ex-lover (male, of course, the kings of Macedonia have never been picky). His son, Alexandros III, succeeded him, and proved himself to be a military genius, even more so than Phillipos. He was the one who defeated the Sacred Band at Chaeronea, crushed Thrakia and Illyria in the north, inspired such awe that the legends about his divine birth circulated across Greece even before he took the throne. And he thought big. His goal was no less than to continue the project of his father: the conquest of Persia, mightiest empire in the world. He might have done it. But near the close of his Thracian campaign, Thebai revolted. There was a battle, which Alexandros won. He couldn’t show any mercy; he destroyed the whole town, except according to legend the house of the poet Pindar. Alexandros liked his poetry. Thousands died. And then Aristoteles, the philosopher, his childhood tutor, showed up and told him to look around. He pointed to the ruins of the city, the corpses, all the blood, and just asked him, is this The Good?


And Alexandros III said no.


He went home to Macedonia and started studying philosophy. He had always studied philosophy a little, but this was different. The legends say he gave up sleep for weeks on end. After a while, Aristoteles had nothing left to teach him. But he wasn't content with the philosophical systems of the world. He wanted something concrete, some method of making the world give up its secrets not only to the reason but to the senses as well. He took Aristoteles' methods and began systematizing them, and then taking them in a completely unexpected direction. By the time he was finished, his work could no longer be described as philosophy. That was how technosophy got invented. Alexandros invented the teleskopos and the chronokyklon, and more important, the aeolipile and the two vehicles it made possible, the atmonaus and the autokineton.


For three hundred years before Alexandros, there had been philosophers, and for uncounted millennia there had been craftsman and engineers. Ever since Prometheus, people from Aethiopia to Hyperborea used and lit fires. But King Alexandros of Macedon had been the first to look past the fire to the smoke that rose above it, and to harness that smoke into the first aeolipile, the steam engine, and become larger than life, a second Prometheus. That was why they called him Megas Alexandros, Alexander the Great.


“True,” agreed Alexandros VI. “Still, your first successful test flight is a great accomplishment. A great achievement for the Macedonian people.”


“Once Peithon and I repair the aerodyne, I plan to fly from here to Samothraki. That will prove that aerodynes may someday be an efficient way to make journeys over  both land and water.”


“Right.” He put down his parchment. “As a leading technosophist, I understand you probably have a busy schedule.” He was in Prepared Speech Mode now. “But there are times when your country calls you to her service. I know you are no soldier, but nevertheless, Macedonia needs you, and it is your duty, nay, your privilege, to respond to her distress.” He grimaced, and dropped Prepared Speech Mode as if it were rotten fruit. “Kassandros, we’ve got a certain…problem, that’s resisted all conventional methods. We need to get someone in somewhere, or rather out of somewhere, in a hurry, without a lot of people noticing. It sort of occurred to me your aerodyne might be a valuable asset.”


I love Macedonia, but I also have some common sense. “Your Majesty, with all due respect, the Icarus has only made one medium-range flight so far. It’s easy to spot, it’s useless in battle, it’s slow, and it can only carry one or two people.”


“I understand all that,” the king told me. “I won’t need you to go far, I won’t need you to go fast, I won’t need you to fight, and I only need you to bring me back one person. I agree that it’s easy to spot, but who’s going to be looking? Soldiers watch the land, and the sea if they’re expecting an attack by ship, but who’s going to be looking up in the air? Up until a few months ago no one had made a flight since Daedalos, and even the couple of people who know what you’re doing think it’s just an interesting new technosophic experiment. Kassandros, this is not a request. This is an order.”


That settled it then. Alexandros was a good king, a personable king, but he was still a king. When he wanted something, he could demand it. But it wasn’t the way a Macedonian in the new age was used to being treated. Alexandros must have sensed my disappointment.


“And, if you succeed, I think it will increase my confidence in the aerodyne enough that I would be glad to help finance the Bellerophon.”


The Bellerophon. For a year now it had been just a name and a cloud of ideas. What would the next generation of aerodyne technology be, if we had a chance to build it? It wasn’t even a design on paper, just something Peithon and I would talk about longingly. I couldn’t even guess how Alexandros had heard of it until I remembered we had mentioned some of the advantages of a dual-aeolipile design in front of Lintalis. It was amazing enough that we got money for the Icarus. To be able to build the Bellerophon, to actually build it and stand on it and fly it, that would be fantastic.


A good king knows how to make people follow orders. A great king knows how to make them like it. Alexandros VI was a great king.


“Your Majesty,” I said, perhaps too theatrically. “I am at your service.”


Alexandros graced me with another of his smiles. Then he unrolled the scroll in front of him and leaned forward, once again dead serious.


“Tell me, Kassandros, do you remember Lykias?”

Chapter II

When King Amyntas VIII of Macedonia had married Archileonis the Spartan princess, the citizens of two nations had held their collective breath. To the men of Macedonia, the Spartans were lunatics, abandoning the arts and sciences for a bloody-minded devotion to subduing and enslaving their neighbors. To the Spartans, the Macedonians were no better than women, spoiled hedonists who played with glass and metal because they were too cowardly for battle.

But Athenai and Thebai had allied, we didn’t like Thebai, the Spartans didn’t like Athenai, and so according to the ancient and venerable rules of politics we had to ally with Sparta.  It was a bad idea from the start, us being a young but proud monarchy on the northern edge of Greece with a penchant for the technosophic arts, and them being lunatics. But everyone went ahead with it, and to make everybody all friendly our King Amyntas VI married the Spartan princess Archileonis. I expect the King went before the priests pretty sure that he was getting the better end of that deal: he was about fifty and had a head bald like a hen’s egg, she was twenty and gorgeous. Gorgeous and well-bred and well-spoken, and she gave birth to a beautiful healthy baby boy…

…seven months after the wedding.

Fingers had been pointed. Investigations had been made. Rumors had spread all across Greece, until it had seemed like the only person without some theory or another had been Archileonis herself, who maintained an imperturbable silence on the matter. In the old days there would have been some suitable punishment for her, something to make Prometheus’ fate of getting his liver pecked out daily by a giant eagle seem downright pleasant. Instead, King Amyntas had banished Archileonis and the infant Lykias to Sparta, where Agasicles could punish his daughter for the diplomatic disaster as he saw fit. A few years later, the king had remarried and conceived his heir, Alexandros.


And that was the birth of Lykias. Anyone else's life could only get more reasonable from there, but Lykias had a talent for trouble.


He was raised as a Spartan, in the traditional Spartan manner. Taken from parents, brutal military training, punishment, pederasty, pigheadedness. He ran in the Olympics for a few years, and I understand he won the laurel wreath at one of the track events. When Amyntas died, he sailed up to Thessaloniki, hoping to somehow claim the Macedonian throne. It failed for a few reasons, most notably that he had no idea what was going on, nobody liked him, he wasn’t Amyntas’ real son anyway, and Alexandros VI had already been happily reigning for some time. He blustered around for a while before Alexandros gave him command of the Macedonian army. This seemed to suit him well for a few months, and then he started yelling at people and demanding we declare war on Persia. 

“Lykias the Arean?” I asked. “The moron who got himself killed?” Alexandros’ feelings about the Spartan were very public, and I had my own strong opinions of him and his Areans. “I remember,” I assured him. “He was before my time, but I hear the stories often enough. My condolences on his fate.” I doubted Alexandros was particularly upset that his not-quite-half-brother had crossed the river Styx some three years ago, but it always paid to be courteous.

“Spare me,” Alexandros said. “Lykias is alive.”


“Alive? How can that be? Wasn’t he - ” 

At first, Alexandros had tolerated demands to invade Persia for the same reason he tolerated philosophers - the optimistic hope that no one would be stupid enough to actually listen to them. By the time he realized his mistake, Lykias had actually convinced a few people; the sort so bloodthirsty and so oblivious to odds that one wondered if they were secretly Spartans. I couldn't remember exactly what his arguments had been; something about the Persians being the natural enemies of the Greeks, or plotting to destroy us. Megas Alexandros had understood the danger, and that was why he had prepared an army against Persin until that accursed day when the philosophers had stolen his courage. It was all lies, of course, but they resonated with certain people, the kind who hated technosophers and thought you could prove your manhood by grabbing a spear, finding someone else with a spear, and trying to kill them. So Alexandros banned all talk of invading Persia, and at last banished Lykias from Macedonia a second time.

The Spartan prince had fled to Ionia, across the Hellespont, and settled in Miletos, right on the Persian border. The Ionian towns had been free from Persia for only a few centuries, and the memory of foreign rule still grated on them. He’d spent seven years there, ingratiating himself with kings and aristocrats, and at last had managed to convince five of the seven cities of Ionia to provide him with troops and supplies. Triumphantly, he’d led his army to the gates of Sardis, the Persian regional capital – and his army had been annihilated in a few hours by the Persian satrap Godatas. Ionia, almost defenseless, had been forced to make embarrassing concessions to the Shah. Lykias himself had died in the fighting.

“Lykias didn’t die at Sardis,” Alexandros said. “We thought he did, but alas, we were wrong. He was captured.”

“Go on,” I said.

“I thought he was dead too until a few weeks ago. At least until I got this.” He shuffled through the scrolls lying on the table for an uncomfortably long period of time, but coming up empty-handed. “At least until I got a letter,” he corrected himself. “From a spy of ours. Lykias was taken prisoner by the Persians. They’ve had him locked up in a string of dungeons across Asia and Palaistina. They wanted to keep him as a hostage, and maybe to trade him to us for some concession later. But nothing came up. So they traded him to the Thebans, who had the same idea.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. “And what do they want?”

This was the point at which I became lost.

“Perdelis, the hegemon of the Phocian League, died a few weeks ago. He was a friend to Macedon, and while he was alive, Phocis was our ally against the Thebans. Now, the Phocians will have to elect a new hegemon, and we know that Thebai is supporting their own candidate. If Phocis aligns with Thebai, our military advantage on the Boeotian border disintegrates. Persia has given Lykias to Thebai. They plan to spare his life only if we agree to support their candidate in Phocis. Artaxerxes must have known he could do more damage to us this way than by killing him outright.”


“And are you going to do what Thebai wants?”


“Of course not. Lykias deserves whatever he gets. He’s an idiot, and whether or not he was born in Thessaloniki he is no Macedonian prince. If the Thebans get rid of him, they'd be doing all of us a favor. But still. The problem is that somehow the fool managed to become popular here, at least with a certain class of people. The outcry when I banished him was quite disgusting. If I tell the Thebans they’re welcome to kill the fool, I could have a revolt on my hands. At the very least, Cleitus wouldn’t like it, and the military wouldn’t be happy either. With Persia and Thebai allied, an unhappy military is the last thing I need. You understand that?”


“Uh, yes,” I said. “How do you know all this, by the way?”


“No matter,” the king said quickly. “The point is, we’re going to have to try something creative. Lykias is on Antipsyra right now.” He revealed to me his map at last, which showed the Aegean from Macedonia down to Crete. The whole sea was spotted with islands, from the Kyklades in the south to Samothraki up north. Antipsyra was one of the smallest; it seemed to be around the middle, maybe a little further east. I hadn’t heard of it before. 


“There are two triremes and a phalanx based on the larger nearby island of Psyra; they’ll be guarding him in addition to whatever other duties they have there. Their main defense is their isolation; no one lives on Antipsyra except Lykias and the soldiers watching him, making it almost impossible to communicate with.” He stressed the word ‘almost.’ “We could invade with a fleet, but that would mean open war on Thebai, and it’s not worth it. So I need a way to reach an island other than by sea, which is of course impossible. Luckily, I have bright technosophers like you who can help.”


“I see,” I said. I was probably looking a little pale at this point. “I’ve, uh, never really been in any sort of military operation before, because of my leg, and I’m still not entirely sure what the range of the aerodyne might be.”


“Your leg will be fine,” said Alexandros. “You won’t even need to leave the aerodyne. And I have Lintalis calculating the range. He’ll make sure that everything is under control.”


I felt my objections deflate like a ruptured kystis. To worry about the safety of a plan conceived by Lintalis was more than unnecessary; it was downright perverse.


“Tomorrow, I will send my Royal Secretary to you and Peithon with the specifics of the plan and some further information. Mandytas will be announcing his candidacy for the hegemony of the Phocian League in two weeks’ time, and I want this finished before then. You'll fly to Antipsyra, snatch Lykias, and be a stadion in the air before the Thebans even realize he's gone.”


“Ah, yes, Your Highness.”


“One more thing, Kassandros. You’re smart; not just a good technosopher, but a good head for politics too. I want you to know that, uh, the official histories about Lykias might not be, uh, completely honest. He was enough of a problem that it was easier to make him a laughingstock than to worry about people admiring him.”


“He made himself a laughingstock,” I assured him.


“Yes, well…” Alexandros trailed off. “Don’t underestimate him, that’s all.”

Chapter III

Fifteen stadia northeast of the Temple of Alexandros, where the course of the siderodromos bends on its way toward the lakes of Mygdonia and the eastern terminus at Amphipolis, there is a small dilapidated station with a forlorn dirt road that wound through a few small farms before disappearing into the Krestian hills. Travelers who follow it into the foothills will eventually come to a small valley maybe an hour’s ride on horseback from Thessaloniki city center. Here stands the country villa of Peithon, heir to a branch of one of Macedonia’s noblest families and infamously reclusive technosopher.

The great inventor sat, as he so often did, in a curious barn on the very edges of his property, teasing various pieces of metal into position.

“I hammered the aeolipile back into shape while you were off with the king yesterday,” he told me, continuing to hammer away. We made an unlikely-looking pair. I was tall and thin, while Peithon was short and stout and wielded the hammer only by awkwardly flinging his weight into it. I was clean-shaven, while Peithon had a bushy, unkempt beard, through which he frequently ran his fingers when thinking. His hair had been partly burnt away in an accident. It was probably just as well that he rarely left his workshop except under protest.

“Peithon!” I protested loudly. “You know you’re no good with that kind of thing! You should have waited for me to get back. Here, give me that hammer.”

“Oh, right, Hephaistos to the rescue,” said Peithon dryly. I had suffered from the nickname “Hephaistos” ever since I began working with metal. It was probably inevitable; I share the blacksmith’s god’s deformity, a lame right leg. I took the hammer from Peithon and continued beating out the imperfections from the metal shell.

“I was thinking,” I mentioned in between hammer blows, “that on the Bellerophon, we ought to have two small aeolipiles instead of one big one. It would solve our distribution of weight problem, and we could have a second in case something happened.”

Peithon grunted. “We would have to redo the diagrams again. And it would cost more money.”

“Peithon! I already told you, King Alexandros offered to fund us!”

“In exchange for us becoming a political asset to him. That’s the word you said he used. Asset. Since Megas Alexandros died, these kings have all been the same. They pay lip service to technosophy, but their hearts aren’t in it. They’re as Arean as any Spartan. The only difference between Alexandros and Lykias is that Alexandros is halfway intelligent about it.”

“But look at all the technosophic projects they’ve supported. The autokineton. The atmonhes. The observatory on Olympos. The factories. The katapeltes. And all of the little pieces of techne that we don’t even think about. King Alexandros and his predecessors have funded all of those. They have to; they’re Megas Alexandros’ successors. They share his ideas about a peaceful land of arts and wisdom.”

“The atmonhes give us a navy faster and stronger than triremes ever could. The autokineton means we can move soldiers to the front faster than our enemies. The katapeltes: you think the king cares about ballistics? He just wants a machine that can hurl rocks into an enemy city! All my life I’ve dreamed of conquering the forces that keep us earthbound; so have you: you told me when we started working on Icarus. But to the king, getting the aerodyne off the ground only means that he has a new tool to spy on Thebai or rescue morons from some tiny island.

“Look, Kass. We can conquer the air, lift off into the clouds. But there’s one thing that will always pull us back into the mud, and that’s politics. Aristoteles convinced Megas Alexandros that he could escape that pull; could create a sort of political aerodyne that would leave behind everyone scrambling after their own power or glory or personal advantage and lift off into heaven. But it didn’t work. He died, and his perfect state sunk back down to earth, right in between the Persians and the Thebans and the Paionians. Since then, all we can do is our own work, seek the truth whether or not anyone else cares, and tell politicians to stay the Hades away from us, same as we’d do with someone who had the plague.”

It was close to the longest Peithon had ever spoken at one stretch. “I didn’t know you felt that way”. He had talked about politics only rarely in the six years we had worked together. “So that’s why you never vote in the ekklesia. I had thought it was just…you know.” Peithon was infamous for staying away from people, for not even leaving his villa if he could avoid it.

“It’s that too,” the inventor admitted.

“But Peithon,” I protested, laying aside the hammer and taking a seat on the aeolipile covering, “Alexandros fights Lykias' sort almost every chance he gets. You heard what I said; he’s tried to resolve the situation with Thebai peacefully. You can’t fault him for wanting to protect Macedon. Even if you don’t want to fight, sometimes you have to. If Persia invades, we’re going to have to defend ourselves whether we’re prepared or not. Alexandros isn’t a technosopher himself like his great-great-great-great grandfather. You can’t expect him to be. All he can do is help protect the rest of us. If we didn’t have at least some army, Thebai would just march right in and take us over.”

Peithon began replacing some of the frayed ropes trailing from the kiphinos to the steering techne. “Yeah Kass, but he enjoys it. Take this situation with Phocis you were telling me about yesterday. Do we need to have Phocis as a puppet state in order to be safe? Of course not. Alexandros isn’t an evil man. He probably started off trying to protect us, exactly how you said. But you can’t walk into a plague-stricken city without getting the plague yourself. All of the city-states and empires are so confident in their lust for power that Macedonia just sort of slipped into it without even asking whether it was the right idea.”

A slave ran into the room. “Master Peithon, Master Kassandros! Royal Secretary Lintalis and his companion are here to see you. Should I show them in?”

“Of course,” said Peithon. The slave departed. “Kass, I imagine you’ll want to do the talking?”

“Of course,” I echoed. Peithon was bluntly honest in everything he did or said. If he thought an idea (or a person) was stupid, he would say exactly that. An admirable trait, but one not entirely suited for dealing with the representatives of a monarch. 

A few minutes later, Lintalis entered the barn, trailing his green-dyed robe behind him and looking around approvingly at the aerodyne parts scattered on tables and across the floor. His trademark long white beard, which stretched almost to his waist, was snow-pure as ever despite the journey, and his deep eyes, which sparkled out of a hairless head, darted around inspecting each of the parts in turn.

Behind him, attended by two oiled slaves, entered another man, dressed in a purple-stained chiton and wearing excessive gold jewelery. Much fatter than Lintalis, he seemed to distract from the other man by more than just his bulk, drawing attention to himself with his dress, his manner, and the way he ostentatiously dismissed his slaves. He glanced at the complex techne all around him, but after noticing that it did, indeed, seem to be machinery of some sort nodded and sat down on the nearest chair, which groaned under his weight.

“Peithon and Kassandros, chaire,” said Lintalis. He continued standing. “It is as always a pleasure to have an occasion to visit you. Have you met Phrixus?”

Phrixus made a valiant attempt to rise from his chair and bow, but the laws of inertia decreed otherwise. With a nod of his head he settled back into his seat.

“Who are you?” asked Peithon, curtly.

“You don’t know?” replied Phrixus, genuinely surprised.

“He, ah, doesn’t get out much,” I apologized for him. “Peithon, this is Phrixus, the owner of the textile factory on the Odos Heracles and one of Thessaloniki’s wealthiest men. Phrixus, we’re honored to have you visit our humble workshop.” Peithon’s scowl suggested he was anything but honored, but he held his tongue.

“King Alexandros asked Phrixus to accompany me because of his knowledge of cloth,” said Lintalis. “The king hoped that Phrixus might be able to solve your problem with the kystis.”

Now Peithon was interested. He grabbed a papyrus scroll from his desk and hurriedly unrolled it, ripping one of the edges. “This is the plan for the Bellerophon. As you can see, we’ll need something that can be produced cheaply in very large quantities, but is still strong enough that it can hold hot air in for a length of time proportional to the lift we want to produce, according to the function…”

“Kassandros,” suggested Lintalis. “Let us go for a walk. We need to talk.” I  grabbed my walking stick and followed the ancient secretary out of the workshop.

Outside, the midafternoon sun was shining through a crack in the hills that rose to the west, lighting up the olive groves and beating down with terrible summer heat. Lintalis, less familiar with the layout of the villa, followed me as I turned onto one of the familiar paths through the olive trees.

“Thank you,” said Lintalis. “Without the shade, I might have boiled away.”

“Still not used to this heat after all these centuries?”

“And I never will be.”

No one knew exactly how old Lintalis was. Before Alexandros took the throne, the man had been Royal Secretary to Amyntas VIII, and some people said to Amyntas VII as well, though it hardly seemed possible. Eurydiki had suggested once, only half-joking, that he was the hero Tithonus whom Zeus had granted eternal life but not eternal youth, forcing him to wander the world as an old man forever.

Tales stuck to him like straw to amber. They said he had been born in Hyperborea, the unexplored land on the top of the world, where he had served as a priest of foreign gods. That he had left his native land one day to explore the world, only to see the road homeward fade away behind him. That in his youth, he had secretly deflowered a Delphic priestess, who in the throes of passion had revealed to him the entire future history of the world. That he had a technosophic laboratory beneath the Cloud Palace in Thessaloniki where he created miraculous inventions that never saw the light of day. I was pretty sure all of these stories false; at least they all sounded a little foolish.

But there was nothing foolish about the Royal Secretary himself. He was a philosopher of the first rank, and along with commentaries on Plato and Aristoteles, had published groundbreaking works on the refraction and reflection of light, on the causes of disease, and on Demokritus’ atomic theory. He was also one of the few souls to have a foot on both sides of the philosophy-technosophy divide, keeping up with all of the latest inventions and occasionally assisting certain projects himself, as he was doing on the siderodromos expansion.


“Here,” said the old man, offering a papyrus scroll, “is your map.” I examined the illustration. It portrayed northern Greece and the Aegean in detail, with four red dots along the Macedonian coastline.


“Based on what I know about your aerodyne, it should not be much trouble for you to cover the distance between here and Antipsyra in four days. Each of these red markings is a landing site for you under Macedonian control. In each, friends of the king will provide you with a safe place in which to land, a bed in which to spend the night, a full load of coal with which to refuel the aeolipile, and a few slaves to help you launch back into the air.”


I examined the map again. The first dot was at Dion, a day’s journey away. The second was at Iolkos near the Pelion peninsula. The third was on the island of Skyros, about a hundred stadia from the mainland. A few hours’ flight east over the Aegean from Skyros was the island of Psyra, and the barely visible smudge that must be Antipsyra.


Greece isn’t very big. Compared to Persia, it’s a smudge on the map. But technosophers don't travel much, especially ones who can’t walk without a cane. I had never been further from Thessaloniki than Dion. Why would I want to be? ‘Niki was the world’s greatest center of technosophic learning, and the further away from Greece you went the more likely you were to encounter barbarians who wanted to kill you. So even though Antipsyra might have been only four days’ journey by aerodyne, it still seemed forbiddingly far.


“This scroll” – and Lintalis handed me a second scroll – “is a map of each of the landing sites as I project they should look from the air. They should help you find the safe houses we have set up for you. In addition, each safe house will light three fires in the shape of an equilateral triangle; this form should only be visible from the air and will serve as a confirmation you are in the right place.


“On the other side of the scroll, you will see a map of Antipsyra. Alexandros’ spy on the island has told Lykias to await your arrival. When you arrive in Skyros, you will find a Macedonian atmonaus waiting, which will come as close as we dare to Antipsyra and give a signal during the evening. The morning after he spots the signal, Lykias will be waiting for you on this hill” – he pointed to the highest point on the tiny island, which tapered into a set of cliffs on the west coast. “Instead of landing, you will lower a rope from the aerodyne, Lykias will climb up, and you will return to Skyros and hand Lykias to the captain of the atmonaus, who has orders on how to proceed further. Any questions?”


“Do those orders involve killing Lykias?”


Lintalis frowned, thought for a second, and then answered “Not as far as I know.” And I believed him. But the Royal Secretary went on. “Alexandros is worried, though. It will be his job to ensure that Lykias causes no more trouble for Macedon. And it is of the utmost importance that you deliver Lykias directly to the atmonaus, without even the slightest of delays.”


“You seem to be taking this very seriously,” I said. “Without his army, Lykias is just another blustering politician. The worst that he can do is trip and fall into the aerohelix.”


“Nevertheless,” Lintalis hinted darkly.


As he spoke, four brawny slaves passed them on the path, headed towards the barn holding the aerodyne. I recognized them as part of Peithon’s very numerous household staff. technosophy did not pay well, but for Peithon, it didn’t have to. Sole scion of one branch of the wealthy Antigonid family, he held enough gold to be a leading member of the aristocracy if he had so desired. Instead, he used his fortune to fund his projects, much to the vocal despair of his uncle Cleitus. The aerodyne, with its massive kystis made of strong, high-quality cloth, had been particularly expensive, and without the king’s help, the larger version we had planned would be a strain on even Peithon’s finances.


The slaves approached the barn and congregated around what seemed to be a titanic lever trailing four sturdy ropes. Each grabbed a rope with both hands and began to pull. For a moment, nothing happened. The slaves pulled harder. The lever began to creak slowly downwards. As it did so, unseen hinges on the roof of the barn squealed in protest. The entire top of the building unfolded like a blooming flower, leaving it open to the sky above.


“Impressive,” commented Lintalis. “A series of interlocking gears under the ground, a shaft through the walls, and perhaps four pneumatic pumps at each of the four corners of the barn?”

I nodded, quite unsurprised at his leap of reasoning. He was Lintalis, after all.s


“Does this mean we will be getting a demonstration?”


 “Indeed. We had better see what they’re up to.”


We retraced our steps to the barn, where the aerodyne was still little better than half-fixed. The steering techne, in particular, remained scattered about, and the kiphinos tottered precariously from the kystis. Peithon was still talking, with Phrixus struggling to feign interest.


“Dyeing the cloth would be completely unnecessary and only add weight. We’ve barely even gotten into the weight requirements yet. According to Kassandros’ equations, the net lift equals the lift provided by the aeolipile minus the downward pull created by the weight of the aerodyne, including the weight of the cloth. Although on a small scale dye probably doesn’t noticeably affect the weight, across the entire kystis it could potentially add several minae…oh. Kassandros, Lintalis. I was just getting ready to give Phrixus a demonstration of the aerodyne. We’ve got the aeolipile burning already, as you can see. I think we’ll do an unmanned for now, just in case anything goes wrong.”

“You’ve got the ropes connected right?” I asked. 

“Yes, yes.” Peithon was annoyed at the question, even though the last unmanned test flight he tried he had absentmindedly forgotten to connect the ropes properly to the descent mechanism and we had been forced to wait two hours until the aerodyne ran out of fuel and descended of its own accord.

He pulled on a rope. There were two sets of ropes connected to the Icarus. One set, very thick and sturdy, were keeping it above the barn and preventing it from floating off. The other set, much smaller, was connected to the various ropes inside that were used for steering during a manned flight, allowing him to exercise some control over the ascent and descent rates from the ground.

The aerodyne very slowly began to lift off the ground. Our first liftoff, just over a year ago with a smaller scale model, had been the most exciting moment of my life. Now it was almost routine, though I doubted I would ever fully get used to the ecstatic shock of seeing the kiphinos take its first lurching steps into the air.

“The aeolipile burns coal, producing an exhaust of hot smoke,” Peithon was explaining to Phrixus, who looked like he would rather be anywhere else in the world. “According to the equations of Kassandros here, hot air naturally rises; you can see that whenever you light a fire and the smoke goes up into the sky. What we do is we capture the hot air in the a big cloth sac, the kystis. It fills up and wants to rise as well. But it’s connected both to the aeolipile that’s creating all the energy and to the kiphinos where the driver’s sitting. It can’t rise without taking them with it. So that’s what it does. When there’s enough steam in the kystis, the aerodyne as a whole becomes lighter than air and rises. By controlling exactly how much steam is allowed to escape the kystis, which we do by adjusting the size of an aperture at the top, we can adjust our height, though not precisely.”

“Tell me about the steering,” Lintalis asked.

“The steering system is my invention,” he said proudly, “based on work by Archimedes, Kallidas, and, of course, yourself. The steam from the aeolipile is obviously available to produce motive force, the same way it does on an autokineton. We can take advantage of this aspect of the steam’s energy entirely separately from the other, allowing us to make it do double duty. Essentially, we’ve connected a turbine to an aerohelix, modeled after the Archimedean screw and the nauhelix used on the atmosnhes, but with a few modifications based on your work in fluid dynamics. By pulling on some ropes, which unfortunately I can’t show you down here, the driver adjusts the direction which the aerohelix is facing. When the force provided by the aerohelix is stronger than any opposing winds, which is most of the time, we can steer the aerodyne in the right direction.”


Lintalis looked suitably impressed, and Peithon beamed. Lintalis’ approval was high commendation indeed. The aerodyne, meanwhile, was now at the end of its mooring rope, about a third of a stadion above the barn.


“And...what is it like?” asked Lintalis.


Peithon looked bemused.


“To fly up there, in the air, to be above everything, see the whole world stretch out below you. What is it like? Are you terrified? Ecstatic?”


“I don’t know,” said Peithon. “I’ve never flown in it.”


“Never – ”


“Kass volunteers to do the dirty work. I’m happier down here.”


“It’s amazing,” I told Lintalis. “You…for a while, you leave the world behind. You’re all alone with yourself, like a god, apart, better. I’ve tried to convince Peithon to fly with me, to feel it for himself, but he doesn’t get it.”


“Not into the emotional stuff,” the other technosopher grunted.


Phrixus had been ignoring the conversation thus far, examining the kiphinos and watching the Icarus hover above them.


“It’s very pretty,” he said at last. “But what is it good for?”


We stared Phrixus down, Lintalis the philosopher hardest of all.


“I mean,” Phrixus said, “it doesn’t look as if it could carry any cargo. There’s room for maybe one passenger, at the most, and it doesn’t go any faster than an atmonaus or an autokineton, or even a horse. What do you do with it?”


“I…we…of course we…the thing is…” Peithon took a deep breath and then looked pleadingly at me.


I looked to Lintalis.


Lintalis thought for a moment.


“You fly in it,” he said, after some deliberation. “It’s good for flying.”


Phrixus looked upset.


“And that’s good?” he asked, after a while.


“What is the good?” retorted Lintalis, without a moment’s hesitation. “To Aristoteles, something was good if it was a proper means to an end. And the proper end was eudaimonia, the happy life, in which one perfectly exercises one’s rational faculties. Therefore, one could properly describe the aerodyne as ‘good’ if it were to – “


I made a good faith effort to listen to Lintalis, but saw Peithon had tuned out entirely. It was the old rivalry between philosophers and technosophers at work, what Lintalis had once called the “thinkers versus the tinkers”. The two groups had much in common, including the very foundations of their disciplines, but over the past two centuries, a rift had opened up between them. The philosophers accused the technosophers of having abandoned the pure world of abstract reason, of the same sort of worldliness of which Peithon accused the politicians. But to the technosophers, the philosophers were divorced from reality, building increasingly elaborate theories with total disregard for any supporting evidence. The natural philosophers like Lintalis kept an uneasy foot in both camps, but the ethical and metaphysical philosophers were separate from the technosophers entirely, and the Platonists were beyond the pale.


Peithon listened with growing impatience to Lintalis as he began to logically derive the virtues from first principles, and at last interrupted. “What I believe Phrixus means,” he said with the utmost contempt, “is how are we going to make money off of it?”


Phrixus shifted in his chair for a second, looking uncomfortable, and then drew himself together. “Well, the question is a good one. Macedonia has invested thousands of drachmae into techne. We’ve gotten some impressive results, especially from the team that designed the atmonaus, but if you ask me Alexandros is too quick to throw money at things like the aerodyne that make him feel like a philosopher-king
but don’t help the kingdom. What helps the kingdom is creating prosperous trade routes and prosperous businesses. Practical technosophy is certainly good; I could never run as many factories as I do without the waterwheels on the Echedoros. But this isn’t anything practical. This is just natural philosophy under a different name.”


Peithon looked ready to explode. I desperately tried to signal to him to calm down, knowing that the inventor would only make a fool of himself if he opened his mouth. But it was Lintalis who spoke.


“Say, Phrixus, natural philosophy isn’t all bad. How much did you pay for that chiton?”


Phrixus looked a bit confused, and then beamed. “A quarter of a talent. I had to import the purple dye all the way from Karthago.”


“I know a natural philosopher in Thessaloniki,” Lintalis continued “working on a process that could synthesize that dye for a couple of drachmae. Once one understands the basics of Demokritus’ atomic theory, one can do the most amazing things with chemicals.”


Phrixus’ jaw dropped. “Synthesize…Tyrian…purple? Who…where?”


“Apologize to this two fine young technosophers, and I can give you his address.”


Suddenly, Phrixus was all charm. “I’m, ah, sorry if I offended you. That aerodyne is very impressive.” With a herculean effort, he rose from his chair. “Lintalis, I’ve learned everything I need to know about the order of cloth they’ll be making. Don’t you think we should be going back to the city now?”


“I do,” said Lintalis. “Gentlemen, as always, a pleasure. Kassandros, the king will expect your departure within the next few days. May the gods be with you in your journey.” The Hyperborean bowed and departed, with Phrixus close behind.


As soon as they were out of hearing range, Peithon grabbed a hammer from one of the workbenches and slammed it into the table, leaving a sizeable dent.


“The moron! Thinking he can come in here and insult the most important invention since the time of Megas Alexandros, just because he has more gold than I do! Hades take him! Forget the Persians, it’s people like him who will destroy Macedonia, him and his idiotic…”

Like I said, for Peithon it was always about defending technosophy. As for me, I don’t really think that technosophy needs defending. No more then, say, falling in love needs defending. There’s no good reason to fall in love; everyone, even the most hopeless romantic, accepts that. You couldn’t go up to someone who can’t fall in love, start with first principles, string together the syllogisms of Aristoteles’ logic, and end with a “therefore, love is valuable.” You can’t debate with someone who can’t fall in love. All you can do is pity them. That’s how it is with people who don’t get technosophy. All you can do is pity them. They’re never going to know what it’s like to sit all night in front of a set of equations, moving the terms first to one side, and then to the other, until all of a sudden – eureka! – part of the structure of the universe falls into place. Or to hammer out a few parts at a cheap smithy, put them together, and all of a sudden see them power an autokineton that moves a hundred people from one end of Macedonia to the other in a single day, or sew cloth of their own accord, or lift off into the air.

Calm down,” I said. “Calm down,” I repeated.


Peithon looked unconvinced, but at least he put down his hammer.


“Let’s take the Icarus down,” I suggested. “It’s all ready now, except for the navigation and the kiphinos. If we work through the evening, I can leave tomorrow morning.”

“Yeah, leave to rescue Lykias so he can cause us new problems and make us new enemies,” grumbled Peithon. “I swear to the Styx, this country is heading to Tartarus, and if the Persians don’t tear it to shreds we’ll do it ourselves.” But he was already inspecting the pulleys that ringed the kiphinos. I shifted forward until he could reach the pulleys on the other side, and we spent the rest of the evening working in silence.

Chapter IV


I departed from the villa the morning after Lintalis’ visit, awakening before dawn to perform last-minute checks on the aerodyne’s systems. The repairs had been flawless. Peithon flat out refused to wake up to see me off, but the four slaves had arrived at the appointed hour and opened the barn. For half an hour, I had run the aeolipile until I was confident that the kystis was fully inflated, spending most of the time checking and rechecking the small sack of possessions I planned to bring. It wasn't much: blankets (it gets cold and windy higher up), two changes of clothes, waterskins, the maps, and a “flight helmet” I had designed just before the test with a clear glass visor to keep the wind from my face. I threw the stuff onto the bottom of the kiphinos and sat down in one of its two wicker chairs. and then the slaves had cut the tether ropes and I was off. They waved good-bye from the ground, slowly fading from human beings to insignificant dots.


Then I flew over Thessaloniki, saw the sprawling town of smoke and marble from the air for the third time. Red, white, and black – that was how it appeared in the light of the morning. Red for the rising sun, which reflected from the deep waters of the Thermaic Gulf and bathed the whole city in pale scarlet. White for the myriads of marble temples: the massive Corinthian-style Temple of Zeus Bromios on the Acropolis, the Temple of Hephaistos to the north, where the technosophers prayed for inspiration, and largest of all, the Temple of Megas Alexandros in the very center of the city, where the eastbound autokineton met the westbound, the new omphalos, the hub of the world. And black, for the columns of smoke pouring out of its factories, impelled skyward by the same force that held the aerodyne aloft, a smaller column just outside the city limits where the autokineton crawled along its Sisyphean journey: Pella to Thessaloniki, Thessaloniki to Pella, Pella to Thessaloniki, and so on forever. Its separate smoke dissipated into the general haze of a thousand fires. The fires of Thessaloniki, I realized, were not fires of destruction, like those of burning Troia, but fires of creation. Peithon would have appreciated the significance.


As the aerodyne rose higher still, the form of the city became visible in a way impossible from the ground, and its whole history seemed to unfold like a scroll across the pale Krestonian plains. When Megas Alexandros had demanded a new capital for his burgeoning state, architectural genius Deinocrates of Rhodos had laid out a meticulously organized metropolis of straight wide boulevards and public gardens, stretching from an artificial harbor dug into the waterfront to the low but impressive Acropolis near the northern hills. During the time of Alexander IV, the siderodromos split the city neatly in two, culminating in the Temple of Megas Alexandros at the Acropolis’ base. Although the city was not even three hundred years old, a mere child compared to Athenai or even Pella, it had grown into the greatest city in Greece, and now the calm Deinocratian gridwork of its center was overwhelmed by a periphery of hovels, shops, and factories.


A lone atmonaus silently departed the harbor, leaving behind a flotilla of atmonhes, triremes, pentaremes, fishing boats, and other craft anchored in the harbor. Perhaps, I thought, it was the ship that would meet me in Skyros, instructed by Alexandros VI to complete the rescue mission.  It gathered speed, soon leaving the primitive aerodyne far behind.


I didn't bother following the coastline, but cut sharply south, passing Aineia and Rhekaios before finding myself over open sea. The whole morning, I cut across the Thermaic Gulf, seeing nothing but a few merchant ships plying the lucrative cross-Gulf trade to bring grain to Thessaloniki. The sun rose high in the sky, and though I knew the philosophers placed it so far away that a few stadia one way or another would make no difference, its heat seemed closer, more intimate. I drank copiously from my waterskin. As it sunk lower in the sky, I spotted the Pierian coast, and immediately scanned the far horizon for Mount Olympos. When I saw it, I took out the map, did some quick mental calculations, and pulled on a steering rope. The aerohelix rotated a few degrees, and the coast began approaching at a sharper angle.


The town of Dion, Macedonia’s most sacred city, rose from the fertile plain commanded by Olympos’ towering height. It was not very large - a few temples surrounded by farmland – but this was not my first visit, and I had no difficulty spotting it even in Olympos’ dark shadow. I pulled the rope that changed the diameter of the aperture in the kystis and began to descend, noticing as he did so the ascent rope dangling temptingly before him. If I pulled it taut, would the aerodyne be able to overfly Olympos? Could I look down on the palaces of the gods, waving arrogantly down at the jealous deities below? I had never been a very religious man; few technosophers were; but a chill nevertheless ran through my body as I remembered the myths I had learned during childhood. I scanned the sky for any storms that looked like they might have some lightning in them, but it was as clear as it had been all day. 


Lintalis’ map pointed out one of the smaller temples closest to the mountain’s slopes. Closer to the ground, wind became more of a problem, but the field in which I had been instructed to land was flat and wide, and I had no trouble touching down a few hours before sunset.


That night, I dined with a priest of Apollo, whose slaves went back and forth bringing barrels of coal out to the aerodyne. After a good night’s sleep, I bid the priest goodbye, refilled my waterskin in a local spring, and returned to the skies late the next morning.


By the second day, the excitement of flying had worn off, replaced by an odd sort of not-quite boredom. I spent the morning looking down upon the Thessalian border regions. Three hundred years ago, Philippos II had successfully invaded these regions, one of Macedonia’s first large-scale foreign conquests. His triumph had been such an event that he named his infant daughter Thessaloniki, that is, Victory in Thessaly. Megas Alexandros had always loved his little sister, and when she died a few years into his reign, he had named his new capital on the shores of the Thermaic Gulf after her.

Thessaly showed few signs of the prosperity enjoyed by its namesake. The towns were few and far between here, the farms seemed small and run-down, and what roads could be seen from high above looked to be little more than dirt paths. Indeed, it became harder and harder to determine my position even from Lintalis’ detailed charts. The first landmark I was able to identify with certainty was Mount Ossa, less grand than Olympos but equally imposing in the more subdued landscape. According to legend, the Gigantes, the gods’ bastard relatives, piled Mount Pelion on top of Mount Ossa to reach the top of Mount Olympos. The gods convinced Heracles, who was handy to have around for these sorts of things, to fight them off, the Gigantes fell to Tartarus and all mountains involved were happily restored to their proper positions.

I had a lot of trouble finding my lodgings that night. I had started late, and it was getting dark by the time I reached the Pelion Peninsula, where I knew another of Lintalis’ safe houses awaited me. The coal in the aeolipile was also running just a little bit low, thanks to the headwind I had been fighting the past few hours, and I had ample time to grow nervous while struggling to read the map in the declining light. Finally, after I had circled the Pelion Peninsula twice, the triangular arrangement of flames came into view, and, relieved, I touched down in a meadow about an hour after sunset.


That wasn’t a very good night. The man who put me up, some sort of gentleman farmer, alternated nervously between rudeness and servility at dinner. The food, by the way, was terrible: a soup that definitely contained radishes but also some less identical bits served alongside tough and stringy mutton. I was shown into a room upstairs, but barely was the candle lit before the farmer bolted off to another part of the house as if I were a wild beast. I saw nothing of him the rest of the night, but the next morning the aerodyne had been dutifully refueled and was ready to lift off.

I quickly flew past bright green Peripathos, affirming as I did so my resolution to drag Peithon onto the aerodyne, and began the final descent to Skyros. I had resolved to reach Skyros early, lest last night's difficulty in finding my way should repeat itself, and true to my word it was only early afternoon when the island appeared on the horizon. Still, it was still another hour before the aerodyne was at last above its rocky beaches.

For the first time, I pondered my return flight with Lykias. It would be two hours, at least, and we would be alone together, surrounded by sky. What would I have to say to the man who had fearlessly and insanely marched against the might of Persia without a thought to his own life or the lives of others? Could one even talk to such a man? Or would the Spartan stay silent, mute with guilt or confusion or anger as silent seas sped by beneath him?

Skyros was small and sparsely settled, and it was easy to find the lone town, the tiny valley Lintalis had marked as my landing site, and even the atmonaus in the harbor, awaiting my arrival. I made a perfect landing and wandered down the small path from the valley to the coast, along a little stream whose banks were crowded with flowers. A breeze smelling of salt blew in from the sea, and I admired the little island, the first I on which I had ever been. Passing quickly through a gap in the low hills, I reached the harbor, and approached the atmonaus. It was anchored just offshore, and the name on the side marked it as the Boukephalos. No one greeted me, and I had no idea whether or not anyone was on board.

“Chaire!” I shouted, hoping there would be someone on the ship to hear me.

After a while a man came onto the deck. He wore a traditional Macedonian sailor’s uniform, minus the shirt.

“Who goes there?” he asked.

“Kassandros of Thessaloniki!” I shouted back.

“Where are your wings?” he said at last.

I responded by staring blankly.

“Your wings! Don’t you have wings?”

I just continued staring blankly. It seemed like the only thing to do, under the circumstances.

“Let me get the captain!” The man returned below the deck. For a few minutes, I leaned on my walking stick, equally impatient and confused. At last the captain, for I assumed it was he, came out on deck.

“Chaire. I’m Antigonos,” the captain told me. Then, a little more hesitantly: “You’re Kassandros.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Kassandros of Thessaloniki? The technosopher?”

“Yeah,” I said.

“And you…flew here?”

“Yeah,” I said.

The captain leaned so far onto the railing of the boat I was afraid he would fall over. 

“Never in a thousand years,” he said, quietly. “They told us you were going to fly here, but never in a thousand years would I have thought it.”

I suddenly grasped the man's comment about the wings, and then of course I ended out having to show the captain the Icarus, which wasn’t very exciting lying on the ground with the kystis collapsed. I could almost see the kyklotechna turning in his head, trying to figure out how I might have sailed here without his notice and brought a fake aerodyne with me. But he finally seemed to accept my story, and I got rowed out to the Bukephalos and shown around.

“Would you care to join us as we set sail this evening?” Antigonos asked. “We’ll be heading as close as we dare to Antipsyra, to give the prisoner the signal that you’ll be coming for him tomorrow.”

“I was wondering about that,” I told him. “What kind of signal can you give him without getting anywhere near the island or alerting the Thebans that something’s up?”

“Come with us,” said the captain, “and watch.”

So I tagged along as the atmonaus steamed out of the harbor. It was mid-evening now, and I got only a hazy view of the island’s coasts; a disappointing contrast to the all-encompassing panorama of the aerodyne. Still, it was nice to be indoors with someone else doing the driving, so I made myself at home belowdecks, eating a light dinner with Antigonos, who proved to have an amateur interest in technosophy despite his previous doubts as to the Icarus’ airworthiness. He and his ship had been to Skyros twenty-three times, he told me, and when I expressed curiosity about this southeasternmost Macedonian output he was all too happy to recount the island’s history.

Philippos II had captured it during his wars against Thebai, along with the rest of the Sporades. The few fisherman had accepted Macedonian rule with the good graces with which people often accept things that make little difference either way. Then, a few decades later, the fish stocks disappeared. Everyone starved for a while and eventually sent a desperate petition to Megas Alexandros. Alexandros dispatched the philosopher Straton, one of Aristoteles’ students, to see if he could figure something out. Straton realized that the Skyrians were overfishing and calculated about how many fish remained where and at what rate which areas could be safely depleted. The Skyrians followed Straton’s advice and soon their fisheries were as productive as ever. Straton stayed on the island twenty years, married and raised a family there, and later developed a method of trawling a net between two boats, increasing the local yield fourfold. Today he was worshipped as a demigod, and it was his memory that convinced the Skyrians to remain with Macedonia even as its sister islands had rebelled and entered Thebai’s sphere of influence.

“I get that,” I said, “but why did the others rebel?”

Antigonos looked at me like I was crazy. “They’ve been itching to rebel ever since Philippos conquered them, and back then we didn’t have enough atmonhes to keep watch over the lot. It’s the same with Thessaly. No matter how much we do for them, to them we’re still the oppressors. That’s why ships like the Bukephalos have to stick around. Make sure they don’t have any ideas. Styx, you technosophers don’t get out much, do you?”

I was going to protest, but I thought about the Thessalian in whose home I had stayed the last night. Might his poor hospitality have been anger at hosting an oppressor? How exactly had Alexandros convinced him to supply me with coal and lodgings?

Luckily, before I had to think too long along those lines, the ship lurched to a stop. Even without previous nautical experience, I could tell that someone had lowered an anchor. To my surprise, the hum of the aeolipile continued..

“Ah. We’re here,” said Antigonos, finishing his food in one last gulp. Follow me.”

A room in the very center of the ship, filled with obvious techne. I was in my element. But nothing looked familiar. In the center was a massive metal vat, which two sailors were filling with olive oil from amphorae piled by the wall. All around the vat, a bewildering array of kyklotechna, from which flat, well-polished mirrors protruded. A sailor poured a final jug of oil onto the vat. It was now filled nearly to the rim.

“Open 'er up!” the captain ordered.

Two of the sailors, aided by two more who had just entered, worked a lever. I was intimately familiar with this system; it opened the top of Peithon’s barn to let the aerodyne out. A part of the top deck of the ship folded upwards, revealing a night sky above. For a second, I was surprised at the lack of stars, before I realized that we were looking up into the steam from the aeolipile. It rose to the sky in a sooty column.

“Light!” ordered the captain, and a sailor with a flint tossed a spark into the vat of oil. Immediately it set ablaze, the flames reaching almost to the ceiling. I started, being as I was in a ship made of wood, but the room had been carefully designed to prevent fire, and I now noticed that much of the ceiling of the room was iron.

“Mirrors!” ordered the captain. A sailor began gingerly pulling on levers attached to the kyklotechna, which sprung to life. The mirrors rotated, revolved, and went up and down as the man, who watched them with the intent eye of a master, studied their alignment. Then, one final tap on a lever, and it happened.

The mirrors reached a perfect alignment. The light of the fire was focused into a blindingly pure beam and shot into the heavens.

High above, the beam of light intersected the column of smoke from the aeolipile and flared into visibility. The shifting smoke gave it a ghostly effect. High above the waters of the Aegean, a dancing light shone for anyone who cared to look for it.

It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen.

“What is it?” I gasped breathlessly.

“It’s a photurgos,” Captain Antigonos told me. “Very new toy, just out of Thessaloniki. Right now only three ships in the world have one of these. They’re going to use it for military signaling.”

“Use it how?” I asked.

“Imagine a chain of these,” Antigonos explained. “The range is about a hundred stadia, we think. Get ten ships, place each a hundred stadia apart, and we can send a signal from, say, Sparta all the way to Thessaloniki in a few minutes. Polykratos, show him the signal, will you?”

The sailor working the levers pushed one just a little, until it was out of alignment. The whole system of mirrors collapsed, and the light vanished. Then Polykratos tapped it back to where it was before. After a few tries pushing the lever too far or not far enough, the light returned.

“The final model will be able to lock the proper position so it’ll be easier to switch back and forth,” apologized Antigonos. We can have come up with any set of codes we want beforehand. Maybe six flashes means send reinforcements, or twelve flashes and then a long period on means we’ve achieved complete victory. Pretty clever, isn’t it?”

I felt just a bit challenged. Here I was, the technosopher from Thessaloniki, and I had never heard of this. Well, the thing with us technosophers is that we’re always trying to outdo each other. One person makes a brilliant light-based signal device, and the next has to point out an absolutely obvious way to improve its capacity at no extra cost. Just to establish his dominance in the technosophic hierarchy, you see. Like a wolf pack.

“What if,” I asked, “instead of all those complex codes, you set up an alphabetic system? For example, one quick flash is an alpha. A quick flash and then a longer flash is a beta. Three long flashes in quick succession is a gamma. So on. That way, anything you can say in language, you can say in light flashes. Styx, you could send the entire Iliad by photurgos if you wanted.”

Antigonos stroked his beard. “That might work. Let me think about it. Yes, that just might work. I’ll make a note of it and send it to Thessaloniki. Yes. I see you truly are a technosopher.”

I felt a lot better.

After that we switched off the light and the rest of the night was pretty boring. We steamed back into Skyros harbor. I got boated ashore and taken to the house of a local magistrate. A second dinner, which I was required to eat for the sake of politeness. Then well-deserved sleep.

When I was a young child, listening to my mother tell bedtime stories, my favorite was the myth of Hephaistos and Ares. She would tell it up to the point where  Ares and Aphrodite were stuck in the net, about to be shamed before all the other gods. Then, when I was older, studying at the lyceum, I heard the rest. Hephaistos presented the captured pair to the other gods, and they just laughed at him. They slapped Ares on the back, cut the net, and let them go.

“And why did they do that?” I asked of Aeropus, my tutor. Even though it was just a story, I was angry. In my mother’s version, the clever god not only got the girl, but managed to triumph over the stronger but stupider bully. With this new version, I didn’t know what to think.

“Because the gods liked Ares,” Aeropus explained. “Hephaestos was smart, smarter than they were, even. They didn’t understand him. Ares was bold and handsome. And here’s Aphrodite, goddess of beauty, married to this ugly cripple – no offense, Kass - who would rather be working at his forge than paying any attention to her. They felt sorry for her, they were jealous of Hephaestos, and they were impressed with Ares’ boldness.”

“That’s not fair!” I protested.

“Then let that be your lesson for today. The gods almost never are. You’re smart, Kassandros, which means they’ll have it in for you especially bad.” Then he sent me home for the day.

When I dreamed that night, I dreamed not of Hephaistos and Ares, but of Aeropus and his warning.

Chapter V

And finally I found myself flying to Antipsyra.

It couldn’t have been a better day. The wind was quiet, the sky was clear, and the relatively unspectacular sunrise heralded fair weather ahead. I felt the usual rush of joy as the newly-refueled aerodyne departed Skyros and plunged into the waiting heavens.

But there was also fear, worse even than the first day I set out. If the Thebans were around to object to the rescue operation, today would be their day to do it, and their complaint would likely be lodged by catapult or flaming arrow. I was also just a little nervous about meeting Lykias. He was a part of history, a man who had once tried to move the world, and not necessarily in the right direction. And there was always the usual worry that one of the delicate components holding the Icarus aloft would snap and I would be plunged into an anticlimactic but nevertheless fatal end in the Aegean.

So I had ample reason to be nervous. But brooding at least passed the time, and it was not far before I saw Antipsyra ahead of me. It was a tiny island, so small that I might have missed it if not for the more imposing presence of Psyra, its larger neighbor. I checked the sun. It was still early enough in the morning that I could hope the prisoner’s Theban guards remained in bed.

Slowing down the aerodyne was a delicate operation: the craft had been designed to go either at its maximum speed or not at all. Peithon and I planned to fix the problem in the Bellerophon with the addition of a second aerohelix, but as it was any reduction in speed required a necessary drop in altitude; not so much a problem now, as I would need to be near ground level to collect my passenger in any case. Gradually I cut the coal intake into the aeolipile and descended, straining to make out features of the island below. In particular, I searched for soldiers and for Lykias.

Of the former there were none. But there, on the very spot marked as the rendezvous on my map, was what could only be a human figure. I dropped the aerodyne further, until I was hovering a fraction of a stadion above him. Then I let down a rope.

The man began to climb. He was strong and quick, coming towards me faster than I would have thought possible. The aerodyne swung wildly from side to side, knocked out of balance by the unexpected weight. I leaned over to the opposite side of the craft to balance it out, lessening the rocking for a few seconds. Then he was aboard.

“My name is Kassandros,” I said, and bowed. It was all I could think of to do at the time.

“Kassandros,” said Lykias. He did not introduce himself; he needed no introduction.  He was dirty and disheveled, and clad in a modest grey chiton, but there was no mistaking Lykias for anyone else. “Get me out of here.”

I pulled the ascent lever and initiated the maneuver that would turn us homeward. As we rose through the air, the Spartan made no effort to look out of the kiphinos, had no interest in seeing the land below him. That, more than his scars or his piercing eyes, was what scared me the most. He just didn’t care. Instead, he began surveying the aerodyne, as if he were a technosopher hoping to copy the design from memory. I was torn between pride in my invention and profound unease at his silent scrutiny.

“Pretty amazing machine, isn’t it?” I asked. As soon as it left my mouth, the question seemed somehow idiotic.

“Yes,” said Lykias curtly, without even glancing at me.

“Oh, come on,” I said, finally. “It’s not so bad! You’ve been rescued! You’re free!”


“Free, am I?” Lykias’ lips formed a sneer, but he didn’t seem to want to say anything further.


“When we get to Skyros, you’ll get aboard a ship. They’ll take you back to Thessaloniki…”


“I know where I’m going,” Lykias interrupted.


“Well, there you go,” I said. “Look around or something. It’s a beautiful view.”


“Thessaloniki,” he repeated sullenly. “The gods owe Atlantis an apology.”


“What?” I said, caught off-guard by his non sequitur.


“The gods destroyed Atlantis for its wickedness. And then there’s Thessaloniki, prospering still.”


“But we’re not wicked!” I objected.


Lykias just laughed, a mirthless, dangerous laugh. I remembered what Alexandros had told me. “Just don’t underestimate him, that’s all.”


“We’ve brought peace to Greece; no one dares attack us! We’ve created a golden age of wealth and learning and prosperity! Even you can’t deny that!”


“No, I can’t,” said Lykias, infuriatingly.


“Then what is it?” I asked. “And will you please look around? You won’t get many more chances to see the world from a stadion above the ground.”


Lykias didn’t look. “Why do you think Alexandros wanted me rescued?”


“To prevent the Thebans from using you as a bargaining chip.”


“Good, then you’re not a total idiot.” He stared into my eyes. “No, wait, Alexandros probably told you that himself. If he had said it was from the goodness of his heart, you’d have believed that too.” He sighed and shifted in his seat. “Probably to gobble up some little city-state, isn’t that it? That’s the Macedonian way: shove someone too small to fight back, force them to accept your “protection”, and then hem and haw about how you don’t go for anything so barbaric as bloodshed.”


“What? Would you rather we go around killing people?”


“Yes!” said Lykias, vehemently. “If you want to rule the world, you should be ready to sacrifice everything for it. You should be ready to say ‘I’m the better man, and may you strike me dead if I am wrong’. It’s as natural as a wolf slaying a wild boar for food. They’re both fierce and proud, they can’t both remain alive, so they fight, and the stronger and more valiant beast triumphs without contempt or ill-will. But the Macedonians! You want power without sacrifice, domination without virtue. That’s not part of the natural order. It’s the opposite of the natural order; it’s hubris. And when history calls for an accounting, Macedonia’s going to have a lot of explaining to do.”


“But not all of us are after power,” I protested. “We technosophers aren’t just inventing things to help expand the kingdom. We’re seeking knowledge, same as Sokrates and Aristoteles and all the philosophers.”


“I read Aristoteles once,” Lykias said, to my surprise. “I didn’t care for him. His God, the Prime Entelechy. The most virtuous being in existence, and of course for Aristoteles the most virtuous activity is contemplation, and the most virtuous object of contemplation would have to be the most virtuous being in existence, so God spends all His time sitting, contemplating His own existence. Nothing specific about His existence, of course. Just nodding every so often, saying ‘Yup, I exist’. What a perfect god for philosophers to worship! And then look at the world! The whole circle of lands, full of water and dirt and olive trees and temples and hovels and kings and soldiers and whores and everyone else, without a Prime Entelechy or Logical Syllogism to be seen. The comedy of philosophers is that they try to escape from the world; their tragedy is that they just end up missing it. And the world is a good place, Kassandros! A great place!”


“Technosophers aren’t like that,” I protested, secretly sharing his assessment of philosophy. “We work with the world. This aerodyne, it’s built on philosophical principles, but here it is. You can kick it.” I helpfully demonstrated.


“Escapists who are no good at it,” Lykias responded. “You dabble in philosophy, but you can’t go all the way. So you try and rework the world in your image. Like adolescent gods, who haven’t quite learned how to create but are too vain not try. Philosophers are silly, but harmless. Your lot, you’re militant philosophers, making the world to conform to your cogitations. And the worst part is that you’re stupid. Any old king can take your and lead you like a harnessed horse in whatever direction he wants, and then all of a sudden he’s got autotaxons and atmonhes and you’ve got…you’ve got Macedonia.”


“It’s not like that at all!” I remembered the metaphor I had wanted to use on Peithon. “Technosophy's like love. If someone’s never fallen in love, you can’t expect them to understand when other people do it. But if you do fall in love, you realize it’s the most divine thing in the world, even though you can never explain it.”


Lykias’ eyes suddenly caught fire. “I have loved more deeply than you can ever imagine!” he shouted. I involuntarily shrunk back, and in a split second Lykias recovered his temper, leaving me stunned and a little curious. I considered asking the general what he meant, but there was still a sort of steeliness in his face, something that made me want to break off the conversation immediately.


“I see. Well, the point is moot. It’ll be another two hours before we’re back at Skyros. Until then, just try to enjoy the flight or something.”


“We’re pretty high up now, aren’t we?” he asked.


“Yeah, three or four stadia, I’d guess.”


“And we’re pretty far from any land?”


“Nothing between here and Skyros.”


“Then maybe you’re right. Maybe I should start enjoying this flight.”


Too quick for me to even see it, he drew a sword and held it against my chin.


“I think I would enjoy it much more if we were headed in the direction of, say, Miletos. What do you say, captain?”


“Urp,” I said.


“Indeed,” Lykias responded, and lowered his sword until it was hanging loosely at his side. Still, something in his stance, a sort of unseen yet detectable crouch, assured me that he was still ready to use it on a moment’s notice.”


“Don’t underestimate Lykias,” Alexandros had told me. Well, so much for that.


I didn’t see many options. And honestly, I wasn’t thinking very clearly at that point anyway. I hadn’t had many opportunities to feel pure, absolute terror before, but my mind was making up for it now. I was barely able to pull the right rope to turn the aerodyne around, let alone come up with a plan.


“Much better,” said Lykias. “I hope you noticed the sword. It’s very nice. I had to strangle a Theban soldier with my bare hands to get it, you know. After that it was much easier, having a sword and all. Can you believe they only left six men on that whole island with me? Six! And they weren’t even together most of the time.” I noticed now that there was dried blood on the sword. I had no experience with such things, but by sheer volume it looked very likely to be enough blood for, say, six men.


“You’re going to kill me,” I said, trembling.


“The thought certainly crossed my mind,” said Lykias. “But it would hardly be sporting. You’re unarmed, and I doubt you’ve ever fought in your life. Most likely I’ll sell you as a slave along with the aerodyne. It would hardly be useful to anyone without you.”


But now the terror was partially subsiding, and I was starting to think. No one has ever mistaken me for, say, Herakles, but apparently I have a bit of bravery when I need it.


“Wait,” I said. “Without me, you have no idea how to steer the Icarus, or land it. Without me, the Icarus will drift until its fuel runs out. Then it would crash land. You’d drown. You can’t kill me.” I stared at him, looking much more confident than I actually was.


“I take back what I said before, Kassandros,” he told me. “You are clever. It only took you ten minutes to figure out what should have been patently obvious. Well, far be it to speak of airworthiness to an aerodyne builder, but your idea just doesn’t fly.”


With that, he swung his sword around in a wide arc and cut a rope in two. The aerodyne groaned and buckled, but we did not immediately fall out of the sky.


“Great Zeus!” I shouted. “What did you do that for? Do you want to get us all killed?”


“Well, that’s exactly the thing,” said Lykias. “You seem like a reasonable man, or at least someone who thinks he’s a reasonable man. And you’ve never fought in a war before. That tells me something about you. It tells me that you’ve got a healthy fear of death.” And with that, he swung at another rope. The kiphinos suddenly tilted – not enough to fling us over the edge, but enough to be perceptible.


“I, on the other hand” – slash! – “have encountered death enough times that we’ve become buddies. Every few days I see it skulking in the corner. I wave to it. We chat. How are things down in the underworld? How’s Mrs. Death? Oh, she’s dusting the guest room, getting it all ready for you. But there you go, recovering. It looks like she’ll have to wait again. See you later. What I am trying to say is that I am completely mad. I don’t know what these ropes do. Any one of them could be the only thing holding us in the air. Even –“ slash! “- this one.”


“Stop it!” I shouted.


“Like I said, a healthy fear of death. I wonder how many hundreds of stadia you can swim with only one good leg. Anyway, to Miletos, please.”


I sat down, defeated, and checked the coal in the aeolipile. It was going to be barely enough to take us to Miletos. There was nowhere I was less anxious to go, but what could I do? Lykias was right. I wasn’t willing to die in order to take him with me, and if he was willing to kill me at the cost of his own life, he had the upper hand. It was a deformed, scar-encrusted, blackened hand, but it was the upper hand nevertheless. I glared at him through the corner of my eye. He was inspecting the aerodyne, examining the damage he had done.


And then it sort of hit me. How many ropes had he cut? Four? And none of them were the ones that held us up, or even the ones I needed to steer or land. The aerodyne was still fully functional. There were a few extra ropes, but not that many extra. The chances of him hitting the four ropes that wouldn’t crash us into the sea, all in a row, were astounding. And I thought back to when he had gotten on the craft. The first thing he had done was examine the ropes and machinery.


“Don’t underestimate Lykias.” Well, okay. Maybe he had a good eye for technosophy. Just looking at it, it wasn’t so hard to see which ropes did what. The one attached to the kyklotechna near the aerohelix obviously handled the steering. The ones leading up to the kystis, well, it might not be immediately obvious what they did, but they were pretty important. The ones that connected the kiphinos to the aeolipile; well, anyone could see that there were a few extra there, in case a few of them snapped or there was a windstorm or something. Lykias had been planning this all along. He had deliberately cut only the most useless ropes, hoping to delude me into thinking he was fearless. It was still a gamble, but it was a gamble with much better odds, and one that had almost paid off.


I pulled a descent rope. The aerodyne lost some speed, and began to approach the surface of the ocean.


Lykias stared at me.


“That one,” I said, pointing to a particularly large rope in the very center of the kiphinos.


“What do you mean?” he said.


“That’s the rope that holds the aeolipile steady relative to the rest of the craft. As soon as you cut it, we shoot off in a random direction and both almost certainly die. So go ahead. It’s pretty big, but I’m sure that sword of yours could go through it no problem.”


I would rather die by drowning than by stab wound. This was why I was on the very edge of the kiphinos. If my plan failed, I would just jump off the aerodyne and fall all the way down into the ocean, same as Hephaestos, and have a long but relatively painless death in the Aegean beneath. That was pretty much the most optimistic thought I was having right then. My voice, on the other hand, didn’t falter. I think it came from unconscious imitation of Lykias. Lykias managed to be so calm during everything he said. It just seemed natural to want to match that tone, to join him at his own game. But like I said, I was right up against the edge of the kiphinos.


“Are you daring me?”


“Yes,” I told Lykias.


Lykias took his sword, and in a single motion cut right through the rope. I was too flabbergasted to move.


“You didn’t think I was going to do it,” he said. Then he sat down and folded his hands, resigned to his fate.


“No. I didn’t.”

 But I had at least considered the possibility.


“I can’t help but notice we’re not dead,” he said, after a few minutes had passed.


“Yeah,” I responded glumly. The only reason the aeolipile needed to be steady relative to the rest of the craft was to prevent the voyage from becoming bumpy. It had been a safe rope on which to test Lykias’ commitment. But the test had failed. He was committed.


Still gloomy, and a little upset about not getting to drown, I started having horrible daydreams. About being sold as a slave in Miletos. About having to teach some Milesian to fly the aerodyne. Never getting to see the Bellerophon, living in shackles day after day as Peithon found someone else to use as a pilot. About never flying through the open sky again.


“Forget it,” I told Lykias. “You’re right. I lied. Good guess. Now I’m telling the truth. This one. Right over here. It’s small, but without it the kystis just floats away and we fall like a rock.”


I was telling the truth. He looked at my face, very closely, I felt him scrutinize it, and I knew he knew I meant what I said.


Lykias took his sword and swung it at the rope – and when I raised no objection, stopped just before hitting.


“Damn you,” he said.


Aha! Now we’re getting somewhere, I thought to myself. I reached to turn the aerodyne around.


“No, wait. I’m not going back to Thessaloniki. They’ll kill me there. Kill me or lock me up and throw away the key. I will kill you before I see you take me back to Thessaloniki. I’m serious about this.”


He was. He was dead serious. He had every reason to be. I felt my newfound hope fall out of my body. We were both in an impossible situation. My options seemed grim.


“Well, maybe we can come to a compromise,” I suggested.


Lykias looked doubtful.


“I can take you back to Miletos. But you’d have to promise to let me go free. Refuel the aerodyne and everything. And bring me some ropes to fix these. They’re fine for now but I wouldn’t want to fly all the way back to ‘Niki without them.”


Lykias thought for a while.


“Kassandros of Thessaloniki, you have yourself a deal.” He sighed. Then he returned to being uninterested, polishing his sword with his robe but otherwise showing no signs of life. Once more, I turned the aerodyne around. We were headed to Miletos again.


After an hour we passed over Chios, the last island between Greece and the Ionian coast of Asia. I mentioned before that I had assured myself the coal in the aeolipile was sufficient, and I had, but I was really starting to doubt now. It was unnerving seeing the stockpile slowly deplete itself until there was almost nothing left. And what was really unnerving was trying to figure out why Lykias would possibly want to honor the deal he had made with me. It had been a spur of the moment suggestion, the only thing I could think of to prevent both our deaths. But now that I examined it rationally, it was really everything he could have hoped for. He had only to renege on his part of the deal, and there we would be, in Miletos, and me with no leverage whatsoever. A few times, I half-reached up towards the steering ropes, thinking maybe to turn us around, but I knew there was not enough coal in the aeolipile to get back to Skyros, probably not even enough to reach Antipsyra by now. I was just out of luck.


One of the times I reached for a rope, Lykias saw me do it.


“You’re worrying I’m not going to keep my promise.”


“Yes,” I admitted. There seemed no reason to lie about it.


“Well, you’re right to worry. Hopefully you’ll remember all this fretting the next

time you want to say something stupid to someone who can kill you. But I’m not going to break my promise.”


“You’re not?” I said, having been half ready to jump off the side of the aerodyne.


“No,” Lykias told me. For a second, I didn’t think he was going to say anything further. But after a pause, he continued.


“I spent four years in Ionia, raising an army. It wasn’t easy. The Ionians hated Persia, of course. But Persia had left them alone for a while, and launching an attack was a risk. None of the cities were especially anxious to stir from a few decades of decadence to move against a threat that wouldn’t materialize until the future. So I had some convincing to do. I told them what I told you Macedonians. Persia is literally a thousand times bigger than you. It controls the entire eastern half of the world. It’s invaded Greece twice before; the last time they subjugated Macedonia and burnt Athenai before a series of happy coincidences convinced them to retreat. Since then they’ve been quiet, but only because of the civil wars. Now that Artaxerxes has finally gained control, he has no reason not to finish the job. Xerxes, back in his day, had Leonidas’ Spartans and Themistocles’ Athenians to stand up to him. Who do we have today? The Macedonians? Half of your empire, not to mention the Thebans and Athenians, would probably welcome the Shahanshah as a liberator. And once Persia takes over Greece, it’s all over. To the Persians, you are only slaves. There would be no democracy, no autonomy, and without us there’s no reason to think Aigyptos and Karthago wouldn’t perish as well. That would be it. The whole world would be Persian. The honor that only free men can have, the honor that the Spartans have protected for a millennium and even the rest of the Greeks have occasionally dabbled in, would be gone.


“We can’t stand up to a Persian army. Our only chance is to attack first, leveraging our technosophical and tactical superiority against our enemy’s weakness. Our troops are the best in the world. Even the phalanx tactics of Philippos II are better than anything the Persians have, and I assure you I’ve made some improvements on Philippos’ design. Thanks to your lot, we have the autotaxa and some very nice katapeltes. And thanks to the Spartans, we have people with spirit, something that a million mass-levied Persian slaves can never match. I am, all humility aside, the greatest general since Epameinondas. By taking the Persians by surprise, outbattling them in every encounter, and encouraging revolts among their population, I can weaken them until Greece and the rest of Europa is safe. Or we can wait until Artaxerxes raises another well-armed million man army and try to defend ourselves then.


“But I shouldn’t be preaching to you. Point is, I preached to the Ionians, and they listened. With forty thousand hardened men, I left Miletos and marched on Sardis, the Persian regional capital. Outside the city, I ambushed Godatas, the local satrap. And we defeated him. Rode through his army like farmers cutting down wheat. And that’s the last thing I remember. Because Akron, my right hand man, shot me with a poison arrow in the back at our moment of victory. Next thing I knew I was in a dungeon in Sardis, the army had scattered, and Akron was a rich, rich man.”


“I never knew…” I told him. It was a very different story than the one told in Macedonia. I felt awful for sharing Alexandros’ laughter over the idiot who went off and got slaughtered the Persians.


“Of course not,” said Lykias. “Do you think Alexandros wants to be remembered as the man who didn’t have the guts to help me? Or would he rather be the king who quite rightly exiled a suicidal lunatic? No, it was a good plan. It would have worked, if not for my lieutenant’s betrayal. He will rot with the other traitors in the deepest pit of Tartarus, I have no doubt about that.


“But since that incident, Kassandros of Thessaloniki, I have had a bit of a distaste for people who betray their comrades. And that is why I'm not going to break my oath.”


And I believed him.


Ionia materialized to the east, its dry hills and rolling vineyards unlike any landscape I had ever seen. My map was no good here, but Lykias recognized the terrain and told me to veer south, which I did. To my surprise, my makeshift course landed us almost exactly on target. It was barely a half hour’s flight down the coast before we spotted the peninsula of Miletos jutting out at us like a pointing finger.


We landed on a rocky hill a stadion outside the city walls.. Lykias, of course, had leapt from the Icarus as soon as we landed, running all the way down into Miletos like the former Olympic athlete he was. I wasn’t going to enter the city. I had no money, no form of identification, and the last time I heard any gossip about Ionia on the streets of Thessaloniki, their relationship with us was decidedly chilly. I just stayed right there with the aerodyne. There was no one around, and all I needed was to remain out of sight until Lykias could find his friends and bring me the coal I needed to get home.


Well, I waited there two whole days. I wasn’t in the aerodyne: the kystis had deflated and was hanging limply over the kiphinos, but I was within sight of it, underneath a little tree that provided some much-needed shade. I had water and a little bit of food in my sack, but it wasn’t enough. The sun was hot, the bugs were everywhere, and by the sunset of the second day, I pretty much gave up hope.


Lykias’s story had sounded so reasonable. He had been betrayed during his climactic battle against the Persians, and so he would never willingly break a promise. Only I had nothing but his, well...promise...that it was true.


I watched Miletos as the sun rose the next morning. A few days ago, I had never so much as seen a foreign ship. Here was one of the world’s great cities before me. It was a little hill, maybe only half a stadion high, but I could see the whole town as it awoke and began to bustle with life. I made out two harbors, a theater, some buildings that I guessed were temples, and most prominently the long road that connected it to its hinterlands and to the rest of the Ionian coast. It just looked like a city, same as Macedonian cities. No smokestacks, no siderodromos, but otherwise the same. A little disappointing, really.


The whole Aegean stretched out from its rocky tip. Miletos was the gateway to the Greek world. If Lykias was right, Persia had its eye on the city. It had been controlled by the Shahanshah a few centuries ago, I remembered. I wondered what it had looked like then. The same?


Miletos was part of the non-Macedonian world, the vast lands that, ignorant of technosophy, spent their time in a barbaric search for gold and power. But if Lykias was right, Miletos desperately needed Macedonia’s help, and the help of the rest of the Greek world. But if Alexandros was right, Lykias was an agitator, looking to gain glory at the cost of his countrymen’s lives. And if Peithon was right, Miletos was merely a focus for Alexandros and Lykias to play a deadly game against each other, in which decent people should take no part.


It still just looked like a city.


When I spotted three men drawing a wagon up the trail to my hill, my first thought was that I had been discovered, that I was on someone’s grazing land or something and I was going to have to explain myself, which was the one thing I couldn’t do right now. It was only after I had despaired of every possible hiding place that I realized that one of the men was Lykias, and that the wagon was full of beautiful, beautiful coal. I couldn’t believe it. Lykias had kept his promise. I would be heading back to Thessaloniki!


It only took about an hour to get the aerodyne ready to fly. Lykias helped me, dragging one end of the kystis while I dragged the other until it was properly aloft and ready to be filled again. I waved goodbye to him with a smile as I lifted off. He didn’t smile back. There was something else in his eye. Something that made me doubt.


But I was in the air again! The wind upon my face wiped away two days of sweat and left me cool again, and I flew low, where the salt from the sea wafted to my face and relaxed me again. It was eight hours to Skyros, where Captain Antigonos told me tearfully that I had been given up for dead. Well, I told him, I was alive, though a little the worse for wear. The Skyrians washed me, fed me, helped me fix up the superficial damage to the aerodyne, and then sent me off to Pelion the next night. In Pelion, I made certain to thank the farmer profusely, to apologize for imposing on him, to ask if he had any messages he wanted me to give King Alexandros when I returned. The difference was palpable. I was fed decent beef and put up in a comfortable bed. The transformation was nothing short of astounding.


Then I flew to Dion, passing by Olympos one more time. Again, I felt the crazy urge to let the aerodyne free, pull down on the ropes as hard as I could and have it just fly off into the snow-capped heavens. It was easier to resist this time; I don’t know whether the novelty of the urge was wearing off, or whether I just considered my potential godhood far less likely after the events of the past week. But with barely a second glance at Olympos, I landed in the town and dined again with the priest of Apollo, who couldn’t stop talking about the plans to extend the siderodromos to Dion and who wanted to know whether I had ever run into the sun on its chariot when I was flying across the sea.


And at last, I returned to Thessaloniki. It was late evening by the time the pillars of smoke in the distance alerted me to my home city up ahead. As I came closer, I spotted the Temple of Alexandros, on the Acropolis, the Cloud Palace of the Macedonian kings, and the other familiar landmarks I had known since childhood.


I landed outside Peithon’s villa on the evening of the ninth day.

Chapter VI



 No one had been waiting for me on Antipsyra. Dismayed, I had flown back to Skyros, only to be caught in a freak windstorm and blown to Chios. After two days on Chios, fixing the aerodyne, I had managed to purchase coal from a group of locals who resupplied atmonhes at the harbor and was then able to return to Macedonian territory.


As lies went, it wasn’t very subtle. In particular, the number of windstorms that hit the Aegean in the middle of summer has to be pretty miniscule. But it got the job done. No one was accusing me of cooperating with Lykias and calling for my head. Peithon took one look at the aerodyne and said flat out that there had been no windstorm, but the wonderful thing about Peithon was that he just didn’t care. Certainly he could ask probing questions and demand the truth from me, but that would take effort and probably just lead to him getting entangled in boring problems, or worse, politics.


Alexandros was originally pretty hard to read, but a few days later he sent me a message. His spy in Thebai confirmed my story; Lykias had escaped a few days before the aerodyne ever arrived, killing some of the guards and stowing away on a supply ship bound for Boeotia. Now that gave me goose bumps. I wished there had been a way to tell the king to double-check whom his spy was really working for, but I couldn’t really say anything without casting suspicion upon myself, so just I stayed quiet.


I don’t know if it was because of the spy or what, but Alexandros must have decided I was still a safe investment, because the money for the Bellerophon came pouring in. We started the actual construction only a few days after I returned, although we did touch up the Icarus before devoting more than a few hours a day to the new vehicle. I wasn’t as happy as I should have been at the opportunity to improve the aerodyne design. Peithon had gotten me all cynical, maybe with Lykias’ help. If Alexandros was giving us money for the Bellerophon, it meant that he expected to use it sometime. If he expected to use it sometime, it meant my days as errand boy were not yet over. My lust for adventure had been sapped. I could have happily lived several more decades without having my life threatened again.


I had faced impalement, crash-landing, and drowning, all in the space of a few hours. But you know what? That hadn’t been the worst part. That wasn’t what left the bad taste in my mouth as I hammered away like Hephaestos on the Bellerophon’s metal frame. What I really remembered was that look on Lykias’ face that morning in Miletos as I flew away. He hadn’t even bothered to hide it. It wasn’t the face of a man who had won partial victory. I had an illogical but total conviction that everything had gone exactly according to the plan he had held all along. He had tricked me into proposing a compromise that got him exactly where he wanted, and then had graciously accepted.


And this was the man I had let loose on the world, I thought as I screwed the plating of the aeolipile into place. Into a world that had somehow flung me and my aerodyne right into its tangled center. It had better be a good aeolipile, I thought, because I was going to need it.

