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      Mary Renault 

      Mary Renault (1905–1983) was best known for her historical novels set in Ancient Greece with their vivid fictional portrayals of Theseus, Socrates, Plato and Alexander the Great.

      Born in London in 1905 and educated at the University of Oxford, she trained as a nurse at Oxford’s Radcliffe Infirmary, where she met her lifelong partner, fellow nurse Julie Mullard. Her first novel, Purposes of Love, was published in 1939. In 1948, after her novel Return to Night won an MGM prize worth £150,000, she and Mullard emigrated to South Africa.

      It was in South Africa that Renault was able to write forthrightly about homosexual relationships for the first time – in her last contemporary novel, The Charioteer, published in 1953, and then in her first historical novel, The Last of the Wine (1956), the story of two young Athenians who study under Socrates and fight against Sparta. Both these books had male protagonists, as did all her later works that included homosexual themes. Her sympathetic treatment of love between men would win Renault a wide gay readership.
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        If anyone has the right to be measured by the standards of his own time, it is Alexander.

        
          Hermann Bengtson: The Greeks and the Persians
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      ‘His face has haunted me for years.’ This confession could have been made by any number of characters in Mary Renault’s trilogy of novels about Alexander the Great. In Fire from Heaven, the greatest coming-of-age story ever to double as a work of historical fiction, it could have been spoken by Olympias, his predatory and implacable mother, or Hephaistion, his beloved friend, or the entire nation of Macedon, whose king by the end of the novel he has become. In The Persian Boy, it could have been whispered softly by Bagoas, the gazelle-eyed eunuch who first seduces Alexander, and then accompanies him on his campaign trail to the very ends of the earth. In Funeral Games, it could have been declared by numerous of the murderous cast of generals who, with the great conqueror dead before his time, struggle and fail to seize control of his legacy. Nowhere else in fiction have Alexander’s beauty and charisma blazed with such potency as they do in Renault’s trilogy. The entire landscape of her novels seems irradiated by their brilliance. Small wonder, then, in a world where the reality of the gods is never doubted, that her Alexander should indeed seem touched by the supernatural.

      The confession, though, was Renault’s own. She made it in a letter to an old university friend, Kasia Abbott, shortly before embarking on her fictionalisation of Alexander’s life. Back in the 1920s, as a student at Oxford, she had discovered in the city’s Ashmolean Museum a treasure-trove of ancient art so stunning that the memory of it never left her. Replicas from the bull-leaping civilisation of Minoan Crete; casts of golden youths from the heyday of classical Athens; portrait busts of philosophers, and poets, and tyrants: all would linger long in Renault’s memory, and powerfully influence the fiction that she came to write. It was Alexander, though, who seems to have seduced her most enduringly: ‘the amazing eyes’, as she wrote to Kasia Abbott, ‘the way his hair springs from his brow, and what must already early in his twenties have been his weather-beaten beauty…’ Something of how she came to write about him can be gauged, perhaps, from the structure of The Persian Boy. Although to Bagoas, the novel’s narrator, Alexander’s progress is only a faint rumour at first, the tremor of it grows inexorably ever more thunderous, until at last, brought before the great conqueror, he finds the rapture and the passion of the encounter overwhelming, and is smitten for life. So it was, perhaps, mutatis mutandis, for Mary Renault herself.

      Not that she would ever have drawn the analogy herself. She had no illusions as to the chasm of difference that separated her from the world of Alexander. She was dismissive of any notion that people in the past were essentially just like those of the present. ‘To pretend so,’ she declared forthrightly, ‘is an evasion and a betrayal, turning our back on them so as to be easy among familiar things.’ It was precisely the contrast between antiquity and the world of her upbringing, which felt as vivid to her as that between an Aegean summer and the drizzle of an English February, which helps to explain her passion for Alexander. In 1948, oppressed by the grey drabness of post-war Britain, Renault had taken a steamer for South Africa, never to return. It was a bid for novelty, colour and excitement that she would replicate in 1953 when, after a series of novels set in contemporary England, she embarked on the line of fictional evocations of ancient Greece that was to culminate in her Alexander trilogy. Like Bagoas, the castrated slave-boy who discovered in his submission to the great conqueror only liberation, Mary Renault associated Alexander above all with the joys of freedom. 

      Simultaneously, there was a measure of something else to be found in Renault’s fascination with Alexander: self-identification. This is particularly evident in Fire from Heaven, where she had set herself an almost impossible task: not merely to animate the upbringing of the most charismatic conqueror who has ever lived, but to explore how the child had been father to the man. What sources there were for Alexander’s youth Renault duly plundered; but these offered nothing like the detail that she required. Ancient biographers, by and large, took little interest in the childhoods of their subjects. Invariably, they would portray children merely as mini-versions of their adult selves. As a result, our sources for Alexander’s early years are lacking in precisely the kind of psychological detail that a novelist tends most to prize. In her attempt to fill the gaps, Renault could draw on a knowledge of antiquity capable of satisfying even the sternest classicist; but it remained inadequate to her needs. Committed though she certainly was to meeting the highest possible standards of historical accuracy, she did not forgo the novelist’s privilege of inventing what could not be known. As a result, Fire from Heaven is doubly a journey into the past: back to the fourth century BC, of course, but also to the well-springs of Renault’s own career as a writer. 

      When Alexander, in the opening pages of the novel, slips into his mother’s bed and demands that she tell him he is her favourite, he is echoing the behaviour of an earlier protagonist of Renault. In The Charioteer, her last work of contemporary fiction, the novel had opened in a very similar fashion, with its hero, the five-year-old Laurie Odell, leaving his bedroom and ending up in his mother’s arms. He had sought refuge there from an upsetting sight: that of his father packing in the dead of night, and leaving the family home for ever. ‘After, when the passage of years had confused his memories of that night and overlaid them with later knowledge, what he remembered best was having known for the first time the burden, prison and mystery of his own uniqueness.’ Laurie, growing up gay in a Britain that still criminalised homosexual acts, never manages to break free of mainstream society’s contempt for his sexuality, and leads a life that is perpetually marked by compromise. Not so Alexander. He too, like Laurie, witnesses a profoundly disturbing scene in the dead of night, when his father bursts in on his mother, while Alexander is still sheltering in her bed. ‘The child saw him rush upon them, like Polyphemos on his prey. He seemed to bristle all over; even the rod that hung in his black bushy crotch had risen by itself and was thrust forward, a sight of mysterious horror.’ Alexander, however, does not allow himself to be dominated by the traumatic nature of the episode. Marked by it though his own sexuality certainly turns out to have been, he bends it, like everything else, to his will. Not for him what he sees as the priapic self-indulgence of his father. Instead, by committing himself enduringly to Hephaistion, he is able to cast himself as the new Achilles, bonded with a second Patroclus. The man who goes on to conquer the world is portrayed as a man who has first succeeded in conquering himself. 

      It is not hard to see, in the light of Renault’s own life, what the significance of this exemplar might have been to her. Like Laurie, like Alexander, she was the child of a desperately unhappy marriage. Determined, in the face of strident opposition from both her parents, to make her own way in the world, she drove herself unflaggingly hard. Her first ambition, to become a nurse, saw her submit to a programme of training so redolent of the bleakest kind of boarding school that it surely influenced her portrayal of the literally Spartan regime endured by Alexander and his companions in Fire from Heaven. Her second ambition, to become a novelist, was pursued with a similarly unyielding resolve. Only she could write her novels, of course – but Renault, for all that, never lacked for support in her new career. In 1935, as a student nurse, she had met the woman who was destined to be at her side for the remainder of her life. In Julie Mullard she had found a yet further point of contact with Alexander. ‘His emotional commitment to Hephaistion is among the most certain facts of his life.’ So Renault wrote in the afterword to Fire from Heaven. It is hard not to feel that she was simultaneously paying tribute to the great love of her own life. 

      It is the measure of her achievement in the Alexander trilogy that we never find such a conceit ludicrous. So detailed and finely textured is her portrayal of Alexander’s world, and so credible her evocation of his psychology, that the reader rarely pauses to take him on anything other than Renault’s own terms. ‘In grief more than in joy, man longs to know that the universe turns around him.’ For most, such a yearning breeds only illusion; but with Alexander, Renault could explore a hero who had indeed moulded the world to his own ambitions, and made himself its pivot. The intoxicating pleasure of her trilogy is that it enables us to share in the glory and potency of such a man. ‘In his presence,’ declares Bagoas in The Persian Boy, ‘I felt more beautiful.’ All readers who find themselves seduced by Renault’s fictionalisation of Alexander are liable to feel much the same. 

      Yet the figure of Bagoas, ‘the elegant, epicene favourite’, as he is described in Funeral Games, born a boy but looking like a girl, hints at the ambiguities which shadow the dynamics of the entire trilogy. It is not merely the dignity with which Renault endows same-sex relationships, at a time when suspicion of homosexuality remained rife, that marks her as a writer of fiction immeasurably more original than the vast majority of historical novelists. So too, and perhaps more disturbingly to contemporary sensibilities, does the challenge her trilogy represents to some of our most fundamental notions of what it means to be a female writer. Mary Renault, whose mother had always mocked her for her big feet and desire for a career, did not greatly like being a woman. ‘Men,’ she declared flatly, ‘have more fun.’ Perhaps, among her contemporaries, only Patricia Highsmith could rival her resentment at having been born female. Just as Fire from Heaven is alive with the excitement of being a man, so does it cast being a woman as a wretched second best. No taming of horses, no recording a first kill in battle for girls. Throughout the trilogy, they are described as twittering and flocking like birds, and sapping with their ‘whispered confidences’ the martial ardour of their menfolk. ‘Women can’t issue challenges to their enemies as we can,’ Alexander observes to Hephaistion, ‘they can only be avenged like women. Rather than blame them, we ought to be thankful to the gods for making us men.’ 

      A declaration that in its ideological underpinnings is certainly true to what the historical Alexander would have believed – but one that also, authored as it is by a woman, is liable to strike the reader as just a trifle disorienting. Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that many of Renault’s early readers should have believed her a male writer hiding behind a pseudonym. In reality, despite – or perhaps because of – the rigid contrast in Greek culture between the masculine and feminine spheres, her novels repeatedly explore what it might mean to blur the gender divide. ‘There are eunuchs who become women,’ declares Bagoas, ‘and those who do not; we are something by ourselves, and must make of it what we can.’ Indeed, so formidable is his commitment to self-invention that it marks him as both the most original of Renault’s characters, and the most paradigmatic. Striking a balance between the twin ideals of hardiness and beauty, Bagoas is tough enough to accompany Alexander on even the most demanding of his campaigns, yet practised enough in the arts of the bedchamber to satisfy him more fully than any woman. Men too, even Alexander himself, are tempted by the scope for reinvention offered by a spot of gender-bending. Smooth-cheeked, in pointed contrast to his hirsute father, and rumoured to possess ‘a natural fragrance’, the attributes of femininity only serve to enhance the potency of Alexander’s world-conquering charisma. For women, though, it is very different. All attempts to escape ‘claustral and stifling femininity’ serve only to doom them. Even the most powerful are destroyed in the end by their ambitions. Olympias, who dares to stand up to her intimidatingly domineering husband, ends up permanently distanced from her son before finally being stoned to death; Eurydike, who bosses her own husband, goes hunting dressed in masculine clothing, and ‘had known as long as she could remember that she should have been a boy’, is incapacitated at the climactic moment of her career by the onset of her period. If the world of the Alexander trilogy is ultimately a tragic one, then it is especially so for women.

      The paradox of Mary Renault, and the key to her greatness as a resurrectionist of antiquity, is that she was simultaneously ground-breaking and backward-looking, progressive and reactionary. With the Alexander trilogy, homoerotic fiction went mainstream for the first time; but in its scorn for democracy, its idealisation of the heroic, and its mistrust of the feminine, it was also profoundly true to the long-vanished age of Alexander. As the best historical fiction invariably does, it obliges readers to take a vanished world, not on their terms, but on its own. To us, in the shadow of repeated wars in the Middle East, the nobility of Alexander’s ideals are liable, perhaps, to seem less self-evident than they did to Renault, and we may well find ourselves agreeing more readily with Robert Lowell, who declared in 1973, one year after the publication of The Persian Boy, that ‘Terrible were his crimes’. Yet the American poet too felt the magnetism of Alexander’s greatness – and all who have read Renault’s trilogy will feel for themselves the unsettling impact of Lowell’s threnody on her hero:
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        ‘I foresee great contests at my funeral games.’
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      Lest anyone should suppose I am a son of nobody, sold off by some peasant father in a drought year, I may say our line is an old one, though it ends with me. My father was Artembares, son of Araxis, of the Pasargadai, Kyros’ old royal tribe. Three of our family fought for him, when he set the Persians over the Medes. We held our land eight generations, in the hills west above Susa. I was ten years old, and learning a warrior’s skills, when I was taken away.

      Our hill-fort was as old as our family, weathered-in with the rocks, its watch-tower built up against a crag. From there my father used to show me the river winding through the green plain to Susa, city of lilies. He pointed out the Palace, shining on its broad terrace, and promised I should be presented, when I was sixteen.

      That was in King Ochos’ day. We survived his reign, though he was a great killer. It was through keeping faith with his young son Arses, against Bagoas the Vizier, that my father died.

      At my age, I might have overheard less of the business, if the Vizier had not borne my name. It is common enough in Persia; but being the only son and much beloved, I found it so strange to hear it pronounced with loathing, that each time my ears pricked up.

      Court and country lords whom, as a rule, we hardly saw twice a year, were riding up the mountain track every few days. Our fort was well out of the way, a good place to meet. I enjoyed seeing these fine men on their tall horses, and felt an expectation of events, but not of danger, since none of them owned to fear. More than once they sacrificed at the fire-altar; the Magus would come, a strong old man who could scramble the rocks like a goatherd, killing snakes and scorpions. I loved the bright flames, and their light on the polished sword-hilts, gold buttons and jewelled hats. So it would all go on, I thought, till I could join them as a man.

      After the prayer they would take the sacred drink together, and talk about honour.

      In honour I had been instructed. Since I was five and had been brought out from among the women, I had been reared to ride and shoot and abhor the Lie. Fire was the soul of the Wise God. The dark Lie was faithlessness.

      King Ochos was lately dead. If his sickness had killed him, few would have cried; but it was said that had been nothing much, it was his medicine he had died of. Bagoas had been highest in the kingdom, next the King, for many years; but young Arses had lately come of age and married. Ochos, with a grown heir and grandsons, had begun to trim Bagoas down. He died soon after this was seen.

      ‘So now,’ said one of my father’s guests, ‘the throne comes down by treachery, even though to the lawful heir. Myself, I acquit Arses; I never heard anything against the boy’s honour. But his youth will double Bagoas’ power; from now on, he might as well be King. No eunuch before has climbed so high.’

      ‘Not often,’ my father said. ‘But sometimes this lust for power will rule them. It is because they will see no sons.’ Finding me near him, he took me in his arm. Someone uttered a blessing.

      The guest of highest rank, whose land was near Persepolis but who had followed the court to Susa, said, ‘We are all agreed that Bagoas shall never rule. But let us see how Arses deals with him. Young though he is, I think the Vizier has reckoned without his host.’

      I don’t know what Arses would have done, if his brothers had not been poisoned. It was then he set out to count his friends.

      The three princes had been much of an age. All three had been very close. Kings mostly change to their kin; Arses did not. The Vizier distrusted their private councils. Both the younger, without much time wasted between, got cramps in their bellies and died.

      Soon after, a messenger came to our house; his letter bore the royal seal. I was the first person my father met, when the man had gone.

      ‘My son,’ he said, ‘I shall soon have to go away; the King has called for me. A time may come – remember it – when one must stand for the Light against the Lie.’ He set his hand on my shoulder. ‘It’s hard for you to be sharing your name just now with an evil man; you will not for long, God willing. And that monster can’t hand it on. It is you who will carry it down in honour; you, and the sons of your sons.’ He lifted me up and kissed me.

      He had the fort strengthened. It had a sheer cliff one side, and a gatehouse over the mountain track; but he had the walls raised a course or two, with better slits for the archers.

      On the day before he was due to leave, a party of warriors rode up. Their letter carried the royal seal. We were not to know it came from a dead man’s hand. Arses had gone his brothers’ way; his infant sons were smothered; the male line of Ochos was wiped out. My father looked at the seal, and ordered the gates to be opened. The men rode in.

      Having watched all this, I went back to some boy’s business in the orchard below the tower. There was some shouting; I came to see. Five or six men dragged through the door a man with a dreadful face. Its centre was red and empty; blood streamed from it into his mouth and beard. He had been stripped of his coat; both shoulders dripped blood, for his ears had gone. I knew him by his boots; they were my father’s.

      Even now, sometimes I think how I let him go to his death without a word, struck dumb with horror. I suppose he understood; when he spoke it was to the purpose. As they led him on, he cried at me in a loud harsh voice, horribly changed by the wound where his nose had been, ‘Orxines betrayed us! Orxines, remember the name! Orxines!’

      With the mouth open and shouting, the face looked more frightful than before. I did not know I heard the words it uttered. I stood like a post, while they pushed him to his knees, and pulled his head forward by the hair. It took them five or six sword-strokes, to cleave through his neck.

      While they were about this, they forgot to watch my mother. She must have run straight up the tower; the moment he was dead she leaped from it, so they lost their sport with her. She screamed as she fell; but that, I think, was because she saw too late I was there below her. She struck the ground about a spear-length away, and her skull burst open.

      I hope my father’s spirit saw her quick death. They could just as well have taken his ears and nose when his head was off. The Vizier, when they brought it him, would never have known the difference.

      My sisters were twelve years old and thirteen. There was another of about nine, by a second wife of my father’s who had died of fever. I heard all three of them shrieking. I don’t know if they were left for dead when the men had done, or taken away alive.

      At last, the captain of the troop set me on his horse and rode with me down the hill. Slung to his saddle-cloth was the bloody bag with my father’s head. I wondered, with what power of thought was left me, why he had had mercy on me alone. I learned the answer that same night.

      He did not keep me long, being in need of money. In the dealer’s courtyard at Susa, city of lilies, I stood stripped naked, while they drank date wine out of little cups, and haggled over my price. Greek boys are reared without shame and used to nakedness; we have more modesty. In my ignorance, I thought one could fall no lower.

      Only a month before, my mother had scolded me for looking in her mirror, saying I was too young to be vain. I had no more than glimpsed my face in it. My new owner had more to tell. ‘A real thoroughbred, the antique Persian strain, the grace of a roebuck. See those delicate bones, the profile – turn round, boy – the hair shining like bronze, straight and fine as silk from China – come here, boy, let him feel it. Brows drawn with the fine brush. Those great eyes, smudged in with bistre – aha, pools to drown love in! Those slender hands you won’t sell cheap to sweep floors. Don’t tell me you’ve been offered such goods in five years, or ten.’

      At his every pause, the dealer told him he did not buy at a loss. At last he reached his final offer; the captain said it was robbing an honest man; but the dealer said there was the risk to reckon for. ‘We lose one in five when we geld them.’

      Geld them, I thought, while the hand of fear closed the gate of understanding. But I had seen it done to an ox at home. I neither spoke nor moved. I begged for nothing. I had learned better than to hope there was pity in the world.

      The dealer’s house was strong as a prison, with courtyard walls fifteen feet high. On one side was a shed, where they did the gelding. They had purged and starved me first, which is thought to make it safer; I was led in cold and empty, to see the table with the knives, and the frame with splayed-out legs to which they bind you, with old black blood on it and dirty straps. Then at last I threw myself at the dealer’s feet and clasped them crying. But they made no more of it than farm hands of the bawling bull-calf. They did not speak to me, just strapped me down, talking across me of some gossip in the market, till they began and I knew nothing, only the pain and my own screams.

      They say women forget the pain of childbirth. Well, they are in nature’s hand. No hand took mine. I was a body of pain in an earth and sky of darkness. It will take death to make me forget.

      There was an old slave-woman who dressed my wounds. She was skilful and clean, for boys were merchandise, and, as she told me once, they thrashed her if they lost one. My cuts hardly festered; she used to tell me they’d made neat work of me, and later, she said giggling, I would be the gainer. I had no use for her words, and only knew she laughed when I was in pain.

      When I was healed, I was sold at auction. Once more I stood stripped, this time before staring crowds. From the block I could see the bright glazes of the Palace, where my father had promised to present me to the King.

      I was bought by a gem-stone dealer; though it was his wife who chose me, pointing a red-tipped finger from her curtained litter. The auctioneer had delayed and pleaded; the price had disappointed him. From pain and grief I had lost flesh, and no doubt most of my looks. They had stuffed me with food, but I had brought up most of it as if my body disdained to live; so they got me off their hands. The jeweller’s wife wanted a pretty page, to set her above the concubines, and I was pretty enough for that. She had a monkey too, with green fur.

      I grew fond of the monkey; it was my work to feed it. When I came it would fly through the air to me, and clasp my neck with its little hard black hands. But one day she wearied of it, and had it sold.

      I was still young, living from day to day. But when she sold the monkey, I looked ahead. I would never be free; I would be bought and sold like the monkey; and I would never be a man. In the night I lay and thought of it; and in the morning, it seemed that without manhood I had grown old. She said I looked peaked, and gave me a dose that griped my belly. But she was not cruel, and never beat me unless I broke something she valued.

      While I lay at the dealer’s, the new King had been proclaimed. Ochos’ line being extinguished, he was royal only by side descent; but the people seemed to think well of him. Datis, my master, brought no news to the harem, thinking the only concern of women was to please men, and of eunuchs to oversee them. But the Chief Eunuch would bring us all the gleanings of the bazaar, taking delight in this importance; and why not? It was all he had.

      Darius the new King, he said, had both beauty and valour. When Ochos had been at war with the Kadousians, and their giant champion had challenged the King’s warriors, only Darius had come forward. He stood six feet and a half himself, and had transfixed the man with a single javelin, living ever since in the renown. There had been consultations, and the Magi had scanned the skies; but no one in council had dared cross Bagoas’ choice, he was too much dreaded. However, it seemed that so far the new King had murdered no one; his manners were reported gracious and mild.

      As I heard this, waving my mistress’s peacock fan, I recalled my father’s birthday feast, the last of his life; the guests threading up the mountain and coming in through the gatehouse, the grooms taking their horses; my father, with me beside him, welcoming them at the door. One man had towered over the others, and looked so much a warrior that even to me he did not seem old. He was handsome, with all his teeth still perfect, and had tossed me up like a baby, making me laugh. Had he not been called Darius? But one King or another, I thought as I waved the fan, what is that to me?

      Soon all this was stale news, and they were talking about the west. There were barbarians there whom I had heard my father speak of, red-haired savages who painted themselves blue; they lived north of the Greeks, a tribe called Macedonians. First they had come raiding; then they had had the impudence to declare war, and the coastal satraps were arming. But the news now was that not long after King Arses’ death, their own King had been killed, at some public spectacle where, in their barbarous way, he had walked about unguarded. His heir was only a young lad, so there was no more need to be concerned about them.

      My life went by in the small duties of the harem, making beds, carrying trays, mixing sorbets of mountain snow and citron, painting my mistress’s finger-ends, and being petted by the girls; Datis had only one wife, but three young concubines, who were kind to me, knowing the master had no taste for boys. But if ever I waited on them, my mistress would clip my ear.

      Soon I was let out on little errands, to buy henna and kohl and herbs for the clothes-chests, and such things beneath the Chief Eunuch’s dignity; and would see other eunuchs shopping too. Some were like him, soft and fat with breasts like women’s, and after seeing one, though I was growing quickly, I would eat less. Others were shrivelled and shrill like careworn crones. But a few stood tall and straight, with some look of pride in themselves; I used to wonder what their secret was.

      It was summer; the orange-trees in the women’s court scented the air, mixed with perfumed sweat from the girls, as they sat dabbling their fingers at the rim of the fish-pool. My mistress had bought me a little harp, to hold on the knee, and bade one of the girls teach me to tune it. I was singing, when the Chief Eunuch rushed in, wheezing with haste and quivering all over. He was bursting with news, but paused to mop his brow and complain about the heat, making them wait. One could see it was a great day.

      ‘Madam,’ he said, ‘Bagoas the Vizier is dead!’

      The courtyard twittered like a roost of starlings. My mistress waved her plump hand for quiet. ‘But how? Don’t you know anything more?’

      ‘Indeed, Madam.’ He mopped his brow again, till she invited him to sit. He looked round from his cushion like a market story-teller. ‘It is common talk at the Palace, having been witnessed by many, as you shall hear. You are aware, Madam, I know where to ask; if it can be known, it comes to me. It appears that yesterday the King received the Bagoas in audience. With men of such rank, of course, only the choicest wine is offered. It was brought in, poured already into cups of inlaid gold. The King took the royal one, Bagoas the other, and the Vizier waited for the King to drink. For some time he held his wine-cup, speaking of some slight matter and watching Bagoas’ face; then he made to drink; then he lowered the cup again, watching still. He then said thus: “Bagoas, you have been the faithful servant of three kings. Such a man should be marked with honour. Here is my own cup for you to pledge me in; I will drink from yours.” The chamberlain brought it to Bagoas, and brought the other to the King.

      ‘I was told, by one who did me the honour to confide in me, that the face of the Vizier changed to the colour of river-mud. The King drank; and there was a stillness. “Bagoas,” he said, “I have drunk; I am waiting for you to pledge me.” At this, Bagoas laid hand on heart, fetched his breath short, and prayed the King to pardon him; he had been taken faint, and begged leave to withdraw. But the King said, “Sit, Vizier; the wine is your best medicine.” He sat, for it seemed his knees failed beneath him; and the cup shook in his hand, so that the wine began to spill. Then the King leaned forward in his chair, raising his voice for all to hear. “Drink your wine, Bagoas. For I tell you this and I do not lie; whatever is in that cup, it will be better for you to drink it.”

      ‘At this he drank; and when he would have risen, the Royal Guard stood around him with pointed spears. The King waited till the poison had taken hold, before retiring and leaving them to watch him die. I am told he was an hour about it.’

      There was a great deal of exclaiming, like coins in the storyteller’s hat. The mistress asked who it was that warned the King. The Chief Eunuch looked sly, and dropped his voice. ‘The Royal Cupbearer has been given a robe of honour. Madam, who knows? Some say the King himself cast his eye on the fate of Ochos; that when the cups were changed, the Vizier read his face, but could do nothing. Let the hand of discretion cover the wise mouth.’

      So, then, divine Mithra, Avenger of Honour, had kept his day. The traitor had died by treachery, just as he ought. But the time of gods is not like the time of men. My namesake had died, as my father promised me; but he had died too late for me, and for all the sons of my sons.
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      Two years I served the harem, suffering nothing much worse than a tedium I wondered, sometimes, I did not die of. I grew taller, and twice had to have new clothes. Yet my growth had slowed. They had said at home I would be as tall as my father; but the gelding must have given some shock that changed me. I am a little better than small, and all my life have kept the shape of a boy.

      None the less, I used to hear in the bazaar praise of my beauty. Sometimes a man would speak to me, but I turned away; he would not speak, thought, if he knew I was a slave. Such was still my simplicity. I was only glad to escape the women’s chatter, see the life of the bazaar, and take the air.

      Presently my master also gave me errands, taking notes to the jewellers of his new stock, and so on. I used to dread being sent to the royal workshops, though Datis seemed to think he was giving me a treat. The workmen were all slaves, chiefly Greeks, who were prized for skill. Of course they were all branded in the face; but as punishment, or to stop their getting away, most of them had had a foot off, or sometimes both. Some needed both hands and feet, if they used a burin-wheel for carving gems; and these, lest they should slip off untraced, had had their noses taken. I would look anywhere but at them; till I saw the jeweller watching me, supposing me in search of something to steal.

      I had been taught at home that, after cowardice and the Lie, the worst disgrace for a gentleman was to trade. Selling was not to be thought of; one lost face even by buying, one should live off one’s own land. Even my mother’s mirror, which had a winged boy engraved on it and had come all the way from Ionia, had been in her dowry. No matter how often I fetched merchandise, I never ceased to feel the shame. It is a true saying, that men don’t know till too late when they have been well off.

      It was a bad year for the jewellers. The King had gone to war, leaving the Upper City dead as a tomb. The young King of Macedon had crossed to Asia, and was taking all the Greek cities there from Persian rule. He was not much more than twenty; it had seemed just a matter for the coastal satraps. But he had beaten their forces and crossed the Granikos, and was now thought as bad to reckon with as his father.

      It was said he had no wife; that he took no Household with him; only his men, like a mere robber or bandit. But thus he got about very fast, even through mountain land unknown to him. From pride he wore glittering arms, to be singled out in battle. Many tales were told of him, which I leave out, since those that were true are known by all the world, while of the false we have enough. At all events, he had already done all his father had intended, and still did not seem content.

      The King, therefore, had mustered a royal army, and gone himself to meet him. Since the King of Kings did not travel naked to war like a young western raider, he had taken the Court and Household, with its stewards and chamberlains and eunuchs; also the harem, with the Queen Mother, the Queen, the Princesses and the little Prince, and their own attendants, their eunuchs and hairdressers and women of the wardrobe and all the rest. The Queen, who was said to be of surpassing beauty, had always brought the jewellers good trade.

      The King’s attendant lords had also taken their women, their wives and often their concubines, lest the war should last some time. So, in Susa, only such people were buying jewellery as are content with chippings stuck in paste.

      The mistress had no new dress that spring, and was sharp with us all for days; the prettiest of the concubines had a new veil, which for a week made life unbearable. The Chief Eunuch had less shopping-money; the mistress was skimped with sweets, the slaves with food. My only comfort was to feel my slim waist, and look at the Chief Eunuch.

      If no thicker, I was growing taller. Though I had again outgrown my clothes, I expected to go on wearing them. But to my surprise, I got a new suit from the master; tunic, trousers and sash, and an outer coat with wide sleeves. The sash even had gold thread in it. They were so pretty that I stooped over the pool to see myself, and was not displeased.

      The same day, soon after noon, the master summoned me to his business room. I remember finding it strange that he did not look at me. He wrote a few words and sealed the paper, saying, ‘Take this to Obares the master jeweller. Go straight there, don’t loiter in the bazaar.’ He looked at his fingernails, then back at me. ‘He is my best customer; so take good care to be civil.’

      These words surprised me. ‘Sir,’ I said, ‘I have never been uncivil to a customer. Does anyone say I have?’

      ‘Oh, tut, no,’ he said, fidgeting with a tray of loose turquoises. ‘I am only telling you to be civil to Obares.’

      Even then, I walked to the house thinking no more than that he had some worry about the man’s goodwill. The captain who took me from my home, and what he did to me, was smothered up with other things in my mind; when I woke crying in the night, it was mostly from a dream of my father’s noseless face, shouting aloud. Without thought of harm I went to the shop of Obares, a stocky Babylonian with a black bush of beard. He glanced at the note, and led me straight through to the inner room, as if I were expecting it.

      I hardly remember the rest, except his stink, which I can recall today; and that, after, he gave me a bit of silver for myself. I gave it to a leper in the market-place, who took it on a palm without thumb or fingers, and wished me the blessing of long life.

      I thought of the monkey with green fur, carried away by a man with a cruel face, who’d said he was going to train it. It came to me that perhaps I had been sent on approval to a buyer. I went to the gutter and vomited my heart out. No one took notice. Damp with cold sweat, I returned to my master’s house.

      Whether or not Obares would have been a buyer, my master was not a seller. It suited him far better to be doing Obares favours. I was lent to him twice a week.

      I doubt my master ever called himself what he was. He just obliged a good customer. Then a friend of Obares heard, and must be obliged for his sake. Not being in the trade, he paid in coin; and he passed the good word on. Before long, I was sent out most afternoons.

      At twelve years old, it takes too perfect a despair to die alone. I thought of it often; I had dreamed of my father without his nose, and instead of the traitor’s name he shouted mine. But Susa has not walls high enough to leap from; there was nothing else with which I could make sure. As for running away, I had for example the leg-stumps of the royal jeweller’s slaves.

      I went, therefore, to my clients as I was told. Some were better than Obares, some much worse. I can yet feel the cold sinking of my heart, as I walked to some house unknown before; and how, when one required of me something not fit to be described, I remembered my father, no longer a noseless mask, but standing on the night of his birthday feast while by torchlight our warriors did the sword-dance. To honour his spirit, I struck the man and called him what he deserved.

      My master did not beat me with the leaded whip he used upon the Nubian porter, for fear of spoiling me; but the cane cut hard. While it still stung, I was sent back to beg pardon and make amends.

      This life I led for rather more than a year, seeing no escape till I should be too old. My mistress did not know of it, and I conspired to deceive her; I had always some tale for her of my day’s business. She had more decency than her husband, and would have been outraged, but she had no power to save me. If she knew the truth, the house would be in an uproar, till for the sake of peace he would sell me for the best price I’d fetch. When I thought of the bidders, I kept the hand of discretion before my mouth.

      Whenever I passed through the bazaar, I imagined people saying, ‘There goes Datis’ whore.’ Yet I had to bring back some news, to satisfy my mistress. The rumours were running, ahead of truth, that the King had fought a great battle with Alexander, at Issos by the sea, and lost, escaping with his bare life on horseback, leaving his chariot and his arms. Well, he got away, I thought; there are some of us would think that luck enough.

      As proper news came in by the royal road, we learned that the harem had been taken, with the Queen Mother, the Queen, her daughters and her son. I pitied them; I had good cause to know their fate. The girls’ screams rang in my ears; I pictured the young boy flung upon the spears, as I would have been but for one man’s greed. However, never having seen these ladies, and being bound for the house of someone I knew too well, I kept some pity for myself.

      Later it was put about, by someone who swore it came straight from Kilikia, that Alexander had set up the royal women in their own pavilion, untouched by man, with their Household to serve them, and that even the boy was still alive. This tale was laughed at, for everyone knew that no one behaves like that in war, let alone western barbarians.

      The King had fallen back on Babylon, and wintered there. But it grows hot in spring; without much state he returned to Susa, to rest from his labours, while his satraps mustered another army. I was kept at work, and could not see the royal cavalcade, which, like the boy I still partly was, I had set some store by. It seemed that Alexander had not marched inland where he had been expected, but had had the folly to sit down before Tyre, an island stronghold which would not fall in ten years. While he kept up this pastime, the King could take his ease.

      Now that the Court was back, even though without the Queen, I hoped the jewel-trade would prosper; then perhaps I might be let off my trade, to stay and serve the harem. Once I had thought it tedious; it beckoned now like a palm-grove in the desert.

      You might suppose by now I would be reconciled. But ten years are ten years, though one has left them behind for three. Far off on the mountain, I could still discern the ruins of my home.

      There were clients from whom, if I had flattered them, I could have had good money I need not have shown my master. I could sooner have made a meal off camel-dung; yet some were drawn by my sullenness, and would court me to win a smile. Others would hurt me in various ways, but I divined they would do so in any case, and servility would encourage them. The worst, who left me covered in weals, my master denied me to, not from pity but because he damaged the goods. With others I learned resources. I did not refuse a small piece of silver, but used it to buy kif. Taking it seldom, I could smoke myself silly beforehand. That is why to this day the mere smell of it makes me sick.

      Some, in their way, were kind. With these, it seemed that honour demanded a return. I would try to please them, since I had nothing else to give; and they were glad to teach me how to do it better. Thus I learned the beginnings of art.

      There was a carpet-seller who, when he had done, would treat me like a guest, seat me by him on the divan, give me wine and talk to me. The wine I was glad of, since he sometimes put me in pain; not through his fault, for he was gentle and liked to please. I kept it to myself, from pride, or what modesty was left me.

      One day he had a carpet of ten years’ work hung on the wall, to take pleasure in, he said, before it went to the buyer; a friend of the King’s, content with only the finest. ‘I expect,’ he said, ‘he may have known your father.’

      I could feel my face drain of blood and my hands grow cold. All this while, I had supposed my birth my secret, my father’s name sheltered from my disgrace. Now I knew my master had had it from the dealer, and boasted of it. Why not? The Vizier, from whose vengeance I had been stolen, was disgraced and dead; it was no crime to have cheated him. I thought of our name in the mouths of all those who had had their hands on me.

      A month’s custom dulled me a little to it, but not much. There were some I would gladly have killed for knowing what they knew. When the carpet-seller sent for me again, I was thankful it was no one worse.

      I was brought into the fountain-court, where he sometimes sat on cushions under a blue awning, till we went indoors. But, this time, he was not alone; another man sat with him. I stood stock-still in the open doorway, my thought, I suppose, clear on my face.

      ‘Come in, Bagoas,’ he said. ‘Don’t look so startled, my dear boy. Today my friend and I ask nothing but the refreshment of beholding you, and the pleasure of hearing you sing. You have your harp, I am glad to see.’

      ‘Yes,’ I answered. ‘The master said you wished it.’ I had wondered if he had been charged extra.

      ‘Come, then. We are both fretted with the day’s business; you shall soothe our souls for us.’

      I sang to them, thinking all the while, They will be up to something later. The guest had not a merchant’s look; he was almost like my father’s friends, but smoother. Some patron of the host’s, I thought; presently I shall be served to him on a platter, dressed with green leaves.

      I was mistaken. I was asked for another song; then they chatted with me of nothings; then I was given a little present, and dismissed. No such thing had ever happened to me before. As the courtyard door closed behind me, I heard their low voices, and knew they spoke of me. Well, I thought, it had been an easy stint of work. I should hear from the other man later.

      So I did. Next day he bought me.

      I saw him come to the house. Wine was sent for; the Nubian, who had served it, said some hard bargaining was going on. He did not know what about; he had only simple Persian; but already I wondered. When afterwards the master sent for me, I knew before he spoke.

      ‘Well, Bagoas.’ He was smiling from ear to ear. ‘You are a very fortunate boy; you are going to very good service.’ And for a very good price, I thought. ‘You will be sent for tomorrow morning.’

      He waved me off. I said, ‘What kind of service, sir?’

      ‘That is your new master’s business. Take care to show him respect. You have had good training here.’

      My mouth opened. But I said nothing after all. I just looked him in the face; his colour changed, and his pig-eyes shifted. Then he told me to go; but it had done me good.

      So, like the monkey, I was set for an unknown bourne. My mistress drenched me with tears; it was like being enfolded in wet cushions. Of course he had sold me without her leave. ‘You have been such a sweet good boy, so gentle. I know you still grieve for your parents, even now; I have seen it in your face. I do pray you have a kind master; you are still a child as the world goes, so quietly you have lived here.’

      We cried again, and all the girls embraced me in turn. Their scented freshness was pleasant, compared with certain memories. I was thirteen years old, and felt I could have no more to learn when I was fifty.

      I was duly fetched next day, by a very grand eunuch, some forty years old, who had been handsome and still watched his figure. He was so civil, I ventured to ask the new master’s name. He smiled discreetly. ‘We must first see you made fit for his Household. But do not be anxious, boy; all that will be attended to.’

      I felt he was keeping something back, though not from malice. As we walked beyond the bazaar to the quiet streets where the big houses were, I hoped the new master’s tastes were not too odd.

      The house was like all such, shut off from the street by a high wall, with a great bronze-studded gate. The outer court had tall trees whose tops, even, had hardly shown from the street. It was all old and dignified. The eunuch took me to a little room in the servants’ wing, with only one bed. For three years I had fallen asleep to the Chief Eunuch’s whistling snores. On the bed were new clothes laid out. They were plainer than mine; only when they were on I saw their quality. The eunuch took my own clothes between finger and thumb, and sniffed. ‘Gaudy and shoddy. We can make no use of them here. However, no doubt some child of want will be glad of them.’

      I supposed I should now be brought before my master; but it seemed I was not accounted fit to see his face before my training, which began that day.

      It was a huge old house, very cool, with a set of rambling rooms upon a court, long out of use it seemed, some with just an antique chest or an old divan with burst cushions. Through these we came to another, with good furniture set out I supposed rather for store than use. At one end was a table with a fine carved chair; there was a sideboard, with good vessels of enamelled copper; yet at the other end stood a stately bed beneath an embroidered canopy. Strangely, this was made up, and had its clothes-stool and its night-table. All was polished and clean, yet had no look of habitation. Creepers festooned the fretted windows; the light came in as green as water in a fish-pool.

      However, it soon appeared there was method in all this. This was my training-ground.

      The eunuch sat in the carved chair enacting the master, instructing me in serving this dish or that, or pouring wine, setting down the cup or putting it in the master’s hand. His manners were haughty enough for any lord’s, but he never struck or cursed me, and I felt no ill-will to him; I saw the awe he inspired in me was part of my training too. For I perceived that indeed I had changed my state, and was growing scared.

      My noon meal was brought here; I did not eat with the servants. I had seen no one but the eunuch since I entered this house. It began to seem uncanny; I dreaded being told I must sleep here too in the great bed; I was sure there would be ghosts at night. But after my supper I slept in my little cell. Even the privy I went to had no one ever about, but was overgrown and full of spiders, as if not used any more.

      Next morning, the eunuch took me through all yesterday’s lessons. As far as a man of his dignity could show it, he seemed a little keyed-up. I thought, Of course, he expects the master; and growing anxious, at once let fall a plate.

      Suddenly the door swung open, and, as if it had revealed a flower-garden in full bloom, a young man came in. He strode forward, gay, handsome, assured, richly dressed and adorned with gold, smelling of costly essences. It took me some moments to reflect that, though more than twenty, he had no beard. He had seemed no more like a eunuch than a shaven Greek.

      ‘Greeting, Gazelle-eyes,’ he said, smiling and showing teeth like fresh-peeled almonds. ‘Well, indeed, they said no more than the truth for once.’ He turned to my mentor. ‘And how is he getting on?’

      ‘Not badly, Oromedon, for one who has had no grounding. We shall make something of him in time.’ He spoke, not without respect, but not as one speaks to the master.

      ‘Let us see.’ He beckoned to an Egyptian slave behind him to put some burden down, and withdraw. I was taken through all my table-work. As I made to pour wine, he said, ‘Your elbow is rather tight. Curve it like this.’ He flexed my arm in his hands. ‘You see? That makes a much prettier line.’

      I continued to the sweets, and stood awaiting censure. ‘Good. But now let us try with a proper service.’ From the slave’s parcel, he unwrapped a treasure that made me stretch my eyes; cups, ewers and dishes of pure chased silver, inlaid with gold flowers. ‘Come,’ he said, pushing aside the copper. ‘There is a certain touch in the handling of precious things, which is only learned by touching them.’ He gave me a secret smile from his long dark eyes. When I took the things up, he said, ‘Ah! He has it. You see? He is not afraid of them, he feels how they should be cherished. I think we shall do well.’ He looked about. ‘But where are the cushions? And the low wine-table? He must learn how to serve the inner room.’ The other glanced up at him. ‘Oh, yes,’ he said, laughing softly, his gold earrings twinkling, ‘we can be sure of that. Just send the things, and I will show him all that myself. I shan’t need to keep you.’

      When the cushions came, he sat, and showed me how to hold the tray to him kneeling. He was so friendly, even when correcting me, that I mastered this new work without nervousness. He got up, saying, ‘Excellent. Quick, deft and quiet. And now to the rites of the bedchamber.’

      I said, ‘I’m afraid, sir, I’ve learned none of that yet, either.’

      ‘You need not keep calling me sir. That was just to keep up your sense of ceremony. No, this is my part of your instruction. There is a great deal of ritual at bedtime, but we need do no more than run over it; most will be done by people of higher rank. However, it is important never to be at a loss. We will first prepare the bed, which should have been done already.’ We opened and turned it back; it had sheets of thread-drawn Egyptian linen. ‘No perfume? I don’t know who got this room ready. Like an inn for camel-drivers. However, let us suppose the perfume scattered.’

      He stood by the bed and removed his fluted hat. ‘That would be done by someone of very high rank indeed. Now there’s a knack in taking off the sash; he will of course not turn around for you. Just slip your hands round and cross them; yes, that’s right. And now the robe. Begin unbuttoning at the top. Now lift it off from behind, and slip it down; he will just move his arms from his sides enough for that.’ I removed the robe, baring his slender olive-coloured shoulders, on which his black curls fell down, just touched with henna. He sat down on the bed. ‘For the slippers, go on both knees, sit back a little, and take each foot on your lap in turn, always beginning with the right. No, don’t get up yet. He has loosened the waist of his trousers; you now draw them off, still kneeling, with your eyes cast down all the time.’ He lifted his weight a little, so that I could do this. It left him in his linen under-drawers. He was extremely graceful, with a flawless skin; the Median, not the Persian beauty.

      ‘You have not folded them. The chamber-groom will take them away; but there must never be a moment when they lie about untidy. So, then, if this room were set out properly, you would put on the night-robe (my fault, however did I forget it?) under which he would slip off his drawers, in accordance with propriety.’ He covered himself modestly with the sheet, and tossed them on to the stool.

      ‘And now, if nothing has been said beforehand, watch carefully for the sign that you are to remain when the rest retire. It will be nothing much; just a glance – like this – or a small movement of the hand. Don’t stand about, but occupy yourself with something; I will show you, when all the right things are here. Then, when you are alone, he will motion you, like this, to undress. Go now to the foot of the bed, take off quickly and neatly, and lay them down there out of sight; he does not expect to see a pile of your clothes. That’s right, take off everything. You may now allow yourself to walk up with a smile, but don’t make it too familiar. That’s perfect, perfect; try to keep that touch of shyness. And now —’ He opened the bed, with a smile so gracious and commanding that I had got there before I knew it.

      I started away, reproach and anger in my heart. I had liked and trusted him; he had tricked and mocked me. He was no better than the rest.

      He reached out and caught my arm; his grasp was firm, but without anger or greed. ‘Gently, Gazelle-eyes. Hush now, and listen to me.’ I had not said a word; but I sat still and ceased to struggle. ‘I have never, all this time, told you a word of a lie. I am just a teacher; all this is part of what I am here to do. If I like my work, so much the better for both of us. What you wish to forget, I know; soon you can do so forever. There is a pride in you, wounded but still unyielding; it is perhaps what shaped your prettiness into beauty. With such a nature, living as you have lived between your sordid master and his vulgar friends, you must have been holding back all the while. And very right. But those days are gone. There is a new existence before you. Now you must learn to give a little. I am here for that, to teach you the art of pleasure.’ He reached out his other hand, and gently pulled me down. ‘Come. I promise you, you will like it much more with me.’

      I did not resist persuasion. He might indeed possess some magic, by whose power all would be well. So at first it still appeared, for he was as skilled as he was charming, like a creature from another world than that I had been frequenting; it seemed one could linger forever in the outer courts of delight. I took all that was offered, neglecting my old defences; and the pain, when it swooped on me with all its claws, was worse than ever before. For the first time I could not keep silent.

      ‘I am sorry,’ I said as soon as I could. ‘I hope I did not spoil it for you. I couldn’t help it.’

      ‘But what is it?’ He bent over me as if it really concerned him. ‘I cannot have hurt you, surely?’

      ‘No, of course.’ I turned my eyes to the sheet to blot my tears. ‘It always happens like that, if it does at all. As if they brought back the knives.’

      ‘But you should have told me this.’ He still spoke as if he cared, which to me was wonderful.

      ‘I thought it must be the same with us all – with all people like me.’

      ‘No, indeed. How long ago were you cut?’

      ‘Three years,’ I said, ‘and a little more.’

      ‘I don’t understand it. Let me look again. But this is beautiful work; I never saw cleaner scars. It would surprise me, cutting a boy with your looks, if they took more than just enough to keep you beardless. Of course it can go wrong. The cuts can fester so deep that all the roots of feeling are eaten away. Or they can butcher you so that nothing is left for feeling, as they do with the Nubians, I suppose from fear of their strength. But with you, short of giving her fill to a woman – and few of us can do that, though one hears of it now and then – I can’t see why you shouldn’t enjoy it with the best. Do you tell me you have suffered this since you began?’

      ‘What?’ I cried. ‘Do you think I let myself be moved by those sons of pigs?’ Here was one to whom I could speak at last. ‘There were one or two… But I used to think myself away from it, when I could.’

      ‘I see. Now I begin to guess the trouble.’ He lay in thought, as grave as a physician, then said, ‘Unless it is women. You don’t think of women, do you?’

      I remembered the three girls hugging me by the pool, and their round soft breasts; then my mother’s brains spilled on the orchard pebbles, and my sisters screaming. I answered, ‘No.’

      ‘Never think of them.’ He looked at me earnestly, his lightness gone. ‘Don’t imagine, if your beauty keeps its promise, that they won’t be after you, sighing and whispering, and vowing to be content with anything you have. So they may believe; but they never will. No; in their discontent they will turn spiteful, and betray you. The surest way to end on a spike in the sun.’

      His face had turned sombre. I saw there some dreadful recollection, and, to reassure him, told him again I never thought of them.

      He caressed me consolingly, though the pain had left me. ‘No, I don’t know why I considered women. It is clear enough what it is. You have fine senses; for pleasure certainly, for pain therefore as much. Though gelding is bad enough for anyone, there are degrees of feeling. It has haunted you ever since, as if it could happen again. That’s not so rare; you’d have got over it long ago, with me. But you have been going with men you despised. Outwardly you had to obey; within, your pride has conceded nothing. You have preferred pain to a pleasure by which you felt degraded. It comes of anger, and the soul’s resistance.’

      ‘I didn’t resist you,’ I said.

      ‘I know. But it has bitten deep; it won’t be cured in a day. Later we’ll try again, it’s too soon now. With any luck in your life, you will outgrow it. And I can tell you one thing more; where you’re going now, I don’t think it will much trouble you. I have been told to say no more, which is taking discretion to absurdity; but no matter, to hear is to obey.’

      ‘I wish,’ I said, ‘I might belong to you.’

      ‘I too, Gazelle-eyes. But you are for my betters. So don’t fall in love with me; we shall be parting all too soon. Put your clothes on; the getting-up ceremonial will do tomorrow. The lesson has been long enough for today.’

      My training took some time longer. He came earlier, dispensed with the haughty eunuch, and taught me himself the service of the table, the fountain court, the inner chamber, the bath; he even brought a fine horse, and in the weed-grown courtyard showed me how to mount and ride with grace; all I’d learned at home was how to stick on my mountain pony. Then we went back to the room with its green glimmering windows and great bed.

      He still hoped to exorcise my demon, giving much patience to it; but the pain always returned, its strength increased by the pleasure it had fed on. ‘No more,’ he said. ‘It will be too much for you, and not enough for me. I am here to teach, and am in danger of forgetting it. We must accept that this is your lot just now.’

      I said in grief, ‘I’d be better off like those others, feeling nothing.’

      ‘Oh, no. Never suppose so. They put it all into eating; you can see what becomes of them. I’d have liked to cure you, just for your sake and mine; but as to your calling, that’s to please, not be pleased. And it seems to me that in spite of this trouble – or maybe because of it, who can tell what makes the artist? – you have a gift. Your responses are very delicate; it is this which made your late employment so disgusting to you. You were a musician forced to hear howling street-singers. All you need is to know your instrument. That I shall teach you, though I think you will excel me. This time, you need not fear being sent where your art will shame you; I can promise that.’

      ‘Can’t you tell me yet who it is?’

      ‘Haven’t you guessed even yet? But no, how should you? One thing, though, I can say, and don’t forget it. He loves perfection; in jewels and vessels, in hangings, carpets and swords; in horses, women and boys. No, don’t look so scared; nothing dreadful will be done to you for falling short; but he might lose interest, which would be a pity. I wish to present you flawless; he will expect no less of me. But I doubt if your secret will come to light there. Let us think no more of it, and apply ourselves to useful knowledge.’

      Till now, as I found, he had been like the musician who takes up an unknown harp or lyre, testing its resonance. Now lessons began in earnest.

      Already I hear the voice of one who has known no more of slavery than to clap his hands and give orders, crying out, ‘The shameless dog, to boast of how he was debauched in youth by one corrupted before him.’ To such I reply that I had been debauched for a year already, rolled in mire without help or hope; and now to be tended like something exquisite seemed not corruption but the glimpse of some blissful heaven. So too, after being the sport of rutting swine, seemed the subtle music of the senses. It came to me easily, as if by nature of remembrance. At home, I had sometimes had sensual dreams; if let alone, no doubt I should have been precocious. All this had been altered in me, yet not killed.

      Like a poet who can sing of battles though not a warrior, I could conjure the images of desire, without suffering the sharpness of its wounds which I knew too well. I could make the music, its pauses and its cadenzas; Oromedon said I was like one who can play for the dancers, yet not dance. It was his own nature to take delight in the measure he gave it; yet I triumphed with him. Then he said, ‘I don’t think, Gazelle-eyes, you have very much more to learn.’

      His words dismayed me like news unknown before. I clung to him, saying, ‘Do you love me? You don’t only want to teach me? Will you be sorry when I am gone?’

      ‘Have you learned to break hearts already?’ he said. ‘I never taught you that.’

      ‘But do you love me?’ I had asked it of no one since my mother died.

      ‘Never say that to him. It would be considered far too oncoming.’

      I looked into his face; relenting, he hugged me like a child, which did not seem strange to me. ‘Truly I love you, and when you go I shall be desolate.’ He spoke like one who reassures a child against ghosts and darkness. ‘But then comes tomorrow. I would be cruel to make you pledges; I may never see you again. If I do, maybe I cannot speak to you, and then you would think me false. I promised not to lie to you. When we serve the great, they are our destiny. Count upon nothing, but make your own nest against the storm… Do you see this?’

      His brow had a scar, growing old and pale. I had thought it gave him distinction. Among my father’s friends, anyone without a scar or two seemed scarcely like a man. ‘How did you get it?’ I asked.

      ‘I was thrown at the hunt, doing something that needed doing. It was that same horse you rode; it’s still mine, you see; I have not been treated shabbily. But he can’t bear flawed things. So try not to get yourself knocked about.’

      ‘I would love you,’ I said, ‘if you were covered with scars all over. Did he send you away?’

      ‘Oh, no, I am very well provided for. Nothing is done unhandsomely. But I belong no more with the perfect vase and the polished gem. Don’t build upon the wind, Gazelle-eyes. That is the last of my lessons. May you not be too young to bear it, for you are not too young to need it. We had better get up. I shall see you again tomorrow.’

      ‘Do you mean,’ I said, ‘that tomorrow will be the last?’

      ‘Perhaps. There is one more lesson after all. I have never told you the proper motions of the Prostration.’

      ‘Prostration?’ I said puzzled. ‘But they do that for the King.’

      ‘Just so,’ he said. ‘Well, that took you long enough.’

      I stared at him in a kind of stupor. Then I cried aloud, ‘I can’t do it! I can’t, I can’t.’

      ‘Whatever is this, after all my trouble? Don’t stare with those great eyes as if I’d brought you a death-warrant, instead of your fortune.’

      ‘You never told me!’ I grasped him in terror till my nails dug in. He loosened them gently.

      ‘I dropped you hints enough; it was clear you’d do. But you see, till you are accepted in the Household, you are on probation. It is assumed you might fail, and be turned away. Then, if you had known whose service you were training for, it was thought you might know too much.’

      I threw myself on my face, convulsed with weeping. ‘Come,’ he said, and wiped my eyes on the sheet. ‘You have nothing, truly, to fear. He’s had some hard times, and is in need of consolation. I am telling you, you will do very well indeed; and I ought to know.’
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      I was some days in the Palace, before being presented. I thought I should never learn my way about this high maze of splendours; everywhere tall columns of marble or porphyry or malachite, with gilded capitals and twisted shafts; on every wall reliefs, coloured and glazed brighter than life, of marching warriors, or tribute-bearers from the further empire, leading bulls or dromedaries, bearing bales or jars. When one lost one’s direction, one seemed alone in a solemn crowd, with nobody to ask.

      In the eunuchs’ courtyard I was received without much warmth, as being destined for privilege; but for the same reason, none treated me ill, lest I should take my grudges with me.

      It was on the fourth day that I saw Darius.

      He had been taking wine and hearing music. The room gave on to a small fountain court, sweet with the scent of lilies; in the flowering trees hung gold cages of bright birds. By the fountain the musicians were putting up their instruments; but the water and the birds made a soft murmuring concert. The court had high walls, and was part of the room’s seclusion.

      He was on his cushions, looking into the courtyard; by him on the low table were the wine-jug and empty cup. I knew him at once for the man at my father’s birthday feast. But he had been dressed then for a long ride up rough roads. Now he was robed in purple worked with white, and wore the Mitra; the light kind he used when at ease. His beard was combed like silk, and he smelled of Arabian spices.

      I walked with downcast eyes behind the chamberlain. One must not look up at the King; so I could not tell if he remembered me, or whether I found favour. When my name was pronounced, I prostrated myself as I had been taught, and kissed the floor before him. His slipper was of soft dyed kid, crimson, embroidered with sequins and gold wire.

      The eunuch took the wine-tray and placed it in my hands. As I backed out of the Presence, I thought I heard a faint stir among the cushions.

      That night I was admitted to the Bedchamber, to assist at the disrobing. Nothing happened, except that I was given things to hold till the appointed person took them away. I tried to show grace and be a credit to my teacher. It seemed he had given me advanced instruction; in reality, some allowance was made for a beginner. For the next night, while we waited for the King to enter, an old eunuch, whose every wrinkle spoke of vast experience, whispered in my ear, ‘If his Majesty should beckon you, do not leave with the others, but wait and see if he has any more commands for you.’

      I remembered my training; watched under my eyelids for the beckoning; did not stand about, but occupied myself in a seemly way; and recognised, when we were alone, the signal to undress. I laid my clothes out of sight; I only failed in walking up with a smile. I was so scared, I knew it would look like a sheepish grin; so I approached grave and trustful, hoping for the best, as the bed was folded back for me.

      At first he kissed and dandled me like a doll. Later I divined what was required of me, for I had been well prepared; and it seemed I was acceptable. Certainly, as Oromedon had said, I was never betrayed into pain by pleasure. In all the time I was with him, he gave no sign of knowing a eunuch can feel anything. One does not tell such things to the King of Kings, if he does not ask.

      I was to be enjoyed, like the flame and crimson birds, the fountain and the lutes; and this I soon learned to manage, without jarring his dignity. I was never insulted, never humiliated, never handled roughly. I was dismissed with a civil word, if he was still awake; and often next morning a gift would come. But I too had learned to understand pleasure. He was getting on for fifty, and in spite of the baths and the sprinkled perfume, already he began to smell rather old. For some time, in the royal bed, my one wish was to change this great tall bearded man for the supple body of Oromedon. But is it not for the perfect vase or the polished gem to choose its owners.

      If I grew discontented, I had only to remember my former lot. The King was a man jaded with too much pleasure, but unwilling to put it by. I achieved for him what he needed; he was content and gracious. When I thought of those others, the greedy rough hands and stinking breath and nasty wishes, I was shocked that I had felt a moment’s repining, and I showed my master the gratitude I felt.

      Soon I waited on most of his leisure. He gave me a beautiful little horse, to ride in the royal park with him. No wonder Paradise was named after such a place. For generations, the kings had had rare trees and flowering shrubs brought from all over Asia; full-grown trees sometimes, with their roots and soil, needing a train of ox-carts, and an army of gardeners to tend them on the way. The game, too, was choice; at the hunt, they would drive it towards the King to shoot at, and when he killed we would all applaud.

      One day he remembered that I sang, and asked to hear me. My voice was never wonderful, like some eunuchs’, which far surpass women’s both in strength and sweetness; it was pretty and clear, when I was a boy. I fetched in the little harp my old mistress had bought in the bazaar. He was as shocked as if I had brought in some piece of offal. ‘Whatever is that thing? Why did you not ask someone for a proper instrument?’ He saw my dismay and said kindly, ‘No, I understand your modesty prevented you. But take it away. When you have something fit to play on, then you shall sing.’

      I was given a harp of tortoiseshell and boxwood, with ivory keys, and had lessons with the Chief Musician. But one day, before I had learned his difficult pieces, I sat on the fountain-rim in the sunset light, and remembered it slanting far across the plain from our walls at home. When he asked me for a song, I gave one that my father’s warriors used to sing at night by the watch-fire.

      When I had done, he beckoned me over; I saw he had tears in his eyes. ‘That song,’ he said, ‘sets your poor father before me. What happy days gone by, when we were young together. He was a faithful friend to Arses, whose spirit may the Wise God receive; had he lived, he would have been welcomed here as a friend of mine. Be sure, my boy, I shall never forget you are his son.’

      He laid on my head his jewelled hand. Two of his friends were there, and the Chief Steward; from this moment, as he had meant, my standing at the court was changed. I was no longer a bought pleasure-boy, but a favourite of gentle birth, and they were all to know it. I was to know, too, that if my looks were damaged or went off, he would still look after me.

      I was given a charming room in the Upper Household, with a window on the park, and my own slave; an Egyptian, who tended me like a prince. I was fourteen, my looks were changing from boy to youth. I heard the King tell friends that he had foreseen my promise, and I had fulfilled it; he did not believe that for beauty all Asia contained my equal. They would of course agree that I surpassed comparison. Certainly I learned to carry myself as if it were true.

      His bed was canopied with a lattice, bearing a pure gold vine. Jewelled grape-clusters hung from it, and a great fretted lamp. Sometimes at night, when it threw on us its leaflike shadows, he would stand me by the bed, and turn me here and there to take the light. I thought this possession of the eyes would have contented him, but for his respect for his manhood.

      However, on other nights he wanted entertainment. The world seems full of people who desire the same thing each time, not enduring the least change in it; this is tedious, but does not tax invention. The King liked variety and surprise; himself he was not inventive. I had run through all that Oromedon had taught me, and began wondering when the day would come for me, too, to start training my successor. There had been a boy before me, I had found out, who had been packed off after a week, because the King found him insipid.

      In search of ideas, I visited the most famous whore in Susa, a Babylonian, who claimed to have trained at some temple of love in India. To prove it, she had a bronze in her room (bought I daresay, if truth were told, from a passing caravan) of two demons, with six or eight arms apiece, having intercourse while dancing. I doubted this would delight the King, but kept my hopes. Such women will always oblige a eunuch now and then; they get more men than enough; but her crude squirmings so disgusted me that without regard for good manners, I got up and dressed. As I put down my gold piece, I said I would pay for her time, since I had wasted it, but I could not stay to instruct her. She was so angry, I was halfway downstairs before she found her voice. So I was thrown on my own resource, since it seemed there was no one better.

      It was then that I learned to dance.

      As a child I had liked it, following the men, or prancing and spinning to some tune out of my head. I knew, if I were taught, I still had it in me. The King was glad for me to learn accomplishments (I did not mention the Babylonian) and hired me the best master in the city. It was not like my infant games; one had to train as hard as a soldier; but this I welcomed. It is idling makes eunuchs flabby; standing about, gossiping, waiting for something to do. It was good to get in a sweat and stir my blood.

      So, when my tutor said I was ready, I danced in the fountain court for the King and his friends; an Indian dance with a turban and spangled loin-cloth; a Greek dance (so I believed) in a scarlet chiton; a Kaukasian dance with a little gilded scimitar. Even the lord Oxathres, the King’s brother who had always looked down his nose at me because he liked only women, called out ‘Bravo!’ and tossed me a piece of gold.

      By day I danced in my finery; at night too I danced, wearing only the shadows of the fretted lamp that hung from the golden vine. I soon learned to slow down the pace towards the end; he never gave me time to get my breath.

      I often wondered if he would have set such store by me if the Queen had not been captive. She was his half-sister, by a much younger wife of their father, and was of an age to have been his daughter. They said she was the loveliest woman in all Asia; of course he would be content with nothing less. Now he had lost her to a barbarian younger than she, and, from his deeds, it would seem hot-blooded. Of course he never spoke of such things to me. Indeed, once in bed he hardly spoke at all.

      About this time, I caught a summer fever. Neshi, my slave from Egypt, nursed me with much kindness. The King sent me his own physician; but he never came himself.

      I remembered Oromedon’s scar. Since my mirror gave me bad news, it was better so. Yet, being young, I must have had something left in me that still looked for – I don’t know what. I cried once in the night, when I was weak and silly; Neshi got up from his pallet to sponge my face. Soon after, the King sent me some gold darks, but still did not come. I gave the gold to Neshi.

      It was when I was about again, and had been playing my harp in the fountain court with the King alone, that the Grand Vizier himself came in, panting with news. The Queen’s Eunuch had escaped from Alexander’s camp, and begged audience.

      Had others been there, they would have been dismissed and I would have followed. But I was like the birds and the fountain, part of the appointments. Besides, when the man came in, for secrecy they spoke Greek.

      No one had ever asked if I understood it. As it happened, there were several Greek jewellers in Susa, whom my old master traded with, in gems, or in me. So I had come to the Palace with a smattering, and had often passed idle time by listening to the Greek interpreter. He did all kinds of business in public, between court officials and suitors to the King; fugitive tyrants from Greek cities freed by Alexander, or envoys from states like Athens, which he had spared, as it seemed, to intrigue against him; generals of Greek mercenaries, shipmasters and spies. With all the Persian repeated in Greek, it was easy to learn by ear.

      Impatient even through the Prostration, the King asked if his family was alive. The eunuch said yes, and in good health; moreover, they were given their royal rank, and fitting quarters. This, he said (he was an oldish man and looked the worse for his long journey) was how he had escaped so easily; the guard on the royal women was posted more to keep intruders out, than anyone in.

      On the ends of his chair-arms I could see the King’s hands working. No wonder. What he had to ask, should not be asked of a servant.

      ‘Never, my lord!’ The eunuch’s gesture called God to witness. ‘My lord, he has not come even into her presence since the day after the battle, when he came to promise his safeguard. We were there all the time; he, also, brought a friend with him. I have heard that his companions, in their wine, recalled the fame of her beauty, and urged him to change his mind; and he too had been drinking, as all Macedonians do, yet he was angry, and forbade them to name her in his presence again. One who was there assured me of it.’

      The King was some time silent. Having given a long sigh, he said in Persian, ‘What a strange man.’ I thought he would go on to ask what he looked like, which I myself wished to know; but of course, he had seen him in the battle.

      ‘And my mother?’ He fell now into Persian. ‘She is too old for these hardships. Is she well cared for?’

      ‘Great King, My Lady’s health is excellent. Alexander always enquires for it. When I left, he was visiting her nearly every day.’

      ‘Visits my mother?’ His face had changed suddenly. I thought that he looked pale. I could not think why; the Queen Mother was over seventy.

      ‘Indeed, my lord. He gave her offence at first; but now, when he asks her to admit him, she always gives him leave.’

      ‘What insult did he offer her?’ asked the King. He sounded eager.

      ‘He gave her a parcel of wool for weaving.’

      ‘What? Like a slave?’

      ‘So My Lady thought. But when she showed her affront, he begged her pardon. He said his mother and sister did such work, and he thought it would give her pastime. When My Lady perceived his ignorance, she accepted his apology. Sometimes they will be talking, through the interpreter, an hour together.’

      The King sat staring before him. Presently he gave the eunuch leave to go, and, remembering my presence, signed to me to play. I played softly, seeing him troubled. It was to be many years before I understood the cause.

      I gave the news to my friends at court; for I had friends by now, some in high places, some not, who were glad to hear things first. I took no presents for this; it would have been like selling my friendship. Of course I took bribes, to further suits with the King. To refuse would have been to proclaim enmity, and someone would have poisoned me. Needless to say, I did not bore the King with their tedious suits; it was not for such things he kept me. I would say sometimes, ‘So-and-so gave me this to get your favour’; it amused him, because the others did not tell. Now and then he would ask, ‘What did he want?’ and say, ‘Well, we must keep you in credit. I daresay it can be arranged.’

      The strange conduct of the Macedonian King was much debated. Some said he liked to show himself a man of iron, above pleasure; some that he was impotent; some that he was keeping the Royal Family unharmed, to get good terms of surrender. Others, again, said he liked only boys.

      The Queen’s Eunuch said that, indeed, he was waited on by a band of highborn youths; but this was the custom of all their kings. In his own belief, it was in the young man’s nature to be generous with suppliants. He quickly added that for beauty and presence he could not compare with our own King; he would scarcely stand higher than Darius’ shoulder. ‘Indeed, when he visited the ladies to give his safeguard, the Queen Mother bowed to his friend instead. If you will believe it, they walked in together, side by side, and hardly distinguished in dress from one another. The friend was taller, and handsome for a Macedonian. I was distraught, having seen the King in the royal tent already. The friend drew back, and she saw my warning signs. She was of course distressed, and began her prostration again before the King. But he raised her in his hands, and was not even angry with this man; he said, as the interpreter assures me, “Never mind, Mother, you weren’t far out; he is Alexander too.”’

      Well, they are barbarians, I thought. Yet something sighed in my heart.

      The eunuch said, ‘I never saw a king keep so little state; he lives worse than any general would with us. When he entered Darius’ tent, he stared like a peasant at its appointments. He knew what the bath was, and used it, the first thing he did; but for the rest, one had hard work not to smile. In Darius’ chair, his feet would not touch the ground, so he put them on the wine-table, taking it for a footstool. However, he soon moved in, like a poor man with a legacy. He looks like a boy, till you see his eyes.’

      I asked what he had done with the royal concubines; had he preferred them to the Queen? The eunuch said they had all been presented to his friends; he had not kept one. ‘It’s boys then,’ I said laughing. ‘So now we know.’

      The girls from the harem, whom the King had taken along, were of course the choicest, and a great loss to him. However, he still had plenty; some only of his nights were spent with me. Though it is true that, by old custom, there were as many women as days in the year, some were of course past youth; and it is an absurdity such as only Greeks could invent, that they were paraded nightly round his bed to choose from. Now and then he would visit the harem, look over the girls, and learn from the Chief Eunuch there the names of five or six he found most pleasing. Then at night he would send for one; or sometimes for all the group to play and sing to him, later beckoning one to stay. He liked to conduct such matters gracefully.

      When he went there he often took me with him. Of course I should never have been brought in the Queen’s presence; but I ranked rather higher than the concubines. He liked to have his beautiful possessions admired, if only by one another. Some of the girls were exquisite, with a fragile bloom like that of the palest flowers. Even I could dream of desiring them. Perhaps Oromedon had saved me from great danger; for already one or two had slid their eyes at me.

      I met him once, crossing a courtyard in the sun, gaily dressed as ever; it was strange to know my own clothes were richer now. At first sight, I would have run straight up to embrace him; but he smiled softly and shook his head, and I now knew enough of courts to understand. It would never do, to have it seen that from the dish prepared for his master, he had kept a portion back. So I returned his smile in secret, and passed him by.

      Sometimes, when the King had a girl at night, I would lie in my pretty room, smelling the scented breezes from the park, looking at moonlight striking my silver mirror, and thinking, How pleasant and cool this is, to lie here alone. If I loved him, I should be grieving. It made me sad and ashamed. He had done me many kindnesses, raised me to honour, given me my horse and the gifts my room was full of. He had not asked love of me, not even to pretend it. Why should I think of such a thing?

      The truth was, for ten years I had been beloved by parents who loved each other. I had learned to think well of love; having had none since, I had not learned to think worse. Now I was at the age when boys fumble about and make their first mistakes, laughed at by unkind girls before their elders, or tumbling some sweaty peasant and thinking, So this is all? To me none of this could happen; love was the image of lost happiness, and the stuff of fantasy.

      My art had no more to do with love than a doctor’s skill. I was good to look at, like the golden vine though less enduring; I knew how to wake appetite grown sluggish with satiety. My love was unspent, my dreams of it were more innocent than a home-bred boy’s. I would whisper to some shadow made of moonlight, ‘Am I beautiful? It is for you alone. Say that you love me, for without you I cannot live.’ It is true, at least, that youth cannot live without hope.

      Summer grew hot in Susa; this time of year, the King should have been in the hills, at the summer palace of Ekbatana. But Alexander still sat before Tyre, stubbornly running out a mole to it; this was all I knew then of that great piece of siegecraft. Any time, they said, he might weary of the task, and turn inland; then Ekbatana would have been too far away. Indeed, it came to my ears that the captains thought the King should have stayed in Babylon. One said, ‘The Macedonian you would find nearer the action.’ Another answered, ‘Well, it’s only a week from Susa down to Babylon; the generals there are doing well enough on their own. Or better.’ I slipped off unseen. It was no part of my duty to inform on men who meant no harm and were only speaking too freely, as my father had once done. To do the King justice, he never asked it of me. He did not mix business with pleasure.

      Then Tyre fell.

      Alexander had broken the wall and stormed the breach. There had been a great killing; the Tyrians had murdered Alexander’s envoys before the siege, and then had flayed his men by pouring red-hot sand on them. The Tyrians who survived the sack had been enslaved, except those in Melkaart’s sanctuary. It seemed Alexander revered this god, though he called him Herakles. What all this meant was that Persian ships had no port of call in the Middle Sea north of Egypt, save Gaza, which could not hold out long.

      Little as I knew of the western empire, the King’s countenance told me how great the disaster was. Alexander’s way was now clear to Egypt where our rule was hated ever since Ochos put back our yoke on them. He had defiled their temples and killed their holy bull-god; now, if our satraps there were to shut gates against Alexander, the Egyptians would spear them in the back.

      Soon we all knew that the King had sent an embassy, led by his brother Oxathres, suing for peace.

      The terms were not divulged. I had never been fool enough to coax the King for secrets. I’d been offered huge bribes to do it; but one learns as one goes along, and I found it policy to take small ones, saying he kept his counsel well, and though I would do my best for them, it would be cheating them to accept more. Thus they bore no grudges, and I could not come under the King’s suspicion, for I never asked him anything.

      Even though the embassy used the royal post-stages for fresh horses, lords do not ride like King’s Messengers racing the wind. While we waited, life at the Palace was at pause, like dead air before a storm. My nights were spent alone. In those weeks, the King took a great turn for women. I think it gave him assurance he was a man.

      When the embassy did return, its news was stale. Oxathres had thought Alexander’s answer should go quickly, and sent a copy by King’s Messenger. Galloping the Royal Road with fresh horses and fresh men, it arrived half a month ahead.
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