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In the Aegean Sea there is still a legend that a mermaid swims, forever searching for her lost lover. If she asks a fisherman where Great Alexander is, he has but one answer to give. Otherwise, in her rage and sorrow, she will call forth a storm and drown him.




Mermaid: ‘Where is Great Alexander?’


Fisherman: ‘Great Alexander lives!


And still rules!’







Chapter One


We spent the winter and spring of the lost year in the Valley of the Gods. For those who don’t believe me, I invite them to go to Nysa and see for themselves.


The army had split in two: Hephaestion and Perdiccas leading the greater half of the army and Alexander taking three fighting units – nearly twenty thousand soldiers – and his precious elephants. In December we went north, leaving the sheltered valley where we had spent the last six months. The weather was grey and chill. The grass beneath our horses’ hooves was dry and crackled; it sounded like a brush fire when the army moved.


We followed the Swat River, crossed it, then headed to the Nawar pass. On the way we stopped in a small village. We’d been invited by the chieftain and, since we wanted to find out as much as possible about our route, we stayed there for two days. The people were simple and friendly. They lined up and waved white kerchiefs at us. The army was so huge that it took ten hours just to cross the narrow bridge leading to the village, and one of the elephants stepped through the wooden boards, leaving a gaping hole. The villagers thought this wildly funny.


I heard that after we left, they renamed the village Iskandero. Iskander was what they called my husband – perhaps better known as Alexander the Great.


We were travelling lightly and wanted to go quickly. We were to meet the rest of the army at the Indus River, but first we had to go to Nysa to find the moon’s child.


The route took us through the territory of two warring tribes, the Assacenians and the Aspasians. They were already fighting against each other, and when we came into their territory, each believed that the other had enlisted us on their side. Nothing our diplomats could say could persuade them that we were simply passing through. The Assacenians attacked our column at dawn, three days after crossing the pass. They didn’t take us by surprise, they’d been harassing us for days, sending scouts, spies, and shooting arrows at us from deep thickets.


Alexander was exasperated. He’d lost three men to an ambush and he was relieved to get the fighting out in the open. First we fought the Assacenians, clearing straight through them by early afternoon. In the evening we camped uneasily at the very edge of their land, wondering if the Aspasians, seeing how we’d fought their enemies, would welcome us.


If you call a brush fire lit all around us a bright ‘hello’, I suppose you could say we were welcomed.


‘What kind of fighting is this?’ griped Alexander, buckling his leather breastplate on over his short linen tunic. He adjusted his helmet and made sure his shin guards were tightly laced. ‘They light fires and wait until we show ourselves in order to shoot arrows at us. By Hades, my lace is broken!’ He stared at a piece of leather dangling from his hand.


The smoke stung my eyes and Chiron, never very patient, started bawling. ‘I’ll get you another one.’ I started towards the wooden chest but he stopped me. ‘No, I have to go now.’ He kissed me hard and left, just another husband on his way to work in the morning.


His warhorse, Bucephalus, was ready. A groom held the reins while Alexander mounted, then handed him his shield and spear. Alexander thanked him and nudged Bucephalus with his heels. The horse needed no encouragement. His neck arched, his eyes brilliant, he cantered off.


Dawn was just breaking, but the daylight was confounded with the orange glow of the fires surrounding our encampment. The elephants, hating fire, started to bellow alarmingly. The troops lined up in even rows, the phalanx out in front, the cavalry on the flanks. The phalanx looked like a giant nightmare porcupine. It was composed of hundreds of men tightly packed together, each carrying a thirty-foot long spear. They presented a prickly, impenetrable front.


The battle that day was over by mid-morning. Alexander lost twelve men. The enemy lost half their army and sued for peace before noon.


Alexander was carried into the infirmary where I was helping Usse. His ankle had been shattered by a lance.


‘Are you all right?’ I asked, rushing to his side.


He stared at me, sweat pouring off his face, and his eyes two wells of pain.


‘Would I come here if I was all right?’ he gasped.


I sat down next to him and held his hand while Usse took off his sandal and examined the wound. When he probed, my own hand was nearly broken in Alexander’s grip, and I yelped.


‘Sorry,’ muttered the slender Egyptian doctor, dousing the ankle with hot water mixed with different herbs. He cleansed it and put a splint around it. There wasn’t much else he could do. Now we just had to pray it didn’t get infected.


We stayed for three days while we organized the peace talks with both tribes. Then Alexander decided to pull out and head straight to Nysa. An ambassador for the Assacenian king told us that the child of the moon was being worshipped in Nysa.


The child of the moon was Paul, my baby, now nearly five years old. I hadn’t seen him since he was ten days old.


Alexander left two divisions behind with his general Coenus while we took the rest of the army. We would all join up at the Indus River.


Ten days’ marching, fifty kilometres a day. The distances were absurd, but so was Alexander’s stamina. Riding Bucephalus, he drove us on. The gallant horse had already walked with his master a distance of ten thousand kilometres. I followed on my roan mare, my baby Chiron strapped to my back like an Indian papoose.


People stared, but I was used to it. They would stare no matter what I did. In a land of petite, brown-skinned, black-haired people, I was an oddity. My ancestors had been Nordic Vikings, and I had silver blonde hair and broad, high cheekbones. My eyes were blue, slanted, and chilly as an arctic glacier.


They called me the goddess Persephone, Demeter’s daughter. I was often asked to bless the fields in the winter to ensure a good harvest. Nowadays, I smiled and refused; I’d done it once. Believe me, it was enough. I couldn’t walk for a week.


They stared at Alexander too. Not that he was a tall blond. He was a medium-sized man with unruly, warm brown hair and parti-coloured eyes. His skin was fair, but he tanned easily and was now a smooth, reddish-brown all over. His hair had blond streaks from the sun. His cheeks flushed easily, he had high colouring. He was also beautifully made and perfectly balanced, a finely drawn man in the prime of his life.


Even I loved to look at him, and we’d been lovers since I’d met him, in 332 BC. It was now 326 BC, nearly six years had passed. He still took my breath away.


He turned his head, searching for me with his uncanny eyes. He always seemed to know when I was thinking about him. His mouth quirked up at the corners, his eyebrows drew together then relaxed. He had the most expressive face of anyone I’d ever seen. He smiled and his teeth flashed whitely. He had a slight overbite; he’d sucked his thumb for years just to spite his mother, Olympias.


Now we were going to find the baby she’d kidnapped four years ago. And I hoped that one day Olympias would suffer as terribly as I had when my baby was taken from me.


* * *


Chiron squirmed on my back and started to cry. I reined in my pony and deftly swung the papoose around in front of the saddle. The little boy was hungry again. He always seemed hungry, and he was growing fast. He was two months old, a beautiful golden child with soft brown hair that curled in tiny ringlets around his ears, and slanted hazel eyes that made him look like a little elf. He had fine bones and was a deceptively delicate looking child. He looked just like his father Plexis, better known as Hephaestion, Alexander’s best friend and lover, and my lover too, obviously.


We were dirty and tired. Night was falling, and we hardly had time to set up camp. The last two days had been harrowing. Our guides had deserted us, leaving the army in a labyrinth of small valleys and twisting streams. The army, a hodgepodge amalgam of peoples and religions, reacted differently to different things.


‘It’s a question of getting to know everyone better,’ said Alexander resignedly, after watching an entire section of archers fall on their knees in front of an albino hind one of the Egyptians had shot. The archers were Greek. They thought the hind was protected by Artemis and they were waiting for her to take revenge on the ignorant fool who’d shot her deer. Revenge from goddesses usually took the form of an earthquake or a volcano – they were expecting the worst.


The worst was our guides deserted us. They’d had enough. They’d been nice local boys, two brothers, willing to lead us to Nysa, ‘a three-day march’ they told us. However, they made the mistake of jumping over a large brook without first kneeling and asking permission from the water nymph, and five religious-minded Macedonians gave them a thrashing they wouldn’t forget. Or forgive, apparently. We were lost.


We sent a group of men to fetch firewood, after making sure they all realized that they had to ask permission from the tree they were to cut.


‘Excuse me, Desdoinia.’ It was another Egyptian, speaking to the soldier in charge of firewood. ‘Excuse me, I say. But how do you ask a tree anything? Where are its ears, pray tell? And how do I know if its answer is affirmative?’


I thought these were good questions and leaned over to hear the answer.


Desdoinia, a haughty-looking Persian, answered shortly. ‘A tree has no ears, but the nymph living inside it does. You address the tree. She will hear you. And you speak loudly. You’ll know if she’s given you permission when you start cutting. If the axe slips and cuts off your leg, it means “no”.’


The Egyptian looked doubtful. ‘I’d rather know beforehand if she said “yes” or “no”. Is there no other way to make sure? Besides,’ he dug his toe in the soft ground and looked askance at Desdoinia. ‘I thought green wood burned badly.’


The woodcutters left, still arguing theology, and I went to the stream to fetch some water to bathe Chiron and myself. The night was cool and would get colder. I picked up dry sticks on my way to the stream. A fire would be nice.


We camped near the stream that night after asking permission of the river god. The tent was set up when I got back. Brazza was rocking Chiron in his hammock, Axiom was busy getting dinner, and Alexander was sitting on the bed discussing with his generals which route to take. His ankle hadn’t gotten infected and seemed to be healing well, but it was still in a splint, and it still pained him at night.


He leaned back on his elbows as I came in, and he smiled. The light from the blue glass lantern made his skin as pale as milk and shadowed his eyes. Craterus and Ptolemy Lagos rose when I entered. Both men were tall and gaunt, but they were as dissimilar as could be. Craterus was a pale-skinned, mournful-faced man. He had neatly trimmed dark hair. His eyes were the soft grey of a wintery sky. Ptolemy Lagos shaved his head, which was why we called him ‘Baldy’. His skin was the colour of old ivory, and in the summertime he turned nearly brown. His eyes were deep and piercing, his mouth large, sensual, and curved in a smile. He was always exquisitely polite.


I was wary of polite people. Ptolemy had the same flat stare as a shark. The smile didn’t fool me.


I dumped my load of firewood in the corner of the tent, put the bucket of water down, and washed my hands and face. Then I poured the water into the cauldron and started heating it for the bath. Axiom had nearly finished grilling the steaks and the smell of meat made my mouth water. Fatigue made my muscles ache. I longed to sit in a hot tub and soak, with a radio playing soft music, electric lights, and a good book in my lap. Well, in three thousand years that would be possible. Right now I’d have to settle for a quick wash in a small tub. Someone would play the lute, and I could curl up afterwards on my bed with a copy of the Iliad, the only story we had with us.


First I washed Chiron. He loved his bath and kicked and squealed, his legs moving in unison like an excited frog. Kick, kick, kick! When I lifted him out of the bath he yelled loudly, wailing while I dried him off in front of the fire and dressed him. He squalled until his mouth found my nipple, then he nursed greedily until he dropped off to sleep, as suddenly as only a tiny baby can.


Chiron slept, woke, and cried. He nursed again and dropped off to sleep. He had no schedule to speak of. He was a cranky, cantankerous little soul who wanted desperately to stay awake but couldn’t manage to keep his eyes open after eating. I had finally figured him out. He cried easily and was prone to excess emotion. When he was still, he was very, very still; uncanny for a little fellow his age. His eyes would search and search for things to study. He got bored easily. He loved new faces. He adored pulling hair, and he sucked his fists, not his fingers. When he slept, he was the most beautiful baby in the world, pure of face and peaceful. Awake, his expressions could range from gargoyle to cherub, and everything in between. He looked like Plexis, but he had Alexander’s character traits. Sometimes I wondered whose child he was. I stroked Chiron’s downy head, so fragile and fine. I glanced at Alexander and our eyes met. A smile moved across his face, as shy as a shadow, but his eyes were serious and deeply tender.


When Craterus and Ptolemy finished their report, we sat on the rug and ate. They told us some stories they’d heard from their soldiers. The stories were mostly about the new animals and trees they’d seen. One man swore he’d seen a red bush walking. Another man was sure he’d seen a river god who had forbidden Alexander to cross the Indus. This story took up most of the conversation, because the man in question was a priest, and we’d already had our share of trouble with a priest.


Alexander sighed and scratched his head. ‘What does he want me to do?’


‘Turn around and go home,’ said Ptolemy, shrugging. He took a large bite of meat and mumbled, ‘Ishnothingsherous.’


‘What?’


Ptolemy swallowed and frowned. ‘It’s nothing serious. I’m so hungry I could eat an elephant.’


Alexander brightened. Elephants were his favourite subjects, after himself. ‘How are they doing? Is the female any better?’ Her ear had gotten infected after the last battle. An arrow had struck the mighty beast and cut her badly.


‘She’s fine.’ Ptolemy was in charge of the elephants and the infantry around them. Craterus led the phalanx, and Alexander was head of the cavalry. We were travelling lightly; only twenty thousand of us, including slaves, priests, cooks, soldiers, scientists, doctors, grooms, scribes, pages, historians, and Chiron and me.


Forty thousand men led by Plexis and Perdiccas made up the other half of the army. Our scouts told us they had started a siege at a place called Charsadda. Apparently, the king on the far side of the Indus barred the passage to Alexander. Of the two kings in that area only Taxiles, king of Taxila, had sent diplomats and elephants to Alexander. He’d also pledged his support and gave him free passage through his lands.


The other guy hadn’t been so smart. After forty days the city would surrender, be sacked, and the king killed. Plexis and Perdiccas sent news regularly, which was how we knew what was happening. Alexander loved getting mail.


After dinner, the men played chess or draughts while Alexander played the lute. He’d been well educated, and besides playing the lute he played the ceremonial oboe, the flute, and drums. He could recite Homer, Plato, and Euripides, and he knew all the constellations and stars in the sky. He could speak five languages fluently and three others well enough to make himself understood. He had studied all the ancient philosophies and the latest ones as well. Science, mathematics, history, and politics had been included in his lessons. Aristotle had been his teacher for ten years, and Alexander was still thirsty for knowledge.


I never met anyone with such a curious mind. Everything interested him. He asked questions of everyone, be they shepherd or prince, and he paid attention to their answers. I listened to him plucking the chords of the lute, his face a study in concentration. He was trying to remember a song I’d taught him. The song came from a few thousand years in the future. Normally it was played on an electric guitar, but the lute wasn’t bad.


Brazza poured hot water into my tub and I sighed with pleasure as I sank into the scented water. The Persians made hundreds of different perfumes, and I had quite a few with me. Tonight I chose yellow musk-rose; the scent was divine. I put a curtain up in the corner, and my bath was behind it. It was rather a vain gesture. Everyone went around practically naked; the men marched, fought, and worked with just a short wool or linen, wrap-around skirt.


A ceremonial toga, a linen tunic to go under his armour, a pleated skirt, and a woollen cape were all the clothes Alexander possessed. I had a silk robe, a cotton shift, a linen tunic, a long linen robe, some makeshift drawstring underwear, two pairs of wool pants, a woollen jacket, and a cape.


Besides my clothes, I owned a short woman’s spear given to me by Alexander’s first wife – my wife-in-law? – a very fine necklace with a moonstone pendant, a gold bracelet, a horse named Lenaia in honour of an orgiastic festival, and a rocking chair, lovingly fashioned for me by Brazza.


Alexander, king of all Macedonia, Greece, Egypt, Persia, Bactria, and Sogdia, had a lamp, a table, a pen set, a golden cup, and a rug. The tent belonged to him too, of course, and he had two horses. One was the mighty Bucephalus, now almost twenty-three and turning grey around the muzzle. He had several weapons including a rather nice sword, an armoured breastplate with the head of the Gorgon Medusa enamelled on the front, and a pair of sandals. And he had a magic shield. He claimed it was Achilles’ magic shield and would not go into battle without it. I wasn’t reassured. His body was striped all over with scars. Sitting naked on the rug, with just a gold chain around his neck and his ankle bandaged, he looked as dangerous as one of the Siberian tigers I’d seen once before in a zoo. A scar divided his shoulder in two – from a lance that almost killed him. Another terribly gnarled scar disfigured the lower calf on his right leg; an arrow broke his fibula. His arms were striped with silver scars from sword cuts, and his ankle was in a splint; his latest wound. His nose had been broken two or three times. His forehead had a scar right down the middle; a glancing blow from a sword. His neck had a scar on the side – a rock from a catapult hit him, and he was in a coma for three days. His clavicle had a funny bump – broken during a polo match – and his thigh sported the marks of a wild boar’s tusks.


Ptolemy and Craterus weren’t any less marked. Ptolemy had a twisted arm from a break that healed wrongly, and Craterus had half a calf muscle missing from one leg. They didn’t let those little hurts stop them, though. Ptolemy could hurl a javelin as far as anyone else, and he loved to participate in the ‘goatball’ games – games that left as many scars on the men as battles did.


Usse knew this. When the games began, he would start boiling his surgical instruments and heating his cauterizing irons. Stitches were unheard of in that time. They seared the wounds closed. It smelled awful and sounded worse. The patient usually screamed himself unconscious. Alexander had done so on several occasions, waking up with his voice utterly shattered.


The night was still. For once the elephants were peaceful. Taxiles had given Alexander twenty-three females and two males. The males had gone through the rutting season and had made nights miserable for everyone, except maybe the female elephants. An elephant trumpeting all night long is guaranteed to keep anyone awake.


When the generals left, Axiom helped Alexander wash, and Brazza and I cleaned and packed. We would leave early the next morning. Usse came back from the infirmary and reheated his meat on the brazier. He was excited about going to India and discovering new medical procedures. I had already told him all about germs, but he wanted something he could actually see.


For people who believed that sprites lived in trees and streams and that gods were everywhere – but not visible except on rare occasions – germs were accepted and understood. Usse wished he could actually see one, so we had grown mould, and although the spores are quite a bit bigger than germs, he got the general idea.


I wanted to try and find penicillin, and why not? I knew it was a type of mould and it had developed in close contact with human beings. It reacted to our illnesses and infections, so it was somewhere nearby, floating around. I had taken to cultivating mouldy yeast and bread, and treating the small cuts and puncture wounds gone septic. So far, I hadn’t really had any success. One batch seemed to clear up a messy leg wound, but I lost the culture in a battle, and now I couldn’t grow it again. The mould had been a lovely greenish blue. Usse was as fascinated as I, but he was even more interested in new plant remedies. The Indian ambassadors had brought along several doctors, and Usse spent much time with the men in deep discussion. The newest idea was burnt tiger whiskers, and Usse was both excited and apprehensive about collecting tiger whiskers.


We all slept in the tent. Curtains gave us privacy. Chiron slept in a hammock near me, so when he woke, which could be any time, I could see to him. Alexander slept deeply; the baby’s crying didn’t wake him. Everyone snored, and sometimes I dreamed that I was in a cave with bears growling or wild cats purring loudly.




Chapter Two


The dawn’s light, pink and watery, filtered through a hole in the top of the tent. Axiom and Brazza were already awake, feeding bits of wood to the brazier and getting breakfast ready. Outside, everyone started to stir. I could hear the soldiers starting to take down their tents. The sound of the tent poles clicking together as they were rolled up and fastened together was like quick castanets. I heard the fluttery snorts and soft whinnies of the horses as their grooms led them to the river’s edge. Then the elephants were led to water. The horses wouldn’t drink after the elephants did. I didn’t blame them. The elephants dug, rolled, and splashed in the mud, stirring up the water. They even gouged out the bank.


Those were the morning noises. The smell of wood burning came next as the cooks lit the fires. Then came the soft thump of thousands of bare feet as the men jogged to the mess tent and lined up to get their rations for two or three days’ marching. The mess tent usually travelled at least a day ahead of us, setting up camp and getting ready to receive the rest of the army. The cavalry travelled with the cooks and there was a substantial herd of animals to be prodded along. I could hear the lowing of cows, the bleating of sheep and goats, the high cries of the children and women who accompanied the army – there were at least thirty families with children of all ages – and swearing. The soldiers always swore.


I snuggled down into the soft covers and nuzzled against Alexander’s shoulder. He was awake, lying still. When I moved, his arms went around me, pulling me close. It was rare to find him in bed in the morning. Usually he got up before the dawn. However, his ankle kept him immobilized now.


I kissed his neck and nibbled his ear, making him chuckle. My hair swept over his face, a white-blonde mane. He ran his hands over my body and nudged his hips towards me. I smiled and raised my eyebrows. His mouth went soft, his eyes darkened. I didn’t need to ask. I could feel his arousal. It pressed against my belly, hot, and urgent. I quivered. A kind of alchemy existed between us; a chemistry that operated on the most primitive level of sight, sound, scent, and touch. Just a look from him, a gentle touch, and my nipples would harden and tingle and a rush of heat would build between my legs; a heat that Alexander could quench with his lithe body. A play of hands, of lips, of kisses. Lovemaking that started from a look and grew steadily deeper. Legs, arms, and hair entwined. Caresses raised goose bumps all along our arms.


He took possession of me, moving surely and strongly. His face was a study in concentration, his eyes half closed. Small whimpers escaped me. I couldn’t help it. My muscles turned to water and my head fell forward. He grasped my hips and pulled me harder to him, arching his back higher so that I was riding his belly like a horse. I clenched my knees around him and leaned onto his chest, my breasts brushing his ribs. I fastened my mouth on his shoulder to stifle my cries.


With a groan, he rolled over, covering my body with his, driving into me with all his weight and force. I felt as if my whole being was concentrated in one tiny pinpoint of feeling that grew in my belly. It grew and grew, enveloping me, sweeping me away and carrying me on waves of pleasure. I felt Alexander spurting inside me and he cried out, once, harshly. We trembled and then lay still, our two bodies melded together.


Our bodies were still, but our hearts were pounding. I waited until my breathing quieted and the tremors stopped, then I leaned over on my elbow and looked down on my husband. His eyes were closed, he was sound asleep. His long lashes rested on his cheekbones. His mouth was slightly bruised from hard kisses, and his face was in repose for a brief time. He always fell asleep after he made love – sound asleep, as quickly as a baby with a full stomach.


I smiled tenderly, and his eyelashes fluttered as he woke up. The sleep never lasted long. His eyes, one blue, one brown stared up at me. They were clear and guileless, only a trace of impish humour marred their innocence.


‘Sleep well?’ I asked him, my voice purring.


‘Mmm, you know it.’ He smiled, and then winced. The tip of his tongue explored his bottom lip. ‘Did you bite me?’


‘Maybe. I don’t remember.’ I grinned. ‘With all your cuts and bruises, what’s one more?’


‘One too many,’ he sighed. ‘I’m getting too old for this.’


‘For what? Making love in the morning?’


He looked amused. ‘No, for making love in the evening, the middle of the night, and then in the morning.’


‘Does that mean we’re not stopping for lunch?’ I asked demurely.


He struggled to a sitting position. ‘Look at me! I can hardly move. You’re draining my strength, woman.’


‘Just call me Delilah,’ I said.


‘Who?’


I thought for a moment. ‘Samson and Delilah? It doesn’t ring a bell?’


‘Oh, that! But that was centuries ago. At least, let’s see, seven centuries ago. Don’t tell me you still talk about him in your time as well?’ He shook his head. ‘A Hebrew judge. Amazing.’


‘Is that all that story is to you?’


He frowned as he ran his fingers through his hair. ‘What else is there? Axiom! Is my razor ready?’


‘Yes, right here. Shall I shave you now?’


‘Please.’ Alexander swung his legs over the side of the bed, pulling the curtains aside. His ankle made him draw his breath in with a hiss and he blanched.


‘Is it worse?’ I knelt on the floor and carefully examined it. It felt hot, and I frowned. ‘Where’s Usse?’


‘He left a few minutes ago,’ said Axiom, coming to the side of the bed with a bowl of hot water and a razor.


‘Funny, I didn’t hear him leave.’ Alexander cocked an eyebrow at me. ‘Did you?’


‘If you’re well enough to joke, it must not be serious,’ I said, standing up and brushing my hands on my thighs.


‘Is there any hot water left?’


‘Of course.’ Axiom bent over Alexander, deftly shaving his cheeks.


Chiron was still sleeping so I had five minutes to myself. I quickly washed and dressed. Then he woke, letting everyone in the camp know he was hungry.


I nursed Chiron while Axiom and Brazza took the tent down and packed. Since getting the elephants, the tent and our belongings stayed together. Our baggage was carried by a large male Indian elephant I’d named Harry Krishna, to the shocked amusement of the Indian ambassadors. He was an affectionate beast, and he liked it when I scratched his massive forehead. I enjoyed taking care of him, and I’d sometimes go with his driver down to the creek and assist in his bath. I always gave the elephant a titbit. He had a sweet tooth and especially liked almonds dipped in honey.


I had finished changing Chiron and strapping him in his backpack when my pony was led to me. I thanked the groom and mounted. Harry the elephant was almost loaded, and I could see Bucephalus being bridled. Alexander hopped out of the tent and stood, leaning against my pony as we waited for his horse.


The sun rose above the horizon. I could see it would be a bright, sunny day. A faint mist lifted off the river, and the trees around us started to rustle as the wind rose. Birds woke and their singing filled the air. I tipped my head back and breathed deeply. The air smelled fresh and clean, like the beginning of the world.


I looked down at the top of Alexander’s head. His hair was neatly brushed and tied back with a leather thong. Axiom tried to tame it, but the curls that lifted off his temples and the back of his neck would tangle, and then wavy strands would escape, and at the end of the day his hair would be an unruly mane around his head, making him look like a hedonistic lion. Why wait? I reached down and ruffled his hair.


He tilted his head back at me, his eyes alight. ‘This evening we will arrive in Nysa,’ he said.


‘How do you know? Aren’t we lost?’


He snorted. ‘How can we be lost? The guides are gone, we spent a day orienting ourselves, but now all is well. The route is to the north-east. Ten hours’ march. If there are no great rivers we will …’ His voice broke and I was shocked to see tears in his eyes.


‘What is it?’ I leaned down.


‘I dare not hope any more. It has been too long. I have been disappointed too many times. If I do not find him here, I don’t know what I’ll do.’ His words were simple, his voice bleak.


‘We’ll find him.’


‘May the gods hear you,’ he replied, reaching his hand out towards Bucephalus, who, with his ears pricked and his step light, trotted towards his master.


We rode steadily, stopping briefly for a rest at the height of the day when the sun made no more shadows. The air felt pleasantly cool. It was winter, but it wasn’t freezing cold in the afternoon. Sometimes at night, we would get frost and the world would glitter in the starlight, especially if there was no moon. However, lately it had been mild, and I folded my woollen cape across my lap.


The sun touched the horizon. Behind us, the army spread out in a sinuous trail nearly ten kilometres long. The warmth of the afternoon left the air. I could smell smoke, somewhere someone had lit a fire. All those thoughts, like fragments of paper, flitted through my mind. We had climbed a narrow pass and arrived at the summit of a sharp, steep hill. Beyond the hill the evening mist had already obscured the valley behind it. A low, silver cloud slowly turned gold as the sun’s rays touched it. The liquid notes of a songbird floated in the air, blending with the faint chirping of the first crickets and night frogs.


On either side of me, faraway snowy peaks tapped the vault of the sky. Behind me, the evening turned dark blue. The soldiers had lit torches and the orange lights flickered like a procession of fireflies. In front of me, the sun turned a deep blood red. As I topped the ridge I stopped and looked. Low clouds obscured the valley, but blue spirals of smoke told me it was inhabited.


Alexander waited for me, his horse turned sideways. The sun tinted Bucephalus’s black mane and tail scarlet and gilded Alexander’s head in bright gold. His face was in shadow as he looked back at me, yet I could tell he was anxious. His hands shook on his reins. I reached forward and touched him gently.


At that moment the sun’s rays dipped downwards and pierced the mist. A deep green valley was shown to us in the space of a moment. My breath caught in my throat. A village nestled on the banks of a silver creek. Fields and forest were set like jewels. A lake gleamed in the distance and small cooking fires scattered like glowing topazes all around the valley.


Suddenly, a man stepped out from behind a tree. My horse shied, then quieted. Bucephalus didn’t even move, he simply pricked his ears a bit and blew softly through fluttery nostrils.


‘Welcome, Great Iskander, to the Valley of the Gods,’ said the man, bowing low. He wore white robes and carried a long staff. I blinked. It was like meeting a character from a fantasy book. The man’s pronunciation of Alexander’s name was slightly different too. It sounded almost like ‘Seekandher’.


‘Who are you?’ asked Alexander, his voice wary.


‘I am the guardian of the sacred valley. Enter and be welcome. Your army may camp by the lakeside. You will find pasture and fresh water there.’ He bowed again. ‘You and the Lady of the Moon may come with me.’


‘How amazing,’ I heard myself saying.


Alexander demanded to see our child. The old man, walking in front of our horses, peered back over his shoulder and smiled. ‘The child waits for you. We have kept him safe.’


‘I thank you,’ said Alexander stiffly. He wasn’t sure, even now, that we’d finally caught up with Paul.


Neither was I. My heart thumped painfully and tears kept threatening to spill. The man seemed to sense this because he said to me, without slowing his pace, ‘Worry not, daughter of Demeter. Your child awaits. You will soon behold him.’


Chiron stirred on my back, but for once, didn’t cry. As he faced backwards, he had a fascinating view of the whole army coming over the narrow, high pass. In the deep blue evening their lit torches cast a warm glow upon the men and elephants. The sandy road beneath them gleamed faintly white, the trees looked dark and mysterious, and the men sang softly the song to ward off the owl spirit and to quiet the frogs.


Why they were frightened of frogs and owls I’ll never understand, but the song was simple and lovely. It floated above them in the night air, like a canticle for sleep or dreams.




Chapter Three


When we arrived in the valley, a group of men waited to take Alexander and his army to the shores of the lake where a place had been readied for them. I got off my pony and stood in the gloom. My head spun. I could hardly let myself think of Paul. I gave my pony to the groom and looked uncertainly at the old man. He took my hand in his. His grip felt warm and firm. ‘Fear not, my lady,’ he said. ‘Your son is here. I will bring you to him now. It is not fair to make you wait any longer.’


I followed him down a white sandy road between small, neat houses. People stood in the doorways bowing as I went by. The night breeze rustled the leaves of the trees, and little wind chimes made of bamboo and carved wood clicked softly in their branches. The whole forest whispered and tinkled with the sound.


The people were tall and fair and wore white robes. Their hair was dark blond or reddish brown, braided and tied back with white ribbons. They said nothing as I passed, but I could hear a murmur, like a chant, as I went by.


The last house in the village stood by itself in the midst of a large garden. Wind chimes jingled softly in the night breeze. A cuckoo called. The door opened and a woman beckoned me. I couldn’t stop shaking.


Inside, lamps were lit. Yellow light danced around the walls. On the floor lay richly coloured rugs and soft cushions. A low table was set with a warm meal. Light glittered off the brass brazier and the copper bowls. However, there was nobody in the room.


‘Please, don’t make me wait any longer,’ I whispered. ‘Just let me see Paul.’


The man clapped his hands and a woman entered the room.


She led a little boy by the hand. I dropped to my knees. The boy stood and stared at me gravely. He was four and a half years old, tall, sturdy, with long, magnificent eyes in a triangular face. He had a proud nose and a wide forehead. His blond hair curled softly and lifted off the back of his neck and temples. He stood perfectly still. I hardly saw him breathe. But a pulse beat in the base of his throat. A pulse I knew so well.


I stretched my arms out to him, my vision blurring with tears. ‘Come, Paul,’ I said in English.


He came into my arms, laying his head gently on my shoulder. His small arms crept around my neck. I held him. I just held him. I hardly dared to breathe. It was akin to seeing a ghost.


I stood up and swung Paul into my arms, holding him on my hip. For a minute I had only one urge, to leave, to take my child and leave. Instead, I walked to the bench and sat down. I kept Paul on my lap while I unhooked Chiron’s backpack and took the tiny baby in my arms. To Paul I said, ‘Here’s your baby brother. His name’s Chiron. He’s a sweet boy, and soon he’ll be able to play with you.’ I spoke English. I knew he wouldn’t understand, but while I was pregnant I’d spoken English to Paul.
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