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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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        ‘I foresee great contests at my funeral games.’

        
          
             
            – Reported deathbed words of Alexander the Great
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              INTRODUCTION
            

          

        

      

      ‘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:

      
        
          
             

            ‘but if you wish to blackguard the Great King,

            think how mean, obscure and dull you are,

            your labors lowly and your merits less…’

          

        

      

      Tom Holland, 2014 
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      Invented characters are italicized; all those in roman type are historical. Persons marked * are dead before the story opens. Minor characters making a brief appearance are omitted.

      
        
          
            	
               

              ALEXANDER III  

            
            	
               

              The Great. All further references to Alexander refer to him unless his son, Alexander IV, is specified.

            
          

          
            	
              ALEXANDER IV  

            
            	
              His posthumous son by Roxane.

            
          

          
            	
              ALKETAS  

            
            	
              Brother of Perdikkas, the general.

            
          

          
            	
              *AMYNTAS  

            
            	
              Son of Philip II’s elder brother, King Perdikkas. An infant when Perdikkas died, he was passed over in favour of Philip, after whose murder he was executed for treason. Husband of Kynna, father of Eurydike.

            
          

          
            	
              ANTIGONOS  

            
            	
              General of Alexander; Satrap of Phrygia. Later a king, and founder of the Antigonid dynasty.

            
          

          
            	
              ANTIPATROS  

            
            	
              Regent of Macedon during Alexander’s years in Asia, and at the time of his death.

            
          

          
            	
              ARISTONOUS  

            
            	
              A staff officer of Alexander; later loyal to Alexander IV.

            
          

          
            	
              ARRIDAIOS  

            
            	
              See Philip III.

            
          

          
            	
              ARYBBAS  

            
            	
              A Macedonian nobleman, designer of Alexander’s funeral car. His real name was Arridaios; he is here given a rather similar Epirote name to distinguish him from Philip Arridaios.

            
          

          
            	
              BADIA  

            
            	
              A former concubine of King Artaxerxes Ochos of Persia. 

            
          

          
            	
              BAGOAS  

            
            	
              A young Persian eunuch, favourite successively of Darius III and Alexander. Though a real person, he vanishes from history after Alexander’s death, and his appearance in this story is fictional.

            
          

          
            	
              *DARIUS III  

            
            	
              The last Persian Great King; murdered by his generals after his defeat by Alexander at Gaugamela.

            
          

          
            	
              DEMETRIOS  

            
            	
              Son of Antigonos. (Later known as The Besieger, he became King of Macedon after Kassandros’ death.)

            
          

          
            	
              DRYPETIS  

            
            	
              Younger daughter of Darius III; widow of Hephaistion.

            
          

          
            	
              EUMENES  

            
            	
              Chief Secretary and general of Alexander; loyal to the royal house.

            
          

          
            	
              EURYDIKE  

            
            	
              Daughter of Amyntas and Kynna. Her given name was Adeia; Eurydike was the dynastic name conferred on her at her marriage (or betrothal) to Philip III. She was the granddaughter of Philip II and of Perdikkas III, his brother.

            
          

          
            	
              *HEPHAISTION  

            
            	
              Alexander’s lifelong friend, who died a few months before him.

            
          

          
            	
              IOLLAS  

            
            	
              Son of Antipatros the Regent of Macedon, younger brother of Kassandros; formerly Alexander’s cupbearer.

            
          

          
            	
              KASSANDROS  

            
            	
              Eldest son of Antipatros; lifelong enemy of Alexander. (Became King of Macedon after the murder of Alexander IV.)

            
          

          
            	
              KEBES  

            
            	
              Tutor to the boy Alexander IV.

            
          

          
            	
              KLEOPATRA  

            
            	
              Daughter of Philip II and Olympias, sister of Alexander. Married to King Alexandras of Molossia, which she ruled after his death in Italy. Her father, Philip, was assassinated in her wedding procession.

            
          

          
            	
              KONON  

            
            	
              A Macedonian veteran, attendant on Philip Arridaios.

            
          

          
            	
              KRATEROS  

            
            	
              Alexander’s highest-ranking officer, absent on a mission to Macedon when Alexander died.

            
          

          
            	
              KYNNA  

            
            	
              Daughter of Philip II by an Illyrian princess, from whom she learned the skills of war. Widow of Amyntas, mother of Eurydike.

            
          

          
            	
              LEONNATOS  

            
            	
              Staff officer and kinsman of Alexander; betrothed to Kleopatra before his death in battle.

            
          

          
            	
              MELEAGER  

            
            	
              (Greek spelling Meleagros.) A Macedonian officer, enemy of Perdikkas, supporter of Philip III.

            
          

          
            	
              NIARCHOS  

            
            	
              Boyhood friend and admiral of Alexander.

            
          

          
            	
              NIKAIA  

            
            	
              Daughter of the Regent Antipatros, married and divorced by Perdikkas.

            
          

          
            	
              NIKANOR  

            
            	
              Brother of Kassandros; general in Eurydike’s army.

            
          

          
            	
              *OCHOS  

            
            	
              (King Artaxerxes Ochos.) Great King of Persia before the short reign of Darius III.

            
          

          
            	
              OLYMPIAS  

            
            	
              Daughter of King Neoptolemos of Molossia; widow of Philip II; mother of Alexander.

            
          

          
            	
              PEITHON  

            
            	
              Staff officer of Alexander, later of Perdikkas.

            
          

          
            	
              PERDIKKAS  

            
            	
              Second in command to Alexander after Hephaistion’s death. Betrothed to Kleopatra after death of Leonnatos.

            
          

          
            	
              *PERDIKKAS III  

            
            	
              Elder brother of Philip II, who succeeded him after his death in battle. (See Amyntas.)

            
          

          
            	
              PEUKESTES  

            
            	
              Staff officer of Alexander; Satrap of Persia.

            
          

          
            	
              *PHILIP II  

            
            	
              The founder of Macedonian supremacy in Greece; father of Alexander.

            
          

          
            	
              PHILIP III  

            
            	
              (Philip Arridaios.) His son by Philinna, a minor wife. The royal name of Philip was conferred at his accession.

            
          

          
            	
              POLYPERCHON  

            
            	
              Staff officer of Alexander; Regent of Macedon after Antipatros’ death.

            
          

          
            	
              PTOLEMY  

            
            	
              (Greek spelling Ptolemaios.) Staff officer, kinsman, and reputed half-brother of Alexander. Later King of Egypt, founder of the Ptolemaic dynasty, and author of a history of Alexander extensively used by Arrian.

            
          

          
            	
              ROXANE  

            
            	
              Wife of Alexander, married on campaign in Bactria. Mother of Alexander IV.

            
          

          
            	
              SELEUKOS  

            
            	
              Staff officer of Alexander. (Later King of the Seleucid empire in nearer Asia.)

            
          

          
            	
              SISYGAMBIS  

            
            	
              Mother of Darius III, befriended by Alexander.

            
          

          
            	
              STATEIRA  

            
            	
              Daughter of Darius III, married in state by Alexander at Susa.

            
          

          
            	
              THEOPHRASTOS  

            
            	
              Aristotle’s successor as head of the Lyceum University at Athens, patronized by Kassandros.

            
          

          
            	
              THESSALONIKE  

            
            	
              Daughter of Philip II by a minor wife; later wife of Kassandros.

            
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              323B.C.
            

          

        

      

      The ziggurat of Bel-Marduk had been half ruinous for a century and a half, ever since Xerxes had humbled the gods of rebellious Babylon. The edges of its terraces had crumbled in landslides of bitumen and baked brick; storks nested on its ragged top, which had once held the god’s golden bedchamber and his sacred concubine in his golden bed. But this was only defacement; the ziggurat’s huge bulk had defied destruction. The walls of the inner city by the Marduk Gate were three hundred feet high, but the ziggurat still towered over them.

      Near by was the god’s temple; this Xerxes’ men had succeeded in half demolishing. The rest of the roof was patched with thatch, and propped on shafts of rough-hewn timber. At the inner end, where the columns were faced with splendid but chipped enamels, there was still a venerable gloom, a smell of incense and burnt offerings. On an altar of porphyry, under a smoke-duct open to the sky, burned in its bronze basket the sacred fire. It was low; the fuel-box was empty. Its shaven acolyte looked from it to the priest. Abstracted though he was, it caught his eye.

      ‘Fetch fuel. What are you about? Must a king die when it serves your laziness? Move! You were got when your mother was asleep and snoring.’

      The acolyte made a sketchy obeisance; the temple discipline was not strict.

      The priest said, after him, ‘It will not be yet. Maybe not even today. He is tough as a mountain lion, he will die hard.’

      Two tall shadows fell at the temple’s open end. The priests who entered wore the high felt mitres of Chaldeans. They approached the altar with ritual gestures, bowing with hand on mouth.

      The priest of Marduk said, ‘Nothing yet?’

      ‘No,’ said the first Chaldean. ‘But it will be soon. He cannot speak; indeed he can scarcely breathe. But when his homeland soldiers made a clamour at the doors, demanding to see him, he had them all admitted. Not the commanders; they were there already. The spear-bearers, the common foot-men. They were half the morning passing through his bedchamber, and he greeted them all by signs. That finished him, and now he is in the death-sleep.’

      A door behind the altar opened to let in two Marduk priests. It gave a glimpse of a rich interior; embroidered hangings, a gleam of gold. There was a smell of spiced meats cooking. The door closed on it.

      The Chaldeans, reminded of an old scandal, exchanged glances. One of them said, ‘We did our best to turn him from the city. But he had heard that the temple had not been restored; and he thought we were afraid of him.’

      A Marduk priest said stiffly, ‘The year has not been auspicious for great works. Nebuchadrezzar built in an inauspicious year. His foreign slaves rioted race against race, and threw each other off the tower. As for Sikandar, he would still be fortunate, sitting safe in Susa, if he had not defied the god.’

      One of the Chaldeans said, ‘It seems to me he did well enough by the god, for all that he called him Herakles.’ He looked round, pointedly, at the half-ruined building. He might as well have said aloud, ‘Where is the gold the King gave you to rebuild, have you eaten and drunk it all?’

      There was a hostile silence. The chief of the Marduk priests said, with emollient dignity, ‘Certainly you gave him a true prediction. And since then have you read the heavens?’

      The tall mitres bent together in slow assent. The older Chaldean, whose beard was silver against his dark face and purple robe, signed to the Marduk priest, beckoning him to the broken end of the temple. ‘This,’ he said, ‘is what is foretold for Babylon.’ He swept round his gold-starred wand, taking in the crumbling walls, the threadbare roof, the leaning timber-props, the fire-stained paving. ‘This for a while, and then… Babylon was.’

      He walked towards the entry and stood to listen; but the night noises were unchanged. ‘The heavens say it begins with the death of the King.’

      The priest remembered the shining youth who, eight years before, had come offering treasure and Arabian incense; and the man who had returned this year, weathered and scarred, the red-gold hair sun-bleached and streaked with white; but with the deep eyes still burning, still ready with the careless, reflex charm of the youth beloved, still terrible in anger. The scent of the incense had lasted long on the air, the gold much longer in the treasury; even among men who liked good living, half was in the strongroom still. But for the priest of Bel-Marduk the pleasure had drained out of it. It spoke now of flames and blood. His spirit sank like the altar fire when the fuel was low.

      ‘Shall we see it? Will a new Xerxes come?’

      The Chaldean shook his head. ‘A dying, not a killing. Another city will rise and ours will wane. It is under the sign of the King.’

      ‘What? Will he live, then, after all?’

      ‘He is dying, as I told you. But his sign is walking along the constellations, further than we can reckon in years. You will not see it setting in your day.’

      ‘So? Well, in his life he did us no harm. Maybe he will spare us dead.’

      The astrologer frowned to himself, like an adult seeking words to reach a child. ‘Remember, last year, the fire that fell from heaven. We heard where it fell, and went there, a week’s journey. It had lit the city brighter than full moon. But we found, where it had struck, it had broken into red-hot embers, which had charred the earth around them. One had been set up by a farmer in his house, because that day his wife bore twin sons. But a neighbour had stolen it for its power; they fought, and both men died. Another piece fell at a dumb child’s feet, and speech came back to him. A third had kindled a fire that destroyed a forest. But the Magus of the place had taken the greatest piece, and built it into the fire-altar, because of its great light while it was in the sky. And all this from the one star. So it will be.’

      The priest bowed his head. A fragrance drifted to him from the precinct’s kitchen. Better to invite the Chaldeans than let the meat spoil with waiting. Whatever the stars said, good food was good food.

      The old Chaldean said, looking into the shadows, ‘Here where we stand, the leopard will rear her young.’

      The priest made a decent pause. No sound from the royal palace. With luck, they might get something to eat before they heard the wailing.

       

      The walls of Nebuchadrezzar’s palace were four feet thick, and faced with blue-glazed tiles for coolness; but the midsummer heat seeped in through everything. The sweat running down Eumenes’ wrist blotted the ink on his papyrus. The wax glistened moistly on the tablet he was fair-copying; he plunged it back into the cold-water tub where his clerk had left it, with the other drafts, to keep the surface set.

      Local scribes used wet clay; but that would have set hard before one could revise on it. For the third time he went to the doorway, seeking a slave to pull the punkah cord. Once again the dim hushed noises – soft feet, soft voices furtive or awed or grieving – sent him back behind the drawn door-curtain to his listless task. To clap the hands, to call, to shout an order, were all unthinkable.

      He had not sought his clerk, a garrulous man; but he could have done with the silent slave and the waft of the punkah. He scanned the unfinished scroll pinned to his writing-board. It was twenty years since he had written with his own hand any letter not of high secrecy; why now was he writing one that would never go, short of a miracle? There had been many miracles; but, surely, not now. It was something to do, it shut out the unknown future. Sitting down again he retrieved the tablet, propped it, dried his hand on the towel the clerk had left, and picked up his pen.

      
         

        And the ships commanded by Niarchos will muster at the river-mouth, where I shall review them while Perdikkas is bringing the army down from Babylon; and sacrifices will be made there to the appropriate gods. I shall then take command of the land force and begin the march to the west. The first stage…

      

      When he was five, before he’d been taught to write, he came to me in the King’s business room. ‘What’s that, Eumenes?’ ‘A letter.’ ‘What’s the first word that you’ve written big?’ ‘Your father’s name. PHILIP, King of the Macedonians. Now I’m busy, run back to your play.’ ‘Make me my name. Do, dear Eumenes. Please.’ I gave it him written, on the back of a spoiled despatch. Next day he’d learned it, and carved it all over the wax for a royal letter to Kersobleptes of Thrace. He had my ruler across his palm…

      Because of the heat he had left open his massive door. A brisk stride, half hushed like all other sounds, approached it. Ptolemy pushed aside the curtain and drew it to behind him. His craggy war-weathered face was creased with fatigue; he had been up all night, without the stimulus of action. He was forty-three, and looked older. Eumenes waited, wordlessly.

      ‘He has given his ring to Perdikkas,’ Ptolemy said.

      There was a pause. Eumenes’ alert Greek face – not a bookish one, he had had his share of soldiering – searched the impassive Macedonian’s. ‘For what? As deputy? Or as regent?’

      ‘Since he could not speak,’ said Ptolemy drily, ‘we shall never know.’

      ‘If he has accepted death,’ Eumenes reasoned, ‘we may presume the second. If not…?’

      ‘It’s all one, now. He neither sees nor hears. He is in the death-sleep.’

      ‘Do not be sure. I have heard of men who were thought already dead, and said later that they heard everything.’

      Ptolemy suppressed an impatient gesture. These wordy Greeks. Or what is he afraid of? ‘I came because you and I have known him since he was born. Don’t you want to be there?’

      ‘Do the Macedonians want me there?’ An ancient bitterness pinched, for a moment, Eumenes’ mouth.

      ‘Oh, come. Everyone trusts you. We shall need you before long.’

      Slowly the secretary began to put his desk in order. He said, wiping his pen, ‘And nothing, to the last, about an heir?’

      ‘Perdikkas asked him, while he could still get a whisper out. He only said, “To the best man. Hoti to kratisto.”‘

      Eumenes thought, They say dying men can prophesy. He shivered.

      ‘Or,’ Ptolemy added, ‘so Perdikkas told us. He was leaning over. Nobody else could hear.’

      Eumenes put down the pen and looked up sharply. ‘Or Kratero? You say he whispered, he was short of breath.’ They looked at one another. Krateros, the highest-ranking of all Alexander’s staff, was on the march to Macedon, to take over the regency from Antipatros. ‘If he’d been in the room…’

      Ptolemy shrugged. ‘Who knows?’ To himself he thought, If Hephaistion had been there… But if he’d lived, none of this would have happened. He’d have done none of the crazy things he’s dying of. Coming to Babylon in midsummer – boating about in the filthy swamps down river… But one did not discuss Hephaistion with Eumenes. ‘This door weighs like an elephant. Do you want it shut?’

      Pausing on the threshold, Eumenes said, ‘Nothing about Roxane and the child? Nothing?’

      ‘Four months to go. And what if it’s a girl?’

      They moved into the shadowy corridor, tall big-boned Macedonian and slender Greek. A young Macedonian officer came blundering towards them, almost ran into Ptolemy, and stammered an apology. Ptolemy said, ‘Is there any change?’

      ‘No, sir, I don’t think so.’ He swallowed violently; they saw that he was crying.

      When he had gone, Ptolemy said, ‘That boy believes in it. I can’t yet.’

      ‘Well, let us go.’

      ‘Wait.’ Ptolemy took his arm, led him back into the room, and dragged to the great ebony door on its groaning hinges. ‘I’d best tell you this while we’ve time. You should have known before, but…’

      ‘Yes, yes?’ said Eumenes impatiently. He had quarrelled with Hephaistion shortly before he died, and Alexander had never been easy with him since.

      Ptolemy said, ‘Stateira is pregnant, too.’

      Eumenes, who had been fidgeting to be gone, was struck into stillness. ‘You mean Darius’ daughter?’

      ‘Who else do you suppose? She is Alexander’s wife.’

      ‘But this changes everything. When did…?’

      ‘Don’t you remember? No, of course, you’d gone on to Babylon. When he came to himself after Hephaistion died’ (one could not avoid the name for ever) ‘he went to war with the Kossaians. My doing; I told him they’d demanded road-toll, and got him angry. He needed to be doing something. It did him good. When he’d dealt with them, and was heading here, he stopped a week at Susa, to call upon Sisygambis.’

      ‘That old witch,’ said Eumenes bitterly. But for her, he thought, the King’s friends would never have been saddled with Persian wives. The mass wedding at Susa had gone by like some drama of superhuman magnificence, till suddenly he had found himself alone in a scented pavilion, in bed with a Persian noblewoman whose unguents repelled him, and whose only Greek consisted of ‘Greeting, my lord’.

      ‘A great lady,’ said Ptolemy. ‘A pity his mother was not like her. She would have had him married before he set out from Macedon, and seen that he got a son. He could have had an heir of fourteen by this time. She’d not have sickened him with marriage while he was a child. Whose fault was it that he wasn’t ready for a woman till he met the Bactrian?’ Thus, unofficially, did most Macedonians refer to Roxane.

      ‘Done is done. But Stateira… Does Perdikkas know?’

      ‘That’s why he asked him to name his heir.’

      ‘And still he would not?’

      ‘“To the best,” he said. He left it to us, to the Macedonians, to choose when they came of age. Yes, he’s a Macedonian at the last.’

      ‘If they are boys,’ Eumenes reminded him.

      Ptolemy, who had been withdrawn into his thought, said, ‘And if they come of age.’

      Eumenes said nothing. They went down the dim corridor with its blue-tiled walls towards the death-chamber.

       

      Nebuchadrezzar’s bedroom, once ponderously Assyrian, had been Persianized by successive kings from Kyros on. Kambyses had hung its walls with the trophies of conquered Egypt; Darius the Great had sheathed its columns with gold and malachite; Xerxes had pegged across one side the embroidered robe of Athene, looted from the Parthenon. The second Artaxerxes had sent for craftsmen of Persepolis to make the great bed in which Alexander now lay dying.

      Its dais was covered with crimson tapestries worked in bullion. The bed was nine feet by six; Darius the Third, a man seven feet tall, had had ample room. The high canopy was upheld by four golden fire-daimons with silver wings and jewelled eyes. Propped on heaped pillows to help him breathe, and looking small among all these splendours, the dying man lay naked. A thin linen sheet had been spread half over him when he had ceased to toss about and throw it off. Damp with sweat, it clung to him as if sculpted.

      In a monotonous cycle, his shallow rattling breath grew gradually louder, then ceased. After a pause during which no other breath was drawn in the crowded room, it started again, slowly, the same crescendo.

      Until lately there had been scarcely another sound. Now that he had ceased responding to voice or touch, a soft muttering began to spread, too cautious and muted to be located; a ground-bass to the strong rhythm of death.

      Perdikkas by the bed’s head lifted at Ptolemy his dark heavy eyebrows; a tall man, with the Macedonian build but not the colouring, and a face on which authority, long habitual, was growing. His silent gesture of the head signalled ‘No change yet.’

      The movement of a peacock fan drew Ptolemy’s eye across the bed. There, as he had been for days, seemingly without sleep, seated on the dais was the Persian boy. So Ptolemy still thought of him though by now he must be three-and-twenty; with eunuchs it was hard to tell. At sixteen, he had been brought to Alexander by a Persian general involved in Darius’ murder, to give exonerating evidence. This he was well placed to do, having been the King’s minion, with inside knowledge of the court. He had stayed on to give his story to the chroniclers, and had never been far from Alexander since. Not much was on view today of the famous beauty which had dazzled two kings running. The great dark eyes were sunk in a face more drawn than the fever-wasted one on the pillows. He was dressed like a servant; did he think that if he was noticed he would be turned out? What does he think, Ptolemy wondered. He must have lain with Darius in this very bed.

      A fly hovered over Alexander’s sweat-glazed forehead. The Persian chased it off, then put down the fan to dip a towel in a basin of mint-scented water, and wipe the unmoving face.

      At first Ptolemy had disliked this exotic presence haunting Alexander’s living-quarters, encouraging him to assume the trappings of Persian royalty and the manners of a Persian court, having his ear day and night. But he was a fixture one had grown used to. Through Ptolemy’s own grief and sense of looming crisis, he felt a stir of pity. Walking over, he touched him on the shoulder.

      ‘Get some rest, Bagoas. Let one of the other chamberlains do all this.’ A knot of court eunuchs, ageing relicts of Darius and even of Ochos, advanced officiously. Ptolemy said, ‘He won’t know now, you know.’

      Bagoas looked round. It was as if he had been told he was condemned to immediate execution, a sentence long expected. ‘Never mind,’ said Ptolemy gently. ‘It’s your right; stay if you wish.’

      Bagoas touched his fingers to his forehead. The interruption was over. With his eyes fixed once more on the closed eyes of Alexander, he waved the fan, shifting the hot Babylonian air. He had staying power, Ptolemy reflected. He had weathered even the brainstorm after Hephaistion’s death.

      Against the wall nearest the bed, on a massive table like an altar, Hephaistion was still enshrined. Enshrined and multiplied; here were the votive statuettes and busts presented by condolent friends, assiduous place-seekers, scared men who had once had words with the dead; commissioned by the best artists found at short notice, to comfort Alexander’s grief. Hephaistion stood in bronze, a nude Ares with shield and spear; precious in gold armour with ivory face and limbs; in tinted marble with a gilded laurel crown; as a silver battle-standard for the squadron which was to bear his name; and as a demigod, the first maquette for the cult-statue of his temple in Alexandria. Someone had cleared a space to put down some sickroom object, and a small Hephaistion in gilded bronze had fallen over. With a quick glance at the blind face on the pillows, Ptolemy set it up again. Let them wait till he’s gone.

      The small sound drew Eumenes’ eye, which quickly looked away again.

      Ptolemy thought, You’ve nothing to fear now, have you? Oh yes, he could be arrogant now and then. Towards the end, he thought he was the only one who understood – and how far was he wrong? Accept it, Eumenes, he was good for Alexander. I knew when they were boys at school. He was somebody in himself and both of them knew it. That pride you didn’t like was Alexander’s salvation; never fawning, never pushing, never envious, never false. He loved Alexander and never used him, kept pace with him at Aristotle’s lessons, never on purpose lost a match to him. To the end of his days he could talk to Alexander man to man, could tell him he was wrong, and never for a moment feared him. He saved him from solitude, and who knows what else? Now he’s gone, and this is what we have. If he were alive, we’d all be feasting today in Susa, whatever the Chaldeans say.

      A frightened physician, pushed from behind by Perdikkas, laid a hand on Alexander’s brow, fingered his wrist, muttered gravely and backed away. As long as he could speak, Alexander had refused to have a doctor near him; and even when he was light-headed, none could be found to physic him, lest they should later be accused of having given him poison. It was all one now; he was no longer swallowing. Curse that fool quack, Ptolemy thought, who let Hephaistion die while he went off to the games. I’d hang him again if I could.

      It had long seemed that when the harsh breathing changed, it could only be for the death-rattle. But as if the doctor’s touch had stirred a flicker of life, the stridor took a more even rhythm, and the eyelids were seen to move. Ptolemy and Perdikkas each took a step forward. But the self-effacing Persian by the bed, whom everyone had forgotten, put down the fan and, as if no one else were in sight, leaned intimately over the pillowed head, his long light-brown hair falling around it. He whispered softly. Alexander’s grey eyes opened. Something disturbed the silky cloak of hair.

      Perdikkas said, ‘He moved his hand.’

      It was still now, the eyes shut again, though Bagoas, as if transfixed, was still gazing down at them. Perdikkas’ mouth tightened; all kinds of people were here. But before he could walk up with a reprimand, the Persian had resumed his station and picked up his fan. But for its movement, he could have been a statue carved from ivory.

      Ptolemy became aware of Eumenes speaking to him. ‘What?’ he said harshly. He was near to tears.

      ‘Peukestes is coming.’

      The huddled functionaries parted to admit a tall well-built Macedonian dressed as a Persian, even – to most of his countrymen’s shocked disapproval – down to the trousers. When given the satrapy of Persis he had adopted the native dress to please Alexander, not unaware that it suited him. He strode forward, his eyes on the bed. Perdikkas advanced to meet him.

      There was a low buzz of talk. The eyes of the two men exchanged their message. Perdikkas said formally, for the benefit of the company, ‘Did you receive an oracle from Sarapis?’

      Peukestes bowed his head. ‘We kept the night-watch. The god said at dawn, “Do not bring the King to the temple. It will be better for him where he is.”‘

      No, thought Eumenes, there will be no more miracles. For a moment, when the hand had moved, he had almost believed in another.

      He turned round looking for Ptolemy; but he had gone off somewhere to put his face in order. It was Peukestes who, coming away from the bedside, said to him, ‘Does Roxane know?’

       

      The palace harem was a spacious cloister built around a lily-pond. Here too were hushed voices, but differently pitched; the few men in this female world were eunuchs.

      None of the women whose home the harem was had set eyes on the dying king. They had heard well of him; they had been kept by him in comfort and unmolested; they had awaited a visit that never came. And that was all, except that they knew of no male heir who would inherit them; in a little while there would even, it seemed, be no Great King. The voices were muted with secretive fear.

      Here were all the women Darius had left behind him when he marched to his fate at Gaugamela. His favourites, of course, he had taken with him; these who remained were something of a mixture. His older concubines, from his days as a nobleman unplaced in line for the throne, had long been installed at Susa; here were girls found for him after his accession, who had failed to retain his interest, or had come too late to be noticed by him at all. As well as all these, there were the survivors of King Ochos’ harem, who could not in decency be put out of doors when he died. An unwelcome legacy, they formed with one or two old eunuchs a little clique of their own, hating the women of Darius, that usurper they suspected of complicity in their master’s death.

      For Darius’ concubines it was another matter. When brought there they had been fourteen, fifteen, eighteen at most. They had known the real drama of the harem; the rumours and intrigues; the bribery to get first news of a royal visit; the long intricacies of the toilet, the inspired placing of a jewel; the envious despair when the menstrual days enforced retirement; the triumph when a summons was received in a rival’s presence; the gift of honour after a successful night.

      From a few such nights had come one or two little girls of eight or so, who were dabbling in the pool and telling each other solemnly that the King was dying. There had been boys too. When Darius fell, they had been spirited away with every kind of stratagem, their mothers taking it for granted that the new, barbarian king would have them strangled. Nobody, however, had come looking for them; they had returned in time and now, being of an age to be brought out from among women, were being reared as men by distant kindred.

      With the long absence of any king from Babylon, the harem had grown slack. At Susa, where Sisygambis the Queen Mother lived, everything was impeccable. But here they had seen little even of Darius, nothing of Alexander. One or two of the women had managed to intrigue with men from outside and run away with them; the eunuchs, whom Ochos would have impaled for negligence, had kept it quiet. Some girls in the long idle days had had affairs with one another; the resulting jealousies and scenes had enlivened many hot Assyrian nights. One girl had been poisoned by a rival; but that too had been hushed up. The Chief Warden had taken to smoking hemp, and disliked being disturbed.

      Then, after years in the unknown east, after legendary victories, wounds, perils in deserts, the King sent word of his return. The harem had aroused itself as if from sleep. The eunuchs had fussed. All through the winter, the Babylonian season of gentle warmth, when feasts were held, he was expected but did not come. Rumour reached the palace that a boyhood friend had died – some said a lover – and it had sent him mad. Then he had come to himself, but was at war with the mountain Kossaians. The harem slipped back into its lethargy. At last he was on his way, but had broken his march at Susa. Setting out again, he had been met by embassies from all the peoples of the earth, bringing him golden crowns and asking him for counsel. Then, when late spring was heating up for summer, the earth had shaken under the horses and the chariots, the elephants and the marching men; and the palace had seethed with the long-forgotten bustle of a king’s arrival.

      Next day, it was announced that the King’s Chief Eunuch of the Bedchamber would inspect the harem. This formidable person was awaited with dread; but turned out, shockingly, to be little more than a youth, none other than the notorious Bagoas, minion of two kings. Not that he failed to impress. He was wearing silk, stuff never seen within those walls, and shimmered like a peacock’s breast. He was Persian to his fingertips, which always made Babylonians feel provincial; and ten years at courts had polished his manners like old silver. He greeted without embarrassment any eunuchs he had met in Darius’ day, and bowed respectfully to some of the older ladies. Then he came to business.

      He could not say when the King’s urgent concerns would give him leisure to visit the harem; no doubt he would find in any case the perfect order which declares respect. One or two shortcomings were obliquely hinted at (‘I believe the custom is so-and-so at Susa’) but the past was left unprobed. The wardens were concealing sighs of relief, when he asked to see the rooms of the royal ladies.

      They led him through. These rooms of state were secluded from the rest, and had their own courtyard, exquisitely tiled. There had been some dismay at their abandoned state, the dry plants and withered creepers, the clogged fountain with green scum and dead fish. All this had been seen to, but the rooms still had the dank smell of long disuse. Silently, just opening his delicate nostrils, Bagoas indicated this.

      The rooms of the Royal Wife, despite neglect, were still luxurious; Darius, though self-indulgent, had been generous too. They led him on to the smaller, but still handsome rooms for the Queen Mother. Sisygambis had stayed here in an early year of her son’s short reign. Bagoas looked them over, his head tilted slightly sideways. Unconsciously, over the years, he had picked up this tic from Alexander.

      ‘Very pleasant,’ he said. ‘At any rate it can be made so. As you know, the lady Roxane is on her way here from Ekbatana. The King is anxious that she should have an easy journey.’ The eunuchs pricked up their ears; Roxane’s pregnancy was not yet public news. ‘She will be here in about seven days. I will order some things, and send in good craftsmen. Please see they do all they should.’

      In a speaking pause, the eunuchs’ eyes turned towards the rooms of the Royal Wife. Those of Bagoas followed them, inexpressively.

      ‘Those rooms will be closed at present. Just see they are well aired and kept sweet. You have a key for the outer door? Good.’ No one said anything. He added, blandly, ‘There is no need to show these rooms to the lady Roxane. If she should ask, say they are in disrepair.’ He left politely, as he had come.

      At the time, they had decided that Bagoas must have some old score to pay. Favourites and wives were traditional antagonists. The rumour ran that early in her marriage Roxane had tried to poison him, but had never again tried anything, so dreadful had been the anger of the King. The furniture and hangings now sent in were costly, and the finished rooms lacked nothing of royal splendour. ‘Don’t be afraid of extravagance,’ Bagoas had said. ‘That is to her taste.’

      Her caravan duly arrived from Ekbatana. Handed down the steps of her travelling-wagon she had proved to be a young woman of striking, high-nosed beauty, with blue-black hair and dark brilliant eyes. Her pregnancy hardly showed except in opulent softness. She spoke fluent Persian, though with a Bactrian accent which her Bactrian suite did nothing to correct; and had gained a fair command of Greek, a tongue unknown to her before her marriage. Babylon was as foreign to her as India; she had settled without demur in the rooms prepared for her, remarking that they were smaller than those at Ekbatana, but much prettier. They had their own small courtyard, elegant and shady. Darius, who had held his mother in awe as well as in esteem, had always been attentive to her comfort.

      Next day a chamberlain, this time of venerable age, announced the King.

      The eunuchs waited anxiously. What if Bagoas had acted without authority? The King’s anger was said to be rare, but terrible. However, he greeted them courteously in his scanty, formal Persian, and made no comment when shown to Roxane’s rooms.

      Through chinks and crannies known in the harem since the days of Nebuchadrezzar, the younger concubines glimpsed him on his way. They reported him handsome in countenance, for a westerner at least (fair colouring was not admired in Babylon); and he was not tall, a grave defect, but this they had known already. Surely he must be older than thirty-two, for his hair had grey in it; but they owned that he had presence, and awaited his return to see him again. They expected a lengthy vigil; but he was back in barely the time it would take a careful woman to bathe and dress.

      This made the younger ladies hopeful. They cleaned their jewels and reviewed their cosmetics. One or two, who from boredom had let themselves get grossly fat, were derided and cried all day. For a week, each morning dawned full of promise. But the King did not come. Instead, Bagoas reappeared, and conferred in private with the Chief Warden. The heavy door of the Royal Wife’s room was opened, and they went inside.

      ‘Yes,’ said Bagoas. ‘Not much is needed here. Just there, and there, fresh hangings. The toilet-vessels will be in the treasury?’

      Thankfully (they had tempted him more than once) the Warden sent for them; they were exquisite, silver inlaid with gold. A great clothes-chest of cypress-wood stood against the wall. Bagoas raised the lid; there was a drift of faded fragrance. He lifted out a scarf stitched with seed-pearls and small gold beads.

      ‘These, I suppose, were Queen Stateira’s?’

      ‘Those she did not take with her. Darius thought nothing too good for her.’

      Except his life, each thought in the awkward pause. His flight at Issos had left her to end her days under the protection of his enemy. Under the scarf was a veil edged with green scarab-wings from Egypt. Bagoas fingered it gently. ‘I never saw her. The loveliest woman of mortal birth in Asia – was that true?’

      ‘Who has seen every woman in Asia? Yes, it well may be.’

      ‘At least I have seen her daughter.’ He put back the scarf and closed the chest. ‘Leave all these things. The lady Stateira will like to have them.’

      ‘Has she set out from Susa yet?’ A different question trembled on the Warden’s lips.

      Bagoas, well aware of it, said deliberately, ‘She will be coming when the worst of the heat is over. The King is anxious she should have an easy journey.’

      The Warden caught a sharp breath. Fat old chamberlain and slender glittering favourite, their eyes exchanged the immemorial communication of their kind. It was the Warden who spoke first.

      ‘So far, everything has gone smoothly there.’ He glanced towards the other set of rooms. ‘But as soon as these apartments are opened, there will be talk. There is no preventing it. You know that as well as I do. Does the King intend to tell the lady Roxane?’

      For a moment, Bagoas’ urbane polish cracked, revealing a deep settled grief. He sealed it off again. ‘I will remind him if I can. It is not easy just now. He is planning the funeral of his friend Hephaistion, who died at Ekbatana.’

      The Warden would have liked to ask if it was true that this death had sent the King out of his mind for a month or more. But Bagoas’ polish had hardened, warningly. Quickly the Warden smoothed away curiosity. They said of Bagoas that, if he chose, he could be the most dangerous man at court.

      ‘In that case,’ said the Warden carefully, ‘we might delay the work for a while? If I am asked questions, without any sanction from the King…?’

      Bagoas paused, looking for a moment uncertain and still quite young. But he answered crisply, ‘No, we have had our orders. He will expect to find them obeyed.’

      He left, and did not return. It was reported in the harem that the funeral of the King’s friend surpassed that of Queen Semiramis, renowned in story; that the pyre had been a burning ziggurat two hundred feet high. But, said the Warden to anyone who would listen, that was a little fire to the one he had had to face when the Royal Wife’s rooms were opened, and news reached the lady Roxane.

      At her mountain home in Bactria, the harem eunuchs had been family servants and slaves, who knew their place. The ancient dignities of the palace chamberlains seemed to her mere insolence. When she ordered the Warden a flogging, she was enraged to find no one empowered to inflict it. The old Bactrian eunuch she had brought from home, despatched to tell the King, reported that he had taken a flotilla down the Euphrates to explore the swamps.

      When he got back she tried again; first he was busy, and then he was indisposed.

      Her father, she was sure, would have seen to it that the Warden was put to death. But the satrapy conferred on him by the King was on the Indian frontier; by the time she could hear back from him, her son would have been born. The thought appeased her. She said to her Bactrian ladies, ‘Let her come, this great tall flagpole from Susa. The King cannot abide her. If he must do this to please the Persians, what is that to me? Everyone knows that I am his real wife, the mother of his son.’

      The ladies said in secret, ‘I would not be that child, if it is a girl.’

      The King did not come, and Roxane’s days hung heavy. Here, at what was to be the centre of her husband’s empire, she might as well be encamped in Drangiana. She could, if she wished, have entertained the concubines. But these women had been living for years in royal palaces, some of them since she had been a child on her father’s mountain crag. She thought with dread of assured Persian elegance, sophisticated talk tossed spitefully over her head. Not one had crossed her threshold; she had rather be thought haughty than afraid. One day however she found one of the ancient crannies; it passed the time to lay an ear to it and hear them talking.

      So it was that, when Alexander had been nine days down with marsh-fever, she heard a palace chamberlain gossiping with a harem eunuch. From this she learned two things: that the sickness had flown to the King’s chest, and he was like to die; and that the daughter of Darius was with child.

      She did not pause, even to hear them out. She called her Bactrian eunuch and her ladies, threw on a veil, brushed past the stunned Nubian giant who guarded the harem, and only answered his shrill cries with, ‘I must see the King.’

      The palace eunuchs came running. They could do nothing but run after her. She was the King’s wife, not a captive; she stayed in the harem only because to leave it was unthinkable. On the long marches, out to India and back to Persia and down to Babylon, wherever the King pitched camp her baggage wagons had unpacked the wicker screens which had made her a travelling courtyard, so that she could leave her covered wagon and take the air. In the cities she had her curtained litter, her latticed balconies. All this was not her sentence but her right; it was only whores whom men displayed. Now, when the unprecedented happened, to lay hands on her was inconceivable. Guided by her trembling eunuch, her progress followed by astonished eyes, she swept through corridors, courtyards, anterooms, till she reached the bedchamber. It was the first time she had entered it; or, for that matter, his own sleeping-place anywhere else. He had never summoned her to his bed, only gone to hers. It was the custom of the Greeks, so he had told her.

      She paused in the tall doorway, seeing the high cedar ceiling, the daimon-guarded bed. It was like a hall of audience. Generals, physicians, chamberlains, stupid with surprise, stood back as she made her way to him.
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