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  ALEXANDER: THE ENDS OF THE EARTH
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  1




  FROM THE TOP OF THE HILL Alexander turned towards the beach and beheld a scene that was almost an identical repetition of one that had been played out a

  thousand years earlier. Hundreds of ships were lined up along the coast, carrying thousands and thousands of soldiers, but the city behind him – Ilium, heir to ancient Troy – rather

  than preparing for years of siege and resistance, was now getting ready to open its gates and welcome him, descendant of Achilles and of Priam.




  He saw his companions coming up towards him on horseback and spurred Bucephalas on towards the top. He wanted to be the first to enter the ancient shrine of Athena of Troy and he wanted to do it

  alone. He dismounted, handed the reins to a servant and crossed the threshold of the temple.




  Inside, objects glimmered in the darkness, difficult to make out, draped deep in the half-shadow. Their shape was indefinite and his eyes took some time to become accustomed to the gloom because

  up to just a moment before they had been coping with the dazzlingly bright sky of the Troad region with the sun at its highest.




  The ancient building was full of relics, of weapons displayed in memory of the war described by Homer in his epic of the ten-year siege of the city built by the gods themselves. On each of the

  time-worn souvenirs was a dedication, an inscription: Paris’s lyre was here, as were Achilles’s weapons and his great storied shield.




  He looked around, his eyes resting on these mementoes which unseen hands had kept shining for the reverence and the curiosity of the faithful over the centuries. They hung from the columns, from

  the ceiling beams, from the walls of the cella – but how much of all this was real? And how much was simply the product of the priests’ cunning, of their will to exploit it all for

  their own ends?




  At that moment he felt as though the only genuine thing in the confused jumble – more like the clutter of objects displayed in a market than fitting décor for a sanctuary –

  was his own passion for the ancient blind poet, his boundless admiration for the heroes who had been reduced to ashes by time and by the countless events that had taken place between the two shores

  of the Straits.




  He had arrived out of the blue, just as his father Philip had done one day at the temple of Apollo, at Delphi, and no one was expecting him. He heard some light footsteps and hid behind a column

  near the statue of Athena, a striking image of the goddess carved in stone, painted in various colours and bearing real metal weapons: this primitive simulacrum was sculpted from a single block of

  dark stone, and her mother-of-pearl eyes stood out starkly from a face darkened by the years and by the smoke of the votive lamps.




  A girl wearing a white peplum, her hair gathered into a headdress of the same colour, moved towards the statue. She carried a bucket in one hand and a sponge in the other.




  She climbed up on to the pedestal and began wiping the surface of the sculpture, spreading as she did so an intense, penetrating perfume of aloe and wild nard throughout the temple. Alexander

  moved up to her silently.




  ‘Who are you?’ he asked.




  The girl jumped and the bucket fell from her hand, bouncing once and then rolling over the floor before coming to a halt against a column.




  ‘Do not be afraid,’ the King reassured her. ‘I am only a pilgrim who seeks to pay homage to the goddess. Who are you? What is your name?’




  ‘My name is Daunia and I am one of the sacred slaves,’ replied the young girl, intimidated by Alexander’s appearance, which was certainly not what one would have expected of an

  ordinary pilgrim. His breastplate and greaves glinted under his cloak and when he moved there came the noise of his chainmail belt clanking against his armour.




  ‘A sacred slave? I would never have guessed. You have fine features – aristocratic – and there is such pride in your eyes.’




  ‘Perhaps you are more used to seeing the sacred slaves of Aphrodite: they really are slaves, before being sacred, slaves of men’s lust.’




  ‘And you aren’t?’ asked Alexander as he picked up her bucket from the floor.




  ‘I am a virgin, like the goddess. Have you never heard of the city of women? That is where I am from.’




  She had an unusual accent that the King had never heard before.




  ‘I had no idea there was such a place as the city of women. Where is it?’




  ‘In Italy, it bears the name of Locri and its aristocracy is exclusively female. It was founded by a hundred families, all originating from Locris in Greece. They were all widowed and

  legend has it they formed unions with their slaves.’




  ‘And why are you here, so far from home?’




  ‘To atone for a sin.’




  ‘A sin? But what sin can such a young girl have committed?’




  ‘Not my sin. A thousand years ago, on the night of the fall of Troy, Ajax Oileus, our national hero, raped Princess Cassandra, daughter of Priam, right here on the pedestal bearing the

  sacred Palladium, the miraculous image of Athena that had fallen from the heavens. Since then the Locrians have paid for Ajax’s sacrilege with the gift of two maids from their finest

  aristocracy, both of whom serve for a full year in the goddess’s shrine.’




  Alexander shook his head as if unable to believe what he was hearing. He looked around while outside the cobbles surrounding the temple resounded with the noise of horses’ hooves –

  his companions had arrived.




  Just at that moment, however, a priest entered and immediately realized who the man standing before him was. He bowed respectfully.




  ‘Welcome, most powerful lord. I am sorry you did not let us know of your arrival – we would have given you a very different welcome.’ And he nodded to the girl to leave, but

  Alexander gestured for her to stay.




  ‘I preferred to arrive this way,’ he said, ‘and this maid has told me such an extraordinary story, something I could never have imagined. I have heard that in this temple there

  are relics of the Trojan War. Is this true?’




  ‘It certainly is. And this image you see before you is a Palladium: a likeness of an ancient statue of Athena that fell from the heavens and granted the gift of invincibility to whichever

  city held it in its possession.’




  At that moment Hephaestion, Ptolemy, Perdiccas and Seleucus entered the temple.




  ‘And where is the original statue?’ asked Hephaestion as he came nearer.




  ‘Some say that the hero Diomedes carried it off to Argos; others say that Ulysses went to Italy and gave it to the King, Latinus; and then others again maintain that Aeneas placed it in a

  temple not far from Rome, where it is still housed. However, there are many cities which claim the original simulacrum as their own.’




  ‘I can well believe it,’ said Seleucus. ‘Such conviction must be a considerable source of courage.’




  ‘Indeed,’ nodded Ptolemy. ‘Aristotle would say that it is conviction, or the prophecy, which actually generates the event.’




  ‘But what is it that distinguishes the real Palladium from the other statues?’ asked Alexander.




  ‘The real simulacrum,’ declared the priest in his most solemn voice, ‘can close its eyes and shake its spear.’




  ‘That’s nothing special,’ Ptolemy said. ‘Any of our military engineers could build a toy of that kind.’




  The priest threw him a disdainful look and even the King shook his head. ‘Is there anything you believe in, Ptolemy?’




  ‘Yes, of course,’ replied Ptolemy, placing his hand on the hilt of the sword. ‘This.’ And then he placed his other hand on Alexander’s shoulder and said,

  ‘Together with friendship.’




  ‘And yet,’ the priest said, ‘the objects you see here have been revered between these walls since time immemorial, and the tumuli along the river have always contained the

  bones of Achilles, Patroclus and Ajax.’




  There came the sound of footsteps – Callisthenes had joined them to visit the famous sanctuary.




  ‘And what do you make of it all, Callisthenes?’ asked Ptolemy as he walked towards him and put his arm around him. ‘Do you believe that this really is Achilles’s armour?

  And this, hanging here from that column, is this really Paris’s lyre?’ He brushed the strings and the instrument produced a dull, out-of-tune chord.




  Alexander no longer seemed to be listening. He was staring at the young Locrian woman as she now filled the lamps with perfumed oil, studying the perfection of her figure through the

  transparency of her peplum as a ray of light came through it. He was captivated by the mystery that glowed in her shy, meek eyes.




  ‘You well know that none of this really matters,’ replied Callisthenes. ‘At Sparta, in the Dioscurian temple, they have an egg on display from which Castor and Pollux, the two

  twins, brothers of Helen, were supposedly born, but I think it’s the egg of an ostrich, a Libyan bird as tall as a horse. Our sanctuaries are full of relics like this. The thing that matters

  is what the people want to believe and the people need to believe and need to be able to dream.’ As he spoke he turned towards Alexander.




  The King moved towards the great panoply of bronze, adorned with tin and silver, and he gently stroked the shield carved in relief, with the scenes described by Homer and the helmet embellished

  with a triple crest.




  ‘And how did this armour come to be here?’ he asked the priest.




  ‘Ulysses brought it here, filled with remorse for having usurped Ajax’s right to it, and he placed it before the tomb as a votive gift, imploring Ajax to help him return to Ithaca.

  It was then gathered up and housed in this sanctuary.’




  Alexander moved closer to the priest. ‘Do you know who I am?’




  ‘Yes. You are Alexander, King of Macedon.’




  ‘That’s right. And I am directly descended, on my mother’s side, from Pyrrhus, son of Achilles, founder of the dynasty of Epirus, and thus I am heir to Achilles. Therefore this

  armour is mine, and I want it.’




  The priest’s face drained of all colour. ‘But Sire . . .’




  ‘What!’ exclaimed Ptolemy with a grin on his face. ‘We’re supposed to believe that this is Paris’s lyre, that these are Achilles’ weapons, made by the god

  Hephaestus in person, and you don’t believe that our King is a direct descendant of Achilles, son of Peleus?’




  ‘Oh no . . .’ stammered the priest. ‘It’s simply that these are sacred objects which cannot be . . .’




  ‘Nonsense,’ said Perdiccas. ‘You can have other identical weapons made. No one will ever know the difference. Our King needs them, you see, and since they belonged to his

  ancestor . . .’ and he opened his arms as if to say, ‘an inheritance is an inheritance.’




  ‘Have it brought to our camp. It will be displayed before our army like a standard before every battle,’ came Alexander’s orders. ‘And now we must return – our

  visit is over.’




  They left in dribs and drabs, hanging on to look around at the incredible jumble of objects hanging from the columns and the walls.




  The priest noticed Alexander staring at the girl as she left the temple through a side door.




  ‘She goes swimming every evening in the sea near the mouth of the Scamander,’ he whispered in his ear.




  The King said nothing as he left. Not long afterwards the priest saw him mount his horse and set off towards the camp on the seashore, which was teeming with activity like some giant

  anthill.




  *




  Alexander saw her arrive, walking briskly and confidently in the darkness, coming along the left-hand bank of the river. She stopped just where the waters of the Scamander mixed

  with the sea waves. It was a peaceful, calm night and the moon was just beginning to rise from the sea, drawing a long silver wake from the horizon to the shore. The girl took off her clothes,

  undid her hair in the moonlight and entered the water. Her body, caressed by the waves, glowed like polished marble.




  ‘You are beautiful. You look like a goddess, Daunia,’ Alexander said quietly as he came out of the shadow.




  The girl went in deeper, up to her chin, and moved away. ‘Do not harm me. I have been consecrated.’




  ‘To do penance for an ancient act of rape?’




  ‘To do penance for all rapes. Women are always obliged to endure.’




  The King took off his clothes and entered the water, as she crossed her arms over her chest to hide her breasts.




  ‘They say that the Aphrodite of Cnidus, sculpted by the divine Praxiteles, covers her breasts just as you are doing now. Even Aphrodite is demure . . . do not be afraid. Come.’




  The girl moved towards him slowly, walking over the sandy bed and, as she came nearer, her divine body emerged dripping from the water and the surface of the sea receded until it embraced her

  hips and her belly.




  ‘Lead me through the water to the tumulus of Achilles. I don’t want anyone to see us.’




  ‘Follow me then,’ said Daunia. ‘And let’s hope you are a good swimmer.’ She turned on to her side and slipped through the waves like a Nereid, a nymph of the salty

  abyss.




  The coast formed a wide bay at that point, the shoreline already illuminated by the campfires, and it ended in a promontory with an earthen tumulus at its tip.




  ‘Don’t you worry about me,’ replied Alexander as he swam alongside her.




  The girl struck out offshore, cutting straight across the bay, aiming directly for the headland. She swam elegantly, graceful and flowing in her movements, almost noiseless, slipping through the

  water like some marine creature.




  ‘You are very good,’ said Alexander, himself breathless.




  ‘I was born on the sea. Do you still want to go as far as the Sigeus headland?’




  Alexander did not reply and continued swimming until he saw the foam of the breaking water in the moonlight on the beach, the waves stretching up rhythmically to the base of the great

  tumulus.




  They came out of the water holding each other by the hand, and the King led them closer to the dark mass of Achilles’s tomb. Alexander felt, or he believed he felt, the spirit of the hero

  penetrate him and he thought he saw Briseïs with her rosy cheeks when he turned towards his companion, who was now standing before him in the silver moonlight, searching for Alexander’s

  gaze in the darkness that enveloped him.




  ‘Only the gods are allowed moments like this,’ Alexander whispered to her and turned towards the warm breeze that came from the sea. ‘Here Achilles sat and cried for the death

  of Patroclus. Here his mother, the ocean nymph, deposited his arms, weapons forged by a god.’




  ‘So you do believe in it after all?’ the girl asked him.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘So why in the temple . . .’




  ‘It’s different here. It’s night and those distant voices, long silenced, can still be heard. And you are resplendent here before me – unveiled.’




  ‘Are you really a king?’




  ‘Look at me. Who do you see here before you?’




  ‘You are the young man who sometimes appears in my dreams while I sleep with my friends in the goddess’s sanctuary. The young man I would have wanted to love.’




  He moved closer and held her head on his chest.




  ‘I will leave tomorrow, and in a few days’ time I will have to face a difficult battle – perhaps I will be victorious, perhaps I will die.’




  ‘In that case, take me if you want me, take me here on this warm sand and let me hold you in my arms, even if we will regret it later.’ She kissed him long and passionately, stroking

  his hair. ‘Moments like this are reserved for the gods alone. But we are gods, for as long as this night lasts.’




  





  2




  ALEXANDER UNDRESSED BEFORE his assembled army and, as required by the ancient rite, ran three times around the tomb of Achilles. Hephaestion did the

  same thing around the tomb of Patroclus. Each time they completed a lap, more than forty thousand voices cried in unison: ‘Alalalài!’




  ‘He certainly knows how to act the part!’ exclaimed Callisthenes from their corner of the camp.




  ‘You think so?’ replied Ptolemy.




  ‘There’s no doubt about it. He doesn’t believe in the myths and the legends any more than you or I do, but he behaves as though they were more real than reality itself. This is

  how he demonstrates to his men that dreams are possible.’




  ‘It’s as though you knew him like the back of your hand,’ said Ptolemy, his voice full of sarcasm.




  ‘I have learned to observe men, and not just nature.’




  ‘In that case you should be aware that no one can ever claim to know Alexander. His actions are there for everyone to see, but they are not predictable, and neither is it always possible

  to understand their deeper significance. He believes and he doesn’t believe at the same time, he is capable of great expressions of love and of uncontrollable rage . . . he is . .

  .’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Different. I first met him when I was six years old, and I still cannot say I truly know him.’




  ‘Perhaps you’re right. But now he has all his men believing he is Achilles reincarnate and that Hephaestion is Patroclus.’




  ‘At this moment the two of them believe it as well. After all, wasn’t it you who established, on the basis of your astronomy, that our invasion took place in the same month in which

  the Trojan War began, exactly one thousand years ago?’




  Alexander in the meantime had dressed again and put his armour on. Hephaestion too got ready and they both mounted their horses. General Parmenion ordered the trumpets to be sounded and Ptolemy,

  in his turn, leaped on to his charger. ‘I must join my division. Alexander is about to inspect the army.’




  The trumpets resounded again, repeatedly, and the army lined up along the shore, each division with its own standards and insignias.




  There were thirty-two thousand foot-soldiers in total. On the left-hand side were three thousand ‘shieldsmen’ and then seven thousand Greek allies, one tenth of the number which a

  hundred and fifty years previously had taken on the Persians at Plataea. They wore the traditional heavy armour of Greek frontline troops and sported massive Corinthian helmets protecting their

  faces completely, right down to the base of their necks, leaving only their eyes and their mouths exposed.




  In the centre were the six battalions of the phalanx, the pezhetairoi – some ten thousand men. On the right-hand side, instead, were the auxiliary barbarians from the north –

  five thousand Thracians and Triballians who had taken Alexander up on his offer, attracted by the money and the prospect of looting. They were brave men, capable of the most reckless of feats,

  indefatigable, and they were able to bear the cold, the hunger and the ordeals of battle. They were a frightful sight with their red, bristly hair, their long beards, their fair, freckled

  complexions and their bodies covered with tattoos.




  Among these barbarians, the wildest and most primitive were the Agrianians of the Illyrian mountains: they had no Greek and an interpreter had to be called to communicate with them, but their

  unique talent was their ability to climb any rocky face using ropes made of plant fibres, hooks and grappling-irons. All the Thracians and the other auxiliaries from the north were equipped with

  helmets and leather corsets, small crescent-moon shields and long sabres that were used both with the point and the blade. In battle they were as ferocious as wild beasts and in hand-to-hand combat

  they had been known to bite lumps of flesh out of their opponents’ bodies. Behind them, almost as a sort of barrier, came seven thousand Greek mercenaries – light and heavy

  infantry.




  Out on the wings, detached from the infantry, was the heavy cavalry, the hetairoi – two thousand eight hundred of them in total. To these were added the same number of Thessalian

  horsemen and some four thousand auxiliaries, plus the five hundred special horsemen of the Vanguard, Alexander’s squadron.




  The King, astride Bucephalas, inspected his troops division by division, accompanied by his entourage. Eumenes was present as well, armed to the teeth and proudly sporting a breastplate of

  crushed flax, decorated and strengthened with polished plates of bronze, shining like mirrors. The secretary general’s thoughts, however, as he passed before the multitude, were not at all

  grandiose – he was making mental notes of how much grain, how many vegetables, how much salted fish, smoked meat and wine would be required to keep all these men going, and how much money he

  would have to spend every day to purchase all those provisions. During the inspection he worked out how long the reserves they had brought with them would last.




  Despite these worries, however, he still had some hope of being able to offer the King some suggestions for a successful expedition.




  When they reached the head of the line-up, Alexander nodded to Parmenion and the general gave orders for them to set off. The long column began to move – the cavalry on the flanks two by

  two, the infantry in the middle. The direction was northerly, along the seashore.




  The army slithered forward like a long snake and Alexander’s helmet, crowned by two long white plumes, could be made out from far away.




  Just at that moment Daunia looked out from the main entrance of the temple of Athena and stood there at the top of the steps. The young man who had loved her on the shore that fragrant spring

  night now looked as small as a child, his overly polished, overly resplendent armour glinting in the sun. He was no longer that young lover; that young lover no longer existed.




  She felt a great emptiness open up within herself as she watched Alexander disappear towards the horizon. When he had left her sight completely, she dried her eyes with a rapid movement of her

  hand, entered the temple and closed the door behind her.




  *




  Eumenes had dispatched two messengers under escort – one to Lampsacus and the other to Cyzicus, two powerful Greek cities along the Straits: the former stood on the coast

  while the latter was on an island. The dispatch was a renewal of Alexander’s offer of freedom and a treaty of alliance.




  The King was enchanted by the landscape as it unfolded before him and at every bend along the coast he turned to Hephaestion to say, ‘Look at that village . . . see that tree? . . . look

  at that statue . . .’ Everything was new for him, everything was a source of wonder – the white villages on the hills, the sanctuaries of the Greek and the barbarian gods in the midst

  of the countryside, the fragrance of the apple blossom, the lucent green of the pomegranate trees.




  With the exception of his exile in the snow-capped mountains of Illyria, this was his first journey out of Greece.




  Behind him came Ptolemy and Perdiccas, while his other companions were all with their own soldiers. Lysimachus and Leonnatus were at the end of the long column, their role to lead two rearguard

  units, separated somewhat from the rest.




  ‘Why are we travelling northwards?’ asked Leonnatus.




  ‘Alexander wants control of the Asian shore. This way no one will be able to enter or leave Pontus without our permission, and Athens, which relies upon grain imports that come through

  here, will have every reason to remain our ally. What’s more, this way we isolate all the Persian provinces that overlook the Black Sea. It’s a clever move.’




  ‘That’s true.’




  They continued at a walk, the sun shining down as it climbed high in the sky. Then Leonnatus started up again. ‘But there is one thing I don’t understand.’




  ‘We can’t understand everything in life,’ joked Lysimachus.




  ‘You can say that again, but can you explain to me why everything’s so calm? We land in daylight with forty thousand men, Alexander visits the temple of Ilium, completes the rite

  around Achilles’s tomb, and there’s been no one waiting for us. I mean, no Persians. Don’t you think it’s a bit strange?’




  ‘Not in the least.’




  ‘Why not?’




  Lysimachus turned to look over his shoulder. ‘See those two up there?’ he asked, pointing to the silhouette of two horsemen proceeding along the ridge of the Troad mountain range.

  ‘Those two have been following us since dawn and they were observing us all day yesterday – the countryside must be crawling with them.’




  ‘In that case we’d better inform Alexander . . .’




  ‘Don’t worry. Alexander’s perfectly aware of the situation and he knows that somewhere along the road the Persians are preparing a welcoming party for us.’




  The march continued without any problems throughout the morning until the midday break. The only people to be seen were peasants in the fields, intent on their work, or groups of children

  running along the road, shouting, trying to attract attention.




  Towards evening they set up camp not far from Abydos and Parmenion had them post guards all around, at a certain distance. He also sent light cavalry patrols out into the countryside so as to

  avoid surprise attacks.




  As soon as Alexander’s tent was pitched, the trumpet sounded for a council meeting and all the generals gathered around a table while supper was served. Callisthenes was there too, but

  Eumenes was absent and had left instructions for them to begin without him.




  ‘Well, lads, this is much better than Thrace!’ exclaimed Hephaestion. ‘The weather’s excellent, the people seem friendly, I’ve seen a fair number of pretty girls

  and boys and the Persians are keeping to themselves. It reminds me of Mieza, when Aristotle used to take us all out together into the woods to collect bugs.’




  ‘Don’t delude yourself,’ replied Leonnatus. ‘Lysimachus and I spotted two horsemen who followed us throughout the day and they certainly won’t be far away

  now.’




  Parmenion, with his old-general style, respectfully asked for permission to speak.




  ‘There is no need for you to ask for permission to speak, Parmenion,’ Alexander replied. ‘You are the most experienced of us all here and we have much to learn from

  you.’




  ‘Thank you,’ said the old general. ‘I only wanted to know what your intentions are for tomorrow and for the near future.’




  ‘To push towards the interior, towards all the territory controlled by the Persians. At that point they will have no choice – they will have to face us in the open field and we will

  beat them.’




  Parmenion said nothing.




  ‘Don’t you agree?’




  ‘To a certain extent. I fought the Persians during the first campaign and I can assure you they are fearsome opponents. What’s more, they can count on an excellent commander –

  Memnon of Rhodes.’




  ‘A renegade Greek!’ exclaimed Hephaestion.




  ‘No. A professional soldier. A mercenary.’




  ‘And isn’t that the same thing?’




  ‘It’s not the same thing, Hephaestion. Some men fight many wars and ultimately find themselves emptied of all conviction and ideals, yet full of ability and experience. At that point

  in their lives they sell their sword for the best offer, but they remain men of honour and Memnon is one of those. He keeps to his word, whatever the cost. For these men their homeland becomes the

  word they give, and they maintain and respect it with absolute resolve. Memnon is a danger for us, so much the more so because he has his own troops with him – between ten and fifteen

  thousand mercenaries, all Greek, all well armed and formidable opponents on the open battlefield.’




  ‘But we defeated the Thebans’ Sacred Band,’ said Seleucus.




  ‘That doesn’t count,’ replied Parmenion. ‘These are professional soldiers – they do nothing else but fight, and when they are not fighting, they are training to

  fight.’




  ‘Parmenion is right,’ said Alexander. ‘Memnon is dangerous and his mercenary phalanx is equally so, especially if flanked by the Persian cavalry.’




  At that moment Eumenes came in.




  ‘The armour suits you,’ Craterus laughed. ‘You look like a general. It’s a shame you’re knock-kneed and your legs are so spindly and . . .’




  

    

      

        

          

            At that point everyone burst out laughing, but Eumenes started reciting:




            ‘I don’t like an army commander who’s tall, or goes at a trot




            or one who has glamorous wavy hair, or trims his beard a lot.




            A shortish sort of chap, who’s bandy-looking round the shins,




            He’s my ideal, one full of guts, and steady on his pins.’1


          


        


      


    


  




  ‘Well said!’ shouted Callisthenes. ‘Archilochos is one of my favourite poets.’




  ‘Let him speak,’ Alexander shut them all up. ‘Eumenes brings us news, and I hope it is good.’




  ‘Good and bad news, my friend. You decide where I should begin.’




  Alexander barely concealed his disappointment. ‘Let’s begin with the bad news. Good news is always easier to digest. Give him a chair.’




  Eumenes sat down, somewhat stiffly because of the breastplate which prevented him from bending the upper half of his body. ‘The inhabitants of Lampsacus have replied that they feel

  sufficiently free already and they have no desire to become involved with us in any way. In a word, they don’t want us meddling in their affairs.’




  Alexander’s face had darkened and it was clear there was an explosion of temper on its way. Eumenes immediately started speaking again. ‘There is good news, however, from Cyzicus.

  The city agrees and will join us. This really is good news because the wages of the Persians’ mercenaries are paid in coin from Cyzicus. Silver staters, to be precise – like this one .

  . .’ and he threw a splendid-looking coin on to the table which began rotating on itself like a spinning top until the hairy hand of Cleitus the Black came down to stop it with a short, sharp

  blow.




  ‘And so?’ asked the general as he flipped the coin across his fingers.




  ‘If Cyzicus blocks the issue of coin for the Persian provinces,’ explained Eumenes, ‘the governments of these lands will soon find themselves in difficulty. They will have to

  tax themselves, or they will have to find other forms of payment, an expedient which the mercenaries will not appreciate. The same goes for their provisions, for the wages of their naval crews and

  all the rest.’




  ‘But how did you manage that?’ asked Craterus.




  ‘I certainly didn’t wait until we landed here in Asia before getting things moving,’ replied the secretary. ‘I’ve been negotiating with the city for some time now.

  Since . . .’ and he bowed his head, ‘. . . since before King Philip’s death.’




  At those words a silence fell in the tent, as if the spirit of the great sovereign who had fallen to the dagger blows of an assassin at the height of his glory were suddenly with them.




  ‘Good,’ said Alexander. ‘In any case this does not change our plans. Tomorrow we head for the interior – our mission to coax the lion out of his den.’




  *




  Throughout the known world, no one had such accurate, well-made maps as Memnon of Rhodes. It was said that these maps were the product of thousands of years of experience of the

  sailors of his island and the skills of a cartographer whose identity was a jealously guarded secret.




  The Greek mercenary opened the map on the table, held down its corners with lamp-stands, took a pawn from a games set and placed it on a point between Dardania and Phrygia. ‘Alexander, as

  I speak, is more or less here.’




  The members of the Persian high command were standing around the table, all in battledress, with leggings and boots: Arsamenes, governor of Pamphylia, and Arsites of Phrygia, then Rheomithres,

  commander of the Bactrian cavalry, Rosakes and the supreme commander, the Satrap of Lydia and Ionia, Spithridates, a gigantic Iranian with olive-coloured skin and deep, dark eyes who was leading

  the meeting.




  ‘What do you suggest?’ he asked, in Greek.




  Memnon looked up from the map. He was about forty, the hair above his temples slightly greying, his arms muscular, his beard tidy and neatly shaped with a razor, which made him look like one of

  those characters represented by Greek artists on relief work or on the decorations of their vases.




  ‘What news do we have from Susa?’ he asked.




  ‘None for now. But we cannot expect any substantial reinforcements for the next few months – the distances involved are huge and the time required extremely long.’




  ‘So we can only count on the forces we have now.’




  ‘In essence, yes,’ confirmed Spithridates.




  ‘But there are more of them.’




  ‘Not so many more.’




  ‘In this situation that fact means a lot. The Macedonians are organized formidably for fighting, they’re the best there is. In open battle they have defeated armies of all types and

  nationalities.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘Alexander is trying to provoke us, but I think it would be better to avoid any direct conflict. Here is my plan: we must deploy a great number of horseback reconnaissance troops who will

  keep us constantly informed of his movements, together with spies who will somehow discover his intentions. Then we will retreat before him, destroying everything in our wake, leaving not one grain

  of wheat or drop of drinkable water.




  ‘Groups of light cavalry will then undertake continuous incursions against the sorties he will inevitably send out to look for food for his men and his animals. When our enemies are on

  their last legs, exhausted in their hunger and in their fatigue, then we will strike with all our strength, while a naval force will land an army in Macedonian territory.’




  Spithridates studied Memnon’s map in silence for a long time before rubbing his hand across his thick, curly beard. Then he turned and walked towards a balcony that overlooked the

  countryside.




  The Vale of Zeleia was truly a natural wonder: from the garden surrounding the palace there came the slightly bitter fragrance of hawthorn flowers together with the sweeter, more delicate

  perfume of the jasmine and the lilies; the white canopies of the blossoming cherry and peach trees – plants worthy of gods which grew only in their pairidaeza – shone brightly in

  the spring sunshine.




  He looked over to the woods which covered the mountains and the palaces and the gardens of the other Persian nobles gathered in the meeting and he imagined all those delights being torched by

  Memnon, that emerald sea being reduced to an expanse of black carbon and smoking ash. He turned suddenly.




  ‘No!’




  ‘But, my lord . . .’ said Memnon in objection as he moved nearer. ‘Have you frilly considered all the features of my plan? I feel that . . .’




  ‘It is out of the question, Commander,’ the satrap cut him short. ‘We cannot destroy our gardens, our fields and our palaces and turn tail. In the first place it is out of

  character, and then it would truly be a crime to inflict on ourselves greater damage than our enemy would ever inflict upon us. No. We will face him and we will chase him back to where he came

  from. This Alexander is nothing more than a pretentious little boy who must be taught a lesson.’




  ‘Please bear in mind,’ Memnon insisted, ‘that my own home and my own property are in this area and that I am prepared to sacrifice everything for victory.’




  ‘We do not doubt your honesty,’ replied Spithridates. ‘I am simply saying that your plan is not feasible. I repeat, we will fight and we will force the Macedonians to turn

  back.’ He now spoke to the other generals: ‘From this moment onwards all troops will be on permanent alert and you must call up every possible man capable of fighting under our flag.

  There is no more time left.’




  Memnon shook his head, ‘This is a mistake, and you will come to realize it, but I am afraid it will be too late when you do.’




  ‘Do not be such a pessimist,’ said the Persian. ‘We will seek to face them from a position of advantage.’




  ‘That is to say?’




  Spithridates leaned over the table, putting his weight on his left arm, and began to explore the map with the tip of his right index finger. He stopped at a blue snakelike feature, indicating a

  river that flowed north towards the Propontis inland sea.




  ‘I would say here.’




  ‘On the Granicus?’




  Spithridates nodded. ‘Do you know the terrain, Commander?’




  ‘Quite well.’




  ‘I know it because I have been there hunting several times. The river, just here, has steep, clayey banks. It is difficult, if not impossible terrain for cavalry, and heavy infantry would

  also find it extremely heavy going. We will crush them on the Granicus, and that very evening you will all be invited back here, for a banquet in my palace at Zeleia, to celebrate our

  victory.’




  





  3




  DARKNESS HAD FALLEN when Memnon returned to his palace, a magnificent construction, eastern in style and located on the top of a hill. Its grounds were

  inhabited by wildlife of every imaginable type and contained an enormous estate with houses, livestock, wheatfields, vines, olives and fruit trees.




  Memnon had lived for years among the Persians as a Persian, and he had married a Persian noblewoman, Barsine, daughter of the satrap Artabazos. She was a woman of incredible beauty –

  dark-skinned, with long black hair and a graceful, shapely figure, as lithe and beautiful as a highland gazelle.




  Their two sons, one fifteen and one eleven years old, both spoke their father’s and their mother’s tongues fluently and had been brought up in both cultures. Like Persian boys they

  had been educated never to lie, for any reason whatsoever, and they practised archery and horsemanship; like Greek boys they observed the cult of courage and honour in battle, they knew the Homeric

  poems, the tragedies of Sophocles and Euripides and the theories of the Ionian philosophers. Like their mother they had olive complexions and their hair was black. But their muscular bodies and

  green eyes came from their father. The firstborn, Eteocles, bore a Greek name; the second, Phraates, a Persian one.




  The villa stood at the centre of an Iranian garden, cultivated and looked after by Persian experts, with rare plants and animals including the wonderful Indian peacocks of Palimbothra, an almost

  legendary city on the Ganges. Within the garden there were Persian and Babylonian sculptures, ancient Hittite reliefs which Memnon had collected from an abandoned city on the highlands, splendid

  sets of Attic symposium pottery, bronzes from Corinth and far off Etruria, sculptures in Paros marble painted in bright colours.




  On the walls were images created by the greatest painters of the day: Apelles, Zeuxis, Parrhasius, depicting not only hunting and battle scenes, but also mythological representations of the

  legendary adventures of the heroes.




  Everything in that house was a mixture of different cultures, yet the impression received by visitors was of a singular, almost incomprehensible harmony.




  Two servants came to meet their master, helped him take off his armour and led him to the bath chamber so that he might wash before supper. Barsine came to him with a cup of cool wine and sat

  down to keep him company.




  ‘What news is there of the invasion?’ she asked.




  ‘Alexander is marching on towards the interior, probably with the intention of provoking us into a head-on conflict.’




  ‘They chose not to listen to you, and now the enemy is almost upon us.’




  ‘No one believed the boy would ever dare take on so much. They thought the wars in Greece would keep him busy for many years, depleting his resources – a completely mistaken

  view.’




  ‘What type of man is he?’ asked Barsine.




  ‘It appears difficult to define his character: he is very young, very handsome, impulsive and passionate, but it seems that when danger rears its head he becomes as cool as ice, capable of

  judging the most delicate and intricate situations with incredible detachment.’




  ‘Does he have no weak points?’




  ‘He likes wine, he likes both boys and women, but it seems he has only one constant love – his friend Hephaestion, much more than a friend. They say they are lovers.’




  ‘Is he married?’




  ‘No. He has embarked on this invasion without leaving an heir to the throne of Macedon. It seems that before leaving he gave all his property away to his closest friends.’




  Barsine gestured to the handmaids to leave them and she personally attended to her husband as he left the bath. She took a cloth of soft Ionian linen and wrapped it round his shoulders to dry

  his back. Memnon continued to tell her what he knew of his enemy.




  ‘They say that one of these close friends asked him, “What are you keeping for yourself?” and he replied, “Hope.” It’s not easy to believe, but it is obvious

  that the young King has already become legendary. This is a problem – it’s not easy to fight against a legend.’




  ‘Does he really not have a woman?’ asked Barsine.




  A handmaid brought a damp cloth and another one helped Memnon dress for supper – a long chiton, down to his feet, blue in colour and embroidered in silver around the edges.




  ‘Why are you so interested in him?’




  ‘Because women are always a man’s weak point.’




  Memnon took his wife’s arm and led her to the dining chamber, where the low tables were arranged in the Greek manner before the dining beds.




  He sat down and a maidservant poured him some more cool wine from a magnificent Corinthian crater, two hundred years old, which sat on the central table.




  Memnon indicated a tableau by Apelles hanging on the wall before them, depicting a highly erotic love scene between Ares, the god of war, and Aphrodite. ‘Do you remember when Apelles came

  here to paint this?’




  ‘Yes. I remember it well,’ replied Barsine, who always stretched out to eat with her back to the painting because she had never got used to the Greeks’ forwardness and the way

  they represented nudity.




  ‘And do you remember the model who posed with him as Aphrodite?’




  ‘Of course. She was stupendous – one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen, a worthy model for the goddess of love and beauty.’




  ‘She was Alexander’s Greek lover.’




  ‘Really?’




  ‘It’s true. Her name is Pancaspe and when she disrobed in front of Alexander for the first time he was so taken by her that he called Apelles to paint her in the nude. But then he

  realized that the painter had fallen in love with her – such things happen between artists and their models. Do you know what he did? He gave Pancaspe to Apelles in return for the painting.

  Alexander never lets himself be shackled to anything, not even to love, I’m afraid. I tell you, he’s a dangerous man.’




  Barsine looked him in the eyes, ‘And you? Have you let yourself be won over by love?’




  Memnon returned her gaze. ‘Love is the only opponent I accept defeat from.’




  Their sons arrived to say goodnight before retiring and they kissed both father and mother.




  ‘When can we come with you into battle, Father?’ the eldest asked.




  ‘There will be time,’ replied Memnon. ‘You must grow first.’ And then, when they had moved farther off, he added, lowering his head to his chest, ‘And you must

  decide which side you’re on.’




  Barsine remained silent for some time.




  ‘What are you thinking of?’ her husband asked.




  ‘Of the next battle, of the dangers that lie waiting for you, of the anguish of waiting and looking out from the tower for some sign of the messenger who will bring me news of whether

  you’re dead or alive.’




  ‘This is my life, Barsine. I am a professional soldier.’




  ‘I know, but knowing it doesn’t help. When will it take place?’




  ‘The clash with Alexander? Soon, even although I am against it in principle. Very soon.’




  They finished supper with a sweet wine from Cyprus, then Memnon lifted his eyes to Apelles’s painting on the wall in front of him. The god Ares was depicted there without his weapons,

  which lay on the ground, on the grass, and the goddess Aphrodite was sitting alongside, naked, holding his head in her lap while his hands lay on her thighs.




  He turned to Barsine and took her by the hand as he said, ‘Let’s go to bed.’
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  PTOLEMY RETURNED FROM his reconnaissance patrol along the perimeter wall of the camp and headed towards the main guardhouse in order to ensure that the

  night watches were properly organized.




  He saw there was still a light burning in Alexander’s tent and walked towards it. Peritas dozed away in his kennel and did not even bother looking up. He walked past the guards and stuck

  his head in the tent as he asked, ‘Any chance of a cup of wine for a thirsty old soldier?’




  ‘I knew it was you as soon as your nose appeared,’ Alexander joked. ‘Come on, help yourself. I’ve already sent Leptine off to bed.’




  Ptolemy poured himself a cup of wine from a jug and took a few sips. ‘What are you reading?’ he asked as he looked over the King’s shoulder.




  ‘Xenophon, The March of the Ten Thousand.’




  ‘Ah, Xenophon. He’s the one who manages to turn a retreat into something more glorious than the Trojan War.’




  Alexander scribbled a note on a sheet, put his dagger on the scroll to keep his place, and lifted his head. ‘It’s actually an extraordinarily interesting book. Listen to this:




  

    

      

        As soon as it came to be late in the afternoon, it was time for the enemy to withdraw. For in no instance did the barbarians encamp at a distance of less than sixty stadia

        from the Greek camp, out of fear that the Greeks might attack them during the night. For a Persian army at night is a sorry thing. Their horses are tethered, and usually hobbled also to

        prevent their running away if they get loose from the tether, and hence in case of any alarm a Persian has to put a bridle and other tack on his horse, and then has also to put on his own

        breastplate and mount his horse – and all these things are difficult at night and in the midst of confusion.’2


      


    


  




  Ptolemy nodded, ‘And do you think their army is really like that?’




  ‘Why not? Every army has its own customs and is very much used to them.’




  ‘So what have you been thinking about?’




  ‘Our scouts tell me the Persians have left Zeleia and are moving westwards. This means they’re coming towards us to block our way.’




  ‘Everything would seem to suggest that.’




  ‘Indeed. Listen to me now . . . if you were their commander, where exactly would you choose to block us off?’




  Ptolemy moved towards the board on which a map of Anatolia had been spread open. He took a lamp and passed it backwards and forwards from the coast towards the interior. Then he stopped.

  ‘There’s this river . . . what’s it called?’




  ‘It’s called the Granicus,’ replied Alexander. ‘They will probably lie in wait for us there.’




  ‘And you are planning to cross the river in the dark and attack them on the opposite bank before dawn. Am I right?’




  Alexander continued poring over Xenophon, ‘I told you, this is a very interesting work. You ought to get yourself a copy.’




  Ptolemy shook his head.




  ‘Anything wrong?’




  ‘Oh no, the plan is excellent. It’s just that . . .’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Well . . . I don’t know. After your dance around Achilles’s tumulus and taking his weapons from the temple of Athena of Troy, I rather thought there might be a battle in the

  open field, in full daylight, ranks against ranks. What we might call a Homeric battle.’




  ‘Oh, it will be Homeric,’ replied Alexander. ‘Why do you think I’m having Callisthenes follow us around? But for now I have no intention of risking the life of even a

  single man, unless I have to. And you will have to adopt the same line.’




  ‘Don’t worry.’




  Ptolemy sat down to watch his King continue taking notes from the scroll there in front of him.




  ‘Memnon will be a hard nut to crack,’ he started again after a short while.




  ‘I know. Parmenion has told me all about him.’




  ‘And the Persian cavalry?’




  ‘Our spears are longer, the shafts stronger.’




  ‘Let’s hope that will be enough.’




  ‘The surprise factor and our will to win shall do the rest: at this stage we simply have no choice but to defeat them. Now, if you want my advice, go and get some rest. The trumpets will

  sound before dawn and we will march all day.’




  ‘You want to be in position by tomorrow evening, is that right?’




  ‘Exactly. We will hold our war council on the banks of the Granicus.’




  ‘What about you? Are you not going to sleep?’




  ‘There will be time for sleep . . . may the gods grant you a peaceful night, Ptolemy.’




  ‘And you too, Alexander.’




  Ptolemy went back to his tent, which had been pitched on a small rise on the land near the eastern wall of the field. He washed, changed and prepared himself for the night’s rest. He gave

  one last look outside before lying down and saw that there was still light in just two tents – Alexander’s and, far off across the field, Parmenion’s.




  *




  The trumpets sounded before dawn as Alexander had ordered, but the cooks had already been on their feet for some time and had prepared breakfast – steaming pots of

  maza, semi-liquid oatmeal enriched with cheese. The officers instead had a type of flat bread, sheep’s cheese and cow’s milk.




  At the second fanfare the King mounted his horse and took his place at the head of the army, near the eastern gate of the camp, accompanied by his personal guard and by Perdiccas, Craterus and

  Lysimachus. Behind him came the phalanx of the pezhetairoi, preceded by two units of light cavalry and followed by the Greek heavy infantry and the Thracian, Triballian and Agrianian

  auxiliaries, all flanked by two lines of heavy cavalry.




  The sky was turning red in the east and the air was filling with the chirping of sparrows and the whistles of blackbirds. Flocks of wild doves rose from the nearby woods as the rhythmic noise of

  the march and the clanking of the weapons woke them from their slumber.




  Phrygia lay there before Alexander, with its rolling landscapes covered with fir trees, small valleys crossed by clear-flowing streams along which grew rows of silver poplars and shimmering

  willows. The flocks and the herds came out to pasture, guided by their shepherds and watched over by the dogs; life seemed to be proceeding peacefully along its daily path as if the threatening

  sound of Alexander’s army on the move might just blend in perfectly with the bleating of the sheep and the lowing of the cattle.




  To the right and the left, in the valleys parallel to the army’s forward movement, groups of scouts, without insignia, camouflaged, also moved forward. Their job was to keep Persian spies

  as far away as possible. But this was in fact a pointless precaution because any one of the shepherds or peasants might have been an enemy spy.




  At the rear of the column, escorted by half a dozen Thessalian horses, came Callisthenes, together with Philotas and a mule with two panniers full of papyrus scrolls. Every now and then, when

  they stopped, the historian pulled out a stool, took a wooden board and a scroll from the panniers, and sat down to write under the curious gaze of the soldiers.




  News had soon got round that the official chronicler of the expedition was to be this bony young man with the knowing air, and everyone hoped to be immortalized in his words at some stage. On

  the other hand no one was bothered about the very ordinary stories of daily life recorded by Eumenes and the other officers who had the job of keeping the march diary, keeping a tally of the

  various stages of the expedition.




  They stopped to eat around midday and then later, very close to the Granicus by that time, they stopped once more on direct orders from Alexander below a range of low hills, to wait for darkness

  to fall.




  Shortly before sunset the King called the war council in his tent and presented his battle plan. Craterus was there as head of a division of heavy cavalry and Parmenion as leader of the

  pezhetairoi phalanx. Cleitus the Black was also present, together with all of Alexander’s companions who made up his bodyguard and were in the cavalry: Ptolemy, Lysimachus, Seleucus,

  Hephaestion, Leonnatus, Perdiccas and even Eumenes, who continued to attend meetings in full military dress – breastplate, greaves and wide belt. He seemed to be enjoying playing the

  part.




  ‘As soon as darkness falls,’ began the King, ‘an assault group of light infantry and auxiliaries will cross the river and move as close as possible to the Persian camp to keep

  them under observation. One scout will come back to let us know how far away the river is, and should the barbarians change position for any reason during the night, others will return to bring us

  news.




  ‘We will light no fires and tomorrow morning the battalion commanders and team leaders will give the wake-up call without trumpets just before the end of the fourth watch. If the coast is

  clear the cavalry will cross the river first, line up on the opposite bank and when the infantry has also crossed, they will all set off.




  ‘This will be the crucial moment of our day,’ he said, looking around him. ‘If I’m right, the Persians will still be in their tents, or in any case they will not be lined

  up in formation. At that stage, our distance from the enemy front lines calculated, we will unleash our attack with a cavalry charge that will wreak havoc in the barbarian lines. Immediately

  afterwards, the phalanx will let fly with the final hammer blow. The auxiliaries and the assault units will do the rest.’




  ‘Who will lead the cavalry?’ asked Parmenion, who up until that moment had listened on in silence.




  ‘I will,’ replied Alexander.




  ‘I advise you against it, Sire. It is too dangerous. Let Craterus do it – he was with me during the first expedition into Asia and he is truly very good.’




  ‘General Parmenion is right,’ Seleucus intervened. ‘This is our first clash with the Persians, why should we risk jeopardizing the King’s safety?’




  Alexander lifted his hand to mark the end of the discussion, ‘You saw me fight at Chaeronaea against the Sacred Band and on the River Ister against the Thracians and the Triballians

  – how can you imagine that I might behave otherwise now? I will lead the Vanguard personally and I will be the first Macedonian to come into contact with the enemy. My men must know that I

  will be facing the same dangers they face and that in this battle everything is at stake, including our lives. I have nothing else to tell you, for now. I will see you all at supper.’




  No one had the courage to protest, but Eumenes, sitting alongside Parmenion, whispered in the old general’s ear, ‘I would put someone particularly experienced next to him, someone

  who has fought against the Persians and knows their techniques.’




  ‘I had already thought about it,’ the general reassured him. ‘The Black will be at the King’s side – everything will go well, you’ll see.’




  The council was brought to an end. They all left and went to their divisions to give the final briefing. Eumenes remained behind and approached Alexander. ‘I wanted to say that your plan

  is excellent, but there is still one unknown factor, an important one.’




  ‘Memnon’s mercenaries.’




  ‘Exactly. If they lock up into a square formation it’ll be a hard job even for the cavalry.’




  ‘I know. Our infantry might well find themselves in trouble, perhaps it’ll come to hand-to-hand combat – swords and axes. But there is one other thing . . .’




  Eumenes sat down, pulling his cloak over his knees, and the gesture reminded Alexander of his father, Philip, whenever he was losing his temper. But for Eumenes the gesture was different –

  simply the result of his feeling the cold in the cool evening; he wasn’t used to wearing the short military chiton and had goose-bumps all over his legs.




  The King took a papyrus scroll from his famous box, the one containing the edition of Homer’s works which Aristotle had given him, and he unrolled it on the table. ‘You know The

  March of the Ten Thousand, don’t you?’




  ‘Of course, it’s studied in all the schools now. The prose is very readable and even youngsters can manage it without any difficulty.’




  ‘Good, listen to this then. We are on the battlefield at Kunaxa, some seventy years ago, and Cyrus the Younger orders the commander Clearchus:




  

    

      

        . . . to lead his army against the enemy’s centre, for the reason that the King was stationed there; “and if,” he said, “we kill him there, our

        whole task is accomplished.” ’


      


    


  




  ‘So you would like to kill the enemy commander with your own hands,’ said Eumenes in a tone of complete disapproval.




  ‘This is why I will lead the Vanguard. Then we will take care of Memnon’s mercenaries.’




  ‘I understand. And now I must take my leave because no matter what I say, you aren’t going to pay any heed to my advice.’




  ‘Exactly, Mr Secretary General,’ laughed Alexander. ‘But this doesn’t mean that I love you any the less.’




  ‘I am fond of you too, you stubborn old sod. May the gods protect you.’




  ‘And may they protect you too, my friend.’




  Eumenes left and went to his own tent, where he took off his armour, put something warm on and set about reading a manual of military tactics while he waited for suppertime to come around.
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  THE RIVER RAN FAST, its waters swollen by the melting snows on the Pontus mountains, and a light westerly wind stirred the leaves of the poplars which

  grew along the banks. The sides of the banks themselves were steep, clayey, sodden after the rains.




  Alexander, Hephaestion, Seleucus and Perdiccas were all positioned on a small rise from which they could see both the course of the Granicus and a certain extent of the territory beyond the

  eastern bank.




  ‘What do you think?’ asked the King.




  ‘The clay on the banks is very wet and slippery,’ said Seleucus. ‘If the barbarians take up position along the river they will let loose a rain of arrows and javelins and wipe

  out many of us before we reach the other side. As for those of us who do get across, our horses will sink up to their knees in the mud, many of them will be lamed and we will be at the total mercy

  of our enemies once more.’




  ‘It is not an easy situation,’ Perdiccas commented dryly.




  ‘It’s too early to begin to worry about it. Let’s wait for the scouts to return.’




  They waited in silence for some time, and the gurgling of the flowing water was drowned out only by the monotonous croaking of the frogs in the ditches nearby and the chirping of the crickets

  just beginning in the peaceful evening. At a certain point there came a call, like an owl.




  ‘It’s them,’ said Hephaestion.




  They heard the noise of men walking through the sodden clay and then the gurgling of the river around two dark figures who were fording it – two of their scouts from the shieldsmen

  battalion.




  ‘Well?’ asked Alexander impatiently. The two looked terrible – completely covered in red mud from head to toe.




  ‘Sire,’ said the first of them, ‘the barbarians are three or four stadia from the Granicus, on a small hill which dominates the plain right up to the banks. They have a double

  row of sentries and four teams of archers patrolling the area between the camp and the banks of the river. It is extremely difficult to cross without being seen. What’s more, there are

  bonfires burning all around among the guard units and the sentries are using the concave sides of their shields to project the light outwards.’




  ‘Fine,’ said Alexander. ‘Go back and wait on the other bank. At the slightest movement or sign from the enemy camp, hurry back to this side and raise the alarm with the cavalry

  guard behind those poplars. I will be told almost instantly and I will decide what is the best thing to do. Go now, and make sure no one spots you.’




  The two slid back down into the river and crossed it again in the waist-deep water. Alexander and his companions walked to their horses to ride back to camp.




  ‘And if tomorrow we find them waiting for us on the banks of the Granicus?’ asked Perdiccas as he took his black horse by the reins.




  Alexander ran his hand quickly through his hair, as he always did when he had a lot on his mind. ‘In that case they will have to line up their infantry along the river. What sense is there

  in using the cavalry to hold a fixed position?’




  ‘That’s true,’ agreed Perdiccas, increasingly laconic.




  ‘So they will line up their infantry and we will send out the Thracian, Triballian and Agrianian assault troops, plus the shieldsmen covered by a thick rain of arrows and javelins let

  loose by the light infantry. If we manage to dislodge the barbarians from the bank, we’ll push the Greek heavy infantry and the phalanx forward, while the cavalry will protect their flanks.

  Anyway, it’s early yet to decide all this. Let us return now, supper will be ready soon.’




  They went back to the camp and Alexander invited all the commanders to his tent, including the chiefs of the foreign auxiliaries, who felt very honoured.




  During supper they all wore their weapons, as called for by the tense situation. The wine was served in the Greek manner, with three parts of water, meaning that they could approach the

  discussion with the necessary clarity of mind, and because drunken Agrianians and Triballians were dangerous.




  The King briefed them with all the latest news regarding the situation and they all breathed a sigh of relief; at least their enemies were not yet in direct control of the river.




  ‘Sire,’ said Parmenion, ‘the Black asks for the honour of covering your right flank tomorrow. He fought in the front line during the last campaign against the

  Persians.’




  ‘I fought alongside your father, King Philip, more than once,’ added Cleitus.




  ‘In that case you will be at my side,’ said Alexander.




  ‘Are there any other orders, Sire?’ asked Parmenion.




  ‘Yes. I’ve noticed we already have quite a following of women and merchants. I want them all out of the camp and kept under surveillance until the attack is over. And I want a

  detachment of light infantry ready for battle stationed on the banks of the Granicus all through the night. Naturally, these men will not fight tomorrow – they will be too tired.’




  Supper finished in due time, the commanders retired for the night and Alexander did too. Leptine helped him take off his armour and his clothes and washed him, having already prepared his bath

  in a separate area of the royal tent.




  ‘Is it true that you yourself will fight, my Lord?’ she asked as she rubbed his shoulders with a sponge.




  ‘These things do not concern you, Leptine. And if you eavesdrop again from behind the curtain, I will have you sent away.’




  The girl looked down at her feet and stood in silence for a while. Then, when she realized that Alexander was not angry, she started again. ‘Why does it not concern me?’




  ‘Because nothing bad will happen to you should I ever fall in battle. You will have your freedom and sufficient income for you to live your life.’




  Leptine stared at him intensely and sorrowfully. Her chin trembled and her eyes brimmed with tears – she turned her head so that he wouldn’t see.




  But Alexander spotted the tears running down her cheeks. ‘Why are you crying? I thought you would be happy.’




  The girl swallowed her sobs and said, as soon as she was able, ‘I am happy as long as I can be with you, my Lord. If I cannot be with you then there is no light nor breath nor life for

  me.’




  The noises of the camp faded away. All they could hear were the calls of the guards shouting to one another through the darkness and the barking of the wild dogs scavenging for food. For a

  moment Alexander seemed to listen out, then he stood up and Leptine approached, ready to dry him.




  ‘I will sleep fully dressed tonight,’ said the King. He put on fresh clothes and chose the armour he would wear the following day: a helmet of bronze, laminated with silver and in

  the shape of a lion’s head, its jaws wide open and adorned with two long heron feathers, an Athenian breastplate in crushed flax with a bronze heart-plate in the shape of a gorgon, a pair of

  bronze greaves so shiny they seemed to be gold, a sword-belt of red leather with the face of the goddess Athena at its centre.




  ‘You will be easy to spot from a great distance,’ said Leptine, her voice trembling.




  ‘My men must see me and must know that I risk my own life before risking theirs. And go to sleep now, Leptine, I no longer need you.’




  The girl left, her steps rapid and light. Alexander arranged his weapons on the stand near his bed and extinguished his lamp. His armour, his panoply could be made out in the darkness

  nonetheless – it was like the ghost of a warrior, waiting motionless for the first light of dawn to bring him back to life.
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  ALEXANDER WOKE UP WITH Peritas licking his face and he jumped to his feet to find two servants standing there before him, ready to help him put on his

  armour. Leptine brought his breakfast on a silver tray – Nestor’s Cup, raw egg beaten with cheese, flour, honey and wine.




  The King ate standing up while they laced up his breastplate and greaves, hung his sword belt across his shoulder and attached his scabbard, complete with sword.




  ‘I don’t want Bucephalas,’ he said as he left. ‘The river banks are too slippery and he would risk his legs. Bring me the Sarmatian bay.’




  His attendants went to prepare the chosen horse and Alexander joined them in the centre of the camp, carrying his helmet under his left arm. Almost all the men were already lined up and there

  was constant movement from those running to take up position alongside their companions. Alexander mounted the steed and rode to inspect first the Thessalian and Macedonian cavalry squadrons, then

  the Greek infantry and the phalanx.




  The horsemen of the Vanguard waited for him at the far end of the camp, near the eastern gate, perfectly lined up in five rows. In silence they lifted their javelins as the King passed by.




  The Black took up position alongside Alexander when the King lifted his arm to give the order to move off. There came the rumble of thousands of horses setting off, together with the muted

  clanking of weapons as the foot-soldiers began their march in the darkness.




  At just a few stadia from the Granicus they heard the noise of horses galloping, and a patrol of four scouts suddenly came out of the darkness and stopped in front of Alexander.




  ‘King,’ said their leader, ‘the barbarians have not yet moved and are encamped at some three stadia from the river, on a slight rise. On the banks there are only patrols of

  Median and Scythian scouts who have our side under observation. We cannot take them by surprise.’




  ‘No, of course not,’ said Alexander, ‘but before their army covers the three stadia between them and the eastern bank, we will have crossed the ford and we will be on the other

  side. At that point most of our work is done.’ He nodded to his bodyguard to move nearer. ‘Tell all the divisional commanders to be ready to cross over to the other bank as soon as a

  suitable landing site is identified. At the sound of the trumpets we will rush towards the river and ford it as quickly as possible. The cavalry will go first.’




  The guards moved off. Shortly afterwards the infantry stopped to let the two columns of horsemen on their flanks move forwards and line up before the Granicus. A pale light was just beginning to

  fill the sky to the east.




  ‘They thought that we would have the sun in our eyes, but instead not even the moon will be bothering us,’ said Alexander, indicating the bright crescent that was just setting to the

  south behind the hills of Phrygia.




  He lifted his hand and guided his horse into the river, followed closely by the Black and by the entire Vanguard squadron. At the same time they heard a shout from the other bank, then ever

  louder calls culminating in the drawn-out, plaintive sound of a horn accompanied by other signals. The Median and Scythian scouts were sounding the alarm.




  Alexander, who was already half-way across the ford, shouted, ‘Trumpets!’ and the trumpets sounded one single, sharp, piercing note, which sped like a bolt to the other side and

  mixed with the deeper sound of the horns so that the mountains echoed repeatedly with all the various signals.




  The Granicus seemed to boil with foam as the King and his guards crossed it as quickly as they possibly could. A shout was heard and a Macedonian horseman, wounded, fell into the water. The

  Median and Scythian scouts were grouped together on the banks and were firing wildly into the approaching group without even taking aim. Others were hit in the neck, in the belly, in the chest.

  Alexander undid his shield from its bracket and spurred his bay horse forwards again. He had reached the other side!




  ‘Forward!’ he shouted. ‘Forward! Trumpets!’




  The sound of the trumpets became even sharper and more piercing and in response came the neighing of the steeds, excited by the confusion and the shouts of the horsemen kicking them on and even

  making use of the whip to urge them on against the strong pull of the current.




  The second and third rows had crossed the centre of the ford now, and the fourth, fifth and sixth were just entering the water. Alexander with his squadron were now climbing up the slippery

  bank. Behind them came the booming, rhythmic marching of the phalanx as they advanced in their regular lines in full battledress.




  The enemy scouts, having run out of bolts, turned their mounts and spurred them on at full speed towards the field, from which came a terrible, confused din of weapons, while the indistinct

  shadows of soldiers ran everywhere in the darkness, torches in their hands, filling the air with calls and shouts in a hundred different languages.




  Alexander had the Vanguard assume formation and took his place at its head, while two squadrons of the hetairoi and two of the Thessalian cavalry arranged themselves behind and on the

  flanks, in four rows, under orders from their own commanders. The Macedonians were led by Craterus and Perdiccas, the Thessalians by Prince Amyntas and the officers Oenomaos and Echekratides. The

  trumpeters waited for a signal from the King to start sounding the charge.
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