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      If the venture of the Ten Thousand was extraordinary, that of the women who followed them was nothing short of incredible.
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  THE WIND.




  That ceaseless wind that blasts like the breath of a dragon through the craggy folds of Mount Amanus and then beats down on our plains, withering the grass and scorching the fields. All summer

  long.




  And for most of the spring, and the autumn.




  If it weren’t for the stream that trickles down from the high Taurus peaks, nothing would grow here. Nothing but stubble for herds of hungry goats.




  The wind has a voice, but it’s always changing: sometimes a long lament that seems never to find solace, at other times a hissing that penetrates at night into every crack in the walls,

  into the gap between a door and its frame, letting in a thin haze that envelops everything, reddening your eyes and parching your throat even as you sleep.




  Sometimes it’s a roar that carries the echo of the thunder of the mountains and the snapping of the nomads’ tents in the desert. A roar that gets under your skin and makes every

  fibre of your body tingle. The elders say that when the wind roars that way something extraordinary is about to happen.




  Our land is made up of five villages: Naim, Beth Qadà, Ain Ras, Sula Him and Sheeb Mlech, with no more than a few hundred people in all. Each one stands on a little rise made up of the

  remains of other villages destroyed by time, built and then abandoned and then built up all over again in the same place, using the same sunbaked mud. But the administrators of the Great King call

  them the ‘Villages of Parysatis’ after the Queen Mother.




  They’re also called the ‘Villages of the Belt’, because all of the labours of all the people who live in our villages, everything we produce and manage to sell, except for what

  we need to survive, is earmarked every year for buying a single precious new belt for the Queen’s gown. At the end of each season there’s a richly garbed Persian who comes escorted by

  numerous bodyguards to collect everything that our parents have managed to scrape together in a whole year of hard work. We’re left with the risk of starving and the certainty of hardship so

  that a belt can be bought for a woman who already has dozens and surely doesn’t need one more. But they tell us it’s an honour for us and that we should be proud. Not just anyone can

  say that they are able to contribute to the wardrobe of such an important member of the royal family.




  I’ve tried hard to imagine that family, that home, but I just can’t. You hear so many stories about such a fabled dwelling. Some say it’s in Susa, others in Persepolis, still

  others in Pasargadae, on the vast high plains. Maybe it’s in all of those places at once, or maybe in none. Or perhaps it stands in a place that is equally distant from all those places




  I live in a house with two rooms, one for sleeping and one for eating our meals. The floor is beaten earth, and maybe that’s why everything we eat tastes of dust. The roof is made of palm

  trunks and straw. When we go to the well to draw water, my friends and I, we’ll often stop and dawdle. We talk on and on and daydream out loud, at the risk of catching a hiding if we’re

  not home in time.




  What do we dream about? About finding a handsome, noble, lovable young man who will carry us away from this place where every day is like the next, knowing full well that such a thing could

  never happen. I’m happy, all the same, happy to be alive, to work, to go to the well with the other girls. It doesn’t cost anything to dream, and it’s like living another life:

  the one we’d all like to have and never ever will.




  One day, as we were making our way to the well, the wind hit us full force, making us feel dizzy as we leaned forward to stay on our feet. We knew that wind all right: the wind that roars!




  All the objects around us were obscured by a thick fog of dust. The only thing we could see distinctly was the disc of the sun, but it had taken on an unreal pinkish shade. It seemed to be

  suspended in nothingness, over a wasteland without edges or definable shapes, a land of ghosts.




  An indistinct shape appeared in that dim cloud. It was moving, fluttering in the air.




  A ghost.




  One of those spirits that come out of the ground at dusk so they can slip away in the dark as soon as the sun drops below the horizon.




  ‘Look,’ I said to my friends.




  A body was taking shape but the face remained invisible. Behind us we could hear the usual sounds of the evening: farmers returning from the fields, shepherds urging their flocks towards their

  pens, mothers calling their children home. Then, all at once, silence. The roaring wind fell quiet, the gloom slowly dissipated. To our left appeared the group of twelve palm trees that encircle

  the well, to our right the hill of Ain Ras.




  Between them, a woman.




  We could see her quite well now: her body, her face framed by long dark hair. A young woman, still beautiful.




  ‘Look,’ I repeated. As though that apparition were not already at the centre of everyone’s attention. The slender figure advanced slowly, as though she felt all those stares

  upon her, weighing her down, as each step brought her a little closer to the edge of Beth Qadà.




  We turned around and could see that many men had gathered at the entrance to the village, lining up as if to shut her out. Then someone shouted something that we couldn’t grasp the meaning

  of, but the words we understood were terrible ones, laden with a violence we’d never known. Some women started running up as well, and one of them shouted: ‘Get out! Leave now while you

  can!’




  But either she hadn’t heard or chose not to listen. She kept on walking forward. Now she was burdened by the weight of their hate as well and her steps were even slower.




  A man picked up a stone from the ground and threw it. He only just missed his target. Others gathered stones as well and hurled them at the woman, who struggled to keep walking. A stone hit her

  left arm and another her right knee, making her fall. She rose to her feet with difficulty and continued on towards the village. Her eyes scanned the ferocious crowd, seeking a single friendly

  face.




  I shouted out this time, ‘Leave her alone! Don’t hurt her!’




  But no one listened. The rain of stones turned into hail. The woman swayed and fell to her knees.




  Even though I did not know her, even though I knew nothing about her, I realized that her stubborn approach towards the village was something like a miracle, the kind of event that had never

  before happened in our forgotten corner of the Great King’s empire.




  The stoning went on until the woman showed no signs of life. Then the men turned around and went back into the village. They’ll be sitting down at their tables soon, I thought, breaking

  bread for their children and eating the food their wives have prepared. Murder with stones, from a distance, doesn’t stain your hands with blood.




  My mother must have been among the crowd, because I suddenly heard her voice, calling out to me, ‘Get over here, you stupid thing, move!’




  We had all been frozen by what we had seen; none of us could ever have begun to imagine such a thing happening. I was the first to snap out of it, and I started walking towards my mother,

  towards home. As frightened as I was, I walked as close as I could get to the body of that stranger, close enough to see a trickle of blood coming out from under the stones, sinking into the dust

  and staining it red. I could see her right hand and both of her feet, which were bloody. I looked away and walked off quickly, swallowing a sob.




  My mother greeted me with a couple of slaps, almost making me drop the jug of water I still held. She had no reason to hit me, but I guessed that she needed to vent the tension and anguish

  she’d felt at seeing a person stoned to death at the gates of our village, a person who hadn’t harmed anyone at all.




  ‘Who was that woman?’ I asked without acknowledging my own pain.




  ‘I don’t know,’ replied my mother. ‘And you shut up.’ I knew right away that she was lying and so I asked no further questions, but started to make dinner. My

  father walked in as I was putting the food on the table. He ate without lifting his eyes from his plate or saying a word. He went into the other room and soon we could hear him snoring. My mother

  joined him as soon as it was dark enough to warrant lighting a lamp, because we couldn’t afford one, and I asked if I could stay up for a while in the dark. She said nothing.




  A long time passed. The last glimmer of dusk faded and night fell, a dark night with a new moon. I was sitting next to the window, which was half open, so I could look for stars. The dogs were

  barking: maybe they could smell the blood or feel the presence of the stranger’s body lying out there all covered with stones. I wondered whether the villagers would bury her the next day or

  just leave her there to rot.




  The wind was still, now, stunned into silence by the crime, and everyone was sleeping in Beth Qadà. Everyone but me. I knew I would never fall asleep while the troubled spirit of that

  woman was wandering through the streets of the sleeping village, seeking no doubt to pass her torment and suffering on to someone else. Unable to bear the agony of sitting cooped up in the dark

  waiting for her to find me, and unable to even think about resting on the mat rolled out in a corner of the kitchen, I went outside, and the sight of the vast vault of the starry sky gave me a

  sense of peace. I took a deep breath and sat down on the ground, leaning back into the warmth of the wall with my eyes wide open in the darkness, waiting for the beating of my heart to calm.




  I soon realized that I wasn’t the only one in the village unable to sleep: a shadow slipped by, quiet as could be, but her gait was unmistakable and I called out to her,

  ‘Abisag!’




  ‘Is that you? You nearly scared me to death!’




  ‘Where are you going?’




  ‘I can’t sleep.’




  ‘Me neither.’




  ‘I’m going to see that woman.’




  ‘She’s dead.’




  ‘Why are the dogs still barking, then?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘Because they can feel that she’s alive and they’re afraid.’




  ‘Maybe it’s her ghost they’re afraid of !’




  ‘Dogs are not afraid of dead people. Only men are. I’m going to see.’




  ‘Wait, I’ll come with you.’




  We walked swiftly down the street together, knowing that if we were found out we’d surely get a beating from our parents. The house of our friend Mermah was on our way; we knocked at the

  window sill and called her name softly. She must have been awake, because she opened the window at once, and as she was leaving the house her sister joined us as well.




  We crept along close to the walls until we had cleared the village, then quickly reached the spot where the stranger had been stoned. An animal ran off as we drew near; a jackal, probably,

  attracted by the smell of blood. We stopped short in front of that jumbled heap of stones.




  ‘She’s dead,’ I hissed. ‘What did we come here for?’




  The words weren’t out of my mouth when a stone shifted and rolled down on the others.




  ‘She’s alive,’ breathed Abisag.




  We bent over her and started taking the stones from her body one by one without making a sound, until she was completely free. It was so dark we couldn’t even make out her face. It was a

  swollen mess anyway and her hair was clotted with blood and dust. But her jugular vein was pulsing and a low moan was coming from her mouth. She was alive, all right, but it looked as if she might

  die at any moment.




  ‘Let’s get her away from here,’ I said.




  ‘Where can we take her?’ asked Mermah.




  ‘To the hut by the river,’ Abisag proposed. ‘No one has used it for ages.’




  ‘How can we get her there?’ asked Mermah again.




  I had an idea. ‘Take your clothes off. No one can see us anyway.’




  The other girls did as I asked, realizing what I had in mind, stripping off until they were almost naked.




  I laid out our clothes and knotted them together to make a kind of sling that we laid on the ground next to the woman. We gingerly eased up her arms and legs and shifted her onto the cloth. She

  gasped when we pulled her off the ground; her limbs must have been shattered. We lifted the sling as gently as we could. That poor thing was as thin as could be; she wasn’t even heavy for

  girls like us, and we managed to carry her to the hut without much trouble, stopping every now and then to catch our breath.




  We made a bed for her, using a mat and some straw and hay. We washed her with cool water and covered her with sackcloth. She wouldn’t catch cold, because the night was warm, but that was

  the least of her problems anyway. None of us knew whether she’d live through the night, or whether we’d find a corpse the next day. We decided there was nothing more we could do for her

  then and that the best thing to do was to get back before our parents realized we were gone. We washed our own blood-stained clothes in the stream and took them back home with us, hoping they would

  dry before morning.




  Before splitting up, we made a plan for helping our protégée, if she survived. We’d bring her food and water in shifts until she was able to take care of herself. We swore

  that we would tell no one our secret. We would not betray her for all the gold in the world, and would protect her with our very lives.




  We hadn’t a clue what this actually meant, but an oath was an oath, and must contain solemn promises. We left each other with long hugs; we were tired, worn out by the emotions that

  we’d experienced that day and that night, yet so excited that we were sure we would never get back to sleep.




  The wind started blowing again during the night and continued until dawn, when the crowing of the cocks woke the inhabitants of Beth Qadà and of the other four Villages of the Belt.




  The first thing everyone noticed as they made their way to the fields was that the stoned woman had disappeared, and this threw them all into a panic. The strangest rumours spread from one

  person to the next, most of them terrifying, so terrifying that no one dared to investigate further: it was better to forget the bloody deed that had tainted them all. Their superstitious fear

  would make it easy for us to look after the woman we’d saved from certain death, without anyone noticing, we hoped.




  We were just past our girlhood but what we’d done was much bigger than we were. Now we were frightened of the repercussions. Would we be able to keep her alive? We didn’t know how to

  heal her wounds, nor how and where we could get food for her, if she did manage to survive. Mermah had an idea that got us out of this fix. There was an old Canaanite woman who lived all alone in a

  kind of den dug out of the embankment that kept the stream from overflowing when it was in flood. It was said that she gathered herbs to prepare unguents and potions that she used to cure burns,

  coughs and malignant fevers in exchange for food and the rags she dressed in. She was called ‘the mute’ because she couldn’t talk, or maybe didn’t want to. We went looking

  for her the next night and took her to the hut.




  The stranger was still breathing but it truly seemed that every breath might be her last.




  ‘Can you do something for her?’ we pleaded, crowding around. The mute woman seemed to take no heed of us, but instead leaned closer to the dying stranger. She took a leather sack

  from her belt and poured its contents into the bowl hanging from her cane, but then she stopped. She turned towards us and rudely waved us away.




  We looked into each other’s eyes as if to consult about the wisdom of this move, but when the old woman raised her cane and shook it at us we ran out in a flash. We waited outside until we

  heard a loud scream coming from the hut, so loud we were petrified. None of us made a move; we stayed put where we were, sitting on the ground, until the old woman came out and beckoned us to

  enter. We peeked in the door and could see that the stranger was sleeping. The old woman signalled that we should come back the next day, and bring some food. We nodded and left reluctantly,

  stealing backward looks at the hut. The mute woman wasn’t following. We thought she would probably stay there with the stranger all night.




  The next day we came back with some goat’s milk and barley soup. The old woman was gone but the stranger opened her swollen eyes as we came in and the look she gave us was intense and full

  of suffering. We helped her to eat the little food we’d brought and stayed there watching her long after she’d fallen asleep again.




  Days passed like this, with the mute woman coming and going, and we never opened our mouths the whole time. We kept our secret and were very careful not to do anything that would make our

  families, or the other people in the village, suspicious. The stranger was healing very slowly, but we could see some improvements. The swelling had gone down, the bruises had paled and even her

  wounds were starting to scab over.




  She must have had a number of broken ribs because she took very short breaths and could never seem to fill her lungs. There was probably not an inch of her body that didn’t hurt, that

  hadn’t been hacked by those cruel stones.




  I WAS ALONE with her when she opened her eyes one morning in mid-autumn, at the first light of dawn. I’d brought her barley soup and some

  pomegranate juice we’d made for her. She said something. It was ‘Thank you.’




  ‘I’m so happy you’re better,’ I answered, ‘I’ll go to tell my friends. They’ll be as happy as I am.’




  She sighed and turned her head towards the window where a little early sun was streaming through.




  ‘Can you talk?’ I asked her.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Who are you?’ I asked.




  ‘My name is Abira and I come from this village, but you may not remember me.’




  I shook my head. ‘You’re from here? Why did they stone you, then? Why did they try to kill you?’




  ‘Because I did something that an honourable girl should never have done, and they never forgot. They recognized me, judged me and condemned me to death.’




  ‘Was what you did so terrible?’




  ‘No. I didn’t think so. I don’t think I hurt anybody, but there are laws that everyone accepts and we’ve managed our lives by those laws for a long time now; it’s

  not right to break them. Especially us women. The law is always harder on us.’




  I could see how tired she was, so I didn’t ask any more questions then, but little by little, as I could see she was getting better and regaining her strength, my friends and I would come

  and listen, day after day, to her story. Her adventure.




  A number of curious circumstances had led her far away from home, and she’d met people from all different walks of life, but it all started because of a young man, handsome and mysterious,

  the very one we’d dreamed of as we loitered at the well. She had met many men and women who told her what they knew or what they had learned through the course of their turbulent lives, and

  so many stories flowed together in her that they had joined to become one great, terrible story, as when in the rainy season every dry stream bed becomes a torrent and all the torrents rush into

  the river, which swells and roars and finally breaks its banks and spills over into the countryside, sweeping everything away, houses, people, herds . . .




  Her story thrilled us as she told of danger and wonder, of love and of death, of exploits that had stirred up thousands and thousands of people and had completely overturned Abira’s own

  existence, tearing her away from the tranquil, unchanging life of Beth Qadà, her village and ours, one of the five Villages of the Belt. But at the beginning, that story, so grand and so

  compelling that nearly the whole world was soon caught up in it, was only . . . the story of two brothers.
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  ‘WHY DID THEY want to stone you?’ I asked her one day after she’d regained her strength.




  ‘Was it because of those two brothers you told us about?’ Abisag chimed in.




  ‘It was my own fault,’ she answered. ‘But it wouldn’t have happened if it weren’t for the two brothers.’




  ‘I don’t understand,’ I said.




  ‘Back then,’ she began, ‘I was just a little older than you are now. I worked for my family in the fields, took the sheep to pasture and went to the well to draw water with my

  friends, just as you do now. Life was always the same, the seasons came and went. My parents had already chosen a husband for me, a cousin of mine. His hair stuck out all over and his face was full

  of pimples. But we had our clan to think about, and we had to earn a living. I wasn’t at all upset by the idea of getting married, and my mother had already told me what would happen

  afterwards, after the wedding, that is. I’d keep working as I always had done, and my cousin would make me pregnant and I’d have his children. That didn’t seem so terrible, after

  all; it was what women do, nothing to fret over. Once, one of the very rare times that my mother was in a good mood, she told me a secret: that there were women who felt pleasure when they did that

  thing with their men. This other feeling was what people called love, which usually didn’t happen with the husband your family chose for you, but could happen with other men that you

  liked.




  ‘I really didn’t understand what she was getting at, but as she spoke her eyes lit up and seemed to be chasing distant, long-lost images.




  ‘“Did that happen to you too, Mama?” I asked.




  ‘“No. Never to me,” she answered without looking me in the eye, “but I know women it happened to, and from what they say it’s the most beautiful thing in the world,

  and it’s something that can happen to anyone. You don’t have to be rich, or noble, or be educated, all you have to do is meet a man that you like. That you like so much you’re not

  ashamed to take off your clothes in front of him and when he touches you you’re not disgusted. Just the opposite. You desire what he desires and his desire joins with yours and liberates a

  powerful energy that’s more inebriating than wine. It’s a sublime feeling, an ecstasy that might only last a few minutes, or maybe just a few instants, but it makes you feel like an

  Immortal. It’s worth years and years of a dull, monotonous life.”




  ‘I realized that my mother was trying to tell me that even the life of a woman could – at certain moments, if only for a very short time – be like the life of a goddess.




  ‘Those words filled me with longing, but also with a very deep sadness, because I was sure that my cousin with the pockmarked face could never make me feel those emotions, not in a whole

  lifetime. I knew I’d have to put up with him anyway, because that’s the way life was. Nothing more, nothing less.




  ‘The day that would unite me with him for the rest of my life was getting closer, and the nearer it got the more I felt distracted; I just couldn’t seem to concentrate on the

  everyday tasks I had to do. My mind was somewhere else. I couldn’t stop thinking about the man who could make me feel the way my mother had described. The man I would want to show my body to

  instead of hiding it, who I wanted to hold me in his arms, who I’d like to find lying next to me on my mat when I woke up, licked by the light of the dawning sun.




  ‘I would cry, sometimes, because I desired this man so much and I knew that I’d never meet him. I looked around, thinking that he must be hiding somewhere: maybe one of the many boys

  who lived in our villages. But I wasn’t too sure about that. How many young men could there be in the Villages of the Belt? Fifty? One hundred? Certainly no more than one hundred, and every

  one of them that I saw or met stank of garlic and had chaff sticking out of his hair. I finally became convinced that the whole thing had just been dreamed up by women who were tired of the same

  old life, pregnancies, giving birth, toiling day after day, getting beaten to boot.




  ‘But then it happened.




  ‘One day, by the well.




  ‘First thing in the morning.




  ‘I was alone. I’d lowered my jug and was pulling it up on its rope by leaning on the other end of the pole. I was shifting a big stone to get the pole to stay down when I felt the

  weight of the jug being lifted at the other end and I raised my head.




  ‘He looked the way I’d always imagined a god to look. He was young, handsome, smooth-skinned. He was broad-shouldered, muscular but harmonious, his hands strong and gentle at the

  same time, along with a smile that was just enchanting. It blinded me like the rays of the sun rising behind his back.




  ‘He took a drink from my jug and the water ran over his chest, making it shine like bronze, then he looked intensely into my eyes and I didn’t look away. I looked back at him, with

  the same intensity.




  ‘Later I would learn that you can live the life of a beast or of a god; it depends on the place that destiny has chosen for you to be born. The same place you’re likely to die, when

  fate has humbled your desires and denied your hopes. A good life can nourish your body with athletic contests and with dancing and illuminate your gaze with the passion of dreams and adventures.

  That was the light I saw in the eyes of that young man with the jug in his hand, at the well of Beth Qadà, one late summer morning in my sixteenth year, but at that time I thought that the

  energy I saw sparkling in his eyes and the beauty that shone from within him could only belong to a divine being.




  ‘Yet here was the man my mother had been talking about, the only man I could desire and want to be desired by. At that moment, as I stood up and let go of the pole I knew that my life was

  changing and that it would never be the same. I felt immense excitement and great fear at the same time, a giddy sensation that made me gasp.




  ‘He came closer and managed with a great deal of difficulty to pronounce a few words in our language as he pointed to the horse standing behind him, hung with his weapons. He was a warrior

  and he was the first of a huge army advancing behind him at a few hours’ distance.




  ‘We could only speak with looks and gestures, but we both understood. He touched my cheek with his hand, and brushed my hair, and I didn’t move. He was so close I could sense what he

  was feeling, like a vibration that ran through me at that quiet hour of the morning. I tried to tell him that I had to go, and I think the expression on my face let him know how sorry I was about

  that. He pointed to a little palm thicket near the river and drew some signs in the sand that were his answer: he would wait there for me in the middle of the night and I already knew that I would

  be there at any cost, no matter what happened. Before accommodating my cousin and his stink of garlic into the intimacy I was so jealous of, I wanted to know what making love was really like and

  – even if just for a few moments – find out what it felt like to be immortal, in the arms of a young god.




  ‘The army arrived as night was falling and the sight left everyone stunned: old people and young, women and children. I dare say that the entire population of the five Villages of the Belt

  had run to see what was happening. No one had ever seen the like. Thousands of warriors on horseback dressed in tunics and long trousers, carrying sabres, pikes and bows, advancing from the north

  and heading south. At the head of every division were officers wearing the most extravagant outfits, their weapons glittering in the setting sun. At the head of them all, surrounded by bodyguards,

  was a tall, slender young man with olive skin and a black, well-groomed beard. I wouldn’t learn until later who he was, and I’d never forget him: he was one of the two brothers I told

  you of. Brothers and enemies. Their bloody struggle would overwhelm the destinies of countless human beings, sweeping them away like logs in a raging river.




  ‘There was one division of that army that struck me most of all: men dressed in short tunics with bronze breastplates. They held enormous shields made of the same metal and wore red cloaks

  over their shoulders. I would later learn that they were the most powerful warriors in the world: no one could stand up to them in battle, no one could hope to beat them. They never tired and were

  heedless of hunger and thirst, heat and frost. They advanced on foot with a cadenced step, singing softly to the rhythm of flutes. Their commanders marched alongside them, and the only way you

  could tell them apart from their men was because they walked outside the ranks.




  ‘New divisions kept arriving, hour after hour, and when the first had already pitched their tents and eaten, the last were still on the march towards their rest stop: our peaceful

  villages.




  ‘This unfolding of events made my crazy plan possible: the village men were so overcome with curiosity that no one wanted to return home for dinner; they had their women bring the food to

  them so that they wouldn’t miss an instant of what was happening. No one noticed when I slipped off, or maybe my mother did, but she said nothing.




  ‘The moon was out that night and the chorus of crickets sang louder and louder as I drew further away from the villages and the vast camp that continued to expand in every direction,

  gobbling up any free, open space. I had to keep far away from the well because there was an unending line of men, asses and camels laden with jars and skins, waiting to quench the thirst of that

  huge army. I could see the palm grove in the distance by the river, its fronds swaying in the evening breeze. The water glistened in the moonlight, hurrying to join the great Euphrates, far to the

  east.




  ‘Every step that brought me closer to that place made me tremble with emotion. I was filled with a sensation I’d never felt my whole life: an anxiety that took my breath away and a

  heady excitement that made me so light-footed that I might take flight at any time. I ran over the last stretch that separated me from the palm trees and looked around.




  ‘No one was there.




  ‘Maybe I’d imagined the whole thing, or maybe I had misinterpreted what the young man had wanted to say with his gestures and signs, in those few words spoken in a language that

  wasn’t his own. Maybe he wanted to trick me and was hiding behind the trunk of a palm tree and would pop out and frighten me. I looked and looked but there was no sign of anyone. I

  couldn’t believe that he hadn’t come. I waited. I don’t remember how long, but I watched the moon sink towards the horizon and the constellation of the lioness disappear behind

  the distant peaks of the Taurus. No use waiting any longer. I’d been wrong about him and it was time to go back home.




  ‘I sighed and began to start back when I heard the sound of galloping to my left. I turned and in a cloud of dust shot through with moon beams I distinctly saw a horse ridden by a young

  man urging him forward at great speed. In a moment he was there before me. He pulled on the horse’s reins and jumped down.




  ‘Perhaps he too had been afraid he wouldn’t find me? Maybe he felt the same apprehension, the same desire, the same restlessness that poured through me? We ran into each

  other’s arms and kissed with an almost delirious feverishness . . .’




  Abira broke off, remembering that she was talking to young girls who had never known a man, and she looked down, confused. When she lifted her head she was weeping with heartfelt abandon, eyes

  misting over then spilling with tears as big as raindrops. She must have loved him more than we could even imagine. And suffered, tremendously. But a wave of modesty seemed to have come over her,

  and stopped her from telling the story of her passion to such inexperienced, innocent girls. We sat there and watched her for a long time, not knowing what to say or how to console her. At last she

  raised her head. She dried her eyes and returned to her tale.




  ‘That night I understood what my mother had meant. I knew that if I stayed in the village, if I gave in to my destiny and married an insignificant man, undeserving of a spirit as

  passionate as my own, I would end up being offended by the mere thought of him, and intimacy would be absolutely unbearable. I understood what it meant to be loved, swept away by another’s

  passion, our bodies and souls vibrating with the same intensity. This young warrior had made me touch the face of the moon and ride the back of the torrent.




  ‘We loved each other every night, for those few days that the army stayed encamped, and with each passing hour my anguish grew at the thought of how soon we would part. How could I live

  without him? How could I resign myself to the goats and sheep of Beth Qadà after mounting that spirited steed? How could I bear the sleepy lethargy of my village after knowing the heat that

  sets your flesh on fire and injects the light of folly into your eyes? I wanted desperately to talk to him, but he couldn’t have understood me. When he talked to me in his language, so smooth

  and soft and sweet, all I could hear was music.




  ‘Our last night.




  ‘We lay on the dried grass under the palms watching the myriad stars twinkling between the leaves, and I could feel the need to weep welling up in me. He was leaving, and would soon forget

  me. His life would oblige him to forget me: he’d see other villages, other cities, rivers, mountains, valleys and many, many other people. He was a warrior, betrothed to death, and he knew

  that every day could be his last. He would enjoy other women, why shouldn’t he? But what would become of me? How long would the memory of him torment me? How many times would I leave my bed

  on a hot summer night, dripping with sweat, awakened by the wind hissing over the rooftops of Beth Qadà?




  ‘It seemed that he could read my thoughts, and he put his arm around my shoulders and drew me close, filling me with his warmth. I asked him what his name was, but he answered with a word

  so difficult I would never even be able to remember it. I told him that my name was Abira and he repeated it easily, “Abira.”




  ‘I remember every instant of that night, the rustling of the leaves, the babbling of the river. Every kiss, every caress. I knew I’d never have anything like that again.




  ‘I was home before dawn, before my mother woke, when the wind still covered every other sound.




  ‘As I slipped under the rugs I heard a strange noise: the muffled pawing of thousands of horses’ hoofs on the cobblestones, a low neighing and snorting, and the drumroll of the war

  chariots. The army was striking camp! They were leaving!




  ‘I opened the window a crack in the hope of seeing him one last time. I watched and watched as thousands of infantry and cavalry men marched by, with their mules, asses and camels. But he

  was not among them!




  ‘My eyes searched the ranks of the mysterious red-cloaked warriors, but their faces were covered by strange-looking helmets that only let their eyes and mouth be seen, like a grotesque

  mask. If he were one of them, I’d never be able to recognize him. I gathered my courage and went outside. I leaned against the wall of my house, hoping that even if I couldn’t recognize

  him, he would recognize me and look my way, stop to say a word. Even a small gesture would enable me to keep him in my sights until he disappeared completely.




  ‘Nothing happened.




  ‘I went back to lie on my mat and I wept in silence.




  ‘The army filed by for hours. The people of our villages lined up on both sides of the road so as not to miss a moment of the spectacle. The elderly would compare this vision to others

  from their youth, the young would remember it as long as they lived and would tell the story to their grandchildren when they were old. I couldn’t care less about the parading troops. Of all

  of those thousands of men, only one was important, no, vital, to me.




  ‘Where was that army going? Where would they wreak death and destruction? I thought of how terrible men are, of how cruel, violent and bloodthirsty they can be. But the young man I’d

  known had a gentle look, a warm, deep voice: he was different from the rest, and the idea of not seeing him again knifed through me.




  ‘Would I forget him? Would this pain ever end? I would find other reasons to live, I tried to tell myself, I’d have children one day who would love me and keep me company and give

  meaning to my life. Did it matter who I had them with?




  ‘When the soldiers were gone the wind stirred up a dense cloud of dust and the last traces of the army dissolved into the mist.




  ‘I felt my mother’s eyes on me all that day, suspicious and cross. She must have sensed trouble in the way I was acting, in my look, in my dishevelled appearance, although what had

  happened was beyond her imagining. She asked me once or twice, “What’s wrong with you?”, not to have an answer but to gauge my reaction.




  ‘ “Nothing,” I replied. “There’s nothing wrong with me.” But the very tone of my voice, hinting that I might burst into tears at any moment, belied my

  words.




  ‘The wind calmed towards evening. I took my jar and went to the well to draw water. I went later than usual so I wouldn’t have to put up with my friends’ chatter and their

  curiosity. When I got there the sun was nearly touching the horizon. I filled my jar and sat on the dry stump of a palm tree. The solitude and silence gave me some solace from the turmoil of my

  emotions. I couldn’t stop hot tears from falling, but it was good for me to cry, I told myself, I needed to let myself go so I could heal. Cranes were soaring overhead, a long line of them,

  flying south and filling the air with their cries.




  ‘How I wished I were one of them.




  ‘It was getting dark. I lifted the jug onto my head and turned around to go back to the village.




  ‘He was there in front of me.




  ‘At first I thought it was a hallucination, a vision I’d created out of my longing, but it was truly him. He had got off his horse and was walking towards me.




  ‘“Come away with me. Now,” he said in my language.




  ‘I was amazed. He’d said those words without a moment’s hesitation, without a single mistake, but when I answered him. “Where will we go? And my mother, can I go to say

  goodbye?” he shook his head. He couldn’t understand me. He’d learned those words in the right sequence and the right pronunciation because he wanted to be sure I’d

  understand him.




  ‘He repeated them again and I – who would have done anything just a few moments earlier to hear them, who was so desperate about his departure – was afraid, now, to make such a

  drastic, sudden decision. Leaving everything – my house, my family, my friends – to follow a stranger, a soldier who might die from one instant to the next, at his first skirmish, his

  first ambush, his first battle. What would happen to me then?




  ‘But my fear lasted just for a moment. The agony of never seeing him again rushed to take its place and I replied at once, “I’ll come with you.” He must have understood

  because he smiled. So he’d learned those words as well! He mounted his horse then gave me his hand so that I could get on behind him. The horse set off at a lope, heading towards the path

  that led south, past the villages, but soon we were spotted by a girl walking towards the well with her jug. She recognized me and started shouting, “A soldier is kidnapping Abira! Run,

  hurry!”




  ‘A group of farmers returning from the fields ran towards us, waving their tools in the air. My warrior pushed the horse into a gallop then, and managed to rush past them before they could

  form a closed line to bar our way. They were near enough by then to clearly see that it was me holding on to him and not the other way around. It was no kidnapping; I was making my

  escape.’




  ABIRA FELL SILENT again and let out a long sigh. Those memories seemed to weigh on her heart; just talking about them was opening old wounds that had

  never healed. Now we understood why she’d been stoned upon her return to Beth Qadà. She had abandoned her family, her clan, her village, her betrothed, to run off with a stranger whom

  she’d given herself to shamelessly. She’d broken all the rules that a girl like her could possibly break and her punishment had to serve as a lesson for all the others.




  She stared straight into my eyes then and asked, ‘My parents, are they still in the village? Are they well?’




  I hesitated.




  ‘Tell me the truth,’ she insisted, and she seemed to steel herself to hear bad news.




  Strange, I thought, that she’d never asked us about her parents before. Maybe she had a feeling that she didn’t want us to confirm. Whatever she was thinking, there was still

  something about her I couldn’t quite figure out; a mysterious, enigmatic quality that must have had something to do with surviving her own murder. She’d crossed the thin line that

  separates life and death, I thought. She had taken a look beyond that line and had seen the world of the dead. Her question was more than a premonition; as if she were seeking a truth that her soul

  was already sure of.




  ‘Your mother is dead,’ replied Abisag. ‘Of malignant fever. Shortly after you left.’




  ‘My father?’




  ‘Your father was alive when you returned.’




  ‘I know. I thought I saw him throwing stones with the others. Dishonour weighs more heavily on men.’




  ‘He died on the night of your stoning,’ I said. ‘It was a sudden death.’




  Upon hearing those words, Abira stiffened. Her eyes became glassy and unseeing. I’m certain that behind that vacant stare was a vision of the Underworld.




  Abisag put a hand on her shoulder, trying to bring her back to the real world. ‘You told us that your adventure – your running off with the soldier, the passage of that great army

  through the Villages of the Belt, everything that happened later – started with the story of two brothers. Tell us that story, Abira.’




  Abira started with a shiver and pulled her cloak tighter around her shoulders.




  ‘Another time,’ she sighed. ‘Another time.’




  







  3




  SEVERAL DAYS PASSED before Abira felt like talking with us again. In the meantime we’d found her a little work that she could do in secret, and

  make a living for herself. We couldn’t keep sneaking food from our homes; someone was bound to notice sooner or later. All the same, any time we were sent out to tend the flocks we tried to

  take enough lunch with us so that some would be left over for her.




  We helped her to fix up her shack so that she could spend the autumn and winter there and we visited every time we brought water back from the well. We learned a lot of things from her. The man

  she’d fallen in love with had such a complicated name that she always called him Xeno. She stayed by his side for the whole of their grand adventure. It was he who had told her the story of

  the two brothers who would change the history of our whole world. Other parts of the story she gathered from the many people she met during that endless journey.




  She confirmed for us what we’d heard from our parents during long winter nights: that one of those two brothers was a prince of the empire. He was the one leading the army through our

  villages when Abira met her love. The story that had swept through so many lives and had been on the lips of countless people poured out in the words of that fragile, frightened woman whom we had

  freed from under a heap of stones. We learned the story from her, starting at the end of that autumn. Three fifteen-year-old girls who had never seen anything outside our villages and would never

  see any more than that in our whole lives.




  THE QUEEN MOTHER, Parysatis, had two sons. The elder was Artaxerxes, and the younger was called Cyrus,

  like the founder of the dynasty. When the Great King died, he left the throne to his firstborn as was customary. But the Queen Mother was vexed at this, because Cyrus was her favourite: he was more

  handsome, more intelligent and more charming than his brother and he greatly resembled her; he had the same fluid grace that she’d had as a young woman, when she was forced to marry a man she

  detested, the man who was the image of his first son, Artaxerxes. The Queen had procured the governance of a very wealthy province, Lydia, located on the shores of the western sea, for her son

  Cyrus, but in her heart of hearts she had always hoped that some day she’d be given the chance to raise him up higher.




  Powerful women are capable of acting in a way that normal women would never even dream of.




  She was well practised at disguising her thoughts and her plans; she used her influence covertly to achieve the objectives she had set for herself. Intrigue was her favourite pastime, in

  addition to playing chess, a game she had mastered. Belts were her passion.




  Every day she wore a different exquisitely woven and embroidered belt. Belts of silk, of byssus, of silver and of gold, adorned with superbly crafted buckles from Egypt and Syria, Anatolia and

  Greece. It was said that she wanted silver only from distant Iberia because of its matchless milky tone, and lapis lazuli only from remote Bactria because of the great number of golden flecks it

  contained.




  Cyrus arrived in Lydia when he was but a boy of twenty-two, but his innate shrewdness and sharp intelligence led him to grasp at once what moves were required on that complicated chessboard

  where the two most powerful cities of Greece – Athens and Sparta – had been fighting for over thirty years without either of them gaining the upper hand.




  He decided to help the Spartans for a single reason: they were the most formidable warriors existing in the known world, and one day they would take up arms for him. They were the warriors of

  the red cloaks and bronze mask-like helmets who struck fear into any opponent. Athens, on the other hand, was the Queen of the Seas, and to defeat her it was necessary to commission a mighty fleet

  and load it up with archers, slingsmen and expert crews led by the best commanders. Eighty years before, those two Greek cities had united against the Great King Xerxes and defeated his fleet, the

  greatest of all times. Now Cyrus knew he had to set them against each other, goad them into wearing themselves out in an exhausting conflict until the moment came when he could tilt the scales in

  favour of the Spartans. Beholden to him, Sparta would support him in the venture most dear to his heart: seizing the throne!




  Thanks to his support Sparta won the war and Athens had to bow to a humiliating peace agreement. Thousands of men from both sides found themselves in a devastated land where they saw no hope of

  a livelihood.




  That’s how men are: for some mysterious reason they are seized, at regular intervals, by a blood frenzy, a drunken violence that they can’t resist. They deploy themselves on vast

  open fields, lined up one alongside another, and wait for a signal. When that trumpet sounds, they charge the enemy formation, which is full of other men who have done absolutely no harm to them.

  They hurl themselves into the attack, yelling with all the breath they have. They’re shouting so loudly to quiet the fear that grips them. In the moment before the attack many of them tremble

  and break out into a cold sweat, others weep in silence, some lose control of their urine, which flows warm down their legs and wets the ground they stand on.




  In that moment they’re waiting for death. Black-cloaked Chera swoops down among their ranks and her empty sockets eye those who will fall first, then those who will die later and finally

  those who will suffer for days from their wounds before dying. The men feel her eyes upon them and they shudder.




  That moment is so unbearable that if it were to last for any length of time it would kill them. No commander prolongs it any more than is strictly necessary: as soon as he can, he unleashes the

  attack. They cover the ground that separates them from their foes as quickly as they can, running, then crashing against the enemy like the surf on cliffs. The collision is terrifying. In those

  first moments there is so much blood shed that it soaks the ground beneath them. Iron sinks into flesh, skulls are bludgeoned, spears pierce shields and breastplates, cleaving hearts, lacerating

  chests and bellies. There is no fending off such a storm of fury.




  This horrible butchery can last for only an hour or little more, before one of the two formations breaks down and starts to withdraw. The retreat often becomes a disorderly rout, and

  that’s when the bloodletting becomes slaughter. Those who flee are massacred without pity for as long as the victors’ strength endures. At dusk representatives of the two sides meet on

  neutral ground and negotiate a truce, then each side gathers up its dead.




  There you have it, the folly of men. Episodes like the one I’ve just described, which I saw myself with my own eyes time and time again, were repeated endlessly during the thirty years of

  war between Sparta and Athens, mowing down the flower of their youth.




  For years and years the young men of both powers – and their fathers too! – did one thing only, fight, and those who survived all those years of war knew no other way of life but

  combat. Among them was the man I fell in love with as I was drawing water from the well at Beth Qadà: Xeno.




  When we met he had already covered over two hundred parasangs with Cyrus’s forces, and by then he knew exactly where the army was heading and what the aim of the expedition was. And yet he

  was not a soldier, as I had imagined when I saw the weapons he carried. Not then, not at the start, at least.




  The night I ran off with him, I knew my people would disown and curse me. I had betrayed the promise of marriage with the boy I was betrothed to, I had broken the pact between our two families.

  I had dishonoured my mother and father. But I’d never known such happiness. As our horse raced over the plains illuminated by the last glimmer of dusk and then by the rising moon, all I could

  think about was the man my arms were holding and of how beautiful my life would be alongside my love, who had come back for me. No matter how short a time my bliss might last, I would never regret

  my decision.




  The force and the immensity of the feelings I experienced those first days meant more than years of dull monotony. I wasn’t thinking about any difficulties to come, of what I would do if

  he left me, where I would go, how I could survive. All I thought about at that moment was being with him, and nothing else mattered. Some say that love is a kind of disease that hits you out of the

  blue, and maybe that’s true. But after all this time, and everything I’ve been through, I still think that love is the most noble and most powerful feeling that a human being is capable

  of. I’m also sure that love makes it possible for a person to overcome obstacles unimaginable for anyone who has not felt its power.




  We caught up with the army that night after dark, when everyone had finished eating and was preparing for the night. Everything was new for me, and difficult. I wondered how I could hold on to a

  man I couldn’t even talk to, but I planned to learn his language as soon as possible. I would cook for him and wash his clothing, I would look after his tent and I would never complain. Not

  if I was tired, not if I was hungry, not if I was thirsty. The fact that he had felt the need to learn even just a few phrases in my language meant that he cared very much and didn’t want to

  lose me. And I told myself that I was beautiful, much more beautiful than any woman he’d ever met before. Even if it wasn’t true, the thought gave me confidence and courage.




  Xeno loved the way I looked. He’d spend hours watching me. He’d ask me to move my body in a certain way and he’d look at me from various points of view, moving around me. Then

  he’d ask me to move a different way. To stretch out or to sit or to walk in front of him or to let down my hair. At first he’d use gestures, but then little by little, as I learned his

  language, he’d use words. I realized that the poses he asked me to take corresponded to works of art that he had seen in his city or in his land. Statues and paintings, things I had never

  seen because there were no such things in our villages. But I’d often seen children moulding mud into little figures and letting them dry in the sun. And we’d make dolls as well, which

  we’d dress with scraps of fabric. Statues were something like that, only much bigger, as big as a person or even more so. They were made of stone or clay or metal and they were used to adorn

  cities and sanctuaries. Xeno told me once that if he were an artist – that is, one of those men capable of creating such images – he would have liked to portray me as one of the

  characters of the ancient stories told in his homeland.




  I soon discovered that I wasn’t the only woman following the army. There were many others. A great number were young slaves, most of them owned by Syrian and Anatolian dealers who leased

  them out to the soldiers. Some of them were very pretty; they got enough to eat and had nice clothing and wore make-up to be attractive. But their life wasn’t easy. They couldn’t refuse

  their clients’ demands, not even when they were ill. Their only advantage was that they didn’t have to walk; they travelled on covered wagons and they weren’t made to suffer

  hunger or thirst. That was something in itself.




  There were others of the same trade who met with only a few men, or even only one man alone, if he was very important: the commanders of the army divisions, noble Persians, Medes and Syrians, or

  the officers of the red-cloaked warriors. That type of man doesn’t like to drink from the same cup as everyone else.




  The red-cloaked warriors didn’t mix with the rest. They spoke a different language and had their own habits, their own gods and their own food. They didn’t speak much. When they

  stopped to rest they would always polish their shields and their armour so that they shone, and they would practise fighting. They seemed to do nothing else.




  Xeno was not one of them. He came from Athens, the city that had lost the great thirty-year war. When I was able to converse in his language, I understood the reason why he was following the

  expedition. It was only then, when I learned the Greek of Athens, that his story became mine. The accident of fate that had torn me from my village was woven into a much bigger destiny: the destiny

  of thousands of individuals and of entire peoples. Xeno became my teacher as well as my lover. He provided everything I needed: my food, my bed, my clothing, in a single word my whole life. I

  wasn’t just a female for him, I was a person to whom he could teach many things and from whom he could learn many others.




  He spoke rarely of his city, although it was clear how curious I was about it. And when I insisted that he tell me why, the unexpected truth came out.




  After Athens had fallen into the hands of the enemy, she’d had to accept being ruled by her conquerors: the Spartans, the warriors who wore the red cloaks!




  ‘If they defeated your city, why are you on their side now?’ I asked him.




  ‘When a city is defeated,’ he began, ‘people are divided, each side blaming the other for the disaster. As they say, victory may have many fathers, but defeat is an orphan.

  This dissension can grow so profound, so visceral, that the two sides attack each other with weapons in hand. That’s what happened in Athens. I sided with the wrong faction, the one that

  lost, and so I – and many others like me – were forced into exile.’




  So Xeno had fled from his city, from Athens, the same way I had fled from Beth Qadà.




  He had wandered Greece from one end to the other without finding the courage to leave. One day Xeno received a letter from a friend asking to meet him at a place beside the sea because he wanted

  to talk to Xeno about something important: a great opportunity to win glory and riches while experiencing a thrilling adventure. They met one night at the end of winter at a fisherman’s

  wharf, an out-of-the-way place that wasn’t very busy. His friend, whose name was Proxenus, waited for him in a small house out on an isolated promontory.




  Xeno arrived a little before midnight, on foot, leading his horse by the reins. He knocked at the door but there was no answer, so he tethered his horse, unsheathed his sword, and went in. There

  was nothing inside but a table with an oil lamp on top and a couple of chairs. Proxenus’s chair was set back, beyond the halo of light, but Xeno recognized his voice.




  ‘You entered without knowing what you would find in here. Risky.’




  ‘You summoned me here,’ retorted Xeno. ‘Why would I expect danger?’




  ‘Not too smart, are you? Danger is everywhere these days and you are a runaway. A wanted man, even. This might have been a trap.’




  ‘That’s why I’ve got a sword in my hand,’ replied Xeno.




  ‘Sit down. Not that what I’m about to tell you will solve your problems.’




  ‘I wouldn’t have thought so. Tell me what all this is about.’




  ‘First of all, what I’m going to say must remain between you and me.’




  ‘Trust me.’




  ‘All right. At this moment there are five commanders in various regions of this country looking to enlist men who are ready for a good fight.’




  ‘So what else is new?’




  ‘This is very new. The official reason is that they’re trying to muster an expeditionary force to crush certain barbarian tribes in Anatolia who are making trouble in Cappadocia,

  raiding and sacking the villages.’




  ‘But the true reason is . . .’




  ‘My gut feeling is that there is another explanation, but no one’s talking.’




  ‘Why does there have to be another reason?’




  ‘Because their task is to recruit from ten to fifteen thousand men, all from the Peloponnese, as many as possible from Laconia; the best going. Doesn’t that seem a little too many to

  put down a bunch of chicken-thieving oafs?’




  ‘Curious, to say the least. Is there more?’




  ‘The stipend is generous and guess who’s paying?’




  ‘No idea.’




  ‘Cyrus of Persia. The brother of the emperor, Artaxerxes. He’s waiting for us at Sardis, in Lydia. And the word is that he’s recruiting troops as well: fifty – but some

  say as many as one hundred – thousand men.’




  ‘That’s a lot of men.’




  ‘Too many for such a mission.’




  ‘You’re right there. So what are you thinking?’




  ‘I think there’s a much bigger game at stake. An army of this size can have only one purpose and one aim: to conquer a throne.’




  Xeno fell silent, too taken aback by what his friend was implying to venture any hypothesis of his own. In the end he said, ‘So you’re in on this?’




  ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’




  ‘But what have I to do with any of it?’




  ‘Nothing. You’re not a fighting man, are you? Then again, an expedition of this sort might offer a lot of opportunities for someone like you. I know that you’ve got yourself

  into a bit of trouble – they say that your fellow citizens want to bring you to trial. Come with us and you’ll be in the inner circle, you’ll have access to Cyrus himself.

  He’s young, ambitious, intelligent, as we are. He can recognize talent and determination and maybe give you the chance you deserve.’




  ‘What would I do? Is there any alternative to joining a combat unit? I’d need a mission, a role, wouldn’t I?’




  ‘You’ll be my personal adviser. And you can keep track of everything that happens, keep a diary, a chronicle of the expedition. Think about it, Xeno: the Orient! Incredible places,

  dream cities, beautiful women, wine, perfumes . . .’




  Xeno sheathed the sword he’d laid on the table and got to his feet, turning his back to his friend. ‘What about the Spartans? How much are they involved in all this?’




  ‘Sparta knows nothing about it. That is, the government either doesn’t know or doesn’t want to know. There’s not one regular Spartan officer in the entire force.

  It’s obvious they want to stay clear of the whole thing. They want absolutely no involvement, and that confirms my suspicions. It means we must be talking about something big, otherwise why

  would they bother to be so cautious?’




  ‘That may be. But it seems impossible that they’re ready to let this happen without controlling it in any way.’




  ‘They’ll find a way if they want to. Well then, what do you say?’




  ‘Yes,’ replied Xeno. He turned to face his friend. ‘I’ll come.’




  ‘Excellent decision,’ commented Proxenus. ‘I’ll be waiting for you three days from now at the wharf. After midnight. Bring everything you need with you.’




  XENO WAS NOT invited to spend the night, which meant that not even Proxenus, who was his friend, could take the chance of being associated with an

  outlaw, a fugitive. This strengthened Xeno’s resolve to leave with the expedition. It was a bitter choice, but he had no other.




  To the Greek way of thinking, your own city is the only place worth living. The Spartans are the only Greeks who have a king – no, two actually, who reign together. None of the other Greek

  cities is ruled by a king. The people choose to be represented by an individual, who can be anyone among them: a nobleman, a wealthy landlord, or even a person who is not particularly in the public

  eye. A tradesman, a doctor, a shipowner, a merchant. Or even a carpenter or a shoemaker! Xeno told me that one of their greatest commanders, the man who had defeated the fleet of the Great King

  Xerxes at sea, was the son of a shopkeeper who sold beans.




  This makes them feel free. Everyone can say what they like, can criticize or even offend those who govern the city. And if these governors don’t do a good job, they can be kicked out of

  office at any time and sentenced to pay compensation, if the citizens have been damaged by their ineptitude. Every Greek thinks that his own city is the best, the most beautiful, the most desirable

  place to live, the most ancient and illustrious. The citizens of any given city are convinced that they have the right to the best property and the sunniest, most beautiful coastlines, and thus the

  right to expand their territory over land and sea. The result is that these cities are continually at war, forming alliances to fight against one another. Then once a coalition wins it starts to

  split apart and those who were allies become enemies and band together with the cities they have defeated.




  At first it was hard for me to understand what made these cities so much more desirable than our villages like Naim or Beth Qadà. But then Xeno told me about places they call

  ‘theatres’ where people sit for hours or entire days watching other men who act as though they were people who lived centuries earlier, portraying their adventures and their trials and

  tribulations with such realism that they seem true. The people watching become incredibly emotional: they cry and laugh and get indignant and shout out their anger or their enthusiasm. It’s

  as if they were allowed to live out other lives that they’d never have the chance of experiencing otherwise. So they can live another life every day, or even more than one! And this is truly

  an extraordinary thing. When would a man who was born in one of the Villages of the Belt ever have the chance to challenge monsters or outwit tricksters, overcome sorcerers or fall in love with

  women beautiful enough to make a man lose his mind, or to consume exotic foods or magical potions with unbelievable effects? In Beth Qadà, it’s always the same life with the same

  people and the same smells and the same foods. Always.




  Watching those events unwind before your very own eyes inevitably makes you a better person. You naturally take the side of good against evil, of the oppressed against the oppressors, of men who

  have suffered injustice against those who have inflicted it. You would be ashamed of acting out any of those wicked deeds that you’ve seen in places called ‘theatres’.




  That’s not all. In their cities live wise men who walk around the streets and squares to teach others what they’ve studied or investigated: the meaning of life and death, of justice

  and injustice, what’s beautiful and what’s ugly, whether the gods exist and where you can find them, whether it’s possible to live without gods, if the dead are truly dead or if

  they’re living someplace else where we can’t see them any more.




  There are other men called ‘artists’ who paint marvellous scenes with vivid colours on walls or on wooden boards. Xeno says they can fashion images that have exactly the same shape

  and appearance as the gods or human beings or animals. Lions, horses, dogs, elephants. These images are displayed in the squares and temples or in private homes simply to give pleasure to those who

  live inside them.




  The temples, I was saying. The temples are the homes of the gods. They are magnificient structures, built on marble columns which are painted, gilded, glowing. They hold up beams sculpted with

  scenes from their history and mythology. There are images on the façades as well, marvellous depictions of the birth of their city or other extraordinary events. Inside the temple is the

  image of the divinity that protects the city: ten times taller than a human being, made of ivory and gold, lit by shafts of light from above that make it shine in the shadows.




  Thinking of all this makes you realize how hard and how sad it is for a man to forsake such a place and the people who live there, those who speak your same language, believe in the same gods

  and love the same things that you love.




  Xeno left three days later from the wharf of that little town on the sea. Along with five hundred other men, fully equipped warriors who arrived at the port a few at a time, or in small groups,

  from different directions. There was a small fleet waiting for them, of boats looking like ordinary fishing vessels.




  They weighed anchor that night without waiting for dawn. First light surprised them when they were already far out at sea and the familiar shores of their homeland had vanished on the

  horizon.




  No one knew yet who would be commanding them, who was to lead them in the greatest adventure of their lives. An adventure which, they imagined, would take them to unknown places, magnificent

  cities, meeting peoples whose existence they could only have dreamed of.




  Other groups of warriors had quietly gathered in other secluded spots and were now journeying towards the same destination, beyond the sea, where they would be joined by a young prince consumed

  by the biggest ambition that a man could have: to become the most powerful ruler of the entire earth.




  In the meantime, the commander of the expeditionary force was being briefed in Sparta. He had been instructed to attend to Cyrus’s orders and enable the Prince to fulfil his ambitions. In

  reality he would answer to his city – the city of the red-cloaked warriors – and obey her orders alone, but no one, come what may, was to know of this. For the common soldier he would

  be just another political exile, cast out of his city and unable to return. Officially he had been condemned to death for murder and had a pretty price on his head. He was a man as hard and sharp

  as the iron that hung by his side even while he slept. They called him Clearchus, but who knows whether that was his true name or another deceit, like so much of what was said about those warriors

  who had sold their swords and their lives for a dream.
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  CLEARCHUS WAS of medium height, about fifty years old. His hair was black, with a few white threads at the temples, and he was always well groomed. When

  he was not wearing a helmet he gathered his hair at the nape of his neck with a strip of leather. He always went armed: he wore his greaves and carried a shield and sword from the moment he got up

  until he went to sleep. It seemed that the bronze had become part of his body. He seldom spoke and never repeated an order. Very few of the men he commanded had ever met him before.




  He appeared out of nowhere.




  One morning in early spring he came forward before the assembled troops drawn up in the city of Sardis in Lydia. He leapt onto a brick wall to address them.




  ‘Soldiers!’ he began. ‘You are here because Prince Cyrus needs an army to fight the barbarians in the interior. He demanded the best: that’s why you were recruited from

  every part of Greece. We are not at the orders of any of our cities or our governments, but of a foreign prince who has engaged our services. We’re fighting for money, nothing else: an

  excellent reason, I say. Actually, I know none better.




  ‘Don’t imagine that this means you’re free to do as you please. Whoever disobeys an order or proves guilty of insubordination or cowardice will be put to death immediately, and

  I’ll carry out the sentence myself. I promise you that you will soon be more afraid of me than of the enemy. Your commanders will bear full responsibility for any errors made while executing

  my orders.




  ‘There are no troops anywhere better suited to accomplish this mission. No one can match you for valour, resistance and discipline. If you win you will be rewarded so generously that

  you’ll be able to leave this work and live well for the rest of your lives. If you are defeated, nothing will remain of you. No one will mourn your passing.’




  The men listened to those words without blinking an eye, and when he finished speaking they did not leave their places. They stood still and silent until their officers ordered them to break

  ranks.




  Clearchus had no apparent authority for commanding that army, but everyone obeyed him. He was the very image of a commander: gaunt cheeks framed by a short black beard, eyes that were deep and

  penetrating, armour polished to a high sheen, the black cloak flung over his shoulders.




  Like the men he commanded, he too was out of keeping with the mission: too harsh, too authoritative, too dramatic in appearance and behaviour. In all respects he was a man forged to carry out

  impossible tasks, certainly not to put down some trifling clash with troublemaking tribes from the interior.




  No one knew whether he had a family. He certainly had no friends. He didn’t even have slaves: just a couple of attendants who served him the meals that he always ate alone in his tent. He

  seemed incapable of emotion; if he had feelings he hid them well, apart from the occasional burst of anger that sent him into a rage.




  Clearchus was more machine than man, a machine designed and built for killing. During our time together, Xeno would have several close encounters with him and witness his prowess in battle: the

  man struck down his enemies with unrelenting, unfaltering energy, never missing a blow, never showing signs of flagging. Every life he took from another seemed to feed into his own. It wasn’t

  that he showed pleasure at killing, just the measured satisfaction of a man doing his job with method and precision. Everything about him inspired fear, but in the thick of battle his impassive

  ferocity and icy calm instilled a sense of tranquillity in the others, made them certain of victory. Under his direct command, he had all of the red-cloaked warriors. Everyone knew from the start

  that they were the best; no one could cross them without paying the consequences.




  Xeno knew some of the contingent commanders personally. Proxenus of Boeotia was a friend, the one who had convinced him to join the mission in Asia. Proxenus was an attractive man, and very

  ambitious: he dreamed of winning wealth, honour and fame, but over the course of the long march he showed that he wasn’t up to his position, and his relationship with Xeno started to

  deteriorate. It’s one thing to meet up in the city square and stroll under the porticoes or sip a cup of wine at the tavern while making predictions about politics or horses or dog races and

  exchanging witty remarks. It’s quite another to endure exhausting marches, to suffer hunger and fear, to compete for survival. Few friendships can withstand such trials and theirs soon

  failed, turning into wary indifference, if not outright dislike.




  Xeno knew the other commanders of the large units, the generals, as well. There was one in particular who fascinated him at first and then ended up disgusting him deeply. I believe Xeno hated

  him and wanted him dead; he was so intolerant of him that I think he blamed him for things he had never done, vile acts that perhaps he had never committed.
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