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Letter to the reader


History has always fascinated me. I see my stories as a time machine. I want to intrigue you with a murderous mystery and a tangled plot, but I also want you to experience what it was like to slip along the shadow-thronged alleyways of medieval London; to enter a soaringly majestic cathedral but then walk out and glimpse the gruesome execution scaffolds rising high on the other side of the square. In my novels you will sit in the oaken stalls of a gothic abbey and hear the glorious psalms of plain chant even as you glimpse white, sinister gargoyle faces peering out at you from deep cowls and hoods. Or there again, you may ride out in a chariot as it thunders across the Redlands of Ancient Egypt or leave the sunlight and golden warmth of the Nile as you enter the marble coldness of a pyramid’s deadly maze. Smells and sounds, sights and spectacles will be conjured up to catch your imagination and so create times and places now long gone. You will march to Jerusalem with the first Crusaders or enter the Colosseum of Rome, where the sand sparkles like gold and the crowds bay for the blood of some gladiator. Of course, if you wish, you can always return to the lush dark greenness of medieval England and take your seat in some tavern along the ancient moon-washed road to Canterbury and listen to some ghostly tale which chills the heart . . . my books will take you there then safely bring you back!

The periods that have piqued my interest and about which I have written are many and varied. I hope you enjoy the read and would love to hear your thoughts – I always appreciate any feedback from readers. Visit my publisher’s website here: www.headline.co.uk and find out more. You may also visit my website: www.paulcdoherty.com or email me on: paulcdoherty@gmail.com.
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“He achieved greater deeds than any, not only of the kings who had lived before him but also of those who came later down to our own time.”

Diodorus Siculus, Library of History,
Book 17, Chapter 117
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Historical Personages Mentioned in the Text


The House of Macedon

PHILIP King of Macedon until his assassination in 336 BC. Father of Alexander

OLYMPIAS OF MOLOSSUS (Born Myrtale). Philip’s queen, Alexander’s mother. Co-regent of Macedon during Alexander’s conquest of Persia

ALEXANDER Son of Philip and Olympias

EURYDICE Philip’s wife after he divorced Olympias. She was niece of Philip’s favourite general, Attalus. Eurydice, her baby son and Attalus were all executed after Philip’s death.

ARRIDHAEUS Philip’s son by one of his concubines, poisoned by Olympias. He survived but remained brain damaged for the rest of his life.

The Court of Macedon

BLACK CLEITUS Brother to Alexander’s nurse. Alexander’s personal bodyguard

HEPHAESTION Alexander’s boon companion

ARISTANDER Court necromancer, adviser to Alexander

ARISTOTLE Alexander’s tutor in the Groves of Mieza; Greek Philosopher

SOCRATES Athenian Philosopher. Found guilty of “impiety”, forced to drink poison.

PAUSANIAS PHILIP OF MACEDON S ASSASSIN

Alexander’s Generals

PARMENIO, PTOLEMY, SELEUCUS, AMYNTAS, ANTIPATER (left as co-regent in Macedon), nearchus

The Court of Persia

DARIUS III King of Kings

ARSITES Satrap of Phrygia. Persian commander-in-chief at the Granicus

MITHRIDATES AND NIPHRATES Persian commanders

MEMNON OF RHODES A Greek mercenary in the pay of Persia, one of the few generals to defeat Macedonian troops.

CYRUS AND XERXES Former great emperors of Persia

The Writers

AESCHYLUS, ARISTOPHANES, EURIPIDES, SOPHOCLES Greek playwrights

HOMER Reputed author of the two great poems the Iliad and the Odyssey

DEMOSTHENES Athenian demagogue, ardent opponent of Alexander

HIPPOCRATES OF COS Greek physician and writer, regarded as the father of medicine.

The Mythology of Greece

ZEUS Father god

HERA His wife

APOLLO God of light

ARTEMIS Goddess of the hunt

ATHENA Goddess of war

HERCULES Greek man-god. One of Alexander’s reputed ancestors

AESCULAPIUS Man-God; a great healer

OEDIPUS Tragic hero king of Thebes

DIONYSIUS God of wine

EYNALIUS Ancient Macedonian god of war

The Trojan War

PRIAM King of Troy

HECTOR Priam’s son and Troy’s great general

PARIS Hector’s brother whose abduction of the fair-faced Helen led to the Trojan War.

AGAMEMNON Leader of the Greeks in the Trojan War

ACHILLES Greek hero and warrior in the Trojan War, the slayer of Hector. He was eventually killed by an arrow fired by Paris. Alexander regarded him as a direct ancestor.

PATROCLUS Achilles’ lover, his death in the Trojan War led to Achilles’ homicidal rage.

ULYSSES King of Ithaca: he fought against Troy and his journey home became the subject of Homer’s poem.

AJAX Greek commander in the Trojan War: his violation of the priestess and prophetess, Cassandra, led to his own death.
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In 336 BC, Philip of Macedon died swiftly at his moment of supreme glory, assassinated by a former lover as he was about to receive the plaudits of his client states. All of Greece and Persia quietly rejoiced – the growing supremacy of Macedon was to be curbed. The finger of suspicion for Philip’s murder was pointed directly at his scheming wife – the “Witch Queen”, Olympias – and their only son, the young Alexander whom Demosthenes of Athens dismissed as a “booby”. Macedon’s enemies quietly relished the prospect of a civil war which would destroy Alexander and his mother and end any threat to the Greek states as well as the sprawling Persian Empire of Darius III. Alexander soon proved them wrong. A consummate actor, a sly politician, a ruthless fighter and a brilliant general, in two years Alexander crushed all opposition at home, won over the wild tribes to the north and had himself proclaimed Captain-General of Greece. He was to be the leader of a fresh crusade against Persia – fitting punishment for the attacks on Greece by Cyrus the Great and his successors a century earlier.

Alexander proved, by the total destruction of the great city of Thebes, the home of Oedipus, that he would brook no opposition. He then turned east. He proclaimed himself a Greek ready to avenge Greek wrongs. Secretly, Alexander wished to satisfy his lust for conquest, to march to the edge of the world, to prove he was a better man than Philip, to win the vindication of the gods as well as confirm the whisperings of his mother – that his conception was due to divine intervention.

In the spring of 334 BC, Alexander gathered his army at Sestos while, across the Hellespont, Darius III, his sinister spymaster the Lord Mithra and his generals plotted the utter destruction of this Macedonian upstart. Alexander, however, was committed to total war, to leading his troops across the Hellespont, to conquering Persia and marching to the rim of the world . . .



Prologue I
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“Darius became King before the death of Philip . . . but when Philip died, Darius was relieved of his anxiety and despised the youth of Alexander.”

Diodorus Siculus, Library of History,
Book 17, Chapter 7



Once it was a lonely plain, shrouded in silence, fringed by mountains and covered in leafy fields and mist-ringed fir trees. A place where the dust devils blew in summer, the lair of the wildcat and savage wolf. Cyrus the Great had changed all this. It had become the sanctuary of the Holy Fire, the Treasury of Heaven, the Shrine and Glory of Ahura-Mazda, the god of light, the Lord of the Hidden Flame, of the Sun Disc, the Ever-Seeing Eye, borne aloft on the wings of eagles. Persepolis, the house of god’s representative on earth, Darius III; King of Kings, Lord of Lords, the owner of men’s necks. A city which lay like the hub of a great wheel, the centre of empire, Persepolis stood on artificial, well-watered terraces between the Mountain of Mercy and the River Araxes. The mud-caked walls of its palaces rose over twenty yards high and were glazed with gold. Its porches and entrances boasted columns of marble and precious wood to support roofs of Lebanon cedar.

At the heart of the royal palace, surrounded by three huge walls and defended by bronze-plated gates flanked by flagstaffs, lay the Apanda, the House of Adoration in the Hall of Columns. This holy of holies was guarded by the immortals, the personal bodyguard of the King of Kings, garbed in bronze-studded cuirasses over kilts of red cloth and striped leggings: on their heads, soft caps with thick cheek guards; these could be pulled round and wrapped across the mouth and nose to protect the wearer when he marched and ate the dust of his Lord of Lords. The immortals stood in silent array in porticoes, along colonnaded walks, in courtyards and paradises. Immobile as statues, in their hands were rounded shields and long spears, counterweighted by golden apples from which they earned their nickname, the “Imperial Apple Bearers”.

Dusk had fallen. The Persian court, its officers and chamberlains, the Imperial Fan Bearer and Fly Swatter, the Medes and Magi, all knew that, tonight, their Lord of Lords would show his face: he had agreed to grant an audience to his favourite, the renegade Greek, General Memnon of Rhodes. They had whispered about it all day. They’d gathered in chambers to savour the news. Others, more wary of their master’s legion of spies, met in the sweet-smelling groves of the fertile paradises, those elegant gardens where every flower and shrub of the empire, flourished in black fertile soil especially imported from Canaan. These whisperers all agreed on one thing: the King of Kings was troubled. A dark shadow had emerged on the edge of his empire. The news was on everyone’s lips: Alexander of Macedon was coming! Alexander, son of Philip the Tyrant and Olympias the Witch Queen. Alexander, whom Demosthenes of Athens had dismissed as a “stripling”, “a mere booby”. Alexander seemed to have all the power of the underworld supporting him. He had clawed his way to the top, crushed conspirators, crucified rebels, and extended his sway over those wild tribes Darius had bribed so heavily to ravage Macedon’s borders. Now these same barbarians had bent their heads, taken the bread and salt and swore great oaths of loyalty to Alexander of Macedon. Everyone thought he’d perished in the sombre, icy forests of Thessaly but he had loped back like some ravenous wolf and torn apart his enemies. Athens was crushed. Its leading citizens, whom the King of Kings had supported with golden darics, hid out in desert places or skulked like beaten dogs in whatever village would house them. Even Thebes, the city of Oedipus, was nothing more than a devastated ruin, a place of blood where the scavengers hunted and swarms of black flies buzzed around unburied corpses.

Now Alexander of Macedon had turned his eyes east. Captain-General of Greece, he had sworn holy oaths to wage eternal war, with fire and sword, by land and sea, against the King of Kings. Already the spies had come galloping in. Alexander had left Pella. Alexander was marching east. Alexander was at the Hellespont, staring hungrily across its blue, fast-running waters to the glories of Persepolis. Some said that he marched at the head of a great army. More sensible people said this was only 30,000 or 40,000 men and, surely, the great King of Kings could defeat such a rabble. Darius’ harmony was certainly disturbed. He had tried to keep Macedon at bay with gold but now the wolf was sniffing outside his door. Darius had sent for Memnon of Rhodes, saying it takes a wolf to fight a wolf. Memnon had spent time as a hostage in the Macedonian court; he had studied the souls of Philip and his son; he had watched the Macedonian phalanx, with their short shields and long spears, shatter one Greek army after another. Memnon had eventually escaped from Macedon and now had the ear of the King of Kings. Memnon knew all about such wolves. He had fought courageously against Parmenio, the veteran Macedonian general sent across the Hellespont to establish a bridgehead.

On that particular night, however, waiting in the antechamber at the foot of the stairs leading to the Apanda, Memnon didn’t feel highly favoured. He stood with his mute servant Diodes and his Master of Horse, Lysias, and tapped his sandalled foot imperiously at the delay. The chamber was stiflingly hot, guarded by the “Apple Bearers” and thronged with courtiers and chamberlains – Medes, not Persians, in their brightly decorated robes and trousers, faces heavily coated with cosmetics, rings flashing at earlobes. They, too, caught this barbarian’s unease and moved resdessly about, their high-heeled boots tapping on the floor. Now and again they would stop and glance sly-eyed at Memnon. They did not like Greeks, whoever they were. In particular, Memnon, his bald head glistening with oil, that craggy face, weatherbeaten and suntanned, his squat nose slightly broken and twisted, bloodless lips and darting, cruel eyes.

“Never trust a Greek” ran the Persian proverb. There were no exceptions!

“How long?” Memnon spoke in Greek, a hard, jarring sound. It disturbed the songbirds in their golden cages which hung on silver cords from the cedarwood beams.

“Be patient, my lord.”

Memnon’s companion, the Persian Prince Arsites, satrap of western Phrygia, smiled tactfully and bowed, raising his hand to cover his mouth as if scratching his well-oiled moustache and beard. If Arsites had his way, Memnon, that stupid-looking Diodes and the shifty-eyed Lysias, would be hurled into the crocodile pool; however, Memnon was highly favoured. He had been shown great honour when he had arrived the previous evening. Escorted through the shadowy, perfume-filled chamber of Darius’ harem, Memnon was proclaimed as “Friend of the King of Kings” and solemnly greeted by Darius’ women in their silks and precious cloths, bright as fireflies, necks, ankles and wrists shimmering with precious jewels. They had dipped plates into their sacks of gold and filled the chest a eunuch had carried beside Memnon. The Greek was to take this away, a token of the emperor’s friendship and pleasure. Memnon had also been shown the imperial treasury, the Red House, its walls and ceilings of blood-like stone, where tens and tens of thousands of talents of gold lay stowed away in chests, coffers and baskets.

Arsites turned his sallow face away and dabbed elegantly at the drop of sweat above the stiff-rimmed collar of his gown. Darius had been too gracious. The satrap played with the gold chain round his neck. He walked towards the wall as if interested in the carving of a Mede courtier sniffing at a lotus flower. Arsites recalled Darius’ words: “Show Memnon my favour. Show Memnon my power and, above all, show Memnon my terror.” Arsites lowered his head. He had done all three. He had taken Memnon out into the paradises, with their fountains and shadowy grottoes, to savour the cool shade of the tamarind, sycamore and terebinth trees, and enjoy the fragrance of the pomegranate, apple and cherry orchards. Suddenly, without warning, they had turned into the garden which lay just beneath the Apanda – a long lawn, though one not bordered by flowers or herbs, but by a row of crosses on which Darius crucified those who had incurred his displeasure. On this occasion, a unit of cavalry men, guilty of cowardice and treachery; each had been stripped, castrated and then crucified against the soaring wooden beams. A few had died immediately; others would linger for days. Oh yes, Memnon had been shown terror.

Arsites moved to the window. Lanterns and lamps had been lit in the gardens below. He relished the perfume of the flowers on the evening breeze, but he was at heart a soldier. He stood, all senses straining; he caught it: the iron tang of blood and the low moans of those who still survived.

“Will the Great King listen to my plan?”

Arsites sighed, glanced quickly at one of the chamberlains and shook his head slightly, secretly warning him not to reproach Memnon. After all, the Rhodian was a barbarian. He did not know the protocol and etiquette of the Divine One’s court: that silence was to be observed so one could prepare the heart and soul for the great favour soon to be shown.

“I do not know what is in my lord’s mind,” Arsites replied, walking back. “But, when he opens his heart to us, you shall see his wisdom.” Arsites’ gaze moved to Lysias. “And his justice!”

Memnon felt a prickle of unease. He had been out campaigning, collecting troops, hiring mercenaries. He had done well: thousands of hoplites under arms. Veterans of many a war, a well-trained war horde, yet there was something wrong. If only he could act on his own. Yet, everywhere he went, the King of Kings’ spies followed him. Memnon had listened to rumour and gossip. His Persian officers maintained traitors skulked in the Greek camp. Memnon refused to believe this. Now, however, waiting in this shadow-filled chamber, surrounded by silent guards and sly-eyed courtiers, was something wrong? Memnon knew he was disliked. He held favour with Darius for two reasons. First, he had proved his loyalty. Second, he had beaten the Macedonians. Yet Darius himself was a demon! Volatile and at times cruel in the extreme, he had fought his way to the imperial throne, slaying rivals before rounding on those who had helped him: slitting noses, gouging eyes, removing hands and feet. Darius hadn’t killed all of them. He’d allowed some of his victims to wander like doleful ghosts around the palace: a warning to all who might threaten the golden throne. Darius could be gentle and kind, even generous to a fault but, to keep this great empire in check, he would indulge in sudden flashes of terror, like lightning across a summer sky. May the gods help those whom Darius had marked down for destruction!

“He awaits!”

A chamberlain’s voice echoed through the room. Memnon breathed in deeply and wiped his sweaty hands on his white robe – obligatory dress for such an occasion. Arsites walked before him, the chamberlains behind. The immortals turned, a silent file on either side as they climbed the steep steps to the Hall of Audience. Memnon felt as if he was scaling Olympus, the sacred mountain, going up into the court of the gods. Hundreds of torches, fastened in the walls, spluttered and danced in the draught, bringing to life the dramatic friezes on the walls. The paintings depicted Darius and his ancestors in victorious battle against foreign enemies – even demons of the underworld, particularly the lion-headed griffin and savage sphinx. Memnon missed his footing and quietly cursed. He smelt the lotus blossom which strewed the sacred steps. He glanced to his left. Diodes’ face shimmered with sweat and the mute glanced quickly at his master with the furtive look of a hunted gazelle. Memnon forced a smile. He had two great loves: his wife Barsine and this body-servant who would give his life for him. Memnon stretched out his hand and lightly touched Diodes’ wrist, a gesture to remain calm. Lysias, on his right, kept his head down betraying no emotion except, now and again, by scratching at the well-cropped white beard or, more surreptitiously, removing a trickle of sweat from his brow.

“Great glory awaits us,” Memnon whispered. “Do not show your fear!”

They reached the top of the staircase. The bronze-plated doors were flung open and Memnon entered the Hall of Audience all ablaze with light. He remembered protocol. On the marble floor, just within the doorway, stretched a broad, blood-red carpet leading up to the hearth where the sacred flame leapt up from its log-based platform. This was the sacred fire of Ahura-Mazda, the god of the Persians. It was tended by priests and burnt continuously through the king’s life: it would only die when he did. The carpet was sacred, to be trodden only by Darius himself. Memnon and his group knelt by the side. Further down, beyond the sacred fire, under a silver and scarlet banner bearing the eagle’s wing and sun disc, sat Darius on his golden throne. He drank specially boiled water, ate barley cakes and sipped wine from a golden, egg-shaped cup, watched by officials and members of his family. The royal enclosure was now screened off by a thick white veil; in front of this stood three lines of immortals in gorgeous battle armour. Memnon waited. The air was sweetened by hundreds of flower baskets placed along the walls. From one of the adjoining passageways echoed the soft melodies of court musicians.

“Bow your heads!” a chamberlain’s voice thundered. “Look now! Darius, King of Kings, Lord of Lords, beloved of Ahura-Mazda the possessor of men’s necks!”

Memnon glanced up. The immortals had now disappeared. The white gauze veil had been pulled aside. Darius sat on his golden throne, in one hand a white wand of office, in the other a jewel-encrusted fly whisk. He was dressed in robes of silver and purple under a heavy cloak of gold embroidery; his ankles and throat shimmered with jewels which reflected the glare from the sacred flame. On the king’s head was a brimless top hat of purple and his feet, resting on a silver footstool, were sheathed in padded sandals of purple satin.

“Adore!” the chamberlain behind Memnon ordered.

Memnon bowed his head. Time passed slowly. The music stopped and Memnon heard the soft pad of slippers. From the paradise below came a cry of agony like that of an animal trapped in a thicket.

“You may approach!”

Memnon sighed and got to his feet. Darius had now dispensed with ceremony, given up the white wand and the fly whisk. The gold embroidered cloak had been removed. He now sat on a divan of cushions just beyond the sacred flame. Led by Arsites, Memnon and his two companions walked up, made their obeisance and sat on the cushions provided. A small table separated them from the king. On this stood three goblets of wine, bowls of fruit and strips of roast goose. Memnon’s throat was parched but, according to court etiquette, he would not eat until Darius gave the sign. The hall seemed empty; the immortals stayed in the shadows, in the window enclosures and the long passageways, ready to act at the slightest sign of danger to their master.

“My friend,” Darius’ voice was deep and throaty. “You may look upon my face.”

Memnon did so. Darius seemed at peace: his black, ringleted hair, moustache and beard were drenched in the most exquisite perfume; his olive-skinned face shimmered with oil. Memnon sighed in relief. At times Darius’ eyes could be slits of black obsidian – now they crinkled in welcome.

“My hawk, my falcon, my lion of Rhodes!” Darius smiled. “My courtiers may not like you, Memnon, but I love you as a brother.” Darius’ smile widened. This was the Greek who would defend his empire, drive back the Macedonian barbarian.

“My lord, why am I here?” Memnon asked in the tongue of his master.

“To gaze on my face. To see life. To receive honour.” Darius paused. “And my justice.”

Memnon caught his breath. Darius raised his hand.

“So he comes.” His gaze held Memnon’s. “Alexander of Macedon will cross the Hellespont. How many men will he bring?”

“Some people say as few as thirty thousand; others forty.”

Darius glanced at Arsites.

“You could swat him like a fly.”

“My lord,” Memnon interrupted. “I have seen the Macedonian phalanx. Think of a moving wall, a block or a wedge. Shields locked, the long sarissas coming down.”

“We have cavalry,” Arsites said.

“They will split themselves on the Macedonian spears,” Memnon retorted.

“Why?” Darius took a grape and held it between his forefinger and thumb. “Why can’t we squeeze and eat such a puny force?”

Memnon closed his eyes. He thought of the Macedonians: tough, hard, a moving wall of death, aiming for the centre while their cavalry poured into the enemy flanks like fire from heaven.

He opened his eyes. “My lord, you have to see it to believe it. They have a power and a cunning, a savage ferocity. Numbers mean little to them. Cunning and speed, power and strength do. Alexander is committed to total war. You have heard the rumours, my lord?”

Darius shook his head.

“Alexander is short of money. He has given away all his lands. One of his generals asked what did he have left? Alexander replied, ‘My dreams.’” Memnon couldn’t resist a smile at the courage of his young, would-be opponent.

“And?” Darius asked softly.

“‘What about the future?’ This same general asked. Alexander replied, ‘My hopes.’”

“How old is he?”

Memnon spread his hands. “Twenty, twenty-one summers.”

“And what does he look like, this Macedonian gnat who wants to sting my empire?”

Memnon recalled his own memories as well as news from his spies. “A small man who seems tall,” he replied slowly. “Alexander is thick-set with the body of an athlete. He walks with a slight limp.”

“His hair?”

Memnon tapped his own bald head and grinned. “Some say blond, the colour of wheat, curled and cropped round the nape of the neck and brow. Flatterers say he has golden skin. He is of ruddy complexion, pleasant and well proportioned. He does not have the snub nose of his father, though he has Philip’s laughing mouth.”

“And the eyes?”

Memnon gazed at Darius. “They always remark on his eyes, my lord, of different colour, one blue the other brown. Alexander possesses all the skill of an actor: a liquid glance, girlish they say, smiling, mocking but, when required, as hard as iron, as unyielding as the coldest marble. He tends to keep,” Memnon mimicked the gesture, “his head down, chin almost touching his chest. Sometimes he turns his head slightly sideways. When he talks to you, Alexander treats you as if you were the only person who mattered.”

“Remarkable,” Darius murmured. “And what other qualities does this so-called stripling have?”

“He is generous, brave, a superb horseman. He has an interest in all things, whether it be plants . . .”

“Or the writings of Aristotle?”

“Aristotle was his tutor,” Memnon agreed. “Alexander and his companions were educated by the Athenian fop in the groves of Mieza.”

“Ah!” Darius rocked backwards and forwards on his cushions, a far-away look in his eyes. “And how is the Lady Barsine?”

“As lovely as the night, my lord.”

Memnon felt a frisson of fear. Darius had still not invited him to eat or drink. Arsites seemed tense, head down, constantly stroking his oil-drenched beard as if he was either listening intently or distracted by something else.

“And as a general?” Darius’ voice was harsh. “This Alexander?”

“He has mercenaries, Thessalian light horse, but they are only chaff in the wind compared to his own troops.”

Memnon himself was distracted. In his mind’s eye he could see the massed ranks of the Macedonian phalanx: the long sarissas coming down, the tramp of sandalled feet, the battle paean, the thunder of cavalry.

“If they are the chaff,” Darius smirked, “what is the plant?”

“More like a harvest,” Memnon whispered. “A moving cornfield, my lord, but its stems are wood and cruel steel. Can you imagine?” Memnon held up his hand. “They hit their opponents in the flank or even head-on. The sarissa is some six yards long. It can pierce and penetrate before their enemy even engages.”

“You could use archers,” Arsites interrupted.

“The phalanx moves too fast, they could form a shield wall.”

“We could counter them,” Arsites declared.

From the paradise below a nightingale sang, clear lucid notes, an incongruous sound in this chilling hall, with its silent, brooding menace.

“The pikemen of Macedon are born and raised as warriors,” Memnon declared. “It’s not just the power of their arm but their speed, strength and confidence.”

“Show me their tactics.” Darius gestured, pointing to small sticks of incense on the banqueting table.

Memnon laid them along the table. “This is the enemy, my lord.” He smiled apologetically. “Or should I say our Macedonian opponents? Infantry in the centre, cavalry on the wings, yes? The danger posed by Macedon is threefold. First, the cavalry led by Alexander. He will base himself on the right wing. Second, in the centre, the foot brigades, divided into two: the shield-bearers and light infantry, very fast but deadly . . .”

“And, third, the pikemen?” Darius intervened.

“Alexander’s tactics are speed and movability,” Memnon continued. “He will concentrate his attack on the enemy’s wing which extends itself to meet him. The brigades come up, the enemy line is divided, it’s simply a matter of surrounding and killing.”

“Ah!” Darius breathed. “So, he breaks and divides; he surrounds and kills?”

Memnon nodded. “It requires strength of will,” he agreed. “Determination and tight control. Time and again it’s proved effective.”

“So, what do you advise?” Darius asked.

Memnon breathed in deeply. “Never meet him in battle.”

“What?”

Arsites’ exclamation was echoed by Darius. Out of the corner of his eye Memnon saw the shadows move but Darius raised his hand, gesturing slightly.

“Let him come on,” Memnon urged. “Burn your lands, your crops, your towns. Lure him deeper and deeper into the maze. Wait till he’s hungry and thirsty, his men demoralized.”

“So, you would have us burn our crops?” Arsites exclaimed.

“No, no, listen.” Darius held his hand up. “This Macedonian booby, as Demosthenes calls him . . .”

“Demosthenes may be a great orator, my lord, but, every time he has met the Macedonian in battle, he has run away.”

“I know.” Darius picked up a grape, popped it into his mouth and chewed slowly. “You talk of Alexander’s strengths. What are his weaknesses?”

“He will have to leave Macedon and Greece,” Memnon remarked, “under the co-regency of his mother Olympias . . .”

“Ah, that wild-eyed bitch!” Darius exclaimed.

“. . . and the old General Antipater.”

“But they hate each other!” Arsites exclaimed.

“Precisely!” Memnon snapped.

Darius held his hand to his face and chuckled. “The more I hear of this Alexander the more I like him. So, Antipater and Olympias will watch each other.” His face became serious. “But what other weaknesses?”

“He’ll have to leave some of his troops at home,” Memnon continued in a rush. “When he crosses the Hellespont, Alexander will be cut off from home. His treasury is empty and Greece seethes with resentment. In name, Alexander is Captain-General, but Athens resents him. No one has forgotten the destruction of Thebes. Greece has two eyes. One, Athens, is dimmed. The other, Thebes, has been extinguished forever.”

Darius sucked on his teeth, listening intently.

“So, Alexander will have to live off the land?” Arsites asked.

Memnon felt more confident at the calculating look in Darius’ eyes: he was explaining a strategy the King of Kings understood.

“What other weaknesses does this man have?” Darius asked.

“The reputation of a bloody tyrant: thirty thousand Thebans were sold into slavery . . .”

“No!” Darius snapped. “Weaknesses as a man.”

Memnon glanced away. He could mention treachery. Yet, that was as common in Macedon as it was in Athens or Persepolis.

“He has two weaknesses,” Memnon replied slowly. “First, his parents. They hated each other. Alexander himself has remarked that his mother charges a constant high rent for the nine months he spent in her womb. Olympias considers herself a mystic. She regularly taunted Philip at how Alexander had been conceived by a god. They say Philip himself spied on her during certain mysterious rites.”

“And that’s how he lost his eye.” Darius smirked. “I’ve heard the story.”

“Philip and Olympias came to hate each other,” Memnon continued. “In fact, he divorced her and married the niece of one of his generals. At the wedding banquet this general, Attalus, proclaimed a toast, ‘At last Macedon will have a legitimate heir, a true Macedonian.’ Alexander, defending Olympias, cursed him roundly. Philip, drunk as usual, tried to attack his son. He drew his dagger, leapt from the couch but collapsed on the floor. ‘Look,’ Alexander jibed, ‘here is a man who wants a pass from Europe to Asia but hasn’t got the strength and skill to cross from one couch to another.’”

“And then?” Darius asked.

“Alexander went into exile but later returned. Philip’s new wife gave birth to a son.”

“And Philip was murdered?”

“Yes, he was hosting a great festival, a meeting of all the Greek states when a former lover, Pausanias, who had been sodomized by some of Philip’s friends, ran forward and drove a Celtic winged dagger up into his heart.”

“And this Pausanias was killed?”

“He tried to run away but tripped over a vine. Philip’s bodyguards killed him. The corpse was crucified.”

“And the real assassin?” Arsites asked.

“Rumours abound that Olympias was the power behind Pausanias. Whispers circulate that Alexander himself knew of the plot.”

“But he protested his innocence?” Darius asked.

“Of course, my lord. Olympias, however, placed a wreath on the gibbetted Pausanias’ head, burnt his corpse and sprinkled his ashes over Philip’s grave.”

“And Philip was not warned of the plot?”

“He received an enigmatic warning from the Oracle at Delphi.” Memnon moved restlessly.

“The bull is wreathed for sacrifice!” Darius exclaimed. “All is ready. The slayer awaits!”

“Yes, my lord. Philip thought the bull was you.”

Darius laughed deep in his throat. “Continue, Memnon.”

“Alexander is confused. He loves Olympias. He claims one of her tears is worth more than a thousand letters, yet he is repelled by her. She threw Philip’s new baby son onto a bed of charcoal and made the mother watch until the young woman, driven out of her wits, hanged herself. Olympias has filled Alexander’s mind with doubts about his own paternity as well as vague dreams that he is the son of a god. She constantly reminds Alexander that Achilles is one of his ancestors.”

“Ah yes, I’ve heard this,” Arsites intervened. “Alexander keeps a copy of Homer’s Iliad next to the dagger beneath his pillow.”

“His favourite line,” Memnon agreed, quoting the Iliad, “is ‘Achilles born of an immortal mother’. He sees himself as the reincarnation of Greece’s greatest hero.”

“You mentioned a second weakness?” Darius urged.

“Given his parentage,” Memnon couldn’t resist the taunt, “Alexander is riven between deep superstition and an almost insatiable desire to confront the gods, to demonstrate he’s their equal.”

“Does he like gold?”

“He gives it away as if it was sand on the seashore.”

“And women?”

“He respects them.”

“My spies,” Darius inteijected, “claim he has a male lover, Hephaestion.”

Memnon was about to agree when he recalled the old adage: “Know your enemy truly”. Memnon prided himself on one thing – the truth.

“His enemies whisper that,” he confessed. “Others say Hephaestion is a father figure, Alexander’s close counsellor.”

“So?” Darius leaned back on the cushions. “Why does he come? For glory?”

Memnon shrugged. “For conquest. To fulfil his mother’s dream that he is Achilles come again. To wage holy war against the Persian Empire of Xerxes and Cyrus, to prove he’s a god . . .”

“Or,” Darius added drily, “to prove he’s a better man than his father. So we know,” he nodded, speaking as if to himself, “that he will come, but how?”

“His fleet is meagre,” Memnon replied. “When he crosses the Hellespont, you . . .”

“No, no.” Darius shook his head. “I want him to come with his puny force so I can embrace him to my bosom and strangle the very life out of him. I want to show all of Greece what happens. When I have defeated Alexander, I will visit the Parthenon in Athens to demonstrate who is their true master.”

“There is poison, the assassin,” Lysias suddenly spoke up.

Darius ignored the interruption, running a finger round his wine-coated lips, the other hand playing with the tassels on a cushion. “I have traitors at the Macedonian court.” Darius snapped his fingers. “I could take Alexander’s life as I could snuff out the wick of an oil lamp. But, if I do, they might still come. No, no, I will trap and catch this Alexander. I will parade him in chains through Persepolis and then,” he pointed to his feet, “my ‘cowled ones’ will take him to rot in a Tower of Silence. I will slit his corpse from neck to crotch and fill it with gold dust from my treasury and use it as a footstool.”

The King of Kings bowed his head. Memnon, despite the perfumed warmth, felt a chill of fear. Darius had schemed and plotted.

“You mentioned a spy!” Memnon exclaimed. “What is his name?”

“Naihpat.” Darius raised a finger to his lips as a sign for silence. “Alexander,” the King of Kings mused, “will cross the Hellespont. He will make his devotions in the ancient city of Troy. He will have guides and advance down the western coastline of my empire. He will blunder about like a man in a fog. Then we shall kill him.”

“How?” Memnon asked.

Darius remained silent. Memnon stared longingly at his wine and cup. He abruptly realized what had troubled him. To eat and drink in the presence of the great king was a great honour. There were four of them, but only three goblets – silver-fluted and jewel-encrusted – not a fourth. He glanced up. Darius was watching him curiously. The Persian king then stared at a point behind Memnon. The Greek kept his harsh face impassive. He heard a light footfall and knew that Darius’ “cowled ones”, the black-garbed assassins of the Persian court, were not far away.

“Is all ready?” Darius asked.

Memnon didn’t hear any reply. Darius abruptly clambered to his feet. He grasped his jewel-encrusted fly whisk, tapping this against his thigh.

“My lord,” Arsites exclaimed, getting to his feet. “What is wrong?”

Darius was already walking away, gesturing with his fly whisk for them to follow. Near a window overlooking the paradises, Darius paused and turned.

“Memnon, my friend. You know what a tower of silence is?”

Memnon stared back.

“Go on,” the Persian king urged, “tell your companions!”

“It is a tradition of your people, sire. They take their dead into such a tower and suspend the corpse by ropes from beams.”

“And?” Darius insisted. “What happens then, Memnon?”

“The corpse is allowed to corrupt, the flesh falls away; it rots and cannot pollute any living thing.”

“So the living remain clean?” Darius murmured.

Memnon glanced quickly at the window, drawn by faint sounds and the glare of torchlight.

“We must all remain clean.” Darius walked slowly back. “I mentioned spies. Did you know, General Memnon, that I have a spy close to Alexander?”

“The person you called Naihpat?”

“The person called Naihpat,” Darius agreed. “Naihpat is owned by Mithra, the master of my secrets.”

Memnon didn’t react. Some of this he knew from rumour and gossip. He had never met this Mithra. Yet, Darius trusted him so much, people called this elusive keeper of secrets “the king’s shadow”.

“And did you know, Memnon, my friend, that Alexander has a spy close to you? Perhaps two, even three?”

Memnon’s mouth went dry. He felt his legs tense. “My lord, that is not . . .”

Memnon bit his tongue; to call any Persian a liar was the greatest insult.

“I have eyes and ears,” Darius replied. “I am the great king. Come!”

They walked to the window. Memnon stared out. Down below a great wooden gibbet had been erected. A man, naked except for the gag in his mouth, had been crucified against it, his body a mass of bruises from brow to toe. Memnon’s stomach clenched as he realized the condemned man had also been castrated, a seeping, bloody mess where his genitals had been. He heard a low moan and turned quickly. Lysias stood pallid as a ghost, beads of sweat lacing his forehead.

“Do you recognize that man, General Memnon? Or perhaps you wouldn’t. Your good friend Lysias does.”

Memnon stared down at the crucified man, his hair shorn like that of any convict. “It’s Oleander!” Memnon stared in horror at Lysias. “He’s one of your commanders! A Theban, yes?”

“He’s also Lysias’ messenger,” Darius declared.

Lysias stood, his back against the wall, trembling as in a fever.

“I can explain all!” he stuttered.

Memnon confronted him, his face only a few inches away. “Lysias, what is this?”

“I sent Oleander with a message to Alexander: I would meet him in Troy. I offered to betray you.”

“You!” Memnon stepped back, raising his hand.

Lysias shook his head. “Not treason. You know that.”

“Then why?”

“I am Theban.” Lysias found it hard to speak. “My wife, my family, all perished in Thebes. I have a blood feud with the Macedonian. I would not have betrayed you, my lord. I meant to meet Alexander and kill him.”

“That is not,” Arsites spoke up, “what Oleander told us.”

Lysias turned, his face twisted into a snarl. “Well, of course he wouldn’t, if tortured! My lord king.” He got down on one knee. “Is this Arsites’ doing?” Lysias gazed beseechingly at Memnon. “You know how much they hate us! They hate you: when we take the field, they’ll have their way and impede you at every twist and turn. The only way to stop Alexander is to kill Alexander. I was doing it for you. For me.” He stared round. “For all of us!”

“In which case,” Arsites interrupted smoothly, “why did Alexander agree? My lord, I apologize.” Arsites turned, a smirk on his face. “But our scouts captured Oleander on his return from across the Hellespont.”

“Did you know he had gone?” Darius asked.

Memnon shook his head.

“But why didn’t Lysias tell you about his plot?”

“I would have done,” Lysias stammered, “but I had to be sure. I thought Cleander had been delayed.”

Memnon stared down at his Master of Horse. On the one hand Memnon believed him, but on the other? To send an envoy to the enemy’s camp yet not seek his permission?

“Did you know that Alexander was visiting Troy?” Darius’ voice was just above a whisper.

Memnon shook his head.

“Nor did I,” the King of Kings continued. “Not until Cleander fell into the clutches of Arsites.” Darius touched Memnon gently on the wrist. “Even if it were true,” he murmured, “who is Lysias to decide strategy? I do not want Alexander murdered, to become a hero, a martyr, for all of Greece. It would simply delay the inevitable for a few months, even years. Let Alexander cross. Let him meet the fate I have prepared for him.”

Lysias tried to clutch Memnon’s white robe but the general stepped away. He glanced over his shoulder at Diodes; his servant gazed back, stricken.

“There’s nothing you can do, my lord,” Darius declared, gesturing with his fingers.

Black-garbed figures swept out of the darkness. They surrounded Lysias, seizing him by his arms, dragging him to his feet.

“You were in my pay,” Darius accused. “You are mine, body and soul. I am the King of Kings, the possessor of your neck. You are a mere pebble beneath my sandals. Take him to the Tower of Silence!” he ordered. “Lash him to a cage. Let him be suspended between heaven and earth!”

Lysias screamed and struggled. The cowled guards dragged him away.

“As you lie there,” Darius shouted, “and wait for death, a long time coming, reflect on the just fate of a traitor!”



Prologue II
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“Pausanias’ body was immediately hung on a gibbet: but, in the morning, it appeared crowned with a golden diadem, Olympias’ gift, to show her implacable hatred of Philip.”

Quintus Curtius Rufus, History,
Book 1, Chapter 9



“Welcome back, Telamon, son of Margolis!”

“My lady, why am I here?”

“Because you have the gift of life.” Olympias lifted her head. “While I have the gift of death.”

“My lady, both lie in the hands of the gods.”

“You don’t believe in the gods, Telamon!”

“My lady, I believe in the same as you!”

Red-haired Olympias, widow of Philip, mother of Alexander, laughed loudly, a girlish sound which ill-suited both her mood and appearance. She sat garbed in a dress of sea-green clasped at the shoulder with a gold brooch displaying the head of Medusa. Her hair and long, olive-skinned face were shrouded in the sky-blue hood of her mantle; her feet, incongruously, were shod in soldier’s marching sandals. The small acacia-wood table beside her bore a goblet and next to it all the jewellery she had taken off – her rings, necklaces and bracelets – as if their very touch was unpleasant. She tapped her feet and stared up at the ceiling, distracted by the picture of Bacchus riding a panther.

You haven’t changed, Telamon considered. Of all the women he had ever met, indeed of all the people he had ever met, Olympias, of the tribe of Molossus, truly frightened him. He studied her face: wrinkle-free, the sharp nose above full red lips, but it was the eyes which drew him, like those of a wildcat, gleaming, restless; they would stare at you as if trying to draw the very life from your soul. Telamon swallowed hard and listened to his breathing. He knew the rules of the game: never show fear to Olympias. She thrived on that. She was now playing the role she had decided upon: teasing, flirtatious but, underneath, an air of brooding menace. Telamon felt as if he was acting in one of Sophocles’ plays. Taking him abruptly from his mother’s house, the captain of Olympias’ guard was courteous but firm: he was to be the guest of the co-regent of Macedon.

“Why?” Telamon had asked.

The officer removed his helmet, wiped the sweat from his brow and stared across at the fountain in the small courtyard.

“Because that’s the way she wants it.”

Telamon had washed his face and hands, changed his tunic, put on a mantle, kissed his mother goodbye and, escorted by the Foot Companions, made his way up to the royal residence. He had first been taken to the Corpse house and, as instructed, studied the cadaver sprawled on a wooden table. Afterwards he had been given wine, some cheese and bread and brought here to the heart of the palace, the centre of Olympias’ web.

Telamon moved restlessly on the chair. Olympias was still staring at the ceiling, lounging slightly on the wooden silver-gilt throne. On either side of the dais stood officers of the Foot Companions in full dress uniform: blue helmets with scarlet plumes on either side, the gold rims shading their eyes; the purple, flared neck guards stretching down to just above their shoulders. They stood like statues in their elaborate corselets, kilts and silver red-rimmed greaves; spears grasped in one hand, rounded shields in the other, displaying a wild-eyed, savage-faced maenad, Olympias’ personal symbol.

Telamon coughed. Olympias still stared at the ceiling so the physician distracted himself by staring around this gloomy chamber, warmed only by a crackling brazier and bronze dishes full of spitting charcoal. Had something been sprinkled on the top, Telamon wondered. A strange perfume? The leaves of laurel or myrtle? Certainly not incense; perhaps oak leaves or crushed lotus petals? The bitter-sweet perfume tickled Telamon’s nostrils and stirred his memory. What was it? And then he remembered, even as Olympias shifted her gaze and stared directly at him. One glance from the dark-green eyes of this serpent woman, the Witch Queen, and Telamon recalled her visits to the academy at Mieza. It was her scent! He recalled Olympias crouching down before him, running her finger down his cheek, asking him if he truly loved her precious Alexander.

A phrase from Euripides’ Bacchae caught Telamon’s eye: it ran along the wall just behind the throne: “Dionysus deserves to be honoured by all men. He wants no one excluded from his worship.” Olympias shifted on her throne and looked behind her.

“I had the painters put that there,” she said. “Do you believe in it, Telamon? Don’t you think everyone should drink the sacred wine?” She turned to face him squarely. “The sacred blood of the gods, the juice of the crushed fat grape. Are you a follower of Euripides, Telamon? Or just an admirer of his works?”

“I much prefer Aristotle’s treatise on drunkenness.”

“Ah, Aristotle.” Olympias laughed. “That elegant, spindle-shanked fop! So, you don’t like wine?”

“I didn’t say that, my lady.”

The queen continued her teasing. “In Book Six of the Iliad, Homer claims wine revitalizes the body.”

“In the same book he also says it drains your strength.”

“It does not become me,” Olympias murmured, quoting from the Iliad, fingers tapping the arm of her throne, “to rage relendessly on.”

“In which case, my lady, perhaps you would tell me why I am here.”

The humour drained from the queen’s face. She tapped her sandalled foot and, picking up a bracelet, slid it on and off her wrist.

“Did you miss the groves of Mieza, Telamon?”

“I missed my friends.”

“Did you miss my son?”

“My lady, you have my answer. I missed my friends.”

Olympias laughed abrupdy. Telamon started as one of the pitch torches, fixed on the wall to his left, flared out and died. Olympias jabbed a finger.

“So, why are you here?”

“Because you summoned me.”

“No, why are you in Pella?”

“I have been since autumn.”

Olympias, as if bored with this conversation, rose, stepped off the dais and walked towards him.

“Philip’s dead. My husband, the king.”

“I know, my lady.”

“I crowned his killer.”

“I know, my lady.”

“I am not saying I killed him.” Olympias walked round and stood behind Telamon.

“Of course not, my lady. You wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

Olympias laughed again and poked Telamon in the shoulder. He shifted uneasily. The chair seat was made from interlacing thongs which cut through the thin cushion. He stared down at the mosaic of the floor – not a very good one, a red-haired Dionysus bestride a goose. The god reminded him of a drunk who had tried to attack him in an alleyway. Where was it? Memphis or Abydos? Telamon couldn’t recall. He was more concerned with curbing his fear. Olympias was like a cat who’d caught a bird. She did not mean him ill, at least not now. She wanted something. He half-suspected the truth. Only if he refused would the danger emerge. If Olympias wanted him dead, his head would have left his shoulders as soon as he set foot in Pella. Of course, her darling Alexander would have left strict instructions: somewhere in Olympias’ perfume-filled quarters stood a silver-gilt casket kept secure with three locks; only Olympias held the keys. In that casket would be a scroll of parchment, listing the names of those Alexander had warned his mother not to touch. He was sure his name would be on it. Alexander never forgot his friends, not even those who disagreed with him or decided to walk different paths.
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