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  THE KING SET OFF again across the desert, taking another route that led from the Oasis of Ammon directly to the banks of the

  Nile near Memphis. He rode alone for hours and hours astride his Sarmatian bay, while Bucephalas galloped alongside wearing no halter or tack at all. Alexander had understood just how long their

  journey was going to take, and he sought to spare his horse whenever possible, keen to preserve its strength and vigour.




  The march took three weeks under the baking hot sun and they suffered much before the thin green line marking the fertile banks of the Nile came into view. However, Alexander seemed to be immune

  to exhaustion, hunger and thirst, so immersed was he in his thoughts and in his memories.




  His Companions tried not to disturb these reveries because they realized he wanted to be alone in the midst of those endless, desert spaces, alone with his feeling of infinity, with his anxious

  dreams of immortality, with the passions of his soul. Only when evening fell was it possible to approach the King, and occasionally some of his friends would enter the tent to speak to him and keep

  him company while Leptine bathed him.




  One day Ptolemy took him by surprise with a question he had been wanting to ask his King and friend for too long: ‘What did the god Ammon tell you?’




  ‘He called me “son”,’ replied Alexander.




  Ptolemy picked up the sponge that had fallen from Leptine’s hand and returned it to her, ‘And what did you ask him?’




  ‘I asked him if all of my father’s murderers are dead or whether any of them have survived.’




  Ptolemy said nothing. He waited for the King to come out of the tub and then placed a towel of clean linen over his shoulders and began rubbing him dry. When Alexander turned, his friend looked

  firmly and deeply into his eyes and asked him, ‘So do you still love Philip, your father, now that you have become a god?’




  Alexander sighed, ‘If you weren’t here before me now, I would say that this question had come from Callisthenes or Cleitus the Black . . . give me your sword.’ Ptolemy looked

  at him in surprise, but he did not dare reply. He simply unsheathed his sword and held it out. Alexander took the weapon and cut the skin on his arm with the sharp metal point so that a bright red

  rivulet started running down it.




  ‘What is this, Ptolemy, if it is not blood?’




  ‘It is indeed blood.’




  ‘Quite. It is not the icor which is said to run through the veins of the celestial gods,’ he continued, reciting from Homer. ‘Therefore, my friend, try to understand

  me, and if you love me then put an end to these pointless gibes.’




  Ptolemy understood and apologized for having spoken in that way, while Leptine washed the King’s arm with wine and put a bandage on the wound.




  Alexander saw that his friend was truly sorry and invited him to stay for supper, even though there was not much to eat – dry bread, dates and some rather sharp palm wine.




  ‘What are we going to do now?’ asked Ptolemy.




  ‘We will travel back to Tyre.’




  ‘And then?’




  ‘I do not know. I think Antipater will send me news on what is happening in Greece and our informers will let us know what Darius is planning. At that stage we will take our

  decision.’




  ‘I know that Eumenes has given you the bad news regarding your brother-in-law, Alexander of Epirus.’




  ‘Yes, he has. My sister Cleopatra will be beside herself with grief, and my mother too, for she loved her brother very much.’




  ‘But I am sure the greatest grief will be your own. Am I not right?’




  ‘Yes, I believe you are.’




  ‘What was it that brought the two of you so close together, apart from your family ties?’




  ‘A great dream we shared. Now the entire weight of that dream lies on my shoulders. One day we will invade Italy, Ptolemy, and we will annihilate the barbarians who killed him.’




  He poured some wine for his friend and then said, ‘Would you like to hear some poetry? I have invited Thessalus to keep me company.’




  ‘Indeed I would. Which poems have you chosen?’




  ‘Works by a variety of poets, all of which are about the sea. These endless sands around us remind me of the great expanse of the sea, and then all this dryness makes me long for

  it.’




  As soon as Leptine had cleared away the two small tables, the actor entered. He wore a stage costume and had make-up on his face – bistre around his eyes, his mouth lined with minium, a

  red dye to create a bitter expression, like those of the masks from the tragedies. He strummed some subdued chords on his lyre and began:




  

    

      

        

          

            O breeze, breeze of the sea,




            That wafts swift galleys, ocean’s coursers,




            Across the surging main!




            Where will you bear me, the sorrowful one?1


          


        


      


    


  




  Alexander listened in the deep silence of the night, enchanted by the voice that was capable of any intonation, capable of resonating through all human feeling and passion, capable of imitating

  the very wind and the crash of thunder.




  They sat up until late in the night listening to the voice of the great actor as it mutated through every shade of feeling, wailing through the tears of women, or rising proud as he gave voice

  to the heroes. When Thessalus finished, Alexander embraced him, ‘Thank you,’ he said, his eyes moist with emotion. ‘You have evoked the dreams that will come to me this night. Now

  go and rest – we have a long march ahead of us tomorrow.’




  Ptolemy waited up a little longer to drink some wine with Alexander.




  ‘Do you ever think about Pella?’ he suddenly asked. ‘Do you ever think of your mother and your father, of the days when we were boys and we rode all over the hills of Macedon?

  Of the shining waters of our rivers and our lakes?’




  Alexander considered the question for a moment and then replied, ‘Yes, often, but it’s as though they are distant images, like things that happened many many years ago. Our life is

  so intense that each hour is like a year.’




  ‘This means, then, that we will grow old before our time, does it not?’




  ‘Perhaps, or perhaps not. The lamp which burns brightest in the room is the one that is destined to burn out first, but all those present will remember just how beautiful its light was

  during its heyday.’




  He pulled the door of the tent to one side and accompanied Ptolemy outside. The sky over the desert was filled with a myriad of stars and the two young men lifted their eyes to look.




  ‘Perhaps this too is the destiny of the stars that shine brightest in the celestial vault. May your night be a peaceful one, my friend.’




  ‘And yours too, Aléxandre,’ replied Ptolemy, as he moved off towards his tent on the edge of the camp.




  *




  Five days later they reached the banks of the Nile at Memphis, where Parmenion and Nearchus were waiting for them. That same night Alexander saw Barsine again. She was staying

  in a sumptuous building that had belonged to a pharaoh and her apartments had been arranged on the upper floors. In the evening the northerly winds brought to these rooms a pleasant coolness as

  they stirred the blue byssus curtains, as light and delicate as butterfly wings.




  She waited for him, sitting on an armchair decorated with gold and enamel friezes, dressed in a light gown in the Ionian style. Her black hair with its violet highlights lay loose over her

  shoulders and she wore light make-up after the Egyptian manner.




  The moonlight and the light of the lamps hidden behind alabaster screens mingled in an atmosphere perfumed with nard and aloe, glowing with amber reflections from the onyx tanks full of water,

  on the surface of which lotus flowers and rose petals floated. From an openwork screen of stylized ivy branches and gliding birds, came the quiet, gentle music of flutes and harps. The walls were

  completely frescoed with ancient Egyptian pictures representing scenes in which naked maidens danced to the sound of lutes and tambours before the royal couple on their thrones, and in a corner

  there was a large bed with a blue canopy supported by four columns of gilded wood with capitals in the shape of lotus flowers.




  Alexander entered and looked long and ardently at Barsine. His eyes were still full of the dazzling light of the desert, his ears rang with the sacred words of the Oracle of Ammon, his whole

  body emanated an aura of magical enchantment: the golden locks falling on his shoulders, his muscled chest with the scars it carried, the changing colour of his eyes, his slender, nervous hands

  with their blue veins. Over his naked body he wore only a light chlamys, held loosely on his left shoulder with an ancient silver buckle, an age-old inheritance of the Argead dynasty, and

  he wore a golden ribbon around his forehead.




  Barsine stood up and immediately felt lost in the light of his gaze, ‘Aléxandre . . .’ she said as he pulled her into his arms and kissed her lips, as full and moist

  as ripe dates. He pulled her down to the bed and caressed her hips and her warm, perfumed breasts.




  But suddenly the King felt her skin go cold and her limbs stiffen under his hands; a menacing air permeated the room, sending all his warrior’s senses into alarm. He turned quickly to face

  the imminent danger and found himself being attacked head on by a body running towards him. He saw a hand raised as it brandished a dagger, he heard a wild, strident cry reverberate around the

  walls of the bed chamber, and he heard Barsine cry out in grief and in pain.




  Alexander quickly pinned the aggressor to the floor, twisting his wrist and forcing him to release the weapon. He could have massacred him there and then with the heavy lamp holder he had

  instinctively grabbed, but he had recognized the young fifteen-year-old – Eteocles, Memnon’s and Barsine’s eldest son! The boy struggled and turned like a young lion caught in a

  trap, shouting all sorts of insults, biting and scratching now that he was unarmed.




  The guards burst in, having heard the scuffle, and they took hold of the aggressor. The officer in command understood immediately what had happened and called out, ‘An attempt on the

  King’s life! Take him below and have him tortured before he’s executed.’




  But Barsine threw herself crying at Alexander’s feet, ‘Save him, my Lord, save my son’s life, I beg you!’




  Eteocles looked at her with contempt written all over his face and then, turning to Alexander, said, ‘The best thing for you to do is to have me killed, because I will try again and again

  . . . a thousand times until I succeed in vindicating the life and honour of my father.’ He was still shaking, partly because of the excitement and agitation of the scuffle, and partly

  because of the hatred burning in his heart. The King gestured to the guards to leave.




  ‘But, Sire—’ protested the officer.




  ‘Out!’ said Alexander. ‘Can’t you see he’s just a boy?’ and the man obeyed. Then the King turned once again to Eteocles, ‘Your father’s honour is

  fully intact. He died because of a fatal disease.’




  ‘It’s not true!’ shouted the boy. ‘You had him poisoned and now . . . now you’re trying to take his woman. You are a man with no sense of honour!’




  Alexander moved closer and repeated, his voice firm, ‘I admired your father; I considered him my only worthy adversary and I dreamed of one day fighting him in a duel. I would never have

  had him poisoned; when I have to deal with my enemies I do so face to face, with sword and spear. As for your mother, she has made of me a victim because I think of her every waking moment; I am

  tormented by the thought of her. Love has all the strength of a god, love is irresistible and invincible. Man knows neither how to avoid it, nor how to escape it, in the same way that ultimately

  man cannot avoid the sun and the rain, birth and death.’




  Barsine sobbed in a corner, her face hidden in her hands.




  ‘Have you nothing to say to your mother?’ the King asked.




  ‘From the very instant you first laid hands on her, she has no longer been my mother, she is nothing to me now. Kill me, I tell you, it is in the best interests of both of you. Otherwise I

  shall kill you and I will offer the blood of both your bodies to my father’s soul, so that he may find peace in Hades.’




  Alexander turned to Barsine, ‘What shall I do?’




  Barsine dried her eyes and composed herself, ‘Let him go free, I beg you. Give him a horse and provisions and let him go. Will you do this for me?’




  ‘I warn you,’ said the boy once more, ‘that if you let me go I will speak to the Great King and I will ask him for armour and a sword so that I may fight in his army against

  you.’




  ‘If this is the way it must be, then so be it,’ replied Alexander. Then he called the guards and issued orders for the boy to be given a horse and provisions before being set

  free.




  Eteocles walked away towards the door, seeking to hide the violent emotions gripping his soul as his mother called out to him. He did stop for an instant, but then turned his back once again,

  crossed the threshold, and went out into the corridor.




  Barsine called out again, ‘Please wait!’ Then she went to a chest and out of it pulled a shining weapon together with its scabbard. She rushed into the corridor and held it out to

  her son, ‘It is your father’s sword.’




  The boy took it and held it close to his chest, and as he did so burning tears flowed from his eyes and made tracks down his cheeks.




  ‘Farewell, my son,’ said Barsine, her voice quavering. ‘May Ahura Mazda protect you and may your father’s gods protect you too.’




  Eteocles ran off along the corridor and down the stairs until he came to the courtyard of the palace, where the guards placed a horse’s reins in his hands. But just as he was about to leap

  astride the animal, he saw a shadow emerge from a small side door – his brother, Phraates.




  ‘Take me with you, I beg you. I won’t stay here, a prisoner to these yauna,’ and Eteocles hesitated as his brother continued to plead with him. ‘Take me with

  you, I beg of you, I beg you! I don’t weigh much, the horse will manage both of us until we find another one.’




  ‘I cannot,’ replied Eteocles. ‘You are too young and then . . . someone must stay with our mother. Farewell, Phraates. We will see each other again as soon as this war is over,

  and I will free you then.’ He held his tearful younger brother in a long embrace, then he leaped on to the horse and disappeared.




  Barsine had witnessed the scene from the window of her bed chamber and she felt herself wither at the sight of her fifteen-year-old boy galloping off into the night to face the unknown. She

  cried disconsolately, thinking of just how bitter the fate of human beings can be. Just a short time before she had felt like one of those Olympian goddesses painted and sculpted by the great

  yauna artists, and now she would gladly have changed places with the most humble of slaves.
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  ALEXANDER HAD TWO floating bridges built so his army could cross over to the eastern bank of the Nile. There he met up with the soldiers and officers he

  had left behind to guard the country; having made sure that they had behaved properly, he reconfirmed them in their positions, dividing them up so that power over this most rich of countries was

  not concentrated in the hands of just one person.




  Egypt welcomed him on his return from the Sanctuary of Ammon, heaping honours on him as if he were a god and crowning him Pharaoh, but destiny had it that these days of glory were darkened by

  sad events. Barsine’s despair lay before his eyes every day, but an even greater tragedy was looming. Parmenion had two other sons besides Philotas – Nicanor, an officer in a

  hetairoi squadron, and Hector, nineteen years old and deeply loved by his father. The younger man was much taken with the sight of the army crossing the Nile and had climbed aboard an

  Egyptian papyrus boat to enjoy the spectacle from the middle of the river. Hector’s youthful vanity had led him to wear a heavy suit of armour and a very showy dress cape; he stood up at the

  stern of the boat, straight and proud so that everyone could admire him.




  Suddenly, however, the boat struck something, perhaps a hippopotamus which was surfacing at that moment, and it very nearly capsized. Hector lost his balance, fell into the water and disappeared

  immediately, dragged down by the weight of his armour, his clothes and his sodden cape.




  The Egyptian rowers of the boat wasted no time diving in, as did many of the young Macedonians and Hector’s own brother, Nicanor, ready to brave the currents and the jaws of the

  crocodiles, of which there were many in that area, but it was all in vain. Parmenion, on the eastern bank from where he had been watching the orderly arrival of the army, looked on, helpless, as

  the tragedy unfolded.




  The news reached Alexander shortly afterwards and he immediately gave orders to the Phoenician and Cypriot mariners to try at least to recover the young man’s body, but nothing came of all

  their efforts. That same evening, after hours and hours of desperate searching, in which he participated personally, the King went to visit the grief-stricken old general.




  ‘How is he?’ he asked Philotas who was standing outside the tent, as though guarding over his father’s privacy. His friend shook his head disconsolately.




  Parmenion was sitting on the ground in the dark, in silence, and only his white hair stood out in the gloom. Alexander felt his knees go weak – he was deeply sorry for this valiant and

  loyal man who so many times had irritated him with all his advice to be prudent, with the incessant reminders of just how great his father Philip had been. Now Parmenion looked like an age-old oak

  tree that for years had withstood storms and hurricanes and had now suddenly been rent by a bolt of lightning.




  ‘This is truly a most sad visit I pay you, General,’ he began, his voice shaking slightly. As he looked at Parmenion he could not help but think of the rhyme he used to sing as a boy

  whenever he saw him arriving at his father’s war councils with his hair which even back then was already white:




  

    

      

        

          

            The silly old soldier’s off to the war




            And falls to the floor, falls to the floor!


          


        


      


    


  




  Almost automatically Parmenion got to his feet at the sound of his King’s voice and managed to say, his voice broken, ‘Thank you for coming, Sire.’




  ‘We have tried everything, General, to recover your boy’s body. I would have granted him the highest of honours, I would . . . I would have done everything if only . . .’




  ‘I know,’ replied Parmenion. ‘The proverb has it that in peacetime sons bury their fathers, while in wartime fathers bury their sons, but I had always hoped that I might be

  spared this grief. I had always hoped that the first arrow or the first sword blow would be for me. But instead . . .’




  ‘It is a most terrible loss, General,’ said Alexander. In the meantime his eyes had become used to the gloom in the tent and he could make out Parmenion’s features, distorted

  in his pain. He seemed to have aged by ten years in a matter of moments – his eyes were red, his skin dry and wrinkled, his hair untidy. He had never seen Parmenion in such a state, not even

  during the toughest of battles.




  ‘If he had fallen—’ Parmenion said, ‘if he had fallen in battle, fighting as he brandished his sword then it would have made some sense to me – we are soldiers

  after all. But to die like that . . . in those muddy waters, ripped to pieces and devoured by those monsters! O by the gods! Gods above! Why? Why?’ He covered his face with his hands and

  burst into a long, doleful crying that was truly heartbreaking.




  Alexander could find no more words in the face of that suffering. All he could manage was to murmur, ‘I am sorry . . . I am sorry.’ And he left, saying goodbye to Philotas with just

  one pained look. The other brother, Nicanor, arrived just at that moment, he too stricken by grief and exhaustion, still soaked to the skin and covered in mud.




  The following day, the King had a cenotaph erected in memory of the young man and he personally celebrated the funeral rites. The soldiers, all lined up, shouted Hector’s name ten times so

  that his memory would not be lost, but it was not like the occasion when they had shouted the names of their fallen companions on the mountains of Thrace and Illyria in the midst of the snow-capped

  peaks, under the sapphire sky. In that grave, dark atmosphere, on that muddy water, Hector’s name was immediately swallowed up by the silence.




  *




  That same evening the King returned to Barsine. He found her stretched out on her bed crying. Her maid told him that she had eaten hardly anything all day.




  ‘You must not despair so,’ Alexander said to her. ‘Nothing will happen to your boy – I had two of my men follow him to make sure he will be alright.’




  Barsine got up and sat on the edge of the bed: ‘Thank you. You have taken a weight off my heart . . . even though the shame remains. My children have judged and sentenced me.’




  ‘You are wrong,’ replied Alexander. ‘Do you know what your boy said to his younger brother as he left? The guards told me about it. He said to him, “You must stay with

  our mother.” This means that he loves you and he has done what he has done because he feels that this is precisely what he must do. You should be proud of him.’




  Barsine dried her eyes, ‘I am sorry that all this has happened. I wanted to be a source of joy to you, I wanted to be close to you in your moment of triumph, but instead all I am capable

  of doing is crying.’




  ‘Tears flowing after tears,’ replied Alexander. ‘Parmenion has lost his youngest son. The entire army is in mourning and I could do nothing to prevent it. Becoming a god has

  not done me much good at all. But please sit now and eat with me, together we must seek to regain that happiness which destiny is so envious of and which destiny tries to snatch from us.’




  *




  Admiral Nearchus received orders to sail for Phoenicia while the army returned by land, along the road that ran between the sea and the desert. As they approached Gaza, an

  orderly from Sidon arrived with some bad news: ‘Sire,’ he said, leaping from his horse and not even waiting to get his breath back, ‘the Samaritans have tortured and burned alive

  Commander Andromachus, your governor of Syria.’




  Alexander, already saddened by recent events, grew angry, ‘Who are these Samaritans?’ he asked.




  ‘They are barbarians who live on the mountains between Judaea and Mount Carmel, their city bears the name Samaria,’ replied the orderly.




  ‘And do they know nothing of Alexander?’




  ‘Perhaps they do know something,’ said Lysimachus, ‘but they don’t care. They think they can risk incurring your wrath.’




  ‘In that case they must be taught something more of Alexander,’ replied the King, and he gave orders to start off again on the march. They proceeded to Akrai without stopping and

  from there marched eastwards towards the interior, with the light cavalry of the Triballians and the Agrianians and with the Vanguard fully prepared for battle. The King led them in person,

  accompanied by his friends, while the heavy infantry, the auxiliaries and the hetairoi cavalry remained on the coast under Parmenion’s command.




  They arrived just as evening was falling and were completely unexpected. Indeed, the Samaritans were a shepherding people and they were all out on the hills with their flocks at pasture. Over a

  period of three days every village was set alight and the capital, which was nothing more than a slightly larger and walled village, was razed to the ground. Their temple, a modest sanctuary which

  did not even have a statue or an image of any kind, was reduced to ashes.




  The action continued until nightfall on the third day, and the King decided to set up camp with his men out on the mountains and to wait for the following day before setting off on the journey

  back to the sea. Double sentries were posted on all the surrounding paths so as to avoid any surprise attacks, and fires were lit to illuminate the guard posts and the night passed peacefully.

  Shortly before dawn the King was awakened by the officer in charge of the last watch, a Thessalian from Larissa by the name of Euryalus, ‘Sire, come; there is something you must

  see.’




  ‘What is it?’ asked Alexander as he got to his feet.




  ‘There is a group of people coming from the south. It looks like some sort of delegation.’




  ‘A delegation? And where can they be from?’




  ‘I do not know.’




  ‘There is only one city in that direction,’ said Eumenes who had been awake for some time and had already made one inspection round. ‘Jerusalem.’




  ‘And what city is Jerusalem?’




  ‘It is the capital of a small kingdom that has no king – the realm of the Judaeans. It perches high up on a mountain and is surrounded by cliffs.’




  As Eumenes spoke, the small group had reached the first guard post and was asking permission to pass through.




  ‘Let them come,’ Alexander ordered. ‘I will receive them in front of my tent.’ He covered his shoulders with his cape and sat on his field stool.




  In the meantime one of the men from the delegation who certainly spoke Greek was exchanging a few words with Euryalus and asked if the young man sitting in front of the tent with the red cape on

  his shoulders was King Alexander. On being told that he was, the man moved forward, the rest of the delegation following behind. It was immediately apparent who was the most important personage in

  the group – an old man of average height with a long, well-kept beard, on his head a mitre and on his chest a pectoral embellished with twelve stones in various colours. He was the first to

  speak and to Alexander his tongue – guttural and yet harmonious, syncopated and strongly aspirated – seemed very similar to the Phoenicians’.




  ‘May the Lord protect you, Great King,’ came the interpreter’s translation.




  ‘Of which lord do you speak?’ asked Alexander, intrigued by the use of the word.




  ‘Of the Lord our God, God of Israel.’




  ‘And why should your god protect me?’




  ‘He already has,’ replied the old man, ‘allowing you to survive many battles and to travel here to put an end to the blasphemy of the Samaritans.’




  Alexander shook his head as though the interpreter’s words held no meaning for him, ‘What is a blasphemy?’ he asked, but just at that moment he felt a hand placed on his

  shoulder. He turned and saw Aristander, wrapped in his white cloak and with a strange expression in his eyes.




  ‘Respect this man,’ he whispered in his ear. ‘His god is surely a most powerful god.’




  ‘Blasphemy,’ the interpreter began, ‘is an insult to God. The Samaritans had built a temple on Mount Gerizim. The one that you have just destroyed, with the Lord’s

  help.’




  ‘And that was . . . blasphemy?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Because there can be only one temple.’




  ‘Only one temple?’ asked the King in amazement. ‘In my land we have hundreds of temples.’




  Aristander asked permission to speak to the old man with the white beard: ‘What is this temple like?’ he asked.




  The old man’s voice was suddenly filled with passion and the interpreter translated, ‘The temple is the house of our God, the only God who exists, creator of the earth and the sky,

  of the visible and the invisible. He freed our fathers who were slaves in Egypt and gave them the Promised Land. For many years He lived in a tent in the city of Shiloh until King Solomon built him

  a splendid temple of gold and bronze on the rock of Zion, our city.’




  ‘And what does he look like?’ asked Aristander. ‘Do you have an image of him to show me?’




  As soon as the old man heard the request he pulled a face of sheer disgust and replied dryly, ‘Our Lord has no image and we are not allowed to make use of any images to represent Him. The

  image of our Lord is everywhere – in the clouds in the sky and in the flowers in the field, in the songs of the birds and in the whispering of the wind through the leaves of the

  trees.’




  ‘What do you have, then, in your temple?’




  ‘Nothing that can be seen by human eyes.’




  ‘So who are you, then?’




  ‘I am the high priest. I present the people’s prayer to their God and I alone may pronounce His name, once a year, in the innermost sanctum of the temple. And who are you, if I may

  ask?’




  The King looked at the two men, first one then the other, and said, ‘I want to see the temple of your god.’




  The old priest, as soon as he understood the King’s words, knelt down and bent over so that his forehead touched the ground, begging Alexander not to do it, ‘Please do not profane

  our sanctuary. No one who is not circumcised, no one who is not one of God’s Chosen People may enter the temple, and my duty is to prevent such people from entering, even if it means spilling

  my own blood.’




  The King was about to lose his temper, as he always did when someone denied him anything, but Aristander gestured to him to control himself and whispered in his ear, ‘Respect this man who

  is prepared to give his life for a faceless god, this man who is not prepared to lie and to adulate you.’




  Alexander thought in silence for a short time, then he turned once more to the old man with the white beard, ‘I will respect your wishes, but in return I want an answer from

  you.’




  ‘What answer?’ asked the old man.




  ‘You said that the image of the only god is in the clouds in the sky, in the flowers in the fields, in the singing of the birds and in the whispering of the wind, but what is there of your

  god in human beings?’




  The old man replied, ‘God made man in His image and likeness, but in some men the image of God has become clouded and obscured by their behaviour. In others it shines as bright as the

  midday sun. You are one of these men, Great King.’




  Having said this, the old man turned and went back to where he had come from.
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  THE ARMY PROCEEDED on its march through the last part of Palestine and entered Phoenicia. A heavy sense of anguish had spread throughout the army

  following the death of young Hector, with all of the men taking it as a bad omen. So at Tyre the King offered a sacrifice to Hercules Melkarth in an attempt to clear the sense of oppression with a

  solemn religious rite.




  The city still displayed signs of the devastation it had suffered the previous year, and yet life was tenaciously beginning to bloom once again. The survivors worked hard at reconstructing the

  houses, transporting materials on their boats from dry land. Some concentrated on fishing while yet others busied themselves in the workshops that produced the world’s most celebrated purple

  dye from the mussels that lived on the rocks. New colonists had arrived from Cyprus and Sidon to repopulate the ancient metropolis and slowly the sense of desolation which had accompanied the ruins

  was gradually dissolving as works proceeded, as families were reunited, as the ordinary activities of daily life picked up again.




  At Tyre Alexander received visits from many delegations representing various cities in Greece and the islands, together with several messages from General Antipater keeping him informed on

  military recruitment activities being carried out in the northern regions. He also received a letter from his mother that made a deep impression on him:




  

    

      

        Olympias to Alexander, her beloved son, Hail!




        I have had news of your visit to the Temple of Zeus which stands in the midst of the desert sands and of the response the god gave you, and I find my heart flooded with

        the deepest of emotions. I remembered when I first felt you move in my belly – the day when I consulted the oracle of Zeus at Dodona, in Epirus, the land of my birth.




        That day a sudden wind brought the desert sands to us and the priests told me that your great destiny would be fulfilled when you reached the other great sanctuary of the god, which stands

        in the desert sands of Libya. I remembered a dream in which I felt I had been possessed by a god, which had taken the form of a snake. I do not believe, my son, that Philip begot you, but you

        descend truly from the gods. Is there any other way of explaining your astounding victories, the retreat of the sea before you, the miraculous rains in the burning sands of the desert?




        Turn your thoughts to your celestial father, my son, and forget Philip. The blood flowing in your veins is not his.


      


    


  




  Alexander realized that his mother was fully informed of every aspect of his expedition and that she was pursuing her own detailed design. Olympias was scheming to wipe out the past completely,

  making room for a future for Alexander that was totally different from the one envisaged by Philip and his teacher Aristotle. There was to be no room in this rewriting of the future for even any

  memory of Philip. He placed the letter on the table just as Eumenes entered with other papers to be read and signed.




  ‘Bad news?’ asked the Secretary General as he took in the expression of shock on the King’s face.




  ‘No, in fact I should be happy since even my mother is now telling me that I am the son of a god.’




  ‘But you don’t look like a happy man to me.’




  ‘Would you be happy?’




  ‘You well know that there was no other way of governing Egypt and being accepted by the priests of Memphis – becoming son of Ammon and therefore Pharaoh. What’s more, Ammon is

  worshipped as Zeus by all the Greeks who live in Libya, all those from Naucratis and Cyrene and soon those from Alexandria as well, as soon as your city is inhabited. It was inevitable, because in

  becoming son of Ammon you have also acknowledged that you are the son of Zeus.’




  While he was still talking, Alexander handed him Olympias’s letter, ‘The Queen Mother is simply helping you come to terms with your new role,’ Eumenes said as soon as he had

  finished reading it.




  ‘You are wrong: my mother’s mind is always somewhere between dream and reality, exchanging the one for the other and vice versa. And what is more—’ and he stopped here as

  though undecided whether to divulge such a secret, ‘. . . what is more, my mother has the power to give substance to her dreams and to pull other people into them.’




  ‘I do not understand,’ said Eumenes.




  ‘Do you remember the day when I fled from Pella, the day when my father wanted to kill me?’




  ‘Of course I do, I was there.’




  ‘I fled together with my mother with the intention of reaching Epirus and we stopped to sleep in an oak wood some thirty stadia west of Beroea. Suddenly, in the middle of the night, I saw

  her get up and go off into the darkness – she walked as though she were floating above the ground and came to a place where there was an ancient image of Dionysus covered with ivy. I saw her

  there, just as I can see you now, and she called up an enormous snake from underground, I saw her conjure up an orgy of satyrs and maenads, playing her flute, completely possessed . . .’




  Eumenes looked at him with worry written all over his face, unable to believe his ears, ‘You probably dreamed it all.’




  ‘Not in the slightest. Suddenly I felt a hand on my shoulder and it was her, do you understand? But just an instant before I had seen her playing her flute caught up in the coils of a

  gigantic snake. And I was there, I was not lying in my makeshift bed. We returned to our camp together, walking along the path for some distance. How do you explain all that?’




  ‘I do not know. There are people who walk in their sleep and they say too that there are people who while they sleep somehow leave their bodies and travel distances, appearing before other

  people. This is what they call ekstasis. Olympias is certainly no ordinary woman.’




  ‘There is no doubt about that. Antipater is finding it increasingly difficult to keep her under control. My mother wants to rule, she wants to exercise power and preventing her from doing

  so will not be easy. I wonder what Aristotle would make of all this.’




  ‘That’s easily discovered – just ask Callisthenes.’




  ‘Callisthenes irritates me sometimes.’




  ‘That is apparent, and the fact obviously pains him.’




  ‘But he does nothing to prevent it.’




  ‘That’s not quite the way it is. Callisthenes has his principles and has been educated by his uncle not to make any compromises in this direction: you should try to understand him .

  . .’ and Eumenes then changed the subject. ‘What plans do you have for the near future?’




  ‘I want to organize drama and athletic competitions.’




  ‘Competitions . . . drama?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘But why?’




  ‘Because the men need some sort of distraction.’




  ‘The men need to wield their swords again. They haven’t been involved in any fighting for more than a year, and if the Persians caught up with us right now, I’m not so sure

  that we’d—’




  ‘The Persians will certainly not appear now. Darius is busy gathering the largest army ever seen to wipe us out.’




  ‘And you simply let him get on with it? You would rather organize drama and athletics?’ the Secretary shook his head as though speaking of pure madness, but Alexander stood up and

  placed a hand on his shoulder.




  ‘Listen: we cannot now face a tiring campaign to wipe out the cities and the fortresses of the Persian empire one after another. You yourself saw just how much it cost us to take Miletus,

  Halicarnassus, Tyre . . .’




  ‘Yes, but—’




  ‘So I want to leave Darius all the time he needs to recruit as many soldiers as he can and then I will take him on. And I will resolve everything in one final clash.’




  ‘But . . . but we might lose.’




  Alexander looked him in the eyes as though his friend had just uttered some absurdity, ‘Lose? That is not possible.’




  Eumenes lowered his gaze. He now realized that Olympias’s letter had simply convinced Alexander of something he already believed subconsciously – that he was invincible and immortal.

  That this actually implied some form of divinity was immaterial given the situation, but would the army and his companions share his conviction and determination? What would happen when on some

  limitless Asian plain they found themselves facing the largest army of all time?




  ‘What are you thinking about?’ Alexander asked him.




  ‘Nothing, it’s just that a passage from the March of the Ten Thousand springs to mind, the passage that goes—’




  ‘I know,’ said the King, interrupting him, ‘I know what you’re thinking of,’ and he began reciting from memory: ‘ “It was already midday and still the

  enemy was nowhere in sight, but in the afternoon a large dust storm appeared, like a white cloud of the plain spread over a long distance. A little later they could just make out the flashing of

  the metal and the spears and the ranks became visible . . .”




  ‘The battle of Kunaxa, the Great King’s limitless army appearing like a ghost out of the desert dust . . . and yet even back then the Greeks won the battle, and if they had charged

  the centre immediately rather than tackling the enemy’s left wing head-on, they would have killed the Persian king and conquered his entire empire. You just organize the athletics and the

  theatrics, my friend.’




  Eumenes shook his head again and made for the door.




  ‘One last thing,’ said Alexander, stopping him on the threshold. ‘Make sure you choose those works which suit Thessalus’s voice and bearing. Oedipus Rex, for

  example, and then—’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ the Secretary sought to put his mind at rest, ‘you know I’m good at these things.’




  ‘Eumenes?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘How is the General?’




  ‘Parmenion? He must be completely beside himself with grief, but he doesn’t let it show.’




  ‘Do you think he’ll be up to it when the moment comes?’




  ‘I think so,’ replied Eumenes. ‘There are not many men like him,’ and he left.




  *




  Alexander celebrated the opening of the athletic and theatrical games in grand style, inviting all his friends and the most important officers to a banquet. Everyone came,

  apart from Parmenion who sent an orderly with a note excusing himself: ‘Parmenion to King Alexander, Hail! Please excuse me for not participating in the banquet. I do not feel well and I

  would do your table no honour with my presence.’




  It was immediately apparent that this was to be a conversational meal, because there were no dancers nor ‘companions’ expert in love play, and Alexander himself, as ‘head of

  the symposium’, cut the wine in the crater with four parts of water. It was also clear that he wanted to discuss philosophical and literary topics rather than wartime subjects because he had

  assigned the places near him to Barsine and Thessalus. Then came Callisthenes and a couple of sophist philosophers who were visiting with the Athenian delegation. Hephaestion, Eumenes, Seleucus and

  Ptolemy were also close by with their female companions – some more occasional than others – while the other friends were arranged in the other part of the room.




  Although it was now midsummer, the weather outside was taking a turn for the worse and black rain clouds were gathering over the old city. Suddenly, while the cooks were just beginning to serve

  the first portions of roast lamb with fresh broad beans, a great thunderclap resounded, making the walls of the house shake and sending ripples through the wine in the cups.




  All those present looked at one another in silence for a moment, while the thunder rolled away towards the foothills of Mount Lebanon. The cooks started serving the meat again, but Callisthenes,

  turning to Alexander with a smile part way between ironic and jocular, asked, ‘Since you are the son of Zeus, couldn’t you manage something along those lines?’




  The King lowered his head for a moment and many of the guests in the room thought he was about to produce one of his explosions of wrath. Even Callisthenes himself suddenly seemed to regret

  having made the joke. Seleucus noticed that the historian had turned decidedly pale and whispered in Ptolemy’s ear, ‘This time he’s wetting himself with fear.’




  However, Alexander lifted his head and let everyone see his smiling face, not upset in the slightest: ‘No, I would never do such a thing; I have no wish to frighten my guests.’




  Everyone started laughing. The storm had passed by, for the moment at least.
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  ETEOCLES RODE FOR several days, sleeping only for a few hours each night near his horse. He often woke up, frightened by the calls of the animals of the

  night and the howling of the jackals; he worried about losing his way or being attacked and robbed of his horse and his provisions. The worst fear of all was that he might be captured by brigands

  and sold as a slave in some far off place where no one would ever find him to set him free again. In all his brief life he had never had to suffer such anxiety and face such danger on his own, but

  having his father’s sword with him did give him some heart, holding the weapon which had belonged to the great Memnon of Rhodes. The fact that he was physically very well developed for his

  age also helped, making him seem and feel more adult than he in fact was.




  He had no way of knowing that his safety depended instead on the men put on his tail by his hated enemy, the man who had brought dishonour on his father and had conquered his mother in body and

  soul. Perhaps he really was the incarnation of Ahriman, the genius of the darkness and evil, as his grandfather Artabazos had once said.




  Everything proceeded smoothly while Eteocles crossed the inhabited areas of Palestine and Syria, where it was relatively easy for his escort to camouflage themselves or to mix in with caravans

  that moved from one village to another bearing wares; but out on the limitless expanses of the desert the two hetairoi who were following him had to discuss matters and make a decision.

  They were two young Macedonians from the royal guard, among the most valiant and intelligent of Alexander’s soldiers, and they knew their leader very well. If they failed in their mission and

  anything happened to the boy, the King would certainly never forgive them.




  ‘If we keep him under observation,’ said one of them, ‘he will see us, because there is nowhere for us to hide. If we keep out of his sight then there’s the risk we might

  lose him.’




  ‘We have no choice,’ replied his companion. ‘One of us has to approach him and win his trust. There is simply no other way of protecting him.’




  They laid out a plan of action and the following day at dawn, when the boy set off again on his journey, exhausted after a night spent half awake, off in the distance he saw a man alone on a

  horse, riding in his same direction. He stopped and wondered whether it might be better to let him go on ahead and set off later, or to ride closer to the solitary traveller and thus have some

  company for at least part of the journey.




  He decided that waiting was not a good idea because it would consequently mean having to travel in the warmest hours of the day. He felt sure that one man, alone and unarmed, was certainly no

  danger and that in any case he would have to face much more difficult situations in the near future. He plucked his courage up, kicked the sides of his mount with his heels and set off along the

  deserted track, soon drawing level with the rider, who turned on hearing the noise of the horse. Eteocles, overcoming his own shyness, spoke to him in Persian, ‘May Ahura Mazda protect you,

  stranger. Which way are you going?’




  The man, knowing that he would be understood, replied in Greek, ‘I do not speak your language, my boy. I am a goldsmith from Crete and I am on my way to Babylon to work in the palace of

  the Great King.’




  Eteocles breathed a sigh of relief and said, ‘I too am on my way to Babylon. I hope you won’t mind if we travel together.’




  ‘Not at all. Indeed, it would be a pleasure – travelling alone on these deserted roads frightens me.’




  ‘Why are you travelling alone? Wouldn’t it have been better for you to join up with a caravan?’




  ‘You are right. The fact is that I have heard so many stories about the merchants on the caravans . . . that they supplement their income by selling off as slaves the lone travellers they

  meet along their way, whenever they think they can get away with it, so I said to myself, “Better alone than in bad company.” At least I can see right across to the horizon, the track

  is clearly marked and it’s not difficult to maintain one’s sense of direction – all you have to do is keep going towards the rising sun and sooner or later you’ll come to

  the banks of the Euphrates. The worst is over at that stage because all that’s needed then is a good boat and that’s it. You can put your feet up and rest until you reach Babylon. But

  you look a bit too young to me to be travelling on your own. Don’t you have parents or brothers?’




  Eteocles did not reply and for a moment all they could hear was the noise of their horses’ hooves on the desert track, under the empty sky. The man spoke again, ‘Sorry. I

  shouldn’t have poked my nose into your personal affairs.’




  Eteocles now stared off towards the horizon, flat and monotonous like the becalmed sea, ‘Do you think it’ll take us long to reach the banks of the Euphrates?’




  ‘No,’ replied the man. ‘If we keep this pace up we should be there tomorrow night.’




  They kept going until evening and then set up camp in a slight hollow. Eteocles stayed awake for as long as he could manage, so as to keep an eye on his new companion, but in the end exhaustion

  won and he fell into a deep sleep. The man then stood up and walked back in the direction they had come from until there in the darkness he was able to make out the silhouettes of a horse and a man

  lying down next to it. Everything was proceeding according to plan and so he returned to their camp and lay down himself, snatching brief moments of sleep while remaining alert to the sounds of the

  night.




  When the boy woke at dawn he found that the man had placed a handful of dates with dry bread and a boxwood cup full of water from his water bag on his cape. The water had chilled during the

  night and was refreshing to drink. They ate in silence and then set off again under the burning sun, in the stagnant, motionless air.




  By about midday it was clear that the horses were struggling and so they dismounted and continued on foot, leading the animals by their bridles.




  They reached the Euphrates late in the night, becoming aware of the great river thanks to the gurgling of its waters before they actually saw the sparkling of its flow in the moonlight. There

  was one point where the water rushed against the shallow gravel bed creating a ribbon of foam from one bank to the other – a ford. The soldier moved closer, rode slowly towards the centre of

  the river, testing the solidity of the crossing, and then turned back.




  ‘It’s safe here,’ he said, turning to Eteocles. ‘If you want, you can cross.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ the boy asked him. ‘Aren’t you coming?’




  The soldier shook his head. ‘No. My mission is accomplished and I must turn back now.’




  ‘Mission?’ asked the boy, increasingly bewildered.




  ‘That’s right. Alexander gave us orders to escort you to the border and to make sure nothing happened to you. Another companion has been following us at a distance.’




  Eteocles lowered his head, humiliated by such odious consideration on Alexander’s part: ‘Return to your master and tell him that this will not stop me killing him if I ever meet him

  on a battlefield.’ He guided his charger into the ford.




  The soldier, sitting upright on his mount, stood there watching until he saw the boy riding up the opposite bank and setting off along the plain into Persian territory. Then he turned and headed

  back to meet his companion who was probably waiting not far away. The moonlight was increasingly strong and things were well illuminated, helped by the chalky colour of the desert, but there was no

  sign of the other hetairos. And the next day, by sunlight, there was no trace of him either, nor was there any the day after that; the desert had swallowed him up.
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  ‘YOUR SON ETEOCLES has crossed the border into Persia safe and sound,’ said Alexander as he entered Barsine’s

  room, ‘but one of the men I sent to follow him and protect him has not returned.’




  ‘I am sorry,’ replied Barsine. ‘I know how close you are to your men.’




  ‘They are like my children. But this is the price I pay for your peace of mind. And how is your youngest son?’




  ‘He remains close to me, he loves me, and perhaps he understands me. And then nature helps protect the young – they soon forget and forgetting comes more easily to them.’




  ‘And you? How do you feel?’




  ‘I am most grateful to you for all you have done, but my life is no longer the same. A woman who is also a mother can perhaps never be a real lover – her heart is always pulled in

  another direction by other feelings.’




  ‘Are you trying to tell me that you no longer wish to see me?’




  Barsine lowered her head, somewhat upset now, ‘Please don’t make things any harder for me; you well know that I wish to see you every day, every instant, that your remoteness and

  your coldness hurt me so much. I beg you, please give me some time to recover, to build a small refuge in my heart for my memories and then . . . then I will know how to love you as you wish me

  to.’




  She stood up and approached him, enveloping him in her beauty and her fragrance – Alexander took her face in his hands and kissed her.




  ‘Do not despair. You will see your son again and perhaps in some not so distant future we will all be able to live in peace together.’ He embraced her and left.




  On the stairs he met Seleucus, who had been looking for him, ‘A ship has arrived from General Antipater with an urgent message. Here it is.’


        Alexander opened it and read:


  

    

     



        Antipater, Regent of the Kingdom, to Alexander, Hail!


		The Spartans have assembled an army and are on the march against our garrisons and our allies in the Peloponnese,

        but for the moment they are alone. It is vital that they remain without allies. Do as you think you must to ensure that the situation does not change, and thus I will have no need of

        assistance. Your mother and your sister are both well – perhaps you should consider a new match for Cleopatra. The Egyptian Sisines, the man you asked me to investigate, became a

        trusted servant of your mother the Queen on your father’s death.




        Take good care.


      


    


  




  ‘I hope the old man has sent you good news,’ said Seleucus.




  ‘Not quite. The Spartans are making a move and are preparing to attack us – we must remind the Athenians of their commitment. When is the audience with the delegation from their

  government?’




  ‘This evening. They have already handed Eumenes a note in which they request the return of the Athenian prisoners captured at the Granicus.’




  ‘They haven’t wasted any time. But I am afraid they will be disappointed. Is there anything else?’




  ‘Your physician Philip is attending to Darius’s wife during her pregnancy, but he is very worried and asked that you should be informed.’




  ‘I see. Tell the Athenians I will receive them after the theatre and ask Barsine to go to the Queen in her rooms. Perhaps she will be of some help.’




  He set off down the stairs and met Philip just as he was leaving his quarters, followed by a couple of assistants, loaded down with medicines of all types.




  ‘How is the Queen?’ Alexander asked.




  ‘The situation is stable, but very serious.’




  ‘What is the problem?’




  ‘As far as I can make out, the child has turned and she cannot give birth to it.’




  In the meantime Alexander had started walking and was heading now for the building in which Darius’s wives were lodged together with their court.




  ‘Can you do nothing to help?’




  ‘Perhaps I could do something, but I am afraid she would never let herself be examined by a man. I am trying to train her midwife, but I am not sure it’s of any use. She comes from

  the Queen’s ancestral tribe and it seems to me she is more expert in magic than in medicine.’




  ‘Wait, Barsine will come now and perhaps she will succeed in convincing her.’




  ‘I hope so,’ replied Philip, but the expression on his face made it clear he doubted it very much.




  On reaching the building which had been set up as the royal harem, they saw that Barsine had already arrived and was anxiously waiting for them in front of the door. They were met by a eunuch

  and shown into the atrium. From the floor above came the sound of suffocated moaning.




  ‘She doesn’t even cry out when the labour pains come,’ said Philip, ‘decorum prevents her.’




  The eunuch very respectfully gestured for them to follow and led them upstairs, where they met the midwife who was leaving the room just at that moment.




  ‘Please interpret for me,’ said the physician to Barsine. ‘I must convince her, do you understand?’ Barsine nodded and entered the Queen’s apartments. The eunuch in

  the meantime led Alexander to the threshold of another door and knocked.




  A finely dressed Persian woman opened it and accompanied them first to an antechamber and then to a room in which Sisygambis, the Queen Mother, was sitting. She was near a window, on her knees

  was a roll of papyrus densely covered in script, and she was quietly whispering formulae to herself. The eunuch gestured to Alexander to explain that she was praying and the King stood respectfully

  in silence near the door, but Sisygambis immediately realized he was there, stood up and came to him, warmly greeting him in Persian. Her face clearly displayed her worry and concern, and pain too,

  but there was no sign of unease.




  ‘The Queen Mother greets you,’ came the interpreter’s translation, ‘and she begs you to accept her hospitality.’




  ‘Thank her for me, but tell her that I do not wish to disturb her – I have come only to try to provide assistance for Darius’s wife who is in some difficulty now. My

  physician,’ he continued, looking straight into her eyes, ‘says that he could perhaps help if she . . . if she were able to overcome her modesty and agree to have him examine

  her.’




  Sisygambis thought deeply, looking back into Alexander’s eyes with her face displaying just how much she was moved, and they both felt how strong their feelings were and how distant they

  were from the formal language of the interpreter. At that moment the silence was invaded by the muffled sound of the mother-to-be moaning, trying to face her ordeal in solitude and pride. The Queen

  Mother flinched at the sound and her eyes filled with tears.




  ‘I doubt your physician would be able to help even if she did give permission.’




  ‘But why, Great Mother? My physician is most expert and—’ he cut himself short because he realized from the expression on her face that her thoughts were travelling in a

  different direction.




  ‘I believe,’ said Sisygambis, ‘that in truth my daughter-in-law does not want to give birth.’




  ‘I do not understand, Great Mother: Philip, my doctor, feels that the baby is perhaps not in the correct position for the birth and . . .’




  Slowly, two tears ran down the Queen Mother’s cheeks; her face bore all the marks of her age and her pain and the words came from her mouth deliberately, like the words of a verdict:

  ‘My daughter-in-law does not want to give birth to a prisoner and no physician has the power to change her decision. She is holding the baby within her, so that she will die together with

  him.’




  Alexander was truly bewildered and speechless and he lowered his head.




  ‘It is not your fault, my boy,’ continued Sisygambis, her voice cracking with emotion. ‘Destiny created you to destroy the empire founded by Cyrus. You are like the wind that

  blows impetuously across the earth, and after the wind passes, nothing is as it was before. But men remain attached to their memories, just as ants hold on to leaves of grass while the storm rages

  around them.’




  At that moment there came a much louder cry and then a doleful chorus of moaning from the rooms within the building.




  ‘It is done,’ Sisygambis said. ‘The last King of Kings is dead, before being born.’ Two handmaids entered and covered her face and shoulders with a black veil so that she

  could give vent to her grief without being seen.




  Alexander would have liked to say something, but as he watched her she appeared to him to be like a statue, a simulacrum of the goddess of the night, and he dared not speak. He lowered his head

  for an instant and then left the room, setting off along the corridor in the midst of the crying and the wailing of Darius’s women. Philip came out of the dead queen’s antechamber, pale

  and dumbstruck.




  *




  The following day Alexander gave orders for the funeral to be celebrated, for the Queen to be buried in grand style, with all the honours befitting her rank, and for a great

  mound to be constructed, as was the custom in her native tribe. He could not help but cry as they placed her underground, thinking of just how beautiful and delicate she had been and thinking too

  of the baby who had never even seen the light of day.




  The eunuch escaped that very evening and rode for days and nights until he reached the first Persian outposts near the River Tigris. There he asked to be taken to King Darius’s camp, which

  was on the other side of the river. A group of Median horsemen escorted him for ten parasangs across the desert and at sunset on the following day they brought him before the Great King.




  Darius was at council with his generals, dressed like an ordinary soldier with rough linen trousers and an antelope-skin jacket. The only sign of his regal status was the rigid tiara and the

  solid gold dagger, the shining akinake that hung from his side.




  The eunuch threw himself to the ground with his forehead in the dust and through his sobbing recounted what had happened at Tyre – the Queen’s long, painful labour, her death, the

  funeral. He even put in Alexander’s tears.




  Darius was shocked by the news and ordered the eunuch to follow him into the interior section of the royal tent.




  ‘Forgive me, Great King, for having brought you such sad news, forgive me . . .’ the eunuch continued to say through his own tears.




  ‘Do not cry,’ said Darius, seeking to console him. ‘You have done your duty and I am grateful to you for this. Did my wife suffer much?’




  ‘She suffered a great deal, Your Majesty, but with a dignity and strength befitting a Persian queen.’




  Darius looked at him without saying anything. It was clear from the deep furrows on his forehead and from the failing light in his bewildered gaze that his heart and mind were full of

  contrasting sentiments.




  ‘Are you sure,’ he asked after a moment’s silence, ‘that Alexander actually cried?’




  ‘Yes, my King. I was close enough to see the tears run down his cheeks.’




  Darius sighed and sat down heavily on a chest, ‘But then this means . . . this means there was something going on between them; tears come when a person dear to us dies.’




  ‘Your Majesty, I do not believe that—’




  ‘Perhaps the child was his—’




  ‘No, no!’ protested the eunuch.




  ‘Silence!’ shouted Darius. ‘Or perhaps you dare contradict me?’




  The eunuch fell to his knees, trembling and crying once more. ‘Your Majesty, I beg you, let me speak!’ he said.




  ‘You have already said too much. What else is there to add now?’




  ‘That Alexander never touched your wife. Indeed, he paid her every respect and concern; he never visited her without asking permission and always in the presence of her maids. He displayed

  the same regard, if not even more so, for your mother.’




  ‘And you are not lying to me?’




  ‘I would never lie to you, Great King. Everything I have told you is the truth. I swear it in the name of Ahura Mazda.’




  ‘Ahura Mazda . . .’ murmured Darius. He stood up, moved the curtain door of his tent to one side and lifted his gaze towards the sky. The celestial vault over the desert was teeming

  with stars and the Milky Way stretched out from one horizon to the other with its diaphanous light. The camp was dotted with thousands and thousands of campfires. ‘Ahura Mazda, Lord of the

  Celestial Flame, our god,’ he prayed, ‘make me victorious, let me save my ancestors’ empire. I promise that should I win, I will treat my opponent with clemency and with respect

  because if war had not placed us in this position I would have liked in all sincerity to have asked for his friendship and his affection.’




  The eunuch made to go, leaving the King alone with his thoughts, but as he did so he heard a certain fuss coming from one of the entrances to the camp and he stopped. A group of Assyrian

  horsemen were approaching, escorting a most handsome young man who as he passed looked at him as if he recognized him. The eunuch followed behind the group for a few steps, almost not believing

  what he was seeing. The small procession in the meantime had reached the royal tent and when the light of the torches burning there before the entrance illuminated the boy’s face, he was

  certain. It was Eteocles, son of Memnon of Rhodes and Barsine!
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  THESSALUS’S PERFORMANCE IN Oedipus Rex was impeccable and when he came to the scene in

  which the hero puts out his own eyes with the pin of his buckle, the spectators saw two streams of blood run down the actor’s mask; a long ‘oooooh’ of wonder came from the

  audience arranged on the terraces while the rhythmic lament of Oedipus himself came from the stage: ‘Oitoitoitoitoitói papái féu féu!’




  Alexander, sitting in a position of honour, gave long and enthusiastic applause. Immediately afterwards came the performance of Alcestis and the audience were even more taken aback when

  at the climax Death, decked out in Thanatos’s costume, sprang up from below ground and proceeded to fly about the stage, flapping his bat’s wings, while Hercules sought to bring him

  down with great sweeping blows of his club. Eumenes had arranged for the stage machinery to be designed by the architect Diades, the same one who had built the assault towers that had brought the

  walls of Tyre tumbling down.




  ‘I told you he would do a good job,’ the Secretary whispered in Alexander’s ear. ‘Just look at the audience – they’re lapping it up.’




  At that precise moment Hercules’ club caught Thanatos with a direct hit, the hook holding the actor was released from the swivelling arm and he fell to the stage with a loud thump and

  Hercules immediately set about massacring him with a series of blows while the public went wild.




  ‘You’ve done a marvellous job. Make sure that everyone receives a prize, especially the architect who designed the machinery. I’ve never seen anything like it.’




  ‘Thanks also to our choregi, our sponsors: the King of Cyprus spared no expense in financing the sets and . . . just one last thing,’ he added. ‘There is news from the

  Persian front. I will inform you of everything this evening after the audience.’ Then he left to organize the prize-giving ceremony.




  The judges, among whom were some Athenian guests who had been nominated out of courtesy, retired to the council chamber before reaching their decisions: the prize for best stage set went to

  Alcestis, while best leading actor went to Athenodorus for his interpretation of the Queen of Argos with a female mask and a falsetto voice.




  The King was disappointed, but he sought to hide the fact and then courteously applauded the winner.




  ‘Don’t fret about it,’ said Eumenes, ‘they’ve given him the prize for his fairy voice.’




  ‘If I know Alexander then this will not help the Athenian government’s petitions at the audience this evening,’ Ptolemy whispered to Seleucus.




  ‘No, but even without this decision of theirs they wouldn’t really have much hope: King Agis of Sparta is attacking our garrisons and it’s best to nip in the bud any temptation

  the Athenians might feel.’




  Seleucus had read the situation well – when the moment came the King received the Athenian ambassadors and listened carefully to their requests.




  ‘Our city has been loyal,’ began the leader of the delegation, a senior member of the assembly with many years of experience, ‘we have supported you throughout your conquest of

  Ionia and we have kept the sea free of pirates, guaranteeing your communications with Macedonia. We therefore ask you to release the Athenian prisoners who fell into your hands at the Granicus.

  Their families are anxious to embrace them once more, the city is ready to welcome them. It is true that they acted unwisely, but they did so in good faith and they have paid for their

  mistake.’




  The King exchanged rapid glances with Seleucus and Ptolemy, then he replied, ‘In my heart I want to satisfy your request, but the time is still not ripe for us to put the past to one side.

  I will release five hundred men drawn by lots or chosen by you. The others will remain with me as prisoners for some time to come.’




  The leader of the Athenian delegation did not make any attempt to discuss the matter; he was well aware of the nature of Alexander and swallowed the bitter taste in his mouth as he withdrew. He

  knew that the King never went back on any of his decisions, especially where anything connected with politics and strategy was concerned.




  As soon as the delegates had left, all the members of the council got to their feet and left in their turn. Only Eumenes remained.




  ‘Well then?’ Alexander asked him. ‘What is the news you mentioned?’




  ‘You will know soon enough. There is a visitor for you.’




  Eumenes opened a side door and showed a rather bizarre character into the room: a nicely curled and evidently dyed black beard, hair combed in the same manner with a calamistrum and showy Syrian

  clothes. Alexander had some trouble recognizing him.




  ‘Eumolpus of Soloi! But what has happened to you?’




  ‘I have changed my identity: my name is now Baaladgar and I move in Syrian circles where I enjoy a considerable reputation as a seer and magician,’ he said. ‘But how must I

  address the young god who is Lord of the Nile and the Euphrates, whose name makes all Asia tremble in fear?’ and then a further question, ‘Is the dog here?’




  ‘No, he’s not here,’ Eumenes replied. ‘Are you a blind seer?’




  ‘Well then, what news do you bring me?’ Alexander asked.




  Eumolpus dusted down a chair with a corner of his cloak and sat down after having been invited to do so. ‘This time I believe I bring you information the likes of which you have never

  received before,’ he began. ‘This is the situation: the Great King is assembling a big army, certainly bigger even than the one you faced at Issus. What is more he is planning on making

  use of newly designed scythed chariots, terrible devices bristling all over with razor-sharp blades. His base camp will be just north of Babylon where he will wait to see which direction you take.

  At that stage he will choose the site for the battle. Most certainly it will be a flat plain where he can gain maximum advantage from his numerical superiority and where he can let the chariots

  have free rein. Darius no longer wishes to negotiate with you – he is now putting everything into the final clash. And he is sure he will win.’




  ‘What has made him change his mind so quickly?’




  ‘Your inaction. The fact that you have not moved from the coast has convinced him he has the time to assemble all the troops he needs to defeat you.’




  Alexander turned to Eumenes, ‘See? I was right. This is the only way for us to reach a definitive solution. I shall win and then all Asia will be mine.’




  Eumenes turned again to Eumolpus, ‘Do you have any idea as to where Darius might choose to fight us? To the north? To the south?’




  ‘I cannot say, but there is one thing I know – wherever you find an open road before you, that is where the Great King will be waiting for you.’




  Alexander thought in silence for a moment while Eumolpus watched furtively and then he said, ‘We will make our move at the beginning of autumn and we will cross the Euphrates at Thapsacus.

  Wait for us there, if you have more news then.’




  The informer left in a flurry of ceremonious leave-taking and Eumenes remained behind to speak with the King.




  ‘If you cross at Thapsacus then that means you want to move down the Euphrates, just like Xenophon’s “ten thousand” . . . am I right?’




  ‘Perhaps, but nothing’s certain. I will make my decision when I am on the left bank. For now let the athletics continue. I want the men to enjoy themselves and have some sort of

  distraction: afterwards there won’t be any time left. We will be under pressure for months, perhaps for years. Who is representing us in the boxing?’




  ‘Leonnatus.’




  ‘Of course. And the wrestling?’




  ‘Leonnatus.’




  ‘I see. Please find Hephaestion for me and send him to me here.’




  Eumenes took his leave and set off in search of the King’s friend. He found him training for the wrestling together with Leonnatus and saw him take a couple of falls before managing to get

  his attention. He waited until Hephaestion hit the deck a third time and then said, ‘Alexander wants to see you. Hurry up.’




  ‘Does he want to see me as well?’ asked Leonnatus.




  ‘No, no he doesn’t. Stay here and carry on with your training – I wouldn’t like to be in your shoes if you don’t beat the Athenian challenger.’




  Leonnatus grumbled something as he gestured to another soldier to step forward. Hephaestion washed hurriedly and then went before Alexander with his hair still full of sand.




  ‘You sent for me?’




  ‘Yes. I have a special job for you. Choose two cavalry units, from the Vanguard if you wish, and two teams of the Phoenician naval carpenters. Take Nearchus with you, go to Thapsacus on

  the Euphrates and provide him with cover while he builds two floating bridges. We will cross there.’




  ‘How much time do I have?’




  ‘A month at the most, after which we will join you with the rest of the army.’




  ‘So we are finally moving.’




  ‘Yes, we are making our move. Say your farewells to the sea, Hephaestion, you won’t be seeing any more salt water until we reach the shores of the Ocean that has no end.’
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  IT TOOK FOUR DAYS to assemble the cavalry, the carpenters and the construction materials. Under Nearchus’s supervision, the barges were taken

  apart, the pieces numbered and loaded on carts drawn by mules, and the long convoy made ready to leave the coast. The night before their departure, Hephaestion went to say goodbye to Alexander;

  when he came back he saw two shadows creep out from behind a tent and approach him furtively. He was just beginning to reach for his sword when a familiar voice whispered, ‘It’s

  us.’




  ‘Are you tired of living?’ Hephaestion asked Eumenes.




  ‘Put that weapon away – we have to talk.’




  Hephaestion took a furtive look at the other character and recognized Eumolpus of Soloi. ‘Well I never!’ he laughed. ‘The man who saved his arse from a Persian stake, leaving a

  whole army up shit creek in the process.’




  ‘Just watch your mouth, lad,’ the informer retorted, ‘and listen to me if you want to save your own arse and all the lice that live thereabouts.’




  Hephaestion had them enter his tent, astonished at all that secrecy, and poured some wine into two cups. Eumenes took a sip and began, ‘Eumolpus has not told Alexander

  everything.’




  ‘I don’t know why, but somehow I had imagined as much.’




  ‘And he did the right thing, by Zeus! Alexander wants to lower his horns and charge like a bull without even considering his own forces, nor those of the enemy.’




  ‘That’s the right approach; that’s how we won at the Granicus and at Issus.’




  ‘At the Granicus we were more or less equally matched and at Issus we scraped through with a considerable dose of luck. Here we’re talking about a million men. Do you understand

  that? A million men. One hundred myriads. Can you count? I don’t imagine you can. Anyway, I’ve worked it all out – lined up in six rows, they’ll encircle us on the right and

  on the left by over three stadia. And the scythed chariots? How will our men react when they find themselves faced with those frightful machines?’




  ‘Where do I fit in all this?’




  ‘I’ll tell you immediately,’ said Eumolpus. ‘The Great King will send a garrison led by Mazaeus, Satrap of Babylonia, to the ford at Thapsacus. Mazaeus is his right hand

  man, an old fox who knows every corner of every land between here and the mouth of the Indus, has several thousand Greek mercenaries with him, all of them well seasoned, the type of soldiers who

  can spit blood when necessary. And do you know what else? Mazaeus has no problem communicating with those lads because he speaks Greek better than you do.’




  ‘I still don’t understand what you’re getting at.’




  ‘For some time now Mazaeus has been thoroughly disheartened by a conviction that the empire of Cyrus the Great and Darius has reached its demise.’




  ‘So much the better for us; and so?’




  ‘And so, since the man who passed me this information is very close to Mazaeus, there is a chance that we might reason with the old man. Do you see what I mean?’




  ‘Yes and no.’




  ‘If you get the chance to meet him, speak with him,’ said Eumenes. ‘Nearchus will recognize him because he once saw him on Cyprus.’




  ‘I will try. And then?’




  ‘There is a chance that we might just lose in battle against a million men. Some help would be most useful.’




  ‘You want me to persuade him to betray Darius.’




  ‘Something like that,’ said Eumolpus.




  ‘I’ll talk to Alexander about it.’




  ‘Are you off your head?’ said Eumenes.




  ‘Otherwise there’s nothing to be done.’




  Eumolpus shook his head, ‘Stupid boys who just don’t want to listen to those who know so much more than they do . . . do as you wish then, you go on and have your head split

  open.’ He left, followed by Eumenes, and he just missed Alexander who was taking Peritas for a walk along the seashore. The dog immediately started barking in their direction and Eumenes

  looked first at Peritas and then at the informer and asked him, ‘What’s your wig made of?’




  *




  Hephaestion’s army took seven days to reach the banks of the Euphrates at Thapsacus, a city full of merchants, of travellers, of livestock and wares of all kinds.

  Thapsacus teemed with life because it was the only fording point on the river.




  Although located in the interior, the city was Phoenician in origin and its name indeed meant ‘ford’ or ‘passage’. There was nothing particularly attractive about it from

  an aesthetic point of view – no monuments or temples, and not even any squares with porticoes and statues. Nevertheless, it was pleasant, thanks to the hustle and bustle of the people there,

  the merchants’ shouting and the incredible number of prostitutes who plied their wares with the mule and camel drivers who worked along the banks of the great river. The language spoken at

  Thapsacus was a curious mixture of Syrian, Cilician, Phoenician and Aramaic with the occasional word of Greek.




  Hephaestion completed his first reconnaissance tour and immediately realized that for the moment there was no possibility of fording the river; it had already begun to rain up in the mountains

  and the river was too swollen. The only way to cross was to build a bridge and so the Phoenician carpenters set to work under Nearchus’s command. The planks were all marked with red-hot

  brands bearing letters from the Phoenician alphabet for matching up the tenon joints.




  When all the barges were ready, they started assembling the bridge – the mariners brought each pontoon into position, anchored it to the riverbed, attached it firmly to the previous

  pontoon and then laid out the wooden planks and raised the parapet. The work had only just begun when Mazaeus’s troops appeared – Syrian and Arab cavalry together with Greek heavy

  infantry. They immediately began disruptive action – incursions to the middle of the river with fire arrows, and naphtha-laden fireboats sent from upstream at night; fast and burning bright

  they came, globes of flame that crashed against Nearchus’s constructions, setting them alight.




  Thus the days went by without any progress being made and the moment when Alexander’s army would appear, with ten thousand horses and two thousand carts full of provisions and equipment,

  ready to cross the Euphrates, was drawing near. Hephaestion hated the idea of being behind schedule and he often spoke to Nearchus in an attempt to find some solution. One night, while they were

  sitting on the riverbank discussing what should be done, Nearchus clapped him on the back, ‘Look.’




  ‘At what?’




  ‘At that man.’




  Hephaestion looked across to the other bank where Nearchus pointed and saw a man alone, astride a horse, holding up a lighted torch.




  ‘Who can it be?’




  ‘It looks as though whoever it is wants to speak to us.’




  ‘What shall we do?’




  ‘I think you should go over there. Take a boat, get yourself ferried across and listen to what he has to say. We’ll try to provide you with cover, if it proves necessary.’




  Hephaestion agreed, had himself ferried across to the other bank and stood there before the mysterious horseman.




  ‘Hail!’ he said, in excellent Greek.




  ‘Hail to you,’ replied Hephaestion. ‘Who are you?’




  ‘My name is Nabunaid.’




  ‘What do you want of me?’




  ‘Nothing. Tomorrow we will destroy your bridge, but before the final battle I would like to give you this object and I would like you to give it to Baaladgar, if you see him.’




  Eumolpus of Soloi, Hephaestion thought to himself as he looked at the terracotta statuette the man held in his hand, decorated around its base with wedge-shaped characters.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘He once cured me of a deadly illness and I promised I would repay him with an object I was most fond of. This is it.’




  Who would have credited it, thought Hephaestion, and I thought he was the last of the charlatans.




  ‘Fine,’ he replied. ‘I will give it to him. Is there anything else you want to tell me?’




  ‘No,’ said the strange character, and he rode off, still holding up his torch. Hephaestion returned to Nearchus who was waiting on the furthermost pontoon that was still intact.




  ‘Do you know who that man was?’ the admiral asked as soon as he saw Hephaestion approaching the mooring.




  ‘No . . . why?’




  ‘If I’m not mistaken, it was Mazaeus, Satrap of Babylonia.’




  ‘By Hercules! But what—’




  ‘What did he tell you?’




  ‘That he is going to tear us apart, but also that he is indebted to Baaladgar, or Eumolpus of Soloi; he asked me to give him this . . .’ and he showed Nearchus the statuette.




  ‘This means that he is a man who respects his commitments. As for tearing us apart, I have had an idea and within a couple of days we will give him a nice surprise.’




  ‘What idea would that be?’




  ‘I have had all the pontoons that have not yet been assembled transported upstream.’




  ‘You mean all the pontoons we have.’




  ‘Exactly. I’ll have them put together in a wood where no one will see us and then we’ll load them up with three hundred horsemen, ferry them across the river and attack

  Mazaeus’s camp in the middle of the night, unleashing merry hell. As soon as they have unloaded the cavalry on the other bank, the pontoons will float downstream, and our carpenters will join

  them all up together. At this stage you will cross the river and provide support with the Vanguard. We will win. They will lose. The Thapsacus ford is ours. Game over.’




  Hephaestion looked at him closely; this Cretan with his curly hair and his dark skin certainly knew how to handle his boats. ‘When do we start?’ he asked.




  ‘We already have,’ replied Nearchus. ‘Once the idea came it seemed pointless to waste time. Some of my men have already gone on ahead as an advance party.’
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  NEARCHUS’S MANOEUVRE WAS carried out two days later, just after midnight. The horsemen were

  ferried across to the left bank of the river and they immediately started advancing southwards. The pontoons were now empty and a few crewmen waited for a short while so as to give the cavalry time

  to attack before setting off with the flow of the water down the Euphrates.




  When they came near Hephaestion’s camp they could hear shouting from the Persians who were being attacked by the Macedonian aggressors. Nearchus immediately gave orders for the assembly to

  begin and the pontoons were lined up one after the other and moored firmly; while the battle raged in the enemy camp, he managed to reach the left bank and safely anchor the last one.




  The attacking horsemen were finding themselves in difficulty, but Hephaestion, at the head of the Vanguard, set off at a gallop across the bridge to offer help to his exhausted men. The battle

  picked up again even more fiercely than before and the Greek mercenaries, positioned at the centre of the Persian lines, put up ferocious resistance to each charge as it came; indeed, they locked

  into a square formation, protecting one another with their heavy shields.




  Suddenly, however, and unexpectedly, the Persians seemed to respond to some signal and began retreating southwards. The Greeks, surrounded on all sides and left with no support whatsoever, had

  to surrender. Hephaestion planted the red standard with the Argead star at the centre of the enemy camp on the left bank of the Euphrates. Nearchus came to him shortly afterwards.




  ‘Is everything alright?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes, Admiral. But I wonder how it feels for you to be playing with these nutshell boats when you are used to leading fleets of quinqueremes.’
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