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    Quotes




    Calanus threw on to the ground a dry and shrunken piece of hide and put his foot on the outer edge: the hide was thus pressed down at one point on the surface, but rose up at others. He walked round the circumference and showed that this was what happened whenever he trod on the edge: then finally he put his weigh on to the middle, whereupon the whole of the hide lay flat and still. The demonstration was intended to show that Alexander should concentrate the weigh of his authority at the centre of his empire and not go wandering around the borders of it.




    –Plutarch


  




  

    Reviews




    “When I first read the Alexander in India manuscript, I wasn’t sure if it was a translation of ancient writings, or something that you re-imagined. Well, I see that it’s a wonderful novel that evokes the Greeks in India, especially the friendship between Alexander and yogi Calanus. I truly enjoyed reading this, and am glad that Light of Consciousness Magazine has already published a few chapters. This is a successful project and I wish you well on this journey. As you know, I’ve been to India and your book congers up many of those wonders.”




    – Dr. Huston Smith, author of The World’s Religions – the most widely read comparative religion book ever written, whose 50th anniversary edition was recently released




    “This is one of the most interesting and inventive books I’ve read about Alexander. I recommend that you send this to Oliver Stone, the film director.”




    –Dr. John Maxwell O’Brien, author of Alexander the Great: The Invisible Enemy




    “I enjoyed the chapters of the Alexander novel that you sent me. It’s exotic and powerful.”




    – Oliver Stone, film director of Alexander, Wall Street, Heaven & Earth and others.
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    Chapter 1




    Our teacher Dandamis, lean and sharp after 80 years of breath, played dice with a boy to illustrate how one could gamble away a toy, wife, or one’s kingdom. Suddenly the dice rolled up strangely.




    The warm sun glared onto the fragrant meadow where we congregated outside Taxila’s walls. As usual, our group meditated or got into postures, while others conversed and drank tea. Dandamis glanced around with vexed eyes.




    Terror. The end.




    The enemy suddenly poured into Taxila. The world felt like it was ending. Of course it’s not as if we didn’t know it was coming.




    I stood on my head and watched the invaders from that vantage point: the world really was upside down. Just like that, as if black magic, they had arrived. I closed my eyes, envisioning my city.




    Taxila, a city of small and large wonders, the navel of our empire, extends from the Jhelum to the Indus Rivers. It has sky-climbing temples and forests of mist and tigers. It has gossiping streets and markets filled with fruits of the earth and strange items brought back by our merchants. The people have virtue, good laws, generosity. They give to the ascetics, those who deepen the moment and seek infinity.




    Taxila’s palaces have gardens interspersed with fountains and statues, peacocks and swans, and its colleges have the leading scholars, to establish wisdom in the young. Its form of Sanskrit is famous for its pure sounds and therefore emulated widely. Our king, Ambi, casts his eyes on new recruits for his harem and army. All day, the women work at beauty, while men play at war. Our army is like the goddess Durga who defeats all demons and darkness. What’s it like to live at the world’s center? Come to Taxila, or die without having lived.




    ***




    The invader jumped from his horse, a black stallion with a white patch around its eyes, and motioned for his companions, a tall, arrogant lot. And that horse, like a new bride whose eyes are only for the lover. There was no need for the invader to fear a stray arrow. He had survived the bird-flight of continents. That juggernaut would have killed us with flesh-piercing javelins.




    What the foreign king lacked in height was compensated by a husky frame coiled for action. He wore a cavalry hat and scarf and a Persian diadem that sparkled in the sunlight. He looked animated and grinned at us like a monkey who’d stolen our fruit. In fact, he had stolen our lives and the very sunlight.




    We had angry eyes. Suddenly a few yogis, like crazed wrestlers, stomped on the ground, lofting dirt and confusion. I recall the invader straining his sea blue eyes and inquiring into our display.




    “I’ve heard about you,” said the foreign king, ambling toward us, “but I thought you were just a rumor, like so much about India.”




    “What brings you here?” asked Dandamis. “You’ve traveled across land and sea to reach us. Now what?”




    “Now what?” He turned, glaring, then smiled. “I won’t be questioned like that from a naked old man. Destiny, if you want to know. I had a longing to visit your rich lands.”




    Dandamis circumambulated a treeless area, wringing his arms toward the invaders. “Each man has only so much land as he can stand on. Like us, you’re human but you hasten everywhere, making this and that yours. But soon you’ll be dead and own as much land as you now stand on. Shouldn’t you be home with your wife and children on your lap, guarding home and kingdom?”




    The foreign king looked perplexed. Then he focused on us the way a hunter focuses on his prey.




    Oh the gods please save us, I thought. I felt sure he’d move his eyes a certain way or point a finger, and those invincible javelins would poke through our skin like a knife into ghee. Cold silence, a meditation before death. Despite all my years of life and stillness, I feared death. I felt ashamed. Something of my life wanted to exist on earth, now, in the flesh of me, something was unfinished. But I knew the gods had something more in store for me, that I wouldn’t die yet.




    What was it?




    He glowered, rudely staring at us. “Wow, that’s bold. There’s something good in your words, like this crazy habit of going around in your flesh. The high-born man speaks his mind, doesn’t worry about the opinions of others. I guess you don’t fear death? That’s what makes a good soldier, or philosopher. But you should be moderate.” His voice softened as if we were children. “Have you never thought of that?”




    “Moderation?”




    “Do I have an accent?” said the foreign king.




    He leaped up on his horse and charmed it into raising its head.




    “It’s our land,” I yelled out.




    I didn’t know where my courage came from – perhaps the gods. The invader looked at us disdainfully and whispered to his officers. We stood and waited. He moved two fingers up and down his forehead, to mimic the white stripes on mine.




    “Realize I can be your friend or enemy,” he said. “I’ll ask my seer about your fate and if it’s bad, then you have a problem. He’s always seeing something.”




    Stuck in our own footprints, we all stared at each other.




    My mind fluttered like butterflies. I waited with my chest out – “stab me in the heart, demon cowards,” I muttered. “King Ambi should have fought you.”




    This was it – death. As they decided on how to kill us, we prepared ourselves.




    I knew little about these invaders, but had heard they believe in fate and destiny. The fates, the weavers of destiny, even transcend the grasp of the gods. Fate and freewill play themselves on the world stage, but those bitch-goddesses have the upper hand. A merchant of Persian-Jewish ancestry had told me the story of Oedipus, who married his mother and killed his father at the crossroads, just as the Oracle had foretold.




    Can anyone escape his karma?




    We’re puppets of greater forces that create generations of humans culminating in our existence, yet we’re simply one layer, of numberless layers, stretching back to the shadows of chaos, even before the gods. Life is based on karma, the baggage of now and long ago. Like desert flowers, life is fleeting, and that’s a beautiful thing. Who could live in this same skin forever?




    Excuse my digressions.




    Suddenly this crazed stallion of a king, whom they called Alexander the Great, galloped off, followed by his companions. We felt relieved. Yet I could see the world was changing and that we’d not live much longer behind clay walls. I suppose that to be modern is to know how to separate past from present, to be two people at once. Still I knew the yogis would spread wisdom: in that way the conquerors become conquered.




    He knew he was dealing with an advanced group of beings and, along with a flock of smart crows, he returned.




    “I mean no harm to you. You think I crush you?” Alexander asked, circling once, then twice, the stallion rearing upon its hind legs, “but you do it to your own people. I’ve not conquered your people: I’ve conquered you. Your people will gladly follow me, as they’ve followed you, only I’ll bring two visions, instead of one.”




    I realized I had been thinking what Alexander was saying. The yogis covered their eyes. They had had enough of this juggernaut.




    “Look at magisterial Bucephalus, my horse,” said Alexander. “Like a centaur, we move as one being. I’ve brought him glory, from Greece to India, naming cities after him. You’ll accept me with admiration and reflected glory. Holy ones – I thought your interests are of the higher realm, am I not correct? Why do you meddle in politics? Stay away from politics, or you’ll destroy both religion and politics.”




    “It’s our duty to speak,” I said. “We don’t understand your presence.”




    “Philosophers conquer ignorance, kings conquer kingdoms,” replied the usurper.




    The other yogis cast cutting glances at me. They considered it to be pollution: too much worldliness in that Alexander.




    I looked behind him and his blue-eyed officers. There was an historian writing down the king’s words. Now that I think of it, someone was always writing down his words. There are official histories of Alexander and there’s mine. The official realm is for mask-wearers; the truth realm is for seekers.




    Saraswati, the goddess of many things, inspire me.




    Read on. Find the bottomless source, the mind of the mind. Improve your karma.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Despite the invasion, the blend of kundalini colors and the scent of patchouli and orange blossoms pervaded. The sun alighted off the surfaces. For a moment I pretended that the invasion didn’t pollute our goddess lands. I walked around the Lake of Swans, a short distance from the city, admiring the long necks of the birds and their feather-garb. Henna and fig trees adorned the lake and swans glided like rajas in ornate boats.




    A procession of elephants sauntered past. The lead elephant’s tusks were sheathed in gold and had flowers painted on its body, from trunk to tail. The elephants, caparisoned in red, gold and purple silks, trumpeted their arrival, along with others who met the alien Greeks.




    A portable throne was set up against the backdrop of the Lake of Swans. Alexander dropped from his horse and sat with his arms folded. One servant placed a crown with tiara on his head, while others fanned him with banana leaves. He looked amused. He had a sly, oily face with hair of sculptured curls; gleeful evil lurked behind his smile.




    Dandamis, standing in line to greet the king, bowed and put his hands together: “King Alexander, I hear you’re the son of Zeus. If that’s true, then so are we and everything that exists. Hours from now, look up at the stars and see how each star is part of the sparkling expanse, no one star greater than the others.”




    “Well sirs,” Alexander spoke. “You mean that everything up there’s equal? But use your logic: some stars are bright, others dim.”




    “Your wanderings haven’t done you any good. You’re far from home. Why burden yourself over some land?”




    The barbarian king replied, “Like me, you’re free. I can’t compel you to do anything. Yet I must ask, are you the consciousness or the vehicle of consciousness?”




    Dandamis rubbed his beard, saying, “I’ve never met a philosopher in arms. I thought all Greeks were warriors.”




    “Both. That should be your answer,” Alexander snapped. “Next in line.”




    Alexander was radiant and frightening, with his white-plumed helmet and breastplate fronted by Medusa, the snake-haired destroyer. She’s more frightening than our goddess Kali, for Medusa is alien and her glare turns men to stone.




    Having such power made Alexander crave others of an elevated nature, yet this never made him peaceful. Still I was strangely impressed with him, the way one is impressed with a storm that awakens you throughout the night, bringing shivers to the trees and to your skin.




    Yes, for sure, as time went on, there were things I admired about Alexander, his acuity and courage, his disdain for tribal and national visions, his travels and his fame. He did it all for fame. Reincarnation is a kind of continuous fame, until one escapes the wheel of rebirth, becoming still, in perfect repose and peace and bliss. Alexander longed for power and fame even as we hid from such delusion. He was a mirror of the darkening universe.




    Our opinion of Alexander: he’s in competition with the famous dead. His senses are like chariot horses with no driver. He does not understand that the world is leela, god’s play. He’s like the powerful amnesiac king who wanders his kingdom in tatters, not knowing who he is; and like the man searching endlessly for his lover who lounges beside him in bed. His voice is the roar on the land. Alexander is each of us, just greater and more willing to embody his fantasy, to see himself in the ideal battles of memory. In his presence, we live a dream that terrifies those not dreaming.




    From what you’ve just read, I hope you can see why it was necessary for a yogi to murder Alexander. Who would suspect a yogi?




    ***




    The next day, I bumped into General Ptolemy, or was it he bumping into me. Alexander had asked him to speak to me.




    “Just listen for a change,” he told me. “You people are always getting into strange positions, keeping silent or talking your heads off. I’ve been a victim of the last of that list.”




    “Oh at my age, I have little to say,” I replied.




    Ptolemy told of wonderful things about Pythagoras, Socrates, and Diogenes: that the first (Greek yogi) ate no flesh and believed the heavenly spheres made music, that the second (Greek yogi) actually meditated and told the Athenians he would rather drink hemlock than live an unexamined life, and that the third (fakir) offended everyone.




    If anyone knows philosophy of that caliber, whether Indian or Greek, one recognizes that it sees above and beyond the law; it’s a product of universal consciousness, of winged thought.




    “What do you think of Alexander?” Ptolemy asked. He held one leg up as he fixed his sandal and called for his slave.




    Dandamis thought for a moment, opened his arms, and said, “Why did Alexander journey so far? What was there to find? There’s something I don’t understand.”




    “You are not Alexander,” said Ptolemy. “You’re in your world. He owns the rest.”




    The last was easy to say about Alexander. You could say that about anyone who travels to the end of the world. It is said that people travel not to conquer distance but to conquer fear, and that the true journey is interior.




    Invasion, pollution, danger – well my head kept spinning. I looked for signs but the heavens were empty. We all knew that peace would not last. No one needed augury for that. Looming strife weaved a shroud. Even at night, I dreamt of war and drifted through a meadow of corpses. The boy-king had this effect on me. How can anyone stop war when all heads are turned that way?




    I meditated for hours, to seek clarity amidst aching change. In our trance-like state, we travel inward, past delusion and suffering, past the glitter of society, thereby discovering the mind of the mind, where the self is everything. With this unity, we transcend the limiting factors of existence. Because happiness can never be attached to any object, it is always within, if it is anywhere.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    I figure I better say now who I am. I’ll die soon either because of killing Alexander or by getting a bow and fighting the invaders. I might even find my friend and hop on his elephant, though I’m afraid for that kind animal. He has no part in human evil. I’m a yogi and an old one at that and never have I held even a farm implement. But I’m fearless. I’ve conquered my fear.




    The Greeks call me Calanas, but my real name is Sphines. I’ve seen 70 years pass amidst the stillness of this galloping world. My vows, lasting forty-years, are over. I’m free. I’m a philosopher who investigates being and nature. I embody ancient and new knowledge. My investigations of life place me at the doors of Pythagoras, Heraclitus, Socrates, Plato, and Buddha: anyone with a third eye seeing everywhere. The world is my thought-realm, though I often forget to comb my beard. For years, I’ve studied Persian and Greek with a Magi who lived in Taxila.




    I’m one of numberless yogis in this goddess land – the difference with me is that others have recognized my dark side. I like to think of that as cat-curiosity. You’ll have to see what I mean. Just as yogis do not lie, steal, or harm others, I do not lie. Since I’ve swallowed magical Soma, I cannot add hallucinogens to this list of the forbidden. When I was young, I was very curious. I’m afraid that, just like the annual monsoon, my youth has returned. Isn’t that the way to die, to be young again, to be close to the source?




    The Brahmins and yogis hated me for being interested in the Greeks. They did not want me to spend any time with them – pollution. But King Ambi wants to know about the Greeks and to show them a more peaceful way. My secret hope is to improve Alexander’s thinking and thereby stop him from throwing lightning. I admit that I’m curious too. It has often gotten me into difficulty. If you are curious, if you see with younger eyes, life is new each day.




    Will I have the chance to meet Socrates? I’m thrilled at the prospect. I have to find out if he’s still alive. Imagine this gadfly Socrates: he goes around Athens asking people all sorts of questions. What are virtue and justice and beauty and knowledge and courage and the perfect society? What is Love? Of course Socrates pretends to be humble, but he has no problem pointing out their errors, and he’s not afraid of death. He meditates and foregoes flesh. Is he not similar to us? Is he a yogi?




    To the amazement of his friends, Socrates once stood all night trying to figure out a philosophical question. In rebelling against tradition, he’s the most courageous person one can imagine. He was even a soldier for a city named Athens during a tragic war that lasted a quarter century. When his army fled, he did not panic, thereby saving himself and his companions.




    In fact, we believed that the Greeks just had one caste: warriors. But they have all kinds of scientists, map makers, guides, smiths, botanists, surveyors, artisans, bards, soothsayers, magicians, teachers, rhetoricians, musicians, cooks, prostitutes, and philosophers, some of whom are here with Alexander. There are numberless camp followers, stretching out like an army of ants.




    But with these invaders you cannot tell what’s true and what’s false with them. Even their writers make up stories and pretend to reflect reality. Look at some of the things Herodotus the Historian says about India, much of it hearsay. True, he has it correct that there is nothing east of India, just the end of the world. But he says there’s a tribe in India called the Padaei who eat raw meat and that, according to custom, the Padaei kill a sick neighbor so that he cannot spoil the meat. Another tribe is quite different, as they are vegetarians: they survive on seeds and pods, and if a person gets sick he just goes off to die. Herodotus is some kind of Greek historian and he says that, like cattle, Indians always have sex in the field, that Indians are dark like Ethiopians, and that their semen is dark too.




    He says that up north lives a tribe called the Caspatyrus, warlike and rich. They have an abundance of gold which comes from ants as big as foxes. When the ants burrow into the ground, they dislodge gold encrusted dirt. The Caspatyrus people collect this and put it on camels. Now these camels are unique in that they’re as fast as horses and have genitals pointing toward their tails. Once the camels are loaded, the Caspatyrus take off as fast as they can. Otherwise the giant ants, faster than horses, will overtake them. The ants can sniff out anything…




    This Herodotus is wonderful to read, but you don’t know what to believe. He says a lot of stuff, a sort of mosaic of golden pieces from the land and ocean roads of the world, and it’s up to you to see what you believe or not. For someone who doesn’t know another person or country, it’s easy to fabricate things. He’s just hooking our attention with facts and hearsay. I could say anything to the Greeks and they would believe it – that yogis sleep on their head or walk on air, for example. They could say to me that in Greece philosophers know the language of dolphins or that their women are warriors, I’d believe them.




    Most things are open to question, disintegrating from their own falsity. In fact, Yogi Dandamis once told me that “only in meditation, in that deep forest of silence, is there a hint of truth. Everything else is cow dung.” My teacher isn’t a diplomat.




    Excuse my scattered thoughts. I have little peace now. All day I’ve wandered listlessly, considering both the walking dead and those with more days under the sun. One of the great rajahs is planning another kind of welcome for the Greeks.




    I wish to know more about these dreadful Greeks and see if I can poison or stab Alexander before this whole thing starts. Killing one king will save thousands of people and a way of life. It must be done.




    The gods stand behind me. Truth holds my dagger. Krishna drives my chariot.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    A few mornings after the invasion, when the moon and sun floated propitiously in the sky at opposite ends, I walked around the Greek camp, exploring the strange food-smells and clothes, the even stranger voices and milky complexions, when a servant in red Persian pants and emerald blouse, sword clanking at his side, slid down rocks from above, to land in front of me. He choked in dust and yelled out.




    With both hands I gripped my walking stick to defend myself.




    “Hello, sir, you’re Calanus?”




    “No, I’m the king of Persia.”




    He stared at me and laughed. “Okay then, Alexander’s waiting for you. He said to fetch you, or it was my head.”




    “Then it’s your head. I’m a yogi. I go where I please.”




    “You should fear him.”




    “I fear nothing or no one. I am free.”




    I tilted my head in consternation and shuffled to keep up with the boy. A column of soldiers marched past us and a wagon filled with wine and barley creaked along. The aroma teased my nose as it wafted toward the thirsty mouths, which I conceived as a giant monster gobbling up our goddess lands.




    The Royal Tent was guarded outside by eight older boys of famous families. With minimal ceremony I was ushered in. Alexander sat on silk cushions and bragged about a battle in the sky in far-off Bactria. He waved off two masseurs, as well as an engineer with designs for a new road system but gave them each an amphora of wine.




    “Are you the yogi Calanus? Don’t stand at the door, sit. What would you like?”




    “This invitation is enough,” I replied.




    “Then I take it you don’t mind it.”




    “Mind it, King Alexander? It’s my job to know you.”




    “Sit down. You philosophers are a curious lot,” he said angrily. “I’ll need to investigate those techniques you perform. My intention isn’t to gain more enemies: it’s to gain more friends. Furthermore, we choose what we want to be.”




    “How we are is how the world is,” I replied with a generous smile. “King Ambi wants me to be a neutral observer and to assist you.”




    “I thought that was my idea.”




    The air was filled with burnished sun. Alexander immersed his face in a gold basin. I had a stray thought: kill him with his own sword. I could do it. Right in his back. He would look surprised. He’d scream like a girl and collapse to the floor.




    He looked at me with weaved thoughts on his face: “On my way, I’ve met another old philosopher who I admired greatly. Aren’t soldiers and philosophers always conquering something?”




    “Perhaps they share one small thing,” I replied, fingering the beads of my necklace. “But we must conquer our lower nature, as warriors must conquer theirs.”




    “Another philosopher with wit,” he said dryly. “Perhaps I can’t blame you for being cross with me. I would be if you took over my country.”




    “At my age, I leave passion out of things.”




    Alexander smiled diplomatically and nodded to a servant in Persian pants: a bowl of grapes and pomegranates was brought to me. The water had been boiled, something curious to me, I believe a habit from the Persian court to ensure good health.




    Alexander said, “A philosopher and I conquered each other. His name was Diogenes the cynic. He lived in a barrel next to the temple of the Great Mother, just outside the marble city of Ephesus —“.




    “In your region philosophers live in barrels?” I asked in wonderment. “I’ll ponder that. But I’ve lived in a cave and a forest for a while.”




    Alexander nodded. He perambulated around the Royal Tent with tapestries at our feet of rosettes, camels, trees, elephants, garden images, winged creatures, and he said: “He did and he lived more or less like a dog, he didn’t care what he was doing in front of people. He wore almost nothing but his own flesh, a little like you gymnosophists. This Diogenes laughed at honor and hated affectation. He would burp or piss or worse and say cruel things, or he’d laugh at an esteemed man passing by dressed in finery, or he’d sing or praise or curse. Once – it seems so long ago – I stopped by to visit him. I told him I’d give him anything he wanted. And you know what he said to me, Alexander, son of Zeus, hegemon of Greece, king of Persia, pharaoh of Egypt, rajah of India, king of kings?”




    “No, King of all these things. What did he say?”




    “‘Then the king can please move out of the way, for he’s blocking the sun.’ Wow, I was amazed. So I said, ‘If I were not Alexander I’d want to be Diogenes.’”




    We laughed. He gave me a gentle kick.




    “You’re generous, king.”




    A doctor named Critodemus arrived with some ointments and fresh bandages. He was white-haired with quick eyes, Alexander said he had his own remedies and had changed the bandage, then waved him off. One servant after another filled plates with fruit and cheese and foods unknown to me. Wine was poured from something called a krater which depicted Zeus (transformed into a bull) galloping off with a maiden on his back. I declined the wine by putting my hand over the goblet, then smiled and welcomed the red juice. I couldn’t reject hospitality. That would be unpropitious and the Greeks mistrust those who reject hospitality.




    “This Diogenes,” I replied, “sounds fascinating and we’ve many just like him. Fear is what moves everyone, yet this old man was never afraid. No one wants to suffer. So King Alexander, will we get more respect if we too live in barrels?”




    “Oh it’s been done. And I’m afraid that wouldn’t be good for those twisting positions of yours.”




    “Alexander, you tease us. What else did this man Diogenes believe?”




    “Many things. If you come to Greece, I’ll introduce you,” Alexander said with open palms, “but I can’t guarantee his mood. I think you’ve already met one of his followers, who travels with us.”




    “Why didn’t you kill Diogenes?”




    “I could’ve given him a talent of gold, or cut off his head. Why, for a small offense? For honesty? He was a high-minded man. His talent was to be natural, dog-like. Yet Diogenes, you know, conceived of himself as a citizen of the world; therefore, I am akin to him. Paradoxically, he said, ‘Can creation display a greater fool than man? Whatever use is a philosopher who doesn’t hurt anyone’s feelings? To own nothing is the beginning of happiness.’ So, old Calanus, who could disagree with the man? I’ve had these thoughts when I was young? Now things are different. I have another role. Life is about the role we’re given. Don’t your people call this dharma? I’m creating a world society, an ideal world empire. It’s that way in the second greatest book, Plato’s Republic. The philosopher king rules. You don’t have such a king. No one does. I’ve met your luxury-minded kings who battle harems all day.”




    I smirked at his craftiness. He missed nothing. His senses each had a fire. The Royal Tent simmered in torch light.




    “They’re hungry ghosts. They rule nothing but illusions and wild monkeys. If someone were a philosopher he wouldn’t be king.”




    “That’s too bad for your people. Future kings must be worldly, not bound to their own harem. Tell me this, or be tortured: are the kings of India of high courage?”




    “Torture and truth don’t scare me. The kings, they become fiercer the further east one travels.”




    Alexander, eyes looking inside, put three fingers to his chin and walked to the other end of the Royal Tent, passing his shield and sword, then retraced his steps and stood in front of the large wall map. “Oh Hades: my reconnaissance scouts agree with you.”




    “I don’t lie.”




    “I never said that,” Alexander said.




    “I’ve heard you’re crafty, but also inclined toward study.”




    “I am a warrior and philosopher, just like man and god. By the way, my old teacher, Aristotle, preferred the wise king to the wild crowd. Listen, I could even agree to a combination of kingship and rule of the people. Yet, democracy’s a messy affair and the rabble tends to fragment in sundry directions. I doubt you’ve heard of people ruling themselves.”




    “Yogis rule themselves.”




    “Okay then, we’ll speak again, Calanus. I have to attend some athletic competition. It inspires the men for what’s to come.”




    “Oh King, what’s to come? Can’t you leave this land? Can’t we avoid the fanged darkness?”




    “Day follows night, as green life follows a monsoon. Don’t you know that? I see that wit has left you.”




    I walked out. I said nothing to him. I felt shame, for I had lacked the courage to kill him.




    ***




    War crawled closer and closer. Once outside, my head dropped to my chest and my heart ached. How can we tell others to move beyond their bleak heroism, to see beyond conflict, to rely on myths of peace rather than war?




    War brings a tension and quickness to everyone’s movements, a time of contradiction and deceit, when money means everything or nothing. A ghostly voice from behind says, “I’ve come. Accept death as the way of things.”




    So it is that the human lot is to love and suffer and continue the outpour of generations, life, death, dust, life again.




    As Kings Alexander and Porus lock horns, the people go on with mundane chores, because there’s nothing else to do. Yet it was the time for the Festival of the Mother of Spirits. I caught a glimpse of this, much of which surprised me. This is the time when crops grow and cows give birth, when nature returns in its tapestry-like majesty. To celebrate, men and women exchange clothing and go mad with erotic songs and orgy. Men pull women into the woods. I’ve never seen its like. With war looming, I’m told it was even more wild than usual. An old villager said that the reason for this is to celebrate the two-sexed goddess that lives in the surrounding waters. The villager gave me an amulet made by his wife.




    Even though the Greeks are a war machine, they too enjoy peace and entertainment. The athletes competed for glory and gifts, while the soldiers and camp followers screamed out their insides. The Greeks had competitions of running, wrestling, javelin, discus, boxing. Competition offers an eager face, but behind the expanded lungs and applause lurks the school of sharp talons.




    There were other masks too: a group of actors performed a comedy by Aristophanes. I didn’t understand all the humor, but I can say that the actors wore immense strap-on phalluses and argued with women who wanted to stop a war. It was another paradox of the Greeks to allow a utopian play about peace right before war. I don’t understand anything and wish to escape to the caves and groves. Oh Krishna, the blue-faced god, please stand beside me on the chariot of life, wherever it takes me.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Late May, the month known to the Greeks as Apellaios. It was the monsoon season and the Jhelum River bloated over its banks. The frogs sang out, inspired by Parjanya. It’s said that frogs sing out around a pool, just as priests mouth their prayers around soma, the mysterious mushroom.




    Alexander headed south through the salt marsh and rushed toward the inevitable battle, a tragedy for all involved. The Greeks found it impossible to cross the Jhelum River, an eastern tributary of the Indus. Alexander was desperate to find a promontory or bridge, or crossing of any sort.




    Waiting on the opposite bank stood 20,000 of King Porus’ soldiers, hordes of horsemen, and one-hundred giant war-elephants. King Ambi, instead of joining his nemesis, Porus, assisted the Greeks in their divide and conquer, a common Western strategy.




    Perhaps Ambi had read the outcome in the stars, for Alexander was a juggernaut.




    Alexander played a game of bluff, for he launched boats, pretended to charge across the river, split his forces, shouted at the Indians. This festered all night. At each outburst, Porus marched out with his aggravated elephants and army. Meanwhile, Craterus, an esteemed general, remained at Haranpur, across from Porus’ main army.
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