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Would that you had met your destiny

in the land of the Trojans and died there,

while you enjoyed the kingly respect at your command.

Then all of Hellas would have made a monument for you

and you would have won great honor for your son thereafter.

But now it seems fate decreed you be condemned

to a most appalling end.

—Homer Odyssey
Because he was blood of Akhilles, he was destined to die young. Did not fear it. Feared only to die old and forgotten, and no one remember the name Alexander.

He stepped out to the portico before first light. Behind him stretched the palace halls, black-shadowed, smelling of torch smoke and sea salt, quiet at last but for the serving women, who moved like mice. And Alexander, accustomed to being first up, was last, but that was because no one else had gone to bed.
The wedding song had staggered on and off pitch half into the night, and by then it was time to go.

Alexander felt, couldn’t see, the sodden heavens hanging low over him in the featureless dark. A chill breeze whispered with the breath of an early winter in the autumn just come.

He tried to fasten his cloak at his shoulder, the pin held in an awkward left-hand grip too close under his jaw. He could see nothing by the oil lamps' guttering flames. Shadows flapped, darker on darkness.
Distracted, rushed, he’d taken too thick a fold. Finally, he just rammed the pin at the wool.

The soft metal bent, turned in his hand and jabbed hard.

He drew his hand back far enough to see what he’d done, and gazed in some surprise at the radiant gold sun pin neatly impaled in his palm.

There was no blood. The sun quivered slightly with his pulse.

He turned his hand over to see if the point had come out the other side. It hadn’t.

A mantic would make something of it. There had been plenty of portents governing this day. He showed it to his companion.

"This one’s easy," Hephaistion said. "The Makedonian royal house is in the palm of your hand. Securely enough, I'd say. You are your father's heir."

"It's in my left hand."

"I wouldn't stick it in my right hand to make it more lucky. The seer already said today is a good day. Here." Hephaistion grasped Alexander's wrist in one hand, pin in the other, pulled. Had to yank twice. The pin was in there harder than he’d thought. The sinews between the prince's fingers wrapped themselves around the metal and held.

"And just let anyone try to take it from you," Hephaistion muttered, yanked again.

The pin came out twisted.

A thin stream of blood ran down between Alexander's fingers and spread in a pattern like dead branches along the folds in his hand.

"Nothing has been exactly easy around here." Hephaistion cleaned the pin on the hem of his own chiton where the red border extended below the leather kilt of his armor. "It's fate telling you what the King won't."

Alexander found a squat pail stowed behind a pillar. The pages had been purifying the palace in the wake of the queen's delivery. They smeared all the halls with pitch then washed them down with seawater. Barely got done in time for the princess' wedding.

Alexander dipped his hand in the pail, squeezed the sea sponge, salt water stinging.

A slow leak through the cracked clay left a spreading pool, so he stepped away carefully. He’d already skinned his knee on the glassy limestone steps earlier. This was the old palace, its threshold stones worn to perfect smoothness by generations of foot traffic. The steps of the new palace in Pella—it wasn’t even one hundred years old—those were marble, which was worse. When those got wet, you were better off barefoot.

Alexander shook the water from his hand. The slow bleed wouldn’t stop. He made a fist.

"Put it over your head," Hephaistion said.

It was a trick they’d learned to slow bleeding, though neither could say with any real understanding why it worked.

Hephaistion straightened the sunburst pin, scraped its tip against a foundation stone to put some kind of point on it, then took it to Alexander's cloak, methodically working it through the dense stuff. When Alexander's mother wove him a cloak, she made it tight. Nothing passed easily through a web of Olympias' weaving.

"There."

Alexander moved to the rampart, set one foot to the low wall, and gazed into blackness.
Burnt smell clung to the fields, the harvest done, leaving the men free to make war.

Campfires spangled the plain below, like heaven turned upside down. And was it not? How else to explain an army that size without Alexander in it. He sensed the men out there, thousands of soldiers, though all he could see were the fires. He heard them like the murmurs of a distant sea, on this the last watch of the night.

All his life, since he could remember anything, the dream had been the same, to lead the greatest Panhellenic military expedition since the Trojan War. As he lived, the dream became a plan. The plan realized before his eyes.
He never once though it would happen without Alexander.

Hephaistion drifted to his side at the rampart, his tall, gray-eyed shadow. Hephaistion was from Pella too. He had known Alexander all his life, the part worth remembering. They were, as near as they could tell, the same age, though they couldn’t be certain. Only Persians kept birthdays. Hephaistion once asked his mother when he had been born.

"Middle of the night," her answer.

Everyone knew Alexander's birthday, as he had been born to be king. So everyone believed at the time.

A slight wind disturbed his blond curls. Alexander's hair always curled when it was cut too short.

Looks he had. Alexander's worst enemies couldn’t deny that he was fair. He could have been taller. Real beauty required lordly height, and he didn’t have it.

A king should have giant stature. Persia's did. Even Hephaistion, who was prince of nowhere, was taller. Alexander stood no higher than an ordinary man.
Hephaistion leaned over the rampart with him, where the burr of low voices and rustling clothing drifted up from the theatre cut into the foot of Aegai's acropolis hill like a giant broken bowl. The rising tiers had been filling in since sundown. Kleopatra's wedding celebration was the biggest thing the country had ever seen that didn’t involve fighting for one's life.

Men conferred in low murmurs, afraid to break the charged stillness. Even the vendors, hawking breakfast honeycakes and figs, shouted only in whispers.

Torches lurched above shadowy pilgrims moving up the processional way to take their places in the theatre. In the shifting firelight you could glimpse the pretty, ribboned garlands of everlastings cordoning the road. Hephaistion found them creepy, recalling the last wedding he and Alexander had attended, a disaster of thrown drinks, drawn swords and a cold winter's exile in jagged mountains.

This wedding boded no better.

Alexander let his head tilt, his eyes fixed on the watchfires. "He gave the Companion Cavalry to Philotas. It was always mine. He said he forgave me, but he never gave the cavalry back." And he shivered, like the tremor in your arms when you've held the bowstring back too long."So what am I? Which command is mine?"

The army numbered 40,000 men, bigger than most cities. Bigger than Athens if you didn’t count her women and slaves. Its front line could measure two miles across. Bivouacked, it took up the whole plain.

Tomorrow, the whole thing would be gone, nothing left but trampled grass, black firepits, rubbish, and a lot of crows.

"Maybe he means you to be regent when he's gone. That can't be so bad. You keep saying the Triballoi will attack as soon as the army goes."

"He already named Antipater."

"Did he?" Hephaistion felt stupid for saying it.

Alexander nodded down, added in a moment, "I don't think he trusts me at his back."

"Then that means you're going to Persia with the army."

"As what? To leave me behind as proxenos at the first hill town we liberate? I want my cavalry."

"It seems he means to surprise you."

And Hephaistion suddenly faced down a gaze so direct it startled. "Hephaistion, he doesn't have any plans for me. Everything he planned counted on Eurydike bearing a boy. Now he has to make something up in a hurry."

Alexander was capable of amazing stupidity regarding his father. A brilliant youth—beyond brilliant—Alexander concentrated all his idiocy around that one being, and could be boar stubborn about it. Boars can't back down; they’ll run straight up your spear— which was why boarspears have those extra prongs on them, to keep the dying fury from running itself clean through and ripping you to bleeding slices.
“You have a seat next to the king in the theatre in front of absolutely everybody,” Hephaistion said. “That has to mean something."

“What does it mean, Hephaistion?”

"I don't know! But we march to the sea tomorrow, so you'll need to know today. Whatever it is. By the end of this day you will know exactly what’s meant for you."

"Then let's have done with it." Alexander pushed himself from the parapet with his foot and strode away.

Hephaistion stayed behind. His place was in the cellar this morning, guarding the treasury. His cavalry squad had a station in the parade, but Hephaistion had been pulled out to pace a dark corridor. It was meant to be some kind of punishment. Not that Hephaistion had done anything wrong. He was simply the other half of Alexander. When the king was angry with Alexander, Hephaistion was in the cellar.

Hephaistion didn’t want anything to do with the procession. The king had done him an inadvertent favor.

He paused to watch Alexander go. Spoke a parting softly after. Didn’t think he heard, but in a moment Alexander circled back for something neglected in anger and haste. "I'll find you later. When your shadow is the length of a sarissa. Be nearby. You won't forget? Find me. If I'm still alive."

"Alexander!" Hephaistion cried against luck so foul even the speaking of it had its own power.

"I just—" Alexander opened his hand. "Feel my blood spilled on the ground today."

Hephaistion spat. "Horse shit." Spat again to be sure. "Only if you hold up Philip’s parade. He’d skin you then. Get out of here."
Hephaistion listened as Alexander’s running footsteps diminished into the perfect darkness that descends just before the light.

They would never know what his father intended for him this day.

*  *  *

I am son of the Wind. I was born on the Ilion plain, and I was immortal. They called me Balios, for my coat was dappled then, in the days when Xanthos and I dragged Hektor’s body thrice round the walls of Troy.

I might have lived forever. I drew the chariot of the greatest warrior who ever lived. But I did not die with him, so my name fades, becomes as the wind, spoken now and then and quickly forgot. Do you remember the name Balios?
For one’s name to live forever, one must die. That has always been the choice—if it is ever offered to you.

And to me was given what comes to few—a second chance.

A whisper on the wind told me the time had come again. After more than a thousand years, there would come a warrior like Akhilles. As if there could ever again be his like!
And it was asked of me: will you live long and hollow as the wind or die with the new Akhilles and your name live bright and shining forever?

I chose. I said I would carry this new Akhilles to everlasting fame.

And I was transformed.

I am mortal.

My new coat is black and shiny as the night water. I am grand and tall and strong. I have a white blaze on my forehead. They say it describes the head of an ox. Well, they may say. I have seen it in reflecting pools. It looks like a daub of very white paint that ran a bit. And I did not get my name for the white blaze. Alexander has no such imagination in chosing names, and he’s not the sort to see oxheads in a splash of white hair.

What I am named for I do not like to think on. You see, all heroes go to hell, and I took that journey.

No sooner was I become mortal than the ropes bit my skin. Metal stung my mouth, and hobbles bound my legs. When I tried to run I fell thrashing in the dust.

The men who caught me weren’t warriors. They’d crept up on me while I studied the strange darkness at my feet.
A shadow.
That was a surprise. I never had one. I never cast a shadow when I drew Akhilles’ chariot. I was immortal wind then. I am a physical being now. It was my shadow that delivered me into slavery.

And I knew I had been tricked by whatever power with whom I had made this unholy trade. My life. My eternal life I had given up for dust and pain and metal bits.

You who have never been immortal cannot know my horror. The horror of a wish come true that should never have been made. I had bargained away everything.

And those brutes who tried to ride me! Such scum and low borns that ought never have been conceived. They imagined themselves worthy to touch my back!

I would not have it.

I was peddled from idiot to idiot. No man could ride me.
As they loaded me onto a ship, pressed against brutes, I screamed to heaven. I wanted to kill the god who had done this to me.

And I heard an answer, raging. Not the voice of a god, but an immortal nonetheless.
Xanthos!
Xanthos, my companion in drawing Akhilles’ chariot.
Xanthos’ furious bugling carried on the wind out to sea. I got my head above all the other captives and saw him there, yellow Xanthos, rearing on the mound where Akhilles and Patroklos’ ashes are buried.

Xanthos’ voice followed me over the horizon: I will find you!
I truly thought he meant to.

At the end of the nightmare voyage the ship put in at Phthia. I had never been there, but Akhilles had spoken of it. Phthia was Akhilles’ home.
Hope rose in my despairing heart. Was I then home?

But only more horror followed. Some cruel twist of destiny taunted me with Akhilles’ home, where unspeakable things were done to my glossy hide.

Glowing metal. Scorched flesh.

I was branded with the stable’s mark. It’s a famous mark. The oxhead.
I became an oxhead-bearer.
Then I was bound for auction in Corinth. There, they said, would be a king. Such a king! they said, and counted the coins they might fetch for my magnificence, because this man was such a rich king. And I dared hope again that this could be the promised one who would ride me to everlasting glory.

I shivered, waiting my turn.
“Bring out the oxhead!” they called.
That was I.
“Bring out the boukephalos bearer!”

I was nearly mad by that time, and went wholly mad when I saw their king. Their mighty king.

That. That could not be he. That was just a man. That was Philip.

My soul dropped out of my body. A one-eyed brawny brute. Strong perhaps, wily as Odysseus perhaps, but no Akhilles.

No one would ever tell stories of Philip’s horse.

I would not be ridden by that.

I pounded my shadow, that loathesome proof of my solidity, stain of my betrayal. I want to be deathless wind again. I tried to stamp my shadow out of existence.
Into my fury came a young god. I hadn’t seen him at first, for he was only a child then. A boy of just twelve, and not majestically tall for his age. He had golden hair and a voice as soft as a girl’s.

When he took my head, I think I meant to kill him. But I felt the sure strength in his hands, an amazing certainty. And I knew. His strong calm was like water to the mortally thirsty.
This was the one. I had not been forsaken. It had only been a very long road here. I am for him and he for me.

Alexander has no creativity with names. So the oxhead I was and the oxhead I am.
My name is Oxhead. Boukephalos. For as long as Alexander’s name shall live, so will mine.

Since that day many men have seen the divinity in Alexander—after our first battle in the hills, after he founded his first city when he was sixteen years old, after Chaironeia when he defeated the famous Theban Sacred Band.
We will live forever.

So it was that I knew. When Alexander came to me that dark new year’s morning, I knew that we had arrived at another kairos, a moment of destiny, a point on which the cosmos turns. A crossroads in time.

And crossroads are always dangerous.

Philip had contrived for events to converge. Some mortals engineer their own destiny. And so Philip did on this his day of days.

Alexander called me from my pasture, and we set out over dark, damp fields without bit or bridle or saddle or even halter. Out to where the wedding procession mustered.

A white bull lowed at Zeus' altar. Awaited the knives. The Makedonian royal house was god-sired. It was right that the procession begin here in the god’s temenos.

I high-stepped a path between gaily-ribboned oxcarts, milling celebrants, and nervous, giggling girls who had never been in public.
Torch flames dragged long with our passing, snapped, flung my shadow everywhere. My shadows don’t scare me. I know that this mortality is the price of eternal fame.
We found the king, Alexander’s father, that hairy satyr dressed in a god's white robe. He wore a golden wreath on his black curls. Alexander hailed him. "Philip."

Alexander is a direct descendent of Akhilles, but not through this man. Alexander is blood of Akhilles through his dam. His sire is blood of Herakles. The get of Herakles are legion. And they’re drunkards.
A press of Alexander’s knees brought me to a halt before the king. The ground was dew damp under my hooves. I stamped, ducked my head, and lifted with a guttural mutter.
I hope Philip did not suppose it a bow.

Philip had wept tears of joy the first time he ever beheld Alexander on my back.
No tears, no joy, no pride on this, the last time.

Alexander kept his left hand still clenched to contain the bleeding from when he had run his hand through with a starburst pin this morning.

Philip saw only the fist.

The eye raked us up and down, head to hoof. I think he coveted me, but he knew I was not for him. His own pretty white steed must have looked royally magnificent before I arrived.
Philip’s first words for his son were, "You can't ride that."
Immediately Alexander swung his leg over my crested neck in a cavalryman's dismount. He pushed me at Philip's hapless attendants.

These oafs found nothing to hold. I had come here naked. Alexander needed nothing to control me.

Philip’s poor minions tried to get a rope on me.

I lifted my head up, my nostrils flared wide, and I reared. Showed them my teeth. I bugled and pawed the air. You must know I am a warhorse. My broad hooves are filed to a razor edge.

The men shrank back. The king's paltry white stallion danced, jerked its head against the pretty, tasseled reins of its royal tack. It screamed at me. For all I care for the challenges of mortal brutes! That hack was nothing next to me.

And that was the problem.

Philip couldn’t afford to have me next to his lesser mount. An annoyed gesture from the king bade Alexander assist his attendants with me.

Alexander took my head between his hands, and made me give attention to him alone.
We don’t need them, I told him.

Alexander ground his teeth as if he had a bite between them.

He reached behind himself. A boy placed a makeshift halter into his hand. Alexander stroked my eyes shut and slid the leather straps over my face.
"Don't just come up and try to put something over his head,” Alexander told the boy. “He thinks he's in battle." He gave my lead to the boy. To me he said, “Go with him. You are too grand, you know.”

I knew. I heard it on the wind. This was Philip’s day of destiny. I left him to it.

*  *  *
Alexander received in Boukephalos' stead a common sorrel, smaller than the king's snowy mount. Brushed, caparisoned, docile, gelded.

The king's right side was reserved for the bridegroom, Alexander King of Epeiros.
Philip’s son Alexander would ride on the king’s left. Whether this was to honor the bridegroom or to keep his son on the side with the sighted eye, no one said.

The story had gone round several times now that Philip lost his eye while spying on his wife as she coupled with the snake that fathered Alexander. Though Philip never actually witnessed such an act, he had no doubt of the truth of the fucking snake. But as for begetting Alexander, the boy was already well got before Philip lost the eye. It was a bolt at the siege of Methone, not a god, that had done the damage.

Alexander had been little more than a baby when Philip came home with that wound. A strange man Alexander didn’t know, a distant rumor called Father, the King, who was away at war. Then, to the babe who lived in the doting world of women came a booming voice, a bristly black-haired face with a gaping red hole in it where should have been second eye. Alexander remembered the smell. He’d just been told a story and he screamed. “Cyclops!” as best he could pronounce it.
Philip said he didn’t remember that.

One eye served well enough. 
Here on the plain with his armies, Philip had caught sight of Alexander first—difficult to miss. Golden-haired. Easy as a centaur on that giant stallion of his as he came, collecting adoring glances from everyone he passed.
Alexander’s blue eyes were full of melting softness for his horse in farewell. The soft gaze iced over hard when it turned on Philip.
Philip had met less malice across a battle line. Where had the boy got those eyes?
Philip was grateful that he’d never seen a blue-eyed snake.
On a normal day Alexander was as talkative as a magpie. From him now came only that glare. Philip mistrusted the boy's silences. His son had a deep well for wrath. His bloodline was famous for it.
Philip prodded. "Have you nothing to say to me, boy?"

Alexander’s face looked cold and hard as his carved marble likeness at Olympia.
"What do you want from me, Philip? Did I forget to congratulate you on the birth of a legitimate Makedonian daughter?"

"You mean-spirited cur pup," Philip breathed.

“I see the ribbons over the door are royal purple,” Alexander said.
Ribbons for a girl. 
They should have been olive boughs. It sickened Philip to his to see all those branches thrown into a trash pit. 
He’d been so sure it was going to be a boy. It must be a boy.
There’d been a hideous, humiliating scramble for ribbons to announce yet another baby girl 
The ribbons’ color need not have been royal purple. But there they were.
“Her mother is the queen,” Philip snarled at Alexander. Let the boy know he was not setting his new queen aside. Philip wasn’t taking back Alexander’s mother just for that. Not for anything.
Not ever.
“So who would be riding at your side today if you’d hung olive boughs over the door?” Alexander asked.
“It’s a girl, not a boy!” Philip owned his defeat. “So you pray louder than I do! Why are you rubbing my nose in it on my day?"

"You meant to replace me."

Philip’s mouth dropped open to startled silence, then stammered to get something out. "Replace you! Replace you? I wish I could! It's a curse! All my sons as they get older suddenly get stupid!"
He was shouting at the end of it. 
The sound rang from the resonant barrel of his chest, and damped down all the surrounding murmurs. 
Musicians, maidens, royal Companions, pages turned to look. 
"Why would I have you here at all if I could replace you!"

"To break my mother's heart."

The boy’s mother, Olympias, was in Epeiros, the land of her maidenhood, a place of wild mountains, murmuring oaks, wolf dogs and golden eagles. Clouds brushed the jagged spine of mountain peaks that walled off the kingdom of Eperios from the rest of Hellas. Sunless valleys hugged bitter shadows.
The gates of hell were in Epeiros. 
So was Alexander’ mother.
This wedding forged a new bond between Epeiros and Makedonia. This wedding meant Philip would never bring Olympias home again. Ever.

Philip bawled, "What makes you think anything I do has anything to do with your serpent-infested mother!"

Alexander’s gaze, so cold it could burn, found the bridegroom, the king of Epeiros, yet another Alexander.
Everyone called the Epirote king Neaptolemou for his father. Philip’s son Alexander spoke at Neapotemou’s eyes. "Mother has always been surrounded by serpents."

"Don't talk past me! You are talking to me. Talk to me!"
"Why am I here, Philip?"

"You are my son. My least idiotic son. If you don't want to be here, go be Myrtale's son!" Philip roared.
And watched the boy's face go bloodless.
Philip almost wished he could take it back. He’d meant to hit him hard, but Alexander looked like a man with a spear in his gut. Well, the boy had asked for it. It would teach him who held the high ground.

The ground heaved under Alexander’s feet without actually moving. He was still finding his balance when someone sidled up to him on a black gelding.
Perdikkas’ crooked mouth made him look like he was always smirking. Usually was. Perdikkas, lord of the Orestids, was ten years Alexander’s senior, a seasoned general. Brash, reckless, full of his own noble privilege, Perdikkas would poke a wounded badger to see how much life was left in it.
"Alexander! What did he say to you?"

"My mother's name is Olympias." The words escaped from Alexander’s stone white lips.

"Of course it is,” Perdikkas said. “Don’t speak in dark sayings. I never get ‘em."

"Her name has been Olympias since the day I was born."

“Oh. Well. That explains it,” Perdikkas said, all at sea. “Alexander, what did he say?”

Huge eyes lifted to Perdikkas. The black disks of his pupils nearly eclipsed the surrounding blue. "He denied her name."

The deposed queen had been called Olympias for so long that Perdikkas forgot that Olympias had ever been named anything else.

She used to be Myrtale.

Philip had given his Epeirote bride a new name on the day Philip’s chariot won at the Olympic games. He re-named his queen Olympias on the same day he acknowledged her newborn child, Alexander, as his son and heir.

Now she was Myrtale again.

"He called me a bastard," Alexander said.

"No. Philip just—" Perdikkas searched, sputtered. "You are such an easy target! And if he threw a javelin at you, would you just stand there and eat it?"

"He should learn not to throw at me."

"Not going to happen. He's Philip. That’s how he is."

And Philip was moving back in, on foot, shoulders hunched in a charging-bull posture.
 Even rash Perdikkas, who had more courage than sense, fled the battleground, never one to eat javelins.

Alexander didn’t wait for whatever Philip had come back to say. Alexander sat tall on his mount cast first. "To my face, Philip. Deny me to my face."

Came the low rumble of fire within the mountain: "Don't dare me. Get down here."

Alexander swung his leg over his gelding’s neck and dropped to face his father.

"There it is, Philip. Let's have it. Put someone over me! Who have you got?"

Philip grabbed his own balls. "I got lots where you came from, you yapping Epeirote mutt! Sons! Lots of them left in here. Taller ones! Grateful ones! And you are swallowing all this!" Philip flung his beefy arms wide to heaven. "You are gullible as a girl! Look at the color of your cloak! That is royal purple. You are riding at my side today. My side. Your seat is next to mine in the theatre in front of all the Hellenes. I didn't divorce you! Now go collect your wits wherever you left them this time and come with me. They're ready for me at the altar."

Alexander remained rooted to the spot. The man could change on him as sudden as the sea.
Alexander never had any special love for the sea.

"Or don't come!" Philip flapped his arms. "Leave the purple chair empty! Do what you will. You always do anyway."

The gaze stayed fixed on Philip, frighteningly near to tears. Alexander’s nostrils quivered. The boy was full of words, but saying none of them.

"What?" Philip heaved.

"I need to know."

"You need. You need. I’ll tell you truly who is my heir. Do you want to know? Do you? Come here." Philip’s hand waved him in. "Come."
Alexander advanced like a tree walking.

"I swear to you by—by any collection of gods you like—“
"By your own balls."

"By my balls. This is the truth: My kingdom shall go to the strongest."

"And who do you imagine that is?"

"He is who he is, and that is my last word."

"You won't name me."

"My last word."

And harpies take him, he'd gone silent again! Philip stalked away.
I will be jubilant today!

How the soil bent the seed that there should be so much of her in him. Olympias was as vicious and evil-tempered as the horses from that jagged land. Would that he had got Alexander on some other woman!
The boy was headstrong. Arrogant. And Philip would not love him otherwise.
What a son he had made!
It gnawed at him like Prometheus' buzzard that he hadn’t been able to do it again.

He spun back. Heads turned at the thunder. "I will not hand you the kingdom as a gift! There will be other sons! Rivals will be good for you! You can work for what you want! If you get this kingdom, you will earn it on your own!"

As Philip turned away he felt the hatred at his back.

The wrath.

Solemn music in Doric harmony accompanied the long knives to Zeus' altar. The mammoth stone held a deep stain from long years of frequent use. The Temenidai were a pious house and loved to eat meat.

In other lands these would be professional priests holding the knives, but the Makedones had no professional priesthood, only soldiers, and their high priest was their king. Philip needed to import a foreign seer to interpret the omens. Philip was no good at it.
The imported mantic was a fat man who ate well off good news. He smelled expensive. He had never yet told the king foul tidings. Things unfavored, discolored and twitching always meant bad fortune for someone other than Philip.

As the knives neared, the white bull lifted its garlanded neck, and bellowed in terror. It knew. That was good. A willing sacrifice was an evil omen.

The bull kicked as the soldiers roped its gilded horns and hauled back its head. The blade was keen. Blood spurted a clean red from its gaping throat, spilled onto the limestone slab, and flowed down the carved runnels to collect in a white alabaster aminon under the spout.

Heaped on the altar, the bull’s entrails steamed in the morning air with a good color and healthy smell,.

The mantic repeated Apollo's oracle.

It was only right for kings to ask the gods' counsel before an expedition of this scale. Delphi was the greatest of the oracles, so Philip had sent there. And for once two-tongued Apollo answered straight:

"Wreathed is the bull. This is the end. The sacrificer is here."

The wreathed bull was Persia's Great King. Obvious, said the seer. “This is the end.” Also obvious. Philip had assembled here an army of united Hellenes standing ready to end the reign of the Great King over Hellenic lands across the water.
“The sacrificer is here.” Could only be Philip.

A Delphic oracle had never been so clear.

Philip mounted the raised platform and lifted his sword over the fallen sacrifice. The leaves of his golden wreath caught the firelight.

Spears clashed on shields with the roar of thousands. Philip’s soldiers hailed the sacrificer. They gloated over the bull, who was the Persian Great King with his entrails laid out on the altar.

A wave of laurel smoke made Alexander’s eyes water. He blinked, tried to see his father. Heat rising over flames rippled the air between them.

Through the blur, he kept sight of only the firelit wreath. Then a taurine figure all in white at Zeus' altar. A gold acorn bobbed over the blind eye.

Wreathed is the bull . . .
Father bent his wreathed head to find the step down. A thick sinew of his powerfully corded neck protruded. Philip disappeared behind the flames.

This is the end.

A bull's bellow. The grunting of men. Drums beat.

The sacrificer is here.

A blurred vision of blood. A slain bull. And where was his father?

Alexander blinked his eyes clear of laurel smoke.

Cattle lowed in terror.

Another one thudded down, reverberated through the earth, kicked out its last strength.

Alexander moved around the fire to his father's side as the sacrifices fell. "I wish you would kill one yourself."

"I can't go to the theatre bloody,” Philip growled. “What can you be thinking?"

"I'm sure I don't know," said Alexander, cold.

And, up close, the oak circlet on his father’s black curls didn’t look so much like a sacrificial victim's garland. Looked more like a funeral crown.

Alexander looked away.

The fat-wrapped bones sent up a greasy smoke to the gods. That was their part of the bargain. The meat would be ready in time for the feasting this night.

A roll of distant thunder mumbled on Philip's left. The sun had never come up. The trees, touched with the first reds and golds of New Year's, stood still under the monotonous cloud. It was going to rain.

A black and white magpie cackled among the mounds of many graves. Aegai was the burial place of Makedonian kings.

Goats bleated. A rooster somewhere hailed the gray dawn. The torch bearers snuffed oil-tipped pine faggots head-down into the dirt.

A tambourine rattle split the waiting hush.
Telephanes, the piper, glanced back once to see that all was ready. He adjusted his head strap, and lifted the two bone pipes to his lips. It had fallen to him to lead the way, at the bride's demand, because she liked him.

The bride’s maids took up the waking song, a thin, uncertain tremor of notes until they found the flute's tune. They tapped their ribboned tambourines, a gay shiver. Four young men shouldered the bride's litter and set out from the god's temenos.

The clamor of soldiers' cheers and the thunder of spears rapping on bronze-plated shields engulfed the wedding party. The noise carried all the way into town, echoed against the low-slung sky, and those in the theatre would know the procession was on its way.

The parade passed first through the army, then through a gantlet of farmers and hillmen clad in goatskins and wolf hides, their naked children peering through the forest of legs. The Makedones showered the bride with figs for fertility, and gestured jutting fingers to the bridegroom to salute his prowess.
Then, throughout the town, flowers dropped from upper story windows onto the celebrants on their way to the theatre.

Alexander pulled a blossom from his hair—a pink cyclamen, like a butterfly with its wings folded back. He tossed it to the roadside. There was a quick, frenzied scramble for it.

There was a saying, already old, among the Makedones that Alexander was their king; Philip was just a great general. Philip used to chuckle when they said it, when Alexander was still a charming boy.

As the bride's litter, in the forefront of the parade, approached the theatre, Philip put a hand up to stay his attendants who brought up the rear. "Hold here." He reached over to grab Alexander's reins. The sorrel gelding kicked, stopped.

Philip, Alexander, and Alexander Neoptolemou paused on the high city road to let the rest of the procession get ahead.
When sounds of awe and wonder lifted from the theatre, Alexander saw a satisfied smile gleam within his father’s black beard. Philip murmured, "Ah. There goes Ares."

Philip had prepared this spectacle to climax the grand procession. Magnificent statues of the Twelve, carved from seasoned cypress wood, painted, gilt, and decked with autumn saffron crocuses and laurel boughs, glided into the theatre one by one on cars drawn by matched sets of white oxen.

Twelve times the coos of wonderment and eruption of shouted applause drifted on the air to where Philip the king, Alexander the prince, and Alexander Neaptolemou the bridegroom waited.

Twelve. Then an expectant hush. 
Then noises of confusion and a wave of muttered surprise as a thirteenth pair of snowy oxen appeared at the parados gate.

The Olympian gods numbered twelve. There could be no one after you have seen Zeus.

But the oxen dragged in one more statue, as big as the others and just as lordly.
Philip, like a thirteenth god.
The sculptor hadn’t put the ravaged eye into the likeness. Bad enough this modern fashion of showing wrinkles and sagging flesh. The artist had merely drooped the right eyelid and carved the suggestion of a dent into the brow where the bolt had gone in. Otherwise, the figure was as beautiful as the others, just as big, just as godlike. And it was a good enough likeness that there could be no mistaking who it was.

A badly suppressed collective gasp escaped amid the forced cheers.

Philip had been warned that some people might misinterpret this. His statue ought to have been smaller.

"Just set it apart from the others," Philip had said. "They'll know what I mean."

"I don't think that's quite going to do it,” Alexander had said beforehand. He’d seen the statue being loaded onto its oxcart. “They'll see you sitting apart, alone, and equal to all of Them."

"No one will see it that way. Alexander, you exist to steal my victories. Anyway, it's made now. Do you want me to cut some of it off?"

Alexander supposed that leaving it behind had been out of the question.

The music changed. Flutes gave way to the salpinx' martial blare.

Alexander sucked in his breath, steeled himself for what he must do. Facing a line of barbarian spears had ever been easier.

To walk with his father was to bless the bond between Makedonia and Epeiros, close the wound, and shut his mother out.

He gazed up through a screen of woven plane branches that stretched over the road, and blinked as if the absent sun were in his eyes.

Get this done, he thought. The sooner done, the sooner forgot.

Philip laughed, barked to his senior guardsman, "Perdikkas!"

The jaunty hillman came galloping up to the king’s side. Philip propelled him onward with a great wave of his arm, "Announce me!"

Perdikkas took up the wave with a cocky toss of his head, a rogue’s gleam in his auburn eyes. He barked, "Ana! Up!" And the seven young noblemen put heels to their matched black horses. They galloped ahead to make a proper show of this, brandishing spears, their short capes flying.

The people in the upper tiers of the theatre, who could see over the skene and out to the rearing horses, rose up cheering and stomping in their wooden seats. Someone pointed up the road. "The king! The king!"

The guardsmen’s stallions raced circles in the dust. Philip arrived in a cloud of it, upon his white charger at a showy high-stepping rack. Alexander the king’s son and Alexander Neaptolemou the king's son-in-law rode several paces behind him at either flank.
Outside the theatre gates, Philip sprang the dismount. The landing had to pain his old wound—Triballian bolt in the thigh, that one—but he wouldn’t show it. He was going to walk like a king today if it be the death of him.

His guardsmen started to dismount with him, but the king waved them off. He didn’t want them.

"Oh shit!" Perdikkas cried in disbelief, poised between a mount and a dismount. He shouted against the uproar, "Philip!" May as well shout into the sea. Growled a string of muttered curses, and roared again, "Philip!"

Philip's head jerked back in refusal. No guards.

He was already walking.

The king had said he would have no weapons in the theatre today. Perdikkas had heard that order but never thought it meant the king's personal spearmen as well. Perdikkas had thought it was just to keep the Thebans and the Athenians in the audience from carving their names in each other’s bark. He looked to Alexander for help.

Alexander, also on the ground, walking at Philip’s left flank, shot back a gesture of surly resignation. His blond hair tossed with the curt negation. Whatever he wants.
Perdikkas jerked a rough rein on his steed and wheeled away, dust storm rising under hoof.

"We are all Hellenes," Philip had said. "And only a tyrant needs guards among his own people."

Yet there were many in the theatre unconvinced that they were all Hellenes. Of themselves, they had no doubt. The king's heritage was in question. And whether Philip was Hellene or whether he was not, many were unhappy to be counted as Philip's own people.

The Athenian envoys had come here with the odd pledge that Philip's assassin would never find refuge in Athens. Should Philip ever be assassinated. Should the assassin go to Athens.

All in all, Alexander would have felt better had he, Philip, and the bridegroom been wearing swords made of something less flimsy than ceremonial gold.

Philip, flanked by Alexander his son and King Alexander Neaptolemou, strode to the parados gate. Just short of the monumental arch, Philip stopped, put a hand on the shoulder of either Alexander and said, "Go ahead."

The algor of omen brushed near, lifting the flesh on young Alexander’s arms. He opened his mouth to object. A narrowing of the single dark eye stopped him mute. Philip muttered through clenched teeth, "Crows take you, go on."

Through the arch.

The Alexanders advanced.

As they passed out the shadow of the gate into the theatre, the noise hit like a wall, slammed, swelled, and re-echoed in the circular space.

His name.

Chanted over and over, a barrage of adoration, warming as if the sun had come out.
His uncle King Alexander Neaptolemou, the bridegroom, didn’t even pretend that any of that acclaim was for him, and Alexander son of Philip had to smile. The foot stomping raised a noise like a cavalry charge. Alexander wondered what Philip made of it.

A peripheral flash of royal color made him glance aside to someone just inside the gate furtively starting forward then drawing back again.

Alexander, who knew everyone, immediately recognized Pausanias son of Kerastos, Captain of the Bodyguard. A handsome man, Pausanias had been a beautiful youth. Philip had thought so.

Alexander guessed his father was not so trusting after all, though this was a little odd. Normally the king's Bodyguard no more stood actual guard duty than the Persian King's Immortals were really immortal. Pausanias must have demanded a special position. Again.
Philip would not acknowledge Mother, but he would acknowledge that?
Alexander ignored Pausanias and strode into the center of the ring, his arms wide. He basked in the noise, drew it out louder.
Just let the king listen to this. Never suppose they love you more, Philip.
Turning full round to take in all the acclaim, Alexander caught the skulking gaze of Pausanias, where he’d tucked himself back into the coving of the gilt arch. It was a fleeting glimpse. Pausanias dipped the broad brim of his kausia across his eyes the instant their gazes connected.

Alexander saw hidden things—guilty, even frightened—in that brief meeting.

Alexander didn’t like this. And as he took his seat next to the throne in the center front, he was seized by a strong impression that his father wouldn’t like it either. Suddenly Alexander knew that Pausanias was not supposed to be there. That Pausanias was just insisting on his own importance again.
There was an empty chair for Pausanias among the other Bodyguards. Alexander should have told Pausanias to go sit in it. But it was too late to cross back now and get him.
Well, Pausanias was a problem of Philip's own making. Let Philip lie with it. Alexander would not be the one to cloud the king’s entrance.

Alexander wanted to hear if this crowd could shout any louder.

And when Philip appeared in the gate, the cheering spiked, delirious. The roar was a solid thing. Alexander had to stand up again with everyone else.

Philip paused under the arch, spread his arms to this fickle crowd, who bellowed louder than all heaven. And Alexander heard himself shouting too. Pride, love from some deep recess where he had locked it, roared forth for his father, his king.

Then Pausanias stepped out from the arch to greet Philip inside the gate. Confusion and annoyance crossed Philip's face.
Alexander looked away, face burning.
He had guessed right. Pausanias wasn’t supposed to be there. Pride crashed. Embarrassment weighed like a swallowed stone, and Alexander wished he were anywhere but here. He willed himself far away, to the blue mountain Bermion, its peak just visible over the low skene, hazy on the dawn-dark western horizon. He retreated into its pure memory.

The dagger was out before anyone saw. The Captain of the Bodyguard embraced the king—the embrace of a lover—stepped away with crimson hand, and ran.

Philip's white robe bloomed scarlet, bright as hyacinths in snow. The look on his face was nothing but astonished.

The golden wreath tumbled from his black curls, and Philip was folding over his gut, teetering to the orkhestra floor.

Alexander was at his father's side before the stunned crowd could even cry out. He needed to move fast or the way would be clogged as if with so many stupid sheep in a mountain pass. Everything around him swam dream slow, his own senses clear, unearthly sharp. In the single heartbeat's instant of silence between the sudden cessation of cheers and the shrieks of horror, Alexander shouted with a voice like a salpinx to the guardsmen on the far side of the skene, "Perdikkas! Get him!" As his knees hit the ground.

The theatre screamed.



Alexander gathered his father in his arms, turned him over.
Philip's mouth fell open. Blood gurgled, breaking bubbles in his black beard. The left eye stared wide open, and Alexander thought for a moment that his father saw him. But the eye did not flicker or focus, frozen in vacancy. The blood-slicked silver hilt of a Keltic dagger protruded from under his ribs. The heavy white wool around it soaked up the dark spreading wet stain.

Philip was dead even before Alexander pulled the blade. They usually lived until you took the blade out.
Alexander tried to close the eye. It wouldn’t stay.
Flies already. One alighted on the wound. Alexander lay his father’s head on the orkhestra floor and hurried to get his own cloak off, fumbling to undo the pin, which was positioned with a backward closure as someone else had fastened it for him.
Finally he just ducked out of the cloak, still pinned, and spread the royal purple over Philip's body.
Alexander rose to his feet, his father's blood on his hands.

Someone hovered close behind him. Alexander turned, met a bronze beard, a long sallow face, a pair of pale amber eyes like the lynxes in the hills of this man’s home—yet another Makedone named Alexander. There were dozens. This Alexander was called Lynkestes for his tribe.
Alexander son of Philip gazed directly into Lynkestes’ small animal eyes. The Lynkestian hill chieftain was struck dumb, his mouth open, nothing coming out of it.

A live blade glinted in the Lynkestian’s hand— a fully edged sword, not ceremonial gold. Alexander son of Philip became aware of the useless ornamental gold thing in his own baldric. He thrust out his palm to Lynkestes. "Give me your sword."

Lynkestes stammered, incomprehensible noises struggling in his throat. Alexander barked at him. "Are you from the tribe of the lynx or of hiccups!"

Something changed behind the lynx eyes.
"Hail, Basileu!" The chieftain of the Lynkestian hills thrust his sword, hilt first, to Alexander son of Philip.

It was a two-edged xiphos, an infantryman's straight sword. Good enough, as Alexander was on foot now. Someone else gave him a dagger as well. "Come away, Alexander. You’re in danger here."

The foreign emissaries were already in flight. They stampeded down through the gates or up over the back of the amphitheater to scramble up the steep hillside. It was no use commanding them to halt. Better chance of stopping an army in full rout. It would only weaken Alexander’s authority to shout and be ignored.

And these people were afraid of him. Blood stuck to Alexander’s hands and soaked the front of his chiton.

Most folk thought this was a coup, it would seem.

The poor crofters, who watched from hillside and treetop, were already gone, slipped away like foxes.
The king was dead. His blood seeped into the porous stucco of the orkhestra floor.

The actors had not run. Perhaps secure in the protection of the god. As if a madman who killed a king would pause at an actor's sacred person. Or perhaps it was their clumsy platform boots that stood them fast at the place of the murder.

Soon the thirteen statues ringing the orkhestra were all that remained of the audience. The gods watched in lordly grandeur, with vague smiles.

Philip’s second in command appeared at Alexander’s side. Antipater. Red-bearded, tall and straight as a sarissa, dressed plainly as a democrat. Alexander seized old Antipater’s freckled arm. Felt iron sinew under the papery skin.

"Antipater, no one leaves the city. No one leaves Makedonia.”

“Not the envoys?”

“Especially the envoys. Get a beacon out to the garrison posts on the roads. I shall tell the army myself." 
Rumor of murder had wings. He must fly just to keep pace with it. "No one goes home without being able to tell his countrymen there is order in Makedonia."

*  *  *
Order.

Antipater still struggled in chaos. The world as it had been a few breaths ago, with all its attendant considerations and strategies, was suddenly irrelevant, absurd.
Antipater had been the designated regent in the king's absence. Suddenly the king was very absent. Yet Antipater the regent was no sooner aware of the void, than he saw it filled. Alexander was giving orders. Antipater’s own son-in-law, Alexander Lynkestes, had already called the boy King and given him a sword.

Antipater dispatched men to light the beacons, as Alexander bellowed, "Get my father out of the dust!"

Royal Companions, seated in the front rows, closed ranks around their fallen king’s son and his regent.

The ox cart that had carried Philip’s statue here served now to carry his body out of the theatre. Alexander walked behind the cart in the company of the King's Companions up to the palace.

They left the body in the antechamber with the wailing women and slaves. They knew what to do.
Royal Companions massed into the king's audience hall. A godly sized painting of Zeus lorded above the raised throne, where Alexander took his seat without hesitation. To his left, a painted infant Herakles on the wall strangled a pair of pythons. On his right, Athene, leaning on her spear, appeared to murmur in his ear.
Ashes settled low in the ceremonial hearth in the center of the wide painted black-on-white lozenges of the floor.
The Companions conferred amid scenes of Herakles’ labors, painted vivid red, blue and yellow on the walls. The din resolved into scattered conversations—names mentioned in the same breath as the kingship, like candidates at some Athenian election of generals.

Alexander moved forward to the edge of the throne. He listened, astounded, to the names spoken as possibilities. Possible successors.
Amyntas Perdikka.
Alexander Aeropou, the Lynkestian.
Philip Arrhidaios Philipou (Might have laughed but the proponents were wholly serious. Puppeteers those.)

Parmenion.
Antipater.
Alexander couldn’t believe they would dare.

Nowhere was it engraved that the king's eldest son must become king. But that was how it was done, unless there was a good reason not to—as in case when the late king's eldest son was an infant and his brother was a strong general.
No such situation existed now. There was no reason to look any further for a king than Philip’s son Alexander.

There should be no question. Alexander son of Philip would not let one get asked.

No factions, or I shall have to kill someone.
Alexander came out of the throne like a bolt from a crossbow. His sandals skidded on the painted floor. He crossed the chamber, grasped the wooden doorjambs and launched himself through the doorway even as the Companions called for him to come back.
Let them fix no bridles on him. Alexander had been a general since he was sixteen. He would not let himself be outflanked now by his own men.

The first crisis of his kingship was the claiming of it.

"The succession," he shouted back, "Is decided!"

The source of any king's power was the army. Alexander ran to take the decision to them.

Someone called after him, advising they wait until they could consult an oracle.

“No. Now.” Alexander could make his own decision, and trust the gods to confirm it after.

"Antipater, the boy is rash."

Antipater had lived through the reigns of eight kings. He was sixty-two years old. Hoped to see better than ninety. When one existed this close to the top, he learned to cast his loyalty quickly, and to choose well. Makedonian kingship belonged ever to the strongest.
The assembled Companions appealed to Antipater’s ever-reliable leadership. "Stop him."

"Stop him?" Antipater echoed. If it was inevitable, one may as well get one's own hand in. "I'm going to present him."
Antipater swept out of the chamber.

Alexander was already well ahead. The others had to run to catch up.

*  *  *
Alexander came to me like blue lightning, all cold fury and unstoppable purpose. His luminous eyes had not cried, but I saw grief in them.
I carried him out to the army. He needn’t have kicked me.

The soldiers were already arranged in ranks. They were meant to embark this morning.

At our approach the soldiers presented arms.

Alexander spoke to them. I carried him back and forth across the wide front line. He was a powerful speaker. Had been ever since he got his man’s voice. He made men feel safe and powerful and important.

Antipater arrived to present Alexander to them as King of the Macedones and the lawful Hegemon of the Hellenic legions.
Beginning with a rumbling, such as rises from deep in the earth just before it moves, the army spoke, all the tribes of the Makedones acclaimed Alexander king with a noise to break open the underworld.

And then, in one voice, all the allied Hellenes recognized him commander in chief of their united march against the Persian Great King.
Alexander, high on my back, accepted his due. A cold breeze lifted edges of his sandy mane like a lion's.
Hellas has never been one nation. Not even when they came against Troy in their wooden ships generations ago. These men, these Hellenes, are still the same catalog of divided city-states who push border against border quarrelling in more or less the same language. They’d been forced together at swordspoint and held so between Philip's giant hands.

Those hands have fallen strengthless, and the Hellenes’ frail newfound oneness threatens to fly apart.

Alexander murmured to me: “I must let them know there is still a strong king in Makedonia.” And then, to himself: “Whoever did this must be made to know.”

Whoever did this. My coat roughened. There was someone else. An unseen power.

That Pausanias might have acted alone isn’t worth the breath of arguing it. Pausanias had a grudge, true enough. The story behind that stank so bad the whole countryside smelled it. You can’t spend the night in any stable in Makedonia but that the stablehands could repeat the story for you. But Pausanias lived with the insult for years without taking vengeance. Pausanias was the sort of man who wouldn’t know which way to turn without someone else giving a good yank on his reins.
There has to be someone else behind the hand the held that dagger.

Here Pausanias humiliated the Macedones before the eyes of the civilized world. Makedonia is a land of cutthroats and savages and worse. Do the Hellenes not already think so?

Philip, who is not only no Hellene, nor near Hellene, but not even a barbarian from anywhere fit to name! A bloodthirsty murderer from Makedonia, where it is not even possible to buy a decent slave.
That’s what they say in Athens.
Now, this blow to Makedonian pride, to Hellenic unity, is so devastating—and on the eve of the invasion—even I suspect a foreign hand.

Persia's new Great King sits uneasily on a bloodstained throne. Just how loathe was the Great King to meet Philip's united Hellenes in honorable battle?

Alexander has decided to beat the truth out of Pausanias. He kicks my sides, and grips my mane as I fly at full gallop.

*  *  *

The city's narrow streets were deserted. Flower petals and muddy ribbons lay trampled into the dirt. The doors stood bolted and windows shuttered in on themselves.

The weathered sun-dried brick of Aegai's palace loomed on the rise above the empty theatre cut into the foot of the acropolis hill. Garlands that festooned the silent semi-circle of statues wagged in a cold wind.

Alexander let Boukephalos slow his step as he climbed up the steep road to the palace forecourt. There, the king's personal guardsmen collected around a muddy, ravaged body.

All Alexander’s furious hopes plunged.

The seven spearmen looked up at the sound of hoofbeats. They knew where Alexander had been. Even from here they would have heard the voices of 40,000 men. 
Perdikkas, senior of the young lot, stepped forward to acknowledge him, "Basileu!” King.

The other six echoed a rough chorus behind him. They stepped away to show off their kill, as a pack of hunting dogs done well and eager for praise.

Alexander swung his right leg over Boukephalos’ arched neck, and leapt down.

There was no hope of last words. Pausanias had stopped bleeding a while ago. Not even a trail of it marked the path from where the guards had dragged him. He’d been stabbed many times and brought back here to Aegai’s acropolis on his face. Eyes, nostrils, broken-toothed mouth were stuffed with dirt and crushed grasses.

Perdikkas' crooked smile stretched the scar on his clean-shaven chin. A lock of auburn hair kicked over his brow. He winked an auburn eye.

Alexander pushed the corpse over with his heel. Asked, "Did he say anything?"

Perdikkas rocked up on the balls of his feet, "Not a gru." Swayed back on his heels. "I got him. One throw. Bit the dust. Much more pleasing to a vulture than his wife now.”
"Why did you kill him?"

Perdikkas’ jaunty posture slipped with his first inkling that he might have done something wrong. His voice dropped a register. "Alexander." He couldn’t finish. It fell to the others to tell the tale.

What had happened had happened quickly. Left outside the theatre for the king's triumphant entrance, Perdikkas and the royal guardsmen hadn’t seen what befell the king inside the theatre, but any Makedonian who lived close to the court knew the sound of murder. The royal guardsmen had heard Alexander's clarion shout, Perdikkas! Get him! And immediately goaded their horses in pursuit of the first man out of the theatre—Pausanias—come running like an assassin in the direction of the vineyards.

No sooner had the chase begun, when Perdikkas reined up hard. Dawn’s muted light showed the royal hue of the running man’s flapping cloak. "Hekate's tits, he's purple!"

Purple was a costly color, the color of the king's most honored, most trusted aristocrats. The guardsmen didn’t believe they could possibly be chasing the right man. A royal Companion.
The guardsmen cast about for someone else to chase. There were hundreds of those now. People coursed from the theatre in stampeding flocks.

Eagle-eyed Leonnatos turned, and squinted after the first man’s fleeing purple cloak. He roared, "It's Pausanias!
All doubt vanished. They’d almost had the assasin and they’d let him pass. Perdikkas bellowed, "O Great Zeus! At him, boys!"

The guards took up the pursuit again and ran Pausanias down.

"You killed him," Alexander said flatly at the tale’s end.

“I— Well. I—Hekate’s tits of course I killed him!”

“Pausanias was a Companion.”

Execution of a Companion required a trial by his peers.

Leonnatos answered, for Perdikkas was oddly failed of words. "He was getting away, Alexander. We had to throw. He went through the vines."

Makedones didn’t tie their grapes up on trellises in the Egyptian fashion. In Hellas, grapevines trail over the ground in looping ropes. No one gallops a horse over a Makedonian vineyard.
It had been a foot race.

"Pausanias had a horse waiting on the other side," Leonnatos said. "We only caught him because he tripped."

Perdikkas must have tripped too. His forearms and knees were grit-scored, his chiton stained grape purple and leaf green.

"But you did catch him," Alexander said. "And killed him."

"He was an Orestid!" Perdikkas shouted. "And we Orestids are not accustomed to this modern trial stuff. We take action. You can understand."

"I do!" Alexander shouted back at him.
Unsaid remained: Others won't.

Perdikkas howled. He kicked up a clod of dirt. "Fuck you, Philip! You one-eyed son of an Illyrian whore!" His tearful eyes met Alexander's. "Did he think he was made of brass?"

"Only his balls.” Alexander let the insult to his ancestry pass. Everyone called Philip’s mother that. Illyrian whore.

Philip’s mother was a princess, not a whore. But she was Illyrian, so the other hair was too fine to split. “Give me your spear."

Perdikkas placed the shaft into Alexander's hand.
The spear was clotted brown up to the iron ring that secured the bronze head to the ashwood shaft. Perdikkas must have run Pausanias through.

Alexander turned the spear over and over. "Did this kill my father's murderer?"

"Yes, Alexander."

Alexander gripped it hard, as if he might squeeze the vengeance into his own hands.

Perdikkas elbowed Leonnatos forward.
A very young man, younger even that Alexander, Leonnatos advanced sheepishly, his broad, wrestler's shoulders held inward as if he were trying to shrink himself. Hulking Leonnatos offered a knife to the king. "Do you want this too?"

It was a dagger of the Keltic kind, with a figure of a human head for a pommel. The head was the harbor of the soul according to the Druids, who used such blades.

The hairs pricked up along Alexander’s forearms.
This was the dagger that Alexander had pulled from his father's chest. He didn’t remember what he’d done with it after that. Must have thrown it to the ground. Maybe when Alexander Lynkestes gave him his sword.

Alexander took the dagger gingerly. Lifeless things had been known to exact punishment of their own accord.

He studied it. Breathed thanks to some god, grateful not to find a lion hunt embossed on the blade. A hunting scene decorated the dagger his mother’s kept at her bedside.
This wasn’t that blade.
Alexander let the dagger drop, broke the blade under his heel. "No." He didn’t want it.

He passed to a page the spear that had brought down the king’s assassin. "Put this with my father."

Another young page held Pausanias' cloak. The royal purple was darkened with blood, smeared with mud, and stabbed to rags through and through. He offered the bundle to the king "Alexander?"

Alexander didn’t need to ask what that was.

"Burn that."

"The hat too?" The hat was a kausia, still good, costly, royal. Its wide pressed-felt brim might be steamed back into shape.

"It was his," Alexander answered.

The page nodded understanding. Burn it.
"Perdikkas, I need you to do something."

"Anything!" Perdikkas begged. He needed to carry out a duty. The king had been murdered on his watch.

"Bring Amyntas to me."

Amyntas was a common name in Makedonia, almost as common as Alexander. But Perdikkas knew which Amyntas he meant—Amyntas the firstborn son of Philip's elder brother. Amyntas the infant king.
Twenty-two years ago, Philip had pushed his infant nephew Amyntas aside to place himself on the throne of the Makedones.

Today Alexander stepped over Amyntas yet again, only Amyntas Perdikka wasn’t a baby anymore. Amyntas was five years older than Alexander, and Amyntas had once been king.

"Do you know my cousin on sight?"

Perdikkas’ auburn head tossed like a pawing stallion. He knew. He danced back an eager step to take up his mission. He jerked his head to the side. "Can I take the kid?"

The kid was big hulking Leonnatos.

"Leonnatos, go with him."

Leonnatos’s broad shoulders expanded to their full breadth.

"I might need troops," Perdikkas prompted.

"Enlist Langaros,” Alexander said. “His men move very fast."

"I thought I would take my own Orestids."

But Alexander lifted his chin, no. "No one moves faster than my Agrianes. That’s not an insult. You know that."

The Agrianes were the best. The young mountain king of the Agrianes, Langaros, held a special place in Alexander’s regard. Langaros was ferocious as a wolf, devoted as a dog. Langaros’ tattooed barbarians made a frightening spectacle. The Agrianes were only one thousand strong, but tough, fast, and as disciplined as if Alexander had trained them himself.

Alexander had. But few men know that.

Perdikkas knew that.

Langaros’ men would make sure Perdikkas and Leonnatos had no trouble bringing Amyntas to the king.
"And Perdikkas," Alexander called as the two took off running down the dromos. "Not like Pausanias!"

Perdikkas and Leonnatos saddleded fresh horses at the stables. Perdikkas cast a glance up toward Aegai’s acropolis. Confessed, "Kid, between you, me and that stone, it did cross my mind that Pausanias might have a name to name."

Leonnatos frowned. "Then why didn't you let him live to speak the name?"

Perdikkas grabbed a fistful of his horse’s mane and vaulted astride. "Just in case he named Alexander."

Leonnatos missed his own mount, and ended up scrabbling after his daintily sidestepping horse.
When Leonnatos heaved himself into a sprawl over the horse’s withers, it balked at the unusual weight of the man. Leonnatos got himself straightened up and he glared at Perdikkas, face blazing.
"Of all the unholy—! You bastard. You—! How can you think!"

Perdikkas reined in a tight turn, snarled at young Leonnatos for a big dumb clot. “Kid. Everyone will think!"

Leonnatos coughed. Cried, "Alexander is the most pious man in the world. To kill you own—" Leonnatos couldn't even say it.
Father.

"Alexander couldn't kill Philip!” Leonnatos cried. “Could you?"
"Me? I loved that son of an Ilyrian whore. But Philip’s foot wasn't on my neck. If I were Alexander, I would have dreamed of this day a thousand times. And you and I both know Alexander's dreams don't stay in his head."

Leonnatos stroked the neck of his unfortunate horse. He brooded. Mumbled, "Then why did you throw at Pausanias?"

"Alexander said, 'Get him.'" Perdikkas put lash to his horse. "I got him."

*  *  *
Alexander toed the corpse.
He hates nothing so much as a traitor. Hates being made suspicious of his friends.
My hide crawled with a sense of menace so strong I snorted, stamped. I wanted to be away from the dead thing.

Moving shapes skulked to my other side.
Alexander spied them too. He leaned across my broad back to look, tensed. Then relaxed again. He knew these men.

These were the younger brothers of Alexander Lynkestes, who was the first man to call Alexander king. These two men had come up the hill so silently that Alexander’s remaining guards hadn’t noticed them.

I whickered and stamped my hoof.

The Lyncestians’ pale brown lynx eyes were ringed full round in white.

"Heromenes! Arrhabaios!" Alexander barked at them.
Full grown men, Heromenes and Arrhabaios, cringed down like puppies caught chewing a sandal.

I snorted at them.

Alexander moved around me, keeping one hand on my heavy haunch to let me know where he was. He pointed to each brother in turn. "Heromenes. Go to Pausanias' house. Arrhabaios. You to his tent. Search for something, a letter, foreign money, anything that might connect Pausanias to someone else! I want to know who moved Pausanias hand!"

Heromenes and Arrhabaios stared with the kind of dumb, stunned hesitation that could get a man killed in battle. What was wrong with these lynxes? They were twice Alexander’s age and battle-seasoned. Alexander's eyes widened. He detested doubt and delay.
Heromenes stammered, "Yes, Alexander." Heromenes pulled Arrhabaios by the cloak, and the two Lynkestian princes ran.

I bugled at their backs.
I wanted to trample them.

If there was anything incriminating to be found in Pausanias’ possession, upon their lives, Heromenes and Arrhabaios of Lynkestis would find it.
Alexander stepped away from Pausanias’ body. Called for guards.

"Crucify that!"

The guards removed the assassin’s body from the palace at a quick scrabbling, head-thumping drag. No point being neat about it.

My unshod hooves clopped on the hard stone court as I shifted.
This was probably the last time Alexander would ever be alone, without men around him.

He stepped up to the portico, rested a fist on a painted oaken pillar.
From the hills a leopard cried. You never hear them back in Pella, though there are paintings on the floors of the new palace, of Dionysos riding a leopard.

This is the old palace, here at Aegai. Dankness never leaves its walls. The paint is faded and grayed, blackened where torches smutted the stucco. The ancient earthen walls hold the cold even in summer. When the autumn rains come, the heavy tapestries can’t keep out the chill, the dampness, and the feeling of unimaginable age.

Unimaginable to my young king. Not to me, who remember the siege of Troy.
Persian blood was washed from this banquet hall ages ago, but it’s not hard to imagine it still here. Only the god knows what became of the bodies. I wasn’t here, and the story doesn’t say.
I remember the Persians’ march through the Ilion plain on their way here, past the long-ago crumbled walls of Troy. Those Persians never returned again. I doubt they were buried because I can feel their homeless spirits here in Aegai. They wander the dank halls, murmuring, stranded on the near side of the river Styx. When the wind blows you can hear them wailing.

The king in those days was named Alexander.

Now, in the first year of the 110th Olympiad, on the first of the month of Dios, begins the reign of my Alexander, the third Makedonian king to bear the name. The only one who will ever matter.

Alexander was born in the Dog Star’s heat, on the sixth of the month of Loios, the very day that the great temple of Artemis at Ephesos burned to the ground.

When such events collide, of gods and kings, such things are never coincidence.

The new king is twenty years old.



O Father, dread Father,

What can I say, what can I do

To reach you from afar

To speed to you there where the grave keeps you

A light to match your darkness

—Aeschylus Choephoroi 315-319
Tears for her father flowed without stop. Everyone thought the young bride's grief touching. The tears were not for grief. They were for anger.

Still arrayed in her wedding dress of fine, white linen, Kleopatra had torn the myrtle wreath and white flowers from her blond hair before she tended her father's corpse. Hated him. Hated him. And could not stop crying.

It fell to Philip's daughters to clean and anoint his body with perfumed oil and dress it in a clean robe. None of his wives would mourn him, except for his latest one. And Eurydike's tears were for terror more than grief. The new master of this kingdom was son of a vengeful woman.

Alexander had sent for his mother.
Kleopatra wondered why her brother didn't just kill Eurydike now and get it done. Stupid woman had thought there could be a queen after Olympias. So she learns.
But Alexander had always been a defender of women, even more than he was a defender of men. He had stood by Kleopatra and silenced the tongues that wagged when she made eyes at her guards and the musicians at court.
Alexander had told Eurydike he was not going to her hurt or her baby. He also told her she was not queen anymore.

He should have made Eurydike tend this dead body.

For the king's bier Kleopatra had ordered the servants bring a narrow cedarwood couch with lathe-turned legs, and woven cords on which to lay a mattress. And a lion skin to cover the mattress. The lion was one of those that Philip had killed himself, an old one, its mane nearly black. The hide had draped Philip's throne for many years, and now its fur was rubbed off in places. He’d been so proud of it. Let him take it with him.

Kleopatra commanded the servants to lay the king on the lionskin, and to position the couch in the palace antechamber. She thought they would have known to point his feet toward the door, but she had to tell them everything. She even had to tell them to make the mourning garlands out of pomegranate boughs and asphodel for the underworld.

Stupid creatures kept wanting to use the wedding garlands.

It remained for Kleopatra to paint her father's face. She bullied little Thessalonki into staying to help her. Thessaloniki was only her amphimatora, sister by a different mother. Kleopatra had plenty of those, but only one full sibling, her brother Alexander.

Ten-year-old Thessaloniki shrank behind her tambourine. Its gay ribbons trembled. "Aren't you afraid of bad luck?" She edged toward the door.

"Bad luck!" Kleopatra cried. "You mean it gets worse!" She grabbed Thessaloniki by the wrist and made her stay. Kleopatra, fifteen and a bedded bride, was so much older than this baby. She had no patience with whining and she refused to face this alone. "He's your father too! Though only one of us was born of a proper mother!"

Kynna ought to be stuck with this. Kynna was oldest daughter. Kynna was a huntress and knew about dead things. Kynna was also married, pregnant, and not here. Kleopatra wished with all her might that she could be pregnant and not here.
How long did it take to tell? She caged her fingers around her neck, imagined it was wider. Yes, definitely wider. No one would make her do this if she were pregnant.

Everything had been going so right. Then you, she frowned at the corpse. Leave it to you to ruin everything that's mine.
Kleopatra had been much courted as a maid. She had brought her father many fat oxen from hopeful suitors. He had accepted for her a husband who was young and beautiful—mother's kin were all beauties, down to herself and Alexander—and he was a king in his own right, though vassal to Philip, as all Hellenes were. Sex had been better than anyone had led her to believe. She’d been braced for something disgusting. These other women must be doing it wrong. Everything had been perfect.

And there it was, wasn't it? Too much good Fortune, and even the gods become jealous.

Hunger ground in her belly. She’d eaten nothing except a few figs she caught during the procession. 
Death smell made something roll inside.

Servants stoked the censors with myrrh. Goatskin bags of the precious stuff from Arabia sat handy at the golden-clawed feet of the high, volute stands. Perfumed oil burned in the torches, so there were not too many flies. Kleopatra's nose thickened with tears and soon she could not smell anything. The air tasted sharp.

Blood had seeped from Philip's mouth and dried on his beard. She tried to get it out without bruising the skin. Dead flesh turned purple under her fingers. She put makeup over the bruises, but the white lead did not disguise the purple. She put it on thicker. It looked ghastly. She was making a mess of this.

Two black streaks of kohl ran from her painted eyes and tracked her own makeup.
A single drop fell on Philip's face, rolled off, a snail trail on the part she had done right.
A whine curled up from her closed throat, and opened into a cry. "Nooooooo!"

She sat down on the painted floor and beat on her knees. "Mormo take this! Mormo take you! Mormo! Mormo!" She invoked childhood terrors.
Thessaloniki sat down as well, huddled against the lion skin, and hugged her knees. "I wish I were dead. I wish I were dead. Kleopatra, let's die together. Let someone else dress us up in our best clothes with all our jewelry."

"No!" Kleopatra cried, sending all the little gold pendants of her necklace jingling. "And if you kill yourself now, I'll take all your dresses and bury you naked!"

"Oh!" Thessaloniki scrambled to her feet and ran out.

Alexander opened the door, blinked against the myrrh smoke. The antechamber was thick with it. He stood still a moment, eyes adjusting to the dimness. All the scented torches could not break this gloom. They made it worse.

His father's face seemed to float, stark, garish, his full lips purpled and slack-hung on a pasty field. The white lead makeup stood out in startling contrast against his strong black beard and dark, saturnine head of curls. It was an uneven face, the muscles lax in dreadful sleep. The two mismatched halves had combined in life to look exactly right, exactly Philip. In death they looked altogether wrong.

I don't even know this man.

Wrong too was his sister Kleopatra curled up at the couch's feet, sobbing. "I don't have a p-p-purse.”
Alexander produced the two coins for his father's eyelids so they would not shrink open as dead men's eyes will. It was not a gaze he wanted to meet.

“There,” he said.

"And I c-c-couldn't find his d-dagger. And his c-c-cup."
Alexander bent low to look underneath the couch. There was a cup of water. 
"Not that,” Kleopatra cried. “That’s not his. Some old woman put that under there."

It was a wine cup, there to collect the bad luck. It was filled with water, the easier to toss the bad luck out. Old superstition that. He left it.

"I can’t find his cup! The really b-big one. He sleeps with it, doesn't he? He'll w-want his dagger and his cup!" Her voice climbed to a piercing whine. "And I c-can't find them!"

Alexander nodded, hushed her. "I'll put them under his pillow."

Philip's cup weighed fifty drachm, so you could scarcely call it a cup. It was a libation bowl. Philip did nothing small. He didn’t drink small.
Cups were special objects, personal. You kept yours with you. And the dagger, well, that was merely common sense. It was not right that he should be without either one.

Alexander drew his own dagger and cut a lock of blond hair to lay on the body. It was a big lock. Its loss left a jagged section in his own blond mane. His hair would look odd to all the suppliants in the king's audience hall. Everyone would know why.

Kleopatra rubbed out her tears with the backs of her wrists.

Alexander reached down, grasped a chalky hand and pulled her to her feet. She was a light burden.

"Alexander, am I married?"

The question sent him sailing. "Is there a reason you wouldn’t be?"

"It's not finished!" she cried. "They haven't performed the plays. My husband hasn't taken me home. He hasn't carried me over his threshold. We haven't sacrificed together at his hearth. How am I to do that? His palace is in Epeiros! That's over mountains!"

"I've been," Alexander reminded her. “You were there.”
Kleopatra sucked in a sob. "Gamos agamos," she breathed. A marriage that is no marriage. A fatal marriage. "I haven't been introduced to the gods of his house. Are they going to take me like this?"

"We won't send you home unpurified." He smoothed stray strands of her long blond hair out of her wet face. No longer a maid, she would never wear it so again. "Stop bleating."

"Am I married?"

"Of course you are. I mean—you did . . .?" He foundered, embarrassed.

"We did," Kleopatra said.

"You're married," Alexander said.
"Oh, thank you, Hera!" She threw back her head and shouted skyward with lifted arms. She need not stay in this horrible kingdom. Then suddenly she feared for her brother who must. "Are you king?"

"Yes." No doubt in the answer.

Kleopatra wasn’t sure that was a good thing. They never lived long, Makedonian kings. Philip had gone out rather old as they went. Philip was forty-six. They were usually murdered much younger.
Kleopatra turned her back on the body. "I feel nauseous. My necklace is tight. I think I'm pregnant. I shouldn't do this. It’s impure. Does my neck look fat?" she asked hopefully.

A woman's neck was said to mirror the neck of the womb as it swelled shut around a planted seed.

Alexander put his arms around his sister. "Kleopatra, I feel nauseous." And his own throat felt quite thick.

Kleopatra pulled away, clawing at her golden pendants. "Should I be wearing this? Am I in mourning or am I celebrating! Why did he have to do this now! Nothing is right!"

Alexander touched his father's cold, rigidly folded hands. One finger was bruised black where the ring hand been. The royal seal was gone. "The ring," he said in quiet alarm.

His worry seemed to calm her. "People came asking for it," she said. "I told them you had it."

"But I don't."

Kleopatra lifted a drooping fold in her dress to reveal the heavy gold ring looped through her belt. She unclasped the Herakles knot that fastened her belt and cast it properly aside. So there was a reason she had put off that sign of mourning. He’d wondered at the belt, but hadn’t said anything.

"Yes, you do have it." She dropped the ring into Alexander's palm.

The massive band of soft metal was lopsided from wear. The waxy chalcedony sealstone, the kind called bloodstone, was engraved with a matrix for a radiant star. Flecks of red in the dark green-black stone caught the torchlight like sparks.

A star had exploded the day a Temenid king had died. The kingdom of the Makedones had been carved from sunlight.

Alexander slid the signet onto his own forefinger. Though he had not quite his father's stature, his hands were broad, warrior's hands, and the ring fit snug as if made for his hand.

Alexander made a fist. He asked darkly, "Who asked for this?"
Who would dare?

"Two of the Lynkestians. Not the eldest one. The other two."

"Heromenes and Arrhabaios," Alexander said. He knew the names of all his father's Companions. A Companion would hardly lead his tribesmen into battle for a king who didn’t know his name.

"They said they had to get the ring for their brother."

"No,” Alexander said. “They meant me."
Lynkestes’ name was Alexander too. No wonder Kleopatra was confused.
"Alexander Lynkestes was the first man to hail me king. He's not about to challenge me. Did anyone else ask for this?"

“Attalos’ wife.”

Attalos was in Asia. Alexander dismissed that threat with a backhand wave.

Kleopatra had never yet succeeded in getting Alexander to punish a woman. Not even now when the woman was wife to that most loathed of men. 

“She put her hands on me,” Kleopatra said. “I bit her. I want her flogged.”

Kleopatra may as well have turned into a singing bird for all Alexander was paying attention. Well that he recognized that women had little control of their lives and should suffer little consequences, but this was wife of Attalos, most loathed of men. Kleopatra wanted Attalos’ wife dead.

“Who else asked for the ring? Men, I mean.”

"Several. They knew I was lying when I said I didn’t have it, but nobody dared touch me."

"Who were they?"

"I don't know! Am I broad-robed Helen, goddess among women, that I can name all the Akhaean soldiers on the Trojan plain?"

Alexander had no answer to that. How could he expect her to catalog his Companions? She knew too many men's names as it was.

Kleopatra sniffled. "Where is Alexander?"

"Which Alexander?"

"My husband Alexander Neoptolemou!" She pounded his arm with her fist. "The King of Epeiros!"

"Making sacrifice, I think," Alexander said. His sister's fists fell like pelting rain.

As among the Makedones, a king of the Epeirotes was his peoples’ high priest. Alexander Neoptolemou would need to propitiate whichever gods were angry now on his wedding day. 
Alexander Neoptolemou of Epeiros took omens very seriously. *
His new queen, Kleopatra, gave a horrified whisper, hands to her belly, "The sins of the father will be on his children!"

"I promise you, Kleopatra, we are not cursed.” 
Alexander had a way of saying things that gave you no choice but to believe.

What happened today was the work of a man. The gods had not turned on Philip. The gods had tried to warn him, only Philip had been too proud to hear.

"You’re polluted, of course," Alexander told her. As were all the women of his house. "But that washes off."

Alexander touched a gold oak leaf at Philip's brow. The gold wreath had somehow got crushed flat. Philip had fallen on it when he died. "Can't you straighten that?" Alexander said.*
Kleopatra started to shake, huge, sobbing jolts. Something just now penetrated her armor. Giant tears of a little girl spilled from her eyes. "Appu!" she bleated.
Daddy!
Quickly, Alexander tried to eat his words. "No. Never mind. It's fine, Kleopatra. Really, it looks fine. We can let the mourners in now."

The great doors parted to the gray light, and Kleopatra fled, sobbing.

Alexander paused over the couch.

Philip was no giant among men. The difference in height between father and son was less than a handspan, but Philip, for his fleshy brawn, for his dark forceful being, for that booming voice from his barrel chest, had always seemed so much more than he physically was. 
Alexander searched for that man now, the titan of his childhood.

When did you become so small?

Heard people on the dromos. They would be coming to see the king in his audience hall.

Alexander adjusted the flattened crown on his father's black curls. Bent some of the crimped leaf stems back up.
Like a wreathed bull. His mouth filled with bitterness.

He spat and withdrew.

***

Hephaistion had stood his post since before dawn.
By design, the royal treasury was the most inaccessible chamber in the palace complex, not that much remained in it after the wedding of Philip's daughter.

When the noise broke out, temptation to abandon post and go investigate pulled on Hephaistion hard. Women screeched as if someone had died. And even after the furor quieted down, an earnest tenor infected the men's voices that echoed down the lightwells.

Hephaistion paced his isolated corridor. At daybreak he snuffed out the flames of the triple-wicked oil lamps set on their bronze stands. A shaft of dim light from the clerestory in the upper hall fell across the gypsum steps.

He made a quick foray up from the depths to look. Met only another deserted hallway, washed in the gray light of a sunless dawn.

He skipped back down to his post. In a while, he darted up again, glanced left and right.

At the end of the long corridor, someone dashed crosswise in the direction of the armory. Hephaistion hailed him, "What is happening!"

Without pausing: "Philip is dead!" The man’s footsteps quickly faded.

Hephaistion skipped back down the stairs to his post at the treasury.

At least he knew. He had known that someone was dead.

It wasn't Alexander.

That calmed him for the moment. Then he thought he ought to be with Alexander, in case he needed another sword arm.
Yet he must not abandon his post. If the treasury were looted on his watch, then Hephaistion would be escorting Philip across the Styx.

No.  That would be too good for him. Philip would throw him out of the boat.

Hours dragged, and though he could hear many voices, few of the sounds arrived intact as words.
Shadows shortened to nothing. Torment eased in knowing that Lysimachos was due to relieve him at midday.

Timekeeping was not an exact science—there was no use in it, one moment being as good as the next for getting things done—but when the sun slanted first through the eastern clerestories and now from the west, and no one showed, Hephaistion realized that his relief was not coming.

Hephaistion paced the double watch, dying down here with the lengthening shadows.

Another foray up, taking the steps by twos and threes. Looked for someone to spell him. There was no one. Down again.

This wing of the palace felt entirely deserted, its warren of tight gloomy corridors so vast and ever-turning one might hide a minotaur in it. Ranks of great clay pithoi laden with grain crowded the black-shadowed storage rooms. More of the giant storage jars lay buried up to their necks in the earthen floor, filled with last year's wine, their wide mouths stopped with clay and impressed with the palace signet.

Hephaistion prowled the grain rooms in hopes of finding a seal chewed off by a rodent. Raw grain would do right now.

He wondered if he were being an ass for staying here.

Later in the day, someone did come. A furtive scraping tread started down the stairs.

Hephaistion rapped the bronze butt end of his spear on the floor.
The sound scrabbled to a halt then retreated in a quick scurry like an overlarge rat.

Convinced him to stay on watch.
Long diffuse shadows tilted from the upper hall.
One of Philip's forced marches was easier to bear than this.

In the empty quiet, things he never heard became sounds—the soles of his boots crunching on grit, the clink of his armor scales, the squeak of leather, the high-pitched squeal of something very small dying somewhere within the black corridors.
The backs of his knees ached from standing too long. A kink nagged in the small of his back.

By now only his cuirass was holding him up straight. The four bronze plates circled his upper body in a stiff cage, the shoulder pieces tied in front by leather thongs. Leather flanges overlaid with bronze hung below his waist in two tiers over his red chiton that brushed his knees and rustled with each footstep. He held his tall spear like an old man's staff.

Cold sweat plastered curls against his scalp under the bronze. His helmet was a Makedonian one, round like a skull, with a flare at the nape and a narrow metal crest up the middle like a young cock's comb. Cheek pieces followed the line of his jaw to his mouth. It left his nose unprotected but afforded a wide view. In a conical Illyrian helmet his face felt naked; and in a Corinthian helmet, for all its striking looks, you might as well have your head in a bucket.

His sword hung heavy on its wide bronze-studded baldric slung over his shoulder. The sword was a cavalryman's curved makhaira, singled-edged, with a curved grip and broad heel to keep it from slipping loose on the down-slash. Hephaistion didn’t own an infantryman's xiphos, the double-edged straight sword. He had no used for it. He and Alexander were horsemen.

He didn’t own a shield either. He’d got this one from the armory. It hadn’t been this heavy this morning.
He played at catching the light on its polished bronze face etched with five concentric rings—which were a sun symbol after all. The first Makedonian king had carved his kingdom out of sunlight.

Then the dark closed in, and he had nothing with which to light the oil lamps.

He spied one of the palace ferrets stealing along the wall with dainty mincing steps, a dead rat clamped in its tiny daggered jaws.

He couldn’t stay here another watch, and didn’t know what he was going to do if no one came to relieve him. He began to feel like an Olympic victor in a satyr play—a prize prat.

In the closing dusk, torchlight washed the stairs and bobbed to the beat of running footsteps. Looters, he hoped. Hephaistion threw his shield aside and pointed his spear up the stairs, ready, even eager now, to kill someone.

A strapping figure behind a torch barreled down the steps. Whites of eyes flared and he careened to a halt at the spearpoint, nearly impaling himself on it, his torch waving for balance. "Hephaistion!"

Peukestas.
The third watch. At last.

Hephaistion put up his spear and pulled his helmet off his short sweaty curls. "By all the gods! What is happening?"

Peukestas turned a curious circle, looking for someone who was absent. "You're not supposed to be here."

"I know that!" Wanted to stab him.

"Where's Lysimachos?" Stupid question and Peukestas didn't wait for an answer, "You've been down here all this time? Alexander is king! Philip's dead. In the theatre. Pausanias did it."

"Pausanias?"

"I know. Wouldn't you rather anyone else? A courtesan? Your mother-in-law? But Pausanias? By the Dog!"

"Aye."

"Alexander took right over. We acclaimed him out on the field. You should have heard it. Maybe you did hear it --"

"Already?" Hephaistion cried. "It's done?"
"It's done."

"I wasn't there!"

"It's all done. That's our little Alexander. There's not much blood really. All's calm. I'd have thought the streets would be flowing." Nervous shock ran under Peukestas’ breezy words. "Only been a few arrests. Nothing to call a purge. But it can't be over, can it? Alexander hasn't reordered anything yet. Everyone's still in his same position, same duties—"
"In that case I am going to kill Lysimachos!" Hephaistion threw down his spear. "He was supposed to be here!" He crouched to take the knot out of his lower back. Everything creaked, leathers, knees. "Where is Alexander?"

"Ha!" Peukestas said, re-filling all the oil lamps and lighting them. "At what given moment? Better luck chasing an eagle. You might catch him in the audience hall. Lots of people want to talk to him."

Hephaistion ran up the stairs, unlacing the leather ties of his cuirass.
He surfaced to a new world.

It was something they talked of often in dreams and plans, he and Alexander.
"When you are king . . . ."
"When I am king. . . ."

Both knew the day would come. Suddenly it was here, too soon, and done without Hephaistion.

Hephaistion had wished Alexander the kingship. What had he done?

A question had been put to them once in school. Aristotle asked them: Is it truly possible to wish the greatest good for a friend?

The whole pack of Alexander’s schoolmates insisted straightaway, that of course they wished the greatest good for their best friend.
Then that fragile looking man with the huge skull and thinning hair said, "The greatest good would be what? To become a god, I should think. Then remember, to wish godhood upon your friend is to wish him lost to you. So even though your friend would be supremely blest, is that what you want? Now answer."
Hephaistion needed to reconsider that one.

Alexander, faced with the same question, hadn’t hesitated. Caught between two unacceptable alternatives, Alexander never failed to kick loose a third. Irritated Aristotle to no end. "I wish you divinity," Alexander had told Hephaistion. "I wish to be a god too and go with you. If I become a god first, I shall make you one."
Feeling far from divine, Hephaistion hiked to the palace, to the antechamber where the women dutifully wept. Muddy tracks of countless pilgrims traced a ring on the painted floor around the couch where a figure lay on a battered lionskin, looking very small.

A miasma of spiced smoke and scented oil made Hephaistion cough. The smoke laced up his nose, prickled. Eyes watered. The censors were caked with black charred residue. Surely one freshly dead man on a cold day could not stink that badly to need so much myrrh.
But the costly offering was as much for luck as for keeping away maggots. The particular stench that clung to this death would never, never go away.
Hephaistion drew near to the body.

Philip had always seemed a giant, though Hephaistion was taller.
He had to wonder who this shrunken being was.

Locks of hair offered by mourners mounded the body. One stood out odd for its perfect blackness. Darker than Philip's own, it was coarse and long and straight and laid alongside a much too thick lock of sunscorched blond hair, slightly curled.
Hephaistion touched the black lock. Horsehair. He guessed it was a piece of Boukephalos' mane.

Hephaistion laid a copper curl over the black and blond.

He splashed himself with water from the great clay pithos by the door and went out.

He didn’t go to the throne room. His stomach knotted, and he couldn’t bear it another minute. Between Philip's sacrifice this morning and Alexander's this evening, there would be plenty of meat this day. He went in search of something to eat.

***
At length all the ambassadors from all the subject allies of Makedonia ended up in Alexander's audience hall. Some came straight away, some only after they discovered that they could not go home. They came in grumbling, frightened lots.
Alexander had a poet's memory and he knew when he had talked to every one, and taken their affirmations of allegiance.
The ambassadors still could not go home.

Alexander told them: "As you came out of respect for my father, you shall stay out of respect for my father. After my father's funeral, I shall escort you safely to my border with a message for you to take home to your people. Until then, you are still my honored guests."

He reminded them of the terms of the Common Peace to which they had all sworn two years before. The article was graven in stone: I will not overthrow the sovereignty of Philip or his heir . . . .

When asked about the expedition against Persia, Alexander informed them that he would not give it up. Low murmurs rumbled through the chamber at that. But even Alexander, who put off nothing until tomorrow, agreed that there could be no invasion this season. It wasn’t realistic.
 He didn’t tell them there had been severe flaws in Philip’s battle plan from the start, mostly involving supply lines.
There could be no campaign this season.

He vowed that in early spring a united Hellas would march on the Barbarian.

That met with groans, some of them out loud.

Alexander came out of his throne. "You were assembled here for a purpose, and it is not the glory of Philip!"

Alexander told them that their duty had not ended with Philip’s death. Philip was not a king like Persia's Great King, who demanded earth and water from his subjects, token tributes to acknowledge that the Persian owned all their lands and all the rivers that flowed through them. Alexander asked them where was the Hellene who could abide that kind of rule. The Persian expected men to grovel like worms at the approach of a mortal man.

Alexander bounded down from his raised dais, too agitated to stay in one place. He walked among the ambassadors, told them to their faces they were no man's servants. 
"We glorify only the gods. No Hellene bows to another man! No man grovels in the dirt before me!"
That dragged a reluctant murmur of approval from the sea of men. The Makedonian had not demanded groveling.
"You do not bow to me. Every one of you calls me by name."
Alexander clapped a hand on the shoulders of men as he passed them, looked them in the eyes and spoke their names.
"I belong to you, and it is my duty and birthright to lead you against the Barbarian and drive him from all Hellenic lands." 
No tribute. No earth. No water. No bowing before mortal men. For the glory of Hellas, Alexander would lead the Makedones and the men of all Hellas against the Persian. "We will drive him from all of Hellas. This we will do, I swear!"

And he had them. Had them cheering. They left his presence, all on fire.

Now if they carried that fire home, all would be well.

***
Alexander went outside, his head ringing from hearth smoke and stale air of the crowded audience hall. He took off his crown, ran his fingers back through his hair.

Ripening blackberries nodded at the forest edge. From the twilight fields drifted sounds of goatbells and a rooster. A great stillness held the low hills. He felt with it a sense of unreality and loss.
It started to rain.

He felt half of himself missing. It left him as disoriented as losing a shadow or an arm.

"Where is Hephaistion?"

***

Alexander’s split reed frayed. He took his dagger to it and trimmed a new point.
He sheathed the dagger, slid it back under his pillow.
The ink had dried on his block of gum and carbon black. He spat on it, dipped the pen. Ended the letter with his customary farewell: Erroso. Be strong.

From outside his chamber, he heard footsteps approach in familiar cadence. Heard the footsteps halt at a challenge from the pages in the antechamber.
Alexander was already on his feet when the page stepped in.
"Let him in!"

The page made way for Hephaistion.
***

"Basileu,” Hephaistion hailed him.

And was suddenly wearing Alexander. He felt his hard embrace, his fists against his back. Smelled sweet myrrh and spice smoke on his hair.
"I shall have to get used to that," Hephaistion said. "Asking to come in. I thought I was going to walk right in. They drew on me."

And even Hephaistion couldn't fault the pages’ caution. He reined in his quick anger. A king had died today. And the king’s boys weren’t much younger than the new king.

Alexander marched out to the antechamber and presented Hephaistion to the pages on this watch, "This man is my friend. I love him more than life."
So much for asking to come in ever again.

Alexander was wearing an undyed chiton in mourning, but it was belted because he still wore a sword. Finally he took it off and looped his baldric over a wall hook within ready reach. "Where were you?"

His mouth pressed into a hard line, Hephaistion pointed straight down.

Alexander’s blond brows skyed. "In the cellar? All day?"

Hephaistion nodded down, sour.

The young king’s sunny face turned stormy. "Who missed his watch?"

Hephaistion, thinking better of beginning Alexander's reign by getting a friend flogged, said, "It's all right. He's already dead." Hephaistion dropped into the chair and extended his long legs. His lower back sang in pleasant pain. "I fed him to my dogs."

Alexander nodded. In a moment he thought to confirm, "Not really." Hephaistion counted some horrific wolf mutts among his pets.

Hephaistion lifted his chin slightly, disappointed. "No."

"He was derelict," Alexander said, a guarded look in his eyes. Asking if lenience was really in order.

Hephaistion gave a very thin smile, spoke tightly, "He didn't want to miss your acclamation."
That was an excuse Alexander had to forgive.

Hephaistion hadn’t meant to say anything more of it, but bitter irony found its way out: "And me, he knew I didn't care to be there."
Hephaistion would have given anything to have been there.

"I have your oath from a long time ago," Alexander said.

There had come a moment for deciding. Two winters ago, when Alexander declared war on his father, and quit the kingdom to raise an army. Alexander would make the declaration more than a boy’s angry words. Six friends threw their lot in with Alexander over their lawful king, and followed him into exile.
When peace was made between Philip and Alexander, Philip allowed, out of all Alexander’s exiled friends, only Hephaistion to come home with Alexander.
Philip had allowed that much only because of a promise on Amyntor’s deathbed to look after Amyntor’s son as his own. For the other five of Alexander’s traitorous friends, they saw fit to choose exile over Philip, they could rot in exile.

One of Alexander's first commands as king, right here right now, was to order the other five home.

"You don’t need to give me your oath again, Hephaistion."

"I'll bet it was grand," Hephaistion said, grudgingly wistful.

Alexander gave a boyish chuckle, eyes wide and shining, dazzled despite himself. "It was extraordinary." And he told him all about Antipater presenting him to the assembled armies.
At last he returned to his letters. "How do you spell Trakhis?"

"I’m not sure.”
Alexander reached under the bed.  Dragged out his chest of woven reeds wherein he kept his most precious twenty-four scrolls. The chest was beat up, its reeds frayed. He'd had it forever. He picked out the scroll marked B, the second book. Most of the city-states were catalogued in the second book. He checked the spelling of the city-state of Trakhis. Pretty sure he knew it, but it would not do to appear ignorant when he wrote to its citizens.

"Why isn't your secretary doing this?" Hephaistion moved a letter with his foot. There were rolls of papyrus everywhere. There had to be a letter to every city in Hellas in here. "Or don't you trust that Hellene to write these?"
The royal secretary was not Makedonian born.
"I trust Eumenes well enough. I have him busy with the Royal Journal. He'll be all month recording what happened today."

He fell silent, fixed Hephaistion with a significant gaze. Hesitantly, almost a question, and too softly for the pages in the outer chamber to overhear, Alexander said, "There are only seven men in the Royal Bodyguard again."
The death of the assassin Pausanias had left the void.

Hephaistion didn’t know what he was meant to make of that statement. He let the silence stretch.

Alexander continued, "I have decided not to replace the eighth. You don't mind?"

Slow to pick up the import, Hephaistion wondered why Alexander was asking him if he minded.
Then: Me!
The eighth Bodyguard.

To be chosen to the Royal Bodyguard was a high, high honor. The highest. It was not actual guard duty, of course. Guard duty was a page's job. The men of the Royal Bodyguard were Companions, seasoned warriors, old generals, who would be kings themselves if the Makedones ever splintered back into their old tribes.

Hephaistion recoiled, as if struck with something rotting. "No. Keep the son of a bitch. I don't want Pausanias' title."

Saw relief in Alexander’s smile. "I didn't think you would."

Before Pausanias there had been no such position as Captain of the Bodyguard. There had never been rank among the Bodyguard. That title had been created by Philip especially for Pausanias.
Alexander was happy to let it die with Pausanias.

"I don't want to be a Bodyguard until I've done something for it," Hephaistion said. He was far from a modest man, but he could just imagine what men would call him were he to go vaulting over all the rest of them—seasoned generals and venerable Companions—straight from page to Bodyguard.

They would probably call him Pausanias.

Alexander accepted this, saying nothing. He waved the ink dry on the papyrus, dragged the oil lamp nearer and read over his letter. Fire-colored glints shifted across his yellow hair.

Moths spiraled into the oil flame, lured inside by the deadly light. They made soft hisses when they fell in.

Hephaistion stirred himself from the chair, moved a pile of rolls aside to sit next to Alexander. The shadow of one creature with two heads fell across the wall, jumped with the fire.

Alexander looked up. He sat perfectly still, his head tilted to one side, tremendous eyes lifted upward as if in communion with a god. Hephaistion knew not to speak when he looked like that, but followed his stare, hoping maybe he would see something this time, but he never did.

Energy sparked and crackled in him like the sky before lightning. He thrived when things were not easy.

But even Alexander wearied. Deep set eyes shifted under his strong brow. His full lips parted as if about to speak. He didn't. He dropped from that trancelike gaze and rubbed his eyes.

"Go to sleep," Hephaistion said.

"I can't."

"Mortal men must sleep."

A brooding expression clouded Alexander’s features. "I know." Hated being mortal.

He slid down until his head rested on Hephaistion's leg. His ring snagged a gold thread on the bedcover that was purple wool, embroidered stars gleaming in an all-over pattern like a woman's dress.
He relaxed his grip from the reed. It rolled from his hand.
For all the letters he’d written, he knew that diplomacy sometimes required a sword.
He murmured, "The earth feels spongy way down deep."

Hephaistion convulsed, ready to bolt outside to open ground. "Earthquake?"

"Yes. But not that kind.”
Hephaistion relaxed, let his back rest against the wall. He echoed, "Not that kind."

The night became quiet. All the voices were hushed.

Lamplight flickered on the bronze applique of the headboard embossed with figures of two horses. The lapping flame made them move. They became stallions fighting for sovereignty of a herd.

Hephaistion thought Alexander was asleep, but then he spoke, "My father is dead."

And nothing to follow for a long time.
At length Alexander murmured again, "Aristotle was right."

"About what this time?"

"You need to have friendship to live." He lifted eyes to Hephaistion for comment. "Some of those things he says about ideal friends. I think he got them from us."

Friendship was a single soul dwelling in two bodies, Aristotle had said.

"I know he did."

Alexander's breathing evened. Hephaistion leaned over to see the eyes had closed. The brittle new kingship was gone from him for a few hours.

He snuffed the oil lamp. Could not reach the candle Alexander had used to seal the letters. He let it burn down. It fizzled into a pool of beeswax.

He settled back against the wall, gazed out the narrow window as the clouds cleared to show stars shining in cold brightness.

And did not move till dawn lest he wake him.



O Shining, violet-crowned and famed in song,
Bulwark of Hellas, glorious Athens, divine city!
-- Pindar

Golden orioles that had come to Attika while the figs were ripe took shelter in the brittle yellow leaves of the plane trees. The trees had grown large since Kimon first planted them in a greater age than this one, back when men had vision. Athenians today rested on the greatness of their past. And Kimon's trees spread shady branches over the crowded ways of the Athenian agora, as the parched land wallowed in its red dust haze waiting for the rains of autumn.

Athens was still the prettiest city Ptolemy had ever seen. It was not a horrible place to spend one's exile.

Then suddenly he stepped wrong, snared by a pair of painted eyes. He had to make an ungainly lean and an awkward step to stay upright.
Came a woman wearing a dress the color an admiral flies to signal war. Trouble. City-burning, thousand-ship trouble.
Ptolemy was a rational, virtuous, temperate student of Aristotle.
He was a dead man.

All his virtues went flapping out his ears like bats.

She was nothing he believed in. He should keep walking. But the eyes stroked him. Her hips rolled under the sun-crimped pleats of her linen dress.
Ptolemy had seen how women made all those pleats, pulling the wet fabric from the river, twisting and crimping the linen, and laying it so on rocks to dry. It had looked like a lot of silly wrinkles.

Its effect on this woman's body was incredible. The pleats rippled and flowed over her curves like running water. The thin fabric outlined her nipples. They were pointed with interest. She may as well have been naked.

She was out of control, out of bounds, a pure female force.

At least he could be certain she was no man's wife. He need not die for this.

Her glossy black hair came up under his nose—all jasmine and frankincense. Her face tilted up, made him feel tall.
He tasted mint leaves on her breath. Her chin was smooth and rounded, no dimples to mar it. "Makedone."

An accusation? A dare?

"Who told you?" Ptolemy asked.

"Your hat." She reached up, snatched his wide-brimmed kausia. It looked much better on her. "And you're over-dressed."

"What's wrong with the way I'm dressed?"

A soft hand ran along a wide lavish border of his chiton. "Too rich. Athenian men all look alike."

Ptolemy had noticed that. Athenian men wore plain colors with narrow borders. "Then how can you tell who is anyone?"

"No one wants to look like he thinks he is better than the next man. Athenian men are all supposed to be equal."

"Is that why it's illegal to hit a slave in Athens? They’re afraid they might hit a citizen by mistake?"

She smiled. "No. Everyone knows who is important. If you need jewelry and wide borders to say so, then you are not." She gave his lavish border a saucy flip.

"You dress differently from other women."

The other women, cloaked to the eyes, slipped like shadows through the crowds, their hydriai balanced on their heads, on their way to the fountain house.

Like an oriole amid dull sparrows was this woman. Golden bees pinned her dress at intervals down her white arms to form loose sleeves. A man wearing sleeves—or closed-toe sandals like hers—was no man at all.

She tossed her head. Golden pendants shimmered under her ears. "I am allowed. You must know what I am."

She meant he must know how much she was. Had to be the price of three—maybe four—hundred bridge girls.

"I want to sit,” she announced like a demanding child.

"And do I look like a slave?" Ptolemy said.

Those gem black eyes traveled down his body, took in the hard, knife-edged sinew. Ptolemy was thirty years old, craggily featured. Even when he was a youth, no one wrote Ptolemy’s name is a kalos cup. But the jaunty, short chlamys slung over his knotty shoulder was royal purple. Made him handsome enough for any woman.

"No, you don't look like my slave. I sent that silly cow home. She couldn't keep me in the shade. Now I have to carry my own parasol."
His cue. Ptolemy took the ivory sunshade, held it over her.

"And she took the folding chair. I have no where to sit."

She wants to sit. Ptolemy looked for a place to sit. Parasol held over the hetaira, Ptolemy shaded his own dusty-blue eyes with an anti-Makedonian pamphlet. The papyrus was a poor sheet from the middle of the roll, and not a very good speech besides. In the end he found a good use for it.

They had come to the center of the agora, where the Athenians used to hold their ritual dancing in an ancient day. These days, this part of the agora was the sacred precinct, where the law kept vendors from tossing up their wattle-roofed kiosks against the temple walls, or spreading their blankets of wares in the shadows of heroes, or pushing their geese in your face and offering you a good price.
There was nowhere to sit here.

At last Ptolemy looked straight up at a statue. Its plinth stood at eye level. "Here." He slapped the plinth. The red dust, which was everywhere, puffed up in little curls.

Her red bow-curved lips bent down. "It's dusty."

"You are never satisfied. Why did you send your slave home? Are you not allowed one attendant in public?"

"I have you now."

"Don't you know you cannot get a decent slave in Makedonia?"

"Then what do you do for slaves in Makedonia?"

"We use Athenians."

"Ha!"

"Actually, we don't have many slaves. Only in the palace complex, really," he informed her, and immediately cringed inside. Oh yes, she would be breathless to know the customs of the Makedones.
"Then how do you get any work done?"

"That’s what wives are for."

"Then it is well that I am not one of those." Her bracelets jingled with the crossing of her arms. She turned half away. That glossy black hair reached clear down to those round hips.

He pushed her parasol back into her hand. As the pretty, red lips parted in surprised insult, he whisked off his short purple cloak, spread it on the dusty plinth, then, hands to her waist, lifted her up as if she weighed nothing at all.

She kicked in pleasure, childlike at her new perch. It gave Ptolemy a glimpse of alabaster smooth calves. She had waxed. He had to wonder how far up.

She pouted. "But now I am holding the parasol."

He hoisted himself up to sit beside her. She offered the parasol, but he let her hold it there. "Buy yourself a Persian. They are a race of slaves, and they should become cheap and plentiful very shortly."

Her face brightened as she remembered, "Today! That's today! The moon is new! Philip marches today!" She gave a hearty wave in the direction of Makedonia. Her scarlet sleeve slipped up that smooth, white arm. "Be strong, Philip!" She blew kisses toward Makedonia.
Then turned back to Ptolemy. "Someone said you are Philip’s son."

“Someone lied," Ptolemy said stone-faced. Then, "You know who I am."

"Everyone does. You are Alexander’s friend. Philip and Alexander got into a fight and you chose the wrong side."

"I did not choose wrong."
"But you are here. Athens is not your home. Athens is a place that welcomes Philip's exiles. So why did you come, Ptolemy, son of Philip?"

"Ptolemy, son of Lagos."

"If you say so." She pushed the parasol into his hand.
She shimmied to sit back farther on the plinth, then straightened up sharply with a little chirp. "Rude boy!"

"What?" Ptolemy said, thinking she meant him. He was hard as an ash spear—her fault—but standing close to his body so he didn’t look like a pitched tent, and he had thought she might not notice.
But it was the statue, not Ptolemy, who offended. The long bronze toes of the hero Harmodios jabbed into her soft buttock as she’d settled back. She turned and swatted the statue's bronze leg. "Toes! Hot!"

She shifted away from the sun-baked metal toes. The motion brought her thigh to thigh with Ptolemy.
"And very long toes they are, too," Ptolemy said, looking over her shoulder. Could care less about the toes.

She pointed up. "You know our famous tyrant killers, don't you?"

He edged the parasol aside to squint up at bronze faces frozen in archaic serenity. The metal, kept polished to the handsome lustrous brown gleamed as if oiled. The pair looked oddly placid, though posed in the violent moment that secured their fame. The beardless youth, Harmodios, held his dagger high over his head to strike. The bearded man, Aristogeiton, advanced with a broad stride, his sword just unsheathed from its scabbard, the scabbard grasped well forward in his fist. They stood heroically naked but for the himation draped over the older man's arm.

"They missed the tyrant," Ptolemy said, unimpressed. He moved the sunshade back into place. He blinked against the colored blotches of sun glare floating before his eyes. "And it wasn't very heroic. It was a sordid little lover's quarrel anyway. The version I read says --"

"I know the version you read," she said. "It was written by a dour, charmless man in exile—in exile in Makedonia. Enough to make anyone charmless. It reads dry as dust. Anyway, it is quite illegal to say anything against these boys, and I don't feel like being arrested today. I could get off quickly enough.” She rearranged the pleats of her dress over her breasts. “But bribing a jury of three hundred to save your neck would strain even my resources. You might not be worth it."

He tore his gaze from her pleats. "These two make a squalid choice of heroes," Ptolemy insisted. "They killed the wrong man. They made the tyranny worse—"

"No, no, no." She waved his hands to erase his words from the air. "These two beautiful lovers liberated Athens and gave their lives for the return of democracy. We are a democracy today, yes? Yes?" She demanded an answer. He grunted, allowing the fact.
"So there you are!"
This was sophistry at its feminine worst. "You are a democracy," he allowed the first part. "It was not their doing."

"Of course it was. And here they are," she said brightly. "Why else would the Athenians set them up here in the heart of the city, apart from all those other statues of mortals over there. Harmodios and Aristogeiton are here on sacred ground. Look around. They keep company with gods. That should tell you."

"It tells me that the Athenians will glorify just about anyone for no logical reason. Your main criterion for believing anything is the wanting to. But that's a democracy for you. Are we allowed up here?"

"I don't really know. We are not accused criminals. At least, I am not."

"Neither am I. But that only means we are allowed in the sacred precinct, doesn't it? Are we allowed to sit on the statues?"

"Birds sit up here. Are we less than the birds?"

"A bit more, I think."

"Then again, birds have intercourse in the temples, and that I know we’re not allowed to do."

He had to wonder how she knew about that law. Who had she been caught with? In whose temple?

"Harmodios is making me nervous,” she said. “He has designs on my parasol."

The shadow of the dagger fell across the ivory sunshade.

"Now that you mention it, Aristogeiton seems to have some thoughts on my neck." Ptolemy turned round to consider the drawn sword leveled at his head.
Not as fluid as later works—which were almost more real than reality— these statues had a certain life to them. There was a heroic dynamic in their placid archaic stares.

"I think they want us to get down," she said.

"Well, where do you want to sit?"

Her smile grew quite sly. "Since we are not in a temple . . . ." Her voice trailed off. She took back her ivory parasol, let it cant to one side, rustled her chiton as if readying to climb down.
And then he felt skin upon skin as she slid over, pushing up his chiton as she came. Warm soft flesh glided onto his bare thighs.
He tried to choke out her name in alarm. Didn’t know her name. Was horrified and couldn’t move. Disbelief kept him nailed in place, still and hard as marble. She rose up and lowered on him, hot, wet, and impaled.
Her flesh held him tight. Her soft thighs settled upon his knotted muscles.
She wiggled to get comfortable. Made him gasp. Daintily, she smoothed her dress down in front, letting the parasol rest on the plinth to shield the view from one side. She fanned herself with his broad hat, then held the hat indolently across her other side, her face as serene as the tyrant killers.

Ptolemy felt his own face twist in panic and ecstasy. Ears on fire. Sweating rivers.

He’d been told, as all young men were told—often and sternly—that women were insatiable, always ready, always wet. This he knew, though he had never been—nor had anyone he knew ever been—attacked by one. He had been warned again and again they will suck you dry and steal your youth.

When Ptolemy had been a youth he and all his friends had wanted nothing better than to be sucked dry. But never until this moment had he run into one of those dreaded creatures, though all women were said to be so. Horse mad. Randy as mares.

She swung her legs from her knees like a child on a swing, giving a slight rocking motion to her seat. His breath, that had been coming hard and fast, stopped in his chest. Could not breathe. Turned his head aside to hide his face from the passers-below. His face must be contorted into something rare.

She trailed a henna tinted finger over the purple chlamys beneath them. "I think this color is so expensive because it doesn't fade. And it doesn't stain. Did you know that?"

Not worried about the color of his cloak. It was going to burst into flames.

She was making little motions with hidden muscles, squeezing and stroking in little waves. He groaned, amazed.

"Am I too heavy?"

He drew in a breath hard between his teeth. Sunlight bore down on his head. His chiton stuck to his sides. His eyes shut against the light.

Aristotle, who knew everything about natural history, said women were most lusty in the heat of summer because their wet nature defended them from the parched heat.

A knot of heat welled from below.

He peered through the slit of one eyelid. Was everyone staring?

Yes. But not at him.
 Divine fire consumed him, and the entire agora remained oblivious to him.
Some madman was coming up the Sacred Way. Got everyone’s attention.
"Look. There’s Demosthenes."
He could not have cared had she said, Look, there is Persia's new Great King Dareios and his army of millions. Other lips caressed him to madness.

"Is it a holiday? “ the woman said. ”Why is Demosthenes wearing a long white robe? Has he joined the priesthood?"

Grunt.

"He ought to be in mourning. His daughter is only a few days dead. He must be out of his head with grief."

Demosthenes should properly have been wearing an undyed, unbelted chiton in mourning. Instead he had decked himself in celebrant's white with an olive spray on his head. And he was singing. He strutted into the city through the double gate, his knobby arms lifted to heaven. His rich voice carried. People all through the agora came out of their kiosks and the columned stoai to stare. 
"Look at him!"

Demosthenes’ long himation hid his scrawny legs. He was sharp-shinned as the storks that nested on Athens' rooftops. The himation left bare one bony shoulder, and showed the hollows under his collarbone sunken to a depth of a much older man.
He strode up the Sacred Way, a Panatheneia unto himself. The smile cut strangely into a face better suited to defiance and malice than to happiness. His dark piercing eyes glittered meanness behind his joy.

Some part of Ptolemy knew he ought to be paying attention here. Demosthenes had a mouth that could launch, if not quite a thousand ships, then at least the formidable Athenian navy.

The woman on his lap leaned forward and up as if better to see. Settled back down. Up again.

Smudges of green and red swarmed before Ptolemy’s eyes. His ears rang. Head full of jasmine. He drowned, burned in wet fire.

Demosthenes voice carried like a sounding brass, "Rejoice!"

If you insist . . . .

Her hips were grinding. He groaned aloud, shuddered, gave.

She purred a bit. Made a few sounds of contentment. 
"Now I am satisfied," she said.

If she thought he was going to pay her—
She drew him out longer. He shuddered.

She owns me. We are about to go shopping for something very expensive.

He became weakly and cheerfully aware of the show that held everyone else's attention.

A flock of barefoot children had collected behind Demosthenes in a ragged parade. They wore crowns of woven weeds on their fine hair. They held their little arms upstretched as if praying. Their short legs lurched ahead step by solemn step in imitation of the great man's ceremonial stride.

Demosthenes tried at first to ignore them, then to shoo them away with a furtive hissing between his teeth, which only made his smile all the more frozen and ghastly, until it looked like the grimace of an old style gorgon’s mask such as leered from the pediments of wooden temples.

Titters and too much attention was given to the pack that dogged him. It became too much. Demosthenes dropped his posturing for a moment, whirled upon his tormentors, cracked his laurel bough on the ground with a whippish snap, and snarled at them to get back.

The children squealed, scattering for the shelter of the dark green oleanders and clumps of spartos that lined the Sacred Way.

Soft clucking disapproval like a peeved dove sounded from Ptolemy's lap. "Ata ta ta ta tai! They were just playing!"

Ever since Demosthenes had been one, children had played at his expense. Demosthenes had been the last boy anyone ever guessed would become Athens' greatest orator.

A vague warning murmured, too vague for Ptolemy to acknowledge it as a conscious thought, that somehow this ridiculous figure could signal an end to his world.

And when the crowd gathered large enough, Demosthenes addressed them, "O men of Athens!"
 A vision, Demosthenes said. He'd had a vision.

"This should be choice," the woman said.

On this day, said Demosthenes, the gods had granted a boon to the Athenians. All men must rejoice.
Demosthenes’ joy was bitter. But spoken so compellingly, everyone hushed to listen, even to his raving.
Demosthenes spoke to the Athenians’ national identity, to their pride as Athenians, to their special destiny.

Walking as he spoke, Demosthenes singled men out of the crowd and talked to them. When he came to the statues of heroes that lined the Sacred Way, Demosthenes spoke to them too, as if the august generals and statesmen and inspired poets and Olympic victors were living compatriots and old friends of his.

He halted dramatically before the newest statue in the company of heroes that lined the way. 

Philip, in bronze.

Demosthenes reeled back with a huge show of shock and affront, as if he hadn’t known the statue was here.

The woman whispered, "Is it meant to be a play without masks?"

Ptolemy made a noise of not knowing. He put his arms around her waist. Smelled her shoulder. He had no idea what Demosthenes could be about. But he and she had excellent seats from which to watch.

A child cupped his hands to either side of his mouth to call to Demosthenes. "Prick!"

The woman giggled. Leaked. Giggled harder.

Demosthenes didn’t hear, or pretended not to. He puffed up his chest, pulled back his bony shoulders, and faced down Philip's brawny bronze figure as if taking grave offense to its presence. As if to demand how dare Philip be here.
The statue was very Philippine. More than the physical likeness, the artist had captured Philip’s ethos, his leonine bearing, his lusty humor, his cruelty, his charm.

Demosthenes squared off defiantly with the bronze as he never could the flesh and blood man. And slowly, exaggeratedly, Demosthenes called Philip three times by name and bade him farewell.

The woman must have felt anger move beneath her. Her black eyes turned questioningly to Ptolemy.

He answered her silent question. "He’s saying Philip is dead."

The smooth flesh of her arms rose even in the autumn heat. One could not hear the words without emotion, even coming from a madman.

Especially if the madman was Demosthenes.

She slid from his lap, dragging Ptolemy’s chiton discreetly down after her. She knew when a game was over. "He looks so sure of himself," she said. "Do you think he has truly had a vision?"

Ptolemy growled. "I would not doubt that he has been enlightened. But not by the gods.”
More people gathered in the marketplace to listen and watch. The voice against Ptolemy’s shoulder was light and frightened. "I wonder if it's true."

***

Harpalos, son of Makhatas, limped through Athens' twisted streets. He stumbled on the whitewashed steps, partly because it was night and he was drunk, partly because one leg was shorter than the other.
He probably should have been put in a storage jar as an infant and left on a hillside for the gods to decide his fate. The gods usually decided to give such babies to wolves, or else let them die alone in their pots which served well enough as sarcophagi.
But Harpalos was his father's first son, and it wouldn’t serve to expose him unless Makhatas was sure there would be other, more perfect sons to follow. Luck and the gods had given Makhatas two more sons after Harpalos, both whole and straight and strong. But by then the first son was thriving and it was far too late for Makhatas to change his mind about getting rid of him.

Harpalos' family was near royalty. They’d been princes of Elimeia before the little kingdom had been absorbed as yet another canton of the greater Makedonian kingdom.
Harpalos' aunt had been Philip's first wife. Of course that had been before Philip was anyone. No one knew back then that Philip—a third-born son—would ever become king of the Makedones.
Harpalos' aunt died before she ever got to be queen.

Harpalos was a good, solid family name, but to a younger brother went the honor of king's namesake, Philip.

My luck, Harpalos thought. My brother got the royal name. I got the royal limp.
King Philip’s limp was got in battle. Harpalos was born with his limp. He would never be a soldier, to his father's everlasting shame.

But, if Father was indifferent, Harpalos was still Mother's darling. Mother didn’t care about the deformity. It made him closer to her. So what if the legs did not match? Her child could walk, and she was sure he would be able to ride, which was the more important in Makedonia. Horses would level things out. She decided he would be general of the king's horse, and no one would notice the leg. He could stay on horseback. They would call him Centaur.

They weren’t calling him Centaur in the alleys of Athens' poor quarter. And, as it turned out, Harpalos could not ride. The horse kept turning left. Neither could Harpalos make the required springing mount. Instead, he needed help like an old man or a Persian. Then needed he help walking once his jarred, crooked bones oozed back down from the ride.
It was not just the leg. His whole body had never grown quite straight. He was tough, quick-witted, but thin, wiry, and bent.

And he was in exile. Philip—Philip the king—had thrown him out.

Harpalos wandered through the potters' quarter. Here, all day long, potters' kilns and smithies' fires spilled heat out their doors to curdle the air with the dye-maker's stink of shellfish and piss, mingled with the putrid smells from the fishmongers' place when the merchant swept scales into the street. In summer there was no place worse. Now, in the autumn before the rains was bad enough.

The Kerameikos lay just within the city gates that led in from the cemetery, and it sometimes smelled as if the dung collectors deposited their load here instead of hauling it the requisite ten stadia outside of town. Or maybe that stench was from the tanners' shop hung with bloody hides.

The smells became blunted and turned stale at night. The smithy's clanging silenced. The crooked streets lay quiet, but for the soft thumps as Harpalos caromed off the close-crouched mud-mortar walls.
Only one business operated at this hour. Athens' cheapest whores worked here, women so poor one could not call them hetairai. These women didn’t taste like honey, smell like spice or feel like silk. You didn't seek them for witty conversation or song. Pornai had one thing to offer.

But Harpalos couldn’t even get one of those interested. They charged him too much. It was the leg. These one-obol whores thought he would have to pay more because he couldn’t find another woman anywhere else.

So who needed them? Harpalos limped away in anger, nursing his wrath. Tripped on a step. He didn’t need them. Tried to tell himself so.

But they were right and he was alone. He couldn’t go limping back with the demanded three obols and face those harpies. They would know he’d come to failure.

Didn't they know that earlier this very year he, Harpalos son of Makhatas, had been reclining at the Makedonian king's banquet, at the side of Alexander—they had heard of Alexander, hadn't they? The Alexander who’d hammered your army at the Battle of Chaironeia. That Alexander. You saw him. He brought your dead home to you. Yeah. That Alexander. Harpalos was a friend—a very dear friend—of Alexander. Did they know that too? Yes, they did. He'd told them. Often.

O, Alexander, look where I am! What I did for love of you.

No money came from home. Makhatas had cut him off. "I have two whole sons with whole bodies and whole reason! How could you turn on your king!"

Alexander sent Harpalos money, as much as he got hold of himself these days, for Philip kept Alexander on a very short leash after his failed rebellion.
Alexander wrote long letters to his friends in exile, though Harpalos never got around to writing back.
What could he say?

As for the money, he spent it. Women didn’t mind if you were lame as long as you had money and were lavish with it.

Just don't run out.

So Harpalos had three obols, the price of a bridge girl. He could go back and get laughed at and get laid. Or he could get drunk.

He chose the wine. It was cheaper, easier on the pride and lasted longer.

He could go to Ptolemy. Lagos kept his son provided for. As if Ptolemy were truly Lagos’ son! Everyone else knew better. And for women Ptolemy—smug, priggish, proper, too-good-for-you Ptolemy—was keeping very costly company with a woman of the class they called hetairai, the same word the Makedones used for their nobility. Companion. Well, there were companions and then there were companions. And did not Ptolemy pay for companionship! There was only one other woman in all of Hellas who cost more dearly than did Ptolemy's mistress.
Ptolemy was doing all right in exile here in Athens. Harpalos ought to ask Ptolemy for money.

But he couldn’t tell Ptolemy how low he had fallen. Ptolemy had a careful, detailed mind, and he would tell Alexander everything.

Harpalos would make do on his own. He could hold out for another messenger from Alexander. Alexander gave without the asking.

Harpalos dreamed of coming back here someday, and everything would be different. He would have lots of money. He loved to throw money around. He loved to be generous. He wanted to be like Philip and Alexander. Those two chucked out inconceivable fortunes as if it were the stuff tossed out from second story windows.

He could envision himself honored by these people. It was going to happen. By all the gods. They would make a lame Makedonian exile one of their precious citizens. Harpalos could hear the acclamations.

He heard the creak of shutters overhead.
The sound was not part of his dream. He moved quick-scrabble, hobbling away before the weary call, "Stand back," and the splosh of the pot's contents hitting the street.
Shit, not gold, poured from the second story window.

Harpalos stopped in a moment to let his wineskin stop jiggling before he heaved it back onto his shoulder. He had named his splendid pig with its wine-swelled legs. He named it after one of the pornai.
He drank from the unstoppered neck, Skythian style—unstrained and unmixed. Spat out an occasional grapeskin.

He broke into song.
His voice bounced off the mudbrick walls. First love songs, sung to his wineskin. Then war songs. He sang a ditty that Philip had composed on the spot at the victory at Chaironeia, when he had brought this beautiful fifty stater hetaira of a city under his thumb. Harpalus couldn't say Philip had brought Athens "under heel," for Philip, for some reason, never set foot on conquered Athens.
"Demosthenes Demosthenooooous

So he says, the Paianieooooooooous!"

Shutters parted. Heads leaned out. Athenians listened.

The Athenian army was made of citizen soldiers, and when the shutters opened, it was by men who recognized this mocking tune.

And suddenly it occurred to Harpalos that Chaironeia had been a rout. Most of the Athenians had run away. Only the brave ones, those who stood the field and endured capture would know this tune.

Those men would not be afraid to come out into the dark street and beat Harpalos silent.

Bad choice of songs.

He ran, wineskin sloshing wildly, all the way back to his rented hovel.

He’d lost the latchkey. No matter. A burglar had got here before him. He saw now why they called them "wall-piercers" here. It had been easier for the thieves to dig through the mud brick wall than to force the bolted door or squeeze through the high, narrow window frame.

Well, the would-be thief didn't get anything, Harpalos thought, ducking through the burglar’s hole.

But when he shook the ashes from the coals in the hearth to light the room, he saw that the intruder had torn Alexander's letters. Papyrus strips lay everywhere. Alexander's words lay strewn in pieces on the pressed dirt floor.
The wineskin slid from Harpalos’ shoulder. Landed with a hollow sploosh and quaked with settling waves. Harpalos sat down next to it and cried.
"Alexander, I am alone. I don't care how, just take me home!"

He curled up on the chaff-stuffed linen mattress on the floor, pulled his woolen himation over him, and fell into teary, drunken unconsciousness.
He wakened in daylight – the sun already quite high—to shouting in the streets. The voices said Philip was dead. The Makedonian tyrant was dead.

Awake enough for the words to sink in, Harpalos shrieked a cheer. Immediately he clapped a hand over his mouth, but then lowered it and whooped anyway. He was here for treason, wasn't he? And, to judge from the sounds outside, absolutely no one here would mind. He yelled.
"Alexander, you are a god! I knew you would get me home!"

He stumbled out through the hole in his wall into the dusty sunshine.

"Philip! Philip! Rot, you one-eyed son of an Illyrian whore! I am going home!”
* * *
The shelves bowed under ranks of painted pots holding unguents of almond, rose, and quince, and pretty bottles of Egyptian blown glass filled with oils, olive, almond, sesame, scented with thyme, myrrh, frankincense, and spikenard.
 The woman chose the attar of rockroses.
"I want this." She held the delicate glass bottle in her hand.
Ptolemy had seen her cradle a ringdove so. Her name was Thaïs. "He wants twenty mna. Ptolemy, argue him down."

The Egyptian shifted questioning black eyes to Ptolemy.
A big man, the perfumer. Naked to the waist. Sweat beads gleamed in the creases between stacked rolls of his body. Many gold bracelets circled either stout wrist.
The little bottle held no more than a kotyle. Ptolemy gestured with all fingers raised, his palms inward to give no offense. "Ten."

The wide brown man smiled betel-stained teeth, and crossed his arms over drooping fleshy pectorals. He wagged his head side to side in a foreign gesture, which apparently meant no. The barbarian let his dark eyes travel hungrily over Thaïs' figure. It was her dress, not the body beneath it that caught his eye. The fine linen was dyed a delicate saffron and patterned all over with windflowers in all their colors, shot through with gold thread. The merchant looked at Ptolemy with the same desirous eyes. It was Ptolemy’s purple cloak and the gold pins at Ptolemy’s shoulders that excited him.
Rich customers.

In the beautifully rounded tones and precise diction of a foreign speaker, the shopkeeper pronounced, "Twenty."

Thaïs gave her raven hair a toss. She wore it loose as a bride's. The tips brushed her hips. She looked up at Ptolemy. "He is too fat. Fifteen. He can do with fifteen."

The Egyptian smiled from her to Ptolemy. "She is too beautiful. Twenty-five. Is she not worth twenty-five?"

Thaïs barked outraged glee.

Ptolemy frowned. This haggling had got away from him.
Lights danced in Thaïs' eyes. "How can you argue with such a rogue?"

"Easily," Ptolemy growled. "We are not discussing the woman's price. I am trying to buy perfume and you are too fat. Ten, you sophistic barbarian."

The Egyptian wagged his head tragically. The eyes smiled yet. "I am so sorry."

"Keep your Malian tears, you are sorry! What’s that noise?"

The whole of the agora seemed to buzz and move like a shaken hive. Shouts. Running. 
No one ran when the shadows were so short unless something was desperately wrong.

Thaïs tensed. Unsettled, the Egyptian reached for a mace.

But the shouts were not in terror. There was a fierce excitement in them. Four days had passed since Demosthenes’ vision. Ptolemy knew what the men were saying before the words cleared out of the jubilant din.
"Philip is dead!"
Thaïs set down the perfume bottle. "Well. That means an Assembly. Let's get out of here. They'll be netting the agora and I don't want that red stuff on my dress. It doesn't come off. Stupid barbarians paint everybody."

The Egyptian saw his last sale of the day walking out the door. "Ten mna is good! Five! For you, five!"

The market closed during Assembly. Skythian police archers had charge of rousing laggard citizens out of the agora with whips dipped in red paint. The barbarians didn’t actually whip anyone. They need only touch you. The paint was the shame. Once everyone was herded out of the marketplace, the Skythians would cordon it off and paint the cordons.

"What is the paint for?" Ptolemy asked as Thaïs pulled him from the perfumer’s shop

"Marks a citizen late getting out of the market. If you show up at the Assembly with red on you, you don't get your three obols for attending."

"Athenians get paid to sit their own governing body?"

Thaïs’ soft lips twisted into a hard shape. "Need to. Or they don’t come. When I would give anything to be able to vote. These men treat Freedom like an old wife. They value her cheaply because they have her and she is always there, and she is a chore to maintain. Oh, but let anyone say the word 'king,' and see how they run. Don't they look like little boys scrambling for a toy some other boy dared pick up after they set it aside? And don't they rage when they discover another man in the bed they haven’t visited in months?"

Men stampeded past them. Ptolemy murmured, "I doubt they’ll need the paint today."

Philip was dead.

Shops dropped their covers, doors slammed, bolts slid home. The coppersmith's hammer fell silent on its anvil.

"I would pay a lot of money to attend this meeting,” Ptolemy said. “Do they check names?"

"Most certainly! You are not on the deme roles. You won't get in."

She gave a pull on his arm. May as well pull on a pillar of the stoa.
"How closely?"
"What? How closely do they check names?" Was he still on that? Her earrings jangled. "Ptolemy, son of whomever, if they catch you sneaking in, they will sell you into slavery! And don't expect me to buy you. Take me home."

She might as well have been air for all Ptolemy attended her.

"Don't stand there like a tree, Ptolemy. There won't be anything to hear for quite some time, even if you could get in. First they must carry the messenger to the Round House and give him drink and food and let him rest by the sacred hearth. Then they will have him tell his tale to this month's preliminary council, and then they will draw up the agenda. That could take a while because those are not the sharpest men on the council this month, but that is how the lots fell out.”

“They will delay that long to hear what this man has to say?” He couldn’t believe it.
“They must. It gives the citizens time to come from the farthest points of Attika."

That meant men walking all the way from the point of Sunion and from the beach at Marathon and from sacred Eleusis around the bay. Ptolemy groaned. “Democracy,” he said, a curse.

"You Makedones are always in such a hurry."

"Only those of us who have marched with Philip and Alexander. How will the farthest citizens even know to come here?"

"There." Her henna-tipped finger pointed to the rocky mount that pushed up like a pyramid from the Attik earth. "They’re lighting the signal fire on the peak of Lykabettos. You see? There’s nothing to be done now. There isn't even anything to buy. There’s no place to shop. Nothing will open until the Assembly is over. Let’s go."

But she couldn’t get him out of the city to her villa. Eventually she cajoled him into taking a room in a stranger-house, a place in town where a traveler without guestfriends could pay for lodging.

"What a barbarous practice," Ptolemy said, who had never heard of an inn. "To pay for hospitality. Someone comes to your house, you turn him away? Not very friendly, you Athenians."

"Don't blame Athenians. The city is too big. Strangers come from the twelve winds. They have different ways. It’s a new age we live in."

The innkeeper was a foreigner, of course. One of the metoikoi, those-who-dwell-among. Dark, smelling of spice, the foreign woman quietly took their money and nodded toward the room at the far corner of the courtyard.

"Just us. No one else," Thaïs said. "And no goats."

The innkeeper’s heavy lids made the nod. Thaïs put another coin into the thick palm that waited. It cost a little extra not to have an Eleusinian goatherd and his wares shuffling into the middle of things.

Thaïs made love to a distracted man, trying to bring him closer the only way she knew. But every fast squeaking wheel, every shout that clattered over the uneven ground beyond the room's wall, made Ptolemy stop and listen. Once he even stood on the bed to peer out the high window.

And that was more than Thaïs could bear. She tied him to the bed with their belts. Anger worked as well as delight for arousal, and he rose to her demands. She giggled down at his wrath, swayed over him, her breasts just out of reach of tasting, his hands yanking at the bonds. He snarled like a beast.

He adored her breasts, though they were too big to be considered beautiful. Thaïs didn’t know how they had ever grown to this size, when her nurse at the temple of Aphrodite had swaddled her chest to guide her growth into a pleasing, womanly shape. It hadn't worked. Thaïs didn’t have Phryne's perfect little shape, narrow of hip and pert of breast. Thaïs' breasts were large and had weight. Ptolemy had said that world-famous Phryne was the more beautiful only if you secretly preferred a boy.
For that alone, Thaïs could love him.

She shuddered with him. He fell quiet. His eyes followed the sounds of running behind the wall.

Thaïs threw on her saffron-dyed chiton and snatched up her drawstring pouch. Ptolemy jerked at his bonds, called after her, "Thaïs! Thaïs!" Not too vehement yet.
Thaïs never used a chamber pot in front of anyone, so Ptolemy was accustomed to her brief absences. He had to believe she was coming back.
Thaïs ran through the courtyard where the horses and mules of other travelers were tied up. She gave a quick warning rap on the courtyard’s doors before she pushed them open, lest she knock someone down in the street as the doors swung outward.
She ran round to a windowless side of the inn.
Her face spread into lines of agony. Her midriff jumped. She fell back against the mudbrick wall and sank, one arm around her middle, a whine stuck in her throat. Soon she was sobbing, trying not to make any noise.

She’d been afraid Ptolemy would leave her. Truth was, he was already gone.

She cracked her head back against the wall, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes into her ears. Whispered to any goddess, "Help me!"

Slow hoofs and a shuffling step coming up the alley made Thaïs look.

An ancient woman, shaped like a bag of vegetables, plodded with an overly laden swayback donkey. A few long gray hairs bristled from both their chins. The woman had the very long nose of the elderly. Her mouth withered inward where teeth used to be.
The donkey's coat was ruddy with dust. A crown of flies circled its flicking ears and its warm brown eyes.

The crone and her tired beast paused where Thaïs huddled against the wall of the inn.
Thaïs thought the hag would smile to come upon a rich hetaira, beltless and sobbing in a back alley.

But a bony hand touched Thaïs' head, light and trembling as a dove's touch. Only another woman could understand without being told.

The old peddler moved on, flat feet slapping the pressed dirt, the donkey's unshod hooves clopping.

Thaïs fumbled in her drawstring purse for her polished copper mirror. Checked her face. She rubbed off the kohl streaks which her tears had tracked from her eyes. She spat into the seashell of rouge she had bought this morning, and lightly retinted her cheeks and her lips with her fingertips. She flicked away the bits of white lead makeup that had got into her curly black bangs. She held the mirror at arm's length, reappraised herself. 
Horrid.

Ptolemy wouldn’t notice anyway.

She stuffed her makeup back into her purse. With a dull start she discovered her sea sponge on its ribbon still inside her purse.

Was she not wearing it? Surely she was wearing one.
But, thinking back, she couldn’t remember actually dipping a sponge in unmixed wine today. It was something she did every day, so it was difficult to remember any one particular time.

She reached into herself. Fished for something that wasn’t there.
How could she be so careless?

Well, all of Ptolemy’s seed was seeping out of her even now, so there could be no planting. She was sure of it.
She rose to her feet and walked away from the inn. Ptolemy couldn’t leave her if she left him first.


Amyntas offered food and wine to the men who came to arrest him.

Perdikkas coughed. "I can't drink your wine, Amyntas. I may have to kill you."
And Perdikkas stood there, a sheepish lump, while an old woman ladled water from the pithos by the door into a basin to wash his feet.

"Yet I would be an evil host not to give it. Come in," Amyntas ushered Perdikkas and Leonnatos into his home. "I will bring you my best wine."

Leonnatos hunched his hulking shoulders. The old woman took away his muddy boots.

Though high born, Perdikkas and Leonnatos weren’t refined men. But any ignorant hill shepherd knew that hospitality was a sacred duty.
Amyntas was a religious man.

Amyntas' errand to the cellar gave Perdikkas time to feel bad. He hugged himself. "I hate this." Ground his teeth. "He looks like Philip."

Leonnatos didn’t see it. "Too young. Not so meaty.” Leonnatos rolled an apple seed underfoot, kicked it away. “Sounds like Philip.”
"You think so?" Perdikkas’ auburn brows skewed. He mimicked, "'Yet I would be an evil host—'" 
Amyntas had the same stentorian voice as Philip. But the words, the words were not Philip at all.

And they both sniggered.
Philip had been a wild animal charmed by Orpheus' lyre. Philip had loved civilization, but Philip was as civilized as a lyre-playing boar. What used to come out of Philip’s mouth in that resonant voice was all rustic, bawdy, raw.

Perdikkas let himself fall into a heavy sulking lean against the crumbling stuccoed wall. His jaw hurt. He put his nose to the high window, feeling caged, wanting out.

It was cold here in the high country above lovely Emathia. He could hear the falls from here. An icy trickle of leaf-scented autumn air threaded up his nostrils.

Leonnatos mumbled. "I'm gonna drink his wine."

“Yeah, I—“
 Perdikkas suddenly straightened with a head's up pose of a hunting dog. He pushed away from the window in swearing crescendo: "Hekate's bone-dry, sagging, wagging tits, he's running!"

The old woman had their boots. Perdikkas could kill her later. He charged outside barefoot, shouting to Langaros and his Agrianian spearmen.

Kynna crouched among the brambles behind ivy-choked fig trees. She listened, alert and cornered as a mountain fox.
The baby kicked in her womb. Not now. Not now. For your life, be still, my sweet.
Men had come for her husband.
Kynna held her belly. She would not let these men get her husband’s son. She knew these woods, knew the stalactite caves where she could hide, if she could only get to them.

She had a head start. Amyntas had known someone would come, and he’d bundled her out the back door as soon as the first glints through the trees betrayed the approach of bronze up the steep road.
She might have got farther if her husband had led them off, but Amyntas had tried to save himself instead.

As Amyntas bolted, the alarm went up. Soldiers’ eyes were everywhere now.
From the thicket, Kynna watched Amyntas run, a noisy, city-bred run. A tree root looping up beneath a cover of brown leaves snared him. Amyntas went over as if pole-axed. And the soldiers were on him.

Her chance.

Kynna skirted wide of the soldiers on the road, and almost crept into another troop behind the alders.
She hadn’t seen them until they moved, their long javelins all held upright like a stand of saplings. She doubled back. Didn’t know if she was making noise. She could hear little over the pounding of her own heart.

Hillfolk told tales of young Kynna marching off to war with her father, Philip. Not true, of course. No Makedonian would trust his left side to a woman's shield arm. And truth be told, even as an archer, Kynna was a bad shot.
Kynna had started the tales.

She moved at a hunkered down waddle, head low, making her way along the embankment worn hollow so as to undercut the road. Her path brought her so close to the soldiers she could hear their words, smell their horses’ sweaty hides.
A soft bed of brown pine needles deadened her footfalls.
She hugged the root-laced earthen wall. She felt the warm breath from a horsy snort up above. The clop of a hoof sent a small trickle of soil sliding down from the roadbed onto her cloak like a tapping finger.

Her last scrap of courage failed. She broke into an open run for the waterfall. Her hood fell back. The fat rope of her braid bounced heavily from shoulder to shoulder.

She heard the shout from the road: "Look, there!" Her brother’s men had sighted her.

A tree moved into her path. She collided with a wall of hard chest. A cage of iron arms closed around her. She reared back to meet a face marked with shadow bars, the tattoos of a Thracian warrior.
"I'm a shepherdess," she blurted. "Don't hurt me. You don't want me."

Shadow Face turned her around and held her by her shoulders to present her to the men on the road. “This is she?”
Nods and shouts answered him. "That's her! That’s the princess Kynane!"

A high thin keening poured from Kynna’s throat. She wrenched side to side with animal sounds, screeched for her husband, "Amyntas!" She gasped, inhaled a hair. The grip on her arms loosened with her coughing.

She seized the chance to break from her captor’s hands, and fled at a lumbering run.

Only to be pulled off her feet and slammed flush back against that iron wall of male flesh. She writhed reaching behind her to rake at the tattooed face.

Big hands caught hers. Deep voice thundered, "Woman, stop. You will hurt your child."

She did stop. Blinked up at him through the strands of long hair hanging over her hard-knotted brow.
Wide eyes of clear gray searched hers with a look of worry.
Though the man had spoken to his men in Greek, he had yelled at her in Illyrian, her cradle tongue, slightly accented. Stop. You will hurt your child. Not words she expected from a pillaging raping assassin.

She lapsed into her mother tongue, "Are—are you my husband's man?"

"No."

She knew that. Her husband had no men.

"I do not make war on women and children," Shadow Face said.

He let her go and she didn’t run again. She stood before him, trembling.

The tattooed bars on his face, and his foxskin cap, an alopekis, told her he was Thracian. Or Paionian. Much the same. A mountain barbarian either way.

He took the foxskin off and settled it around her stinging red ears. The warmth tingled all the way down to her womb.

His short hair fluttered red as fox fur in the wind.

His face was clean-shaven. That marked him as one of her half-brother Alexander's men.
The other men moved in—those marauding Orestids—and she shrank into the tall barbarian. Hoarse from so much screaming, her voice came out a whispered plea. "Help me."

The Shadow Face surrounded her. No such embrace had held her since she was a child in her father's arms. "They shall not hurt you," he said.
"They came for my man!"
“Yes.”

Got him, they had. Amyntas flopped like a rabbit in a snare, still alive.
So it was to be a public execution, with javelins.

Shadow Face said, "For your husband, I cannot say. His fate lies with Alexander. You are under my protection. If your man is to die, I will ask for you and your baby—son or daughter—and Alexander will grant it."

"Who are you that Alexander would give his sister to you?"

"Alexander will give me what I ask for."

She touched the fox skin on her head. "You’re Langaros."

The Shadow Face, Langaros, nodded down.

Langaros, King of the Agrianes. Kynna must have seen him before, growing up at Pella long ago, but she couldn’t remember. He would look nothing like this back in those days.
Langaros been a hostage when he was a boy.

Now he was one of those vassal lords like the King of Epeiros who retained his title and his autonomy under Philip.

Langaros was one of Alexander's favorites. One of his favorite favorites.
Kynna blinked tear-matted lashes. Hesitant to believe such luck would stay longer than a butterfly's visit on her hair. She touched her icy fingers to that strange hairless chin. "Swear."

"I swear."

"Why? Why would you take me like this?" She put her hands around her belly, swollen with another man's planting.

Langaros switched back to Greek—Greek as philosophers spoke it, not the rough patois that Makeones called Greek. "I cannot say such things to another man's wife. Go back to your house. Either I or your husband will come for you."

Restored to her house, Kynna pulled the red, furry alopekis from her head. She gave it back to Langaros.
She stood in the doorway as Langaros’ men dragged Amyntas away. Langaros cut a fine figure on a tall horse. His armed troop was as impressive a band as her dread father ever marshaled to war.
Amyntas’ mother, Glykeia, came out from her hiding place to buffet Kynna about the ears, call her a slut, and pull her away from the door by her hair.
Glykeia slammed the door and hefted the crossbar into place by herself.

Kynna seated herself at the hearth. She waited for someone to come.

Across the wide expanse of floor painted with black and white lozenges, Amyntas beheld the throne. Little cousin Alexander on it.

With his smooth chin and fair face, Alexander looked like an upstart child in a chair too big for him. Alexander’s eyes were the smoky blue eyes of his mother, the witch Olympias, not the cunning bright black of his father, Philip.
Alexander’s thick blond mane—also from Olympias—was lopsided. Alexander had cut off enough hair to mourn ten fathers. Alexander always overdid things.

Did he think if he shed enough tears for Philip that men would honestly believe Alexander hadn't murdered him?

A shove in his back sent Amyntas stumbling into the presence. The brute Orestid, Perdikkas, crowed, "We caught him!" 
"Caught him? Was he running?"

"Like a deer," the young hulk, Leonnatos, said.
Alexander leaned forward. His eyes narrowed at Amyntas. "Like a drunken deer."
A gray coil of hearth smoke snaked up between them. Amyntas swayed on his feet.

"That happened on the way here," Perdikkas said. He pulled Amyntas vertical again by the scruff of his chiton.

"Should make the truth easy to find," Alexander said. "Wine loosens the tongue."

"And his has been rolling around in his head!" Leonnatos said. "Isn't that true, King Amyntas?" Leonnatos’ heavy fell on Amyntas’ shoulder.
Amyntas sagged.

Perdikkas hauled him up straight again.
Amyntas’ gaze swam up to the pretender on the throne. He wanted to see how Alexander received those words King Amyntas. Wanted to see Alexander afraid.

But Alexander was smiling a bit, hiding it behind his hand, as if not wishing to be caught laughing.

"That's funny?" Amyntas snarled thickly.

Alexander spoke gently, as if to a child. "When you are really king, your name alone is enough."

Amyntas jerked free. Perdikkas and Leonnatos started forward to recapture him, but Alexander stayed them with a hand gesture. He was scowling.
Not at Amyntas.

Something in Leonnatos’ appearance caught Alexander’s attention, made him sit forward. "What happened?" Alexander touched his own cheek to indicate where Leonnatos wore long scratches.
Men who raped women often bore such marks.

Leonnatos went suddenly dumb. Didn’t want to explain those marks.

Perdikkas, trying not to laugh, answered for him, "Amyntas' mother."

"You didn't hurt her," Alexander’s voice dropped in horror.

Great, hulking, young Leonnatos growled, assured Alexander he had not hurt Amyntas’s mother. Leonnatos would not have these scratches had he been allowed to strangle the old harpy. Leonnatos had known Alexander would have his skull for a Skythian drinking cup if he hurt an old woman. Amyntas mother, Glykeia, had come at him like a bat. She’d beat him up.

Perdikkas was turning red and shaking with silent laughter.
Alexander's mouth twitched. Mirth moved his midriff.

Amyntas roared at Alexander. "I am older than you! My father was the older brother! And I was king before you were born! So don't pretend you are not afraid of me and don't any of you laugh at me! I shan't be laughed at!"

Leonnatos and Perdikkas made snorting noises, finding all this terribly funny. Only the tall northern barbarian tribal leader at the door stayed grim. The one with shadow bars tattooed across his face. His name was Langaros.
Amyntas was too drunk and too frightened to feel fear anymore. He commanded, "Tie me to the same stake as your brothers and let the javelins fly so everyone may know you for the tyrant you are!"

All the laughter stopped at that. The barbarian canted his javelin and offered to the king, "I can do this right now, Alexander."

"No," Alexander said. Then to Amyntas, "I am not a tyrant. My reign is lawful. Everyone was on the plain yesterday to acclaim me." He leaned forward, one hand gripping the carved goat's head of the armrest. "Where were you?"

"When have I ever had anything to do with the army?" Amyntas said, bitter.

Philip had treated Amyntas decently after dethroning him when Amyntas was just two years old. Philip had sent Amyntas away to be educated in politics, art, and the cults of all the gods. But nothing of warfare. The army was the source of any Makedonian king's power. Philip made sure that his nephew Amyntas would never have that kind of power to challenge Philip’s own sons.

"Anyway, a willing sacrifice is an evil omen,” Amyntas said. “You want me to walk to your altar, Alexander? I shan’t."

"You are very drunk and you’re hurting me. You seem to think I brought you here to murder you."

"Murder? No. No one will call it that. You’re going to put me on trial for something, convict me of it, and execute me under the law. There is room for only one in the golden eagle’s nest. The first hatched kills the others. Philip killed his half brothers. That’s how we do it here in the land of the Makedones!"

Alexander looked exasperated, then called aside, "Arrhidaios, have I murdered you?"

On a stone bench along the wall, the slack face lifted, quizzical. Alexander’s half brother Arrhidaios grinned vaguely. “I don’t get it.”
Mucus trailed from Arrhidaois’ nose into his mustache, drying there.
Alexander snapped his fingers at a page. "See to my brother."

A boy masked disgust and set himself to cleaning up the prince.

Amyntas knew that he was very drunk now, because he was hallucinating. "You're letting that live?"
"Of course my brother lives. You would kill him?"
"If I had any hope of holding onto that throne, I would. Were I you."

"Then I am glad you are not I. I'm not afraid of Arrhidaios. He’s an idiot. He’s my brother and I have always loved him. I cannot very well stop now."

Arrhidaios didn’t mind being called an idiot. Not in that tone of voice. Everyone told him he was one. He responded to the declaration of love. He heard that from few people.

Alexander could afford to love Arrhidaios. His mother had done the hating for him. Olympias had poisoned baby Arrhidaios, and everyone knew it. They only didn’t know how.

Arrhidaios, son of Philip's mistress, Philinna, had started out well enough. But Philinna’s bright-eyed baby turned fitful and stupid, even though his mother, fearful of the sorceress queen, had taken every possible precaution.

Philinna trusted no one with her child. She nursed him at her own breast even though it ruined her makeup. She just kept reapplying the white lead paint, going through pots of it to keep her skin looking smooth and beautiful as a Parian marble goddess, retouching her breasts to milky white globes each time her baby finished feeding. And though she didn't see how, the witch got to him anyway.
Philinna even went to Olympias herself, fell at her feet, and begged the queen stop whatever she was doing to bewitch her baby. Olympias had smiled, and answered, “My beautiful girl, you have magic of your own.”

Baby Arrhidaios cried so fitfully and his eyes were so red, that the physicians said Arrhidaios had been poisoned, though nothing went into that child's mouth that his mother did not see. Philinna didn’t know what else to do, for where could a baby be safer than at his mother's breast?

In time the stomach cramps stopped, and Arrhidaios’ eyes lost that hexed redness, but he was slow and given to convulsions. Philip planted no more seed in the field from where that came.

Arrhidaios could never rule, but he could make a perfect puppet for someone else to rule through. Alexander really ought to kill him.

But Alexander had always been like this—fond of grand gestures. And he had a boy's disdain for the traditions of older, wiser men.

Well, it had been a grand display of trust that killed his father. So the father, so the son.

"And what of your elder brother?” Amyntas said.

"I don't have an elder brother," Alexander said.

But he did. Ptolemy was called son of Lagos, because Lagos was the unhappy man whom Ptolemy’s mother married, but everyone knew Ptolemy was son of Philip.
Ptolemy was fully a man now, thirty years old, a seasoned if unimaginative soldier. Men would follow Ptolemy.
"What do you call Ptolemy?" Amyntas said.

"Ptolemy is my friend."
Amyntas gurgled, astonished. Arrhidaios isn’t the idiot! Alexander is!
Alexander still sounded like a boy, with a boy's weird, imbecilic notions of fair play.
Let Alexander so believe. And let Alexnder see how fast Ptolemy remembered that he was Philip's son, now that his half brother, his younger half brother, was claiming the throne.

"That still leaves me," Amyntas said. "I am older. I am son of the older brother. And I was king first. You have to get rid of me."

"No, I don't. I am Alexander. I am not afraid of you either."

"Am I an idiot?" Amyntas said softly.

"You are not king now, and that is enough. I shan't kill you for being afraid. Anyway, Kynna would be upset. I would have to find her a new husband. I hear you've got her pregnant. I don't like to hear my sister cry."
A small grunt behind him might have been a noise of surprise.
For himself, Amyntas was airless, drowning. Couldn’t find which direction was up.

Alexander was still speaking. "You thought I meant to kill you. I understand now why you didn’t come to me today. I forgive you. My rule is not our fathers’ rule. I am Alexander. I don't have to kill anyone I don’t wish to. Give me your oath and there is nothing more to say."

Amyntas felt his face hanging as slack as stupid Arrhidaios'. A quiver overtook his body. His demand came out a whine, "But you must kill me!"

Alexander gave a slight smile. "Must?"
It was a gentle smile.

"You would let me live?"

"Yes. Give me your oath."

Amyntas earnestly swore allegiance. He vowed out loud to fight to the death for Alexander.

Alexander beckoned him near, took his head, kissed him, cried. Cried. And, beaming with fondness, let him go. He even made Perdikkas give Amyntas back his dagger.

The fox-haired, tattooed barbarian who flanked the door had the grace to glare at Amyntas with honest hatred, wanting him dead.

Amyntas staggered out of the audience hall and pushed his way through the crowd of men who clamored to get in to see the king.
Amyntas stumbled outside, and straight into General Parmenion’s eldest son, also a general. Philotas.
Philotas' wide, blond face read first shock, then sympathy. But of course Philotas couldn’t speak it without giving insult. Philotas said instead, "He should have killed you."

Gratitude burned at Amyntas eyes and he had to run away, not to be caught crying.
Philotas understood.

Alexander loved playing god. Forgiveness was power, real power. Amyntas choked on Alexander’s mercy. It made Amyntas small.

Amyntas had come here to die, not to be forgiven. He wanted to be feared, respected. Had not expected pity.

Philotas recognized the depth of that outrage straight off: He should have killed you.
Amyntas roared to the sky: "He will wish he had!"

The wine came back up.



Never will water and fire entwine

And never true loves shall we be.

—Theognis

"Hear ye, People!” Heralds' cries bounced off the rocky hillside as Thaïs hiked up the steep road to the high city.

Abruptly her head wrenched back, hard, the pain of pulled hair needling her scalp. A male growl puffed hot breath against her ear, "You forgot your belt." Ptolemy pushed her upright again and threw her belt at her.

"Oh. Well." Thaïs caught the belt, leisurely crossed it between her breasts and looped it round her little waist, and clasped the gold Herakles knot. "Come then." She tilted her head, beckoning Ptolemy up the hill.

Instead, he seized her wrist and pulled her off the steep path into a thick cypress stand behind an outcropping of rock. He snarled at her, "How dare you?" Pulled her dress up and pushed into her savagely. It was meant to be revenge. Savagery gave way to urgency. He kissed her and she let him.
All sexual congress involved a winner and a loser. The mystery to Ptolemy was not just how a woman could take joy from losing, but how she could turn surrender into conquest. He had won. But he had lost entirely.

And he was very sorry at the end of it. Thaïs smoothed down her saffron pleats. "Now. If you want a place at the wall, you must come now."

At his brute stillness, she scolded, "You said you wanted to watch the Assembly." She lifted the embroidered borders of her dress and stepped daintily among the weeds back to the path. "Are you coming? Don't stare like a sheep. It's what you wanted, yes?"
 Ptolemy followed as if on a tether. She turned him into a wild boar, and then into a tame swine. She was Circe.

In other cities, a palace or a fortress stood on the high city hill, the acropolis. But this was Athens, and every step on this proud rock was sacred to one god or another, and all these breathtaking buildings belonged to them, most to Athene. The whole city, the whole of Attika was sacred to Athene.

"Where are we going?” Ptolemy finally thought to ask as he followed her up the hill. “This isn't the way to the Pnyx." The Pnyx, the Crowded Place, lay beyond the Hill of Curses.

"Maybe in your grandfather’s day. Nowadays the Assembly meets in the theatre of Dionysos. The Crowded Place became, well, too crowded. The theatre is bigger and there are all those lovely rows of seats for the men to sit down. These Assemblies do wear on. Demosthenes belongs in a theatre anyway.”

“But the theatre is cut into the foot of this hill. On the other side of this hill. Why are you taking me up?”

“We can’t get into the theatre. I’m a woman and you’re a barbarian. But Demosthenes' voice rises like a sounding brass. If we get a good place on the wall, we shall hear everything. Come come. Hear that squealing? They're sacrificing the pigs."

“I’m not a barbarian.”

“You’re not an Athenian. You can’t attend.”

A youth, too young to be admitted to the Assembly, bounded up the Sacred Way. He skipped sideways, waving his arms up to make everyone join in his crowing. "Freedom! Freedom! Philip is dead!" He caught Thaïs' eye. Shouted at her. "Smile, girl!"

Thaïs shouted, "Storm the Makedonian garrison!" 

The youth stalled, and informed her sourly, "There is no Makedonian garrison."

"Oh." She blinked eyes too beguiling ever to manage a look of of real innocence. She tried again: "Smash the tablet of the tyrants laws throw the bits into the sea!"

With more glowering, the youth snarled low, "There aren’t any."

"Well! That doesn't leave much for a rioter to do, no? You are a very annoying boy. So, then: Recall our exiled leaders! Recall Demosthenes!"

"Demosthenes is still in Athens. Our leaders are still here."

"Really, this is too much!" Thaïs complained, then: "Restore the democracy! Oh, I am so silly. Athens is still a democracy, yes? This rebelling is difficult work. Well then, sweep everywhere that Philip walked on Attik ground! Erase Philip’s very footsteps from our soil!"

A hiss, "Philip was never here."

Thaïs planted fists on her hips, a picture of exasperation. "Then tell me what has Philip done to us?"

"He demands troops and money from us."

"Just as Athens did from her allies and protectorates during our empire. Oh, I see now what Philip did. How exceedingly outrageous. Philip took your job!"

The youth found Ptolemy: "Keep your woman quiet, Makedone."

Thaïs spoke airily."Ptolemy, my dearest, do you not see those neat round blocks in the parapet wall up there?"
Ptolemy indicated that he did. And even though Thaïs had addressed him, Ptolemy sensed this question was for the braying youth.

"Do you know what those are?" Thaïs asked.

Ptolemy squinted at the neat rounded slabs of limestone built into the high city bastion. "They look like column drums."

"That is because they are column drums. Rather, they used to be column drums. They are part of the defensive wall now, of course. But once upon a time a temple stood where the big one stands now." Thaïs pointed to the hill's crowning glory, the temple that Demosthenes called Parthenon.
"The old temple was a hundred-footer. The Persians tore it apart. Dirty Persian feet walked our sacred ground. That was the only time—the only time—in our long history that foreign troops ever set foot here. Never before and never since. Even the Spartans did not dare march here when they defeated us. Not even those brutish Thebans dared tread on our acropolis. Even your Philip did not occupy Athens when he crushed the army of the Athenians at Chaironeia. Philip—as this very wise young man says—only demanded our men to join him with a united Hellas in marching against the Persian beast.”

The very wise young man was growing very red in the face as Thaïs spoke.
"Ptolemy, do you remember those statues we sat under in the agora? Harmodios and Aristogeiton?”

“I will remember them at my deathbed.”

“Did you know that those statues are not the originals? Those are copies. Do you know who stole the real ones?"

"Not Philip," Ptolemy said.

"Not Philip. The Persians stole Harmodios and Aristogeiton away when they sacked Athens. Our statues of our heroes stand in that filthy barbarian's palace in Persepolis. I want them back. Athens has waited five generations for a Hellenic hero to march into the barbarian's house, and beat the last breath out of the Great King, and restore heroes in their place here, in Athens. That is my dearest wish, to have Harmodios and Aristogeiton home. And I do not care if that Hellenic hero is named Philip or Chares or Thersites. I thought Philip was the man to do it. Now he is gone, and so is that dream. And I am meant to cheer Philip’s death? I do not understand my countrymen.”

She presented the youth, like a strange marvel, for Ptolemy.

“It is not enough for this boy that Athens bring her heroes home. The general at the head of the avenging army must be Athenian. Well the Athenians won’t do it, so where does that leave Harmodios and Aristogeiton?"

The youth menaced. "If you were a man, I'd run you through."

Thaïs tossed back her long shimmering hair. "You couldn't get anything into me straight even if you were a man."
The boy’s fists clenched, his breath seething through his teeth. Came the motion forward.

And there was Ptolemy. He backed the young Athenian down with nothing more than a cold stare. Ptolemy didn’t even need to touch his dagger's hilt. A tall man, with muscles like gnarled boulders, and such an authoritative figure for his thirty years, Ptolemy made the boy know beyond any doubt that if he touched the teasing woman, he would die.

The Athenian youth turned and ran down the Sacred Way shouting to a more receptive audience, "Philip is dead! Freedom! Freedom!"

Ptolemy asked Thaïs softly, "You do know why they cheer."

"Yes. Actually, I do. Their precious eleutheria. Autonomeia is not enough."
Both words meant freedom more or less. Thaïs couldn’t sympathize with the Athenian loss of eleutheria, true freedom, self determination, because she never had it. Autonomeia, self-direction, she had. It was the closest thing to freedom a woman could hope for. A freedom within limits. Freedom without all rights. "Strange how autonomeia is good enough for me, but reeks of offal when granted to them. Makes them feel like whores."

Athens’ star had set generations ago. The unfinished state of her grand buildings stood silent testament. Still, what her empire had managed to build dazzled. The monumental gates at the top of the sacred hill fanned wide. Brilliant ranks of white columns crowned by an architrave of astonishing vividness. Deepest blue, scarlet and emerald sparkled under the cerulean sky. Picture galleries framed either side. Gilded acroteria poised as if to fly from the corners of the red tile roof.
Under the gates, Ptolemy looked up to a starry coffered ceiling.
Passing through the gates into sunlight, a titanic bronze Athene met them on the other side. 
The gleam of Athene’s towering spear could guide a sailor home.

But turn and look back, Ptolemy could see that the imposing gateway was only half a building. Construction had stopped when Athens lost her war with Sparta, never to be taken up again. And Athens' empire never returned. 
The Athenians had never been able to spit out the taste of defeat.

By the time Thaïs and Ptolemy arrived at the rampart, the wall was already crowded five deep where it overlooked the theatre. "We should have come earlier and waited up here," Ptolemy said.

"I don't wait for anyone," Thaïs said.
Bracelets jingling on both wrists, Thaïs pushed and elbowed her way through the crowd. Ptolemy glowered the angry cries silent. 

Thaïs wedged herself a place between two white-robed temple virgins at the ramparts of the south wall. Ptolemy stood close behind her. He could look down over shoulder at the gathered citizenry of Athens.
The theatre orkhestra had been re-done in white marble that gleamed blindingly in sunlight. The seats, still wood, groaned under the weight of so many Athenians. Ptolemy guessed that the Athenians intended to replace the seats with marble too, as the stonecutters, interrupted, sat on unfinished marble blocks right where they were.

Male voices rose, muttering, arguing, with a lot of arm-flapping. Athenians could not talk without using their arms.

Thaïs pointed. "There's Demosthenes in his usual niche. He’s still wearing his white robe."

The pigs had already been slain, the omens taken, the herald’s curse invoked upon anyone who attempted to deceive the People.

"We're just in time."

As the messenger stood up on the bema, the thousands fell silent, and the temple virgins high on the wall hushed each other. They hushed Thaïs who hushed them back.

The messenger reported to the Assembly that Philip had been assassinated in the theatre at Aegai under the new moon. One of his own Companions had struck the tyrant down. The savior’s name was Pausanias.

Ptolemy made a gagging noise.

“Who is Pausanias?” Thaïs demanded, but Ptolemy waved her quiet.

The messenger was saying that Alexander had immediately assumed the kingship.

A sound like an ocean swell rose from the Assembly, only subsiding when the first speaker took the myrtle wreath from the messenger and stepped up to the raised bema to address his countrymen.

The gaunt man smiled at his countrymen and spread his thin, wiry arms benevolently to embrace them all. His voice rang clear and so much louder than the messenger's that the Athenians could not help but listen to him.
Demosthenes. 

"O men of Athens!"

"More visions?" Thaïs murmured into her hand.

Demosthenes told the Assembly that Alexander, the son of Aeropos of Lykestis, was a reasonable man who would not presume upon the invalid treaty which had kept the Athenians subordinate to the Makedonian tyrant.

Even as Demosthenes said it, the messenger gestured fervently no. Demosthenes shot him a nettled glance for interrupting a beautifully constructed, well-rehearsed speech. The messenger broke in. "It's not Alexander Lynkestes who is king now. It's Alexander son of Philip."

Ptolemy muttered, "Should have been obvious."

Demosthenes seemed put out. All the lines of his face puckered in tight. Something had gone wrong with his vision. Philip was certainly dead but the wrong Alexander was on the throne.
Demosthenes recovered. "Even better!" he cried. "Even better!" 
He almost sounded convinced the second time he said it. And he scoffed at the idea of a twenty-year-old youth lording over all Hellas. Alexander, he said, was a mere boy who would not venture out of Pella. Alexander would be content to saunter around his provincial capital and watch the omens.

"Who is he talking about?" Ptolemy growled.

Thaïs whispered back, "You told me Alexander is very religious.”
"To the point of superstition,” Ptolemy admitted. “But that never kept him home! I wish I could speak."

"What would you say?"

"I would ask Demosthenes why he assumed Lykestes succeeded Philip."

"Maybe because Lynkestes’ name is Alexander too?"

"No. Demosthenes knows better. When that messenger said Alexander had taken the throne, whom did you suppose?"

"Son of Philip," Thaïs said. Her dress slipped from one shoulder with her shrug. “The Alexander who was a general at Chaironeia.”
"Naturally. Why would anyone think anything else? Outside of Makedonia, who ever heard of Alexander Lynkestes?"

"Demosthenes has."

"Demosthenes has."

Hisses and shoves from the temple virgins hushed them.

Demosthenes had found the thread of his speech, the part that had nothing to do with who was on the Makedonian throne. He regained his momentum, and whipped the audience into a nationalistic frenzy. His accent was pure old Attik, with distinctive double tees when the rest of the Greek speaking world these days used double esses. The local dialect gave his speech a patriotic sound. His hard white teeth bared with the crisp staccato pronunciation.

Throw off the shackles of tyranny, he told them. You are free, O men of Athens! Have no fear.
Ptolemy's head kept jerking back in silent negation so many times, he looked to be having a spasm. He snarled, scarcely louder than the grinding of his teeth, "What of the oath you swore to Philip and his heirs?"

"Ask them!" said Thaïs and climbed up onto the limestone rampart.

"What are you doing!"

"Asking them." She teetered atop the wall, her arms spread like wings for balance. When she had her footing, she cupped her hands and inhaled to shout down to the theatre.

Lost her balance instead. Squeaked. Ptolemy had seized her thighs. He pulled her back off her perch, and caught her falling. "You idiot!"

In his arms, Thaïs pushed her long hair from her face and giggled up at him.

He set her down hard and was once again leaning over the wall, teeth grinding, Thaïs forgotten.
Parthenai—virgins—loured at them.

Thaïs remembered that the wise man said there was no true attraction between opposites.

The debate down in the theatre had turned into a free for all, with orators grabbing at a shredding myrtle wreath and speaking twice and out of turn.

Athens was a land of lawyers these days. They scrambled for power, flocking like kites over battle dead—and stirred the same impulse to throw rocks at them.

Roly-poly Demades stood up to defend the treaty. Demades had, after all, negotiated it. War with Makedonia, Demades said, was unthinkable.

"Coward!" Demosthenes cried.

"O ye gods." Demades rolled doleful brown eyes to the sky.

"All lawyers are snakes," Thaïs said. "But some snakes are adders and harmful to men, and other snakes are brown snakes which eat adders."

A wave of appreciative chuckles along the rampart met her remark.

Even Ptolemy smiled. "Did you make that up, Thaïs?"
"I stole it from my lawyer."

Down below, Demosthenes urged the people to call upon their generals to lead them to war—not against the Persians, but against the Makedones. Demosthenes had several generals ready in front, just waiting for their cue.

Demosthenes tried to bring one of them up to the bema, but the name the people chanted was, "Phocion! Phocion!"

Not the general Demosthenes had in mind.

The chant grew louder and louder. Thaïs and the virgins joined in from the rampart, "Phocion! Phocion!"

At last, a reluctant boulder within the tumultuous sea slowly dislodged itself from the upper tier of the theatre. The press of men parted for this one to descend to the front.

Thaïs nudged Ptolemy. "Look at Demosthenes."

"He looks ill."
Demosthenes held a bony hand to his brow as if it physically ached.

“That is because the chopper of his words is standing up."

A stolid frowning bulk, Phocion moved with deliberate power. Plainly dressed even for a democrat, Phocion went barefoot as a slave.

"There are two ways to hold power in a democracy," said Thaïs. "Be a skilled speaker or be a general. Phocion is both."

"But if you are a skilled speaker, you can talk this crowd into electing you general. It seems to me, the skill in speaking is all that is required to get anything you want in your city.”

The ten generalships were the only public offices in Athens not chosen by lot.
"But Ptolemy, dear Ptolemy, Phocion never runs for the office,” Thaia said. “He doesn't even show up to hear the election results. Someone has to go to his house to tell him he has been elected again."

The pandemonium in the theatre subsided as Phocion lumbered up to the bema and accepted the battered myrtle wreath.

Ptolemy made a wordless noise, impressed by the man's sheer power of presence. Austere. Forbidding.

"This will be brief," Thaïs whispered when the hush was nearly complete. "Phocion's speech is like the little gold coin. Very little but all gold. See how they quiet? One word from Phocion is worth books and books of Demosthenes' beautiful beautiful sentences."

The way her eyes shone, Ptolemy could be jealous of the old man.

Phocion's first words were a slap at all the men who cheered him. "I am not going to celebrate a death. It is mean-spirited to show spite on such an occasion."

The grumble rippled to the highest benches. An embarrassed scoff came from Demosthenes who looked suddenly weird in his celebrant's cloak, with his daughter so lately dead.

Phocion reminded his fellow Athenians, "The army that defeated us at Chaironeia is reduced by one man."

Mutters now. Cold common sense was not what anyone wanted to hear.

Seeing the tide turning again, Demosthenes spoke in a stage whisper, loud enough to be heard all the way to the ramparts, "Careful. The Athenians will kill you if they go mad."

Phocion nodded to back. "Me, if they go mad. You, if they keep their senses."

The Athenians had a splendid susceptibility for whichever madness pleased them at the moment, and in no time Demosthenes was at the helm of this ship of state once more. He banished any fear of Alexander. Called Alexander a Margites.

A portly temple priestess, her elbows propped on the rampart, her chins cupped in her hand, muttered into her palm, “Prick.”
"To hear Demosthenes talk, you would think he was the one descended from heroes," Ptolemy said, mystified. "Demosthenes' father was just a merchant, wasn't he?"

Thaïs gave a foxy smile. "O my dearest Ptolemy, Demosthenes' father made swords."

Phocion tossed the myrtle over his shoulder, quitting the bema. "There is nothing you can do to make me brave, nothing I can do to make you cowardly. Nevertheless, we all know what we are." He stepped down to be engulfed in the roaring sea of men.

Ptolemy moved away from the ramparts. He had seen enough. There could be no question where this was going.

Thaïs had to take two steps to his every one to keep up with him. She pulled on the back of his chiton to make him stop beneath the giant bronze Athene.

Ptolemy looked up at the goddess. The low sun struck her spearpoint with a fiery gleam. "Fickle, these Athenians."

"No," said Thaïs. “We are not.”

They were. Notoriously.

"Look at your city. It has no rival for civilization, for brilliance, for creative thought—and for absolute caprice! Your empire fell seventy years ago and someone forgot to tell you! Makes me want to grab it by the hair and—" Foundered.

"And?"
He could not finish that one, shamed at what he had done to her.
She smiled. "You love us."

Baldly, to her eyes, he said, "I do."

Startled, she held her breath.

He touched her long black hair, letting it curl round his fingers. This man, so very reserved in public, only touched her so when they were alone together, she and he. She breathed, "All us Athenians equally well?"

His answer hung on the closing dusk. The world sang in waiting. A warm breeze swept the heat up the limestone crag. The twilight song of cicadas became distinct. Swifts in wheeling flocks swirled round the east face of the acropolis, trilling.
Ptolemy said, "If Philip is truly dead I shall be going home."

Thaïs had been expecting that all day. She had intended to be cool and haughty when it came. She had planned several pithy things to say. What flew out her mouth was nothing more witty than, "No!"

She closed her fists on the front of his blue chiton, and pounded his chest as if she could beat the notion out of him. "No!" And again, "No!"

He remained immobile as an olive tree. Thaïs bowed her head, crumpled against his chest, and sobbed like a girl.
His voice resonated within his broad ribcage. Her ear against his chest, she felt him and much as heard him speak. "Will you wait for me, fickle Athenian?"

Her head shot up. "Wait for what? To bury you?"

"I am not going home to die."

"What of Alexander?" she cried.

"He’s my friend."

"Your friend he may have been! There was never a crown between you before! What makes you think Alexander wants you home! What king would welcome home an elder brother!"
Color rose to the crags of Ptolemy's face. "I am son of Lagos."

Thaïs flung her arms high, invoking witnesses from heaven. "My mind is not as soft as my body, Ptolemy! Even you can't believe that!"

Ptolemy rephrased, "As long as Lagos lives, I am his son." Owed him that.

"See? You don't believe it either. And even if it were true, no one else believes it! Certainly not Alexander. As often as you speak of him, you have never called him stupid."

"It is my affair."

She saw the door closing. "No! It is Alexander's and it is mine. Wait for you? Makedonian kings kill their half brothers, Ptolemy! No one is that good a friend!"

He was gazing at her, but not hearing, a half dream look on his face. Sad. Maybe he did hear. He murmured, "You are so alive. How could a man ever leave the world knowing you are in it?"

Profound dread quivered under her heart. "That doesn't sound like you, Ptolemy." Flowery declarations of love and empty bouquets of words were not his way.

"I have to say it now or it doesn't get said. I was never afraid of dying before I met you. And I never wanted to be a king before I met you."

The blood left her face. She felt it go. She had to be white as marble. "You're going to challenge Alexander."

"No. I am going to march with Alexander into the Great King's house and bring your statues back."

She did’t think she could turn any whiter. "For me? But I don't want them! I want you here!"

"No, you don't."

"Do not tell me what I want!"

"You already told me that was your dearest wish."

“You said they were squalid lovers, not patriots.”

“I don’t care if they are whores. You want them. You shall have them.”

"I don’t. I lied!"

"Then I shall tell you what you don't want: a pet. A Makedonian slave. We make singularly bad ones, hadn’t you heard?"

Tears cascaded down her cheeks with her silent sobs.
"You should have a man. A great man. A wise man and a general both?"

She sniffled, dared look up. "You think Alexander will make you a general?"

"I stood with Alexander against Philip. Alexander does not forget a faith."

"Then take me with you. I shan't be sent for."

"No."

"No?"

"It's not safe."

"You just said it was!"

"I said Alexander won't kill me. Demosthenes had a vision that did not count on Alexander being king. And I am sure that I didn't figure into that vision either. There is great danger. Not from Alexander. The danger is to Alexander. And I need to leave now and tell him so. I shall send for you when I can."

She wiped away her tears, lifted her head high. "I see."
It was a malady of men abroad to suppose they were in love with local girls. But they had only to touch native soil and at once remembered who they were. She was not for him.

She crossed her arms, presenting all the gold bracelets that other men had given her.

But Ptolemy was staring past her. She turned.

A gnarled figure limped through the monumental gates, glancing this way and that as if searching for someone. He was a young man, his hair worn too long and plastered to his sweaty brow. His gaze lighted upon Ptolemy, and he picked up his lurching pace, waving a wineskin. "Ptolemy! We've been recalled!"

“So soon!” Thaïs cried.

Alexander's messenger must have been ten paces behind the Athenian messenger who’d brought word of Philip’s death.

“With all Alexander has to think about, Alexander thinks to recall his exiled friends! Such haste. Ptolemy, does that not scare you?”

“Scare me? It’s only what he promised.”

“I know all about men’s promises! It seems Alexander wants you where he can see you. As soon as possible.” She waved her hand before her nose. "Your friend smells."

"Alexander needs us. I must go. I shall see you home."

Just like that. Stoic. Stark. Reserved.

The malodorous one – his name was Harpalos—urged haste. Athenian hospitality, warm to the enemies of Philip, could turn quickly cold to the friends of Alexander.

Thaïs pulled her wrist from Ptolemy's hand. "You shall not. I am nobody's wife and I shan't be treated like one. I am not ready to go home. There will be parties all over town tonight and I shall entertain the best men. The best men. Go, Ptolemy. Don't send for me."

He seemed to be searching for words. But he’d already said everything.

And he left her.

The shaking started when Ptolemy disappeared between the white columns of the gates. Thaïs held her middle, stared but saw nothing through the blur of tears.

She recovered quickly.
 Mustn't look hideous when he turns around and comes back.

He didn’t come.

Noises of fierce joy thundered from over the rampart. Scared all the birds.

Thaïs was better off this way, without him. Ptolemy was always scolding her. She always shocking him.

Without him, Thaïs could be as rich as Phryne. Phryne was richer than most cities.

Thaïs’ world had been full and complete without Ptolemy son of a bitch. How could it not be so now? How could the world have changed so drastically in a handful of days?

Her hands fluttered to the golden pendants at her throat, as if to reassure her of their existence, of her own worth. She smoothed down the fine saffron-dyed linen of her dress, fingered the gold threads in the borderwork, smelled the perfume on her hair—attar of rockroses. None of it made the least bit of difference.

Some hateful god was jealous.

She tripped into the shadows of the gate, caught her balance against a column, degrees of pain catching up with the loss.

The last shred of pride tore away and she ran in skipping little steps down the Sacred Way, searching for a tall, rough-built man in the company of a limping figure with a starboard list.

The breath hurt her chest by the bottom of the hill. How could they have got so far ahead? They had to be running.

Somewhere in the dark, haphazard streets she ran into a stout figure. She pulled back with a gasp.

"Easy, child." A calm paternal voice steadied her with a firm hand on her elbow. "Do you need a torch carrier?"

General Phocion.

He thinks I'm drunk.

Thaïs slid her hands to his barrel chest. Like caressing a statue. She tried to smile. Afraid she sniffled through her attempted seduction. "Need company?"

"You’re wearing too much gold to walk alone," Phocion said, a mild scold. Something Ptolemy would say. "I shall walk you back to your party. For whose house do we look?"

She broke into sobs, and ended up at Phocion’s house.

She could not believe it when she saw it. She had stopped crying by then. "How very plain for so great a man,” she marveled. “Only those bronze disks for ornament! Oh, at the least, those should be gold."

"Gold makes for poor armor," said General Phocion.

"You’re arming your house?" Thaïs teased.

"Those are Makedonian shields. Trophies from a victory. I defeated Philip's army, but I never met Philip himself in battle. I wasn't at Chaironeia. For that I am truly sorry. I like to imagine I could best him. Now I will never know."

"What of the son?" she heard herself asking. Still worrying about Ptolemy. Why was she thinking of that man now when she had the great Phocion?

"The son scares me witless. I have not seen the like of young Alexander before."

A fence surrounded Phocion’s house to keep the rabbits in. He opened the gate for her, drew water from the well for both of them. He stopped short of washing the hetaira's feet. Thaïs unlaced her sandals and washed off the criss-crossing of red Attik dust for herself before stepping barefoot into Phocion's neatly swept little house.

The wide woman, whom Thaïs mistook for a slave, was the great general’s wife. Her hair was gray as a stone. Her necklace was a plain toque of twisted bronze.

Phocion introduced her has Helen, and Thaïs nearly laughed. No thousand ships for this one.

Helen received the famous young hetaira as she might a lost child. She enfolded Thaïs against her cushioned bosom, then stood back, admiring. "How pretty."
Helen fetched water and wine and food, never a doubt entering her plain gray head of whom her husband would sleep with tonight. What a silly old hen. Did she not own a mirror?

Delusions quickly fell away.
Hers.

There still lingered a glow on those round cheeks and unpainted smile, a sprightly gleam in the eye when Helen looked on her husband. And apparently Phocion could still see his bride somewhere within that wide lumpy shape, because Phocion winked at her.
He swatted her broad bottom as she left the room when they thought Thaïs wasn’t looking. Helen jabbed her broom’s straw bristles at his bare feet and clucked at him, "Goat!" But her eyes were laughing. Helen’s round face had turned apple red.

And who will wink and me when my breasts sag to my waist and my body looks like a pile of pillows?
Thaïs despaired.
Here was friendship and trust and regard such as Thaïs had only ever seen between comrades-in-arms. Something lodged under her breastbone, stayed there and ached. Had she tasted anything yet, she would have sworn Phocion's wife had poisoned her.
Had in a way.
Thaïs swallowed down envy. Unwatered, unstrained envy.

"Not what you're accustomed to," the woman said, apologetic, as she readied a plain couch in a small, plain room for Thaïs. Helen grumbled, "This is what I get for marrying an incorruptible man."
Left alone in the dark, on her plain couch, in her plain room, Thaïs heard the two of them together. She wondered if she hadn't quickened the sap in the old limbs.
She heard Phocion and his wife talking.
After so many years, what had they to talk about? Through the wall carried comfortable, intimate murmurs.

This could not be. It must not be. Thaïs sooner expected to see winged horses than ever to see this—a brave, constant, loving heart that cleaves to one woman forever. Enduring love between a man and a woman truly existed.
And Thaïs did not have it.

Thaïs had been much happier believing her life was the best of all possible lives, that wives were neglected brood mares who kept house and served like slaves, while their men talked in the marketplace, dallied with boys, and lavished money on women like Thaïs.

The world was not as Thaïs always understood it to be.

She began to shake again.

She felt about blindly on the tidy floor in the dark for her sandals and ran away into the night.

Woke, stiff, on a cold marble floor, sparrows fluttering in the high clerestories up above, their sharp chirps banging around in the huge hard space.

The torches had guttered out. The sun's earliest shafts pierced the lingering smoke to touch the golden helmet of the towering goddess with a fiery gleam.
The light, edging over the side of the world, walked quickly down to fill the dim and shadowy space with marble, ivory and golden brilliance.

Of all the temples on the high city crag, Thaïs had taken refuge in the house of the Virgin.

She sat up. Wool slid from her shoulder. She’d felt cold in the night, and pulled something out of the temple offerings to use as a blanket. It had looked black in the night. Now in the light she saw that it was purple.
She had come up here last night intending to jump from the rock like Theseus’ father. It had seemed terribly romantic and tragic at the time. It seemed a foolish notion now.
She folded the costly cloth and piled it back with Athene's other gifts. Thanked the goddess for her hospitality.
There were thousands of votives here, humble ones from the poor; grandiose ones, prominently placed, from foreign heads of state. Philip's dedication was here. And Alexander's.

Thaïs hadn’t known that Alexander had made an offering in his own name before he became king. It wasn’t cheap. The coins had the heft of pure gold. Thaïs was familiar with the weight.

She’d seen Alexander when he came to Athens two years ago, after the Makedonian victory at Chaironeia. He captivated everyone. All the Cyprians lay siege to him, for he was very fair, blond-haired, blue-eyed, and just eighteen at the time, charming, civilized, clean, apparently generous—the gold coins slipped between Thaïs’ fingers into a large heap—and wholly inaccessible. Like this goddess, Alexander seemed to have been born full-grown and fully armed and ever chaste.

Thaïs recalled Phryne's comment when she first laid eyes on the Parthenon on her arrival from Boiotia. "Awfully beautiful house for a woman who never gives sex. And on the very highest mound of the whole high city—on the climax, as it were. What were the men who built this thinking?"

Thaïs let the last coin drop. She noticed a Makedonian cavalryman's sword under all the gold. Had Alexander used that to kill all those Thebans at Chaironeia?

Thaïs had just lost Ptolemy to this man. Ptolemy had talked of Alexander with boundless admiration, until she sickened of his name. Alexander was someone Ptolemy would like to be.

Thaïs lifted a resentful frown to the goddess, refrained from asking her aloud, "And what makes men worship you, goddess of my rival?"

Thaïs backed toward the doors, the better to take in the whole gigantic figure, and tried to see what Alexander had seen. What did a virgin goddess have that men would fashion her image forty foot high and drape her in gold? They had given her ivory skin and jeweled eyes. They heaped gold and purple at her feet.

The goddess held out her right hand in offering. In Athene’s palm stood the figure of a woman, fully as tall as Thaïs, but crowned and winged.

Nike. Victory.

So you held that out to Alexander as he walked through these doors.

That had always been Athene's promise. So went the tale everyone knew, of another Alexander, the one called Paris. That Alexander had been given judgment over three goddesses, to declare which of the three was most beautiful. The rivals offered their judge bribes of course. And Paris Alexander made his decision based on what each goddess promised him, for how else did one choose among immortal beauties?
Athene offered victory, Hera dominion, Aphrodite the most beautiful woman in the world.

Paris Alexander chose Aphrodite.
Simple enough choice, Thaïs always thought.

But were that Judgement ever to be made again, Thaïs knew whom this new Alexander would choose.

And later wondered if he actually had.


What a good thing it is for a man, upon dying,
 to leave behind a son, as Agamemnon left a son,
 to exact his vengeance and kill the murderer of his noble father.

—Homer Odyssey
The torches were laid to the pyre before daybreak, lest the sight of the dead stain the sun.
The fire caught quickly. Orange flames shot up from oil-soaked wood, mostly oak, for oak gave a hot fire. In the heart of it stood the raised brick oven wherein lay the body of the king.

The flutes played the dirge. Their Doric strains lifted a strange wail as soldiers dragged the priest to the pyre, the seer who had pronounced the day lucky.
The priest kicked and writhed. Though no one sprinkled barley on his head, and there were no garlands, he knew what awaited him. His head, piously shaved, offered no handhold, so Alexander grabbed an ear by which to haul back his head and expose the throbbing vein. The priest squawked, "It was the will of the gods! We were not meant to see!"

Hephaistion covered his own eyes in a kind of cringe. This prophet had no sight at all, not even the human kind. When a man believes you have killed his father, there is no begging for mercy, and excuses win you only more fury.

Alexander sliced the throat open. Blood jetted in pulsing spurts. The priest jerked, thrashed madly. Hephaistion moved forward, but Alexander was too incensed to need help. He only let go when the struggles ceased. He stepped back and let the corpulent body tumble.
The king's pages wrapped the corpse in a shroud, swung twice and heaved it onto the fire.

Alexander screamed into the flames, "Pretend to the favor of the gods, false prophet!"
Even as he stalked away, he could not stop muttering. "He only told Philip what he wanted to hear. Even I sensed something wrong. I should trust my own visions."

"You are high priest now," Hephaistion said.

Alexander cocked his head, as if only now realizing it. "I am. So no one can fault my sacrifice."

And no one would. The priest had been the only foreigner here. No Hellenic allies attended the cremation. This was a Makedonian rite.
The sons of the assassin Pausanias were already tied to their stakes. Until Alexander killed the priest, the boys waited with vacant, hang-lipped faces, perhaps supposing they were in for a whipping. The older one, Kerastos, realized what was happening as the javelin men lined up, and he started screaming, a shrill, girlish keening that stabbed everyone in places they could not see.
It was an unhappy lot of executioners. No one took satisfaction from killing children, even cursed ones.
Let no man forget that his crimes do not fall upon his own head alone.

The javelin men cast, trying hard to make one mercifully lethal shot. But all the missiles converged to the same point, fouled together, and fell short in a pile of lumber, but for two. The younger boy died right away, mouth still hanging open in dull surprise. Kerastos got a spear in the gut, and he squealed. Sounded as if someone stepped on a puppy.

An old soldier ran forward, seized up a javelin from the fallen pile, charged in and jammed it into the narrow chest to stop that pitiable sound. Tears trickled through the wiry beard as the soldier turned away.

The pages untied the bodies. They slumped like cloth dolls, weighed less than goats. 
Why hadn't that dog-eater thought of this when he decided to kill the king? The pages hurled the small loads onto the fire. Pretended that smoke got in their eyes.

Somewhere a woman screeched, long, heart-rending wails.

The sphere of light burst wide with a furious leap of the fire. A fortune of scented oil ignited. The column of flame reared against the blackness of the sky.

That was the last of the executions. For now. Alexander stalked around the pyre as if looking for someone else to throw on it.

Amyntas felt heat from the fire on his face, the night air cold on his back. His jaw hurt. He was grinding his teeth.

This was how it had always been for Amyntas’ little cousin, Alexander. The kingdom, like everything else, just fell into Alexander’s hands.

Alexander threw frankincense on the fire—great handfuls of it, and not the Arabian stuff either. These were the big white African teardrops that caught a blaze quickly, and cost twice as much. Alexander flung fortunes of it away like a child who has no idea of its worth. Perhaps he thought if he grieved grandly enough, no one would suspect him of killing his father.

Alexander had acquitted his friends of their negligence, the king’s guardsmen who had let Philip die. There were Perdikkas, Leonnatos Seleukos, Peukestas, Lysimachos.
Amyntas didn’t see any of their throats laid open on this pyre.

Alexander kept saying there had to be someone behind Pausanias. Of that, Amyntas had no doubt.

He watched his cousin's pacing, hunting for a scent he could not quite pick out from a trampled ground, his skin golden as a lion, firelight in his mane. Men stood wide, afraid of him. Alexander had ever been passionate, expressive, quick to rage, quick to tears, quick to give away everything he owned. Yet his father was dead and he had not cried. Someone had definitely moved the assassin's hand.

There was a very strong hand right there, Amyntas marked.

The great stack of wood collapsed around the brick vault in a bright maelstrom of sparks that spiraled skyward.
Amyntas caught two pairs of lynx eyes fixed on him from across the blaze. Strange movings haunted those amber eyes. Was that what guilt looked like? Amyntas was unfamiliar with the emotion. He regarded the Lynkestian brothers quizzically as they moved round the fire toward him.

At Alexander's abrupt bark—giving orders to his pages—the two Lynkestians cringed. Then, realizing that the king’s sharp commands were not for them, they closed on Amyntas.
Dark beards covered much, but there were clearly secrets on these faces. Amyntas didn’t greet them. Waited for the lynxes to declare themselves.

The older one, Heromenes, nodded toward Alexander and told Amyntas, "That should be you."

Flattery sent an insidious rush into Amyntas’ veins. Amyntas gave no outward sign of it. He folded his arms, grunted, committed himself to nothing.
Royal pages hastened to Alexander's call. Amyntas watched them run.
"You were king before Alexander was born," the youngest lynx, Arrabaios, said.

"I don't remember," Amyntas said.

"Men do," Arrabaios said, significantly.

Amyntas had no armor against words like those. Afraid he might have let some emotion show on his face. Amyntas liked to believe that somewhere he had loyal followers, who were outraged for him, who would restore him to the throne some day. Still he said nothing. Not to these two.

These men had no reason to love him.

Heromenes and Arrabaios, the younger sons of Aeropos of Lynkestis, fancied themselves royalty in their own right. They had illusions that, if not for Philip, Lynkestis would be an independent kingdom and that they, the sons of Aeropos, would be its lords.
Truth was, if not for Philip, Lynkestis would be an Illyrian hill province instead of a Makedonian hill province and they would be dead.
Amyntas' own father had died in battle with Illyria over that craggy piece of backcountry dirt. Did these two suppose, that after all that blood, Amyntas as king of the Makedones would just give it away to the sons of Aeropos?

Heromenes said, "We would stand with you if you struck him down." Would not speak the name, but tilted his head toward the hated him, who was shouting orders to Royal Companions as if by birthright.
"A great many others who are afraid to speak now would stand with you as well," Arrabaios said. "All you need do is act. When the Makedones see how decisive and forcefully you act, and what a following you have, no one will blame you for ridding us of this pretender."

Amyntas nodded. "When the time is right."

"When?" Arrabaios pressed.

"In time," Amyntas said.
He caught the furtive motion from one lynx, a brushing away of sweat. That was what guilt looked like.

"In time? Alexander did not get where he is by putting things off until the morrow," Heromenes said.

The urgency sounded a wrong note. The twitching Lynkestians hung on Amyntas' next words.
Amyntas broke into a laugh, a great Philippine belly laugh. In evil glee he became the very incarnation of the beast Philip.

The sound made heads turn. Alexander himself whirled, glared across the fire to find who was laughing at his father's pyre.

Heromenes and Arrabaios tried to make themselves small, not wanting to be caught near the source of it.

The last standing logs of the pyre broke and settled to the ground with a rain of sparks.

"Do I look like a puppet?" Amyntas roared, so loud the brothers almost ran. Then Amyntas grinned, spoke softly, so softly Heromenes and Arrabaios could not hear but they saw the words on Amyntas’ smiling lips, "Do I look like Pausanias?"

The Lynkestians tripped over themselves denying that they had anything to do with the assassin Pausanias. They were astounded. What could Amyntas possibly mean?
"So what happened at the critical moment?” Amyntas asked. “Did your eldest brother get scared? And why, by any god, did he give Alexander his sword? Was that according to plan? Did he back out, or did you forget to tell him he was supposed to use it to make himself king?"

Heromenes and Arrabaios set to feigning insult now, told Amyntas they disliked the implication. They invoked their long years of soldiering. Invoked the memory of Amyntas’ father.

"Who do I look like to you?" Amyntas could barely see the sons of the lynx through the red haze of his own fury. "Get away from me. If you want Alexander dead, I shan't stop you. Do what you like, but stay away from me."

The fire consumed all that was flesh. To the dying flames the Companions called their king three times in farewell. 
When the bricks were cool enough to touch, the bones were retrieved from the crematory, rinsed clean in watered wine, and carefully collected in a costly cloth of royal Phoenician purple embroidered with gold. The dye came from shells worth their weight in silver. The color did not fade. Everything Philip took with him must last. Kings had need of immortality.

Alexander tramped over the ashes.
The pages passed him the purple bundle of bones. Alexander sprinkled a handful of dust on the cloth so his father's soul might cross the river Styx to rest now. Philip should not have to wait while his tomb was prepared.

Alexander wanted his father's tomb built like a chambered temple, like King Archelaus' tomb, but with Doric lines. The clean, dignified style was closer to his own heritage. And he wanted it bigger, bigger than anything ever built for a Makedonian king. And water tight. He would not have the powers of Earth destroying it. And the casket must be gold, solid, not gilt, for gold never loses its luster in the ground.

Alexander wanted it to last forever. And he wanted it by winter, before the ground froze.
He did not intend to be here in the spring.

As he stepped out of the ashes, there came a warning shout, "Look there!"
Turned. A figure running at him. 
Spears instantly raised around him like a lot of defensive quills.

It was a woman, her dress torn, her hair chopped ragged, her breasts raked in long red wounds. She dived beneath the spears to fall at Alexander's feet, invoked his mother's name. She threw her arms around his legs and kissed his knees. The spears, hovered, pointed. It would be sacrilege to kill her down there.

Alexander thought at first the woman had been raped, but the scratches started at her cheeks and pulled down. Those were the marks of grief.
He recognized the raw voice that had screamed while the fire burned. "Please, please, please!" Her face wet against his knees. "Alexander, you have a mother."

Alexander reached down, touched the young woman's dark hair, two gray streaks in it. "Woman, what do you want?"

He could scarcely hear her answer for her teary squeaks.
She asked for her children.

Alexander could not talk. He nodded down, gave a silent signal to his pages to let her through to the pyre.

She crept over the cold ash, and picked through the charcoal for her babies. She pulled up charred bones and laid them in her himation. They were small pieces, broken and scattered under the logs that had fallen when the fire settled.

A curt jerk of the king's head bid a page help her.
Young Hektor squatted with Pausanias’ wife in the soggy debris to sift through the remains. He found a tiny piece of jaw with little teeth, and gave it to her. Some teeth were missing, but that was not because of the fire but because he had been a very little boy.
The woman held the bone to her face and rocked on her haunches, keening.

Alexander's face froze. No one dared talk to him.
He moved woodenly to where Antipater, who was to be regent during Philip’s march on Persia, conferred with his son-in-law, Alexander Lynkestes. The older men’s conversation stopped at the king’s approach. Alexander's blue eyes were quite wild. He whispered, "There is someone else."

Antipater understood the nature of grief. He argued calmly, "It is in the nature of the death of kings that men look for more daggers than they can see. It is always so. Don't create enemies."

And Lynkestes added, "Pausanias did not need pushing."

Alexander grasped Antipater's cloak, insisted, "There is someone else!" He turned Antipater to make him look at the woman sitting in the ashes, rocking her bones, singing to them. "Even the lowest brute protects its young. Pausanias never meant for this. Someone else was meant to be king and to pardon Pausanias' children. As I live, I had to kill them to avenge my father. Pausanias knew that. So somewhere there lives a dagger that was meant for me first." And he spun on two figures who had been edging nearer by starts and stops while he was speaking. "What do you want?" Alexander roared, more fiercely than he had intended. He disliked vacillation, and all his thoughts were black.

The two younger Lynkestian brothers, Heromenes and Arrabaios, flinched, stared. Eyes bulged. Alexander waited. These lynxes did not talk well. They stuttered all over the simplest questions. Alexander looked to the eldest Lynkestian brother and asked him instead, "What do they want?"

Alexander Lynkestes prodded his younger brothers. "You have a question for the king?"
"We wanted to ask—" Heromenes started. A question. A question was needed here. He plowed into the finish, "What is to be done with the prophet's bones?"

Arrabaios confirmed hastily, earnestly, yes, this was what they wanted to know.

"Put him in the ground somewhere," said Alexander, cross. Then added, "Far away from here."

"What about Pausanias?"

The assassin's corpse still hung on its stake below the palace. Piety demanded a cover of earth. Even the Persian invaders at Marathon had been given a burial. To refuse burial was the worst thing a man could do to anyone, and it was no man’s right to do it. Not even for revenge of one's father's murder. An unburied soul did not rest.

It was the kind of revenge no mortal, not even a king, could demand. Such acts turned away the favor of the gods.

Alexander's fair face clouded. He drew a breath. His light-toned voice rang clear as he announced to anyone within a stade's distance, "Pausanias will rest—when my father has a proper resting place, and when I know whom to burn on his tomb!" He hissed aside to Antipater. "There is someone else."

Antipater’s ruddy brows arched high over blue eyes. He nodded down. "I believe there must be."

Dying tongues of fire shifted a sallow light across the faces of the lynxes in the sickly dawn.

The approach road to the palace at Aegai was paved. You could hear hooves ring against the stones from all the way down the hill.
The white Molossian dog lying at Alexander's feet thumped its heavy tail against the floor, then started up on its massive haunches. It was the kind of dog his mother's people used as sheepdogs, because they could fight off wolves. Alexander loved his big hunting dogs. Those foxy little Laconic dogs were good for little better than hares. A good Molossian hound would take on a lion. Peritas was a king's dog.

The hoofbeats drew up at the palace gates. The dog shook its lupine mane, gave a single bark, its tail lashing.

Alexander dashed out of the throne room and ran for the gates.

Ptolemy had given him the dog.

The purified stones of the antechamber were still damp from yet another washing of the floors with salt water—first for the birth, then for the death. The palace smelled wet. Ptolemy felt as if he were walking into a tomb.

From a small side chamber, where the cups and wine jars for greeting guests were stored with the pithoi of water, sounded a mocking welcome. "Ah, the vultures circle. How do they find the carrion? And so quickly!"

Ptolemy spun round, expecting to see a shade come back across the river. Because it was Philip's voice he heard.
And it was Philip's face that leered from the shadows. Philip young. And drunk.

Amyntas, the son of Philip's elder brother, swaggered from out the cup room. Amyntas grinned at the returning exile. "Now we see just how many bastards the old satyr really had. And all this time you pretended deny it! But you’re doing your homecoming all wrong here. If you were at all related to Philip, you would know you always bring a woman home from every campaign! You cannot be Philip’s son.” Amyntas gave his hand a drunken flip to command imaginary attendants, “Away with this one. Bring in the next pretender."

In an instant, Ptolemy had Amyntas against the wall, a daggerpoint under Amyntas’ beard. The cup dropped from Amyntas' hand. The fired clay broke with a dull crack on the stones, and the wine left a dark spatter like blood at their feet. Ptolemy pressed the point just enough to break the skin and raise a drop of blood from Amyntas’ throat.

Footsteps, approaching at a run, cleared the corridor, careered to a stop. "Ptolemy!" The cry was Hephaistion's.

"Murder!" Amyntas whispered, trying not to move his throat.

Ptolemy turned his dagger to jam the hilt against Amyntas' larynx, snarled at him, "My father's name is Lagos." He lowered the dagger and threw Amyntas away from him. "And never speak of my woman in any way. Ever!"

Amyntas reeled, confused beyond his drunkenness. He touched his neck again and again to stare at the blood on his fingers.
Hephaistion rasped a warning to the both of them, "The king is here!"

The king, and he did not mean Philip.

The king was not waiting on ceremony in the audience hall. Even as Hephaistion spoke, Alexander came bounding into the antechamber well ahead of his guard, a white dog lumbering at his heels. Alexander skidded on the wet stones, kept his footing. "Is it—?" Saw Ptolemy and his question broke off in a blinding smile.

When a man met a man in Makedonia, he did so with an open right hand to show it held no weapon. Alexander ran straight in and embraced Ptolemy. The embrace left Ptolemy's dagger still in hand and pointed over the king's back.

Hephaistion held his breath. He wanted to cry out but guessed that Alexander knew exactly where the dagger was.

Ptolemy was of a height to look down on Alexander's back, feel the living warmth of his body and his strong heartbeat within, a daggerstroke away. It would be easy.

Metal clattered on the stone floor. Both Ptolemy's palms pressed against Alexander's back, returning the embrace.

It would have been impossible.

Amyntas drifted out of the antechamber, disappointed.

Ptolemy drew back. "Alexander, you’re in danger."
"I know that."

The Molossian dog bounded eager circles around them, until Hephaistion, who had a way with hounds, brought Peritas to heel. Hephaistion retrieved the blade from the floor and handed it back to Ptolemy, hilt first. "Welcome home, Ptolemy." He said. And innocently, "You dropped your dagger."

Ptolemy accepted it with masked affront. "Hephaistion."

Alexander bid Ptolemy come, come inside and eat, drink.

Ptolemy didn’t wait on hospitality to speak. "I don't like to be the bearer of bad news.”
"Let’s have it. A general wants accurate information, no matter what it is.”
"They’re not mourning your father's death in Athens."

Alexander eyes dropped. He seemed to confer with some inner voice. The eyes lifted. "Who is on my side?"

"Demades."

The king nodded. Expected. "We pay him enough. And Aeschines, I'm sure. Who else?"

"Phocion."

"Oh, well, that is excellent!" Alexander beamed, confident again. "Phocion is a powerful man."

"And he doesn’t cost an obol," Hephaistion said.

"Philip tried to give him money,” Alexander said. “Phocion wouldn’t take it. The Athenians will listen to Phocion."

"Actually, they shouted him down," Ptolemy said, reluctant. "By the time I left, the Athenians already voted to void the Common Peace."

"They misunderstand the situation,” Alexander said. “This can all be corrected. Ptolemy, you're making me a rude host, come get off your feet."

Ptolemy stayed rooted. "I've been saving the worst of it."

Alexander smiled. "You just told me the Athenians overthrew my reign. What else can you possibly have?"

"Demosthenes had a vision—on the day of the new moon—that Philip was dead."

Alexander’s smile vanished. "Philip was murdered at the new moon."

"Demosthenes knew instantly. Days before even a bird could carry the news to Athens."

Alexander's fair skin roughened, as if the damp chill of the stones had suddenly found him. "What else did Demosthenes’ vision tell him?"

"Nothing. But when witnesses finally did arrive and said that Philip was dead and Alexander was on the throne, Demosthenes assumed the wrong Alexander."

"How could he possibly—?" Alexander broke off, impatient, annoyed. There were many Alexanders in Makedonia, certainly, but only one son of King Philip. "Did he suppose my uncle?"
Alexander of Epeiros was a king in his own right, and it had been that Alexander’s wedding day.

But Ptolemy said, "No."

"Who then?"

"Alexander Lynkestes, son of Aeropos."

"Foolish mistake," Alexander said.

"Demosthenes is not a fool," Ptolemy said.

The chill again. Alexander issued orders hollowly, to his pages, "Make Ptolemy at home. The best wine—"

Ptolemy belayed that, "No, I'm coming with you."
Alexander nodded, allowed it. He ordered Hephaistion take his spearmen. "Bring the Lynkestians before me. All three of them. Drag them out of their wives' beds if you have to." Then to Ptolemy, striding with him to the throne room, "Where’s Harpalos? Isn’t he with you?"

"He’s on foot. I couldn’t wait for him. I did stop at Thebes. The garrison is afraid."
"If all they've heard is that the king has been assassinated, then the Thebans will assume we're in anarchy. Once the envoys go home carrying my messages, then all this will settle."

Ptolemy nodded, less convinced. And he asked Alexander to promote him to a general’s command.

Alexander refused him.

Ptolemy swallowed pins, grateful that the light of oil lamps didn’t show the color changing in his face. He had been so sure of Alexander’s friendship.

No man wallowed long in shame before it turned to anger. Ptolemy spoke carefully. "Every king puts his own men in position."

"They're all my men now, and Philip has them well placed. My father was the world's greatest general, before me."

Ptolemy spoke faintly, "And am I well placed?"

Alexander grabbed him, as if to shake the trust back into him. “Ptolemy, you are mine. But I can't give commands as favors. No one would follow me if I did. Ask me something I can give. Ask huge."

"I just did! Is he a general?"

"Who? Hephaistion?" Alexander asked, confused. "He's an ilarch, same as always. You shall have your ila back of course."

Ptolemy’s breaths came easier. Ilarch. Squad leader. As long as he was of a rank with Hephaistion, he couldn’t take mortal insult.

Ptolemy had never actively disliked Hephaistion, but the young man’s air of ownership rankled. No one should be that close to a king.

And, unlike Ptolemy, Hephaistion hadn’t suffered for his friendship. Philip had always been kind to Amyntor's son. The only days Hephaistion spent in exile were those that Alexander also spent. Hephaistion came home from exile when Alexander came home. Hephaistion was untouchable. Hephaistion was arrogant.

Not that pride was any flaw so long as you were as good as your attitude. Ptolemy couldn’t see what Hephaistion's particular virtue was except that Alexander loved him.

But, if Hephaistion only commanded an ila, a squad, then Ptolemy could accept command an ila for now.
The eldest of the three Lynkestian brothers answered the king’s summons straightaway. Antipater swept in with Lynkestes, bristling indignation, to have his guest summoned from his dinner couch like a slave.

“Alexander! This is outrage! This is sacrilege! If you were a man—“
The king shouted him down. "Antipater, shut up. I didn't summon you. I summoned him." Alexander pointed at Alexander Lynkestes.

Alexander Lynkestes stalked to the throne in wounded dignity, his amber gaze frank and blameless, unafraid. He wore the royal purple of a king’s Companion, wide gold bracelets on either wrist. The heavy northern style toque around his neck was all but hidden under his dark, brambling beard. Alexander Lynkestes had lost sons older than the new king.
Looked Alexander the king in the eye and demanded, “How may I serve my king?”
When told what had happened in Athens, Demosthenes’ vision put you on the throne. Explain that. 

Lynkestes’ face went all circles—eyes, mouth. The shock looked real. Then the anger. Bellowed. "I was first to call you king!"
The new king Alexander blinked quickly as if his eyes stung. "And that is why this hurts, more than if you had stabbed me! Why didn't you when you had the chance!"

“Why would I?” Lynkestes roared back. Spittle flecked his coarse beard. “To free Lynkestis? I am more powerful and richer as a Makedonian Companion than any of my forefathers ever were as Lynkestian kings! Same as the Orestids and the Pelagones and the Elimiots. We are better off standing together as Makedones than fighting each other for small prizes. There is not a man in Makedonia who cannot see that, except for a certain Eordian bastard.” Amber eyes flicked aside, accusation.

Ptolemy put a hand to his sword hilt.
Lynkestes gave Ptolemy his back. "Basileu! I don't know why the Athenians thought I became king—if they even did! As he says they did!” His thumb jabbed back over his shoulder at Ptolemy now. “Alexander, do you see what he’s doing?"

Ptolemy answered in angry tremolo, "There are hundreds of men who could tell the same tale as I. Alexander, you could ask Phocion what he saw and heard."

Doors to the throne room burst open. Hephaistion blew in, flushed and breathless as if from a fight, Perdikkas and a squad of spearmen close behind him. “Heromenes and Arrabaios have been caught.”
"Caught?" Alexander echoed. There was that word again. Caught.

Alexander Lynkestes lifted his arms to heaven. "You see how these young usurpers twist words?"

"Usurpers?" Hephaistion said.

Alexander motioned everyone silent. Then asked Hephaistion evenly, "What did you mean when you said, 'caught?'"

Perdikkas answered first, "Means we chased 'em down—four stadia—on foot and wrestled their faces into the dirt at the stable doors as they were trying to mount their horses! Is there another word the Ba would like us to use instead of caught?"

Alexander sat back in his throne, covered his eyes, spoke without looking. His voice shook. “Why did you bring a sword into the theatre the day my father died, Alexander son of Aeropos? There were to be no swords in the theatre. You had a sword on you.”

Alexander Lynkestes’ lips twitched. His voice trembled. “The sword was given to me.”
The king uncovered his eyes. Even Antipater was staring at Lynkestes now.

Best finish the rest of it before they tortured it out of him.

“By my brothers,” Lynkestes finished, voice gone thick. “They had a vision. They said I would need a sword.”

“Heromenes and Arrabaios are given to visions?” Alexander the king asked.

“Never,” Alexander Lynkestes said. His rusty hair and dark beard bristled like hackles. “Never before. They said I would need the sword. And so I did. I needed to give it to you, you ungrateful mutt! You should be thanking my brothers and the gods!”

Perdikkas motioned toward the doors "Shall we bring Heromenes and Arrabaios in now so you can thank them?"

"No!" Alexander sat bolt upright. "I don't want to see them! And take this Alexander out of my sight too!"
Antipater was suddenly before the throne, gripping either arm of it, boxing Alexander in. "Alexander, don't assume Alexander Lynkestes had any part of it. He did not run. He is my daughter's husband!"

"Antipater, I would kill you too if I thought you had a hand in my father's murder!"

Antipater's angry flush vanished to pasty whiteness behind a field of freckles and iron red beard. "You know I did not."

"This I know," Alexander said solemnly to Antipater’s face.

"And what if Alexander Lynkestes wasn’t part of this?” Antipter said. “Why didn't he stab you with the sword when he had the chance?"

Alexander grasped the plain red border of Antipater's chiton. Spoke softly as if they were alone, just the two of them, and elsewhere, speaking of other things. "You look like a Spartan. You are a king’s Companion, Antipater. Why do you never wear royal color? It is your right."

"I don't pretend to be king," Antipater said.

"But you would challenge my judgment."

"It is my right."

"And it is my sacred duty to avenge my father."

“And if you kill the man who gave you his sword, you are a lawless tyrant. Not even the Furies only listen to one half of the story."

"Then you can tell me the other half at his trial, Antipater."

“A trial? Yes. I will speak for my son-in-law at a trial,” Antipater agreed. A demand, that, and Antipater whirled suddenly, roaring at the guardsman, Perdikkas, who had moved forward to lay hands on the eldest Lynkestian. “Don’t you touch him!”
The other guards hesitated, unsure if Lynkestes was to be left in Antipater’s charge or thrown in irons under the palace.
If it was to be irons, they would need more men because they would be taking Antipater too.
Antipater towered like a pillar of fire.

Alexander the king spoke tightly. “Keep him, Antipater. Anywhere. So long as he doesn’t need to be caught when the time for his trial comes.”

Antipater nodded down. “Done!”

“And what would you have me do with his brothers, Antipater? What of Heromenes and Arridaios?”

Antipater looked to his son-in-law, Alexander Lynkestes. Growled. “What would you have the king do with your brothers?”

Alexander Lynkestes’ beard lifted with the backward toss of his head. “I don’t have any brothers.”



The day came and went on which the messenger from Pella was expected. Because the weather was gentle, General Parmenion wondered if the angelos had not met sacrilegious bandits in the Thracian backlands. Messengers were sacred persons. But barbarians in these lands didn’t respect the proper gods.

The next day the angelos must come to announce that the king had embarked with the main body of the army. The angelos would be able to advise General Parmenion when the King expected join up with the vanguard. But that day passed too.

And the day after.

Parmenion made a tall, blunt figure atop the promontory. His blue eyes, pale and wary, squinted at the turquoise water.

A shaggy coat of hair, the color of autumn wheat, covered his broad chest and spilled over the neck of his chiton. Flecks of white in the sunburnt red of his arms, were all scars from arrowheads, leopard claws, falls, bites, and thorns. The only scars on his back women had put there.

Parmenion could sense like a horse when something was wrong. He wasn’t imaginative, so it didn’t serve to pass off his hunches. When Parmenion was uneasy, wise soldiers kept their weapons close.

Another day passed. A sliver of moon wedged itself wider in the sky. No word came from Makedonia, not even the normal mail.

The rumors arrived first. Wild ones. Of murder. Anarchy. Rebellion. Blood and more blood. One tale told that Philip had been cut down at the very moment of his triumphant entrance into the theatre before all the Hellenes, by one of his own Companions. That story was so absurd Parmenion didn’t believe any part of it. Philip’s own men would never kill him.

But all the tales had one thread in common. In all of them, Philip was dead.

Another day, with still no word from Philip to say he lived.

Days became lifetimes for an army in a foreign land. Made men wonder if they were become as another Ten Thousand, left to fight their way home from the Great King’s land.
It was some comfort that the Makedonian advance force hadn’t far to go. They could already see the sea.
The sun set backwards here. Parmenion never got used to watching the sun sink into water. 

Parmenion saw the runner before the watchman did. The angelos appeared up the road. His staff was an olive branch.
He wasn’t running. His donkey carried a large leather sack slung over its back. 
Parmenion breathed, "At last!"
He marched down to meet the angelos and escorted him to his tent. Parmenion took up the messenger’s load from the donkey’s back. The mail sack weighed like a grown boar.

Parmenion made a page wash the angelos’ feet, then hauled him into his tent, slapped down cheese and meat on a flat bread and pushed a goblet of wine at him. 
He motioned at the bulging sack. “What you got for me?”
The first scroll the messenger produced was for Parmenion. Its wax seal was imprinted with the exploding sun.

General Attalos pushed his head into the tent.  Laughed loud to see all the scrolls and the royal seal. Couldn’t admit he’d been terrified. "By the Dog! Such stories we’ve been hearing! Where’s mine?"

The messenger met Attalos’ eyes with a vacant stare.

Parmenion was scowling at his scroll. His teeth were clenched. A tendon stood out from his heavy jaw.
With Parmenion looking too frightening to address, Attalos turned on the messenger. "Give me my letter. You can’t tell me Philip didn’t write to me too! Philip always writes to me when he writes to Parmenion!"

"The king did not give me a letter for you," the angelos said. 
“Dog!” Attalos would have pounded him if not for the sacrilege. “Parmenion, what’s Philip say?”
Parmenion snarled. Didn’t speak.
“Parmenion!”

Parmenion rose, stalked out his tent. 
He climbed up the bluff that overlooked the water. He rolled the letter back up, unfinished. Parmenion was not a fast reader, and his tears might run the ink.

The old general never imagined himself serving Alexander. Parmenion had known his sons would be Alexander’s men some day, but Parmenion had always seen his own fate as tied to Philip’s. He’d never presumed to guess how he and Philip would die, didn’t try. Just assumed it would be together and a long time from now. Parmenion could not—did not want to—imagine a king after Philip. For Parmenion, Philip defined the word. Philip was the best king Parmenion had ever known, and Parmenion had served under five of them.
Everything Parmenion thought he knew was wrong. Alexander had been so far out of favor when Parmenion had set out from Makedonia that Parmenion wondered if Alexander would ever become king. Alexander had been more trouble to his father than Parmenion had got from all his sons put together.

Attalos stalked up behind Parmenion, hissing like a goose. "Alexander can’t be king! We didn’t acclaim him!"
Parmenion pushed past Attalos and he tramped back down the bluff. "You gonna acclaim him." 

And Parmenion shouted, shaking his scroll, "Light! Light! How I gonna read this without light!"

It was fully dark when Parmenion finished reading his letter by campfire light. Then he bellowed for the soldiers to assemble at arms.

The ten thousand formed ranks quickly as if Persians were swarming over the picket in the dark even now.

Attalos moved with Parmenion, close as a shadow, muttering. "He’s going to kill me as soon as we get back to Pella. He’ll say I had a hand in Philip’s death. You watch."

"We not gonna go back," Parmenion growled.

Attalos gasped in hard joy. He whispered, excited, "Mutiny?"

Parmenion’s huge hand clopped Attalos across the top of his head. "He say ‘Carry on.’"

"Carry on! Without Philip? Is he mad!"

"We gonna carry on." Parmenion strode out before the troops, torch in his fist. Told the men that Philip was dead. Told them their homes were safe. Told them they were going forward. Of all things Parmenion told them, that order gave most comfort. Had the trouble that killed the king not been immediately crushed, the vanguard would have been summoned home at once. 
Alexander bade them to mourn Philip, but have no fear for Makedonia. Their homes were safe and well.

And next they were all shouting the name Alexander.

Attalos moved his lips but gave no voice to it. 
"What about me?" Attalos dogged Parmenion back to the general’s tent after it was all done—Alexander was acclaimed king and the men stood down. No one went to bed. The men read their letters from home. The plain murmured like the sea. 
"What did he say about me in that letter?" Attalos demanded.
"He say, ‘Everyone carry on.’"

"I mean me."

"We are ten thousand. He didn’t name everyone."

"I am co-commander of this advance force! Alexander has nothing to tell me? What of my Eurydike? What does that letter say of Eurydike? If he hurt her, by the Dog, I’ll strike him down. I’ll gather all my clan! I’ll—"

"Read your letter." Parmenion pushed a scroll at him.
“Ha! Mine!” Attalos seized the scroll.
It was a letter to him. But it wasn’t from Alexander the so-called king. It was a letter from Attalos’ niece Eurydike. Philip’s widow. A miserable, whining letter.

She told him she was not queen anymore. She asked him if Alexander could really do that to her? Alexander had moved her and Europa (Who in Hades’ realm was Europa?) to uncomfortable quarters.

Attalos felt his brows stretch toward the sky. "She’s uncomfortable!" he said, astonished. Astonished that Alexander hadn’t killed her. Wished he had. She would be more useful to Attalos dead. Attalos would have cause to kill Alexander.
She hadn’t slept, she wrote. She had no wet nurse.

“No wet nurse. So are you dry? Put it on a hillside if you don’t want it!” Or was that Europa? If it had a name, it was too late to expose it.

“So feed it yourself, you worthless, daughter-bearing sow. If you were dead I could fly home and avenge you. But this!” Attalos roared at the scroll as if his niece were cowering inside it: "I can do nothing with a complaint that you are uncomfortable! Write to me again when you are dead!" He crumpled her up and threw her into the fire.

"Do you want me to tell her that?"

Attalos spun. He hadn’t noticed the messenger still in here, resting on a couch inside the generals’ tent.
"No, you clot. Get out."

“Stay.”

That was Parmenion. He motioned the angelos back to the couch.

Then motioned like a clawing bear for Attalos to come with him.

Attalos joined Parmenion outside. Muttered as they walked. "She’s used goods. I can’t even offer her to Alexander now. By the Dog, I thought Philip would live forever."

He found Parmenion’s gaze upon him, distant blue ice. 
"He should have," Parmenion said, cold.
“What? Who should have what?”

“Philip should have lived forever.”

"Why are you looking at me like I killed him?” Attalos demanded. “What? What? Speak!"

"The murderer," Parmenion said.
When Parmenion had addressed the troops, he hadn’t named the assassin and everyone assumed he didn’t have a name, that he was no one. A barbarian. A Persian.

"I didn’t know anything about it," Attalos declared. "I stand to lose everything."

"It was Pausanias."

All the solidity left Attalos’ limbs. "O Gods. O Zeus. It could’ve been me." He thumped his own chest with a trembling hand. "It could’ve been me," Attalos laughed, a graveyard laugh. "Oh no. Oh no. It’s hideous!"
Parmenion was not laughing. 
Parmenion hadn’t laughed the first time. Attalos would have thought Parmenion could appreciate the prank. The old highlander’s sense of humor was as broad as his own.
It wasn’t the stunt itself. It was the offense against hospitality that kept Parmenion from finding humor in Attalos’ revenge against Pausanias.

Attalos took his grin away from Parmenion’s tent and sought more receptive company to share his wine and laugh with him, and listen to him sputter over and over, "He could have killed me!"

"I would have killed you," young Kassander said. 

Kassander was Antipater’s son, but nothing like that old boar spear.
"That is because you’re a man!” Attalos bellowed. “I would’ve killed me! I’m the one who had it done to Pausanias. Me! Pausanias went after Philip instead!"

"Bet Philip laughed too when Pausanias wasn’t looking," Kassander said.
"He did! I know he did!" Attalos threw back a drink. Immediately came forward spitting it out on a sudden memory. "Obols!"

"What?"

Unintelligible with laughter, Attalos babbled, "They were supposed to toss obols on him. Remember? Pausanias called my friend a catamite who would go down on anyone for obols? They – the muleteers – they were supposed to pitch obols at him after they were done with him. They kept the obols! Ha! Ha!" Attalos rolled onto his back, tears on his cheeks. Kassander laughed, snorting like a pig.

"No wonder Alexander isn’t trying to say I had a hand in it! It’s got to be sticking him right here that he can’t blame the murder on me! Who would believe it! Ha! Ha!"

"Do you think Alexander had a hand in it? Philip’s murder?" Kassander said with a serious grin.

"Don’t be an ass, boy." Attalos took a great gulp of wine, dragged a forearm across his teary face, and rapped down an empty cup. "Of course he did."

The plays that were to have celebrated a wedding honored a funeral. Philip's statue and the Twelve stood in a half ring in the theatre’s orkhestra. The dancing space smelled of fresh paint, for there was no washing blood out of plaster. A dark stain ghosted through the fresh whitewash.

Alexander sat in the center throne, where Philip should have been. For a crown Alexander wore a gold fillet wrought into a Herakles knot. The golden rope ends were fashioned into lion heads. A wine-colored stone was set in the heart of it, the kind called amethyst, “non-drunkenness,” because the stone was supposed to ward off intoxication, though wearing amethysts had never done Philip much good.

Alexander had kept well clear of the wedding preparations, so he didn’t know which plays were to be performed, only that, because Philip had funded them, one of them would not be Cyclops.

The wooden skene was painted to look like a palace.
A breeze tore off puffs of smoke from Dionysos’ altar, where someone had offered too much incense and it still smoldered as the play began. Vines heavy with bunches of grapes twisted around the base of it. Drama was sacred to Dionysos, and this was Dionysos’ altar, so that was fitting. But it was more than that this time. They had made the altar part of the set. It was a grave. Alexander realized it only as the first actor strode out wearing the smiling mask of a beardless youth. His false hair flowed in long locks, and he wore a fawn skin over his chiton. Alexander held his breath. He knew which play this was.

This one. They were going to perform this one.

The actor's voice resounded, amplified through the small megaphone built into his mask of stiffened linen.

"I am the god Dionysos."

The words landed like a blow, as if until this moment there could have been the smallest hope that he might have been mistaken.
Alexander sat, rigid, braced to live through horror again.

He didn’t know why he hadn’t expected this. The plays of Agathon and Euripides were always performed in Makedonia, because the poets had written them here in Archelaus' court, and Philip never missed a chance to remind the rest of Hellas that there was in fact high culture coming out of Makedonia.

This particular trilogy had won first prize in Athens—after the playwright was dead, it was true, but he had won.
Euripides died in Makedonia, torn apart by the king's dogs.

Alexander kept his face stiff and expressionless as any of the thirteen statues.

Came the scene in which haughty King Pentheus taunted the captive god whose true nature he refused to see. Retort followed insult, building toward the scene that made Alexander wretch. 
Droplets of sweat threaded down his scalp.

On the stage, the god asked his captor, "Tell me what I am in for. What awful thing do you intend to do to me?"

"First I shall cut off all your pretty curls," said King Pentheus, the sneering, young fool to the god Dionysos.
"My hair is holy," said the god.
How could Pentheus not know who this was? 
"I grow it for the god," said Dionysos.
Off came the long yellow locks. The audience stirred at the insult.

"Next, hand over your thyrsos," the king demanded.

"Take it from me," the god dared. "I carry it for Dionysos."

Pentheus seized the staff, threw it to the ground. The audience inhaled with one gasp.

In royal plurals now, Pentheus declared, "And we shall lock your carcass up under guard!"

Alexander closed his hands as if he held reins and could pull. Stop, stop, stop. The mind cried stop, and the action played out inexorably.

"I tell you: do not bind me," the god warned. The smile fixed on the mask seemed horrible now. "A word from the wise to the unwise."

Pentheus waved his arms, ranting at his hesitant servants, "I say bind him and I am master here, not he!"

"You do not understand your own mortality,” said the god. “You do not know what you are doing. You do not know what you are."

"I—am—Pentheus!" the king cried. His name meant woe.

"It suits you. Woe is Pentheus."

"Go!" Pentheus raged at his servants. 
Alexander wished the pounding of his heart might drown out the words. Didn't. 
"So you worship in the dark, you shall have dark! Shut him up in the stables!"

Alexander fancied everyone in the theatre was staring at him, but he couldn’t tear his gaze away from the scene to look at them.
These ever-so-civilized southern Hellenes thought the sacrilege playing out here was just that Pentheus dared confine the god. But in Makedonia—and Euripides had written this play in Makedonia—everyone knew what happened to a man bound and thrown helpless into a stable. It was a particularly Makedonian brand of degradation.

Alexander felt Archelaus' dogs come back for him. Felt them tearing at his guts, dragging them across the stage for all the gazing eyes.

*  *  *

The tragedy began in Illyria, during the everlasting war over the border. The day Alexander became a man. He had killed someone in battle. He was very young, his voice not yet changed, but the killing made him a man.
Nowadays a boy need only kill a boar without using a net, but a king's son had to do things better and harder, the ancient way.

Alexander remembered, precisely, the blade under his own hand driving through human sinew and striking bone. An incredible moment of hideous beauty, like a gulp of strong liquor, a terrible rush. Alexander had shaken off the near sickness. Never so alive as standing so close to death, existing completely heartbeat to heartbeat. It had to be like living through one’s own death—life in that instant, keen, pure, precise, vivid, as the artist paints the darkest dark next to pure white to make the white shine – dying, and coming out the other side, still alive, transcendent, to draw his next breath in victory.

And then there were too many friends around him for him to fight on. And then the battle was over. Everyone said he was remarkable.

Hot and frantic as a hound brought to tether while still baying, the scent still hot and sweet in his nostrils, Alexander declared, "Get me out of the second rank and I'll show you what I can do!" He wanted to get back to that moment, in which all that was corporeal was cut away, sagged and sank with the weight of its own mortality, and he was left alive, touching his own spirit, and it was soaring. . . .

The men roared aloud, clapped him on the back, laughed to tears. Alexander did not see what was particularly funny about what he’d said. But they called him their little king, so it was all right if they laughed.

Every man of their thousands came to touch him for luck. Every one but his father.

Directly after the battle was won, Philip had retreated to his tent and stayed there. The Makedones had been victorious in battle, but Alexander could hear sobbing inside the king's tent. A sound so unfamiliar he didn’t know at first what it was. He’d thought it was laughter, those gulping barks. But his father's laugh was a sound he knew well. As far as he could remember Alexander had never heard father cry in grief, and the sound terrified him in a way that the battle could not.

It was grief for a death. Philip's shield bearer, the youth of his current fancy, had fallen in battle.

Not just fallen, the youth had thrown himself between Philip and an Illyrian spear. Died pulsing blood over both of them.

The youth’s dead hand still clutched the king’s shield, so no one could say why he’d used his own body to protect Philip. As if he thought he were invulnerable.

Or else the youth had wanted to die.

The loss overshadowed Alexander's triumph. It was always so. Someone was always ahead of him. Bigger, better, faster, more important, first.

The army marched home as if from a defeat. 
All the answers were waiting there at home.

The youth had left a note behind for an older Companion, Attalos. Alexander had never liked Attalos—obsequious, too happy, too eager to be Philip's friend, Attalos would step on anyone to get next to Philip.

The note explained everything, but no one was telling Alexander what that was. A lot of whispers were flying, as Alexander grasped as if in a game of keep-away, demanding for someone to tell him what had happened.

It fell to Perdikkas to pull Alexander aside by the belt and enlighten him. Perdikkas was just twenty then, one of the king's pages in the full bloom of young manhood and cock full of his own strength and looks. He would have been truly beautiful but for a broken nose and crooked smile. 
Perdikkas knew everything about the world. He was too rough, aggressive and rude to catch the king's eye, which suited Perdikkas well. Perdikkas might share a woman with Philip, but never be one for him.

Alexander already knew what his father did with his favorite boys. Perdikkas explained the rest.

"Here’s what happened. Philip's new boyfriend and one of Philip’s old boyfriends got into a pissing contest. They're both named Pausanias. Young Pausanias took over—well you know what he took over. He took Old Pausanias’ place. So, Old Pausanias called Young Pausanias a catamite who would go down on anyone for an obol. Said it in front of a lot of Companions.
“Young Pausanias was insulted to death. Young Pausanias left behind a note for Attalos to find. The note said Young Pausanias was going to lay down his life for Philip, for his honor's sake. Then went and did it."

After a brooding moment, Alexander said, "If anyone called me that, I should kill him, not die."

"That’s my king," Perdikkas said. "You’re going to be all right, Alexander.”

They should have known that was not the end of it.

When Philip came out of mourning, he held a dinner party for his closest Companions.

Alexander reclined for the first time among the men, instead of sitting at the foot of his father's couch like a child. Very glad that Attalos wasn’t there.
The food had been cleared and drinking begun, the dogs grinding the discarded bones under the couches, when the cast-off lover, Old Pausanias, staggered into the andron, piss-eyed drunk, smelling of wine and horse manure. His wrists were bruised and rope-burned. A brown bloodstain patched the back of his chiton and dried in thin tracks down the back of his legs. Pausanias’ once handsome face was wild. He roared to the king. Demanded Attalos' death.

Pausanias jabbered, telling things no one should hear. Of himself. Of Father. Of Attalos. Of stables. Of many, many men.

That was the first Alexander knew what it meant to be thrown into the stables. He listened, turning to stone. Philip pushed his son off the couch, snarled, "Get out!"

Alexander ran to get a horse to carry him away to somewhere clean. But as he neared the stableyard, raucous laughter boomed within, voices of the grooms and muleteers. It could have been a game of draughts, but the sound, the stables, were suddenly sinister, and Alexander fled on foot instead. Akhilles had never been so fleet.

He remembered hoping the sun would never come up, because he did not want anyone to see him.

What to do when you were twelve years old and ashamed to death of your father.

*  *  *

"What rage! What rage!"
In these plays, sometimes a god came in at the end and made everything all right, or at least bearable. There was no escape from pain this time. This one was nothing but horror, and no one made it stop. Some endings were inevitable.

Alexander knew that Philip had not wanted to kill his best drinking buddy Attalos, and certainly not for the likes of Pausanias. Philip valued his friends, but he had as much loyalty to old lovers as he had for his old wives. It had been an easy thing for Philip to talk Pausanias out of dragging a charge of gang rape into trial before the Makedonian Companions. There was every chance that the men would laugh.

Instead of punishing Attalos, Philip named Pausanias to his Royal Bodyguard.
The Bodyguard had already a full complement of seven, so Philip made up a new position for Pausanias, Captain of the Bodygaurd.
The prestige was enormous, and Pausanias was satisfied. Right up until Philip married Attalos' niece and made her queen, and gave Attalos co-command of the advance force in Asia. And Pausanias realized he had been taken. Again.

And now played out the conclusion of that scandal. Alexander was sitting at his father’s funeral play.

Dionysos called down the wrath of heaven from his prison in the palace stables: "Shake the floor of the world!"
A pounding roll reverberated through the ground. The bronteion was just a lot of pebbles in a clay jar, but it rumbled like thunder, and you could feel the sound. The chorus swayed, crying, telling you what you were meant to see.
They made you see it.
You saw the great stone palace lintel crack as they cried out that it was cracking. They made you see the pillars parting. The palace walls falling.
A flame leapt for real on the altar—a handful of incense tossed when no one noticed—and everyone shrieked with a seizure of panic.

The Bakkhai cried out.
"Ignite the lightning bolt's fiery torch!

Burn, burn the palace of Pentheus!"

The spectators screamed.

For a moment it was all mindless terror. All the Bakkhai staggered and fell prostrate on the ground flailing.
As they quieted and the drums stopped pounding, the world seemed to steady again.

When the theatre hushed to near silence, the smiling god reappeared, lightly stepping from the ruins.

Here was at the end of tolerance. Vengeance belonged to the god, and he took it horribly.
In the end the king was dead, torn apart at his mother’s hands.

At the play’s close, the theatre was enveloped in silence, stunned by profound emotion, horror, pity, each individual afraid to make the first sound. Was it all right to cheer?
Alexander quailed inside. O my mother, I have to start this. And I cannot move. If he moved he would break. If he spoke, the sound would not be manly.

Then, as if the gods could hear unspoken prayers, his half-witted half-brother began clapping like a peasant. Silence broken, the rest of the audience shouted their applause.

Ai, poor, stupid Arrhidaios, how I love you in this moment.

Alexander’s legs felt rubbery beneath him. He was glad he didn’t need to stand. Only now realized he had been sitting with his muscles locked the whole time.
Others stirred around him shifting in their seats, standing up and stretching their legs before the next play would begin. They were sniffling and wiping their eyes, releasing puffs of shaky laughter to discover themselves aching and drained from living through someone else's agony. Tragedies were meant to purge those violent emotions.

It had not. They were still inside. Maybe if he could weep, Alexander thought.

But he could not.


Few sons are better than their fathers

—Homer Odyssey
Nikanor, son of Parmenion, rode in front of the cortege, treading on the toes of Lower Olympos. He didn’t like the look of the sky. Clouds shredded and stumbled over the high peaks of the mountain.
The narrow path edged against a rock slope on the right hand and dropped fast into green water on the left. The far side of the river supported no road at all. There the pink limestone cliffs of Mount Ossa sheered straight down into the river.

Nikanor had hoped to make Gonnoi by nightfall. Philip had strengthened the fortress that stood over the far end of this precarious pass, had built its strong walls and installed a Makedonian garrison. It would be good to sleep in friendly company, to drink strong wine and to get out of the Vale of Tempe. Some folk called this pass the Wolf's Mouth.

His brother's horse was skittish under him. Philotas loved this fractious beast, but it was too spirited for Nikanor's liking. For himself Nikanor preferred to struggle with the enemy, not with his own feet. Nikanor was happier on the ground, a sarissa in his hands.

The steed shied sideways. 
Philotas said these animals could smell danger.

Behind him, the cortege was quiet as if everyone had quarreled. The envoys bore messages from Alexander to deliver to their home cities, reminding their citizens of their oaths under the Common Peace, assuring them that Makedonia was stable and ready to carry on against Persia, and that Alexander expected the same loyalty his father had commanded.

The only sounds out of the dignitaries were muttered curses at the mules that carried them. Mules were more sure-footed than horses, but on any steep, narrow path, a mule will always hug the cliff face, and never mind if a rider's leg happens to be in between.

Well, if the southern gentlemen did not like the transportation, thought Nikanor, they could walk. Better yet, they could have Philotas' horse.

A voice from behind came up jarring over a quick trot. "On your left!" The horseman squeezed up beside Nikanor on the narrow track. It was Aiakides, near kin to Alexander on his mother's side. An Epeirote, with hair the color of autumn oak leaves.
Philotas' horse tried to kick him into the river.

"I wish we could lose these horses,” said Aiakides. “I feel like a target."

Nikanor glanced back fretfully. "How's my kid brother back there?"

"Hektor's fine. You're an old woman, Nikanor. Mind your horse."

"Mind yours. What are you doing up here?"

Nikanor was usually cheerful and easy mannered. No one carried a grudge against Nikanor. He had quietly become the fourth most powerful man in the army. The dimple in his cheek when he smiled was considered a flaw. He showed his flaw often. He seldom needed to use anger to get his commands obeyed. His father and older brother were lions enough for Nikanor to remain an eternal cub.

Aiakides let his eyes roam the spectacular high country. "Your brother—your older brother—wanted you to know that our watchers have watchers."

Nikanor let his eyes stray to the cliffs. He spoke without conviction, "Philotas is an old woman. We're going into friendly country."

The words lost strength spoken within the gorge.

Aiakides said, "Our scouts say we have a welcoming party up ahead."

"And so we should. The Thessalians have the honor of taking up nursemaid duty for our esteemed ambassadors at the border."

"It's a big escort that waits."

"You and I could hold this pass by ourselves,” said Nikanor. “Many or few, makes no difference. You can’t think they intend something else."

Aiakides cranked his neck up and round the sheer rock walls. Easy to imagine archers up there. "It crosses the mind."

"Get behind me before we bite you."

"Wouldn't happen if you knew how to ride," said Aiakides falling in behind.

"I don't know how to ride!” Nikanor cried. “I hate horses! Do you hear me?" That last to the horse.

Nikanor told himself he had nothing to fear. You could not doubt the Thessalians. If the Makedones could count on anyone at all in Hellas, it was the Thessalians.

The Thessalians were actually four tribes. In Philip's day, the tetrarchs of the two most powerful tribes had each tried to revive the archaic tageia, royal rule, over all Thessaly. Philip put both rivals down, and as for the tageia, Philip couldn’t put any one of Thessaly's four tetrarchs over the other three, so he kept the title for himself. Philip was tagos of the Thessalians. Unlike an archonship, the Thessalian tageia was for life.
And royal titles in Thessaly were inheritable. The land that waited at the opening of these rock jaws belonged by royal right to the new tagos, Alexander son of Philip.

The slate sky under which Nikanor’s party had started out turned black. Thunder mumbled.
The rain began quietly, a patter on leaves. Birds came alive, twittered unseen in the trees. Sweet smell of green growing things hung in the moist air. Droplets dimpled the green water down below.

Then the wind kicked. The dark sky broke. Rain struck in driving sheets. The birds fell silent. Poplars swayed. Willow boughs tossed madly.

A forest of electric trees put down jagged stalks from the sky. The image remained scorched on the eyes in blue for moments afterward. Thunder roared down wrath from Olympos.

Nikanor could not see the road's edge. His horse was dancing and the mules would not go. There would be no soft bed in Gonnoi tonight. Nikanor signaled a stop. Huddled in and pitched camp like a cliff swallow on the path.
Night was long in the Wolf's Mouth. Wind swept water under the leather tarps. Willow – the only wood he could reach—made a bad fire. It started well but didn’t last. Nikanor let his campfire sputter out on the slick rock, not worth the trouble. He wrapped himself in his wool chlamys and watched his breath.

Sometimes a lightning flash would outline the angry heights. The green river he had seen so quiet in the daylight roared like a beast down below.

Poseidon had made this deep cleft between the titans when he’d shaken the earth to drain the land after the Flood. It was here that Apollo slew the giant Python. Passing this way in the dark, with the water roaring and the sky burning, it was difficult to be sure the monster was truly dead.

Morning came, gentle. Water dashed in bright rivulets down the slopes in the sunlight. Willows dragged their long boughs in the fast brown water. Mist clung in pockets between the mountains. Breezes swept through the vale, making the poplars quake and rain. In the daylight Nikanor could see that the leaves were turning color.

As the pass widened, Nikanor's mount flared its nostrils, fought his reins, and bugled savagely. Of course the wide Thessalian plains up ahead were famed for their horses, and this randy brute had probably scented Thessaly's finest brood mares.

But the smell wasn't from mares.
It was from stallions. His mount was incensed.

The path curved with the river bend. Nikanor, the first man around the turn, stopped dead. Those behind him nearly rode into him before he remembered to signal a halt.

Knew it. Had not wanted to know it.

Ahead rose the walls of Gonnoi on its fortress terrace, guarding the inland pass. Intervening was an army, blocking Nikanor’s way. Not a welcome. Not with those archers on the heights.

Nikanor could die between these cliffs.

Dull surprise settled into dull sickness.

So it began. The hegemony was crumbling already. If Thessaly turned, who would stand with Makedonia?

Wet leather jerked in Nikanor’s hands, as his brother’s stallion tried for its head. The Thessalians knew they had him trapped. Nikanor could see their smirks from here.

Philotas galloped up from the rear of the cortege, squeezing past all the stupid mules that clogged the road, to see what was the delay. He brought his horse alongside Nikanor’s.

"Oh . . . balls!"

Philotas reached, grabbed a handful of wet hair on the back of his brother Nikanor’s head, spoke with a soft growl, "Get your helmet on."

Nikanor shook the water out of the red crest. Put the cold, wet metal over his head, strapped the damp leather under his chin.

Side by side Philotas and Nikanor galloped ahead. The Thessalian tetrarch Kineas rode forward to meet the Makedonian generals on the river’s edge.

Kineas sat as tall as Antipater, with clay-colored hair and a lipless sneer within his curly black beard. He told the Makedones to turn around and go home.

Philotas demanded the right of passage. 
The Thessalian laughed at him.

"Ambassadors are sacred," Philotas reminded Kineas.

"They are sacred, Makedone. You are not. They may pass." Kineas bared rows of dull little teeth like corn grown in a drought year.

Nikanor itched to draw his sword and they could just carry him back to Alexander on his shield. Philotas must have seen his hand twitch, or else knew his brother too well, for he put his hand on the hilt of his brother’s sword to keep it in its sheath.

Thessalian eyes followed the motion, flicked from one blond, beardless face to the other. "Are all Makedonian generals mere cubs now?"

Nikanor tried to think of something rude to say about the color and texture of the hair on the man’s face. Philotas, more to the point, demanded, "Where are the Makedones of our garrison?"

"We sent them home." Kineas canted his head toward the tedious pass that led over Lower Olympos. “They might be home by now. Unless they deserted." And he grinned as Philotas’ fair face turned as red as his crest. "Go, cub. Go tell Alexander."

"Be certain, I will!" Philotas reined his stallion round, rearing, and whipped him into a reckless gallop on the wet track. Nikanor wheeled his stamping animal to follow. “Ha!”

The Makedonian escort sent up a savage war cry in their leaving. The Thessalians cheered their blustering retreat.

The tetrarch Kineas welcomed all the Hellenic envoys into a free land. Many of the envoys threw their treaties into the river.

Makedonian domination was at an end. Cut off by the mountains on their southern frontier, and by barbarian tribes on all other sides, the Makedones would be lucky to hold their own borders now.
The autumn sun slanted long patches of light through the columns of Phryne’s house on Mount Lykabettos. Her villa was filled with flowers, the courtyard sweet with the scent of them.

A nightingale, the fruit-lover, sang somewhere among the acanthus leaves. Thaïs never managed to see one, but the little bird’s song sounded so pretty it broke her heart.

She puzzled when Phryne’s slaves began pouring a scented bath in a footed tub for their mistress. “Toad? Where can you be going so early in the day?”

Phryne unpinned her dress embroidered with pink saffron crocuses and shot with strands of gold. “Aphrodite has been summoned.”

Phryne was modeling for that sculptor again.
Phryne whisked off the dress, and paused at the edge of her bath. "What do you think of this pose?"

"What? Like that?” Thaïs cried. “Completely naked?"

"Why not? Like a man."

"Not quite like a man, precious Toad."

"And I am not completely naked, darling Thaïs," Phryne said brightly. "Here is my dress." In her hand. "I’m tired of posing in wet linen." She let the dress fall to the pebbled mosaic floor.

Modern sculptors did seem to be getting quite adept at suggesting more and more clinging, more and more diaphanous clothing on their female subjects. A naked woman wouldn’t show anything new.

"Who is this statue for?"

"The Knidians."

"Lucky Knidians," said Thaïs.

"I know." Phryne slipped into her bath. "I shall suggest it to Praxiteles."

"You will kill him."

"Then he must die," Phryne sighed.

"Let the poor fellow live. He does the prettiest work I have ever seen."

"He does me. I think artists do their best work when they are suffering, don’t you?"

Praxiteles’ masterwork, his Eros, graced Phryne’s house in Corinth.

"I suffer," said Thaïs from her bench. She gazed forlornly at the courtyard garden. "I create nothing."

"Is this still about your stodgy Makedonian? You are still pining for that one? He left you. You didn’t leave him. It’s very hard on the pride, I know."

"It’s not the pride that hurts. It’s more like the heart."

"You must stop. Do you hear me? Must." Phryne flicked water at Thaïs. "He told you he would send for you when Makedonia is settled? You know that means never. Makedonia is lost. Their ship of state is a Malian boat, and the water is up to their eyes. Everyone has turned on them. And the beautiful Alexander cannot hold Philip’s empire together. No one could. Forget your Ptolemy. Here! Just for you. I shall leave Praxiteles waiting. Let’s crash a party, you and I. We shall cripple men with lust."

Thaïs shaded her eyes. "Oh! Stop splashing. I think I see the nightingale."

The caw of a crow outside the window sounded isolated, detached, without echo in the damp air.
It was raining again.

Alexander sat on a leopard skin, his hair wet and curling on his neck. The candle had gusted out. The painted star on the floor, white on a black ground, caught what small light found its way into the gloomy chamber. Painted figures ghosted the stuccoed walls.

A drunken voice caromed off the palace corridors with the loud chanting of a war paean.

"For me, wealth is a doughty spear and a sword,

a good little rawhide shield, and the armor I wear."

Harpalos never ran out of battle tunes, kept time to the march of his crippled step. He sang them through the palace halls, as a fox spraying all the trees, and everyone knew that Harpalos son of Makhatas was back.

Upon Harpalos’ return, Alexander had asked him if he had enough money.
"Oh, lots of money, Alexander."

His singing faded in the winding hollows of Pella’s vast complex.

"Ye are the race of Herakles!

Take courage! Zeus has never turned his back on ye!

Fear ye not the multitude of men! Dread not!"

Bad news followed bad news at a gallop from all points of the twelve winds.

The mighty city of Thebes had voted to expel its garrison.
Athens, which had no Makedones of her own to throw out, voted to aid the Thebans in ousting theirs.
The Aetolians recalled their anti-Makedonian exiles. And the whole of the Peloponnese—the Arkadians, the Argives, the Eleians—declared independence.
Makedonian soldiers ejected from Ambrakia took refuge in Epeiros, the only state not trying to throw off their alliance, but that was because the new queen of Epeiros was Alexander’s sister.

Scouts reported that the barbarian tribes to the north and the west were mustering troops, intent on carving out pieces of Makedonia, which they had always believed belonged to them.

And Philip was dead, so who was to stop them?

Some of Alexander’s Companions urged him to give it up. Let the barbarians go. Just hold on to your home. The gods hated those who dared too much.

The gods, Alexander said, despised those who did not use the gifts given them.

Twenty-three years ago in a foreign land with four thousand dead on the battlefield, the Makedonian rule had passed to Philip, then just twenty-two years old. His older brother, the king, lay among the four thousand.

Philip led his broken army home and buried the king. Enemies closed on all sides, while an infant inherited Makedonia’s throne.
Philip saw in the blood and disaster an opportunity to which a youngest son should never have dared aspire. Philip, regent for the infant king Amyntas, gathered up the tatters of his army, staved off invasions by means of marriage, promises, bribes, any weapon at hand. Philip came to the leadership fighting for his life, and no one had ever lived harder.

A year later, the regent Philip led an army back to Illyria. He took no prisoners. Left seven thousand Illyrians dead. And there on the bloody ground, the Makedones acclaimed Philip king.
The king of the Makedones went on to make himself master of all Hellas.

Some things were in the breed.

The dog’s tail disturbed the quiet. Alexander looked up, expecting a page.

"Dark in here, Alexander." It was Hephaistion.

The dog started up. Alexander snapped his fingers. The dog sat down at his side.

The dog was bigger than Kleopatra, all heavy jaws and no neck, just a vast mouth thickening directly into a taurine chest.

"Dog turned on me yesterday," Alexander said. "I’ve had him three years."

Hephaistion dropped into a chair. "What happened?"

"He got it into his head that one of my boots was his. I tried to take it from him."
Molossian dogs were possessive, territorial. Hephaistion could guess what the dog did at that.

"He rose up to attack me," said Alexander.

As Alexander was still of apiece, Hephaistion asked, "What did you do?"

"Kicked him across the room."

"What did he do?"

"Put his tail between his legs and whimpered." Alexander scratched the dog’s thick ruff, then patted its body with a pat that could make a half-grown child cry, blows thumping off the beast’s barrel chest. The dog’s tongue hung out one side of the massive jaws, its orange eyes turned up in adoration.

"You can’t let them doubt for an instant who is master."

“Are we still talking about dogs?”

“No.”

Alexander moved his army to Herakleia-on-the-Beach at the river mouth. The beach was the last place wide enough to accommodate the army before the way choked into the Vale of Tempe. Narrow places were death to the speed of the fastest army. And to squeeze through this one, Alexander's army would need to thin itself into a column over twenty miles long and take all the sunlit hours of a day doing it. 
That with the pass unguarded.

With the Thessalians holding the far end, there was no even thinking about it.

So the army made camp and the king went hunting.

An odd choice of pastimes. Even though the mountains' thick forests were rich with game, a heavy dew had settled that morning, bad for hounds.
But Alexander hadn’t taken the dogs. Alexander had taken his surveyors.

Charias the Thessalian returned to his tent in Alexander’s camp, on the littoral where the sea lilies' sweet white trumpets flowered in the sandy earth. The breeze off the water was warm, the sky pure blue today.
Charias' tent was particularly orderly, waterproof. Its well-tanned leathers were neatly sewn with double seams sealed with beeswax and resin. Charias had dug a little trench around his tent, to drain off any rainfall.

He ducked inside.
Before his eyes adjusted from sunlight to the tent's gloom, he saw only that someone was sitting on the makeshift couch he had designed for himself. The contraption was held together with pegs, its short legs smeared with pitch to catch the vermin that might crawl into his bed. Charias was not a strong man, and when the army struck camp Charias would take only the pegs and the leather cross straps with him, and make a new frame at the next bivouac.

His visitor stood. Charias blinked a few times before his feeble eyes made out the face.
"Alexander!"

Charias recoiled with such terror that Alexander turned around to see what was behind him. "Are there gorgons on my head?"

Charias fell at the king's feet, embraced Alexander's knees so fervently he nearly bowled the king over. The king's knees were skinned. 
"Alexander, I s-s-swear I'm loyal!"

Alexander caught his balance, smacked Charias lightly on the side of his sparsely haired head. "Get up. I already have your oaths. I don’t need them again. I am not here to round up my Thessalians. I've come for my engineers."

Engineers were a quirky breed. Like wily Odysseus, they weren’t the most heroic in stature. Most of them were built more like Aristotle, men top heavy in intellect. Men you put in the fifth rank of a phalanx.
But a mind could be more powerful than an arm if a general knew how to put it to use. Alexander’s engineers loved to design things for their king to use. They were eager, longing, just to be asked.

Philip's Thessalian corps of engineers had invented some revolutionary machines—torsion catapults, crossbows that could turn a skinny man into a Philoctetes, unholy siege engines. In an older age, people used to be safe behind city walls. But engineers had changed warfare forever. Charias claimed there would come a time when wars would be fought entirely with machines. The javelin men laughed at him. Alexander, as athletic, coordinated, strong and beautiful as any of those muscleheads, never laughed at his engineers.

"You don't m-m-mean to go over Lower Olympos?" Charias asked in dread. Scraggly red hair made the stick-built Charias look frantic. His stuttering affliction came and went. Talking to his wife, the stammer all but vanished. In anxiety it became very thick, and when speaking to the king, Charias’ speech was well nigh impenetrable. He exchanged a squinty glance with his tent mate Diades.

Soft, pear-shaped, bald as the mountaintop, Diades worried at the felt hat in his hands. "Lower Olympos is a bad idea. Been done."

Alexander brushed that idea aside, impatient. The smartest men asked some of the most foolish questions. "No. They'll expect that. They've read the same book we have."
The route over Lower Olympos was not a secret anymore. The trees had never really grown back from when Xerxes felled them to turn the pass for his invading horde more than a hundred years ago.

"Anyway, the fortress at the end of it has strong walls," Alexander said. Added wryly, "We built them."

If the king didn’t intend to go around this side of Olympos, and not over it, what was left? "You want us to move a mountain?" Diades asked.

Alexander gave a sideway nod. "Little pieces of one.”
A leader need not be expert in all things if he knew what he wanted and how to get it. In this case the trick was in knowing what to ask for. "I want to go through the Vale on the Ossa side of the river."

Charias' perpetual squint flew wide. "B-b-ut Oss-ss-sa d-d-drops s-s-straight d- d- down down into the r-r-r- the r-r-r--" He stuck, in his distress, like an insistent frog.

"Into the river," Diades finished for him. Made a sheering motion with his milky soft hand. "Right down. The Ossa side of the pass is a vertical wall."

"Up there she's not." Alexander lifted the tent flap, pointed up high where the mountain sloped up towards her summit. "Ossa has broad shoulders. There's a passable terrace up there, and a gentle slope coming down on the Thessalian side. The trees are so thick no one will see us coming."

Diades pointed at Alexander's scratched hands and knees. "Getting up to the gentle part seems to be the problem."

"That is why I need you, Diades, Charias. When you go up to the second story of a house, you don't climb the walls, now do you."

Charias' mouth dropped. Knew what he was being asked. He was instantly in love with his king. "P-p-pieces of mountain.”

Steps. Alexander wanted steps cut into the mountain.

“We can do this." Charias turned excitedly, to Diades. "We can do this."

"We can do this," Diades said. Mashed his felt hat onto his sunburned dome. Here was a king an engineer could follow to the Underworld. Would gladly build the road for him to get there if he wanted it.
Alexander need only know what to ask for.

"Wh-wh-when d-do you n-n-need it?"

"He needs it now, you idiot," said Diades, on his feet. Those smug pieces of beef with their sarissas thought they were the only ones who could win battles for their king. "Alexander, it's too bad you're king. You could have been an engineer."

The Thessalian army stood at the Wolf's Mouth on the north bank of the river, beneath the thick walls of the fortress Gonnoi. Waited for the northern menace.

To the south, more city-states by the day renounced their forced alliance and declared themselves quit of Makedonia.

The Thessalian tetrarch Kineas of Larissa reined in his horse, gazed at the mist-clad summits of the two guardian mountains, Olympos and Ossa. He was ready for Alexander, from whichever approach he chose, by the road along the river through the Vale of Tempe, or stealing over Lower Olympos like a Persian barbarian. Alexander had been commanding armies—and winning battles—since he was sixteen. A youth like that was bound to make an attempt. Had to, if he hoped to hold any of his father's claims. The road to the rest of Hellas led through Thessaly. And the road to Thessaly led through Kineas.

Kineas wanted to be the one to give young Alexander his first defeat. It was a lesson all men learned, and it was high time someone taught Makedonia's fair-haired godling. Thereafter, the famed Thessalian cavalry would fight once again only for Thessaly. And the rest of Hellas would owe their freedom to Kineas.

Kineas faced the north without hatred. He had liked Philip. Philip was the funniest man Kineas had ever met. A brilliant general. But Philip was gone, and Kineas was not about to hand the tageia over to Philip's boy as an inheritance, no matter how well favored they all said Alexander was. He was no Philip. A man like that came along once in an age. A man like that came along once. There would be no more Philips coming out of Makedonia or anywhere else.

And it seemed to Kineas that the man who gave the four tribes of Thessaly their independence from the Makedones would be their next tagos. It was only right that a Larissan should be leader of all the Thessalians again.

Kineas murmured to the mountains, "Come on, Alexander. Come on."

But the season was late. Acorns were falling. The arbutus' tasteless strawberries ripened. Badgers dug their burrows. Thorn birds plucked seeds from the browning thistles. Squadrons of cranes arrived in formations like hollow cavalry ilai, mustering to decamp for Afrika.

Maybe the Athenian Demosthenes was right. Alexander was merely a boy who would never venture out of Pella.

Spies reported the Makedonian army was still there, camped at the other end of the pass. They were feasting. Philip had been dead now a full circle of the moon. The Makedones seemed content to block the pass against invasion.
“The Makedones are afraid.” Kineas hadn’t meant to say it out loud. But there it was. It had to be true.
Alexander wasn’t coming. Ten men could hold this pass. Not even a descendant of Akhilles and Herakles could change that fact. Alexander wasn’t going to make an assault on the fortress at Gonnoi.
The eager tense readiness dissolved to contemptuous, settled-in, guard duty. Kineas had won without a fight.
He was disappointed. No glory in it. He’d thought the boy had bigger balls on him.
Fear of Makedonian invasion dulled with the turning leaves.

A clatter of stork bills sounded like spears rattling together.

The good luck birds spread their white wings, and abandoned the rooftops of the fortress Gonnoi. More birds in the river shallows rose squawking.

Kineas' shield bearer appeared at his side, "Tetrarch! Did you send for reinforcements?"

"No." Kineas didn't expect help from the other three tetrarchs—complaisant, Makedonian-loving toadies, those men. Kineas didn’t need them. "Why would I?"

"Who is that?"

Kineas turned in the direction of the gesture, back across the river, toward home.

It was an odd sensation, to feel each and every hair prick up and stand horrent on his arms and neck.

On the far side of the river marched a chilling formation of men in armor, shining like ants, in lines sixteen across and dead straight, Philip's hallmark precision marching order. The spears. Those hideously long spears. There was nothing else like them. Those were Makedonian sarissas.

The bristling phalanxs emerged from behind the trees at the foot of Mount Ossa, phalanx after phalanx. They kept coming.

Something rose in Kineas' throat. He thought it was his soul threatening to depart him. He swallowed it back down hard.

Horses in wedged formation appeared from around the phalanx' flank. A great black stallion cantered at the fore, sweat shining on its midnight coat. Laurel boughs wreathed the rider's white-crested helmet. Blond hair curled from underneath the bronze. Kineas breathed his name without voice.

The Makedones were already blocking Kineas' own river ford. And as Alexander was sure to have posted a guard at the far end of the pass, the Thessalian army was well bottled.

How? How!
At the king's side rode another general, fair, young, with a surly turn to his mouth. Sourness rose in Kineas’ stomach on recognition. The lion cub had gone home and brought the lion. 
In this case the lion was ten years younger than the cub.

There was nothing for Kineas to do but welcome Alexander into Thessaly, and hope he lived through the greeting. Kineas bellowed for his grooms to bring his horse.
He should never have listened to that Athenian bag of words, Demosthenes.

The tetrarch Kineas splashed across the river with a small escort. Tried to phrase a greeting. Drawing near, he saw clearly the young, beardless face, not angry, a little inquiring, too mild to be called smug, too entirely victorious to have any small feelings at all. A face Kineas would call pretty were he not scared to death. Who had won here without a battle?

Alexander had crowned himself with Apollo's laurels like a victor in the Pythian games. Philip used to wear the laurel when he fought in a sacred war, to say he battled on behalf of the god. Laurels grew in the deadly vale between Ossa and Olympos, the scene of Apollo's victory over the monster Python. Alexander claimed the blessing of the god.
Rightly so, for here he was.

Alexander hailed Kineas, "Atta."

A respectful salutation that. Father. Kineas would have felt better about it were not rumors flying that Alexander had killed his.
Kineas was about to answer with something obsequious, but staring at those enormous blue eyes in a completely lineless face, he could not.

Kineas had opposed Alexander with force of arms, and Alexander had just flown over him. Kineas blurted out baldly, "How?"

Alexander laughed out loud. Like the father, yet not. Alexander’s laugh was joy, not cruelty. "We took the steps."

"Steps," Kineas echoed vacantly.

"Steps," said Alexander, "In the mountain."

Steps in the mountain. There were none, so Alexander must have put some there.
By all the gods, steps in a mountain.

"Ah, and here is my Daedalos." Alexander looked to a pair of unwarlike, Thessalian-blooded men, come riding up to his side.
Kineas had seen such expressions only on hounds, the unbound devotion, the eagerness for praise after a task well done.
The soft, doughy-fleshed one was chewing something. "Olives." He held out his soft hand to the king. "They got olives. We're not in Pella anymore."

"No, we are not," Alexander agreed. "Diades, Charias, you gave me Thessaly."

You could signal ships with the answering smiles. The dogs would lay out such steps and roads and terrible machines at Alexander’s feet as he could dream.
The skinny one had flushed as red at the tufts of his wild hair. "N-n-next t-time, ask f-f-for something d-d-difficult."

Kineas threw down his sword and dagger, dismounted and dropped to his knees. "Alexander."

"Pick them up,” Alexander gestured at his weapons. “You are no good to me without them. And please stand up. If you must prostrate yourself, the gods are that way." Alexander waved toward Olympos.

Still in service—still alive—Kineas scrambled to pick up his arms, and fall in behind his king.

Better to die a thousand deaths than to paycourt to Philip.

—Demosthenes

We left the Vale of Tempe behind. The plains of Thessaly stretched out wide before Alexander’s army.
The famous Thessalian horses are dwarfs next to me.

Thessaly is the only place in Hellas where you can almost lose the mountains. Still, two passes choked the way ahead, places where our advance could be stopped.
I am son of the wind. We raced with storm speed across the open land until mountains rose up again at Thessaly’s southern border and pushed the road against the sea at Thermopylai, the second pass where the Hellenes might choke our advance.

But our thousands filed through the Hot Gates before anyone even believed Alexander was on the way. Alexander paused here to give Those-Who-Dwell-Around time to hail him king and hegamon. Paused briefly, for nights were thick with mosquitoes and there remained one more pass to take.
Even so, Alexander made time to backtrack to the pass, the Hot Gates, where the road narrowed, choked between the mountain the sea. A place where three hundred died.

I and the other horses waited below, while Alexander and his best friends hiked up the low grave mound at the mountain’s foot.
Sulphurous smell exhaled from the hot springs. Sun glanced off the mineral flat, stabbed my eyes with its whiteness.

Alexander found where the faded letters, cut old-style into a flat stone under a wild fig tree, hailed him with their weathered greeting:

O Stranger

Go tell the Spartans

That we lie here

Obedient to their commands

Alexander laid his palm against the stone, as if he could feel the brave hearts, quiet beneath the earth. "These men will live forever. Because of them we are not Persian subjects. Because of them we can take the battle back to Persia."

And then we were on the move again, racing against a battle Alexander did not want to fight again.

The last pass was the widest, two miles across, not an ant-waisted pass like the Vale of Tempe or the Hot Gates, yet it was a place where one might post an army and make a stand. I remembered this one.

My gait changed without my intending it. My neck arched, my tail bannered, in crossing this place where another three hundred fell.

Alexander had killed them.

No army waited for us this time to block the way. Alexander had arrived too fast.

Butterflies occupied the fallow field. Sparrows chirped, as they had on that morning, unaware then that it was to be different than all other mornings.
If you are only as strong as your greatest foe, then this battle had been our defining moment.
I remember the constant buzz of cicadas, a heat sound to my mind. It had been hot that day. Dry, dusty. A yellow haze blunted the sky. We Makedones faced the rising sun. A disadvantage, it was thought, but not for Alexander. It cast my shadow behind me.
Alexander, just eighteen then, had commanded the cavalry on the Makedonian shield side, opposite the allied right, that place of honor held by the Theban Sacred Band.

Alexander and I were first through the enemy line. I remember the roar! Men’s voices, like nothing on this earth or beyond it. And the mighty Sacred Band, the best, the famous, the undefeated, fought us to the death. And so they died, all three hundred.

That was two years ago.

We advanced now, unopposed, beneath the dark double-crested saddleback crag that was the acropolis of Chaironeia.

The Parnassos massif held down the far horizon behind us, its slopes cloaked in the dark gray green of olive trees half way to its rounded rock summit.

Just past the theatre we came upon the graves.

The Makedones had buried their battle dead on the field in two separate polyandria. The grave of the common soldiers lay on the left side of the field. That’s the left side a we advanced. The grave of the officers lay here on the right side of the battlefield, the honor side, where Philip had held command.
The scars in the land have healed. Only this lion of blue stone—austere, vigilant, facing the Makedones’ northern home—remained to say that anything extraordinary happened here.

We paused, Alexander and I, under the lion.

"As fine a monument as a man could ever want," said Laomedon of Amphipolis. He’s a Royal Companion. His name means Lion Guard. I could tell that Laomedon meant to have just such a trophy for himself one day. 
The Lion of Chaironeia was the only trophy his father ever ordered for a battlefield. This had been the fight of Philip’s life. It made him master of all Hellas.

Of the Athenians there was nothing. Losers don't erect trophies. The Athenians had taken the ashes of their dead home. Antipater, Alexander, and I accompanied them as honor escort.
Philip stayed behind. Philip's army never marched on the defeated Athens.

Alexander's army advanced swiftly now. There were no more passes.

*  *  *

Demosthenes' was a plain house. Not as plain as Phocion's. Still it was without the ostentation that was coming into shameful fashion. Lavish architecture properly belonged to temples, theatres, public buildings, and the marvelous shipyards of Piraeus.
Demosthenes’ house shared a wall with the neighboring one on the block. The streets were wider here than in Athens proper, and laid out on a grid. Athens had grown from an ancient jumble. Someone had planned Piraeus.

Unfortunately, living in the port town meant that most of Demosthenes’ neighbors were metoikoi. Foreigners.
But a man didn’t spend much time in his house. A house was a woman's preserve. A man's place was in the law courts, the Assembly, the agora. Still, Demosthenes needed a private place to compose his thoughts.

He could hear the shoremen dragging boats in for the season, the groan of ropes, the squall of the winch, the men’s rhythmic chants in a barbarian tongue. Slave songs.

Demosthenes let his spine curve into the rounded backrest of the klismos he sat in, a wooden tablet in his lap. Ink, wax, and an oil lamp lay in easy reach on a three-legged table, along with a bag of Persian coin.

He’d received word that Alexander had crossed into Thessaly.
The Thessalians had been stupid to let him in. Someone should have thought to block the Vale of Tempe. Apparently no one was thinking in Thessaly.
Unbelievable.
If no Hellene had the courage to defy the marauder to his face, then Demosthenes would find someone to stab him from behind. Demosthenes was fairly sure he’d found his man.

He held the beeswax to the flame. Blackened drops melted onto the papyrus. Demosthenes pressed his own signet into the soft puddle, sealing the scroll. 

It was a letter to Attalos, co-commander of the Makedonian advance force in Asia.

The Makedonian General Attalos' niece had been Philip’s latest queen. Philip was dead now, and Alexander had no use for the girl. And none for Attalos either, if rumor was to be believed.

Demosthenes could probably count on getting fair audience for his words in General Attalos.
Demosthenes sweetened his inquiry with gold. He had funds for just this purpose, courtesy of someone else who wanted to keep the Makedonian tyrant confined to his own borders.
Demosthenes knew that some men would hold it shameful for him to collude with Persians. He was pitting one evil against another to defend the good. No shame in that.
His legs ached as they did when the weather was about to change.

And he became aware of the sound of waves, reaching him all the way up here. The sea had been glassy this morning.

Anyone abroad best be making his voyage home now, else find lodging for the winter. Demosthenes had little time to get this letter out now if he expected a reply by sea.
It had to be by sea. The overland route ran through Makedonia.

Demosthenes had always known he was born to defend Athens against a great menace and receive the adulation of his countrymen for it. He’d recognized Philip as an imperial threat long before anyone else had. Demosthenes had been watching for one. Demosthenes had needed a monster to slay, and the gods gave him Philip.

Demosthenes had a deep, abiding hatred of anyone who took from the helpless.
And on top of all, it galled Demosthenes that Philip had been regarded as a captivating speaker. That the brawny barbarian should also be strong in Demosthenes' only strength was not fair. That Philip was quick on his feet, while Demosthenes' witty retorts came hours after his cue. Philip was spontaneous. All Demosthenes’ brilliant arguments smelled of lampwicks.

So men thought Philip witty. Demosthenes shrugged. Consider his audience. Barbarians. Three words in a row must have impressed the northern brutes.
"Bar bar bar bar," Demosthenes muttered to himself, the way one mocks the sounds that come out of foreigners’ mouths.

Philip had met a fitting end for a Makedonian—murderered by a boy lover. Was it not perfect? Philip had many boys. Many wives too—seven by some counts, and most of those at the same time.

Demosthenes tried to envision himself taking a second wife while still in possession of the first. Couldn’t.

Once, while Demosthenes wife was still alive, Demosthenes had brought a comely slave boy home. His wife said nothing about it.
She bedded the slave herself.

And people wondered that Demosthenes showed little remorse for the recent death of his legitimate daughter. Dearer to him by far were his children by hetairai.
Demosthenes’ cold, island-born wife had failed to produce a son for him. She said his seed was runny. Which begged the question: as compared to what?

He rubbed the wax off his hands. The knobby joints of his long fingers ached. His skin was slightly mottled. He beheld the marks with bitterness. Some men became striking as they aged.

In youth Demosthenes had been sickly. Now he looked like this. Beauty had passed him by some time in between.
His brow pinched over his closely set eyes, giving him an ever-glowering look. It was a wise face, a vigilant one. But no one had ever called him beautiful. Or striking. Or distinguished.
And he was everlastingly tired of hearing Philip praised for his dynamic speech, his gorgeous good looks, and by God, the man could drink! And that was meant to be praise? One quality befit a sophist, the other a woman, and the last a sponge, and none really a king.
The son was the same. The son was worse. There was nothing Alexander didn’t have—health, youth, beauty, riches, fame, luck. Luck in obscene abundance. Philip’s kingdom had fallen right into Alexander’s hands.

Everything Demosthenes had, he’d worked for, had scrapped for. Upon Alexander, Fortune smiled. They said Alexander could have been a singer. Alexander could have been a physician. Alexander could have been an Olympic runner—
Alexander could have been a boy whore for all that! And maybe he was, with his melting gaze and that right-leaning tilt of his head, the telltale of the kinaidos. That signature bend to his neck signaled availability.

And if everything came easy to Alexander, it was because the gods were setting him up for a great fall. Had to be. The gods and Demosthenes.

Demosthenes gave a nervous tug on his mustache. Gnawed on the edges of his beard.

Hating Alexander.

He pictured Alexander up there in Makedonia with his young pages, the "king's boys." It took no special insight to know what the king did with those. King's Companions indeed. Everyone knew what Makedones were like.
There was a reason that women were forbidden at Makedonian banquets. Nothing happened in a Makedonian andron that a free woman ought ever to witness.
Demosthenes could just see them, arrayed in purple like Persian monarchs all, bawling in their foreign gibberish—bar bar bar bar. Drunk, all drunk. The press of male flesh, sinking into heated degradation.

"Bar bar bar bar—"

"What are you doing?"

Demosthenes convulsed in his chair. He hadn’t heard Charidemos come in.
Demosthenes gathered in his dignity and answered the large man who filled his doorway. "Talking to Alexander."

Charidemos smiled, a jolly smile with small, cold eyes. Charidemos was a Euboean mercenary. He’d been given Athenian citizenship so he could lead Athenian troops in defense of the city.
Charidemos was a wolf let in to marshal the sheep. Not a wise policy, but oh, were the Athenians not sheep in need of wolves at this critical moment!

Charidemos peered into Demosthenes' cup, made a noise of disgust to find it filled with water.
Everyone drinks wine except the Furies and Demosthenes, so the saying went.
Charidemos himself was a nasty drunk.

The big mercenary prowled the chamber, raised a scarred eyebrow at the stack of rolled letters growing on Demosthenes’ table.

"Don't you have a cellar where they say you shut yourself up and rehearse your speeches? With pebbles in your mouth?" Charidemos puffed out his cheeks. "Bar bar bar bar?"

"I should have gone there," Demosthenes said. "I wasn’t talking to you."

"You can, you know. Talk to Alexander, I mean. He's almost here."

Demosthenes stiffened. "What?"

"Alexander is in Chaironeia."

"Bird's milk. He can't be. He's in Thessaly. My information is very recent. And your information, Charidemos, has proved sadly wanting in the recent past!"

Ingenuousness did not become the serpent. "Did I not tell you Philip would be murdered? Precisely when and by whom?” Charidemos said. “Was I wrong?"

"You got the successor wrong!"

"So I did.” His voice was bland. “But the successor—the wrong one, as you say—is at the Chaironeia pass. He’s on this side of it."

"No."

"Yes. I am afraid, yes."

"I am dreaming."

Sounds of alarm erupted in the city, and grew. Louder and closer. Men were yelling. Soon the shoremen were calling for chains to drag across the harbor mouth.

Alexander, the voices cried, was in Thebes.

Demosthenes turned his head, hawklike, dark eyes glittering. "You said he was in Chaironeia."

"He was through Chaironeia. That pigeon came yesterday. Alexander has advanced since then, it seems."

"This is not possible. I remind you that Thebes lies over thirty miles from Chaironeia. You’re saying Alexander can move an army thirty miles in a single day?" 
He let Charidemos hear the absurdity of those words.

Heard stampeding in the streets. Passing under Demosthenes' window. Crying the barbarian's name.
The Euboean general folded his hands. "Should we run, do you suppose? And if so, where?"

Demosthenes gathered up his letters full of glorious, incendiary words.
"I am having a nightmare,” Demosthenes said. “I shall wake up momentarily."

At this rate, Alexander was less than two days away from his door.

Folk from the Attik countryside fled their homes and ran toward the city’s Long Walls. They drove their goats and geese, and led their horses on tethers. They carried children and anything valuable with them. Dogs helped keep households together. Babies cried.
The pace quickened. Someone broke into a run, and soon they were all running.
Then the citizen army, who mustered in a harvested field, fell into flight along with their women and slaves, the rout complete.

The scene replayed, just as it had the last time a Makedonian army broke through the Chaironeia pass.
General Phocion hadn’t been here to see that first retreat, but to this day people hadn’t stopped talking of it in the whispered tones of horror. They told of free women crouched in their doorways like slaves, asking for word of their men. Of feeble old men trying to take up arms when they could barely carry themselves. Of the poor taking weapons from temple offerings, having none from their fathers with which to fight the invaders. Children and old men had dug a defensive trench. Even the dead pitched in, giving up their gravestones to strengthen Athens’ walls. And within those walls the illustrious city became a barnyard, filled with all the livestock of Attika’s wide countryside.
It was happening again, now. The Makedones advanced, swift as a plague. And even though Alexander hadn’t killed anyone other than his father’s assassin since coming to power, he terrified everyone. It was his speed that undid them. Such speed simply should not be possible.

Had no one ever told Alexander about the lumbering progress of armies? Phocion had heard the reports of Alexander’s progress, thought them unlikely. Someone who had never been with an army must be making up these numbers. Thirty-four miles a day? Average? 
It the numbers were true, then Alexander was moving his host as if they were Persian couriers, of whom it was said neither rain nor snow nor heat nor darkness could stop.

Phocion watched his countrymen running past him for the safety of the Long Walls.
Our people move pretty fast too.

Phocion stood fast against the fleeing current. But some of his soldiers fell in with the rout.
Phocion took off his helmet, regarded what was left of his troops. He waved his arm uselessly at the last of them. "What you will."

They gratefully took flight.

Phoicion spoke at the sky. "O Herakles!" And he slung his arm around the shoulders of the only man left on the field. Always at his side, Nikokles would be there when Phocion died. This he knew. They started back over the wheat field stubble together. Phocion’s horn-hard bare feet were caked with red dust.

When they came upon the sacred wood of the Academy, Phocion stopped. The Academy was the most famous of Athens’ gymnasia, because Plato had taught here. Its very name – Academy—had become a byword of fine education. Phocion nudged Nikokles. "See if Xenokrates is within."

Nikokles jogged through the olives, around the altar of Love, and up the steps to the gymnasium, while Phocion took a seat under the yellow canopy of a plane tree. He watched clumps of trampled chicory slowly pick up their rubbery stalks and lift their blue weed flowers out of the dirt.

The road from here led through the city’s graveyard.
Two years ago, Phocion had been at sea with the navy during the fateful battle of Chaironeia. He’d come home to find his city in defeat, gripped in this same hysteria, invasion imminent.
In their insanity, the Athenians had made that Euboean jackal Charidemos a citizen and general.

Then, miraculously, Philip’s army had stopped.
The only Makedones to march on Athens had been a small escort for the prisoners of war, whom Philip freed, and an honor guard for the ashes of the Athenian dead.

Phocion had watched the heartbreaking cortege from his sickbed.

Saw a youth, like a godling on a black horse. Knew instantly that this one would be great. Whether for good or evil, that part was yet unwritten. Only the greatness was a certainty.

Alexander was closing in on Athens.

Phocion wondered if the dead from Chaironeia would be giving up their gravestones to wall the city this time.

Phocion stood up as Nikokles appeared, dogtrotting back from the Academy wood.

Xenokrates wasn’t with him. 
Phocion called, "He’s already gone or he’s not coming?"

"Philosophers." Nikokles let his arms flap. "He’s sweeping the floor."

It was probably a safe place for the philosopher. Alexander was a well-educated young man, student of Plato’s student Aristotle. Phocion couldn’t envision Alexander destroying the Academy, no matter what else he might wreak against the city.

Phocion walked back to the city to gather in the remnants of Athenian courage.
Upon reflection, he could see a certain brute intelligence in the men’s flight, the utter folly of trying to oppose Alexander on open ground.

If the Athenians were to make a stand, it would have to be at their own walls. There was nowhere left to run.

The city of Thebes loomed from the morning fog, an island randomly placed within a wide, wide sea of cloud.
With the lifting of the mist, the fields beneath showed autumn brown.

The city’s high walls and forbidding towers stamped a black, impregnable silhouette on the sunrise at Alexander’s approach.

The bronze-clad gates opened for Alexander without a fight.
Basileus, the Thebans hailed him. So sorry they had laid siege to his garrison stationed within their seven-gated citadel.

Alexander asked his garrison commander if there had been any deaths. There had not. So Alexander pardoned the city for trying to eject his soldiers.
Philip had ever been savage to Thebes. Cruelty never won anyone devotion from a dog, much less from men. Alexander saw no reason to begin his reign with oppression. The Thebans knew who was in command now, so Alexander was certain that a rebellion wouldn’t rise here again.

He made camp near the lakeside, heard his men splashing about in the reeds. They were catching eels.
Alexander told his pages to bring him some too.
He composed a message to the Athenians. Bade them abide by the Common Peace, recognize him as hegamon of the Panhellenic League, and send their contribution of ships and men in the spring. Of an alternative, he did not say.
He held the scroll out to Hephaistion. "If they have any questions, answer for me. It should be clear enough."

"You don’t want another ambassador, Alexander? They might not like taking orders from a man my age."
An Athenian needed thirty years on him for full citizenship and the right to vote.

Alexander placed the scroll in Hephaistion’s hand. "They had best get used to it.”
Hephaistion made a tall, haughty figure on horseback. His closely shorn curls showed red within the gold. He wore his jaunty short chlamys of solid purple slung over his left shoulder and clasped under his sword arm with a gold pin. He rode well, even as Makedones went.

He carried an olive bough. 
Whether the Athenians answered with war or with friendship, this angelos was under the gods’ protection. But, not as trusting as Philip in the piety of men, Hephaistion enlisted a dekade of spearmen to accompany him.

He was surprised how quickly Ptolemy volunteered to be one of those ten.
In their desperate hour, the Athenians called not upon Demosthenes, but upon Phocion to save them. Alexander’s army was at the gates. What should they do?

Phocion was short with them. These people were what turned his hair gray. He suggested the Athenians either be conquerors themselves or else be friends with the conqueror. Decide that, Phocion told them, and decide quickly.

The vote of friendship with Alexander carried swiftly and loudly.
At that Phocion gripped his companion Nikokles by the arm. "The Athenians agree with me. You don’t suppose I have said something incredibly foolish without knowing it?"

A sumptuous dinner at Demades’ country house followed the convening of the Athenian Assembly. The little tables were overloaded with spiced stew, thyme-roasted game hens stuffed vine leaves flavored with mint and dill, a seasoned fish served in a sauce of mackerel roe, olive oil and sweet wine. And because the guests were Makedones, there were all sorts of meats; and because the host was Demades, there was a vast array of honey-drenched pastries and sweet Bibline wine.

Hephaistion admired the delicately painted murals on Demades’ walls. "I see Philip’s money has been well spent."
An eloquent friend of Makedonia, Demades had always been well-bribed.

"I need bronze doors,” Demades said. “Tell Alexander I need bronze doors."

"Tell him yourself,” Hephaistion said. “He likes to be asked."

Demades chuckled. Doing business with Alexander was a delight.
"Did you see what those young ruffians did to my Treaty in the agora?"

His treaty. Demades had authored the Peace with Makedonia following the battle of Chaironeia.

"What is your Treaty doing in the agora?" Hephaistion asked, amused.

"Standing there engraved in marble for all the world to see. With a beautiful little carving on top—of Athena crowning the People."

"That would be a very large crown," Hephaistion said, not able to picture it.

"No, no. The People are personified in the figure of a beautiful youth—“
"Not unlike yourself."

Demades was forty-four years old and round. He patted his own cheeks, feeling them burn. "Apparently skin this age can still hold a blush. No, not like me at all. Not unlike yourself, Hephaistion, though you are built quite a bit longer than the carved boy, and you've a sly tongue in your head, whereas the blessed marble has none at all. Alexander would never make sport of a mature and portly man."
Demades’ round body served him well as a large soundbox for his magnificently resonant voice.

"And what did the ruffians do to your deathless words, Demades?"

"Those hagborn hooligan followers of that bombast Demosthenes took a pick to the stele and tried to separate Athena and the People from the Treaty. They tried to discard my words!" The orator's dark brows angled steeply up, for he was woefully offended. "And would have done so, had not Alexander arrived so swiftly. Marble chips all over the ground. Lawless rascals. Same sort of lot who would knock the pricks off of Herms." He prodded his other guest. "You. You are brooding, young man."
Ptolemy had been distracted the entire journey. He‘d ridden with Hephaistion in silent expectancy—that eagerness such as you feel from the horse under you when you turn around for home. The step that needs no urging. 
Ptolemy had been elsewhere since the journey began.

"And may I say it does not wear well with your bones,” Demades went on. “What with that heavy brow and that jutting chin, unless you mean to frighten crows, in which case there lies the door to my garden. Go frighten something."

"You do, Ptolemy. You look like a man-sphinx," Hephaistion said. "Are you disappointed that the Athenians didn’t vote for war?"

Ptolemy struggled back to the moment, "No, of course not." He groped for a speakable thought, something to get the focus off of himself. Of of her. "Demades. You helped Demosthenes in the Assembly today when everyone shouted him down and he lost his place in his speech. He didn’t deserve the kindness. Why did you do that?"
“He’s right,” Hephaistion said. "Demosthenes would never do the same for you, Demades."

"He never would, my dears, because he cannot,” Demades said. “Once Demosthenes loses his place in his script, it’s all over. He cannot think on his feet. I’ve had dinners answer me back faster and more eloquently than does an unrehearsed Demosthenes." He smiled sadly. “Why did I do it?” His brow furrowed in thought. “I suppose because I really cannot bear to see Demosthenes so humiliated. It makes my dinner eloquent."

"But you battle him bloody in the law courts," Hephaistion said.
"With relish! But he must be armed, you see. I can attack his arguments. That’s only fair. I cannot attack the man. Without his words, Demosthenes is such a sad little man, really. A little man made up of syllables and a tongue."

"What of his vision?" Ptolemy asked. He mimicked Demosthenes’ show, his arms upstretched, "O men of Athens! Rejoice!"

"Were you here in Athens for that? Did you see that little spectacle, my dear? I wanted to make myself so very small, which of course I could not do.”
Ptolemy burned crimson. Memories of Thaïs on that day were vivid. “Demosthenes knew Philip was dead. He claimed a vision. Did Demosthenes have advance knowledge of a plot against Philip?"

Demades let his head lean one way then the other. "One hates to ascribe intelligence to one's adversaries,” Demades said. “Demosthenes claimed enlightenment from the gods. Which I truly believe.”

“You do?”

“Well, yes, if you believe the gods send messengers by way of Euboea."
Hephaistion kicked. Jumped up from his couch.

Demades’ brown-eyed gaze looked wounded. “You are leaving me?”

“No. I gotta take a shit.”
Hephaistion ran out to the courtyard.

His guards leapt up from a game of knucklebones. Hephaistion ordered his guards to go at once. Run. Find the Euboean mercenary general, Charidemos, and arrest him. “Break parts of him if you need to.”

 but Charidemos had already left the city.

Outbound from Athens, Hephaistion spent the morning in the Academy's grove, embroiled in a hot debate with the old president, Xenokrates, who adored him. Hephaistion brought away messages for Alexander and for Aristotle.
Then he had to find his travelling companion, Ptolemy, who had finally succeeded in making himself, in fact, elsewhere.
Ptolemy was such a lofty, moderate, lover of virtue, Hephaistion did not believe it when told where he had gone.

The villa was even more lavish than Demades' overwrought house. Its fountains spilled perfumed waters. The gaudy capitals over the thin, graceful columns were gilt and carved in a riot of acanthus leaves. Polished bronze Erotes poised on toe tip as if to fly off the corners of the red tile roof.

Inside felt hollow. No garlands, such as always festooned these places, graced the painted walls. The tapestries were all rolled up with sprinklings of lavender and stored away. The wall hooks hung bare. What furniture remained was covered in muslin.
A dried leaf scratched across the mosaic floor with the breezes from the garden courtyard.

A slave crept the halls like a house ferret. Ptolemy's voice, echoed in the hollowness: "Woman, where is your mistress?"

"Corinth," the slave's whisper dry and brittle as the leaf. "She and the Toad. Corinth. Where they belong."

Ptolemy turned to face the shadow that spilled through the doorway at his back.

Hephaistion, wise to the ways of wounded animals, said not a word. He turned away and let Ptolemy fall in step.

From his camp outside of Thebes, Alexander sent word to all the city-states of Hellas that he would convene a Congress before this moon was out, for the states to ratify him in his father's stead as hegamon of the Panhellenic League. At Corinth.

"Short notice, Alexander," his advisors hedged. "Can it not wait until spring?"

"We march to Persia in the spring," said Alexander.

"By the time all the states get this message, the weather will be chancy. He who sails with the setting of the Pleiades, sets with the Pleiades."

"Tell them," said Alexander, "If they cannot come to me, then I shall come to them."

They came.



Desire stirs me again,

Makes my limbs weak,

Bittersweet, grasping beast.

-- Sappho
The journey to Corinth was not for everyone.

A long, colonnaded xenon in the agora had been built for the Congress that had sworn loyalty to Philip just two years before. It still smelled new. From his apartment in it, Hephaistion could see the naked limestone rise of High Corinth

In Athens a temple to the Virgin Athene stood on the highest crest of the high city. The priestesses housed in its inner chamber, the Parthenon, were virgins.

On the higher summit of High Corinth stood a temple of Aphrodite. Its one thousand priestesses were prostitutes.

The overcrowded city remained still wealthy after all it had been through. Corinth had shared the allied defeat at Chaironeia, and Philip had garrisoned her heights. Easy duty, that.

With exertion, desire retreats. The army had been on fast marches since leaving Makedonia. There had been no moment to feel anything but exhaustion. At rest in Corinth, desire reared its head again.

Hephaistion had been taught that self-control gives pleasure because after wanting and resisting, the yielding is all the sweeter. It was the pain of thirst that caused the pleasure of drinking; hunger the pleasure in eating.

He and Alexander were both abstemious as only children of privilege could afford to be. Voluntary privation was seldom regarded as a virtue by those for whom it had ever been an involuntary fact. Hephaistion was proud of his self-control. Those whose only concern lay in satisfying their various cravings were the dullest men he knew. But there was taking self-denial too far.There was a point where you could not call it temperance anymore. It was an extreme off the other side, where men seldom strayed. And he did not want to be there.

He could expect no understanding from Alexander, who was immune to Corinth, all its seductions so far below him, you could not call it denial because there was no wanting.
Alexander came to Corinth as the absolute monarch of lesser creatures, his hand on the helm of all Hellas. Not just easy in his place, Alexander knew with absolute certainty he ought to be there. The gold crown was lost in his blond hair.

If it were not for men courting his favor and vying for the honor of his guest-friendship, Alexander would forget to eat and drink.

He needed nothing, had all. Walked among them like a god.

The assembled Hellenes ratified his station as hegamon in his father's stead, gave him command of the campaign against Persia, their oaths solemnized with libations of unmixed wine.

"I swear by Zeus, Earth, the Sun, Poseidon, Athene, and Ares, and by all the gods and goddesses, I shall abide by the Peace.

"I shall not take up arms with hostile intent against any of those abiding by the oaths, neither by land nor by sea.

"Nor will I seize for purpose of war any city, citadel or harbor of a member of the Common Peace, neither by subterfuge nor by any means whatsoever.

"I will not overthrow the sovereignty of Philip or his heirs or the constitutions of any city which was in existence when the oaths regarding the Peace were sworn.

"I myself shall do nothing against the treaty, nor shall I allow others to do so as far as I am able.

"But if anyone does anything contrary to the covenant, I shall send aid to those in need in what manner they require and I will fight whomever transgresses the Common Peace in what manner the Congress requires and the Hegamon commands."

The words were already engraved in stone with the names of all the sworn states. Of all the Hellenes, only the Spartans did not swear, had not come. The Spartans insisted they were leaders, not followers.

And all looked in dread to Alexander, expecting the order to march across the isthmus to take Sparta.

But Alexander gave the Spartan refusal nothing stronger than a shrug. "If the Spartans want to call themselves leaders, it is nothing to me." In all Hellas, the Spartans had only themselves left to lead.

"Could be trouble later," Ptolemy suggested, ever cautious. "We can't just leave them there, Alexander."

"I can and I shall. They are not important enough to stall destiny, and I shan't give them the dignity of my personal attention. I have Athens and Plataia with me to defeat the Persians. And I have the sons of the Spartans who won against Persia at Marathon."

"There were no Spartans at Marathon."

"And there are none with Alexander!" Though he rued softly, "A great pity the heroes of Thermopylai seem to have no sons."

The Spartan holdout cast only the smallest wisp of a summer cloud over the bright moment. Alexander was in the highest spirits, everyone under the spell of his charm and vision, even if just for the day. In his presence a man could deny him nothing. Hard hearts melted to him and became caught up in his quest. He put gods in them. When he gazed beyond the horizon with longing, men could not help follow the gaze of those deep, melting eyes, and want to go there too. Felt he could do anything.

Alexander loathed mortal bonds.

Sex and sleep reminded him he was mortal. In both a man was out of control. For one whose self-control was so great, the sense of being out of it was the only time he knew fear. Hephaistion had seen him afraid.

Alexander was sleeping only one night in three. Since Nature brooked no if in the question of sleep, Alexander could at least dictate the when, and bowed to no natural rhythm.

Evening wore thin and Alexander did not come back to the xenon. Probably would not.
Hephaistion went out.

He left behind his purple cloak. The royal color was conspicuous, and he did not like being picked out by merchants like a shield one hangs up for target practice with javelins.
A crossroads, if ever any city could be called so, Corinth commanded two ports—one on either sea—and the only road into the Peloponnese. There were still bandits on the isthmus. Only now they were called toll collectors and merchants and brothel keepers. Everything cost double in Corinth.

Hephaistion walked as an anonymous soldier in the streets of notorious pleasure.

In the dusky sky, small birds flew by in their thousands, swept along by the oncoming winter.

The pebbled walk under his bare feet felt like the floors of the new palace at Pella. The market was quiet, shut down for the day. Noise of forced gaiety spilled from public houses.

All through the sailing season the Corinthians hauled ships on shrieking wheels across the isthmus. Most of the ships had been dragged up for the season. The tramway sat silent now, nothing but a hollow rut paved with flat stones filling with fallen leaves. There had been talk of digging a canal since Periander's day, but it was never done.

Idle in Corinth, a city full of travelers, Hephaistion could become no one. Corinth leered at him.

A place without restraint. City of gaudy ornament and notorious pleasure. The temples themselves dripped with indulgence and overwrought decoration.

Painted women—Alexander felt nothing when he looked at them. Hephaistion admitted some pang of lust burned through the haze of disgust, a thirst not killed by the mud in the water, though it made him shudder.
He would have to tell Xenokrates that he was wrong—the mind and the soul were not things apart from the body.

He passed an open door, where a slave boy with beautifully painted eyes gave a well-practiced, winsome smile.

Felt nothing when he looked at him. May as well have been an animal.

When Hephaistion was well past, a voice called at his back, "Ain't we proud!"

Hephaistion shot back in royal plural, "Yes, we are."

Another boy appeared from the darkness behind the door to guide his pretty friend inside. "Never mind that one. What does a Makedonian know of pleasure?"

His accent had placed him. The recognition nettled. A man of refinement, Hephaistion liked to imagine his accent flawless.

Had to retort, "What does a Corinthian know of love?"

He walked away from the wounded gazelles. Confessed only to himself, I am not proud. I am miserable.
It was said that boys were only lovely while they were yet like women. Then why, when Alexander was a man, did he still love?

Older men, Hephaistion never fancied, and though they looked his way they seldom gave him trouble. While Hephaistion had been the prince’s friend, he was dangerous. Now that he was the king’s friend, he was lethal, and older men left Hephaistion alone.

He passed under the stone temple of Apollo on its knoll. It spoke of great age. Its great thick Doric columns were each of a piece.

A gorgon, fashioned from fired clay, glared, bug-eyed and pig-nosed, from the pediment. She crouched in the one-knee position that artists once used to indicate the dread goddess was flying. A long red tongue stuck out from her grinning fangs.

The face of Corinth as he saw her.

Maybe the goddess was angry with him.

He had been walking in no direction, and now found himself facing High Corinth. In the fading sunlight the looming crag looked black.

He hiked round to the only path up. It climbed the western face.

He heard him before he saw him—the war song, the off cadence march—Harpalos, coming down the hill.

Hephaistion did not want to meet anyone he knew up here, as if he were doing something wrong. As if the whole Makedonian army would not be up here given the chance.

Hephaistion moved off the path, stood behind a stunted pine tree, as if moving aside to relieve himself, so no one looked twice. He counted on the dusk to cover the red gold of his hair until that lamefoot march passed by.
From this height he could see clear to the plain, where the campfires of Alexander’s army were just flickering to life. He could see Corinth’s rocky thread of land connecting the Peloponnese to the rest of Hellas like a wasp’s middle, seas resting inky dark on either side.

He continued up the path toward the torchlit temples of brightly painted olivewood, and the high, bell-like voices of women.

Near the summit, he turned to ice inside.

The thought had not occurred to him before of what he would do if he found Alexander up here. If Alexander found him up here.

Not sure which edge of that blade was cutting him to the gut, he retreated.

He re-crossed the agora, running by then, past Apollo’s monolithic columns. He stopped in an alley to lean on a wall, catching his breath. It was not the run that made his heart hammer so. He tasted the sour aftermath of panic. He could not even explain to his private self what had so terrified him.

The wall on which he leaned belonged to a brothel behind a bathhouse. The pornoboskos, a heavily perfumed barbarian, smooth and fat as a eunuch, looked down from the second floor window, informed the stranger below that he had a skilled, sweet woman.

Hephaistion stared. Why such fury should swell within, when the man only offered what he’d sought. He shared with Alexander a positive loathing of procurers. Called the man every filthy word he knew till the finger flipped and the shutters slammed.

Desire was dead anyway.

Hephaistion went back to his quarters, cold.

Phryne flourished her letter. "From Praxiteles. Begging me come back from Corinth. He’s going to kill himself."

"Is he not dead yet? He is always going to kill himself," said Thaïs. "Why does Praxiteles not come here? The center of the earth moves with Alexander, and Alexander is in Corinth. All the other artists are here. All of them. And any hetaira worth mentioning is here."

"Both of them," Phryne agreed. "But –" She took two deep, histrionic breaths to mimic Praxiteles’ wounded extravagant expression, and she spoke in the voice of the tortured artist: "’Alexander does not like my style. He says I am soft.’"

“Truly? Alexander does not like Praxiteles’ statues because they look soft?” Thaïs was mystified, and she let out an exasperated breath. “Well, is that not what makes Praxiteles so wonderful? Who else can make stone look so soft? What is wrong with softness?”

“You needn’t tell me. I am in Praxiteles’ bed, not Alexander’s.”

Thaïs pouted, annoyed with the king. “Praxiteles carves such beautiful gods, and Alexander is beautiful. Stupid, but beautiful. I should think the king would be a perfect subject for Praxiteles, and I, for one, would like to see that sculpture."

"Shan’t be done. Alexander prefers," Phryne paused to make an appropriately odious face, "Lysippos." The rival sculptor’s name oozed from her tongue as Praxiteles might pronounce it.

Thaïs giggled. "And what is so bad about Lysippos?"

"Makes the heads too small," said Phryne, as herself now. "Lysippos says he does not show men merely as they are, but as they seem to be."

"And Lysippos thinks Alexander seems to have a small head? I don’t understand."

"No, you goose. Lysippos does not make the head so small that you would actually notice – unless you were, well, Praxiteles."

"Then why shrink the head and why would Alexander prefer that?"

Phryne answered in a stage whisper, "It makes a man look taller! Does that not put the Colophon on it? Oh, Thaïs, do you not love Corinth?" Dancing now about the chamber. Phryne could never simply walk. "It is so elegant and opulent. Everything is prettier. Even the columns on the buildings are thinner and higher and so much more graceful. And the new music! You sing more than one note to a syllable. You let your voice lilt like a bird’s. It is so seductive, do you not think so?"

"If Corinth is so very wonderful, then why do you spend so much time in my dreary Athens, my darling Toad?"

"The conversation is better." Phryne adjusted the garlands on the wall hooks. "Except for now. Everyone who is anyone is where Alexander is." She spiked the oil lamps with frankincense, and sent her barbiton out to be re-strung. The slaves had been at work since before sunrise, polishing all the bronzework back to a golden gleam.

Corinth had just settled in for the rainy season when the king, with the rest of Hellas in tow, came to call. Suddenly merchants unshuttered their shops, swept the streets, broke open new wine. Torches blazed against the season’s overcast days and early dusk. Folk from outlying villages hastened back to town with their wares.

Phryne aired out her finest gauze dresses. For tonight she chose a diaphanous one with bells on.

"We shall crash only the best parties. The best." Her painted eyes swept the full length of Thaïs as Thaïs lazed on the couch. "And no more figs for you. And no salt! Look at you. You’ve swelled up like a wineskin, and you know your breasts have always been too big, and now you look like you’re –- oh!
Hand over her mouth in horror. “Oh! Oh! you silly cow! You are!"

Thaïs flushed. "I’m not really sure yet."

"I am!” Phryne was beside herself. Demanded, “When did you have sex?"

Thaïs’ speech became a mumble. "After my menses."

"No, no! Phryne pounded the embroidered pillows with her little fists. "You know you are most fertile when you’re empty of blood! You can’t conceive when you’re filling with blood or when the blood is flowing out. But once you’ve finished bleeding–- Did you try jumping up and down and hitting your heels against your buttocks to make the seed fall out?"

"No." Mumbling.

"Didn’t you use—? What were you—? Were you trying to conceive? Oh.” Found the missing piece. Sinkingly. “Oh. Ptolemy. I see now. It’s your Makedonian. Well. Is he going to acknowledge it?"

"I’m only a little late is all," said Thaïs.

"Ptolemy doesn’t know," Phryne answered herself. She dug to the bottom of her cedar chest to bring out a vial. The smoky blue glass was opaque and somehow ominous.

Illyrian iris.

"Have you used this before?" Phryne asked, solemn.

"No."

"No, of course no. You’ve been careful before! Don’t take a lot. It will make you very sick."

"I’m not sure I want to do that," said Thaïs.

"And do you suppose waiting and exposing it on the mountain side is any easier? I believe not. They cry, you know. You won’t be able to do it. I know you, Thaïs. I keep this right here." Had said everything there was to say. Phryne restored the vial to the depths of the chest. The heavy lid made Thaïs flinch with its shutting.

PRIVATE 

I remembered this man, this Demaratos the Corinthian. Born in Corinth he may have been, but Demaratos was a Makedonian Companion, made so by Philip himself. Demaratos has been a trader, a soldier, a diplomat. For a mortal, he has seen and done much.

Demaratos still lives in Corinth. Or Qorinth, as it was when the Hellens used to spell its name with a koppa. The Hellenes do not use the koppa anymore. Not as a letter.

They use it to brand horses.

It was in Thessaly that they branded my mortal flesh. I who had never known a scar. They pressed red iron into my black hide. That stench filled my nostrils. And rage, rage as only Akhilles has ever known. I crumbled to my knees, sick.

And rose up, broke the ropes. Turned on my keepers. Killed one of them. I thought my mortal heart would burst for all that I had lost. Cursed that it did not. My heart drummed on inside my chest.

I tried to find which god to curse. Who had spoke in the voice of my father, offered me an immortal name, and brought me instead to this?

I still have that furious weal on my flank. It does not fade.

It is not a koppa.
It is an oxhead.

I stood out from the locals—the koppatias, those koppa-branded ones—that day in Qorinth when I was sold, not just for my size, but for the mark.

“Bring out the Oxhead!” they called for me at the auction. It was here. Here in Qorinth.

And this Demaratos the Corinthian knew me. This man looked straight through me as if I were wind. Knew at once, before even I did, that I was for Alexander.
So we returned today to Qorinth, Alexander and I. And come to the house of Demaratos.

Demaratos appeared now as I remembered him, stately, tall, grave, all sharp aquiline lines, even to the haughty bend high in his long narrow nose. Alexander kissed his thin, drawn cheeks. Perhaps the streaks of silver in Demaratos’ neat, jet-black beard were wider than I remembered.

Alexander pulled on Demaratos’ drab, unbelted chiton. "You are in mourning."

"A friend died in Syracuse. A friend died in Makedonia. Soon I shall have no hair." Demaratos brushed the short ends of his missing locks given up to the dead. "But there is no impurity in this house. I am only sad. I will shed this darkness and beg you honor my dwelling."

Many in Corinth competed for the king's favor. I knew that out of the hundreds of invitations Alexander would take this one.
And that evening Demaratos came out of his spacious country villa wreathed as Dionysos, scented with thyme, his snowy white chiton lavishly embroidered and bordered in a wide wave pattern of vivid blue.
He took hold of my halter, his long fingers flashing silver rings. It was a Corinthian who first added the bridle to the horse's tack. The inventor was not Demaratos, so I do not hold that against him.

"This is still the finest animal I have ever seen,” Demaratos told Alexander. “I had thought you would enter him in the Olympic games." Heavy as I am, I am as fleet as any courser. He stroked my midnight withers. "He would have won you great honor."

"So he has and so he shall," said Alexander. "Greater than an Olympic crown."

A little gasp escaped from some others of Demaratos’s arriving guests. There is very little to which a mortal man may aspire greater than an Olympic crown of wild olive.

From anyone else it would have been the most arrogant bragging.
Demaratos turned me over to his groomsmen. They had all heard the stories, and they treated me according to my worth.

Demaratos’ graceful house faced inward round a courtyard and opened to the southern light, the altar placed naturally in the center.

Alexander crossed the threshold right foot first for luck.

Slaves brought water mingled with wine and spice to wash the guests' feet in a bronze footbath.

A thin, charcoal-gray cat strolled from between potted acanthi. The housedogs pricked up their ears, but they had learned to leave the little animal alone. The cat raised its back up and gave a warning hiss in case any of them had forgotten, then claimed Demaratos with a rub against his ankles.

Demaratos reached down with long elegant fingers to stroke the cat between its peaked ears.

"What is that?" said Hephaistion, who had never seen one.

"This is a quick-tail," said Demaratos, of the cat. "The Egyptians call it a miw. It is an Egyptian god."

Alexander tilted his head curiously. "Is it really?"

"So the Egyptians say. You forfeit your life if you kill one." Egypt used to have a sacred bull as well. Persia's Great King Ochos killed it with his own hand. Ochos had not come to a good end himself. Demaratos did not know if there was a connection, and he was not convinced of the divinity of cats, but it did no good to sneer at anyone's gods. And the quick-tail killed rats as well as the house ferret ever had, so it was worth keeping. "I found it aboard one of my merchant ships from Naukratos. It decided to keep me."

Demaratos had been everywhere, but home was in this lovely seductive city. Winters were softer here than in Pella. Corinth had wealth and willing women and beautiful boys, bad wine but two seaports for importing better.

Among Demaratos’ guests, you could see fat Demades totting up the worth of the marble sculptures in the courtyard, and lusting after the bronze-clad doors. He commented, "Old age seems not such a wretched thing, when one has such a place to retire."

"Old age?" Demaratos' sinuous brows arched steeply. "Retire? The commander of the Makedonian advance force in Asia is past sixty. Alexander's regent is past sixty. Philosophers and generals never die. You have to kill them. The poet Euripides was eighty-one when he died, and it was not the age that killed him. It was the dogs. Aeschylus was ninety when the eagle mistook his bald head for a rock and dropped a turtle on it. They say your old Athenian tyrant Hippocrates was spitting teeth at Marathon. Isocrates—oh, very well, Isocrates died of old age but he was ninety-eight. Tell me now who is old and ought to retire!"

Demades smiled indulgently at Demaratos. "But you cannot be thinking of marching off to war again, my dear."

"Can I not?" Demaratos the Corinthian turned a long, pleading face to the young, beardless king. "Alexander, you would not leave me behind."

"Demaratos, I owe you more than I can ever repay," said Alexander, the debt having nothing to do with the gift of a thirteen talant horse.

"And more than anything I want to be there when you bring the Persian to his knees," said Demaratos.

When Alexander was in exile—his fortunes at their absolute nadir and he and Philip near to war—this man had stepped onto the deadly ground between them and brought Alexander home.

"Then you shall be there," Alexander vowed.

Slaves brought around spiced wine to the couches for Demaratos’ guests to wash their hands, then bread with which to dry them then discard to the floor for the dogs. As flowers were scarce in this season, ivy, myrtle, and dried everlastings garlanded the walls.
After the feast was cleared and the tables pushed under the couches, the best wine was brought in, and three libations poured to the gods, unmixed – one to Olympian Zeus, one to the Heroes, one to Zeus the Savior—the hymn then sung all together. The spondeion's long-footed solemn meter was meant to instill the company with moderation and composure. It was well to start a drinking party on that note anyway.

Moderation was the middle way between extremes. To Philip that had meant Antipater stayed sober while Philip got tearing drunk. Between them, they were moderate.

Any drinking party needed a leader, either elected or chosen by lot, but since they had the king of kings in their midst, there was no election and no drawing of lots, and it fell to Alexander to decide the mix. He called for a tame one, four to one and drink as you like.

The boys poured water into the great wide mixing bowls, and added to that the wine. It oozed thick and dark into the water.

"This is a Chian wine," said Demaratos. "Very sweet, and so mellow I shall send no one home with a headache."

"Why am I drinking island wine in Corinth?" asked Langaros, who obviously knew little of wine. The tattooed king of the Agrianes preferred mead.

"Corinthian wine is torture," said Demaratos. "That stuff is in the footbath. We Corinthians can only brag of our water. This water is from the Piriene springs, the lightest in Hellas."

It was a southern custom to bring in flute girls after dinner, or else the girls simply showed up at the door when they knew rich guests were being entertained within. The flute girls swarmed thick as bees on honeysuckle at Demaratos' bronze doors.
But a northern host was not a procurer. In Makedonia, feminine entertainment was a man's own affair. If he wanted a companion other than his wife, well for him, but Makedones kept their women to themselves and did not serve them up after dinner for dessert.

Demaratos had been a Makedonian Companion long enough to know this and to know Alexander. Demaratos gave the slave standing orders to send any women callers on their way.

He did not know what to think when Ptolemy turned stone white, rigid and cold, his immense, blue eyes directed toward the doorway.

The women wafted in with a flutter of fine-spun amorgis from the island and a cloud of perfume. Their dresses hid nothing. You could see that the black-haired one wore a gold thigh band. And that she waxed.

The blond was the most famous woman in Hellas, though few knew her name was Mnesarete. Everyone called her Phryne—Toad. She sang to the august gathering of men, "Do you know me? I am Charybdis, and this is my friend Scylla. Do not be too cross with your porter, I pray you, Demaratos. We were ruthless."

"I can only imagine," said Demaratos, bemused.

Phryne made straight for the king’s couch, turned with a flourish, and alighted instead at Demaratos’ feet, her filmy dress settling about her like floating thistle down.

Thaïs stood at Ptolemy’s couch. Ptolemy did not move his feet for her, leaving no room for her to sit. "Makedones don’t have women at their drinking parties," he instructed her stonily.

"Then it is a good thing we came to a Corinthian house," Thaïs said and sat on Perdikkas’ couch. His hand was waiting for her. An obvious, predictable sort of man.
Ptolemy’s face turned gray.

Harpalos laughed a kind of surrender, "Demaratos, I like the way you live."

"We have everything to delight the senses in Corinth,” said Demaratos. “I shall be happy to leave. I should wither in this golden prison."

He exchanged glances with Alexander who could not agree out loud –- not while drinking from a solid gold kantharos and reclining on Demaratos’ inlaid couch with its joins of silver griffins, and richly embroidered cushions. The guarded smile said all. Demaratos knew well enough that the boy was ever happiest when surrounded by dire shouts; when the fibers that held his bones together lanced with fire; when he heard the hurrah that goes up when the enemy line breaks.
Harpalos frowned into his wine. "What is wrong with Corinth? I think it’s delightful."

Demaratos sighed, lifted a silver ringed hand as if yielding in a wrestling match. He gazed woefully at the young goddess sweetly smiling on his couch. "A man can choke on delight. There is something to be said for that vagrant cur of a sophist who has set up camp in the cypress grove. He sleeps in a broken storage jar, the kind you leave out to shelter a dog. He has nothing, wants nothing."
"The Dog?" Alexander cried, rising up nearly to sitting. How many such men could there be?

"Yes. That is he,” said Demaratos. “They call him the Dog."

"Diogenes? He is here?" Alexander pressed on excitedly. "One of my first teachers was a follower of the dog." A kynikos, such a men was called. Cynic. Alexander half-rolled to Hephaistion. "Remember Philiskos?"

Something in the cynic's severe restraint, the self-mastery, had caught Alexander’s young imagination and struck a deep chord. "Diogenes in Corinth?" said Hephaistion dubiously. It should not be possible to say the two names in one breath. "I thought Diogenes was in Athens."

"He used to be," said Demaratos. "I suppose he thinks we Corinthians are in most need of saving from ourselves."

"He was in Athens," Harpalos confirmed. "I saw him myself. He begged his meals in public houses."

"Heaven preserve him!" said Athenian Demades. "Public houses are bad enough places in which to drink. Oh, you might take a bed, but you would not sleep! Not with all those fleas. And I don’t know anyone who actually eats the food."

Actually, you do, thought Harpalos. It wasn’t that horrible. You just knock the larvae out of the bread. Break the crust open, rap it on the table a few times, and they fall right out. Not a tale Harpalos chose to tell aloud. Said instead, "I saw the Dog in a public house one day, just as Demosthenes happened to walk by. The Dog ran to the door and waved for Demosthenes to come in, but Demosthenes walked on by."

"Of course he did," said Demades. "Demosthenes is a water drinker."

"Diogenes yelled after him. ‘Demosthenes,’ says the Dog. ‘So are ye too proud to set foot in a place where your master spends his time?’"

"What could he have meant by that?" said Alexander. "Who does Diogenes suppose is Demosthenes’ master?"

"It’s very simply really." The feminine timbre of the answer surprised them all, as if one of the hounds had begun to recite Plato. Thaïs continued blithely, "We Athenians are fond of saying our king is Demos, the People. Demosthenes’ power comes from the People, yet he is too good to rub elbows with hoi polloi in a public house. That is what your Diogenes told him."

"Clever Dog," said Alexander. "And what is Diogenes? Is he not Athenian too?"

"I don’t really know," said Thaïs.

"He won’t claim a nation," said Demaratos. "He does not believe in them."

"I agree," said Alexander. "There should be only one."

"No, Alexander, you don't agree,” said Demaratos. “Diogenes thinks there should be no nations at all. The concept of divisions and rule and possessions and nations are all artificial boundaries. He would have us do without them."

"That is unrealistic," said Alexander.

"And one nation for all men is not?"

"No."

Hephaistion spoke softly for only Alexander, "When did you decide that?"

A murmur in return, "I guess I have always known it."

The conversation passed him by as Hephaistion’s thoughts roared, himself becoming silently hysterical. Did none of you hear him? Do you have any idea what Alexander just said?
The idea of a world nation. And Hephaistion knew Alexander had only to conceive of a thing, and it was half way to done. Suddenly it was not the liberation of East Hellas upon which they were about to embark. We are going after the whole world.
Hephaistion touched his head as if the wine had caught up with him.

He became aware of someone asking what virtue there was in living naked as a dog. Of Alexander answering, "The idea is to spurn everything unnecessary and to pay attention to what truly matters. A self-indulgent man is more like a dog than is the Dog. Diogenes’ goal is self-rule." As was Alexander’s. "Just as physical excellence comes only from hard training, so does moral excellence."

Harpalos shook his head like a horse trying to rid itself of a bit. "But how does one train hard for moral excellence by living in a clay pot!"

"By inuring yourself to hardship, you make yourself immune to the pressure of wanting. You reach a point where pleasure and pain no longer dictate what you do, which leaves you as your own master." Alexander’s smile was deep, all the way to his luminous eyes. This philosophy ran close to his heart.

"Does he really expect his students to live like that?" said Harpalos.

"No," said Demaratos. "Not in a clay pot. He practices the absolute of what he teaches to show that it can be done. That a man can be happy with absolutely nothing."

"How do students pay a teacher like that?" asked Alexander. The price of Alexander’s own education had been the cost of rebuilding an entire city.

"They don’t."

This was beyond Demades, the idea of giving something for nothing. He sputtered. "Then why teach!"

"Out of a sense of duty,” said Demaratos, who had spent evenings in the cypress grove, listening to the Dog talk. “He believes that all children are everyone’s responsibility. The whole idea of buying and selling and paying have no place in a dog’s world."

"The women certainly get no business from him," Thaïs agreed. "But I offered him a free one, and he took it."

The andron suffered a sudden bout of choking. The tyrant of Sikyon broke into heaving guffaws. Perdikkas cackled, hand on Thaïs’ thigh. "Lucky Dog." And Ptolemy glared at Perdikkas with naked murder in his eyes.

"So much for Diogenes’ virtue," said Demades.

"Nothing of the sort," Phryne said sweetly. "It shows no want of virtue. It only proves that Diogenes is a man. Or a dog. Sexual congress is an entirely natural act, you know. And Thaïs did not expect anything in return."

"Oh. Well that was unexpected," Thaïs murmured.

Alexander blinked at Thaïs, surprised. "You mean he gave you something? What had Diogenes to give you?"

Thaïs’ exotic eyes darted all ways, found no escape from this circle of expectant gazes. She was stuck. No way out but straight ahead: "Lice."

Oh! And I have killed the tyrant of Sikyon.
The man was purple and could not draw a breath.
The whole room was barking. Tears streamed. The king of kings looked like something startled and woodland.

Ptolemy had turned to stone. He rose stiffly, walked out. To water a tree, they would all assume. Only Thaïs knew he was not coming back.

Oh Thaïs, your tongue has no doors.

She could only hope that when they told this tale—and they would—that they would get her name wrong. Men could be very inattentive to names when they belonged to women.

Perdikkas’ fingers were in her hair. He murmured under the hilarity, "I see you managed to save your hair."

"Not all of it," she said. Intrigued him. Some men liked their women smooth as little girls.

Thaïs rose, a slow walk to the door, paused there to let her dress slip. She glanced back over her bared shoulder, showed a perfect profile. And out. She heard the eager scrambling behind her. An obvious, predictable sort of man.

Thaïs returned to the party, now wearing a general's helmet—nothing a man would ever wear to the dinner couch – but the glances told her that she looked quite fetching in it. She resumed her place and tried to divine what turn this party had taken.

They might have sung; they might have played drinking games. Phryne could fling a cottabus from a handstand, wielding the winecup with her foot. A talent she would not get a chance to display at this gathering. Tonight they were all philosophers, talkative as Athenians.

It was for the leader of the symposium to make sure that conversations did not break down into private twosomes and threesomes. Such did not make for a successful party. Alexander had reined it in, and the guests were discoursing by turns on the subject of virtue.

Phryne intercepted the myrtle wreath as it made to pass her. She slipped it round her leg, thigh high, so they either had to let her talk or come get it. "This is Corinth," Phryne declared. "And Love must have its say."

Phryne invoked Diotima as a precedent. If a woman were wise enough for Socrates to quote, then it was possible that a woman had something worthy to say.

These men would not remember a word Phryne said, though she had all their attention.
They would remember Thaïs’ louse story.

The king was patient, but Thaïs could tell he had no use for a hetaira's thoughts on virtue. Made certain the myrtle did not get trapped there again.

It was very late when they poured a libation to Health. The guests had either gone home or fallen asleep where they were by the time a slave crept in to snuff the triple wicks of the scented oil lamps. Deep snoring reverberated in the dark andron.

Thaïs curled up by herself on a double couch. A rustling announced Phryne, come crawling under the woolen khlaina with her. Phryne snuggled in behind her. Phryne knew somehow without seeing to brush at the tears.

Silver rings glinted on Phryne's thumbs. Phryne always knew which couch to choose.

Thaïs could hear Demaratos still awake in the far corner. Alexander had turned around on his couch so he and his host were head to head, talking low so not to disturb the others. Alexander with both elbows hunched under him. His friend dead asleep at his side.

Demaratos looked the same as he had at the party's beginning, except ringless now. In the blue moonlight, his dark eyes shone clear.
They were still debating virtue.

Phryne hugged Thaïs, stroked her hair.

"I don't need this," Thaïs whispered. "Petty, priggish, judgmental. What good is Eros without Anteros?" Love was nothing without Love Returned.

"Oh Thaïs, Anteros you have. Men don't act quite so badly unless they are in love and very stupid about women. These Makedones are terribly naive."

"He walked out!" Thaïs squeaked.

"You terrify him, don't you." A smile in Phryne’s voice.

Thaïs sniffled. "I don't need this."

Phryne did not remind her where the Illyrian iris was kept.

Thaïs fell silent, eyes wide to the dark wall.

Alexander and Demades were still at it when next Thaïs stirred. Thaïs had lost sense of the time, but it had been long enough for her to feel stiff and her teeth to need a rubbing of salt. She listened without opening her eyes to the men talking.
Demades had joined in by now. "Virtue is only the lack of opportunity," he declared, belched. "Every man has his price."

"Then explain Diogenes," Alexander challenged.

A couch creaked under a shifting bulk. Demades answered, "Diogenes makes the best of a bad circumstance. If he were offered enough wealth, you would see what happens to all his fine self-denial."

Demaratos countered softly, "I do not believe that. I think the Dog is sincere."

Demades scoffed. "No one honestly prefers privation to comfort."

Thaïs having it to here with their woulds, their shoulds, their oughts, their guesses, groaned into her pillow. "Oh, why don’t you just offer Diogenes a huge bribe and see if he takes it!"

And fell another one of those Plato-quoting-dog silences.
Then Alexander was sitting up, pinning his cloak at his shoulder. "I shall."

Demaratos and Demades glanced to each other, to Alexander. "Now?"

"Yes. Make your wagers if you like." He nudged Hephaistion awake, touched his shoulder and said into his ear, "We’re going to see Diogenes." Crawled over him and stood up to look for his sandals.
The old Corinthian Demaratos was up and shouting for his slave, "Boy! Shoes!"

Hephaistion’s eyelids opened a slit. He pushed up the wreath that had fallen across his face, glanced toward the courtyard where the first pale rose light tinted the marble altar. "We are what?"

The sun’s first rays prickled a welcome warmth through the crisp air.

The king’s party found the Dog destitute in a cypress grove, his hair grown long and wild, his beard graying, his nails long and horny as talons. He had pulled a threadbare himation across his nakedness, not from modesty, but because the morning was chill.

Cold shadows crossed Diogenes’ face, darkening the view behind closed eyes. He cracked one eyelid, crossly. Saw many people. Men, mostly young, wearing wreaths from a drinking party. One man, very young, crowned in laurels, hailed him. "Ave, Diogenes."

Diogenes grunted.

Perdikkas toed Diogenes and snapped, "Stand up, Dog. This is Alexander, King of the Makedones, hegamon of all the Hellenes."

"No, no, let him be," said Alexander. He leaned over the Dog. "Diogenes, I can grant any boon your heart desires. Name it. Land. Money, as much as you can name. Title. Royal purple. Anything in the world. Is there anything you want from me?"

"Yes!" Diogenes answered sharply, without a moment’s thought, propping himself up on one elbow. His skin, tough and weathered as mule hide, drooped over wiry muscles.

Hephaistion’s eyes darted sideways to Demades. Demades’ brows lifted expectantly. Here it comes.

"Get yourself out of my sun!"

Perdikkas’ yelp escaped first. The Hellenes held their breath, horrified.

Alexander was quite still, except to blink his eyes, absorbing this. Then, in the end, he smiled. Barely held-in Makedonian laughter burst out around him.

Alexander took an exaggerated step to the side, grandly granting the request.

The royal Companions howled like dogs. The Hellenes, seeing it safe to laugh, let their own grins out. Athenian Demades held his wagging head, tears of mirth gleaming on his face, "O mighty king!"

Alexander, wore the wistful expression he got when looking at a far off place.

Harpalos, sorry he had sided with Demades in the wager, breathed amazed scorn, "What a . . .dog!"

Alexander gave a gentle smile, hand on Harpalos’ shoulder. "If I were not Alexander, I would be Diogenes."

Thaïs walked back to Phryne’s Corinthian villa in the morning light. She was still giggling at the Dog’s send up of the king. And then crossed paths with Ptolemy. She trilled like a swallow. "You missed it! The most incredible thing happened --" Like a swallow trilling to a stone.

"I heard," Ptolemy snarled.

"I love your friend! He is truly impressive, is he not?"

To her bewilderment, Ptolemy’s craggy face turned livid with fury and he turned away.

Then Thaïs remembered the crested helmet on her head. Wrong friend. That one was not impressive. "I was speaking of Alexander, you ass!"

And she had to run after him, a thing she swore she would never ever do. She grabbed Ptolemy’s cloak to make him stop. He spun on her, yanking his chlamys out of her hands as if she were dirty. "How could you, you, you –"

"Whore?" she supplied. "Are you jealous that I made general before you did?"

He roared as if she’d speared him. "No wild beast is more vicious than a harlot."

"Oh you smug, proud prig! I have not bit you in the leg. You left me and I kept company with other men. Go blame the fountain for spouting water then! I told you not to send for me."
Nausea came over her in a wave. She had no where to go, no time to get anywhere. Vomit spattered the pebbled walk between them. Speckled his feet.

Ptolemy assumed she was drunk, walked away muttering.

And Thaïs would not run after him again to tell him otherwise.

The moon has set

Also the Pleiades.

It is midnight.

Time passes without heeding

And I lie down alone.



Know Thyself
It was not the season to be on the water, but Alexander had only the gulf to cross, and luck was with him. In truth it was seldom far away.

The craft was a swift little keles, a courser, the kind of ship pirates and messengers used. It had a sail but also places for ten oarsmen in case they needed to stow the mast and pull at the waves.

There was no need for oars today.
Nearchos had dropped the yard under a fresh wind off the beam and brailed the canvas into a small wide sheet low on the mast. Son of an islander, Nearchos could sail as Makedones rode horses – a skill acquired by birthright.

Nosing up and diving like a dolphin across the choppy water, the little ship took the greater part of the daylight to make the journey from Corinth to Kirrha.

Once the king’s small band was safely ashore, the wind died entirely. Alexander took it as a good sign. The breeze had blown just for him. And he made sacrifice for safe arrival at the nearest altar. There was one in every port to receive pilgrims.

Something remembered from a schoolbook, The Cavalry Commander, came back to Hephaistion now: "’The gods know everything and they foretell it to whom they will in the entrails of sacrificial victims, in bird omens, in oracles and in dreams. And it seems they are more willing to advise those who ask not only in time of need what they must do, but rather those who in their good fortune serve the gods however they can.’"

Alexander nodded. "And I intend to be one of those whom the gods love best." Never miserly to any man, Alexander was bountiful to the gods. "And maybe two-tongued Apollo will give me a singular answer."

Philip had been a generous man too, but it had not got him a straight answer from heaven.

Alexander’s friends followed him up the steep, winding path that led from the dock to the holy mountain.

Dusk had come to Parnassos. The sanctuary of the god was dark, nearly deserted, all the tents and kiosks, the tables for the moneychangers folded up or taken away. No vendors hawked votive gifts, figurines, or barley cakes steeped with honey. Gone too were the sophists, the lawyers, the bankers, the purple dealer. The inns were dark, the innkeepers themselves gone home to villages on the mountain, and most priests with them.

The only men left were guards, and those not many. Gold there was, in unbelievable troves, but the terrible sacrilege to touch it kept all but the most godless away. When looters had come to Delphi, they came with armies. The enormous boulders that had crushed the Persian were still here, just where they fell when the gods hurled them through the roof of Athene’s temple.

The treasury guards had a long time to observe the armed party trekking up the mountain, could tell by the look of them that these were not come for gold. They also had a good idea who the fair, blond young leader was. This one had fought on the side of the god once before, at his father’s side. So they greeted the king civilly, but told him what he should already have known, that this was not the proper time to seek an oracle.

Alexander did not care. The guards shrugged and let him go where he willed. Let the god argue with Alexander, because they would not.

The air was strangely warm, moisture-laden, heavy with the scent of firs, and quite still. The night creatures had not yet begun to sing. There was a muted clarity to the sky. A look backward showed the Gulf of Corinth as a strip of faded blue within the darkling hills, the far mountains lost in mist, their ghostly peaks adrift.

Above them, Parnassos pushed up against the indigo sky. Upon its rocky dome was where Deucalion’s ark had come to land after the Great Flood.

Zeus had once let fly two eagles from either the end of the earth. They met in the middle. Here.
The oracle at Delphi was never wrong.

Alexander went in search of the house of the proxenos to enlist him to petition the oracle for him.

He found the house dark, and he pounded on the door. Kept pounding.

At last the bolt slid back. Light limned the opening. A solitary slave, his hand cupped round a dirty oil flame, squinted.

"Where is the proxenos?" Alexander demanded.

"Gone home!” the slave snapped in vexed surprise. “We are all close. Not the month for Apollo speaking. Go to Lebadeia if you want an answer."

"The Pythia is the only oracle who talks to you direct," said Alexander.

"Not in this season. No. Not even by lot. Off wid you." The door’s slam died quickly in the close, humid air.

The Pythia only spoke on the seventh day of those months sacred to Apollo. Those gentle months were done now, and a darker season was upon them. The time of Dionysos.

Hephaistion lifted his brows questioningly. "Lebadeia?"

Alexander tossed his head back, no. "I am not crawling into a hole and getting carried out raving and half-conscious."

"We have no proxenos,” said Hephaistion. “You can’t put the question to the Pythia yourself."

"I can," said Alexander. He hiked down to where the rest of his friends had pitched camp.

At night the powers of earth reclaimed their dominion from the god of the sky. Alexander and Hephaistion found the way by the light of a half moon so bright that it cast shadows.

Water tumbled with a crystal sound from the high cliffs through the narrow gorge cleft between the Shining Ones. A trace gleam of moon glow reflected off the rocks’ sheer faces. There was a stillness to the night. A waiting. The wolves were quiet on the mountain.

"Rain tomorrow," said Hephaistion, pulling a cloak over himself, the wool already damp to the touch, his voice isolated by the surrounding silence.
Morning came sodden with a gentle rain tapping at the leather tarps, and a cloak of mist that grayed the far mountains into lands of asphodel. Two cliffs were called the Shining Ones, for one cliff reflected brilliance at sunrise, the other at sunset. Neither rock gleamed this morning. Their rain-slicked bauxite faces reflected only gray.PRIVATE 

Hephaistion and Alexander’s other friends ate olives, and bread dipped in unwatered wine. Alexander fasted.

The rain thinned as Alexander descended to the Castalian spring, where its waters spilled into a square stone basin from spouts of bronze lion heads fixed to the rock face.
He stripped, and moved gingerly across the slippery stones to lower himself into the icy water. Brown leaves had collected on the bathing pool's surface in its disuse. He skimmed them off with spread fingers, left them in soggy clumps at the basin's edge.

Hephaistion waited with a simple white chiton for him when he emerged, skin flushed ruddy and rough as a plucked bird.

Apollo's sanctuary was crowded with monuments, elaborate treasuries built like temples to hold the offerings of cities, statues of kings and Olympic victors, tripods, trophies, crowns. The long woven cables from Xerxes' bridge, which had briefly yoked Hellas to Persian land, were here. Alexander wished he had been the one to tear off those shackles, drag them here and offer them up to the god in thanks. That was a worthy gift.

Alongside the great temple of Apollo he found his father.The tepidity of his own reaction surprised him –- little more than passing recognition. A critical irritation that the jaw was not rendered quite right. There is Philip. It felt natural to see him, as if he were not really gone. At the same time, his death seemed a hundred years ago.

Alexander could cry like a child on hearing the twenty-third book of the Iliad. For this man, he could find not a tear. Perhaps he had given him too many while Philip lived, and that deep well was finally dry.

The statue next to Philip was gold, a woman. Alexander recognized her without reading the inscription, and Hephaistion blurted, "It's Toad!"

Phryne's likeness was far better than Philip's. The sculptor Praxiteles had found remarkable softness in the metal.

"And here is my father,” said Alexander. “Standing before the god for the ages, next to a golden hetaira." Philip never went anywhere without a companion, so why not?

He knew Philip would appreciate it. The Spartan king, whose statue stood on Phryne's other side, most likely would not.

Pride of place of all the monuments, standing on the same terrace as Apollo's temple, offset only so much that its shadow would not darken the god's door at sunrise, spired the thank offering of the Hellenes for their deliverance from the Persian invader.
Three gilded bronze serpents intertwined into a single column from the circular stone base. The serpents’ heads had once held a tripod of solid gold, but that had been stolen. The names of the thirty-one cities who had driven the Persians out of Hellas were inscribed on the serpents' coils, the Spartans highest and first, then the Athenians, then the Corinthians. The heroic, long-suffering Plataians halfway down. The Thebans and the Makedones not at all. Makedonia, no great power at the time, had fallen under the Persian yoke very early in the war. Thebes had joined the other side.

Alexander gazed hard at what was not there. "When it is all done, our name will be first."

He turned away, to face Apollo's temple, the third of its kind. The Earth Shaker had already taken down two temples that had stood on this ground before. You could not live in Hellas without feeling the god shrug underfoot from time to time. This, the very center of the world, it moved quite often.
This third temple was not finished yet. They’d got the roof on. Scaffolding waited for workmen to put the acroteria up. They had hung golden shields around the architrave.
The idea of gold plating on shields struck Alexander the soldier as quite silly, then he saw that the shields were of Persian make. These had to be the shields of the Great King's Immortals, defeated at Marathon.

They looked striking up there. "Athene needs Persian shields for her temple," he said. "Her grandest one. The one on the Athenian acropolis. The Parthenon."

Hephaistion nodded. "We'll send her some."

Apollo's priests came out to tell Alexander that the oracle was closed. The vast empty slab of the great altar, stained and blackened with blood and ash, lay cold. Only a brown seedpod scratched across the stone where the suppliant would bring a honey cake. Alexander did not have a honeycake and no one was selling them this season. "You see," said the priest. "It cannot be done."

Alexander signaled Hephaistion, who produced a weighty leather pouch. The king hefted it up, overturned it to shower gold coins. They bounced brightly, twirled, gleamed on the altar’s wet stone.
Just one of his coins would have got him an oracle on a provident day. The priests stared. Not at the amount, which was daunting, though Apollo had gold by the waggon load, but at the imprint—the two-horse chariot; the portrait of Apollo. The coins were philips, the king’s victory issue, struck to commemorate Philip’s victorious defense of Delphi against the unholy Amphissans.

Here was a young northerner, blond, clean-shaved, with a Greek tongue in his head and an armed guard, pouring out a hundred and fifty philips on Apollo's altar.

In case there was any doubt left, he told them for the dedication, "My name is Alexander."

The priests wavered briefly. How to turn away the master of the civilized world, the son of Apollo’s champion in the Sacred War?

One priest offered him beans for an oracle by lot. Dark and light. Yes or no.

But Alexander wanted the god to talk to him. That was why he had come to Delphi.

"No human endeavor ever came to good without the good favor of the gods," said Alexander.

"Then you must wait," said the priest.

Alexander, who understood the gods at least as well as these men, listened politely and dismissed their advice. They did not know the will of gods as well as they imagined, and the mind of kings, not at all.
Alexander sent Hephaistion to find a lead strip on which to write his question—he knew that was part of procedure—while he strode up the hill to summon the Pythia for himself.

The mountain tore a bright rent in the clouds that broke over its high peaks. Sunlight advanced a brilliant cloak over the olive-clad valley. Wind combed the dark green leaves over silver, shook droplets from the trees in sudden brief little showers.
Scent of pine lifted from the soft bed of fallen brown needles where Alexander walked. Springy to the step, they made damp squishing sounds with his passing and stuck to his wet skin up to his ankles.

A startled nuthatch poured out its loud note and took wing at his approach to the Pythia's little house.

The porter gave way at once.

The voice of the god appeared, a woman shrunken and bent with years.
"Good mother, I need your holy offices."

She said nothing, tried to shoo him from her door with motions one might use to scare birds and rabbits. The head waggled; little grunts from her throat.
The door started shut, came to a stop, hard, against Alexander’s palm. He made his way back down the path with the Pythia firmly by the wrist. Like dragging a goat, stiff-legged, digging in. It would probably be sacrilege to sling her across his shoulders. Disrespectful at the least, and Alexander had great respect for old women.

At the temple he re-met a cordon of mightily concerned priests.

Their eldest, bald and grave, waved a hand across the fireless altar. "The goat must shiver," he said regretfully. There had been no sacrifice that morning to open the oracle. The priest gave a smile, so very sorry, and a shrug. "As you see." No goat. No shiver. Even in a favorable month, the oracle would not speak under such conditions.

Hephaistion came hiking up the hill, carrying a kid across his sturdy shoulders. Not a tiny one. A rather older, rather largish, half-grown goat. No need to sprinkle its head with water from the Castalian spring; Hephaistion had dropped it in whole.

Hephaistion ducked his head and let the goat drop onto the altar stone.
It shivered violently.

Hephaistion blinked water from his eyes, sputtered drops from his lips, grinned at the priests over the quivering animal. "The god wants it."

There was nothing to do but slaughter the goat. Still they warned: the Pythia would not speak.

At that, the crone made to go, as if dismissed. Alexander still had her wrist, and pulled her toward the temple.

The Pythia braced her feet against the limestone steps. Alexander picked her up by the waist and deposited her on the ramp, dragged her to the doors.

The antechamber was stuffed, stacked, and hung to the crossbeams with votive gifts. The gold of Croesus. Midas' throne. Upon the walls were engraved words of the sages. Over the door: KNOW THYSELF. Alexander was trying very hard to do so. He threw wide the folding cypress doors, to lay open the holy gloom of the inner shrine.

The darkness roiled, smoky from burning pinewood and laurel branches that smoldered on Hestia's hearth, where the son of Akhilles had been murdered.

Black wraiths curled up to the skylight. The sunlight dipped with a cloud's passing, returned in a moment. Alexander saw where he wanted to go.

A veiled, sacred place which no one but the Pythia ever saw. The adyton, That Which Is Not To Be Entered. The center of the world lay at that very spot.

The Pythia's sandals scraped on the floor. Her wire-strung bones wrenched this way and that, struggling against the force that impelled her toward that holiest place. She gave a last yank against the unyielding grip, wilted, grasping his white chiton and groaned, "My son, you are invincible."

And Alexander let her go.

He strode out of the temple, through the gaggle of priests who stared, stupefied, at the Pythia, and she at them, her bony hands clasped over her mouth, thunderstruck at what had flown out of it. Timely mistakes were the voice a god. Of that, no one had any doubt.
Alexander rejoined his waiting friends, nodded to Hephaistion, who had heard everything. "The god spoke."

Thirteen statues kept vigil in the empty theatre on the approach road to the old palace at Aegai. Unguents made from roses distilled in Chaironeia preserved them against rottenness. Ribbons, faded, dirty, fluttered in a bitter wind.

The antique mudbrick palace on the heights looked quite provincial after the limestone and marble monuments of Corinth and Delphi. The grounds below the citadel were mostly deserted. The bustling capital of Makedonia was Pella now. Aegai was a graveyard.

A thin broken layer of snow mottled the ground where Pausanias hung rotting on his stake. A boar, a great black beast, rooted the remains of a foot out of Pausanias' boot. Aristotle had said that boars ate carrion sometimes, but Alexander had never seen it before. Any thought of shock he might have felt was eclipsed by the sight of the crow-pecked head of the assassin's corpse upon which rested a golden crown.

It chilled him. Beyond the outrageous insult of it, the fact that the crown had been left there for him to see, knowing that he would see it.

All triumph crumbled to empty surprise, dread, and anger. Just home and to be met with this. What had been happening behind his back? Had there been a revolt and Antipater had not sent word?
A homecoming like Agamemnon's.

"Who did that!" His voice a clash like sword on anvil in the thin winter air.

He kicked Boukephalos into a gallop, and rounded up everyone within his sight. It was a poor, ragged knot of countryfolk he corralled. They huddled together, stupid-eyed as sheep, circled and circled by a furious shepherd dog.

All the villagers were reluctant to speak. Alexander threatened them with death. They became even more reluctant. He could tell it was a withholding, not an innocence.

"I will know what everyone knows!"

He reined his horse in quick turns, pacing before the guilty. The charger's sharp hooves pranced high in protesting obedience.
Caught a muttering from among the clutch of them, a grizzled vintner, "I told you we should have taken it off." The crown, he meant.

"Why didn't you?"

Why hadn't they, if they were loyal to Alexander? They knew he would be angry. They should have been afraid of him and removed the abomination.

Unless it was placed by a hand which they feared to cross even more than his.

That thought was blinding in its obscenity.

Whose hand did these folk suppose was greater than Alexander’s?

Plodding footsteps had been approaching behind him, growing steadily louder, from the direction of the woods. When the steps drew quite near, Alexander wheeled his steed.

Boukephalos danced sideways under too tight a rein. Alexander's fist was white on the leather, and shaking.

An old woman crept, dressed in black, a load of sticks for her hearth bundled on her crooked back. Her bare feet slapped the frozen ground.

She squinted up at the young king on horseback. For the width of her toothless mouth and the spray of wrinkles fanning from the corners of her crescent slit eyes, she seemed to be grinning. Or actually was grinning up at him.

Boukephalos' broad hip shifted under him, the stallion's weight on one hind hoof, then the other.

The woman spoke, lisping, reedy, as she lifted lashless lids, and Alexander could see her eyes, beady bright crow's eyes. "Your mother, Alexander. Your mother do this."

Abruptly anger had no where to go.

Alexander whistled to Boukephalos, kicked hard, and charged at Pausanias' stake with a roar.

The rooting boar lifted its head, its peaked little ears erect, and it fled at a stilted quick-trot, grunting.

Alexander snatched the crown from the assassin's carcass on a running pass.

The crown’s thin gold leaves—laurels—trembled in his fist.

My mother.

He reined in, felt the breaths heaving in his chest. He lifted his gaze to the palace, but even as he did, the old woman's lisp sounded in his ear, some trick of the rocky ground, as if she were right there, whispering, "Not there. Your mother not there. She go on."

Bent finger gestured up the road into the winter wind.

Pella.

The thought struck like the lightning that illuminates the countryside blue-white, clear and cold: Philip's young queen Eurydike was at Pella.

Alexander distinctly recalled putting a guard on his half-brother Arrhidaios, so no one could use the unfortunate half-wit to get to him. But he had not provided for the girl. She was not his. Vacuously pretty, sweet, illiterate, compliant. Alexander had not thought anyone would want to hurt her.
He pictured her as he had last seen her, soon after childbirth, looking as if she had been dragged through a river.

Surely someone was looking out for her.

He set out for the new palace at a dead run. Boukephalos ran like the wind.

A sea wind pushed at his back as he left the harbor road and galloped up to the palace complex. The palace sprawled across the low rise, nothing like the high city fortresses of other cities.
It had rained here. Water spilled from terra cotta lion headed spouts at the palace eaves.

The gates parted at his approach. "Basileu!" the guards hailed him, surprised to see him alone, tearing in as if chased by Furies. He had left his bodyguard, his pages and all his attendants far behind.

He leapt down from his steed, who bucked to a stop. As Boukephalos nuzzled his hair with a dripping, foamy mouth, Alexander kissed the sweaty black neck and tossed the reins at the guards. "Take care of him. I was ruthless."

Alexander bounded up the marble steps—someone had scattered sand on the wet stone—ran through the labyrinthine corridors, taking the mudbrick stairs two at a time to the queen's chambers. Burst through Eurydike's door. There was no one to stop him.

He was too late. Just.

The smell hit first, then the sight, devastation as might have been left by a marauding barbarian horde instead of one enraged woman.

The babe too.

The infant was half ash in the low bronze hearth. If Alexander tried to lift her out, she would crumble. Such a tiny thing, such a violent death, and not even a boy child. Europa had been a threat to no one. A full-blooded Makedonian, Alexander thought with black sadness.

The mother, Eurydike, hung from the crossbeam by her own belt. Eurydike’s maids must have fled, and no one else had come to help. Or they had been ordered away, maybe even in his name.

Alexander backed against the wall. Nothing here he had not seen before, but he was not ready. Not here. He clapped a hand over his mouth and nose against the stench of human waste and of charred flesh that ought to smell like something other than cooked meat. The hung figure had voided, a puddle under her slightly swinging feet with henna tinted toes. He had let it surprise him. The horror breached his defenses and now he could not get it back out.

He had attended sacrifices since childhood, held bloody knives for his mother, seen dripping entrails of white goats splayed over stone since he could remember. A lot of baby animals, because the gods like purity, and once a year there was the dog cut in two.

Since he had become a man, when he was twelve, he had fought battles and stood over fields of ungodly carnage, had stoked oily pyres for mass graves. He had killed enough men, burned enough bodies to know the face of death. But this was neither sacrifice nor war. It was murder at his own mother's hand.

He righted a thronos, stood on it to take Eurydike down. Her skin was warm to touch and still pliant. She had not hung long at all. He might have knocked breath back into her but her neck was broken, her blandly pretty face grotesque. His stepmother. She was only twenty-three.

A crash of things hitting the walls sounded not far away. Alexander crossed the corridor, toward the sounds, nudged open the opposite door, wishing for a helmet.

His mother was within, overturning Eurydike’s chests, shredding her dresses, smashing her makeup shells. Olympias beat Eurydike’s mirror into copper scrap, swung it along the wall, slashing all the cups and oil lamps from their hooks. She raked a bone shuttle across the delicately worked weaving on the loom, tore the strings out of Eurydike’s lyre, snapped into three pieces the ivory makeup sticks Eurydike used to apply her antimony eyeliner.

Barefoot, Olympias trampled the cut flowers strewn on the floor, and splashed in puddles of water from shattered hydriai which used to hold their clusters. She wore a fawn skin tied around her hips, over her thin white chiton, her blond hair loose as a bride’s, and wild. She looked like a Bacchante.

Oh, thought Alexander. Dionysos. The divinity was upon her. The kind of god-sent madness that had made the queen of Thebes tear her own son limb from limb. It was a god’s hand moving here.

The ivory comb painted with the Graces snapped; Eurydike’s ivory parasol; all Eurydike’s little gold earrings – the tiny eagles, the intricate chariot groups no bigger than a finger. Olympias broke Eurydike’s necklaces, whipped the beads off their strings. Alexander threw a hand before his eyes against bright beads of gold, lapis, glass, and amethyst that flew off every direction. He heard them rolling about the floor.

His mother was singing, breathy snatches of sacred hymns. Happy. A grim and acrid happiness.

Olympias lived outside of mercy and granted none, blood of Akhilles, heir to the same rage.

Alexander moved into the chamber to take her arms. Olympias cried out at his touch, in rage at first, then recognition, and squealed for joy. She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him on the mouth. Alexander tasted wine and ash on her lips. His stomach rolled. She smelled of smoke and lilies and the fetor of singed hair. The edges of her long tresses curled up in rank brittle coils.

She was still a beautiful woman, though no one dared say so, afraid of her lord, afraid of her.

She sang, "You killed him!"

It took a moment to penetrate Alexander’s thickened senses whom she meant. "No. I did not. Stop it. That’s the worst sacrilege."

"How absurd you are. Now Arrhidaios."

"No." It came out a moan. Not his poor brother, another innocent born wrong.
"You must get rid of Arrhidaios."

Joy leapt inside him. Arrhidaios lived! Then his left hand convulsed to grasp a nonexistent shield. "Leave my brother alone."

"Your—!" Her face changed, her voice dropped to a chesty growl. "Oh, that is a dagger, Alexander. Who is your mother that that thing is your brother? So now that you are King, you can turn on me like that thing you call your father."

He touched his brow. "Stop." Something stung his eyes. Human ash. He wanted it off. He wanted out.

"There is a guard on Arrhidaios,” said Olympias. “Someone dared give him a guard. That uppish Antipater –- "

"It is my guard."

"That thing has guards and I do not?"

"I shall give you guards. As many as you want. Now that you are home, mamma." He made himself kiss her forehead.

The queasiness that had been building in his stomach seized from within. He was afraid he was going to be sick.

He unwound his mother’s arms from him, told her he would send attendant women and guards.

And he stumbled out, down the stairs, straight into Hephaistion’s arms. "Hephaistion."

"I am here."

Alexander bowed his head, nose to chest, smelled no smoke, no perfume. Just him, his skin, sweat, wool, a faint horse scent. Hephaistion was damp from chasing after the king’s breakneck lead. "No, don’t look up there. I’ll send someone else. Stay with me."

Eurydike’s body was burned on a pyre, the baby girl buried in a clay pithos, the kind used for storing water, grain or olive oil, or for burying children who did not make it out of infancy.

For Eurydike’s bones, Alexander ordered a second larnax be made, of gold like the one that now held his father’s ashes, and a golden myrtle wreath in the same fashion as Philip’s crown of oak. Alexander could bury her with nothing of her own from life – Olympias had seen to that – and Eurydike’s kyrios was not here to provide for her. So Alexander found some gifts for her, a gold quiver that had belonged to Philip’s fourth wife, the Getic one, who had run away directly after the assassination; a pair of ornamental gilt greaves that fit nobody; and a richly gilt purple cloak.

Among Philip’s possessions he found a golden bowl embossed with figures of satyrs with outsized phalluses, cavorting with donkeys. He knew this piece. Its memory cut with a keen edge, undulled for two years passage. His father’s last wedding.

He remembered heavy-smelling smoke and warm yellow light that made the ripples in the mixing bowls glimmer. The air was overly dense with the deep laughter and loud bawdy jokes told in booming voices. Philip’s bushy beard was slick with animal grease and sweat. Wine spilling down the front of him beaded on his shaggy chest, as he lifted himself up onto one elbow to receive another drunken toast to his prowess on his wedding night. It was a northern party. No women. All his friends bare-chested, their chitons unpinned, belted with scabbards, or else they wore only the scabbards. Most of them were drinking from the kind of cup you cannot set down until you have emptied it, Philip was drinking from the cup he used to toast his favorites. It gnawed at Alexander to see him using it here.
Himself, Alexander did not lack for attendants, though his cup never needed refilling. The young cupbearers gravitated toward his couch. It was the only place the boys could not expect a meaty hand grabbing at their thighs. Alexander remained neat, composed, aloof, and out of place as a fine cultured southern Hellene in a herd of wild swine.
The squat, two-handled skyphos, still full, grew warm in his hand. Ash from a torch floated down, settled on the film that formed across the dark surface of his wine. Alexander drank no toasts to the bride, Eurydike, none to the bridegroom, Philip, none to the bride’s kyrios, Attalos. And no one made him. They were ignoring him, pretending to.

It was too perfect, the inattention, a deliberate shutting out.

It was not Alexander’s place to speak against his host. He waited for some word from Philip, some light reminder to Attalos that Attalos had crossed a line. Something to say This is my son.

Attalos had some overblown ideas of what his niece was to be. Or was it Alexander who misunderstood? His mouth stung; his throat thickened. He could not swallow had he wanted to. When would the king take offense at these insults to his son and heir? Why did Philip not speak for him?

Attalos’ yellow grin through his dark rusty beard was burned into memory. The way Attalos fawned on the king in ownership, called him "son," though they were of an age. Attalos feared too coyly for his poor tender girl’s ability to walk tomorrow. Grunted chuckles in volleys of three and four.

Attalos cackled anticipation as the boys mixed a round in the golden satyr bowl, readying a toast. There could be no avoiding this one, as the bowl would pass to the right. Each man must drink before passing it on.
Attalos lifted the bowl in two hands, gave the toast, "To a legitimate full-blooded Makedonian heir to the kingdom!"

And Alexander was on his feet. "And me, you cockhead, you take me for a bastard!" Threw what was in his hand –- his skyphos, still full. Hit him. Left a trail of wine across the floor between them, splattered both Attalos and Philip with the dregs.

Philip hauled himself up on the couch on hands and knees, drawing his sword and bawling like a bull.

Alexander’s great eyes felt entirely round in disbelief. Draw on me. Draw on ME! Waited for him, hand on his own sword hilt.
Philip had difficulty lumbering drunkenly over Attalos on the couch, trying to get at his son who waited in pale, elegant rage. Philip’s legs tangled in his long, once-white robe. He flailed clear of it, stepped onto the slick floor, slipped on something -– the wine—and fell hard.
Alexander stood over him. "Here he is, men, the man who would cross from Europe into Asia has been overthrown crossing from couch to couch."

Memory blurred from there. There was such a thing as blinding pain. Of the ensuing flight, of his exile, he would never speak.

The wound so deep, a scar so thick, he hated, hated and could not forgive.
He passed the bowl to the artisan he had commissioned to fashion Eurydike's casket. "Melt this."

The goldsmith received it carefully, as if handed an adder. The soft metal was warm and dented with the imprint of the king's fingers. "Yes, Basileu."

Queen, Eurydike may once have been, but Alexander was not about to build a tomb for her. She could rest in the antechamber of Philip's. That should satisfy her royal honor, and satisfy Philip. Heaven forbid he ever be without a woman.

Attalos was beside himself; his psyche had leapt clear of his body and left it laughing like a hyena.

Young Kassander observed him from a guarded distance, in case the malady should be infectious. The honking sounds puzzled him. "Are you laughing or crying?"

"I don’t know!" the hyena that Attalos left behind laughed, cried.
Searching for a clue, Kassander picked up the papyrus which bore the king’s seal. Before he could read it, Attalos gulped, "Eurydike is dead."

"Alexander killed her?"

"His mother killed her!"

Kassander tried to hold back laughter, but his lips rippled and he brayed out loud. When Kassander could speak again, tears trickling through is black beard, he said, "He has to give you her life now! Let me kill her! Let me do it!"

"Oh no," Attalos gasped between halting hiccups. "He paid! Gifts of gold!"

Kassander’s eyes rounded like coins. "How much? Is it enough?”

“It was quite a lot.”
“How much?” Kassander demanded. Wanted to know what a lot of gold looked like. Never saw it from his father. “Where is it?"

"It’s in the ground!" Attalos shrieked. "He buried it with Eurydike! In the royal tomb with Philip!"

Kassander groped as if he’d lost something. "What does that mean?"

"It means honor is satisfied!” Attalos bellowed. “I am not!"

"I thought there was gold," Kassander’s small eyes darted, searching.

"Alexander sent me no gold. Leave me alone."

When Kassander was gone, Attalos brought out from hiding the small bag of gold coins that had accompanied the other letter he had received this day. From the Athenian. It was not the fortune Alexander had put into the ground with Eurydike, but it was in Attalos’ palm with promises of more.

Attalos composed a letter back to Demosthenes, acknowledging the Athenian’s kindness and promising to look out for Athenian interests. Scant little Alexander could do about it from a continent away against Attalos’ and Parmenion’s ten thousand.

By this time next year, this ten thousand could well be the only coherent body of Makedonian troops left in the world, as Philip's kingdom splintered inexorably in its young pretender's grasp. Did Alexander honestly suppose the Hellenes and the barbarians would let themselves be passed down as an inheritance from a titan into the hands of a boy?
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From earth all things are

To earth all things go.
-- Xenophanes

Our cortege set out from the palace in darkness. Fir torches spat and snapped over our solemn number on our slow march past many mounds.

Alexander walked behind the golden casket on its cart, the spear that killed his father’s assassin gripped in both hands.
It is said the House of Argeas will end when a Makedonian king is not buried at Aegai.

A marble sarcophagus waited within the tomb to receive the golden box that carried Philip’s remains. The Royal Companions laid the box inside, and closed the heavy white lid over the bursting star.

Eurydike’s bones, in a matching golden casket very like Philip’s, they laid in a smaller sarcophagus in the antechamber with her grave gifts. In the far north, among the Skyths and the Getai, the killing of a favorite wife to join her dead king would not be considered murder. For them to be buried with the king was an expected and enviable fate.

Not enviable enough. Philip’s Getic wife, Meda, ran away. I am certain she is highly relieved never to have been Philip’s favorite.

The pages furnished Philip’s resting place with ceremonial armor, made of iron fitted with gold; an inlaid shield; a helmet; swords; vessels of bronze and silver and glass -– things Philip will need for another life. A couch; a sponge; a bronze tripod; a crown, of course, made of gilded silver fashioned to imitate plaited ribbons tied in a Herakles knot. And many lamps to light the darkness.

The ground had moved the day before. The pages deposited the gifts quickly. No one likes to spend a moment longer than necessary in someone’s grave, not when the Earth Shaker is restive. The young men popped back out of the ground like flushed rabbits.

The workmen had been able to get the grave dug before the ground froze and at least get the front façade painted before the plaster became too cold to work with. Philoxemos did beautiful work quickly. On the architrave he had painted a scene of a hunt in winter, a king eternally young, on horseback, heroically naked, a laurel crown on his head, his Companions and hounds about him.

I heard someone complaining that the inside of the tomb was not finished. They done the plastering in haste when the stuff was unwieldy and cold and it dried unevenly. It was all dry now and too late to paint. In any case, all temples this side of the sea show their most beautiful faces outward.

The great marble doors are cut to look like wood, complete with crossbeams and ornamental disks. Once shut, those stone doors are meant to remain sealed forever.

The pages pushed the heavy stones to, sealed the marble doors, and covered the whole of the temple with earth—the doors, the architrave, the winter king—till nothing showed but another mound.

It began to snow.

PRIVATE 

In a chamber that always smelled of wax and papyrus, dried herbs, and the faint tang of odd minerals collected from varied lands, Alexander found Aristotle, packing his books carefully, as if readying for a journey.

Aristotle rose to greet his student. "Basileu."
Only from this man did it sound odd.
"Atta," Father, Alexander called him, for Aristotle was a wise and venerable man.
Philip and Aristotle had known each other as boys—the son of the king and the son of the court physician. When Aristotle had gone off to Athens to learn from Plato, Philip thought to go with him. But Philip’s eldest brother had become king by then, and sent Philip to Thebes as a hostage instead of to Athens as a student.

Aristotle was leaving again.

"Where are you going?"

"To a place that needs a teacher." Aristotle rolled up a cutting, tied it, labeled it, set it in its clay container. "Do you see book six?"

Alexander sifted through the stack, found book six of Xenophon’s Cavalry Commander and placed it into Aristotle's be-ringed hand. "I need you."

"Still?" Aristotle caught his student’s eyes roaming the volumes, and assured him, "You've read all those." Aristotle had the largest collection of books in the world.

Though schooled in Athens, Aristotle was Ionian-blooded, and he kept the Ionian preference for speaking a double "s" of the common speech in place of the Attic double "t" in his soft, sibilant voice, which made the Athenians say he lisped. And his northern taste for jewelry and for cloaks with wide borders got him called a dandy in Athens. Aristotle had no love of democracy and felt no compulsion to pretend at poverty like a democrat.

Alexander let his hand trail fondly over the unsorted volumes. Books had opened the wide world to him. Many winter nights he had whiled in Aristotle's library—which was really too warm for a soldier, but the books were in it, so Alexander endured the comfort. The Makedonian climate was unkind to papyrus."Please stay until we march against Persia. I had hoped to be writing you letters from Atarneus by now. Instead of—ai, instead of this."

"And what would be the nature of 'this?'" said Aristotle.

The king sat on the floor like a boy, upon the leopard hide that softened his tutor's pacing – for deep thinking, it would appear, required walking. The leopard was one Alexander had killed and presented to his teacher on a bitter winter's evening as a token of his esteem, leopard still in it.

All the boys were mad for hunting in those days, and for war games and war itself. So was Alexander, but he had also a reverence for art and learning and the written word. But he was bull-headed, opinionated. At an age when he ought to play the sponge, Alexander talked back, had a head full of his own ideas. Aristotle would carry away from Makedonia a conviction never ever again to try to teach politics to boys.

"'Brothers have all things in common,'" Alexander recited into the leopard hide.

So the student had retained something from his tutor’s ethical musings. Aristotle surmised, "Your Companions found the eldest Lynkestian innocent." The Lynkestian brothers’ trial had been held today. You needn't give Aristotle all the steps for him to see where a path led.

Alexander allowed a sideways nod. "Guilty actually. But only of being kin to jackals. I ordered his brothers’ deaths. The Companions ruled that I may execute Alexander Lynkestes too to protect myself from his revenge."
An actual attempt on Alexander’s life was not necessary for a death sentence. If a Makedonian king needed wait for proof of a man's suspected disloyalty, he might find certainty in the dagger in his ribs. With two Lynkestians dead, no one would tie Alexander's hands against the third.

"Do you expect vengeance from Alexander Lynkestes?" Aristotle asked.

Blond brows lifted over bleakly staring eyes. "No." It would be easy if he did.

Two of the lynxes had been dead walking to trial. Heromenes and Arrabaios spoke in each other's defense, because no one else would. They could not even hire a good speechwriter from Athens.

"For Heromenes and Arrabaios the Companions demanded death, and I would sooner swallow live coals than argue the sentence,” said Alexander. “It is only left for me to say who dies with them."

Theirs had been a muddy, feeble, pathetic, half-conceived plot. Scarcely a plot at all. Philip’s assassination had not even been their idea. The brothers’ guilt lay in the knowing, in the keeping silent, and in the empty promises to the assassin. Heromenes and Arrabaios had sworn to keep Pausanias' family safe, but had put nothing in place more than the words. They were certain that the Companions would elect their eldest brother king, for his age, his experience, and his blood, which was royal enough for a claim to be Temenid.
Ever since Pausanias struck the fatal blow, Alexander had wanted to find some grander foe for Philip, something more formidable than an insulted boy lover. He was finding only more squalor. These. Heromenes and Arrabaois. The carrion crows who watched his mighty father fall.

Could the gods have said Philip shan’t have any dignity in this at all?

The torturer could not get the Lynkestians to name Demosthenes in their conspiracy. On the ladder they confessed only to informing Charidemos, the Euboean mercenary, of what to expect.

Alexander was quick to seize on that name. Alexander had always loathed mercenaries, men who fought not for country but for money. Something else to hate Charidemos for.
Charidemos was not a worthy foe either.

And if Demosthenes danced on Philip's grave, no one could accuse that man of having two faces.
Aristotle spoke directly to the question before it was asked, "Alexander Lynkestes was the first to hail you king. Naturally you want to spare him."

"He gave me his sword!” said Alexander. “He had sword and he gave it to me! How can I put him to death? But how can I not? If brothers have all things in common. A wintry ruin under my warm heart if I fail to take vengeance on my father's murderers."Aristotle gave a heavy, thoughtful sigh. His long fingers interlaced. His eyes lifted toward the ceiling beams, where so much wisdom was apparently to be found. Fine wisps of hair kicked over the philospher’s bulging brow, his skull overly large to make room for that great brain. His prominent brow creased, then cleared.

"You need not kill the man if you have determined that he is not like his evil brothers. Brothers share the same source, but they are beings apart. The bond is not the same as between father and son. One's father is the source of one's being, a debt one can never repay. A man is part of his father. But it is possible not to love one's brother if the brother is evil and unlike one's self."

"So Alexander Lynkestes is not bound to hate me for killing his brothers?"

"No law of nature compels a good man to avenge the just execution of an evil brother," said Aristotle.

Told what he wanted to hear, Alexander smiled brightly.

"You are satisfied, Alexander?"

"Now tell me how I can spare Arrabaios' sons. They’re fine young men and ashamed to death. They didn’t know."

With a very large sigh, Aristotle settled his long woolen cloak with the blue keyed border over his lank frame. He moved toward the door, beckoned his student rise and come. "For that question more walking is required."

I carried Alexander to his father's grave. Alexander wore a single gray cloak in the cold. Ash trees clattered naked branches together over our heads. The oaks wore beggars' tatters. The clouds moved backward, pushing against the mountains, counter to the low winds, as they do here in Aegai.

Alexander made me pause where the traitors had been executed and burned earlier that day. He bid his pages collect the traitors' broken swords from the ashes.
There were only two swords.

The boys collected too, from the ashes, a blackened point of a sarissa, which Alexander had hurled into the traitors’ fire, and the charred harness of the white stallion Philip had ridden to the theatre. We burned that creature as well.

Atop Philip’s tumulus the men had built an altar of the bricks from Philip's crematory. Alexander’s pages placed the burnt offerings there. Then Alexander made the men stand well away. He wanted to be alone with his father.

They balked, reminded him that Philip had been killed when he ordered his guards back.

Alexander gripped his sword hilt. "There is no one else here, and I am armed. And I have a guard, in fact." He thumped my withers. I am a canny soldier in my own right.

The pages stood off. Even Hephaistion he bid stay behind.

Hephaistion was everything right and steady and dependable in Alexander’s life. His father had been a shadowy figure who came and went, returning just long enough to trample him and leave again. The two – Hephaistion and Philip—did not belong in the same thought. Alexander did not want Hephaistion here. He hoped Hephaistion understood. But then Hephaistion always did; told me to watch over Alexander.

The freshly dug earth had settled a little with the last rain. A dog dug at the edge of the tumulus. Alexander snapped his fingers, I snorted, and the hound dropped tail and skulked away.

Alexander had brought a lekythos of oil as a grave offering. Philip would have preferred wine, but Alexander was going to be decorous now. I could almost hear Philip sputter down below, surprise, disgust, disappointment: "What kind of dog piss is this?" And I think Alexander suffered an inward twinge to think he had brought the wrong gift. Typical. Alexander ought to be accustomed to this burning on his face by now. For the last time.

The fired clay lekythos landed a curt rap on the glassy brick as Alexander set it down, as if to say: Here Take it.
Philip had never quite resolved which he wanted to be—the brawling, bawdy tribal chieftain of the Makedones or the civilized, respected king of the Hellenes. So Philip remained, to the end, like the wild beast come to the hearth, charmed by a divine musician’s song --
But let the lyre go silent, and the beast will eat the poet.

Difficult to believe he was gone. Philip had seemed immortal, now to be so suddenly, so ignobly dead was scarcely a thing possible. Not just gone from Alexander’s life, for Philip was seldom in it, but gone from the world.

The King. The abiding almighty power, even unseen. Alexander had often voiced his fear to me that Philip would accomplish everything and leave Alexander no deeds to do, no battle to win. Now Alexander was the King, and Philip was nothing. Just ashes in a gold box under this mound.

Alexander had not cried. Told me he did not feel like it. Philip was strangely dead to him, more than in body. Dead and cold. Dead as if never been. Alexander's emotions normally ran quick and unrestrained, so he guessed there was nothing left for him to feel. Finally the man who could hurt him like no one else on earth was gone. No one to pull at his reins, no barbed bit in his mouth. His head was his own and he was safe, out of reach of hurt.

I did not quite believe that. Nudged him with my head. Whuffed. His hair fluttered like summer wheat.

“Do you remember the bet?” he murmured.

I did. The bet he made with his father to win me.

“Bring out the Oxhead!”

At auction in Qorinth. A king would be there, I heard my keepers say. A mighty king. And I thought, at last. This must be the one for whom I suffered this degradation, this mortality.
The trader boasted he would show the King a horse like no other, a wonder to behold with the heart of a lion. For once in his lying life the horse trader did not exaggerate. He showed the king me. “Bring out the Oxhead! Bring out the boukaphalos!”

I dwarf mortal creatures. Even the tallest man in the world need not ride with a mule seat to keep his feet from brushing the ground astride me – that would be if I let him aboard. But this I forbid. I had never been ridden.
And I saw their king. Philip. I reared, roaring. Stamped down on the shadow that proved me mortal. Fraud! Fraud! False god! False promise! Take this shadow from me! I did not bargain for this! I was not made flesh and blood for this man!

The trader named my price, as breathtaking as I myself, more than most men earned in a lifetime. Philip tossed back his head in refusal. "Thirteen talants is too much."

Too much? It was too small for me. And so was Philip.

Demaratos the Corinthian told the king, "That is a mount for only a king. You ought to have him, Philip. Let me buy him for you."
“For thirteen talents?” Philip turned on Demaratos as if he had lost his senses.

Demaratos nodded. “You should have him.”

No. I refused. I would not have Philip. I was wild, vicious, mad by then.

As the grooms tried to lead me closer to tempt the king, I slashed at all comers with my hooves, then turned again on my shadow, tried to kill it, erase it from the sunlight. I cursed Apollo, for it must be he. Apollo had never loved Akhilles – murdered him, I believe—and still held a grudge it seemed against anyone dear to him. Die! I pounded at Apollo’s thing, this shadow. Perhaps if I could erase it from the ground, I would return to the air.
Philip knew I was not for him. Told the traders to take the brute—me—away.
A boy appeared. Like the sun from behind clouds. I had not noticed him before. He had been within a knot of his friends, and he was just twelve years old then, not terribly tall. I am accustomed to towering heroes. The boy had been muttering a steady monologue the whole time, in the know-it-all fashion of boys. I was a peerless horse and the grooms did not know what they were doing, he was saying in that high, girlish voice he had then.
"Alexander knows better than the experts," Philip commented to Demaratos.

"For this horse, yes, I do!” the boy, Alexander, declared. “Buy him for me, Demaratos!”

Philip turned on his son, “You want to back up that bark of yours with some teeth? What you gonna give up when we have to keep that horse from pounding the yap out of you? Hm? Make your wager, boy.”

Alexander declared: “The price of the horse.”

Alexander’s friends gasped. It was a crushing debt, even for a prince.

“Done!” Philip bellowed, before Alexander could have time to take it back, and winked at Demaratos—forgetting that Philip had only one eye and could not wink—"I shall save you your thirteen talants, my friend."

The King's Companions laughed, as if about to see something humiliating and cruelly funny.

"And when I win?" Alexander asked.

It must have sounded perfect arrogance. Philip said sweetly, "Why, if you can ride it, the beast is yours, of course."

Alexander dashed in at once to get me away from those imbeciles who were yanking on my tether. I think I heard Demaratos say, "Do take care," but I was not really listening to him.

My face was turned immediately toward the sun. I blinked into the blinding light, shed tears against the brightness. Let the light flood through me. No images of horror before me.

I stopped fighting and stood quivering, nostrils flaring, ears flat back, breath heaving in my deep chest. There was only the sunlight, a sure voice, and a kindly stroke on my neck. "You mustn't show fear. The black thing that danced in front of you was just your shadow. I made it go away. Now you are mine. I don’t know why no one else noticed you hate your shadow. A child could see it. My sisters could have seen it—that’s Kleopatra and Kynna—for girls, they are very good with horses. They will be jealous. Everyone will be jealous."

As he talked, my ears picked up and turned toward the sound of his voice, tears flowing from my eyes. The grip on my halter slackened a bit. Soon I was snuffling about Alexander's cloak for something to eat. I had not realized I was hungry, starving.

I still could not turn my head around to see if my shadow was yet there. This boy, this Alexander, would not let me look upon my mormo.
His arm pressed a warning across my broad back. “May I?”
He sprang lightly astride.
I took only one protesting step backward at the weight on my back. Stamped. Considered whether to buck. No one had ever ever been there. Reins kept my head firmly forward. My ears swiveled back as if of their own will, straining to catch every sound this boy made. I did not want to fight him.
And in front of the astonished king, royal Companions and horse traders, I, the unridable stallion, carried Alexander across the plain into the sun.

On the turn, my shadow leapt before me. All horrors, it was still there. I was still mortal. I flinched, but Alexander was ready for it, had firm control of my head, lifted my face from the ground. “You are better than that.” And under the soothing, commanding voice, I quieted, trembling still, apprehensive.

Who are you? Are you the one? You sound like a girl.

"There. Look at it,” said Alexander. “It is nothing. But you may crush it, if you like. Now. Ana!"

He gave me my head. I drove at full gallop, heavy hooves pounding the hated darkness into the earth.

We thundered in, triumphant, for all to see.
Like taking flight, Alexander dropped my reins, his knees pressing my sides to lift himself up, both his arms raised into the air to catch the wind.

Alexander wheeled me round with just the pressure of his knees, no tug at my mouth, and I came to a halt in a great, stamping cloud of dust, Alexander’s arms open to the sun.

Everyone was cheering, except Philip, who could only stare with that single eye, speechless in shock. Gave way to tears, utter joy, inexpressible pride. Alexander jumped down, gave my reins to Demaratos. "Hold his head that way." Into the light. And he turned to his father, suddenly in his arms.

Philip pounded his son on the back, his wiry black beard crushed wet against the boy’s neck, crying from both eyes, great tears of joy. He kissed Alexander and roared, "O my son, find a kingdom equal to yourself; Makedonia cannot contain you!"

I exhaled a fluttering snort, pawed the newly turned earth of the grave mound.

Alexander was staring into memory, the whole of his being shaking. He touched his own face. He seemed amazed to find tears there.

He breathed oddly, as if something inside his chest had closed in a fist and squeezed hard. He put his arms around my neck.

Drew in a breath. It wavered. All his muscles, in revolt, heaved without will, and he gasped a sob.
I think he had been at war with Philip for so long he forgot he had ever loved him.

And at last Alexander cried for his father.
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Alexander ran his troops through drills until the sun went down. Watched the fading of the feeble reddening light with resentment. Nothing under his command quit so early.

It was past time for letting the troops go. There was little campaigning to be done when snows filled the mountain passes. The men missed their wives and Alexander could not feed them all in this season.

But the rumors had started, of their coming battles next spring against the Persian. Rumors of chariots. Alexander did not use chariots. They required level ground, of which Hellas had little. No Hellenic army used them anymore.

An unfamiliar weapon took on an aura of inhuman menace. The men spoke of the Great King's scythed chariots in terms of grisly fascination, the tales growing with each telling:

Long blades are fixed to the wheel hubs, come at you slicing, take your arm off, shield and all. Leaves limbs, body parts, all over the ground behind them. Cut through your neck like that, and your head rolls around, your eyes still open—you don't even know you're not attached anymore. If you're lucky they slash right through your ribs, open up your chest and you die quickly.

A terror weapon. And Alexander would not be terrified.

And he would not let his men go home to spend the winter stoking their fear.

He ordered chariots built, then attached willow fronds to the axles where the Persians fixed their scythes.

Things understood lost their ability to terrorize. The men must know the nature of chariots –
That a chariot at full charge can only go one direction. In a sharp turn, the torque breaks its axle.

That there is always a wide gap between chariots, to keep them from running foul of each other in case one runs a slanting course.

That there is only one rank of them, as the first expects to leave bodies and chaos in its wake. Behind the chariot line are not more chariots, only foot soldiers, come to mop up the broken enemy.

Knowing this, the Makedones could face a predictable enemy, and so thwart it.

Alexander bade his chariots line up for a charge against his packed phalanxes.

Steam rolled off the horses' heated sides in the bitter air. Their hooves made a weird, muted thudding within the leather wrappings that shielded their unshod feet from the frozen ground. Billowing puffs jetted from their flaring nostrils. The beasts looked to be breathing fire as they came.

As instructed, the solid front of the phalanx disintegrated at the chariots’ approach. Infantry lines separated into dense columns, leaving wide channels in the paths of the attackers.
The chariots rumbled impotently through the empty gauntlets.

The soldiers, unscathed, reformed their phalanx. The rearmost ranks turned about and pounced on the cars, dragged the charioteers out and told them they were dead.

Alexander made them repeat the drill until it became a game.

"Last time." Alexander pulled the willow sticks from the axles and, before awestruck eyes, installed live blades on the chariot wheels. He smiled at his infantry. "Look alive." And he took a place with them, in the center front, where there was no room to run if things went wrong.

He called to Perdikkas, who commanded the mock enemy. "When you are ready, Great King Dareios!"

Perdikkas, wearing some barbarous, wildly embroidered, sleeved thing, flapped his pleated sleeves from his chariot. "Earth and water! Give me tribute, you Hellenic slaves!"

The phalanxes roared, hooted, demanded the Great King bring on the scythes.

Blades flashed in the failing light. Horses fumed.
The lines of the phalanx parted neatly before the chariot onslaught, adjusting their columns to the attackers' paths. The scythed chariots clattered harmlessly between the columns, blades slashing nothing but cold empty air.

And the noise went up, exultant roars. The soldiers of the phalanx swarmed up the rear of the chariots, cheerily mauling the charioteers. They pummeled Perdikkas. "Your tribute of earth and water, O Great King!" Mud and spit.

Dripping, filthy, his fine sleeves shredded, Perdikkas reported to his king, "Alexander, I don't want to be the Great King again." His buskins made sucking sounds with his steps. His crooked brows canted up and inward with rather wounded disbelief. "They pissed on me!"

The men were now having high fun with the Great King's charioteers, very convincing in their abuse, so that his youngest page, Hektor, warbled unsteadily, unsure if he were not in real peril, "Alexander?"

Alexander decided he had best rescue the boy. In the spirit of the moment he pointed imperiously at the youth, commanding, "I want that as my prize of honor."

The men carried their captive to the king and dropped young Hektor at his feet, where Hektor swayed on hands and knees, gasping.

"You cannot be tired," said the king, a question, a mild rebuke.

"Oh, I'm—" Hektor panted, dizzy. He could not even lift his head. But would die before he would admit it. "I'm doing obeisance." Collapsed in the mud.

His captors cackled.

Alexander hauled the boy up by the ties of his cuirass.
He called his troops to order and bade them farewell with proud tears in his eyes.

Men who had so dreaded those legendary scythed chariots were now eager for spring, roaring for the chance to tear the wicker rails off the Great King's engines of terror. War cries rang to the mountains.

By the time Alexander returned to the palace, the torches were already lit. In this season half the waking hours were spent by lamplight. Heavy woolen tapestries over the narrow windows closed in the smells of burning oil and fragrant wood in the bronze hearths. Big dogs slept at the foot of the beds; and hides lay piled thick on the cold stone benches along the walls.

Alexander bathed before calling on his mother. The pages shivered as they took his drenched chiton away and readied the icy water, and wondered why one would bathe at all in this weather.

But Aristotle had said it was shameful to go to dinner dirty, and Alexander never let physical discomfort keep him from doing anything honorable.

Yet when the page gave the king his fresh chiton after his frigid bath, his flesh was warm to the touch. They said Alexander’s blood ran hotter than other men’s. It gave him that ruddy flush in his fair face and across his chest. It accounted too for his pleasant scent. Just as the desert grew fragrant spices, a hot nature bred the same feature in men. It must, for Alexander smelled better than anyone else. He also bathed more often than anyone else, but no one credited that as the reason. Dirt, after all, did not smell bad.
Alexander left his guards at the base of the stairs.

A torch had guttered out, leaving the upper corridor in darkness. He could hear women behind the walls in their secret chambers—their songs, their laughter, notes from a barbiton, babies crying.

Something flew at him in the dark. He caught it, startled, before he knew what it was, smooth, hard, stemmed. An apple.

From a shadowed doorway, gracefully as a serpent, emerged a young woman’s hand. Then, shyly, slyly, half a face, half hidden by the doorjamb, one heavily painted eye, half of a red mouth.

The foxy smile faded before Alexander’s confused stare.

The woman pointed a tapered, henna-tipped finger toward the apple. "That was a joke."

Alexander nodded. "Oh." Smiled, handed her apple back to her.

She withdrew, as flushed as he felt.

His mother’s quarters lay at the end of the hall, a set of big rooms equipped with a private staircase that lead down to a high-walled garden courtyard bordered by a thorn hedge.

He found her surrounded by her women in the common room where layers of skins of boar and deer and lions carpeted the cold floor, and richly colored weavings brightened the walls and stilled the wintry gusts from the windows. He blinked against the too warm air thick with women’s smell.
This place had always been smothering, overly warm, overly sweet, not without its own pain.
It was a nurse’s duty to mold the unformed infant into a pleasing shape, and so Lanike had kneaded hollows into the infant prince’s buttocks to insure a manly appearance, and pulled on his foreskin to insure a masculine length in later life, all this done before breakfast. One must school the body into good health.

At age seven Alexander had been given over to a Spartan master. With great relief he left the women’s chambers. A strict Spartan tutor was nothing to endure after a dedicated Makedonian nurse.

The queen stood at her loom, hands moving with expert quickness, as a musician who knows all the notes. Without taking her eyes from the many colored threads, Olympias seemed to know everything. "Pantika is a pretty girl. Why did you not take her?"

Pantika? Alexander did not know a Pantika. Then guessed—the girl in the corridor with the apple. Alexander had not known he had been under observation.
"She didn’t mean it. She was being funny, and I embarrassed her. I should have pitched an obol back at her and laughed."

"You should have given her a mna and taken what she offered," said Olympias.

Alexander felt his ears warm. He glanced self-consciously at the other women, who scowled at their tasks as if wholly absorbed.

His old nurse Lanike carded raw wool, her brawny arms pumping over the roughened terra cotta onos that fit over her thigh and ended in a pretty nymph’s face at her knee. Her thin lips pursed hard so that the hairs of her chin bristled. Those big arms had held many screeching, pounding royal woman and squalling children. Lanike had washed her dresses in royal tears. Her breasts hung now like empty wineskins. She kept her sunken, owl eyes adamantly fixed on the wool.

The other old woman twisted the carded tufts into yarn between her flat fingers, taking it up on a spindle of fired clay. One side of her broad lower lip hung limp and wide as a pad on which she moistened her fingers moment to moment, the better to control the wool, her shape become warped to the task as happens to a specialized athlete.

All of the maiden girls had fled to the inner chambers when it had been announced that the king was coming up.

Alexander knew they were all listening.
For a man to be told by his mother to engage a hetaira was enough to make the brave shrink. And for a king—Alexander wished he could disappear. "Since you overheard everything, you know it was a jest."

"Since I overheard everything, that is what I know? O Alexander, you are too simple."

He did not need a mirror to know he was flaming red. The two old women went stolidly about their chores, deaf-seeming as stones. Their tongues would quicken well enough once he was absent. "I’ll not be a topic of conversation in the fountain house." Private things were best kept private.

Olympias turned curtly. The women’s heads rose at the motion. The queen ordered them away, and they shuffled from the chamber on flat feet.

If he were to re-open that door, Alexander wondered how big a pile of women would fall in on their ears.

Olympias resumed her weaving with imperial serenity. "Now you may talk to me. At last." Weighted irony there. "I thought you were letting the men go this morning."

"I meant to. There were things I wanted them to know first."

"The barber says Hephaistion is staying here."

"The barber talks too much."

"He is a barber!" she excused the man as she would a fish accused of swimming.

"Hephaistion has a home," Alexander said.

"Is he going to it?" asked Olympias, not outflanked so easily.

"You have a message for him?"

Back talk was uncharacteristic and he was sorry for it. Olympias missed the pass. The shuttle snared. The yarn unraveled from the spindle, twined upon itself.

Her eyes, the gray blue of a northern storm, gazed up from their depths. "He gives the term Companion a whole new meaning, or else a very old one."

Alexander started for the door.

His mother's voice stabbed at his back, hollow and far away. "You want me to die."

He kept walking, into the door without opening it, slammed his palms against it and let his head lean forward to the oak. A sound came from his throat as from the wounded. He turned, tried to talk. "What—? How can you even say that?" She always knew where his armor was thinnest.

"It’s true." Marble calm. "A woman’s immortality is in her children and their children. You refuse me what regard even dogs provide their dams."

Oh. Was that all. She wanted him to breed. "I am scarcely older than an ephebe."

"You are the king."

"I am the king. To whom would you give that kind of power – to be my father-in-law?"

"I have thought of this.” Olympias gestured with her shuttle, animated. “She needn’t be daughter of anyone. There are several girls I could approve, so you have some choice. Marry one of them."

"No."

"You are just like Philip. You do this just to hurt me."

"Philip married a lot."

"Oh! You are the most ungrateful, traitorous, heartless creature ever born of woman’s tears!"

"It is a high, high rent you charge for ten months lodging."

"I demand nothing that nature does not!” Olympias cried. “Men get children! I speak for the gods."

"The gods shall have their due in time. This is not the time. The days are short enough as it is."

Her shuttle went whizzing across the chamber, a comet tail of wool unwinding behind it. "Then use the long nights! What is wrong with you!"

"Nothing! I am twenty!"

"Riper than a pear! If you are a man, why are there no bastards?"

His dusky blue eyes widened white all round. "Bastards? You want bastards? And give my legitimate son older brothers he might have to fight for the crown? I am not so cold as you."

"Show me you can!"

"What?"

A lilt of innuendo in her voice, the eyes aside under lifted brows, her fingertips lightly on the warp of her loom like lyre strings, "He who disowns his manhood by the light of day will surely be shown to play the woman at night."

A blur. Something in the fire. Smeary darkness washed before his vision. Colors shifted, gone weird. Smoldering heat built behind his face. He found the door.

His mother fell to tears. She always did. Her weapon of last resort. Her tears washed away everything. Fury, as hard as he would try to hold it, melted from his grasp, a weapon made of sand which cannot keep form in face of those tears.

He heard himself apologizing. But felt no better for it.

Socrates was wrong. Your mother could hurt you worse than a wild beast.
Two hunting dogs crowded the couch, a giant Molossian wolfhound and a little footwarmer of a Laconian foxdog, leaving scant room for Hephaistion. Not certain he was even asleep, he hovered in some twilight shadowland between worlds. The closed-in quiet of the palace seemed unnatural after months under the stars with the army.
He felt the dogs lift their heads. He opened his eyes.

Stared into the dark. The walls of the new palace were painted in the modern style with shadows and highlights so vivid that on first glance you could imagine someone was in the room with you.

He had the liminal sense of someone just passed, the almost memory of a light, panther step, so fleeting he was not sure it had ever been there.

But for the dogs.

The dogs had seen someone. Someone they knew. They had not barked. They had not so much as woofed, but they looked toward the corridor, their ears cocked upright. They turned to Hephaistion and licked his hands and feet.

Hephaistion felt under the couch for his boots. The boots had been custom made for him, the soles drawn round each foot so there was actually and right and a left, unlike standard issue. They wore well on the long march, but were vexing when pulled on in haste in the dark.

He bade the dogs stay.

He stepped stealthily through the slumbering pages in the outer room of the king's chambers. Two of the boys were supposed to be awake, the other five available at a shout.

One had fallen asleep across the king's doorway like a shepherd gating his sheepfold. That worked well enough for the shepherd to contain silly, short-legged sheep in their thorny enclosure. Hephaistion stepped easily over the living gate into the king's bedchamber.

Alexander had let the hearth burn out. The tapestry was drawn back from the window to let in the winter's breath. Moonlight washed the empty room a stark blue.

Alexander was not here.

Hephaistion reached up to close the curtain, but as he did, a motion caught his eye. Out beyond the courtyard, near where the dromos fed onto the harbor road, a cloaked figure crouched, digging in the earth underneath an ancient cypress tree so old its scaled evergreen fronds were almost black, looking all the more grotesque and forbidding at night.

He might have spied a glint of gold hair in the moonlight as the figure clawed at the soil with bare hands.

Hephaistion turned back toward the door, gave a shout, "Ana! Up! Up! Up!"

Pages scrambled to their feet with a clatter of iron on stone. Spears bristled toward him.

"Too late," Hephaistion said dryly. "You're all derelict."

He saw their sleep and confusion giving way to sickening comprehension. The guards had not found an enemy whom they could kill for glory. They had been found asleep on duty.

One boy's lip, fuzzy with impending manhood, twitched. He snarled, belligerent, "You can't beat us. Only the king can."

"Then go tell him you were awake."

The youth actually tried to see around him into the king's chamber, slow to realize the depth of the situation. He had to be told, "He's not in there."
Hephaistion strode out through their guilty number, lifting an iron spear point out of his way with the back of his arm.

A sniffling behind him sounded very young, about to cry.

Hephaistion went to his own bed, threw his sword belt over his shoulder, and pulled up the rough wool blanket, which was also his cloak, from under the dogs. He headed out with long strides. Dogs' nails fast-clacked behind him.

The pages spilled into the corridor to follow, but he barked at them and the dogs added their growls. "Who needs you? If the king had any use for you, he would have wakened you on his way out!" And he quit the palace at a run.

The guards at the outer doors were wide-awake. They opened the gates for Hephaistion as if he were not the first, or even the second to demand it this night. They conferred with quick, silent glances, asked no questions, and let him pass.
The air was a hard cold, not the soft damp cold that sinks into the bones. He felt it keenly on his scalp, his copper curls newly sheared quite short.

Away from the palace he slowed his pace, to walk across the frosty field grasses, their stalks icy stiff underfoot. He approached the cloaked figure, who was standing now, his back toward Hephaistion. From his height—he stood nearly to Hephaistion's chin—and the way he held himself, the tilt of his head, Hephaistion knew him.

Even as Hephaistion drew near, the king did not turn, though he would have heard his footsteps, the dogs panting. He did not move. Hephaistion thought he saw a tremble across his shoulders. He walked round to stand before him.

Moonlight washed Alexander's face white, plunged his downcast eyes into black shadow.

"What have you got there?" Hephaistion touched a dirty fist, tightly closed round something dug from the ground.

Alexander drew his fists into his cloak, turned away.

Hephaistion circled round to face him again. Alexander did not turn away a second time. His head stayed bowed.

Slowly Hephaistion coaxed the hand open.

Dirty fingers uncurled from an iron nail. Alexander mumbled, "I saw my mother from my window, burying something. I dug it up."

"Is it a curse nail?"

Chin met chest in a nod.

Some unfortunate enemy of the queen's had been nailed into the Underworld. In the ground were pieces of a smashed terra cotta figurine. It would have been named first.

"Where's the tablet?" Hephaistion asked.

Alexander opened his other hand, which held only a misshapen lump of soft lead, pounded past recognition, probably with a rock. "I destroyed it," Alexander said dully.

"Whose name was on it?"

"I thought it was . . ." he started, voice becoming tremulous. "I didn't think."

"Alexander, give that to me. It's just women's superstition." His palm demanded. "The nail."

Alexander closed his fist on it. As he did, something else slipped his grip, wafted lightly to the ground. A coppery curl. They both stared at it a chill moment. Then Hephaistion insisted, "Give the nail here. It's nothing."

"Bring me a black she-puppy or a black she-lamb first."

"What are you going to do?"

"Sacrifice it to Hekate. Maybe she'll accept it instead of --" Cut himself off, finished, "Instead."

"Then will you forget about this and give me that nail?"

"Bring me the she-lamb."

"Promise?"

"Black. She likes black."

Hephaistion sighed and went to find what he asked for. A loathsome task. A sacrifice to Hekate was a sacrifice indeed. The dread goddess did not recognize the ancient covenant that portioned the slain animal between men and gods. Hekate took the whole victim.

And worse, there were no lambs to be found so early in winter. Dogs, like horses, Hephaistion considered as companions and he had trouble killing them, even though solid black dogs were considered badly bred and ought to be destroyed anyway. He did not want to do this.

He commanded his two hounds inside. Too much understanding dwelled in those brown eyes to let them what he was about to do.

Somewhere existed the line between superstition and religion; but Hephaistion was not sure where that was. He guessed it was a good idea not to take chances. Gods were gods and not to be trifled with.



Love looks at me once again from under heavy lids

With melting eyes; and with spells of every kind

He throws me into his infinite cyprian net.

I tremble at his approach, like a racehorse,

A champion past his prime, brought with his swift chariot

Against his will back into the contest.
-- Ibykos
Hektor cried. Wanted to die. The other pages called him a girl. They had said all along that he was too young to be a King's page and had only been brought to the royal court because of his father and his brothers. Hektor sprang from a veritable litter of generals. But Hektor was the runt of that litter and too young to be here. Should have been drowned at birth. It was his fault they were all in trouble now.

Hektor's father, General Parmenion, held co-command over the advance force in Asia Minor.
Hektor's uncle, General Asander, was over there as well. Hektor's eldest brother, General Philotas, commanded the most elite of the army's mounted units, the Companion Cavalry, the command that Alexander as prince used to hold.
Hektor's other brother, General Nikanor, commanded the most elite of the infantry, the King's Foot Companions.
Hektor’s brother-in-law, General Attalos, co-commanded the vanguard with Parmenion.

Hektor, the page, had fallen asleep on his watch, guarding the King.

He wondered if he were to be executed.
The other pages hung together muttering about their chances of ever seeing a command after this. They were noble sons all, mighty things expected of them. And they had failed in the simplest. Hektor could hear their murmurs, the other five shifting blame onto the two whose watch it was, Hektor and Alketas.

"Alexander's going to give us a Sardian dyeing for sure. Deep red, don't you know. And you two, I don't know what he's going to do to you."

Alketas said he was sure his brother wouldn't let Alexander hurt him.

Hektor was sure his brother would kill him if Alexander did not.

He wished the king would return and have it done. But Alexander and Hephaistion were about some private business, making sacrifice in the middle of the night. The dark goddess needed placating.

Hektor thought the king would deal with his pages straightaway once that was done, but when Alexander came in, he went back to bed. He did not even look at his pages.

The watch changed. Hektor and Alketas were permitted to sleep now. Hektor lay awake in agony. He would never sleep again. He did not know how long he must wait and for what fate. He could be strung up on a pillar by his hands and publicly flogged. Or stoned. He imagined each. The scenes became vivid, fixed, real. Images that could stab physically. He felt them turn in his gut. Felt the bonds dig into his wrists. Saw the faces: Parmenion shamed; Nikanor heartbroken; Philotas held a rock.

Waiting, as enduring an earthquake, not knowing when the roaring tremors would ever end, and would you still be alive when they did.

Alexander was always sharp with his pages. Under Philip a comely boy could angle to become the king's favorite and get off lightly in any task or punishment. This king held himself haughty toward the lot of them. You could not call him cruel, because he demanded nothing of them he would not endure himself, but Alexander was ruthless with himself, so there was nothing easy about serving him. The pages would brag to each other of what they endured from Alexander.

Hektor knew he would never brag about this, whatever this punishment turned out to be. He did not think he could live with the disgrace.
He held in a sob. It made a noise in his throat. Another page cuffed him. "Shut up."

Hektor stuffed his himation against his mouth, curled up on the floor and tried not to disturb the night. Shook.

He heard whispers, "Who is that?"

A return hiss: "Hektor."

A snort. Sounds of disgust.

"Somebody make him stop."

The whispers hushed to unintelligibility, so he could hear only the anger in them. Hektor pulled his himation over his head. Occasionally someone kicked him.

He did not know how many eternities had passed. It was not yet dawn when a hand on the back of his chiton lifted him up as if by the scruff of the neck. He had been here before, recognized the grip. He met a fair face set in lineless calm, an anger of the contained kind that lives within the coal instead of showing flames.
A hiss behind him. "There you've done it, you woke the king!"

No taller than any of them and not much older, Alexander stood among them like a god. His muscles flowed like molten bronze in the arm that had picked Hektor off the floor. "What do you think should happen to you?"

Hektor peered between swollen lids, his eyes red and tight and still seeping tears. His nose was running. "I don't care." So relieved that the sword was falling at last, he did not care if it cleaved his neck. "Kill me."

The king's focus shifted a speculative moment. A smile? "That's a little severe, I think."

Alexander pulled a green willow withe from the woodpile by the hearth, lifted his arm. His whole body twisted in the motion of a mountain cat righting itself in mid-air as he brought the willow sprig against the doorjamb. The pages flinched back in one jerky start with the crack of its impact.
Satisfied with his flail, the king turned and beckoned the pages to him.

So it was to be a private beating. No witnesses. Not even Hephaistion.

Hektor went meekly as an ill-omened sacrifice.

His gaze fastened on the painted floor, Hektor lifted trembling hands to his shoulder to unpin his chiton, but Alexander said, "Leave it on." And motioned for him to turn.

Another page offered a belt with which to bind his hands, but Alexander backed him off. He bade Hektor hold onto the doorway.

Braced, Hektor saw the shadow of the arm rising, heard the lash whistling down. The willow hit with a blow that staggered him, a consuming blank that gave quickly to incredible pain, took over his whole body, stopped the breath in his chest. His body shuddered in revolt. He gagged. The second lash pushed tears from his eyes, opened his mouth in a silent scream. There may have been a hesitation to let him swallow, then the next blow fell. Heard expectant murmurs through singing ears, perhaps guessing what he would do, vomit, void, piss. He determined not to. He hung onto that thought only, through the blinding wall of pain, to keep inside what was inside. That mission became his anchor in the storm.

The ordeal ended at ten. He wilted back for the next to take his turn.
Soaked head to foot, Hektor imagined all that wetness was blood. Kept himself upright through the rest of it. Cooling, growing stiff.

He and Alketas received the worst of it. The other five a token lash for unity's sake.
No one screamed. Hektor had started it, and the rest of them would rather die than squeal like a pig after the likes of him had taken it in silence.

He hadn't realized he had not made a sound. He could not even tell them it was because his throat had closed right up.

The king withdrew, tossing the willow into the hearth to signal the end of it.

But it wasn't over. Tauron gave Hektor a hearty clap on the back that folded his knees under him. "Thank you for that. Now clean that up."

That was a yellow pool in front of the doorway. Hektor had no idea whose that was, for his head had been swimming through everyone else's punishment. But he obeyed, just for the excuse to leave the others and fetch a sponge and water.

Alone, he cranked his head round painfully to peer at his back, surprised not to find his chiton a bloody mass. No Sardian dye. He peeled the wool from his fiery skin. He found great, ridged welts but no blood. There would be no scars to remember this by. And there had been no words. There had been no withering rebuke, "And you a son of Parmenion!"

Hektor fell in love with the king for that. More than he had ever loved Parmenion.

The oil lamp was one of those made with the hole for the thong fashion on the side instead of on the back, so you could hang the lamp on the wall when not in use without the oil dribbling out through the wick in the front. Which helped not at all if you forgot to hang it up, and now a mouse was at it, lapping at the olive oil.

Alexander pitched a sandal at the little beast. Got him. The lamp too. Cracked the clay. Oil everywhere. Splattered Zeuxis' bunch of grapes on the wall, a painting so realistic that birds were said to wing inside to pluck at the fruit.
Winter lay at its depths this month of long darkness sacred to Dionysos. The troops had dispersed. Even Hephaistion had gone home. Hephaistin’s house was not far, but he was not here.

Why must war cease?

Painted walls crowded too close. Alexander charged up to the roof, as if there were something vital to be done there. Gazed out at the cold world.

Orion's belt shone an icy bright trio of stars in the sky. The red sore of the Dog Star led the way for the hunter and hounds. Difficult to believe now that it was the Dog Star's heat combined with the sun that made summer so hot. He felt no heat from it now for all that ruddy blaze. The world lay cloaked in ice.

He had heard the women last night, and animals screeching.
Holy drunkenness belonged to spring time. Winter nights were savage times, when the god became incarnate in wild animals, and the women ate the flesh of their god and so became one with him.

Mother had come in to huddle, ragged, over her hearth like a savage, bloody ice melting from her hair and her fawn skin cloak.

A boar's scream, quite near, made him start. But the women's rites were done, and this was only a sow mating.

He remembered his father used to take Mother from behind like a boar, so she could not get at him with teeth and nails. She would shriek like a sow, with him grunting. That was before she started sleeping with snakes after Kleopatra was born. There had been no children between them after Kleopatra.

Orion glistened, frosty white on the pure black ground. The hunter and his hounds.
Alexander turned, suddenly in motion, not to be contained.

Hephaistion's was a northern house, roof slanted on one side so the rain and snow would slide off. A great hall instead of an open courtyard formed its center.

All his dogs lifted their ears at once. One barked. Then broke the storm of lashing tails and scuffling claws as the animals hauled themselves to their feet and ran yelping for the door.

The slave moved more slowly, carrying a stout staff to the winter-bolted door, beyond which sounded the stomping of many feet and the return barking of another dog pack. Young men bellowed for wine.

Hephaistion shouted down his dogs and backed off his slave. The dogs hunkered down, but their tails escaped into wagging. Hopeful whines started and stopped, as if asking permission to stand up as Hephaistion lifted the crossbeam.

A cold gust and a broad black nose wedged the door quickly wide. Dogs spilled in, tumbling over top one another, followed by the king and his hunting party who dragged in two freshly killed boars. One was an ancient beast with shaggy winter coat, heavy black bristles and long wickedly curved tusks. "Look at the size of this old man. This one is mine," Alexander said, kissed Hephaistion. Dog tails beat their legs. The packs greeted each other—they were mostly brothers and sisters—with a lot of sniffing and tail wagging.

One of the hunters looked familiar under all that drying blood, a boy wearing a somewhat dazed happy look. The smaller beast was evidently his prize. He wore a boy's belt, but probably not after today.

"The banquet is here," Alexander told his host.

Hephaistion balked, "I don't have slaves for this."

He had one ancient, surly Athenian who had been Hephaistion's pedagogue and who thought he ran the house. Hephaistion had offered Attikos his freedom, but the old man had been in Makedonia twenty years and was not going back to Athens with a slave tattoo on his forehead.

"I brought my own," Alexander said cheerfully of his pages. They left a pile of boots at the door, picked up the pigs and looked to Hephaistion's slave for directions.

Attikos led the way, snarling and grumbling. Come in if you have to. Bring your swine this way. Stop dripping. Had to venture into the snow to retrieve couches from storage. The young master’s fine young guests hadn’t bothered to bring their own. Leave it to old Attikos.
Alexander called after them, "And rub down my dogs! First! The food waits."

Could not hear what Attikos muttered about that.

Hephaistion chided the king as he scratched a dog under its broad spiked leather band, "You should rest your bitches if you want them to whelp."

"They begged. I couldn't say no." Alexander picked up the little Castorian bitch with the fawn and white coat. She squirmed in his arms, wagging her whole body. "This is an excellent animal."

Hephaistion did not ask her name. Where all Hephaistion's dogs had short descriptive names—Brighty, Watchman, Rover—Alexander followed the more usual custom of naming the animal after its time of birth. So Alexander's dogs were named things like Peritas, for the seventh month, or Triakas, for the thirtieth day of the month. Alexander had no creativity with names.

His horse was named for its brand, the famous boukephalos, Oxhead, brand of Thessaly. The city he had founded when he was sixteen was named Alexander City.
He set the bitch down on her feet. "Who wants to sit home having puppies?"

"Oh good,” said Hephaisiton. “If she goes into heat, you finish the hunt with your dogs stuck together. Let's try riding mares into battle next. You want a bath."

"I'll get it." Alexander started back.

"I'll get it. You are going to talk to me," Hephaistion followed him. "I have been going mad in the silence."

Voices carried from the kitchen, youthful bragging cackles, boisterous laughter. Alexander explained what Hephaistion had already guessed, "First time without a net."

"Whose son?"

"Another of Parmenion's. It was time."

Hephaistion remembered him now. The sleeping watch. Hektor. The general's son.

Alexander shrugged out of his stuffed linen jerkin, the kind hill people wore for armor. It was no good against a fast spear, but wild animals broke their teeth on it. His chlamys was as torn and bloodstained as Hektor’s.

"He's like I was," said Alexander.

Hephaistion made a face. "Not half." He brought one of Attikos’ chitons, hung it on a hook. Hephaistion’s own would be long on Alexander.

"You’re not my page," said the king.

"I don’t mind. I’m your host."

The damp floor was cold, a draft moaning through the drain as Alexander oiled himself down. He reached for the strigil hanging on the wall by its leather thong, to scrape off the worst of the mud and blood. "Mother wants me to marry."

He expected a sympathetic scoff. Got instead a wistful and resigned, "Why not? There are worse things to be done in this season. The nights go on forever. And it’s so ox bloody dark and quiet."

"You are taking my mother’s side?" Alexander stood at the washstand, lathering himself with rough soap.

"They say wet dreams are the precursor of insanity. Regretfully, thy Hephaistion is raving mad."

"That’s boredom." Alexander climbed into the stone tub.

"You might have taken me hunting," said Hephaistion.

"Want to come hunting? I expect to be rather a while this time." His tone said he was not stalking boar.

"Where are you going?"

"Up country. I have a letter from Langaros. He expects trouble from the Triballoi."

"They’re on the move now?" A rebellion. In the dead of winter. It was unthinkable.

"Oh, I don’t expect real trouble till the milk harvest. The Triballoi are not that organized. Wouldn’t that catch an enemy flat though! If you could march against them before first harvest?” Enthusiasm flared like incense in the fire. Settled back again. “But then what you your men eat in the winter?"

"So what is there to be done about the Triballoi now?" said Hephaistion.

"Look."

"Look?"

"In planning against an enemy, knowledge of the ground makes a big difference over not knowing it."

"Then what? What if they’re up to something? Where does that leave our march against Persia?"

"Just where it is. If we march against the Triballoi in the Flowering month, we can have these barbarians put in their place and be back in Makedonia by the time the League troops report for the expedition at solstice."

Ambitious timing there. Seemed to think the Triballian thousands were gnats. Maybe they were. Hephaistion had stopped underestimating Alexander a long time ago.

"You don’t sound the least bit upset about this rebellion behind your back," Hephaistion said.

"I have never been so happy to receive bad news. It’s not news of course." Alexander splashed water on his hair, kept talking. "Father never really settled the Triballoi. I always thought it a mistake for him to plan to leave Makedonia with that battle unfought. Now I can teach the Triballoi a lesson and march on Persia without Antipater catching their arrows at my back. Nearchos thinks he can give me naval backup to hem the Triballoi in from the north, if the River is as wide and deep up there as they say it is. I have to see it."

Hephaistion had sorely missed the non-stop sound of Alexander’s voice when he was running with a story or on fire with a plan.

The sponge with which Alexander scrubbed his back fell off its stick. Hephaistion retrieved it from the water, took up washing Alexander’s back for himself.

"You’re going to make a Persian of me."

"Not my intention." Poured the icy rinse water over him. Alexander roared against the jolt.
"Cold enough?" Hephaistion asked.

Alexander blinked through dripping wet bangs. His grin chattered. "Hot water is for pregnant women."

"And we eat rocks. We are Makedones. We are hard men. Your lips are blue." Gave him Attikos’ chiton.

There were no flowers to be had, the andron decked only with the garlands painted on its walls. Hephaistion broke out a Thracian wine for the pages to mix. Sprigs of basil—king weed—kept the water from going flat in its pithos jar.

Hektor, accustomed to being cupbearer, reclined at dinner as a man for the first time, awkward about it, unable to believe his exquisite good fortune. Even as the king himself settled a baldric over Hektor’s shoulder he kept wondering if there were not some mistake. "Are you sure I don’t have to kill someone first?"

The king’s smile, bright as sunlight on snow, was nearly blinding. "Only if you expect to be king."

"Oh no," Hektor shrank from the arrogance of the very suggestion. Offered instead, "The king’s right hand."

Philip had his Parmenion. It was only right that the son of Philip have a son of Parmenion for his best general.

Hektor expected his comrades to laugh at that, but they remembered whose house they were in and the company went completely silent.

Hephaistion’s gray eyes were cold as the winter and as serene. You could not even call the gaze hostile. Though Hephaistion could be caustic, he languidly turned away as if Hektor were not worth his temper.
In any contest there can be only one best. Second place meant you lost. One fastest, one strongest, one best loved of Alexander. That race had been run and won long ago.

Hektor might just as well have aspired to be king.

After dinner, Alexander left his pages in the andron. The best houses had a room apart for guest friends, and Hephaistion offered the xenon to the king. Alexander, a little impatient with the suggestion, took him by the wrist. "Come." Knew which was Hephaistion’s room.
It was a cold night. "Want a dog?" Hephaistion asked in the doorway.

"Stay."

"You have pages."

"I am not going to start sleeping with boys."

"You are king."

Alexander became angry at this tentative sparring, as if his friend did not know him anymore. Angry that things once assumed had become things to be asked. Angry to hear himself trying to ask. He was not saying what he meant, and he was angry at Hephaistion for not hearing it anyway. "I am as I ever was."

They shared the couch. Hephaistion’s dogs padded in. Finding no room on the couch, they took up places underneath, all in a heap, using each other for pillows.

Hephaistion’s breath came long, drifting.

"Do dead people come to you when you sleep?" Alexander asked.

The even breaths drew up short, pulling back to wakefulness. "You don’t think they’re just dreams?” said Hephaistion. “You think they’re the actual dead themselves?" Hephaistion did not like the idea.

"Why wouldn’t they be who they look like?" said Alexander.

"Because they’re dead. They can’t come back."

"I know. But we can go to them. We will go to them eventually. What’s to say that’s not where we go when we sleep? It’s nearly the same. Sleep. Death. And is it only a matter of the fare that keeps us from crossing the river entirely? Do you suppose if you went to sleep with a coin in your mouth, the boatman would take you?"

"Only if you choke on the coin."

"It’s like dying. Every time. It’s such a strange thing to need." Hardly knew what he was speaking of anymore. Heart racing, mouth dry.

Hephaistion said gently, "You can shut up now."

Eyes still wide, Alexander stared into the dead landscape of night. Time comes when one faces one’s own mortality, and a king, not permitted to be mortal in front of anyone, faced the night alone. Lord of all, except in this.

The breath of the words disturbed his hair. "Are your wings melting way up there next to the sun?"

Startled him. How clearly Hephaistion could see when all around him was clouded. Of course he would know. He had heard everything Alexander had not said.

Alexander grasped tightly the arm that circled him, that would always catch him.

In any congress between any two, there was always a winner and a loser. And to win, of course, was always to be desired. So Aristotle had expressed bafflement at how anyone could take pleasure in surrender. That ability to enjoy losing was what made woman an inferior form of man. But that was woman’s nature. In a man, it was not to be understood.

Alexander had never argued the point with him, not to give away too much, and could not explain the difference between pleasure and need and melted wings. Maybe if the philosopher had ever actually led an army to victory, or been lord of everything at twenty years of age, he would not speak on things of which he knew nothing.



Sent by god to be a priest of ruin

was this thing reared in their own house.

-- Aeschylus Agamemnon
Langaros welcomed Alexander’s small troop, offered them water and wine. Asked the king immediately, "Have you any trouble from your cousin since I dragged the dog to your throne?"

"Amyntas?" Alexander scarcely recalled his cousin's fleeting drunken resistance. "No. None at all."

Langaros seemed disappointed. He slung a heavy tree limb of an arm across the king’s shoulders and ushered him in.

Langaros had spent his youth at Pella—black days, sitting hostage for his father’s good behavior. Then came to him in his captivity a strong, beautiful boy astride a magnificent black horse to befriend him and give him a sword. A dagger, actually, but when one is a child, it was close enough. Its blade was Damascus steel. Nearly got him killed. When the barbarian hostage was caught with the prince’s dagger, murder was assumed. Theft at best. But Alexander showed up well and whole and explained heatedly, "He has it because I gave it to him." Asked why he had given such a gift, Alexander said, "Because he didn’t have one."

As a king’s son, it was not right that Langaros be without a blade, so Alexander had given him one of his. His best one.

Langaros swore friendship forever upon his father’s hearth. In these lands, an oath by the king’s hearth was the strongest vow there was. Largaros was king now in his own right, vassal to Alexander, and a Makedonian royal Companion.

Langaros’ elite corps of infantry, the king’s hypaspists, the javelin men, were without peer anywhere, and everyone wondered how the barbarian had ever forged such a disciplined unit out of Thracian wildmen whose normal idea of tactics was to flail axes and overwhelm one’s foe with greater numbers.

During that winter of hysteria when Alexander had fled into exile and thought to raise an army against his own father, it was Langaros who took him in, put all of the Agrianes at his disposal. What Alexander wanted, he must have. For Langaros it was a gift from the gods to be able to return a favor beyond all repaying. And if it meant defying Philip to do it, all the better. Langaros’ gift needed to be huge.

The plot had died, as well it should have. But kindness repays itself, and, when Alexander went home, Langaros was left with a corps of exceptionally well-trained troops.
And when Langaros sent a thousand men to join Philip’s panhellenic expedition, Philip was astonished at the Agrianes’ discipline and how Makedonian their style of fighting.
Alexander never spoke of his exile, of what he had done, where he had gone. Let them think he went among the Illyrians, a people Alexander did not mind putting in the way of Philip’s wrath.

For Hephaistion, return to this northern stronghold was a homecoming to bad memories. The halls echoed with the most wretched hours of his life.
But watching Alexander recline here at dinner as a crowned head did much to drive the bleakness from these stout walls.

The Triballoi have always been trouble," Langaros said.

"I owe them for a bolt in my father’s thigh," Alexander agreed.

Later in the night, Hephaistion, with too much Thracian wine in him, caught himself against the wall, on his way to he forgot where. He leaned against a raised figure carved in the stone. It was a man on horseback, naked as a hero but for his flying cape. His horse was depicted charging.
Hephaistion had spent a winter in this fortress and knew that this figure was repeated everywhere in it. Finally he could ask, "Who is this?" He ran his hand over the raised image.

Langaros lifted a torch near to it. Its shadows made the carved hero stand out from the wall in high relief. "This is the Horseman."

That told Hephaistion precisely nothing. "And who is the Horseman?"

"A god. Master of the hunt, supreme in war. He rides with us."

Langaros spoke as if this god were an immediate presence, as if one could expect the Horseman to walk into the room—or at least ride by the window – at any moment. Superstition sounded odd when pronounced in Langaros’ beautifully accented court Greek.
Hephaistion stared at the barbarous ladder of blue tattoos that marred the side of Langaros' face, at odds with Langaros’ neatly shaven chin and his civilized clothing without any northern silliness of sleeves or trousers or pointed-toe shoes.
"Do you believe that gods still walk the earth, Langaros?"

"Yes." Simple affirmation, that. No pause, no qualifiers, just Yes.

Hephaistion smoothed down the hair that rose on the back of his neck. He laid a palm to the Horseman. "Does he have a name?"

"Of course he does." And Langaros left it at that, without naming names—unspokenness to hang in the air.

A small band set out north under escort of Langaros' javelin men. They all wore leather jerkins as much for warmth as for armor, and stuffed lambswool in their helmets against the bitter sting of frigid metal on skin. You could pick out the Agrianian king for his red foxskin cap.

The further north you went, the more distorted the earth. The mountains pushed higher, the races grew more savage, and time itself turned backward. In this modern age, human sacrifice was but a dim nightmare of ancient memory in Hellenic lands. Up towards the River dwelled Skyths who still made cups from human skulls. Alexander had come this way once before, toasted friendship with blooded wine, hard put not to choke. Some of the drops of blood had been his father’s.

Even the winds were fanged. Winter gales of Athens and Corinth came softly sullen, full of Demeter's tears; in the Thracian highlands it was a jagged wind that clawed down the mountain sides from white heights, dagger cold and biting. The snow fell and the snow stayed. The ground underneath lay hard as stone in Persephone's long darkness.

Somewhere around here, Philip had been wounded in ambush. The land of the Triballoi was menacing country. Wolves howled in the deep woods.
The sun came out in chill brilliance. Rays of brightness lanced through the steep forest, dappled the snowfield, tricked the eye.

Philotas searched the moving branches of bare elms and thickly fringed evergreens. He imagined Triballian ambush in every dead fluttering oak leaf. The Triballoi had routed both their fathers. Just what did Alexander think he could do here that the great Philip and mighty Parmenion could not?

Alexander had a personality that gave him complete belief in his own ability.

While the shadows moved.

Hephaistion had paused to fix the chin strap of his helmet, his shield propped against his leg, when Langaros gave a shout. "Up the hill! Look to your right!"

The sun sat at the hilltop, stabbing the eyes that turned there. Rude shapes of men bundled in animal hides moved among black silhouettes of trees. Creaking carts teetered on the brink of the steep rise.

Alexander barked, "Go for the trees!"

Scarcely were the words out when the carts came careening down. They jounced with their loads of rocks and logs, banged on stone spars, rebounded and veered and picked up speed.

Hephaistion reached for his shield. It rolled away from his grip. He was stepping to catch it when Alexander grabbed him and swung him behind a beech tree. His helmet crest hit a low branch. The rim came down over his eyes and jammed onto his nose.
Cartilage crunched. Eyes watered. Ears filled with the shrieking of unoiled wheels and the grinding of a lumbering load of boulders hurtling upon them.

Immediately the boom and shudder—felt it as he heard it—the cart striking the beech tree like a battering ram against a city wall. The impact through the tree vibrated his insides and brought wet clumps of snow plopping down from the branches overhead.

In the next moment, all was quiet. Hephaistion lifted his helmet from his eyes. He could not feel the middle of his face. He already knew his nose was broken.

Through teary eyes he saw no one else hurt. Carts lay everywhere, overturned or smashed against trees. A great yellow gash opened up the beech tree's smooth gray skin, a deadly spew of rocks flung to one side.
The Triballoi shouted down at them, rude noises that passed for speech. Langaros interpreted the babble for Alexander, "They demand payment for our passage."

"Then give them something," said Alexander.

The hiss of javelins rifling from Agrianian thongs cut the air. Shafts whiffled like a clutch of startled partridges, but few found targets through the thick branches.
The rest of the Triballoi vanished from view, and Langaros' men charged up the hill, taking possession of the high ground, there to stand shaking their javelins and baying like wolves.

Kill lust shone in Langaros’ big tooth grin within the ruddy wreath of fox fur as he requested permission to set his men loose to chase.

But Alexander called them back. "I am not sending a handful of men into battle against all of the Triballoi." The locals could come crawling out of their huts, where they had dug in for the winter, in their uncounted hordes.

Alexander stepped over shattered carts and their loads of logs and rocks. He could too easily picture them rumbling down upon his crowded phalanxes, men trapped by their own dense ranks within these deadly hills.

Philotas stagger-stepped over the gashed earth. "You can’t bring an army this way." He teetered, grasped at a shredded sapling for balance. It broke in his hand and he went down.
Alexander cast about for Hephaistion’s shield.

Found it. The muddy trail of a wagon wheel tracked straight over it. Deep ruts scored the ground before and aft. But where Alexander lifted the shield, the track was interrupted by the pristine circle of whiteness underneath.

From his knees, Philotas shook the sapling at the hill. "Those aren’t the Great King’s chariots and this isn’t an open plain. Your drills won’t help us here, Alexander."

Alexander gazed at the circle of untrammeled snow for a long time.

Amyntas, once king of the Makedones, had come to the hill province of Lynkestis in search of allies in rebellion. He met with only fear.

The Lynkestian Alexander trembled to his red beard. "I just watched my brothers javelined by our own countrymen and you come here proposing treason to me!"

"I should think you would want revenge," said Amyntas, the very image of young Philip with his curly, black mane and strong black beard, but Amyntas had two whole eyes, black and beguiling.

"I have a young wife. I may yet have a son," said Lynkestes. "You saw what happened to the sons of Pausanias."

Amyntas’ brow twisted up in scorn. "This is the man whose brothers died to make king?"

"My brother Arrabaios? His own son won’t avenge him! Why should I!"

"That shows your want of breeding, doesn’t it. I was born to it, you see. You haven't the breeding, and there is certainly not enough blood in you. Any man, who is a man, thirsts for revenge. It must be a Lynkestian weakness."

"Get out. You offend hospitality. It is because you are my guest that I don't kill you. Get out." And, his rage dying suddenly as the wind, the Lynkestian chieftain dropped into a dread murmur, his amber eyes vacant. "All woe, they even killed the babe."

He meant Philip's child by young Eurydike.

"Olympias killed her rival's get," Amyntas corrected. "The queen is more a man than you. I was wrong to come here looking for troops. There are no men to be found in Lynkestis."

Amyntas left Alexander Lynkestes there, pale and gaping as a madman, his rusty beard flapping up and down with the opening and shutting of his mouth.

Amyntas stalked into the snow, nowhere left to go.

He had already tried the lion's den itself—Pella. There he had discovered Alexander gone – off on a scouting expedition into Triballian land—and Harpalos singing in the halls as if he owned the palace, bawling a marching song to the rhythm of his uneven gait. Step clunk. Step clunk.
This, Amyntas thought, was well. With the king absent, Amyntas could gather round him the disaffected.

Had there been any.

No one would speak against Alexander, even behind his back. Amyntas quickly realized that his own allies were exceedingly few, and those men were in Asia Minor with the vanguard. There was nothing for him here.

That step clunk, step clunk echoed within his skull, mocking him.

Zeus! I am going to cut off his other leg and make them match!

The wind moaned his solitary anger high on the barbarian frontier.

Alexander had all the friends. Of course toadies gravitate toward a crown, but the loyalty of Alexander’s friends was disturbing. No one ever went into exile for Amyntas.
And Amyntas had to admit he was jealous of the devotion Alexander had in Hephaistion. That was hardly fair. Hephaistion’s father had been friend to Amyntas’ father, not to Alexander’s. The friendship of the son properly belonged to Amyntas. Another thing Alexander had that was rightfully his.

Normally a man with a grudge could look to his own tribe for satisfaction. But Amyntas' kin were Alexander's kin. And they had all sided with the runt. Amyntas had no one apart to call his own, except for his own mother, Glykeia, a tough, desiccated crone, old beyond her years, who had whispered his greatness from the cradle, supportive of his every scheme, but from a family of no importance. She was no help.

Even his marriage alliance circled him back to the same dead end. His wife Kynane was Alexander's half sister.

Everyone called her Kynna—Bitch. Always a fierce woman, pregnancy made her unbearable. It was the Illyrian half of her.

A sudden smile broke across Amyntas’ face as he caught himself stumbling over a treasure, lying at his feet all the while.

The Illyrian half.

His darling wife's Illyrian relations were independent kings of the biggest tribe of that innumerable people. Philip had married Kynna's mother as part of a peace treaty.

And suddenly Amyntas knew where to find his army. Alexander would not be the first Makedonian king to lose his crown because he came to it too young.

In a confirming omen, the sun pierced through the clouds. Amyntas had trained his whole life to recognize such things. After a life of piety, he figured the gods owed him. He pulled his dagger and carved around the sunlight.

The land lay blanketed in white silence but for the wind shifting snow on snow, and his pony snorting through moist nostrils. Amyntas’ own nose ran, his mustache stiff and white.

He had passed the last border fortress Philip had taken from the Illyrians. The people who lived here called it eagles’ country.

The houses he passed, clustered in their little settlements, were different here—square, windowless, dug half into the ground. Smoke curled from one corner of thatched roofs. He knew he was well into Illyrian land.

With his wide-brimmed felt hat pulled down round his ears, he saw the landscape as through a tube, and did not see the men riding down the embankments from either side. His pony nickered his first warning.
Mounted men, dressed in sleeved coats, quivers slung on their shoulders, materialized in the road before him. Snow clotted their bristling beards and the shaggy coats of their ponies. Naked swords pointed at Amyntas.

Amyntas asked the men if they were thieves.

That set them to a quick storm of foreign words, asking each other who among them knew Greek. One did. Roared like a stuck boar and brandished his iron sword.

"Thief!” cried that one. “No! You, Makedone! You the thief! You come to steal our cattle!"

Cattle raiding used to be an entirely honorable profession. Even the gods did it. Had not Hermes stolen cattle from Apollo? Still, one could expect to be killed if caught at it.

"One lone man on a pack horse?” Amyntas scoffed, too cold to feel the fear he ought. “You are insane. Or you think I am a god."

The Illyrian did not like those two choices. "You are not a trader," the Illyrian argued. "You bring nothing."

"I am not a trader," Amyntas confirmed. "What tribe are you?"

The Illyrians conferred among themselves, untangling his foreign words, then answered that they were Dardanoi.

Amnytas told them to take him to their king. And because these men were not thieves, and they did not know if they ought to kill Amyntas, they took him where he wanted to go. King Kleitos could kill him if he liked.
It was an old style fortress, its foundation blocks stacked in a circle in courses twice the height of a man. The approach road brought a man to the gate with his unshielded right side positioned toward a wall pocked with arrow ports. Amyntas supposed you could switch your shield to your right hand, but that left you wielding a sword with your left. He had to start thinking like a general. Noticing such things was probably second nature to Alexander.

Guards, who had been squatting behind reed mats that buffered the wind, stood and brandished their axes at his coming. Else they were shivering badly.

After the obligatory grunts and threatening jibberish, the guards opened the gates.
Inside the walls, Amyntas passed between rude houses built in rough rings within rings, starting with those huts thrown up against the fortress wall and ending with the palace in the middle of it.

Admitted to the great hall, Amyntas found the Dardanian king seated before a whole greasy pig, a side of deer, and a clutch of roast pheasants on a table, a great number of his friends seated about him. They were a big people, these Illyrians, like the Makedones, but very dirty. Illyrians washed three times in their lives: when they were born, when they married, and when they died—the last which probably ought not count as something done in one's lifetime. The men were all fully bearded, as all Makedones used to be before Alexander started this effeminate fashion of shaving. Amyntas kept his beard.

King Kleitos of the Dardanoi lifted his flat face as the hearth fires swept up and cold air swirled about the chamber. His broad forehead creased beneath a once-white fez. "Shut the door!"

Kleitos squinted blue eyes, bared big yellow teeth. Amulets of animal teeth, bones, and electron bobbled at his thick, fleshy neck. He beckoned the stranger in with a wave of a meaty hand, spoke something like Greek, "Come, come. Are you a thief?"

Amyntas pushed sheep and goats out of his way to move closer until the king's squint relaxed to an ice pale blue gaze.
"No."

"But you are a Makedone," said the king, puzzled by the obvious contradiction.

"I am not a thief."

A circle of mumbles and guffaws surrounded the king's grin. To them the two were the same.

The king motioned for Amyntas to sit. Amyntas fought down umbrage, to be told to sit like a boy at a meal. He was a man. Makedonian men recline.

But these were barbarians, and, as it was suitable for a king, Amyntas deigned to comply. He made his way between the milling goats and over lolling dogs to take a seat. He complimented his host on the size of his Molossian hounds.

"They are Illyrian hounds," Kleitos corrected in a deep vibrato. "The land of the Molossians is ours. Epeiros is ours. What you call your province of Orestis is ours. Lynkestis is ours. Pelegonia is ours. All Illyrian! And you say you are a Makedone and not a thief? I do not know how this can be. Here." The king half rose to slap a pheasant onto Amyntas' table. He spilled out the dregs of someone's drink and refilled the lumpy, lopsided ceramic mug for his guest, rapped it down before Amyntas. They could fight later. One must first make sure the traveler was fed.
For the king to dole out food with his own hand struck Amyntas as crude, demeaning—page's work. But, trained as an ambassador, Amyntas knew that strange people regarded many things strangely. Among the Illyrians this peculiar practice was meant to show their king as the source of all good things.

Amyntas lifted the squat-footed mug, a marvel of clumsy workmanship. Potters were the byword of stupidity, but Illyrian potters were surely the Thersites among potters. They could not even use a wheel. The only round vessels in this chamber were work of Hellenic hands.

He took a swallow, fought back a gag reflex, clamped his mouth shut against spitting. Beer was a shock when one was accustomed to wine.

The heave of his shoulders did not escape the king, who gave a big yellow grin. "Too strong for you, Makedone?"

The second gulp went down better. "It is better than water," Amyntas allowed.

Kleitos cackled. He gestured at the heap of weapons in the corner of the chamber—some battleaxes, a pike, a lot of quivers and bows. The bow was the chief weapon of the Illyrians, rather cowardly by Hellenic measure. Killing from a distance was not heroic. And Illyrians tipped their arrows in snake venom.
In the pile too was a makhaira, the Makedonian cavalry sword, taken perhaps in the battle that had claimed Amyntas' father.

Kleitos flapped his beefy hand in the direction of Amyntas' belt, grunted some kind of command.

Amyntas tossed his own dagger into the pile, and all was well again.
When a bard stood up with his one-stringed instrument Kleitos expanded his chest proudly, as if offering his guest a rare treat, "You came good time."

Oh joy. Illyrian music. Amyntas drank deeply.

The bard droned deeds of the king's ancestors to the accompaniment of his one-string twanging. Amyntas missed every other word. The Makedonian dialect borrowed many Illyrian words, which caused other Hellenes to call Makedones barbarians. Amyntas knew more of the strange words than most Makedones.

The company's rapt attention to the minstrel gave Amyntas opportunity to study his surroundings without fear of confronting a return stare.

The men wore effeminate sleeves. At least they were not wearing trousers. Amyntas feared he would have laughed. They had pricked themselves with bronze needles to color their skin with barbaric designs. Some of them wore bracelets and toques of Makedonian style, with oppposing animal heads; but in Makedonia the animals were lions or rams. In Illyria they were snakes.

Etched serpents also decorated the hearth. A hole for the hearth guardian itself was cut into the floor nearby so it could coil next to the warmth.

The impression stole over Amyntas slowly in shock and dread that the women in this gathering, whom he had assumed were hetairai, were in fact wives. And he shook with the near brush of death, grateful that they smelled too bad for him to put a hand on one's breast.
It was the jewelry that had led him astray. These women were decked to the eyes with ornaments, like Athenian companions. But their dress was drab, not provocative, not colored like finches. It occurred to Amyntas now that the Illyrian wives were wearing their families’ entire fortunes, trusting no other guardian. And no one made these women add their curvy daggers to the pile of arms in the corner of the chamber.

Kleitos' queen dripped with pendants of electron—northern gold Amyntas heard it called—the magic stone of which Illyrians were especially fond. Electron stones were said to be tears of the daughters of the sun, though Amyntas knew them to be hardened tears of fir trees. The trees far in the barbarian north gave the most beautiful, clear golden stones. When rubbed against fur they crackled with sparks and made your hair stand on end.

The room pressed in on him, too hot, patched with wintry drafts and overripe with odor of dogs, bodies, refuse, and goats.

A bone flew past his face, landed on the floor. Lethargic dogs stirred themselves to tussle over it.

The bard's epic ended with thumping applause and free flowing beer.

"What you think of my forefather's feats?" Kleitos beamed.

"Incredible," Amyntas said sincerely. "Truly unbelievable."

Kleitos suddenly slammed his pork shank onto the table. "You. I know you." The declaration muffled by a mouthful of meat. "You look like --" Kleitos took a great swallow of sebaia to clear his mouth, shook the pork shank at Amyntas. "You look like a thief. You look like Philip the Makedone."

A blur of words rippled the chamber with nods and pointing fingers. Those who had seen Philip agreed, yes, he looked very like the beast.

"But you cannot be Philip, because you are too young behind that beard and because they tell me Philip is dead."

"Philip is dead," Amyntas acknowledged. "I watched his carcass burn down to the bones."

Kleitos laughed. "I knew it! You bring good word. I am glad I took you in." He drank to it. "Here, Makedone. You must explain for me." Kleitos pulled two shields from the pile of weapons and held up one, face out. "This is the sun." He traced the four concentric rings of the shield's device with his stubby finger.

Illyrian sun symbols were everywhere—gammadians painted on the king’s mug, carved on the chamber door, tattooed on the men’s faces, and embossed on their shields.

"This is Illyrian." Kleitos shook the shield, then set it aside. Then he presented a second shield, five rings on its face. "This is Makedonian." He traced the extra ring in disdain. "This is too much. You always have to be bigger. Why is that? This is wrong. Why you do this?"

"Do you like this one?" Amyntas opened his hand to show a golden broach. "This is my sun."

The golden disk in his palm showed the radiant star of the Makedonian ruling house.

Gasps erupted with signs against the evil eye and a lot of spitting on the floor. Startled dogs sat up on their haunches.

Kleitos rose to his feet. This was Philip's sun. Philip was dead. Kleitos thundered: "Who are you?"

"I am Amyntas Perdikka. Your niece is my wife."

Kleitos sat. "I know who you are. My father killed your father in battle."

"And my uncle Philip killed your father in the next battle."

"Who brought you to my house?" Kleitos snarled, then grew suddenly expansive. He grinned. "I know you. You were the baby king." To the others: "This man was king of the Makedones long time ago. He only this big." He picked up a roast pheasant, moved it as a puppet. "I am king of the Makedones. Obey my commands: Bwaaah! Waaaah! Bring me my mother's tit!"

Amyntas smoldered. "You are an evil host."

Kleitos sobered, tossed the bird who-would-be-king to the dogs. "What do you want, Amyntas Perdikka?"

Amyntas hit the table. Sebaia sloshed from his jumping cup. Illyrians jerked back. Dogs barked. "I want my kingdom!"

Kleitos waved a pig bone in the air, undisturbed. "I don't have it."

"The son of Philip does, and a big piece of yours besides. Or were you just heating the air when you claimed Lynkestis and Pelegonia as yours?"

Kleitos scowled thoughtfully, tugged bits of meat from his coarse blond beard. "So?" It was an invitation to keep talking.

"Take back the land Philip took from your father—as it was in the day when my father was king—and I will let that border stand when I am king of the Makedones once again. And when our sons are kings, they will be kin." A woman's lineage was more important among the Illyrians than it was in Hellas. It would mean something to these men that Amyntas’ wife was granddaughter of a great Illyrian king.

"You would give up land? Why?"

"I only want what I inherited from my father. What Alexander claims, no man can hold. He claims Athens. He claims East Hellas!" And he could tell from Kleitos' vacant, worried stare, pinched into a semblance of knowing concentration, that the Illyrian hadn't the least notion of where East Hellas was or how far away Athens lay.
Amyntas started over. "When I was a child I would play king of the hill."

Kleitos seized upon this as something he understood, "I played that game. I push everyone off my hill."

"Undoubtedly. But even then I knew better than to try to play king of a hundred hills. Alexander plans to take his army against the Triballoi as soon as the snow begins to melt. So when Alexander leaves his hill to go take another, does Kleitos intend to sit here and let Alexander hold all those hills?"

Kleitos smiled slyly. "I think Amyntas Perdikka wants a hill or two."

"Of course I do. But I shall cede to Kleitos the hills of Pelegonia and Lynkestis."

"You will. You give easy what not yours. I think the princes of the Lynkestes and the Pelegonians maybe not so generous."

"The chief of the Lynkestian tribe is a weak man who won't even avenge his own brothers’ murder at Alexander's hand."

Watched the Illyrian chew on that. And so to Hades with you Alexander Lynkestes, you coward! You had your chance!
"But the Pelegonian. The Pelagonian is Parmenion. A great general. Very great."

"You mean Parmenion who is across the sea taking still more hills, distant hills. If you fear a man who is a year's march away, maybe it is best you leave the kingship to men while you go back to pushing little boys off dirt mounds."

Kleitos bellowed wordless rage. He gulped sebaia from the pitcher. Stewed. Then asked, "This Alexander. He is great general?"

"What are you? A bunch of slaves? I should not have come. Perhaps another tribe has balls. I heard Illyrians did. They must not have been speaking of the Dardanoi. They must have been speaking of the Eel tribe."

"Sit down!"

Kleitos came out of his own seat with the wine jug. Amyntas thought he meant to hit him. Instead he filled Amyntas' cup to overflowing, and cracked the pitcher in slamming it back down on the table. Kleitos growled, "Drink. You are in my house. I am hospitable."

Amyntas drank.

"The silver mine," said Kleitos. "Very near here."

"At Damastion," said Amyntas. "I know of it."

"If I had my silver mine back, I could make coins. Like this." He produced a silver tetradrachm.

"That's a philip," said Amyntas. Even if the barbarian could not read the inscription, he could recognize the offensive bursting star twinkling at the horse's hoofs.

"Show me my name in your funny markings, Makadone, so I can put it on my coin." Kleitos broke off a shard from the pitcher for Amyntas to scratch upon.

Kleitos could not read of course, because the Illyrians had no script. Amyntas drew Kleitos' name in Greek letters, and passed the ostrakon back.

"This say Kleitos?"

"That says ‘Kleitos Basileus.’" Kleitos the king.
Kleitos’ grin was huge, then faded, facing present reality. "Alexander have all Hellenes. All of them. Even Kleitos cannot fight all Hellenes at once."

"Alexander's League allies do not return until the solstice. Alexander marches north at first thaw with only his Makedones, no Hellenes. When the Triballoi are laming him as they did his father, then, if Kleitos were wise, he would march into Lynkestis and reclaim his land. Alexander won't be able to turn on you – he will have the Triballoi at his back. And the Hellenes won't come; they only fight for him because they're afraid of him, and no one fears a boy general who gets himself trapped between two enemies. The Makedones will realize they are following the wrong man, and they will turn to their rightful king. You and I could both have our kingdoms back. If Kleitos were wise."

The king of the Dardarnian Illyrians frowned in thought. Nodded at last. "Kleitos is wise."

When Ptolemy looked in, he found Alexander playing a lyre. Painted swallows cavorted on the wall behind the king’s head, amid a scene of summer flowers.
The lyre was an amateur’s instrument. Alexander also owned a professional’s kithara, a better built instrument with a wooden soundbox and hollow wooden arms to give it a fuller, richer voice. For some reason he had reverted to this one on which he had learned as a boy. Perhaps because Aristotle frowned on the kithara as a professional’s tool, unbecoming the son of a king.
Ptolemy had come to detest professionalism himself. He had spent the winter dreaming of a woman who gave companionship for pay.

I don’t need her. I don’t need her, he told himself again and again, only to remember her laughter: So you think Athenians so moderate because they say again and again, “Nothing to excess?” What needs a moderate man of a maxim like that? The more you deny a thing, the more true it is!
And still he insisted he did not need her. He could hear her playing the kithara.

Alexander’s kithara, with its ivory pegs and elaborate scrollwork on its gracefully curving arms, hung abandoned and dusty on its hook under his riding hat and his sword in its baldric.

Ptolemy had come to Pella, surprised and dismayed to find things being done in winter and him missing the show. Alexander kicked aside conventions, which kept Ptolemy bound. "How far did you get?" Ptolemy asked anxiously.

"To the River."

"Which river?"

"The big one. The Ister."

Ptolemy felt his mouth drop. The Ister lay as far away as Athens but in the opposite direction, across forested mountains the size of Olympos. This while Ptolemy had been struck in Eordeia being the dutiful son. Unlike a blood born son, he hadn’t the luxury of defiance.
Following Alexander had always been like mounting a galloping horse. You get one chance and you must stand yourself in the horse’s path, not wait for the horse to call your name.

Ptolemy tried to catch up. "Did you find a way around that pass in the Triballian territory?"

"No." Alexander did not appear concerned by it.

Alexander played distractedly, toying with the gut strings rather than trying to make music.

"You haven’t touched that in a long time," said Hephaistion appearing at Ptolemy’s side in the doorway. Hephaistion’s eyes were black, his swollen nose bulbous.

Alexander let the plectrum drop on its ribbon. He held the lyre by one horn, presenting the instrument upside down, soundbox toward Hephaistion and Ptolemy. "Do you know what this is?"

The lyre? Hephaistion stammered, exchanged glances with Ptolemy, confused. Or did he mean the soundbox? "It’s a turtle," said Ptolemy. He used the same word as for tortoise, knowing no difference.

Alexander nodded with satisfaction. The tortoise’s carapace had protected the animal in life. With its head and legs pulled inside, no predator could get at it. "How is your nose?"

"I can breathe," was all Hephaistion could say. His head felt like a burning hearth. And his had been a handsome nose. Alexander had yanked it back out straight but now it was so swollen, who could tell what shape it was under all that puffiness?
More Companions crowded the doorway of their king just returned from his scouting expedition.

Alexander beckoned them in with a tilt of his blond head.

Langaros came to bid him goodbye until next moon when they would march together upon the Triballoi in full force.

"You needn’t have seen me all the way home," said Alexander. It was a very long way for the Agrianian king to escort him through friendly land.

"I had to come," Langaros avowed, hand over heart, taking his leave.

Philotas returned to the question that no one had yet answered to any satisfaction, heaving each word out singly as if speaking to a dumb barbarian, "What—about—the carts?"

Alexander picked out a melody on his tortoiseshell lyre.

Philotas pressed, "They’re not chariots. They’re driverless, horseless loads of rocks that bounce this way and that. There is no room to maneuver on those hills. If we go into Triballian territory with any numbers, we will get run over. So what do you think we’re going to do?"

Alexander set the tortoise shell aside to answer. "We shall get run over."

Kynna crept through the snow, an arrow nocked ready in her bow. In the dead of winter, her man had left her alone with his mother who beat her for bearing a girl to her son. And big Kynna cowered from the shrunken old woman. Her name may have been Glykeia but Kynna knew Amyntas’ mother was Hekate herself and wielded the evil eye.
Amyntas had gone hunting, he said. The hunt wore long. Food stores at home ran low. Kynna was sick of roots and grain. If she wanted meat, she would need to hunt for herself.

She hunched, still as a wolf, among the trees until she could no longer feel her toes. Listened to the wind. Fancied she heard her baby crying, and her heart cried too. Hadea, sweet Hadea, the name not so much chosen as stuck. It was what Kynna cooed to her baby. Sweet, sweet. Come name day, Amyntas was not here, and Glykeia did not care what Kynna called a girl whelp. So she was Hadea.
Crows collected in a cawing assembly amid the ratty brown leaves of the oak tree behind the storage hut. Kynna ran there to see what the carrion birds had found.

A deer carcass lay skinned and portioned Hellenic style. The bones and innards and fat were gone, burned on an altar somewhere for the gods in keeping with Prometheus’ bargain. Left to her was the meat and the field-dressed hide.

Tracks of a single horse and a single man marked its arrival.

"Amyntas?" Kynna called to the forest. "Amyntas?"

The crows rose squawking to the bleak sky. After them, only the wind and distant waterfall answered.

Kynna noticed then that the tracks doubled back on themselves. The hunter had left the way he had come. The deer hide had been cleaned with broad, strong strokes, not Amyntas’ hand. Amyntas was not that good at anything.

Kynna carved out a portion of the venison for dinner, and heaped the rest with ice. With a snarl she lifted her dagger toward the fox that lurked in the snow to challenge her for the meat. Then she saw that her fox was quite, quite still.
She crept to it. Lifted from the ground a foxskin cap.
She shook the snow off, carried it inside, and tucked her baby into it. Hadea gurgled happily in the soft red pouch.

Glykeia crept from her private chamber, where she kept her roots and herbs, drawn by a very odd sound.
Kynna didn’t hear the sound, for it was she, unaware that she was singing.



The wise commander never willingly runs risks except

where it is clear beforehand that he will have the

advantage over the enemy. To play into enemy hands

may well be considered treachery to ones' allies
rather than bravery.

-- Xenophon The Cavalry Commander
PRIVATE 

Swallows returned to nest under the palace eaves when the narcissus was in bloom on the meadows and violets clustered in pretty little bouquets in the forest litter. The ground, soft from snow melt, held the dainty tracks of fawns, which boys told maids were the footprints of satyrs hiding in the woods to ravish them. That story had never stopped Alexander’s sister Kleopatra from picking violets.
Alexander had a letter from Kleopatra. She was pregnant. Said she had told him so.

Ships sailed again from Pella's harbor under the white wind. The new wine was opened, and families poured their libations at the graves of their ancestors. Alexander emptied a whole krater over Philip's tumulus before setting out for the old Thracian town once known as Nine Roads.

On the crossroads to everywhere, including the gold mines of Mount Pangion, Nine Roads was an amphipolis—what one called a city surrounded on both sides by water, whether by two seas or, as Nine Roads was, nestled in an oxbow of the River Strymon. Rich and strategic, old Nine Roads quickly became the only Amphipolis worthy of mention. A Makedonian army of just over twenty thousand men mustered on the river flats below its plateau. The soldiers commented that the gold-rich mountain on the sunrise side looked like a woman's nippled breast; and them scarcely parted from their wives. One wondered what they would be seeing in the mountains after a long march.

Alexander led the troops inland on a road cut through dense beech forest. They crossed the next wide river through the wild Thracian highlands to join up with King Langaros' thousand just ten days out of Amphipolis.

From there the mountains pushed higher. Forests crouched over the road, impenetrable and dark. Wild grouse hidden in the depths sounded a metallic clicking and scraping like someone sharpening a sword.

The ends of the earth were said to be distorted. The Haemus range reared up before them, and the youngest soldiers who had never left their farms and herds before guessed they had to be getting close.

The path rose into colder air, over a ridge between blue-shadowed titans.

And there on the heights like a tree full of vultures waited the Triballoi. Bushy faces beetled over the ridge with tarnished grins. The men wore leather jerkins over their long tunics. Their peaked leather caps, their cloaks patterned girlishly all over, and those ridiculous trousers protecting their delicate thighs marked them for what they were. There was no gauging their number. You saw only those who held the summit of the high pass, no telling what stood behind them. The Triballoi leered over a palisade of teetering carts. Stones, jammed under the wheels, kept the carts from tearing down until there should be Makedones on the slopes for crushing.

Philotas galloped up from the Makedonian rear, reined up before Alexander, who normally rode with the cavalry. Today the king marched in front with Nikanor and the elite Foot Companions.

Philotas pointed to the heights. "There they are. Look what they're doing. Did you think they wouldn't?"

Alexander had seen. Told Philotas, "Keep the horses well back until we shout. I'll take care of the infantry."

Philotas cast a dumbfound look to his kid brother Nikanor. As deranged as his king, Nikanor gave Philotas a cheerful nod, strapped his crested helmet over his sandy hair, and turned to Alexander. "We're ready."

Philotas wheeled away. Apparently only the cavalry was coming home intact from this debacle. The horses would be dragging the foot soldiers home on biers.

And, as the infantry in its murderously precise ranks started up the perilous slope, Philotas suddenly wished he had taken Nikanor's place. His heart rose and hammered in the helpless panic of the safe watching a cherished one head toward those gates guarded by a three-headed dog.

Philotas vowed murder should the king cause that sunny smile to be snuffed out against the mountainside. Philotas could only watch in mute, mortal dread.

The Triballoi were not even hailing bolts down on the invaders. Instead they let the Makedonian phalanxes approach closer and higher. The Triballoi wanted the Makedones on the slopes. Did Alexander not see that? The barbarians’ expectancy was obvious even from this distance. Philotas could see it in the bobbing of their bodies as if they could physically pull the enemy into range on invisible ropes. Come on. Come on.

When the slope teemed with Makedones, the Triballoi kicked out the chocks, sending the wagons plummeting. Triballian laughter was drowned out by the shrieking axles and grinding descent of the carts.

Always an awesome sight, phalanxes moving in unison—all those men become as one giant, mythic and invulnerable creature—they transformed swiftly now into a new beast.
Those with room to maneuver broke left and right out of harm's way. Those caught in the center dropped under locked shields, like rows of corn mown flat before a storm blast, to become an immense cloak of scales lying flat against the mountain slope.

And then the carts were upon them, rolling and trundling over the interlocked tortoises with a weird drumming roar. The carts ran aground below, overturning and smashing into trees, their loads of stones and logs strewn all down the hillside.

A silence, more absolute for the uproar just passed, hung between the mountains. A neat array of shields lay still as a grave.

A bird lifted an experimental twitter.

Triballoi crowded the ridge, stretched out tentative grins over the edge at the dead stillness.

Perdikkas, positioned clear on the far left bellowed at all the flattened shields: "It's clear!"

One shield stirred, lifted. The red crest of a helmet waved with the head's craning to look this way and that. The voice was Nikanor's, echoing, "Clear!"

Next to him, a triple crest rose with Alexander's clarion shout: "Phalanx, reform!"

Dumb horror washed away the smiles on the heights, as the Triballoi watched the dead rise. The scaled beast rose all of a motion, ranks reforming into precise files, without gaps, without wounds.

When Alexander looked up again to lead the way, the ridge up ahead was vacant. "Where did they go?"

Nikanor fairly giggled. "You scared them."

And Alexander was astonished at the power of astonishment, but swift to press an advantage home no matter how unexpected. With a hauling wave he motioned his archers to the fore to put up a covering barrage, while he moved Nikanor’s elite infantry and Langaros’ Agrianian javelin men into position for the assault on the ridge. He met Langaros’ wolfish smile. Told the Agriane: "This time you may give chase."

As soon as the bows sang and arrows sizzled toward the heights, the phalanxes charged up the slope with a thunder roll: "Alalalalai!"

From where Philotas sat staring, the shout seemed to lag, disembodied, behind the charge.

Hephaistion’s horse shifted on its hind hoofs. The ilarch prompted softly, "General?"

Philotas shot Hephaistion a hard glare, with the wrath of a sleepwalker wakened. Fancied he saw irony in the gray eyes. Or did Hephaistion only question the delay?
The shout. Philotas was to move at the shout.

Philotas snapped to, gave the signal for the cavalry charge.

He brought his horsemen over the rise where the infantry left 1500 dead on the ground.

The Makedones found the Triballian base camp hidden among the trees with their women, children, all their stores, and equipment.

Alexander would not be encumbered with such a burden. He sent the whole weeping lot back toward Makedonia under an armed guard while he and his army gave chase after the routed Triballoi, intent on catching King Syrmos with his back against the River.

In three days the mountains fell away to the valley where the wide blue Ister lay in the distant mist. Alexander, on horseback now, signaled a halt.

Philotas rode across the front to him. "What is it? Why are we stopping?"

Alexander nodded ahead where Triballoi on horseback sent up a dirt cloud in their retreat. Hephaistion pointed toward the bobbing glint of crested gold within the pack. "There’s the king."

"We can catch him," said Philotas.

"No."

Hephaistion was about to insist with Philotas that yes, they could catch them, but in the next moment saw what the king found missing. "Where are the rest of them?"

The cavalry was naturally the fastest unit of the army. Yet no foot soldiers lagged in the wake of these horsemen. The greater part of the Triballian army was not here.

Hephaistion scoured the forested horizons. Philotas groaned, "We’ve been outflanked."

Alexander nodded. "They’re behind us."

"They’ll catch the baggage train."
And kill the guards.
Hektor was one of the guards. Philotas’ youngest brother would have no chance against thousands of hungry barbarians in pursuit of their food stores, their women and children.

Alexander gazed ahead an impatient moment, lips pressed in a tight line, the enemy king just within reach.

No sails appeared on the River beyond. Alexander and the fleeing Triballoi had outrun Nearchos’ fleet. It was a long journey upriver from the Thracian town of Byzantion. Nearchos’ ships would be working both sails and oars against the current.
"Nearchos," Alexander murmured as if speaking his name could make him appear. Needed him, here, now. Nothing else would stop Syrmos from crossing the Ister unless Alexander overtook him now.

A last longing gaze, then Alexander turned his least favorite direction. "We have to go back."

The track of several thousand barbarian footsoldiers was not difficult to pick up once the scouts knew to look for it overtop their own trampled wake. The Triballoi had doubled back through the high pass on the trail of their captive women and children.

The scouts found them near dusk, and Alexander rode forward to see where the Triballoi had pitched camp. He had to admire their defensible position, in a wooded dell, flanked by a small river and tucked among the trees, which rendered the Makedones’ signature weapon, the fearsome sarissa, worse than useless.
The sarissa measured three times the height of a man, its shaft fashioned from the cornelian cherry, a slender tree—delicate-looking in bloom with yellow flowers –- its wood dagger hard. In a forest, those immensely long shafts fouled readily among the grasping branches.
"We can’t go in there," a scout muttered, and Alexander agreed.

"I’d sooner follow a snake into its hole."
The Triballian sentries peered from the wooded glen, snarled, cornered beasts.
Alexander might have won for the sheer size of his force, but what a bloody melee it would be in that dell. Alexander would not waste their lives so. They knew that and trusted him.

He murmured to Hephaistion, "Wish we had your dogs here."

"I think the Triballoi would eat them," said Hephaistion. The Makedones had the Triballians’ food supplies.

"I can get in there," Langaros offered.

But Alexander tossed his head back, no. "They shall come out to us."

The sentry boy gouged at his skin with his fingernails, trying to dislodge a tick’s head that had broken off under the skin. He glanced up, straightened abruptly, and yawped a warning.
The sun's setting behind the mountains had plunged all into purple shadow; nonetheless, he spied the Makedones skulking in the distance. He was almost glad to see them. Better than this waiting, listening to his stomach grind. The smell of a squirrel roasting over someone else's campfire tortured him, knowing there would be none for him. He was bitterly happy to interrupt the lucky hunter with a call to arms. He wanted to stab someone and it may as well be a Makedone.

Then the arrows came in a rain, tearing through the leaves of the overhanging boughs. One bolt smashed his clay cup. The boy crouched under his wooden shield. Still more arrows and stones battered the green canopy. Twigs and clumps of leaves dropped down around him. Arrow shafts clattered through the thick screen of branches.

A sudden thunk jolted him so that he nearly screamed. An arrow struck square on his shield, its shaft twanging with the sudden stop.

He crouched behind a tree, turned his shield over to see the arrow, shallowly embedded. It had not gone through, though the head was iron. He would have to save that and re-shaft it when this was over, he thought, fear slipping away, no one around him dying.

"They are too far away!" another sentry shouted and laughed. The sound spread, lifted the heart. Missiles fell like hail, with much noise and impotent bluster, no real danger so long as you kept your wits about you and your shield up.

The dreaded Makedonian puppy king Alexander was no tougher than his sire, Philip. And had not the men of the Triballoi shown him.

The commander came striding through the trees, railing oaths. "Curs! Makedonian curs!" The commander was a big hairy man, braver than King Syrmos, if truth be told, and terrible in his anger. He bellowed for a javelin and stalked into the clearing. Other men joined up with him. Makedonian arrows, spent by the time they crossed the timid distance, rapped against wooden shields, maddening as a swarm of wasps.
These stinging insects wanted squashing.

As the men of the Triballoi stormed in full strength from the forested dell, the Makedonian slingers and archers, to a man, took a step back.

Someone should have wondered at the precision of their cowardice.
The retreat only spurred the need to chase. The Triballian men advanced from the trees, the better to get off a clear shot. Then they had to move into range – difficult, as the cowardly Makedones continued to give ground.

Finally the commander shook his javelin high in the air. "Get those curs!" He charged across the open ground. The men fell in with him, roaring.

The metallic blare of a Makedonian salpinx answered from somewhere, and the enemy archers turned and sprinted.
The boy's laughter came in grunts with his running footfalls, his quiver bouncing on his back. These Makedones supposedly knew how to fight, but even he knew you never turn your back in battle. You die like a dog if you run away. As his comrades had died on the ridge. The time for revenge had come.

He ran harder. He wanted one of those metal helmets the Makedones wore. It would look good on a brave man. And he would make a bowl from the skull that was inside it now.

The setting sun’s long red light played tricks on his eyes.

The Makedonian archers escaped into a forest of rootless trees.

What had once been slender cornel trees were now sarissas, standing over the bronze clad trunks of men. The fleeing archers slipped through like shadows.
Sour taste rose from the boy’s empty stomach. His steps slowed. He had to command himself not to turn and run. You die like a dog if you run away.

When all the lightly armed Makedonian archers had vanished, the first four rows of trees, all in one motion, lowered to the horizontal, presenting bronze points toward the Triballoi. The sentry knew himself for a rabbit flushed from his sheltering dell. He wondered if he could make it back.

The trees advanced.

A peripheral movement to either side made him look. Horses there, living walls of them, closing on the left and right.

Don't turn, he breathed. You die like a dog if you run away.
He drew an arrow and dropped to one knee to take aim, loosed a missile at the advancing forest. He stood fast with his comrades so long as the fighting remained at a distance.

Closer, the enemy took on dimension. The enormity of a sarissa undid him. Its bronze point by itself measured longer than a grown man’s forearm. Courage escaped him.

And he died like a dog.

Nightfall killed the pursuit.
The weird strength drained from Alexander’s arm with the battle fever’s leaving. His sword became heavy in his hand. Breath weighed like iron in his chest. He felt the flush on his face, knew he was red. He wiped stinging sweat from his eyes with the back of his wrist; it came away smeared with blood.
He stared at the countless dead. Someone did in fact count them, told him there were three thousand. Alexander walked among them, giving a quick finish to the dying enemy, picking out his own and roaring for the medics, staying until they came, holding wounds shut. His own dead numbered ten cavalrymen and forty-five foot soldiers.

He stayed up the night with a young cavalryman who had taken an arrow in the gut. It had nicked the man’s stomach. Such wounds to the delicate entrails were always fatal, and in the end Alexander lost eleven cavalarymen in the skirmish.

He said goodbye to them by name. Lost a day in tending the dead, burning 3000 Triballoi, for the Triballoi did not sue for a truce under which to come back and do it for themselves, and it would be impious to leave them to dogs and kites.

I had my second voyage on a boat. Up the River, bucking and careening—the boat, not I. We were meant to beat Alexander to the edge of the Triballian land. Thought we had. But Alexander had already been here once, turned around, won a battle and came back when at last we met on the River’s bank.
Nearchos had brought me with a small fleet of beaked warships. Alexander boarded the royal trireme.

I neighed and stomped until Alexander told Nearchos, “Oh let him up.” And I joined them on the half deck.

Nearchos is very young, one of Alexander’s dearest friends. Entrusted with my transport. Nearchos was one of the five whom Philip had exiled to rob Alexander of his strength. Nearchos’ father was from Crete, an island far, far from here.
Olive skinned in winter, Nearchos turns dark under the summer sun, and now, stripped to the waist, he stood brown as a nut. His almond-shaped eyes are nearly black. He wore his hair long as a barbarian’s, thick and black, but, though he is nearly Alexander’s age, perhaps a year more, Nearchos’ broad hard chest was smooth as a child’s.

Nearchos stands as easily on a rolling deck as a Makedonian boy on the back of a cantering horse. The river ran turbid and fast, swollen from spring melt, and the ship rocked at anchor. Alexander did not look as comfortable. I know I was sick of this perpetual rocking.

"Did Syrmos surrender?" Alexander asked.

With a sharp lift of his chin, no, Nearchos pointed to a large forested island that lay mid-stream. "The Triballoi are holed up there."

Fir trees towered in dark spires amid the island’s dense pine forest. Steep rock banks rose straight up from the fast water.
On the far bank of the Ister, a barbarian army stood assembled on a wide front between feathery topped fields of corn. "Then whose men are those?” said Alexander. “If that is not Syrmos."

"Those are the Getai who live forever. The gaudy shield there is one of your father’s fathers-in-law."

That would be King Kothelas of the Getai. Before Philip married Olympias, he had married this Kothelas’ daughter, Meda—to keep those barbarians on that side of the river. And Kothelas had given Meda to Philip to keep the Makedones on this side. But Meda had run away after Philip’s assassination, so where did that leave the river?

"Is Kothelas standing against Syrmos or against me?"

Hesitation always signaled bad news. Nearchos coughed, hedged. "Both, I think." Then added quickly, "Kothelas has made no move to cross. I think he only reminds us where the border is. He has not given your enemies leave to pass. That is something."

Not enough.

"King Kothelas has not sent his greetings?"

"He sent this." Nearchos tugged a spear from his deck. "But I don’t think he knew who we were. Philip never actually got this far when he marched this way. And I don’t think these barbarians have ever seen a trireme before. They may not have meant this for you."

Alexander glanced up at the sails, now reefed on their yards. I know where his thoughts ran. All the way up the river, our painted square sails blazoned the Makedonian bursting star in vivid color. "Kothelas knows who I am," said Alexander.

Alexander climbed onto the top wale, and, gripping a stay, leaned out for a better look at the armed Getai massed along the water’s edge. "How many are they?"

"Nearest count gives Kothelas ten thousand foot and four thousand horse.”

If you want to call those field asses horses, I suppose.

Alexander jumped back down to the deck, but his great dusky blue eyes kept straying toward the far bank of the river, an odd look on his face, the look he got when going into battle, anger, anticipation, an otherworldly brightness. The barbarian best learn fear, quickly.
Nearchos suggested, "They may yet send friendship."

Alexander’s voice was faint and flat, "They may."

And I might sprout wings like Pegasus.

Alexander turned then to the Pine Island where King Syrmos had run to earth with a lot of Triballoi. Alexander had chased him into the river and treed him there, Makedones on one side, Getai on the other.

Alexander nodded toward the island, "Can you get me there?"

I told him to let me off. I don’t know if they understood me, but Alexander put me ashore.

The assault went badly.

Nearchos had shipped the masts to go against the enemy with oars only. The long ships were built for speed and ramming on the open sea; in the river they wallowed.

The river quickened in the narrows where the island cleaved the course—precisely the opposite effect that a mountain pass had on Alexander’s advancing army. By Alexander’s reckoning the water should have slowed in the narrows.
The island’s banks rose sheer from the swift current, with barbarians mustered at every possible landing ground, and still more of them flocked upon the cliffs to harry the oarsmen with arrows, rocks, dirt clods, pine cones. Even should Alexander manage to back one of the warships into a beach, there could be no deploying a phalanx, no matter how thick a cover of arrows the archers could launch from the deck. That precarious step from deck to shore allowed the phalanx no chance at the tight formation which was its invulnerability. Alexander’s men would be cut to pieces in the shallows.

"Wear off! Wear off! This cannot work!"

Alexander came away from the foray in high temper. He kicked the wales. "Boats!" he cried, like a curse.

"This is a ship," Nearchos corrected him with some affront. "That," Nearchos pointed to a native dugout, which was nothing but a hollowed out fir tree, "Is a boat."

"It is still useless."

Nearchos protested in quiet dignity, hand to hairless brown chest, "Alexander, you wound me."

"You cannot push a ship for more than it can give, as you can a man or a horse. You cannot demand more of the wind and the waves unless you command the gods, and I do not. I can make better use of one hundred and seventy able bodies than giving them oars. This is a floating battering ram, only useful if your enemy floats."

"He does, Alexander. He does. You need a navy if you are to hold an empire. Makedonia must be a sea power."

"Athens is still a sea power, and look what happened to the Athenian empire."

"You talk like an ignorant goatherd. Persia is a sea power, and Persia’s is the King they call Great."

Alexander fell silent a moment, wounded in return. He spoke at last, softly, "They shall call me Great."

"Keep your ships, Ba’."

"You look like a pirate."

"Yes, Alexander," Nearchos allowed. He had won the argument.

Alexander hesitated at the rail. "You truly love these wretched things, don’t you, Nearchos." It was not even a question. The question was why?
"The Sirens don’t sing for you," Nearchos observed mildly, compassion in his dark eyes.

Alexander frowned. Open as a child to all possibility, Alexander scoffed at nothing he had never seen. "Are there such things?"

"They are the voice of the sea itself."

"You’ve heard it?" Alexander asked, envious. Alexander had the soul of an explorer and wanted to know all things.

"I hear it now," said Nearchos.

Alexander’s face tightened in concentration, but he heard only the water slapping at the hull. Nearchos laughed, clapped his king on the shoulder. "We need never tie you to the mast, Alexander. You are entirely deaf to the song of the sea. No wonder they accuse you of being no Hellene."

"I am Hellene," Alexander snapped, vexed that there was a voice he could not hear. "I just hate boats."

Alexander vaulted down to the shallows and waded ashore to address the problem of his treed foe.

Many of his generals suggested stranding King Syrmos there in his pine tree. Though the Triballian king had not exactly surrendered, Syrmos had certainly lost. Alexander had driven Syrmos and his Triballoi off their land and left Syrmos lord of an island in the river, trapped between Alexander and Kothelas.

But it was not just Syrmos who kept Alexander haunting the river’s edge. It was Kothelas and the far shore, upon which the Getai stood.

Days had been drawing long. Ptolemy gauged the sun where it had climbed quite high in the sky. "We should turn back, Alexander. If we start now, we shall be in good time to join up with the allies. You know they might not even report if you’re not there. They look for excuses not to keep their promises."

Alexander nodded. He knew that. But he made no move to go.
The river Ister had been Philip’s frontier. It was a good border, wide and deep and definite. Alexander could well afford to turn back and leave the barbarians safely on the far side of it.

Except that Alexander was gazing across the great expanse of blue, and Nearchos knew, even if Ptolemy did not, that there was no way Alexander could turn back now. The frontier called as if with a voice. A siren who sang for Alexander alone.
Alexander tried to explain it to poor, literal Ptolemy who waited in perfect exasperation. Alexander groped for a word that might convey how he felt when he looked at a far horizon.

"Pothos," Nearchos suggested easily. It was what he felt looking at the sea. Longing.

Alexander’s brows drew together tightly, and he nodded, in the thrall of something greater than himself. "Longing. Ptolemy, I need to go there."

Alexander called his troops to assembly.
Perdikkas fell into rank to hear what the king had to say. Asked Ptolemy beside him, "Are we going back?"

"No," said Ptolemy, terse. Had no use for Perdikkas. Never wanted to speak to him, see him, smell him. "Alexander has a ‘longing.’"

"What does that mean?"

"It means, General, we are crossing the Ister."

Perhaps if the river had not been Philip’s boundary. Perhaps if there had not been an armed band of men making a stand on the far banks, the Makedones might have turned around. But Philip’s border was there, and the soldiers were there. The crossing was inevitable.

Alexander’s generals warned him how costly an opposed landing could be, and that his few warships could not ferry men across the Ister in overwhelming numbers. But they had lost Alexander.

Alexander prowled up and down the riverfront like a dog strayed from the pack after a random scent. He splashed into the reeds and hauled up a dugout for his generals to see. "Are there more of these?"

"They’re everywhere," said Nearchos. "The locals use them for fishing—and thieving from each other."

"Have the men round these up."

"How many do you want?" Nearchos asked.

"All there are. Before moonset."

"It won’t be enough,” said Nearchos. “Not nearly enough."

"I am not taking everyone across." He waded up from the shallows. "And I am not taking the ships."

His generals guessed that Alexander intended to split off a smaller crack unit from the main body of his army and steal across the river under cover of darkness.

"How many men are you taking?"

"Half."

That was five thousand or more. "There aren’t that many dugouts," Nearchos advised. "There are only hundreds."

"Xenophon’s ten thousand crossed the Euphrates floating on their stitched up tents stuffed with chaff. We have tents."

“That could work again. I don’t think the barbarian can read Xenophon. But why do we need the dugouts?”

“Xenophon was not ferrying sarissas. Those go on the dugouts. The horses can swim. Nikanor, with me. Philotas."

"Basileu!" Philotas stepped forward, ready to ride.

"I am taking the Companion Cavalry."

"Without me?" Philotas cried.
The king often rode with the Companion Cavalry, but Philotas was always right there with him. Philotas did not know what he had done to be left behind. Hoped he was too sunburned to show how humiliated and angry he was.

Alexander affirmed. "Give me your helmet."

Philotas surrendered his single-crested helmet, numb. Then received in its place Alexander’s own triple crested helmet.
"Stay with the men on this side. Look kingly."

At dawn the Getai watched Alexander’s troops at work, busy as ants about their anchored warships. The Getai had already seen the Makedones’ attempt on the Pine Island. They had lost their fear of triremes entirely. Shouted insults across the water.

The Makedones hung shields on the sides of their beaked ships in the Phoenician way. They loaded things on board. Seemed to be preparing for a voyage. Shouted insults back.

Alexander looked tall in the morning light.

A hissing that had begun distantly at first grew louder with the rising sun. From somewhere within the Getai’s cornfields, off to their upriver side, had arisen a rushing like a great wind through the grain. The morning breeze was slight.
Soon the feathery heads of tall corn stalks wavered, bowed, and a horrible apparition broke into the open. High corn stalks hissed against the cornel shafts that smoothed them down, making a path for an inhumanly ordered phalanx. Bronze armor gleamed as rows upon row marched into the early sunlight.

No sooner seen than they charged with a roar, the kind of sound you heard in nightmares, Alalalalalalai! With the rumble of cavalry storming wide from the rear.

Any thought of resistance crumbled before the Getai could even form ranks. They had no notion that they numbered three to one against the masses materializing from of the corn. The sudden appearance, without warning, terrified them beyond reason.

Even when the Getai had fled the four miles to their fortress and looked back from low moldering walls to count the numbers chasing them—four thousand foot and fifteen hundred horse—they could muster no courage.
Enemies were sometimes careless in pursuit, but not these. The Makedones had formed into a wider front for their advance, with the Horse wide on the flank, so organized, so calculating, so precise, that the Getai abandoned their crumbling ramparts without a fight and took to the steppe lands, carrying away with them only what was most dear—a woman, a child, a piece of gold.

Those left behind could not hold the gates, which lacked so much as a tower from which one might mount archers in defense. Bronze-clad men flooded into the crooked streets.
Where the Makedones found doors bolted against them, they scaled the walls and tore off roof tiles to hurl down on those resisting within.

In the squawking, bleating market square, an old woman dashed in front of Hephaistion's horse. Hephaistion reined hard to keep from trampling her.
Blind, she stumbled into a cluster of pottery, fell, and cut her hands on the broken edges. She was just a slave or an old woman not worth anyone's saving. She looked of an age Hephaistion’s mother would have been, had his mother yet lived.

Sightless, disoriented with the screaming that surrounded her, she floundered for footing among the broken pottery. May have thought the spilling olive oil was blood. Stumbled again, stepped on her own cloak and fell flat amid the shards.

Something—her age, her sex, her helplessness—drew Hephaistion off his horse, even though he was not normally given to pity in battle. This was scarcely a battle. This was a rout. He stepped over broken clay pieces to help the woman up.

Her bleeding hands clutched at his arms, found the hard, taut muscles of a very young man. The hands searched upward as eyes to see him, touched his face, seemed confused by his beardlessness. She found the metal helmet on his head, found its curving metal peak. She must have seen a Makedonian soldier once before her eyes faded, because she ran away screaming.

The men ran riot, their first time turned loose on a city in Alexander’s service. Perdikkas dodged a goat, tossed from a rooftop to waiting soldiers in a narrow street, and skirted round men pulling up drain tiles to root for hidden treasure. He pushed through a flock of flapping, hissing geese to get to the fortified residence, which stood in the far corner of the walled city. This must be where the chieftain had lived in barbaric splendor, surrounded by his wives and slaves.
Stuccoed walls, painted a deep red hue, hunched close together; their crude foreign decorations imparted subtle menace in their strangeness. Crooked symbols and weird beasts such as a Hellene never drew. Thracian art. Perdikkas spat.

Raw screams and grunting laughter issued from a chamber. Perdikkas peered in where soldiers took turns with a woman. One looked up, saw him. "Hey general!" Offered Perdikkas a turn at their catch.

Perdikkas could not even tell if she were pretty. A pinkish, fattish lump of meat with purpled face and animal eyes. Perdikkas declined. "I wouldn't stick that with your bolt pin." They cackled.

And there was Hephaistion at his side, looking troubled, dumb, and really too elegant to be here. Not the man for this sort of party.
Perdikkas hauled the younger man away from the doorway by one stiff leather shoulder piece, asked, "Any idea where the barbarian puts a throne room in one of these things?"

A tyrsis. One of these things would be a tyrsis. This place was not unlike Langaros' fortress, which Hephaistion knew too well. "I think so," Hephaistion said, glad enough for the distraction. He shrugged his cuirass back into place and led the way.

Hephaistion’s big red horse clopped after them on its lead. Actually, upon second look, Perdikkas saw that the animal was not on a lead. It followed Hephaistion like a dog through the labyrinth to an enormous hall censed with herbs, which smoldered on an immense hearth.

A hearth graced every house, often raised like an altar to receive offerings for the household gods. The Getic chieftain's hearth was huge, a low square slab painted red and blue, with a triad of yellow thunderbolts radiating from its center.

The red horse shied. There would be snakes of course.

Perdikkas considered whether to tear the gold off the throne or save the throne intact for Alexander. Suddenly a salpinx sounded a return to ranks. Makedonian soldiers throughout the city dropped everything to obey, thinking the Getai had returned in greater numbers.

But there was only Alexander. Furious. His anger was not the elation of battle fever. It was a flat rage, directed inconceivably at them. He screamed at his own soldiers. At first the men did not know what he was talking about.

"The women," Perdikkas muttered to his comrades through clenched teeth. Should have known. "It's the women."

The soldiers were mystified. Such things were always done to women of the defeated. Yet Alexander raged at them as if these were Makedonian daughters they had raped.
"This is your mother! This is your sister!"

The words sounded clear; the meaning went sailing. Mother? Sister? These were just Getai. A base sort of people, who were known to fire arrows at the rain sky and shout threats at the lord of thunder. No wonder Zeus delivered the Getai so readily into Alexander’s hands.

Philip never cared what the men did to barbarian women. Philip used to join in. What was wrong with Alexander? The seasoned battle veterans were embarrassed for him.

Alexander told them they shamed him.
His bewildered angry men never thought not to do it. Alexander told them to look at what they had done and tell him who would sing their praises for it?

He had no care for how things were done in the past. Under Alexander’s command, this was never to happen. He commanded men, he said, not animals.

It was, perhaps, the weirdest order ever handed down, but Alexander's orders had got them over the River and made them masters of the Getai in quick time—things Philip had never been able to do his entire life. So they would follow this lead too. The king was extremely young, and he shared the other spoil. They could do without bad sex with dirty women if it upset the boy.
And then more wondrous things happened. Barbarian tribes came from far-flung lands, bringing gifts and pledges of friendship to Alexander.

Thracians, who lived in the steppe lands came in chariots drawn by shaggy ponies. Homer had called the Thracian lands "mother of sheep and home of swift horses." The flocks yet grazed the Thracian lands – and the tribesmen offered Alexander enough mutton to feast his whole army—but the crisscrossing of multiple invaders across the land had left the horses a mix of everything bad.

A fisher tribe of Illyrians who lived in houses built on stilts along the Ister came to pay tribute.

Syrmos the king came from his island refuge to surrender for the Triballoi. Alexander demanded from him a pledge of soldiers, and Syrmos must grant it. Astonished to receive in return from this Alexander not just his life, but all captive Triballian woman and children.
Longhaired Skyths wearing girlish trousers and looking pointy headed in their peaked hoods came, human scalps fluttering from their horses’ reins.

Some giants came out of the far north. The Kelts were very tall and fair, their blond hair coarse as horses' manes, their eyes blue as the summer sky. They dressed in plaid garments with sleeves and trousers, even though the men were huge and brawny and did not seem otherwise effeminate. Their chins were shaven, but bushy long mustaches sprouted from the middle of their faces.

The Kelts’ women, hair plaited in long braids, rode in carts. They carried spears.

Some of the Keltish men came naked but for the gold torcs around their necks. Langaros advised Alexander that this vulnerable-seeming lack of dress was in fact battle readiness. The Kelts lived close to nature and these men were clad in the divine protection of what garments nature gave them.
Where scalps decorated Skythian horses’ tack, whole human heads bounced from Keltish harnesses.
The giants came right up to Alexander's defensive trench to look over the palisade at his altars—built on this side of the mighty river Ister and dedicated to powerful gods who loved him: one altar to the Father of all gods, Zeus the Preserver; one to the river Ister for allowing safe passage; and one to a mortal born man who became a god, Alexander's ancestor, Herakles.

A flock of cranes passing on their left made the Kelts shudder, a bird of ill omen to the Kelts. Cranes were good luck to Hellenes and the flock flew over Alexander's right. This Alexander commanded all nature.

The giants offered gifts to the little king and begged Alexander join them in a feast.
Because Alexander was a king, he ate boar with the Keltish king. Their friends were seated on scattered straw on the ground in a great circle round the firepit, the kings side by side, the rest in order of importance from there. The ale passed to the right. On noticing Alexander’s hesitation over the bowl of human skull, the Kelts quickly assured Alexander it was the skull of a king.

The poet, whom the Kelts called a bard, sang to the accompaniment of a harp, telling tales of heroes. The Makedones understood none of it.

A white-haired priestess wearing only the blue tattoos that covered her body, placed round Alexander’s neck a golden torc such as her own chieftain wore. And the Kelts swore friendship until the sky fall on their heads, or the sea rise and cover them up, or the Earth yawn and swallow them.

Alexander told Langaros, "Ask them what they fear."

Langaros relayed their answer: "They say they fear the sky falling on their heads."

Perdikkas snorted up his beer, and Hephaistion had to hit him on the back to make him breathe. Alexander’s other friends tried to stifle their laughter.

Alexander felt himself growing red. "What braggarts these Kelts are." And his friends' guffaws broke loose.

In the morning, Alexander, nettled still, watched the Kelts go. "They might have said me."

Hephaistion suggested, "Given that they swore friendship until the sky falls on their heads, I think they said they fear losing your friendship."

And put that way, Alexander felt much the better about it. Still, "They might have just said me."

From the wall of the garrison post on the Ister, Alexander sighted a figure silhouetted by the setting sun, approaching the encampment at a lurching gait. Soon he heard the singing.

Spending dawn to dusk in the sun these longest days of the year had left Alexander's face tight. His smile split his lip. He climbed down from the wall, and ran to his own tent to receive his visitor, who had limped all the way from Pella.
Harpalos recoiled from the offered refreshment. "Water, Alexander?"
"You drink too much." Alexander could smell him. Alcohol oozed from Harpalos' pores. But Alexander’s silent signal to his pages ordered wine.
"Drink too much?” said Harpalos. “Now there's a southern notion! We are Makedones. And you are king of 'em. Drink with me, Alexander."

Alexander ordered a tepid mix. He had to hold Harpalos back to let the pages get that much water into the krater. "Drunk men do things they regret."

"It is not for kings to regret their own deeds," said Harpalos. He let himself fall into the nearest chair—a campstool fashioned from a leather sling and a tripod of javelins. Overbalanced, he tipped, and the makeshift chair ate him whole.
Alexander crouched to help. His pages dove in to get at the flailing limbs and javelins first. They collected up the king's friend and set him right.

Harpalos jingled heavily. And onto the camp table he heaved a leather pouch, a great chunking weight for its size. "Antipater sends greetings."
"Antipater sends gold," Alexander observed the weight, the sound. "Is this from my allies?"

"Alas, your allied troops have not come.”

“None of them?” Alexander could not understand. “They promised me.”

“I am grieved to report you died," said Harpalos.

Alexander's eyelids felt tight with his vacant blinks. Thought he must look terribly stupid. "How did I die?"

"Bolt. Triballian. In the thigh. Just like your father." "My father did not die from his Triballian wound," said Alexander.

"Well, you bled to death, Alexander. Nothing we can say will change their minds, and we can't produce you to deny it. Hence: no allied troops."

"Am I dead too?" Perdikkas asked.

Harpalos waved Perdikkas away with his cup. "No one cares."

The king breathed to no one in particular, "Can I never turn my back?”

“Raze a couple towns to the ground. That should teach them,” said Perdikkas.

Alexander contained his anger. “The last rumor of a dead king was true. I shall return to Pella at once. People will see me alive and this will all resolve itself."
"O Basileu, I carry heavier bags than that one," Harpalos warned, suddenly astonishingly sober. "Antipater advises you send part of the army straight on to Asia Minor before Parmenion can lose the bridgehead for you. Parmenion or that other man, his co-commander." Harpalos never spoke the hated name Attalos when he could avoid it.

"What has happened in Asia Minor?" Alexander cried. “Parmenion was winning!”

"He’s losing,” said Harpalos. “Why do you think I'm here? No one else wants to carry news this foul. They sent their white crow."

That alone made Alexander angry. He smoldered softly, "Harpalos, you are not a white crow."

Harpalos grinned, smug as a goat on a rooftop. Alexander's friendship made for a stout shield.
Alexander was on his feet. A page had to move out of the way of his wide brooding prowl within the confines of the royal tent.
"At the last report I had from Asia Minor, I was afraid Parmenion would liberate the whole of it before I could set foot on Asian soil. And now!"

"Now, Parmenion is marching fast in the wrong direction," Harpalos confirmed.
"But Persians are feeble fighters," said Alexander, as if arguing could change the report. "'But while numerically they are masters of limitless thousands, all they have are worthless in battle, and so they need to hire men and trust in mercenaries and foreigners to save them.' It hasn't changed since Plato's day. What happened to my vanguard?"

"The Great King hired mercenaries, of course,” said Harpalos. “Persians are still worthless in battle. But Greeks aren’t. Commander facing Parmenion is an old friend of yours, Alexander. Memnon. The worst kind of enemy. He knows us."

"He knows me!" Alexander paced wider, agitated. Soon he would be out of the tent. "Memnon. Memnon."
Memnon was Hellene; Memnon was a guestfriend. Memnon had given little Alexander rides on his back. But Memnon had married into a Persian family. It must have been a hard choice for Memnon.
He had made the wrong one.
"What are Memnon’s numbers? We’ll match them!"

"And send a general, Alexander,” said Harpalos. “You must send a general. You see, I brought some good news too: You have a traitor in Asia Minor. Very highly placed." He spilled out the contents of his leather pouch. Gold coins gleamed, slid off the camp table.

A page scurried to pick up the strays, handling them curiously, never having seen the imprint before. They felt about two drachs in weight. The boy offered the archers to his king. "Alexander, what are these?"

Alexander made no move to touch them. Answered coldly, "Currency of the Persian empire."

The boy dropped the gold archers as if they had caught fire.

"Those are darics. Coin of the rest of the world. Harpalos, you have an odd sense of what is good news."

The advance force was 400 miles away from any help Alexander might send, and to have a traitor highly placed within it was catastrophic.

"I know." Harpalos grinned like a gorgon. "We need Ptolemy and Nearchos in here for the rest of this story, and Erygious and what's-his-brother."

"Laomedon." Alexander snapped his fingers, sent pages running. "And bring Hephaistion."

"And Langaros," Harpalos called after. "He was in as deep as any of us."

Perdikkas, impatient with the clubfoot’s caginess offered to the king, "If you let me beat him, I bet he'd talk quicker."

A voiceless no. Alexander was satisfied to hear no more until the others were with him, his friends who had followed him into exile on Philip's wedding night, and Langaros who had defied Philip to take them in. A strange calm had come upon him Alexander, the waiting kind as before a great violence.

Perdikkas had not gone with them, but he had helped them get away. Rode guard for Alexander’s mother and sister as far as the border.

When Ptolemy, Hephaistion, Laomedon, Erygios, and Langaros were gathered, Harpalos took up the tale again: "We intercepted a messenger from Athens."

"You didn't hurt him," Alexander broke in, concerned. "You hurt the sacred person of an angelos, I shall have to make sacrifice. Messengers are under the god's protection."

"We took tender care of the messenger’s sacred, sneaking person, Alexander. We fed him and gave him our best wine and lightened his burden. Don't scowl. We are not thieves. I promised to deliver these for him." Harpalos let a gold coin trip over the backs of his fingers, flashing face to face, archer to Great King, and over again. "They go with the letter." He withdrew the papyrus roll, slightly creased, from where Harpalos carried it inside his chiton, guarded even more closely than the gold.
"It's unsigned," said Harpalos. "Full of patriotic Athenian crap, elegantly phrased. I think Demosthenes wrote it, but the messenger said he got this from Charidemos."

"Charidemos the Eubeoan mercenary?" Alexander asked.

"Charidemos the Athenian general," said Harpalos. "The Athenians gave citizenship to that dog, don't forget."

Alexander spoke as if from a deep hollow, "Is this letter for Parmenion?"

"No. I wouldn't be laughing if this were for Parmenion. I told you this was good news. Wine! Wine all around! Ptolemy, don't be such a stiff. Fill your cup. I give you a toast, my friends, my dear friends: To the full-blooded legitimate heir to the Makedonian throne!"

Alexander lifted his eyes heavenward. How many times in nightmares he had wanted to re-write the end of that evening? To that hideous toast. And here it was. His friends about him, not running in exile but gathered round him, saluting him as their king.

"Attalos," Alexander breathed. "It's Attalos."

Harpalos unrolled the letter and gushed near to giggling. "It's Attalos. He’s turned traitor. You finally get to kill him!"

Philotas caught up with Alexander's quick angry strides on the near bank of the river. Philotas had not been in the king’s tent for the reading of the letter, knew only half the story. A big, sandy-maned lion like his father, Philotas presented himself ready to tear into his father's enemies. "They say Parmenion is in trouble. He’s in retreat. You're sending troops to help him." The truth of that lay plain in the soldiers’ packing to move out. "I will lead them."
Alexander refused. "I cannot send you to do what must be done. There is more evil in Asia Minor than the retreat." Alexander passed the letter to Philotas, with strange gentleness.
Heat rose in an angry pink mask across Philotas' broad, blond face as he read. Alexander spoke: "I won't send you to kill your brother-in-law."

"Is that the order then?” Philotas asked. “Kill Attalos? Without a trial?"

"If he resists arrest, yes."

“On the words of an Athenian?” Philotas shook the letter. "Alexander, you know this is just Attalos glad-talking the Athenians out of their gold. He’s not a traitor! He’s an opportunist! That would be just like him. You know Attalos."

"Better than you do," Alexander said. Like a stone speaking.

“You can’t believe this! Oh Great Gods! Alexander! It’s not true! Attalos is swindling Athenians! That’s all!”

“Then he will not resist arrest,” Alexander said.

"You seem sure he will," Philotas said.

"Would you come quietly, Philotas?"

"It’s not about me."

"Yes, it is. You just volunteered to kill him."

Philotas had demanded Alexander send him to Asia Minor to do what must be done.
Alexander threw a decision at him. Best be quick about it. Philotas declared: "I have no love for traitors."

"Does Parmenion?"

Philotas’ freckles became as a smattering of dirt on an ashen ground. His voice shook in its depths. "My father is not a traitor." And to Alexander’s continued silence he shouted, "Am I being kept here as a hostage to my father’s decision? It used to be you knew where you stood with Alexander! Alexander always came straight in with a sword, yelling, not silently in the back with a dagger, smiling. I used to think that childish. I never realized how much I admired that in you."

"I am not smiling and I have no dagger for Parmenion."

"Then send me to help him."

A commotion interrupted anything Alexander might have said. A second messenger from Antipater arrived hard on the first. The man came running, refused the wine, and would talk to no one but the king.
A message that could not wait on hospitality was dire indeed. Alexander moved apart to take it alone.

When he returned to Philotas, the king was as pale as on the night he had fled into exile. The news was very bad.
"Father?" Philotas guessed.

"No. Philotas, you’re not going to Asia Minor. I need my best generals with me here An Illyrian army is closer to Pella than we are. Makedonia has been invaded."


The one color a chameleon cannot turn is white.

-- Plutarch Alcibiades
The march from the river Ister took Alexander through Langaros’ kingdom. There, Langaros’ regent was able to tell Alexander and Langaros more about their enemy.

The invaders were Dardanoi, the largest of the many Illyrian tribes. The Dardanian king, Kleitos, son of Philip’s old nemesis, Bardylis, had seized the border fortress of Pellion in the Makedonian province of Lynkestis.
"Pellion is the strongest citadel in my land," the Lynkestian Alexander advised. "Alexander, this is a disaster."

Alexander asked softly, “Does your wife live at Pellion?”

The pupils within Lynkestes’ amber eyes shrank to points. His beard quivered. “No,” he answered a muddy whisper. Then, with a sour smile, “It’s too close to Illyria.”
The king and his best generals gathered in Langaros’ great hall, where the Agrianian regent continued his report.

"Kleitos has invited other tribes to march with him. Kleitos’ men even approached us Agrianes, as fellow worshipers of the sun, to join him."

Alexander was more insulted than frightened. "How does Kleitos think he can do this! Did he not know I would come for him?"

"They say Kleitos has assurances from the new king of the Makedones that Kleitos will be permitted to keep his conquests. First Lynkestis. You are next, Pelagones." The wolfin regent nodded at the blond lions, Philotas and Nikanor. “He means to have Pelagonia too.”

"Assurances from me?" Alexander grappled for reason, found none. "Assurances from me that I would let Kleitos keep my own land?"

The Lynkestian Alexander twitched. A grunt stayed in Philotas’ throat.

The regent waved at the air to erase those words from it. "From the new king after you are killed, Alexander. From King Amyntas."

Alexander moved away. No one spoke in the hideous silence. Not even Langaros would tell him it had been a foolish waste of Alexander’s trust to let his cousin Amyntas live.

Alexander paced back swiftly. "And what has Amyntas to offer Kleitos or to anyone! My cousin is nothing! Has anyone else swallowed this ox?"

"The Autariates have," said the regent. "The Autariates are waiting to fall on you as you march toward Lynkestis."

"Autariates? Who are they?” Philip never fought them, so Alexander did not know them. “What tribe is that? What are their numbers?"

Langaros hawked, spat. "Illyrians. Feeblest fighters the world has ever known. I shall take them. Alexander, you go on to better prizes."

"No, Langaros. I need your javelin men with me. They are some of the best men I have."

"My javelin men are yours to command, Alexander. I do not need my best to fight Autariates. Any Agrianian goatherd is better than an Autariate. It will give my young pups something soft to cut their teeth on. Make men of them."

The regent’s eyes gleamed approval.

"Will you have enough men to deal with prisoners?"

"No prisoners, Alexander. Autariates kill their own sick and wounded to keep them from falling into enemy hands. They think we shall eat them."

"Would you?"

Feral grins from the Agrianes. "We might."

Alexander sometimes forgot his friend was not Hellene. He did not even notice the blue bars on Langaros’ face anymore, until moments like this. Told him: "Don’t."

"As you will, Basileu. You march. You will see no Autariates on your way."
Alexander seized his shoulders. "Langaros, I owe you debts past counting. Name a favor. Anything you want. Make it big."

Langaros answered immediately, "Your sister Kynane."

Someone inhaled audibly. The request was more than big; it was presumptuous. Put him closer to the king than any of the king’s other Companions.

"Kynna?" Kynane was already married, but that was the least of it. Langaros asked no less than to become the king’s kinsman. "She has borne a child," Alexander warned. The woman was used goods.

"She is not barren," Langaros said with approval. "Is the child a boy or a girl?"

"Girl."

"A boy I should have to kill. I shall provide for the girl," Langaros decided.

Alexander hesitated. "My sister is a bit – “ did not know how to say it. “Spirited, for most men."

"An Agrianian king wants a woman who will not just give him sons but who will pick up a spear if her husband falls, and kill those who attack his home."

"Kynna is the one you want," Alexander conceded that. "Then she is yours and your are truly my brother." Felt they always had been. Now it was real.

He sent orders back to Pella to have Kynna widowed without delay.

Antipater crumpled the letter to his brow and groaned. Orders from Alexander to arrest Amyntas as a traitor. Antipater could not do it.

It was not a lack of will. He could not do it because Amyntas was gone. Antipater had sent Amyntas away with his blessing.

Antipater beat his tall forehead with the crushed papyrus in his freckled fist. Felt blind, gulled, old.

The king had gone unseen by civilized eyes for months in the wild northern lands. Rumors inevitably sprouted of wounds, of calamity, of death. Amyntas had most helpfully volunteered to travel south, as the official voice of Makedonia. To lay the rumors to rest, he said. Amyntas had served as a diplomat in Boiotia before. He seemed the very man for it.
Antipater could not believe now that he had let him go. That he had sent him. And Antipater could not begin to guess what Amyntas had gone to Boiotia actually to do.

On the sundown of the seventh day, the priests led Amyntas from the temple of Good Luck and Good Destiny. Amyntas had purified himself every one of those seven days in the springfed river. The holy waters gushed, icy cold, down the wild gorge over rocks, which lay in crazed and violent heaps between the cliffs. Warm baths were forbidden to the suppliant, but that was nothing to a Makedone.

It was a dread god he had come to see.

He slew an animal every day, and offered many gifts to the god. He dedicated votive images, but none in ivory. Even though white was a proper color for a gift to the gods, ivory made for a lifeless and unclean offering.

The priests asked him in what name he made the dedication of his costly sacrifices.

But that was the question he had come to ask the god.

At last the god was ready to receive him. All Amyntas’ sacrifices had been pronounced favorable, even to the ram, and that was the one that counted.

Once more to the river. At night this time. The sounds were altogether different. He missed the marvelous, trilling cry of the water ouzel, the bright splashing of its waxy wings in daylight, the lazy gentle hum of honeybees in the midday heat.

At night the water sounded a hard percussive chuckle against the rocks; the wind whistled down the narrow gorge with a disembodied howl.

Barefoot, he stepped with great care, even though the abundant bees of Lebadeia were all asleep in their domed clay hives.

Two boys waited at the river to bathe him. Any other time, he might have warmed to them, for they were both fair and just thirteen, but a stern divinity brooded over this grove. Amyntas reminded himself that the boys would still be here in the daylight, for they were locals, though they acted now like slaves for him. He looked for some hint, some promise from the doe-eyed one. But neither boy would meet his gaze. They touched him with detached, methodical duty as one might prepare an animal for sacrifice. Amyntas tried to keep in mind that no one ever died here. So he had been told.

If the gods truly favored Alexander, as fawning men said they did, then Amyntas might never come out of the earth this night. But if the god favored Amyntas, he prayed that Alexander never come out of the north again.

The god must choose. Amyntas or Alexander. They could not both be king.

Trophonios would say. This was the only god who talked directly to men.

Amyntas did not trust priests. Alexander had a child’s faith in them, but Amyntas knew priests were often for sale. Amyntas wanted no one between himself and the divine revelation of sight and sound.

The boys anointed his body with olive oil and gave him over to priests who led him, still naked, to a spring. A grave, bearded man put a cup into his hands and bade him drink from the water of Forgetfulness.

Smoke rippled off the torch flames. Water from the rock face ran black in the ruddy light. Night breezes on Amyntas’ damp skin made him aware of his nakedness. Voices droning and resounding off the rocks commanded him drink and forget everything he had brought with him, to leave himself as an empty vessel to be filled by the god’s enlightenment.

He held the cup under the spurting water. Drank.

Sweet. The water tasted distinctly of honey. It must have been in the bottom of the cup.

Amyntas’ mother, who worshipped Hekate, had made Amyntas wary of anything he put in his mouth. He remembered the bees of Lebadeia, and more than that, the laurels and oleanders, which bloomed profusely about the clay hives in springtime. He had read tales of mad honey, and at once knew he had been poisoned.

He was truly in the god’s hands now.

His head buzzed. Fire shadows licked the dark ground, became black snakes within a shifting puddle of orange light. He started, like Alexander’s horse, at his own shadow.

Plane trees loomed in their grove on the far bank. So pleasant, broad and shady in the sunlight, their criss-cross twigs clawed warring zigzag lines at the night sky.

Amyntas went where the priests took him, along a narrow track. He counted thirty steps.
Knelt at another spring. Did not remember his knees giving way. His face was suddenly bobbing over a gushing spring. The moving air from its passing felt cool against his face.

A stern voice told him this was the water of Memory. Drink, it said. Drink, so he might remember what the god was about to impart to him.

No cup this time. He drank from the spout. Cold water filled his singing head. He let it splash over his face, slapping cold. He drank until the cold hurt his throat.

The torches flared and he reared up. The voice commanded him look, look upon what few men were ever permitted to see.

A curtain ripped away. Popping eyes and ghastly smile made him scrabble for balance on the wet stones. A statue. It was only a statue, set in a stone niche, but a terrible power dwelled within its ancient, cracked olivewood. The god stood rigidly straight, fists clamped fast to its sides, its hair in long Daedalic ringlets. And that hideous smile, as old statues always smiled, the face shallowly cut into the wood. The mortal-born god Trophonios grinned at him, eyes bulging.

Amyntas stammered before the god, forgot the words of the prayer he had been taught. The priests prompted him. Amyntas lifted his hands – watched them shake like disconnected things, no part of himself – and he prayed aloud, the syllables gluey in his mouth.

When he turned, trembling, to the priests, they draped a fine linen chiton over him, tied with ribbons at his shoulders, instead fastened with pins. They gave him heavy, knee-high boots to put on, such as Boiotian farmers wore to protect themselves from rocks, wild dogs, snakes.

From here the rocky path led up. His stout soles blunted the hard edges underfoot. The priests kept him from weaving off the narrow track.
Swam away on the singing of the crickets shimmering on the crisp air.

The priests guided him away from the cliff, to a clearing where stood a huge altar. The whiteness of its stone glowed to life with the arrival of the torches.
The altar was round as a threshing floor and about as wide. High, it came up to his chin. Steps enabled him to mount the stone.

Two bronze posts linked by bronze chains stood atop the altar. At his feet, between the posts, gaped a hole.

Amyntas gripped the posts to steady himself as he stared down into blackness. The altar’s hollowness breathed earthy dampness from the opening, the air of a big space.
With his foot he nudged a plane tree’s windblown spiny ball into the hole. It dropped, far and faintly. Water dripped somewhere within the subterranean hollow.

Amyntas swayed like a tree in the wind. A torch behind his head shed weird moving light into the pit with the sweet smell of burning laurel. He could see now that the opening in the earth plunged three times deeper than the hollow altar stood high.

Priests lowered a narrow ladder for Amyntas to climb down alone. In the flickering firelight from above, his own motions threw giant, flinching shadows on the hewn rock walls.

He found the two honeycakes on the rock floor at the edge of another hole. As he bent to pick them up, a scraping – wood on grit – sounded behind him. The quick turning of his head sent his brain spinning. The ladder was gone.

He turned back to the second hole. The shadow of his own head falling across it made it difficult to see -– a perfect black maw, like a snake hole of extraordinary size. It was wide enough to accommodate a man’s shoulders, and about as high as a sarcophagus – which was a box to hold the dead, though literally it meant body-eater. The mind turned to such things.

Amyntas sat down before the hole. He took in either hand a honeycake – the kind you offer to hearth snakes – and lay back squeezing his arms to his sides as he had been instructed. Then, tentatively, he lowered his feet through the hole, up to his knees.

Who puts his faith in the gods, the gods attend.

"Tell me which of us is king." He tried to talk but the words came out of his mouth out of order, garbled. Vision narrowed into a tunnel.

Something grabbing at his boots.

And suddenly he was sucked through the hole into blackness. He tried to scream.

A lynx snarled from its hiding place in a tree, fled at the approach of something huge.
With no proper road for an army, Alexander’s men marched along the river. Mountains on either side pushed so high that snow still lined the crevices of their bald peaks even under the Dog Star’s heat.

A hoopoe mewed from the tall pines. Its lifted crest looked like a Persian’s starched crown, though legend said the cursed king from whom its kind sprang had been Thracian.

Pellion’s fortress walls stood fast on brooding heights. Eagles soared above its ramparts.

An assemblage of Illyrians below the fortress took alarm. Rather than forming up for battle, the barbarians retreated en masse into the stolen fortress. Massive crossbars dropped into place behind huge gates; the thunder roll carried across the low ground as Alexander took possession of the valley.
Found the land harvested of any crops, its brushwood sheep pens empty, its apple trees picked clean. Forage there was for the animals, but nothing remained for his men to eat other than what they carried with them, and Alexander’s men traveled light.
There was, however, plenty of wood on hand for reassembling the siege engines.
A siege then.

Alexander made camp by the river under the fortress.

Perdikkas found the altar, and gave a startled yark. He bounded, yelling for Alexander. All the belligerence deflated from Perdikkas’ jaunty step, and he came to Alexander with the head down attitude of a submissive animal slinking to its master for help.

Apparently Alexander had caught the Illyrians in the middle of making a sacrifice meant to give them luck in battle. They left the sacrifice unfinished, the victims slain but not yet burned.

Children.
The victims were children—three boys and three girls --along with the three black rams one normally offered to terrible gods.

Open throats gaped red smiles. The altar stone lay sticky red under pallid bodies. The girls had not the merest curve of breasts. The boys, naked, had not the first curl of body hair. Their cheeks, even drained and white, still held a babylike plumpness. A few grains of barley lay sprinkled in their fine hair.

The cup, which caught the run-off from the channels carved in the stone, showed the print of someone’s lips in drying red. No telling if the Illyrian priest pronounced the omen favorable.

"Burn the rams." Alexander’s voice sounded hoarse and strange to his own ears. "Whole." Even though Alexander was short of food and had an army to feed, the black rams belonged to the gods. "Bury the children." No god would ever get a human sacrifice from Alexander.

He could not even tell if the little bodies were Makedonian or Illyrian, Dardanian or Lynkestian. Their people were more alike than any tribe would ever say. Without clothes, without speech, these could be anyone’s children.

Holes under the altar accommodated Drako and Drakkena, guardians of the barbarian hearth. Alexander breathed the prayer his mother spoke to house snakes, and hoped Illyrian snakes would understand the words.

He had never before shorted any god. He had been chided as a boy for throwing too much incense on the fire. But these gods wanted too much. Prometheus had secured a contract between gods and men. These gods had no right to demand more. Alexander left the Illyrian guardians angry.

Morning next, Alexander discovered why the Illyrians had taken such fright at his arrival that they should skitter behind their strong walls without a fight.

They had been expecting someone else.

Alexander knew that King Glaukias of the Taulantai had thrown his lot in with King Kleitos of the Dardanoi. Alexander had assumed that Glaukias’ men were in the fortress with Kleitos.

Truth was Glaukias had not yet arrived.

In Alexander’s lightning dash from beyond the far Ister, he had beat the second, much closer, Illyrian army to Pellion. Kleitos must have thought Alexander had killed the second army, for Kleitos to retreat like that as Alexander came thundering into the valley.

The second army, the Taulantai, appeared now—behind the Makedones.

Thousands of Illyrians funneled into the valley to take positions on the high ground opposite the fortress. Sunlight reflected hard menace off conical helmets, broad blades of battle-axes, iron spearpoints, venom-tipped arrowheads.

Alexander’s encampment, habitually well founded behind trenches and palisades, was secure for the moment. They simply could not leave the valley. His men would have had little to fear had they not been desperately short of food.

A waiting game favored the Illyrians.

Illyrians collected on the heights. A gathering of vultures.

Alexander dispatched Philotas surreptitiously with all the pack animals on a foraging mission to a fertile pasture, which Alexander Lynkestes informed him lay beyond the northern hills.

Philotas was underway, when the Taulantai began to move.

Nikanor ran to the king, pointed at the skulking barbarian units. "What are they doing!"

"I see them." The Taulantai were moving toward the northern hills.

"They’ll cut Philotas off! Alexander, get him out of there!"

Nikanor need not have begged. Alexander was already summoning his best and his fastest – his Agrianian javelin men – along with his archers, the very thing for picking barbarians off of cliffs. To Nikanor he left the army, with orders to kill anything that came out of the fortress. Alexander vowed to be back by sundown.

In dusk’s gathering gloom, Alexander and Philotas returned, unharmed but empty-handed and hungry. The Dardanoi remained shut up in the fortress. There would be no starving the Dardanoi out; they had all the food.
The Taulantai had stopped their advance, held a position on the opposite heights.
“Why don’t they come down at hit us?” Nikanor wondered aloud to his brother.

“Serves them better to stay up there and starve us out,” said Philotas.

“Do they know?”
"When we start eating our pack animals, they’ll figure it out.”

Watchfires twinkled in the high hills in the growing dark. A scattering of clouds occulted the stars.

Alexander remained uncharacteristically silent, taking in the nature of the snare he only noticed now that it closed round his neck.

No food. A river netting him into a valley caged by mountains. Illyrians standing over all the passes.
He roamed away from his own campfires, in silent congress with the stars, and wrestled with what he could not speak, astonished even to be thinking it. The words, the thought they embraced, were alien to him.

I have made a mistake.

The Earth coughed Amyntas up, feet first, back through the opening by which it had swallowed him.

Gathered up, hauled from the kiln, Amyntas felt the open air, sweet on his face. Daylight blinked at him through a dizzy thatch of branches moving through the grove. Could not tell if he or the branches moved.
Trying to tell them to shut up that bawling calf, but it was he making that noise.

He sat down, hard, on stone. This was the throne of Memory, someone reminded him, where everyone who seeks Trophonios must reveal what the god said to him.

Must keep his eyes from rolling away. Tufts of wooly clouds floated in a brilliant blue sky. He smiled.

Priests prompted him. "You came to ask the god in what name to make the sacrifice. And what did the god tell you?"

"I am, I am, I go, I am --" Became a song. Wanted to tell the priest that his bald head looked ridiculous, but couldn't match the words to the meter.

"Who dedicates this sacrifice?"

"Amyntas Perdikka," he answered. Eyes followed the bee that buzzed round his face. "King of the Makedones."
"Toad? Toad! What is the uproar?"

Phryne crawled onto the couch with a rustle of byssos and billow of Rhodian saffron crocus perfume. She hugged Thaïs tight. "O my poor darling. Alexander is dead." Phryne inhaled, stalling. At last had to finish, "His army was lost among the Illyrians. Lost whole."

"Ptolemy!" Thaïs breathed horror and emptiness.

Phryne rubbed her palm up and down Thaïs’ arm. Illyrians and Makedones had for ages slaughtered one another thousands at a time. "That beautiful young king. He seemed so invulnerable. Gone so fast. Not even one year on the throne. How like a Makedone."

The bass rumble of men’s voices carried even here. Thaïs lifted her head from the pillow to listen. Phryne smoothed her black hair. "Your silly citizens are still in their Assembly making a lot of noise."

"What have they to discuss?" Thaïs said, a bitter snap. "They have their precious eleutheria now! Alexander has no heirs. The treaty is void." Her eyelashes beat furiously. Anger was always easier than heartbreak. “Why do they not just shut up!”

"When I left they were voting on whether to help the Thebans oust their Makedonian garrison."

"Oh! Since when are Athenians best brothers with Thebans? And why does the Makedonian garrison not just go home? Without Alexander the Makedones have no right or reason to be in Thebes or anywhere else."

"The garrison hasn’t been recalled. Antipater keeps insisting everything is under control."

"Who is Antipater?"

"Alexander’s regent. Don’t you remember? He came here with Alexander after the battle of Chaironeia when they escorted our dead home. Older man, tall, straight as a temple column, red beard, blotches of freckles. Homely general. Your type."

"My type," Thaïs mumbled, eyes stinging dangerously hot. How short a time she had known Ptolemy. How vividly he came to memory, his craggy features, his hard frame, his quiet nobility, his steady resolve. "I don’t remember Antipater.”

“Well!” Phryne tossed off that notion. “Who looked any farther than Alexander?"
Thaïs tried to picture Alexander. So beautiful, so young, so terrible. Alexander had killed the legendary Theban Sacred Band. Thaïs’ brows met tightly in suspicion. "Phryne? Why does this Antipater not call all his troops home if Alexander’s men are truly lost in Illyria? Would this Antipater not need all the men he has?"

"Oh poh poh poh poh poh," Phryne scolded. "Don’t start with the if’s. There is no if. A man came to Assembly. He saw it all. He was there. You mustn’t torture yourself with – Oh, look what I’ve done. I am so sorry my darling. I’ve made your baby cry."

Evil tidings came in salvos to Antipater’s uneasy throne. The Makedonian garrison in Thebes had been attacked. The military governors, Theban Timolaus and Makedonian Anemoitas, had been murdered in the street. The garrison was blockaded inside the Theban inner citadel, under siege. The Athenians had promised to send an army to aid the Theban rebellion. So had the Arkadians, the Argives and the Eleians in the Peloponnesians.

"After what Alexander showed them last year?" Antipater spoke more to himself than to anyone around him in the audience hall. "Do they not learn?"

The latest messenger drew a shaky breath. A dirty young man with a two-day bristle on his chin. He needed a shave or beard, one or the other. His teeth all crowded in the fore, overlapping under a slack lip. "There’s a man in Athens," the angelos said, tears puddling in the young man’s eyes, his voice losing steadiness. "He saw Alexander killed."

Antipater stood like a javelin just struck, long shaft vibrating. He forbade the doubt he felt to infect his voice. Stated flatly, "He lies."

"But Demosthenes brought the man into the Assembly –"

Antipater had lifted swiftly, cut off any more words. "Demosthenes." Antipater settled back into the throne. "So it goes. The name explains it all. Demosthenes has Persian gold and has promised it everywhere. The Great King wants us stopped. And you say Athens has promised an army? Are the Athenians on their way to Thebes now?"

"No. They sent arms to Thebes, but not men. Not yet. They’re abiding the truce. The Eleusinian truce, not ours."

The festival of the Eleusinia itself lasted only nine days, but the truce stretched for fifty-five to allow for pilgrims’ travel. Antipater gauged the phase of the moon. The travel days had begun.

Antipater’s red brows touched together. "If we don’t move now, we will be fighting the battle of Chaironeia all over again." But without Philip and without Alexander. Sending an army south would mean showing Makedonia’s unguarded flank to the Illyrian invaders.

Antipater took up a stylus in his freckled hand and scratched out a message for himself, trusting no scribe. Alexander would know his hand. To his pages he said, "Bring me a runner, the fastest we have, to carry this to Alexander.” He could not tell them exactly where. “The king is on his way to the fortress at Pellion on the Illyrian frontier. He may be there by now. Alexander moves quickly."

"Give me the message!" a young page cried. "I’ll take it to him."

It was the youngest son of Parmenion, bright-eyed, emphatic.

"I know every shepherd’s pass between here and Pelagonia. And I’ve been to Pellion. No one can get there faster. Antipater, send me!"

The boy was a highlander. And he had Parmenion’s blood in him. Some of the bragging could be true. "Hektor, then.” Antipater gave the scroll to the boy. "Don’t stop to sleep. If I don’t have a return message by sunup following tomorrow’s, I am marching to Thebes myself."

"I will get through," Hektor vowed. "And Alexander will come!" Hektor took off, full of heart, at the age when truth was whatever you hoped for.

Antipater took little comfort. Even if Alexander could depart immediately, at Pellion in the remote province of Lynkestis he was a month’s march away from Thebes. The Athenians, the Argives, the Arkadians, the Eleians would be at Thebes by then. And the Makedonian garrison would be dead.

Aristotle felt the cold of the stone through the callused soles of his feet as he stepped out to the palace forecourt. He pulled a heavy woolen himation round his slight frame. Autumn arrived early here. He wondered why his northern blood was not thicker. He could see his breath this morning.
Before the palace, Antipater’s tall warlike figure stood as a mute sentinel, tall, severe as a Spartan, fully armed, his white-crested helmet tucked under his wiry arm. He waited for dawn and a messenger.

Antipater spoke without turning to look. "Are you jumping ship, citizen-of-the-world?"

"No, no," Aristotle murmured in answer. The regent must have recognized him by his perfume.
Antipater himself wore no scent. Antipater affected a plain conceit. His chiton bore the narrowest of borders, and he would look down that long, thin nose at you in your gold and Tyrian purple when truth was he could buy you with his youngest son’s allowance.

Aristotle came to stand beside the regent under a clear sky, the waning sliver of a crescent moon rising in the east. The darkness of the opposite horizon shrouded a wild landscape that could swallow armies whole.

Aristotle breathed on his bony fingers, curled them into the folds of his himation. Twenty years younger than the regent, Aristotle still felt too old to face another Makedonian winter. "If you march, Antipater, who stays as your vice-regent?"

Antipater’s eyes never left the western road. "The queen has decided she is. I haven’t the mind to argue with her now."

"What if Alexander is engaged and cannot respond?"

"I shouldn’t worry, philosopher. You are a valuable man, widely traveled, with rich guestfriends outside Makedonia. Someone will buy you out of slavery if you go up for sale."

"No, no. Not what I meant. I suppose my question was vague. I referred to the kingdom and the empire. You could be marching out of Makedonia when nothing stands between the Illyrians and your capital city. What happens then?"

"Well, that should be obvious to a wise man," said Antipater, turning away. "We shall lose everything."



If at any time thou come to fight against a city, thou shalt first offer it peace. If they receive it and open the gates to thee, all the people that are therein shall be saved, and shall serve thee paying tribute. But if they will not make peace, and shall begin war against thee, thou shalt besiege it. And when the Lord thy God shall deliver it into thy hands, thou shalt slay all that are therein of the male sex with the edge of the sword, excepting women and children, cattle and other things that are in the city. And thou shalt divide all the prey to the army and thou shalt eat the spoils of thy enemies, which the Lord thy God shall give thee. So shalt thou do to all cities that are at a great distance from thee.PRIVATE 

-- Deuteronomy 20:10-14

The full moon had set; dawn was near. The goatherd started out to the high pastures in the dark hours of milking time. Thebes' hulking walls mapped a black mass on the graying horizon behind him.

Clanking goatbells sounded plaintive and small in the newness of the day. So too did the whacking of wood on wood, but that was because there was a skinny girl beating at an olive tree with her staff. There were always some olives left after harvest, to be pressed for oil in winter.
She was a silly-looking girl, all long knobby legs and fluffy dark hair. He wanted to tell her she was doing it all wrong and would get no breakfast that way. But if he let his goats get among the olive trees they would eat the young shoots and he would be beaten. So he drove his charges clear of the olive grove with a willow switch. "Go, go," he scolded. "You can't talk to the girl, so put it out of your randy little heads."

He made a warding sign in passing the sanctuary of the Great Gods. Funny, bulgy little things, their wrath was forever.

He hurried on toward the forest, keeping the Onchestos ridge to his right. Still half asleep, he realized in a moment there was no forest ahead. Trees stood where there should be no trees. The horizon was serrate with trees, trees without branches.
The forest seemed to move, and at the very tips of the bristling treetops, metallic glints caught the first glimmers of imminent dawn.

A breathless boy and a flock of dirty goats stampeded to the Borean Gate. "Makedones!" the goatherd boy bleated. "Makedones!"

Chuckling city guards kneed dusty goats aside, told the boy he was mistaken. "You must have seen our Athenian and Peloponnesian allies coming to stand with us. Don't be afraid, boy."

"From there!" The boy frantically pointed up the Thessalian road, the road that led through Chaironeia. "They move together like a wall. And spears. Big spears. Huge spears. Big as trees. Bigger than you. Two—no, three times taller than you. Even you." The boy's forefinger with its dirt-encrusted nail jabbed at the tall men.

A terrible silence descended round the young goatherd. Something he said had finally dashed the indulgent smiles off those smug faces.
One man spoke, "He saw sarissas."

A nod. Those outsized spears. "Makedones."

Other guards took up the cry; it spread through city and plain: "Makedones! Makedones! Antipater is here!"

My hide was coated in yellow dust. No more passes squeezed our approach. Only gently rolling Boiotian plain stretched the rest of our way. We made camp on the lakeside below Onchestos, only a fistful of stadia outside Thebes.

Alexander rubbed the fine golden stubble on his chin. Wanted a bath and a shave. He brushed me first. Rubbed my legs. Kissed my nose.

Once again we had beaten our enemy’s allies to the scene. Intentionally this time. We had just dashed a month's march in twelve days. The plodding Peloponnesians had not even crossed the isthmus, and the Athenians were still celebrating the Eleusinia.

The people of Onchestos welcomed us, even though we crushed their fields. They offered up flocks and grain, ripe pears and tasty eels. Their enemy's enemy was here. The village of Onchestos celebrated.

Thebes was well hated by these small, outlying neighbor towns on the Boiotian plain. Many had seen their walls razed, their lands seized, their people sold by the Thebans. The Onchestians hoped Alexander would do something terrible to Thebes, and they wanted his men well fed and rested for the task.

Alexander ordered a messenger to run ahead and tell the Thebans to give over the ringleaders of their mutiny. He knew their names; he had thrown these men out of Thebes before. "Give me Phoenix and Prothytes, and I shall spare the city."

"That's it?" the angelos cried. He was Boiotian, and certain he must have missed half the message.

The light demand was hardly a demand at all. Alexander ought to make the Thebans grovel for their lives.

"They think I'm dead," Alexander reasoned. "Well then, the Peace would not be binding and they would be right to send the garrison home, and I could not be angry. My father’s terms were harsh. Little wonder they bolted when they thought his heir was dead. Only they had no right to murder my garrison commanders. There is no excuse for that. Once they surrender those murderers, then I have no quarrel with Thebes.”

“Nothing more, Alexander?” The Boiotian was nearly begging.

“Tell them not to be so gullible with rumors. Tell them Alexander lives and reigns."

And he went to bathe in the lake. I waded in the shallows.

Perdikkas rose up from the reeds like a sea monster. Told Alexander, “You know what your mother is going to say when you get home. This never would have happened if you had an heir.”
Perdikkas reminded Alexander that Perdikkas had a pretty sister.

"Perdikkas, everyone has a sister," said Alexander, splashed into the reeds.

I went to chase mares.

An embassy awaited the king as he climbed naked from the water. Penitent, frightened men. They were Thebans, Alexander had no doubt—bald priests and country men, their Boiotian sun hats domed like bee hives. They waved olive branches.
Alexander threw on a cloak and smiled for them, so they would not be so terrified.

But they were not Thebans come to surrender their city. These men were from Lebadeia, another town on the Boiotian plain. The oracle of the god Trophonios dwelled in Lebadeia.

The men’s thick accents made them all sound as if they had head colds. Rather than address the king as Alexander son of Philip, they hailed him "Philippian Alexander," in the Boiotian way. It had an old-fashioned, heroic ring to it, like “Telamonian Ajax.”

They had come with laden carts, gifts it looked like. "What have you for me?" Alexander asked.

False starts. Furtive eyes. A lot of stammering. Finally an answer stumbled forth, "We bring you your king."

Alexander cocked his head quizzically, golden brows high. "How? When I am right here?"

"He says he is your king."

"So did the god," a horrified whisper escaped from a priest, who twisted his olive branch as if to wring the sap from it. "The god said."

A god said? This was perplexing.

"Well, let's see him," said Alexander his voice dangerously even. You could hear the wrath held in reserve. Dusky blue eyes darkened.

The Lebadeians hauled a bound figure from one of the oxcarts, and pushed him forward. Hooded, the man staggered in his hobbles.

Forced to choose between the Makedonian king chosen by god and the Makedonian king who commanded the invincible army, the Lebadeians had evidently decided to get rid of theirs as quickly as possible and return him to the Makedones any way they could and let the Makedones choose.
The emissaries yanked off their captive's hood.
Squinting dark eyes blinked against the sudden sunlight.

"The god said this was king of the Makedones," a priest of Trophonios cried in anguish, and the Lebadeians cowered, expecting thunderbolts.

Amyntas blinked against the light. Focused on the figure before him. He recoiled in horror and perfect shock, as if seeing a ghost: "Alexander!"
"You expected Antipater?" Alexander asked softly. He turned to the Lebadeians, kindness on his boyish face soothing away their dread. "Your god did not lie. The god merely failed to specify when. This man was king a long time ago. But he isn't one now."

The Lebadeians sobbed in relief.

Amyntas sagged earthward. Alexander lifted him up by a fistful of his dark Philippian curls. "You thought you buried me in Illyria. Me and how many good men you thought to rule, Basileu?"

Perdikkas muttered behind him, "Oh, Alexander, don't call him that. We wouldn't follow Amyntas to a brothel."

"I'm not responsible for that!" Amyntas rasped, a sound like dry stones grinding. "Those men only died because they followed the false king into Illyria!"

Alexander grasped for meaning. "What men? Who died?”

"The deaths in your Illyrian campaign!" Amyntas snarled, talking to a dolt.

"No one died following me into Illyria."

Amyntas' face crinkled in complete confusion. He heard Alexander’s words clearly enough; the sense was lacking. Amyntas sputtered against the sheer impossibility. "You were in Illyria! You must have lost --"

"No one."

Amyntas gaped. Alexander had marched against two of the largest, most warlike Illyrian tribes without a single casualty. It could not be. No. There had to be thousands.

Mouth opened, mouth shut.

Alexander shoved his cousin into the hands of his Companions. "Hold him. Try him. Treason."

Perdikkas informed Amyntas cheerfully, "Don't put too much art into your defense, O King. Alexander has already promised away your woman."

Amyntas wrenched a shoulder free, then the other, enough to turn around and shout back. "Alexander! Kill me now!"

Amyntas found no mercy this time. Alexander stood, cold and remote, in terrible beauty – would have been godlike if he were taller—his hair lifting as it dried into golden curls. Freshly shaved, that young, fair face was the image of Athene.
"You could have been a living Companion. But since you insist on being king, be a dead one. You shall face the javelins of the countrymen you betrayed. You sent them into Illyria. I brought them out." Alexander spun away. "Get him out of here before I kill him myself. Send him to Antipater."

Langaros caught up with Alexander at his camp outside Onchestos. "I have been on your heels for days. You set a hard pace, Basileu." Langaros presented Alexander with a gold crown of barbarous design, of entwined gold snakes. "The Autariates are heartily sorry. Those who yet live."

Langaros’ homeguard had quickly dispatched the tribe who thought to ambush Alexander on his march to Pellion. "They made for poor adversaries. Not much bragging to be done. How went your battles among the Dardanoi? They are said to be the fiercest tribe of the Illyrians. The biggest. Why are my javelin men laughing?"

Anyone who heard Langaros question had broken into cackles. Alexander tried to explain, "The Illyrians – how to say?"

Hephaistion answered for him, "Langaros, we scared them."

Alexander had got his Makedones trapped in the valley below Pellion, with Illyrians holding the high ground over any possible escape. The river hemmed in the nearest way out. The river waters ran only chest high, but a man wading chest deep made for a wallowing target. Had they tried to exit the valley that way, the Illyrians would have fallen from their vulture roost on the hill and choke the river with Makedonian dead.
Yet move they must. The last of their grain was gone.

Alexander drew all his hoplites there in the valley into a single huge phalanx, 120 files deep. They formed up in total silence.

Hephaistion, commanding a cavalry ila on the left flank heard Alexander’s orders two heartbeats before Philotas’ ila on the far right of this immense body, so he took his cues by sight.

At the king’s signal, all the sarissas lifted straight up, then leveled smartly, altogether, swung briskly to the left, to the right. Then the body itself began to move. The whole phalanx as a single quilled monster wheeled left. They stopped, heeled, marched in mesmerizing patterns, maintaining sharp edges and straight lines. Their long pikes moved like a wheat field in the wind, in deadly unison. The only sounds were the rhythmic tramp of marching feet, all in time, and the weird rush of air that sang between the long spears. The huge bronze points were polished to gleaming.

Then the gigantic being transformed itself into the shape of a single terrible arrowhead – pointed at the Illyrians.

The Illyrians on the lower slopes scrambled up the hill away from the advancing spearpoint and the rhythmically tramping menace.
Behind them fell a sudden lethal silence.
Then the noise. Roaring men and thunder of sword on shield. The Makedones charged.
The Illyrians abandoned the hill altogether. Ran far enough to allow Alexander to organize his own men’s retreat across the river. His engineers set their siege engines on the riverbank to cover their rear.

"We should not have got out of Illyria intact," Philotas told Langaros. "If the Illyrians had done what they might have, we would have taken terrible losses."

"Should have, might have, would have all mean didn’t," said Alexander. "The Illyrians did the only thing that small, frightened men could do."

Langaros had never looked upon a huge body of bristling, burly Illyrians wielding iron weapons and thought them small. "How did you know even to try such a thing? How did you think you could just frighten a heavily armed force off a superior position?"

"They were already frightened," said Alexander. "I needed only say sou."

Langaros still did not understand. "But how did you know they were frightened?"

"The children. Never doubt that people who kill their young are not scared to death. They lost the battle the moment they took a blade to that first child’s throat. They were beaten before I ever got there."

Alexander rubbed his neck. The lurid traces of a large fading bruise lingered under the skin.

"What is that?" Langaros’ nod followed Alexander’s pained motion.

Alexander lifted his hand from his neck, realized what he was doing. "Oh. This. Cudgel to the neck."

"Your shield bearer was lax," Langaros scolded.

"No. We were fighting in the dark. Wasn’t even a battle. It was a killing."

"You said nothing of fighting. When was there fighting?"

"After we made it out of the valley, the Illyrians got very stupid," said Alexander, still mystified as he reported it. "Three days later, the Taulantai were camped in the valley, in the open – no palisades, no trench, no sentries. What were they thinking?"

"They were thinking we ran away," said Hephaistion.

"We were getting food. Didn’t they know I would be back? We re-crossed the river in the night. Your javelin men were with me in front, Langaros. We didn’t even wait for the whole army to get across. We fell on their camp in the dark."

Langaros’ Agrianes had no qualms about killing sleeping Illyrian soldiers.
"We chased the Taulantai into the mountains. And Kleitos! Kleitos, king of the Dardanoi, held the fortress. I—“ Could not believe it even as he retold it. “I did not even lay siege. Kleitos set fire to his fortress and ran off with the Taulantai!"

It was then that young Hektor son of Parmenion had come running, storm-footed, from Pella to fall into the king’s arms and gasp, "Thebes!"

And now Alexander camped in the Theban plain, his army larger by a thousand Dardarnian Illyrians.

Only alone with Langaros and Hephaistion could Alexander confess, "Philotas is right. I almost threw away the victory. You forget that small things can hurt you." He picked up an angry scorpion from the yellow dust, held its tail pinched between thumb and forefinger where it could bring neither stinger nor claws to bear.

Langaros grinned at the scorpion. "Why, it has the look of Amyntas!"
"We found Amyntas. I arrested him."

"I know,” said Langaros. “We passed on the road. I wished him a quick death."

"Langaros, never think that I begrudge you my sister, but—have you ever met Kynna?"

"We were all children in Pella. Though you were by far the youngest. She threw pinecones at me. I knew then I should love her forever."

A surprised smile lit Alexander’s face. "You never said."

"Hostages don’t."

Of daughters of kings, no, he would not. And then later Kynna was married, and even kings could not.

"You should have killed Amyntas straightaway when you came to the kingship," said Langaros. "Sometimes you trust too much, Alexander. You should have killed Attalos too. Another scorpion you left alive."

"A brutal hand does not win you a devoted following," said Alexander.

"It is sometimes necessary."

"Apparently." Alexander tossed the little scorpion to the Boiotian dust. It writhed itself upright to brandish tail and claws in a tiny fury. "Men need to see a reason. I had to let Attalos give me one."

"Then Attalos is finally dead?"

Alexander turned his face heavenward. No moon ghosted the daylight sky. "Possibly. I sent men to Asia Minor. Attalos is either dead or near to it."

"I see your death, young Akhilles," said Langaros. "It will not be glorious."

"I don’t like this," Alexander said darkly, a warning for Langaros to shut up. But the king of the Agrianes went on.

"It cannot be else. I have the sight. And even if I did not, you must see the truth in this. You cannot fall in battle. Akhilles had no equal. The Trojans’ best would not stand single combat until Akhilles withdrew from the battle. Hektor fought the Akhaians’ second best to a draw. When Akhilles returned, Hektor could not stand before him. Akhilles had to chase Hektor three times round Troy before the goddess made Hektor turn and fight and die. For the mighty Akhilles there was no such warrior to fight to the death. Akhilles fell to a cowardly arrow shot from the walls of Troy, guided by a jealous god to his secret weakness. When you are too strong, when you are the best, there is no worthy opponent. My fate is the same. I won’t see my end coming." To Hephaistion, "He is not listening to me. You watch for him."

Hephaistion spat. "I’m not listening either, Langaros. You talk like a barbarian woman." But he brought a javelin butt down on the little yellow scorpion. Nothing would happen to Alexander so long as Hephaistion lived.

Attalos’ mind was not on the game. He rattled the bones for so long Kassander accused him of trying to wear the marks off.

Reinforcements had arrived from Pella. The commander of the fresh troops, Kalas, had gone straight to Parmenion’s tent and stayed there all day. This new commander had passed over Attalos as if Attalos were a goatherd’s boy in the fifth rank.

Attalos reacted first with indignation. I am commander here. Co-commander at any rate.
Then he grew worried. Something important from Pella and they were not telling Attalos.

If they were not telling Attalos the news, then it had to be about Attalos.

Alexander is replacing me, Attalos guessed. This man Kalas was to be Parmenion’s new co-commander in Asia Minor. So where did Attalos fit into this?

The waiting grew too long, and Attalos’ patience broke. He hiked across the encampment to Parmenion’s tent and demanded the pages let him in. They turned him away.

Attalos knew then that he had bet on the wrong horse. Twice. Who knew that Philip would get himself killed before he could replace Alexander with an heir of Attalos’ bloodline?
Who knew the boy could stand against the combined revolts of all Hellas? That Athenian windbag Demosthenes kept assuring him in his letters that Alexander was beset on all sides and could not survive. Apparently that was so much wishful thinking—typical, when men want something, to abandon reason and trust to hope. Another boring, long-winded Athenian had written something very like. Why had Attalos ever listened to an Athenian?

How unlucky could one man be?

Well, he still had Parmenion. Parmenion was a sure thing. Attalos had married Parmenion’s daughter. Made them kin. There was protection in that.

Attalos rattled the bones and threw.
The bones stared up at him with four eyes all alike. The Dog. Lost.

Kassander guffawed. Edges of his black beard curled into his thick, red lips. When young men these days went about clean shaven, twenty-year-old Kassander went defiantly bearded.
Kassander swept the silver coins toward him, picked up one, and snapped it in half to find a mud core. His grin disappeared. Kassander shook the halves in Attalos’ face. "What’s this, cur?"

Kassander saw by the stunned look that Attalos had not known. Attalos had been duped by someone else. And Kassander laughed at him again.

Attalos made good the bet with real gold.

Kassander held up the new coin to see the imprint, Persian archers. "I hate Persians."

"Those are from Athens," said Attalos.

"I hate Athens," said Kassander, but the gold was good. The Great King’s imprint insured its weight and worth.

Kassander and Attalos placed their bets anew. Kassander gathered in the four bones and made his toss.
The bones had only four flat faces. Four different faces turned up. “Aphrodite!” Kassander crowed. His wiggling fingers beckoned Attalos to cough up double the bet. A broad swarthy man should not giggle like that.

But Kassander needed the money. Antipater was a strict father, mean and cheap as a Megarian. Antipater hated gaming and drinking. Once out from under the old man, Kassander had squandered away more than he had, and he wouldn’t be getting any more from Antipater.

Attalos’ gold pieces dwindled. He actually felt safer getting rid of them. The archers all tittered as they jingled together: treason, treason, treason.
Attalos rehearsed an explanation for having them. This territory till lately had been under Persian sway. Of course Attalos would have Persian coin. How he came by quite so many of them was more difficult. He must get rid of them.

But Alexander must already know. That was what this silence portended.

His only hope was to placate the king. Alexander loved to make a show of forgiveness. He had forgiven everybody else, all the rebellious cities who opposed his ascension. Alexander should have burned them to the ground instead of gathering them at Corinth for pledges of faith.

But Alexander did not hate those cities. Alexander hated Attalos.

Attalos had called him a bastard. Drank to it in front of all the Makedonian Companions.

Well, Attalos, why didn’t you cut off your own balls while you were talking?

Across the low table, young Kassander shifted his wrestler’s bulk impatiently. "Come one, Attalos. Throw."

Attalos looked up as if wakened from a nightmare, sweat beading his face.

"What’s wrong with you?"

"No luck, I guess." Attalos gathered in the bones and put them into their leather bag. "Kassander, be a good boy for once and pay off all my debts." Attalos pushed all his remaining archers at Kassander.

Kassander’s small eyes lit to see so much gold fall his way. Then his eyes narrowed in suspicion. "What’s the matter? These counterfeit too?"

"Get out, get out, get out."

I am Makedonian, Attalos assured himself. Even the king could not put a Makedonian Companion to death without a trial. Attalos was very popular with the men. He was Parmenion’s son-in-law. Parmenion would not let Alexander harm Attalos.

The tent darkened, someone blocking the light.
"What now, Kassander? Is it not gold enough –"

But a stranger stood in his tent. Attalos was going to beat his squire for letting the man through unannounced, but his gaze fell on the papyrus roll in the man's left hand, the seal of an exploding sun pressed into the wax. Not a letter to be delivered to Attalos. It was the kind of papyrus a man carries to prove he comes in the king's name.

The visitor did not show an open right hand in greeting. He was too cocky. "You are not well, Attalos?"

"Should I not be?" Attalos snapped.

"We heard you had a silverache."

Attalos did not have to take snide innuendo from Alexander's lackey. Came out snarling like a badger poked from his hole: "You can't kill me. I'm a Companion. I require a trial."

"I'll see that you get one." An archaic smile sat shallowly on the young face. Beardless face, of course. Attalos had seen him before. Hekataios. That was his name.

Air filled Attalos' lungs. He hadn't realized he was not breathing. There. A trial. Nothing to look forward to happily, but it was a long march back to Makedonia. A lot could happen on that road. He nodded. Nodded again. "Yes, there, you see? You see? Even Alexander isn't above the law." A big breath. A big exhale. "If he has me killed without trial, then he has to stand trial for murder."

Hekataios' smile did not waver. "It is only murder if we find you innocent of treason."

Smile, air, light vanished.
Neglected to consider they might convict a dead man.

The messenger found Alexander playing a lyre, gift of the Plataians. There had been little enough time for music, and the messenger was sorry to make him stop.
The king glanced up at the messenger’s entrance. Seemed cross to find no Thebans with him.

"I presented the Thebans with your demand for Phoenix and Prothytes," said the angelos. "They countered with a demand for our garrison commander and Antipater."

Alexander frowned, part in insult, part in confusion. His demand had been for the two rebel leaders. The return insult would have had better symmetry had they demanded the garrison commander and Alexander. "Antipater?" A belligerent joke there, but they had blown the punch line. "Did they really demand Antipater? Why Antipater? They want me to send back to Makedonia to bring Antipater? Why?"

"Alexander, they still think you're Antipater!"

Alexander blinked, brow clearing. "Did you tell them who I was?"

"They don't believe me. They believe Alexander Lynkestes is here, but: 'Everyone knows Philippian Alexander died in Illyria.'" The well-worn chorus. He was tired of this song.

Alexander made a noise between a grunt and a cough, exasperated. The strings hummed dissonant protest as he set the lyre down sharply and rose to his feet.

"Let us correct them."

In the fading light of day, we came to Thebes. The Thebans watched us from high atop their city walls, a small band of us come like storm birds.

They should have known me for my size. They should have known Alexander for his triple crested helmet.
The round, skullcap helmets with flanged rims marked our attendants as locals. The Thebans might have recognized them as Plataians, enemies of theirs, making certain we Makedones came to no harm.

We started round the five miles of perimeter wall at a walk, staying just at the edge of bowshot. Sometimes a Theban archer mounted the wall to try his arm.

We glanced up at them from time to time. Alexander gauged the wind, and urged me aside if the shot was particularly good, and kept talking. We were really too far away and everyone knew it. Even Thebans don’t kill strangers. They were trying the distance, and seeing if they could spook us.
Alexander does not frighten. They could look at him and see that. He rides with the supple posture and strong gestures of a very young man, the easy composure of an old campaigner. They should have known him.
Hephaistion, next to us, paused once to lean earthward from his big red nag to pull an arrow from the ground. He inspected the dart, smoothed the vulture feathers on the shaft, passed it to Alexander who used it to point out things of interest to his Thessalian engineers. They took note of the defenses, pointed to the double palisades that circled the whole of the city, made note of the width and depth of the trenches, gestured at the walls where they were the most tall and steep. Our inspection took in the picket, the depressions, the streambeds, where soldiers might lose their footing and break rank. We paced out the level ground where a siege engine could be wheeled to bear.

The Thebans, not unaware of advances in modern warfare, had laid out a second perimeter of pickets and trenches, much as a commander would erect around his army camped in the field. Thebes’ high walls were its last line of defense.

When I was a foal, citizens were safe within their walls. Troy stood for ten years before falling, and only then to a ruse. Mighty Tyre withstood a siege of ten years and never fell. Two generations marched against Thebes in the age of heroes before it fell to the sons of the Seven. It is a different world now. Thebes’ walls were probably not enough to hold out forever against any army of Philip’s forging. They could not afford this fight.

Theban archers moved along the top of the wall to shadow our movements, like seagulls in the wake of a ship. We circled half round the city to the Athenian road. Alexander reined me in before the round towers of the Elektra Gate.

The tattooed one, Langaros, said, "I thought there were seven gates.”

So had I. Who has not heard stories of the fabled seven gated Thebes?

"I am counting three."

And there were only three. I also counted three city gates.

"The Cadmeia has seven," said Alexander. "That citadel there, inside the walls."

In this rolling Boiotian plain nothing juts so high that it can be called an acropolis, a High City. Thebes’ citadel, the Cadmeia, has not height but walls instead to defend it. We could see the ramparts of the inner citadel between the high towers that flank the Elektra Gate.

"Our garrison is trapped inside the Cadmeia,” said Alexander. “This gate opens straight into the Cadmeia."

"This gate does not open at all," said Langaros.
Truly, it did not. The Thebans had hammered crossbars and log braces across them. They had buried stakes with sharpened ends pointed inward to keep the Makedonian garrison inside. The city’s perimeter trench sank to its deepest here.
"I think I can see someone on the inner wall."

Men had appeared atop the wall of the Cadmeia.

Alexander lifted his sword to hail them. "Makedones, I am here!"
Gleeful noise rose from the blockaded citadel. Makedones shook the legendary gates with their shouting: Alalalalalai! The Thebans stoned them off their walls, but they could not silence their joyful, belligerent yelling.

Alexander frowned at such treatment of his garrison. This to his face! He breathed, "Do I look like Antipater?"

And what did they think I looked like?

Alexander touched heels to my sides. I brought him at a lope to the very edge of the picket, and there waited until no more Thebans could crowd onto the ramparts. They quieted, sensing that Alexander was about to say something.

Alexander unfastened his chinstrap, pulled the triple crested helmet from his head. His blond hair lay matted against his scalp. He lifted his face to the walls, shouted, "Do you know who I am?"

The Theban Sacred Band who faced us at Chaironeia had died to a man, but surely, there were other, lesser, men left alive up there who would remember.

The ramparts stirred. Many of them must have already known, and this not revelation but confirmation of a fear.
In case there could be any doubt, Alexander shouted, "I am Alexander son of Philip!"

The return shout came from Prothytes, architect of the Theban insurrection: "We don’t care!"
Alexander’s blink moved his whole body. I felt it. He had thought—we had all thought—all he need do was arrive and this rebellion would crumble.

I thought I had been given a signal to move, turned round and carried him back to his Companions.
Alexander wore a look of such astonishment, so wounded, that Langaros checked his person for an arrow. Alexander’s lips took on an ashen hue. His nostrils flared with his deepening breaths. Laughter from the wall stiffened his back and raised my hackles.

Resistance should have collapsed in his face. Alexander had not been braced for anything like this. It was really the last thing in the world.
Charias, the Thessalian engineer, gripped his belly-shooter and offered, "I can g-g-get him f-f-from here. C-c-cover me while I wind this up. I’ll take him out f-f-for you, Alex-s-s-s-s --"

Alexander signaled refusal, too angry to speak.
"It is for the Thebans to silence that mad dog," Langaros, who was a king, answered for him.
Alexander reined me back in a tight circle so hard I grunted my disapproval. Felt a tremor in the reins.

Alexander put his helmet back on, shouted at the wall: "Men of Thebes! Does this man speak for all of you? I tell you: Leave off your siege of my garrison and surrender that cur to me! Cease this mutiny now and I shall say nothing more of this. We await your decision!" He wheeled me about and away.

The "we" could have been royal plural, could have been an invocation of the League of Corinth whose treaty Thebes violated. Either way, Alexander allowed room for reasonable men—those with wives and children within those walls—to see the criminal insanity of their present course, and room for Alexander to come down from the destructive wrath to which he was heir.

The decision he left them was between life and death.

And I would wonder to their dying breaths why the choice was not obvious.

The first dawn shadows to touch the city walls were shadows of the Makedonian army. Alexander had moved camp to the rising side, where the Thebans could see with their own eyes the army that went into Illyria had came out of Illyria not a single man the less.

Rather they numbered more. Alexander had a thousand Illyrians marching with him now.

The Dardanian boy was awed and thrilled to be among them. Astounded by the precision of the king’s phalanx, alien and dazzling. As soon as he had seen them, there had been nothing he wanted more than to be one of those ferocious fighting ranks that terrified Kleitos out of his fortress.

There had been a time when the boy had looked upon Kleitos as a god—the manly voice, the shaggy chest, the treelike build.
He must revise his picture of gods.

Now he followed a young, girl-faced king, strong as a boar, smelled like a meadow, hard as if cast in bronze, tireless as --well, there really was nothing. Alexander was the measure.
Alexander led his men across unimaginable distances in the days to follow. The boy had not known the whole world was this big. He hurt all over. But to be part of this terrifying force of thirty thousand was beyond price or sacrifice.

Alexander’s army arrived here, at the Hellenes’ fabled city of Thebes. The city was huge. Towering mudbrick walls upon a base of giant-built stone courses rose, a manmade cliff, from the gentle plain.
The sight of it dismayed the boy, but only for a moment. None of the Makedones around him looked frightened. They told him that their numbers—the army of 30,000 men and the city of 30,000 people—were about equal. But there were women, babies, slaves and old men in the Theban numbers. Alexander’s army had nothing to fear.

The boy was only surprised that their mighty king should look so sad.

Alexander paced quick turns like a stallion scenting a rival. He had assumed that Thebes had risen in revolt by mistake—because they thought Alexander was dead. But this was no mistake. This was pure defiance.

Hephaistion spoke what the king already knew, "We won’t scare them with our discipline."

Alexander lifted his chin. "No. This is where Philip learned it."
Philip had spent his boyhood here. Philip had learned much from the Thebans.
Alexander paced on the wheat stubble, barefoot, so not to let his feet get soft. It had been a quick harvest without dancing. The city shut upon itself, braced for siege when it ought to be offering first fruits. "Philip loathed this place."

Though Alexander and Hephaistion were the same age, Alexander’s father had been twenty years younger than Hephaistion’s father. Philip and Amyntor had not been boyhood friends.
Philip had been the youngest of the Makedonian king’s three sons, not ever meant to become king himself. Philip had spent his youth as a royal hostage in Thebes, sent by his weak-willed eldest brother as a guarantee of peace. After Philip’s eldest brother died, the crown passed to the middle brother. The first thing the new king did was send a man to retrieve his younger brother Philip from this hole.
The man who rode into Thebes to his rescue—a tall, refined, copper-haired, haughty savior—was Amyntor.
Amyntor delivered Philip from the hands of these Theban boors. Philip’s adoration and debt of gratitude survived Amyntor’s death, and stayed always over Amyntor’s son like a shield. Hephaistion never suffered at Philip’s hands. Thebes did.

"The Thebans rose against us at my father’s death and I understood why. I forgave them everything. My father’s terms were harsh. I thought they would love me for my fairness. They gave me their word. Why don’t they come to their senses and send me an embassy? They don’t love me and their promises are written in water. Philip was right to hate them. I don’t want to fight Hellenes. That is not where I am meant to be now. I am meant to be in Persia, fighting Persians. Why am I here! They must know this can only end in disaster. Who is that?"

The boy hovered at Alexander’s side, jabbering.
"It smells Illyrian," said Hephaistion. The boy was about twelve years old. That would mean twelve years since his last bath.

Hephaistion had lost his father Amyntor to the Illyrians. Hephaistion was hard put ever to say he had loved Amyntor, but he had no use for an Illyrian. He was slower to forgive than Alexander, for whom the fight never lasted beyond the winning of it. Alexander had little enough experience losing, and did not understand the grudges that came naturally to a loser.
"What is he saying?” said Alexander. “This is all babble. Langaros! What is this child saying?"

Langaros interpreted the noise for him: "He asks, ‘Is Alexander afraid?’"

Alexander nodded slowly. Never more afraid in his life.

The boy squawked high pitched disbelief, which Langaros translated, "Of that? he says. He says you can take that."

"I know." I know.
The knowing terrified.

The tree creaked, split; its leafy branches rustled against its neighbors in its falling.
Engineers carried carried with them on their marches only the cords and slings and metalworks of their vicious siege engines. The timber they cut fresh each time on the scene. They let the Thebans watch them build their catapults and towers and machines of horror.

Echoes of axes chopping timber carried to the green sanctuary where Alexander and Hephaistion were. The men did not cut a god’s trees, or even those of a hero, like this one, beloved of a god.

Iolaos’ altar stood within a half ring of dark cypress spires, showy arbutus, and laurels—things evergreen for a youth. And round the carved figure of the youth clustered oleanders, whose glossy leaves were so poisonous that even goats, which ate anything, left them undisturbed.

This was the only place where Iolaos was worshipped for himself, apart from his lover Herakles.

The whole training ground was sacred to Iolaos. Normally this place was crowded with hulking Thebans. The stadium waited now, an empty hollow of banked earth. A swirl of dust lifted from the oft-run racecourse. The Thebans loved their athletics. They had never been known for the sublimity of their thoughts.

Alexander waved a bee away. He wore a chiton of fine linen, lavishly bordered, gift of the women of Plataia.

Alexander did not feel close to his ancestor, Herakles—mighty, huge, potent, and, truth be told, a bit of a bolthead. Herakles made a fitting hero for Thebes.

The Sacred Band pledged their oaths here at Iolaos’ altar.

A lover is a divine friend.

The Sacred Band had numbered three hundred, only a single lochos. It had been a formidable fighting unit while it survived, the feared elite of Hellas, founded on the idea that a lover would willingly suffer anything rather than shame in his lover’s eyes. No one would be so certain to shun dishonor on the battlefield as a lover in the presence of his beloved.
The Theban Sacred Band died to a man defending the pass at Chaironeia. No shame in it. They had simply run into Alexander.

Philip, who hated them, had cried.

Alexander laid his palm on the altar stone. "Don’t swear here. I know a better place."

A flock of birds startled from their scavenging in the harvested fields rose all in a cloud. They cast a quickly moving shadow in passing, then settled in the hollow racecourse.

"We should be there now. Instead of here."

Hephaistion started to touch him, but Alexander was too far away. His blue eyes reflected a deep well of emptiness, as if the tomb at which they stood were fresh. "Are you afraid we will be here ten years, Akhilles?"

"I’m afraid that won’t be here tomorrow." Alexander spoke toward Thebes, its ramparts just visible above the cypress peaks. The bulky shadow of its walls had been creeping closer since midday. Menace in the advancing darkness.
Where was the Theban embassy to sue for peace?
Day wore on like a grave filling in.

A pine tree tottered to earth in a shower of green and brown needles. Its springy branches muted its fall.

If Alexander moved against the city, nothing, nothing could save it.

Hephaistion watched him as from a far shore. His friend adrift in the isolation that godlike power brings, the perfect loneliness only a god can know.

Late sun found the fire colors in his leonine hair. "They must come," he murmured. Blond brows tugged inward. "Why don’t they come?"

Hoof beats. Yellow dust rising. Men shouting in alarm. Clash of iron.

"Thebans! Thebans! They’ve attacked the picket!"

So came the Theban answer.

You knew on sight the horsemen were Theban, for their beehive helmets whitened for quick recognition in a melee, their round shields blazoned with the device of Herakles’ club. They sallied from their defensive palisade to fall upon the men who were setting up the defenses for Alexander’s newly relocated camp.

"Archers! Archers! Archers!" Alexander shouted, moving at a dead run.
Men dove out of his way. He jumped over anything in his path, calling for his lightest troops, men who could pick up their arms and be there.

By the time Alexander arrived within spearcast and someone put a javelin in his hand, the skirmish was over, the Thebans hieing back to their spiked defenses. A handful of men lay on the ground, not getting up.

Perdikkas, in a rage, called for his battalion to form up. Alexander belayed that. "It’s too late. They got us."
The Thebans hid behind their trench, crowing, jumping up and down, jeering.

"They got me!" Perdikkas cried. The camp defenses were Perdikkas’ charge. His fault the trench was not done. His fault the guards had been inattentive. His fault Orestids lay on the ground.

Mocking falsetto chant carried from the Theban line, "A-lex-an-der! A-lex-an-der!"

Alexander ignored them, walked out to the middle ground to look over the fallen, find which ones were his.

A little horse trotted riderless among the dead, a poor looking creature, its neck too thin, its white hide spotted brown as if spattered with mud.

One sprawled figure dressed in wide sleeves and trousers Alexander thought was a woman. He turned it over and recognized the Dardanian boy. "Five, Alexander," said Ptolemy. He meant the dead. "Five more than we lost in Illyria."

Perdikkas’ face went all purple. "What is that supposed to mean!"

"Means it wasn’t my watch," said Ptolemy.

"Ptolemy, see to the dead," Alexander ordered quietly.

"Don’t touch the Orestids!” Perdikkas snarled. “Keep your hands off the Orestids!"

"They are all Makedones," said Alexander. "These men are mine." He crouched next to the Dardanian boy. "These are all mine."

Perdikkas squinted to dam in the tears, fists clenched with no one to hit. He flung a hand toward the shallow trench, angry apology, "I’ll deepen this, Alexander."

"No."

Perdikkas seized up, thinking he had just been relieved of command. Insisted, "I can do this, Alexander."

"No. We are moving in."

Perdikkas grasped the king’s arm, the muscles hard as a cornel spear within his grip, and Perdikkas took strength from it, from knowing that Alexander’s famous mercy would not be coming into play now. The rest of Hellas thought him young. They thought him soft. They thought him merciful. Time they saw his wrath.

Alexander began softly, "When all the armies of Hellas sailed against Troy, no Thebans served in their ranks. Because Thebes was a pile of rubble on the plain, and it can be so again! I and the Hellenes can go to Troy without them! It has been done before!"



Ignite the thunderbolt’s fiery torch!

Burn, burn the palace of Pentheus!

-- Euripides Bakkhai
Deep pounding reverberated through the night. You felt it in the ground. It wove into the nightmares of anyone who managed to sleep. The Thebans had taken a battering ram to the Cadmeia.

The mallets of Alexander’s engineers beat out a frantic answer as the Makedones raced to get in first. The Thebans had already thrown sacred messengers off the wall. The garrison must not fall into Theban hands.
Siege engines reared up, weird clawlike towers against the indigo midnight.

Thebes stood against the sky, a vast blocky shape blotting out the turning stars. Tears glittered in the moonlight. Alexander gazed at the city as if to memorize it, as a thing vanishing.

At dawn Alexander’s army stood in battle order before the Elektra Gate. The Cadmeia had lasted the night.

There fell a pause in the ramming thunder. Alexander shouted one last chance to the walls. "Anyone wishing to share the Common Peace of Hellas may come out without fear!"

The answer came quickly from the high walls in fat Boiotian accent: "Anyone wishing to join wid the Great King and the Thebans to free the Hellenes and destroy the tyrant of Hellas may come to us."

Men gasped—it sounded like the entire Makedonian army inhaled at once. So the Thebans did not stand alone; they stood with the enemy of all Hellenes. Thebes stood with Persia.

The Makedones wondered if Thebes had sent earth and water.

Alexander turned round pale as if bleeding, eyes taking on a fevered glaze. "If not for love, then for terror. We are taking the city."

Alexander had portioned his forces into three; one division to man the siege engines; one division to engage the Theban defenders man to man; and one division held in reserve to stand on the road from which any promised help might come.

General Perdikkas watched the assault from the Hollow Road, his battalion wasted in reserve. His Orestids would not to be called unless Thebes’ allies showed up. And they would not. Not now that the battle had become more than words. Athenians were brave with their mouths.

Perdikkas would have no part in the fall of Thebes except as a witness.

His headband became soaked under his helmet, the metal burning hot in the sun. Perdikkas shifted foot to foot so anxiously that Leonnatos had to look to satisfy himself that he and Perdikkas were not standing on an anthill.
The battle at the palisades waged without them. The Thebans allowed only a narrow front on which to engage the Makedones, negating the Makedones’ superior numbers. Negating Perdikkas.

Perdikkas took no solace in seeing that some of the best and favored troops were in reserve with him – Hephaistion and Philotas – but that was because horses were not good for a head-on attack against a narrow tight infantry front with no possibility of flanking. The cavalry served better here watching the rear.

Langaros also stood in reserve with his much-vaunted Agrianian javelin men, next to Alexander.
It was never Alexander’s preference to direct a battle at a distance like this, like Xerxes on his rock, but a siege was not like other battles. Alexander had already broken a line in a climactic battle; he had nothing to prove. Perdikkas did.

Perdikkas badly needed to do something here. Philip had been assassinated under Perdikkas’ watch. The Thebans had attacked his picket and killed more Makedones than Alexander had lost in all of Illyria under Perdikkas’ watch. Perdikkas had to do something here. He was afraid he had stood his last watch.

Ptolemy was up there in front in the thick of it, wielding a sarissa. And you had to know Ptolemy would not hesitate to step on Perdikkas to get Perdikkas’ command.

That was not going to happen. Perdikkas would die before that happened.

Leonnatos’ elbow on his arm nudged Perdikkas to awareness. "Look. No. Not there. That way."

Perdikkas strained to see what he was being told to look at. Fields. Blue sky. Wall. Trench. Pickets. "I don’t see anything."

Leonnatos whispered loud: "Because no one is there!"

"Hekate’s tits!" Perdikkas breathed.

Stationed on the far left of the Makedonian second line, Perdikkas and Leonnatos were able to see round the curve in the city wall to its unprotected eastern face. The ramparts, the towers, were vacant of archers. Merry little birds hopped from stake to stake on the palisades and flitted into the trench to bathe in the dust, chirping, oblivious to the mortal struggle just round the bend of the cyclopian fortress wall.

"There’s gotta be a watch," Perdikkas protested his idiotic good fortune. "They can’t all be in front."
A big motion, an outcry, turned his head to the right.
The siege tower skidded. Its wheel dipped into a rut. The great tower canted precariously to a collective Makedonian gasp and a chorused "Oh!" from the Theban ramparts. The tower swayed. Everyone watched, transfixed.

Perdikkas turned to his men, rasped between a whisper and a shout: "Boys! With me! Softly!" and broke into a run round to the shadowed side of Thebes; behind him followed the crunch of dog-trotting Orestid feet on scrub grass, the squeak of leather jerkins, the light clatter of cornel spears when their long shafts chanced to touch.

The Theban defenders fought like the dragon’s seed they were. For them, retreat did not exist. They were already home.

Alexander glanced along his line of reserves. The left end looked short.
The left end was gone.

Hephaistion saw Alexander’s frowning squint his way. Rode over to him. Alexander demanded, "Where’s Perdikkas?"

"He’s gone to force his way up the Theban rear. Someone told him Thebans like that."

"The postern gate?" said Alexander.

Hephaistion gave a quick nod down. "There’s no one back there."

"No one?"

"They’re all here. When the battery tower tipped, there wasn’t a man in Thebes without a sword in his face who wasn’t watching to see if it would fall over. That’s when Perdikkas --" Hephaistion slapped his hand one against the other in the motion of a falcon launching itself off his fist. "Off he goes. No one noticed. I told him he ought to tell Alexander. He said, ‘So tell Alexander.’"

Alexander refrained from looking again in the direction of his missing phalanx. The Thebans on the ramparts were sure to note every turn of Alexander’s triple crested helmet. "Did he make it?"

"His men are somewhere in the back."

"Is he going for the rear gate or will he hit the Theban flank from inside the picket?"

"I don’t know what is plan is." Generous that. Assumed Perdikkas had a plan. "Someone is going to notice."

"No they won’t."
Alexander raised his sword for attention. Swept it forward, sending in the reserves. He held back only his archers, his royal infantry guard, his Agrianes, and the horses. The phalanxes charged into the fray, shouting: Alalalalalai!

A cheer rose up from the Theban wall. Not the reaction one expected from the battle-weary at the arrival of a fresh enemy. Especially as the Thebans had no reserve. But they cheered wildly.
The Makedone had just shown weakness.
The Thebans shouted joyously to their own: "The Makedones called for help! You’re winning, boys! Battle on! Ha! Ha!"

So far from crushing the soldiers’ morale, the reinforcements gave a second wind to Theban flagging spirits.

Philotas brought his horse round to the king. He nodded toward the jubilant Thebans, "Well, that didn’t work."

Alexander answered faintly, his eyes on the battle, seemed about to cry. "Oh, it did."

"You have a plan?"

Blond brows lifted high. "Apparently so."

Alexander never cursed the ground for shifting under him. He simply altered his footing on it.

He sent a young Boiotian goatherd to go see about Perdikkas’ fortunes, a run of perhaps two or three miles along the city wall, one way. Alexander was still waiting for the goatherd’s report when a change came over the Theban rampart. People shouting, flailing arms, pointing, moving very fast.
"They’ve just spotted Perdikkas," Hephaistion guessed. “He must be inside the first perimeter! Look at the Thebans!"
The rearmost part of the Theban army heeled completely about to meet a flanking assault from inside their own defenses.

“He’s in! Perdikkas’ phalanx is inside the picket!”

Alexander shouted, "Langaros, go! Archers, go! Agema, with me. Philotas, the front is yours."

Perdikkas’ second taxis was still scrambling up the trench when Perdikkas, in the fore, met the Theban charge within the palisade. Perdikkas laughed, fought like a madman, rocks tumbling from the walls above in lethal rain. He lost his sarissa quickly, skewered through a Theban. Another weapon passed up from the rear ranks into Perdikkas’ hands. He lost that one too. He fought on with a sword.

A fistful of dirt splattered his face. Eyes convulsed shut. A tinny clattering of grit loud on his metal helmet. He spat dirt from his lips, slashed blindly. His hacking met resistance. He blinked teary eyes open. A hand gripping a sword lay at his feet. He pushed away the contorted face that blocked his way.

A sudden weird singing shivered the air. He knew that sound. A lot of arrows. It raised the hair on his arms. He ducked, instinctively as a chick does at the silhouette of a falcon in the sky.

But the dark cloud of missiles did not rain on him. They arced far over his head, moving forward.

Ours.
Alexander had sent his Cretan archers to back him up.

The barrage staggered the Theban line. Inhuman shrieks punctuated the ranks.

A body fell from the wall, an odd, slow, dream sense in its descent. The helpless wail abruptly ceased as the body impaled on the stakes of the inner palisade.

Perdikkas saw the javelin. Heard its sizzle as it rifled the air. And suddenly it was here. Felt a blow to his thigh—didn’t think it that hard – and with its impact, heard a deep, nearly musical thunk and his leg no longer held him.

Perdikkas lurched forward over the javelin shaft. The bronze point came out of his thigh, followed out by severed bone. Perdikkas caught himself on his palms. Vomited into the ground that rushed up toward his face.

Earth swam dizzily away with his rising, Leonnatos there. The big youth’s hard shoulder pushed into Perdikkas’ belly. Carried Perdikkas from the battlefield, limp as an octopus the fisherman slaps against the rocks.

Alexander ordered his men to widen the breach in the picket and fill in the trench so that they might cross in battle order. Already inside the palisade, Perdikkas’ men gained ground, slowly at first, then in a berserk fury after their commander fell.

Alexander squinted through the dust and smother as the battle moved away from him. Something was missing in the rear.

His archers.

He saw with a creeping cold in his gut, that somehow his Cretan archers had got in front of Perdikkas’ phalanxes. The lithe, wiry, island men had skipped like nimble goats around the heavily armed infantry body and sprinted ahead to chase the retreating Thebans.

"Don’t go there! Get out!" Alexander cried at their backs, but they were too far away, the clash and roar too great. The archers snapped at the heels of a quarry they could not afford to catch. And the Thebans had nowhere to run.

Where the road sank, the retreating Theban flank ran up against those defending the frontal assault. The fleeing men had no choice but to turn again and fight whatever came at them.

A Cretan archer has no armor, no helmet, and only a little bronze pelte for a shield. A Cretan archer went down with a single sword stroke. The Cretans tried to fall back but met the advancing wall of Perdikkas’ phalanx. Pinned between battle fronts the Cretans tried to scramble out the side. Thebans hacked them down as they clambered over the pointed stakes of the picket, stabbed them with javelins as they foundered in the trench.

The archers’ panic disintegrated the order of Perdikkas’ phalanx.

Overeager, the Thebans broke their own order to pursue the Makedonian retreat.

Perdikkas’ taxis, never the most disciplined unit, lashed now like a headless serpent. Ranks crumbled, spilled out the breach in the palisades in a riot. Their rout brought them before Alexander’s royal infantry who were drawn up in fresh precision, bristling with sarissas, standing at trim attention. The sight of their invincible order and a commanding roar from Alexander restored sense and courage. Perdikkas’ men fell in line, a hydra regrown with, if not two heads, then one better one.

The Thebans chased only as far as the breach. Halted there, seeing death in the open ground. They tried to hold the line there at the breach, but it was wider now, the trench filled and leveled. They could not stand against the solid marching front of bronze that bore in on them. The Thebans stumbled back in final retreat. Alexander’s phalanx advanced with measured step, kept their footing over the blood-slicked bodies of the fallen.

As the Theban flank came collapsing in, the Theban front gave way as well. The city’s mighty High Gates groaned open to receive her beaten sons. The battle lines had broken and Makedones flooded in with the press of bodies. Alexander’s men jabbed javelins into the earth under the gates and wedged cornel sarissas into the hinged joints. The gates jammed open, and all chaos poured in.

Now the battle was a rout. Thebans fled through their own streets. Men and cavalry crowded through the twisted, stepped ways, and pressed into the same narrowing alleys. A relentless crush from behind propelled them onward when there was no space to the fore. Soldiers fell under hoof, friend and foe alike.

Thebans shouted over the rooftops: "To the agora!" the survivors making their way to open ground where they might reassemble their shattered forces and make a stand.

It was then that the inner citadel, the Cadmeia, burst open and the Makedonian garrison stormed out to fall upon the agora with the rage of a tormented badger charging from its lair, and so shredded the last illusion of hope.

The postern gates of the city parted, and Thebans stampeded out, scrambling over their own defenses to get to Thessalian road, there only to meet the spears of their neighbors—Orchomenians, Onchestians, Plataians—angry men with blood debts. They screamed the names of their fathers.

The Dirke ran with blood.

Alexander pulled off his helmet, its horsehair crests clotted together in brown mats. He stepped into the tent with the wounded, blinked against the relative dim. Screams and sounds of carnage from within the city followed him even here. The battle was over, this the mere riot of the victors.

"Stop this, Alexander," a physician urged.

"I can’t. He’s back."

The doctor was about to ask who was back, but saw the answer in the king’s eyes. Gods. He was speaking of gods.

The physician remained dubious. Gods there may be, but they had ceased meddling in the affairs of men in a much earlier age. Gone were the days when a goddess might grab a hero by his xanthen locks and tell him exactly what she wanted him to do. Still one could well believe this bestial howling was the madness of Dionysos visited once again upon the cursed city who refused a god. It was dangerous to rein in such hatred, and perhaps Alexander was right to let a fire of such heat to rage, and hope the hatred burned itself out.

Alexander found Perdikkas bawling like a bull. Perdikkas was strapped to a wide oak pallet that would serve a torturer well but doctors grew irate at the very idea and invoked their god and their oath to do no harm. The physicians had wrapped Perdikkas’ foot in soft wool, and round that bound oxhide straps by which a windlass, affixed to the base of the pallet, extended Perdikkas’ broken leg by screaming turns. Pegs under Perdikkas’ armpits and a thick rod at his crotch kept him from sliding down the board with the winch’s pull.

"His hip is shifting! Hold the hip!" the doctor snapped at his gangly, green assistant, who hesitated, his throat convulsing with repeated swallows. Alexander shouldered the lad aside, braced both his palm heels against the saddle of bone to push it level. Perdikkas’ skin was slick and clammy under his hands.

"That is good. Hold him, Basileu."

The wheel turned. Perdikkas snorted, breathing through his teeth, spraying spittle. Roared.

Better by far if he would pass out, but it was not in Perdikkas to do so.

"Is this not enough?" Alexander asked.

"One must extend the leg strongly,” the doctor insisted, sorely tried. “These muscles in the thigh are most powerful. And this man—this is a mule."

Perdikkas spat, snarled, "And that man is a Theban!"

The doctor remonstrated, "The harm and disgrace are great if the results are a shortened thigh."

Alexander consulted with the patient. "Do you want to stop, Perdikkas?"

Perdikkas gulped for air, chest heaving, face white. "Don’t – don’t let me walk like Harpalos."

The wheel turned.

When the extension was sufficient, the doctor eased the protruding bone back through the torn flesh, which looked like a slab of raw meat sliced along the lines of its sinew. The muscle closed round the replaced bone. Alexander felt the neat snick of bone pieces just fitting. Perdikkas cried, "It’s in! It’s in! Get me off this thing!"

But he had to endure the extension while the doctor treated the wound with cleansing pitch cerate and bound it shut, knowing no other way to hold a wound closed, while his queasy assistant prepared a hollow splint.

Perdikkas’ sweat darkened the wood. He lay trembling, drained, though his blood had not spurted.

"Wine," Perdikkas croaked, his voice dragged over gravel.

Alexander glanced to the doctor who lifted his chin an abrupt no. "You may have honey water. And no solid food for seven days."

Perdikkas moaned. The physician’s assisant brought him hydromel in a shallow bowl. Alexander poured it onto Perdikkas’ lips in small draughts.

Perdikkas swallowed. When he could breathe without rasping, he rolled his eyes heavenward and recited in a tragic voice a song of the dying: "Farewell sunlight and stars and moon. Farewell cucumbers."

Alexander blurted a startled laugh, spilled the honey water.

"Ha. I knew I could make you smile, Ba. You see, I can’t die." Winced against his straining muscles, his pinching bonds.

"Farewell cucumbers?"

"That happens when you let women compose poetry. Go visit someone with a serious wound." Winked. But Perdikkas’ auburn eyes, ringed in white, betrayed real terror.

Alexander desperately hoped his own eyes were not so transparent. Alexander had been told he dissembled badly. He seldom practiced it, considered lying unkingly. But he needed his face to lie now. He knew what happened to such wounds—bone splinters, abscess, pinched vessels, infection, gangrene, rigor, tetanus. Amputation. Men seldom recovered from such wounds.
More often they died.

Tears tracked Alexander’s face. He blinked away black smoke, did not dare rub his eyes. He sniffled, crouched over the body of an archer outside the medic’s tent. He waved away flies and tried to find something to recognize in the features of the face cleaved in twain. "Who is this?"

Ptolemy heard himself answer stupidly, "He’s Cretan."

Eyes lifted blue gray fire. "I know he’s Cretan."

"They’re everywhere, Alexander. And how did this happen here? When you explained the battle strategy to us, I don’t remember the part about sending Perdikkas’ phalanx inside the picket. I didn’t hear that order come down. Was there one?"

Alexander wiped a tear trickling down the side of his nose. "No."

Ptolemy, angry past all reason, railed against Perdikkas. Alexander weathered the tirade, knew better than to pay excess heed to what any Eordeian lowlander said about an Orestid highlander. Answered softly, "I think he’s dying, Ptolemy."

Thought that would mollify him, but Ptolemy kept his siege: "Then he can show the way for all those men he caused to go to Hades with him!"

"I sent in the archers."

"To rescue that wild boar’s men from slaughter! You should not have needed to send the archers! If we had followed your tactics, we could have taken the city without a loss. That dakos cost us five hundred lives –- seventy of them archers!"

Alexander drifted. Oh, was that the count then? Ptolemy was always precise. "I don’t want numbers. I want this man’s name."

Ptolemy’s craggy face crinkled. He dashed tears from his own eyes. "I’ll find it." There had to be a Cretan alive to ask. He stalked away, angry still.

"Ptolemy." His name, the loneliness in it, stopped him. Ptolemy looked back. The king’s figure, crouched on his heels, looked terribly young. Alexander spoke into the ground: "We took Thebes in a single day and that is the all of it. It could not be had without cost."

For the king to punish a League city would be the act of a tyrant. Alexander could not pass judgment on Thebes without undercutting his own authority.

He could, however, deliver the fate of the city into the hands of her neighbors.

Through the ages Thebes had brutalized the surrounding towns on the Boiotian plain. Little Plataia existed again only by grace of Philip, who rebuilt the town two years ago, after the last time the Thebans razed it.

The Boiotian judgement against Thebes was swift: Raze the city. Sell the prisoners. Reapportion the land.
Alexander related the verdict to his gathered Companions, seemed surprised by the severity as he spoke it. Even Sparta in its war with Athens had demanded nothing so extreme from its conquered enemy.

"Harsh, Alexander," said One-Eye, who had been a general for nearly as long as Alexander had lived.

"Beyond harsh," Ptolemy murmured.

Alexander looked to Demaratos. The stately old Corinthian had come from the isthmus bearing the supplications of many Peloponnesian cities. His long thin face appeared sunken, grave. His neat, silvered beard lifted sharply, no. "It is too much."

Leonnatos, who had worn Perdikkas’ blood from the field, shouted, as if he could shout the mercy out of Alexander, for it seemed Alexander could forgive anything of anyone. "We lost a lot of good men because of those nothoi! You can’t let them go! If their own neighbors want the city dashed from the plain, why are we discussing it?"

"But this is Thebes!" Peukastas blurted, as if its name, its legends, its size could save it.

"You already forgave them once," said Nikanor, with his elder brother nodding vigorously at his side. "Spare them again, they’ll think you’re soft. We’ll be back here again next year."

Voices on to of each other:
-- Alexander, do you want this on your name?
-- They deserve it!

-- Are we here to punish or to unite the Hellenes against Persia?
-- Leave Thebes unpunished and who will unite with us?

Laomedon now: "Alexander, you must have known what the Boiotians would decide before you put it to them. You knew. You had to know. But now you can show your mercy and override the death sentence. How can the Thebans not follow you then? Isn’t that what you had in mind?"
Philotas shouted down Laomedon. "This army is the same one that leveled Stageira, Perinthos and Olynthos, you little Thracian brat! You wouldn’t remember. But you were there and you were there." Philotas invoked the bearded campaigners in the assembly. "We killed the men and sold the women and children. This is the same army that drowned three thousand prisoners at the Crocus Field. What did Thebes learn from that! What did Athens learn? They know who we are. The only difference is our king. Alexander, they must not think you’re made of the same stuff. You have to show them you’re Philip’s son."

"I am son of Philip," Alexander affirmed softly. "I am also Alexander."

All the Companions had their say. The king listened to each with such careful regard, his eyes so intent, a man believed the fate of all Hellas hung on his words. It took all day.

When the last man had spoken, they waited. In the end it was Alexander’s word that must decide it.
The waiting stretched. A sear breeze moaned through the hollow buildings of the city of a thousand songs.
Alexander began to speak so softly that all had to hush to hear. "Mark well the temples, the houses of my guestfriends and our proxenoi. Of priests. Priestesses. Pindar’s house."

A deathly cold gripped even the vengeful. He was telling them what to spare.

The king fell quickly silent. He had run out of people to plead for. His eyes wide, fierce, and rather horrified. A silence only Hephaistion dared break. "Alexander?"

Alexander rose. "Burn it. Raze it to the ground."



O Akhilles, you surpass all other men in might

And so you wreak more harm, for the gods themselves

defend you regardless.
-- Homer Iliad

PRIVATE 

Demosthenes brandished his walking staff at the rustling trees up ahead, for bandits were known to lurk around Kitharon. But the men who ran down the road out of the pine wood were a frightened lot, dirty, unkempt, ragged, perhaps set upon by bandits themselves. Every one lacked bag or staff or hat or cloak, or any provision a wayfarer ought to have with him. They all shouted at the Athenians, "Turn around! Turn around!"

"No, you turn around," Demosthenes snarled, sweating hot with a nose full of dust, his ankle worn raw from a grain of sand under his sandal strap. In the best of moods he would not give ground if he had a right to it. How dare these men flap their Boiotian mouths at him. This was still Attika. This was his road. They could go around. Demosthenes was not stepping aside.

"They are not challenging us for the right of way," one of his unctuous colleagues suggested. "They are warning us. These men are scared to death."

It became apparent they had come from Thebes, where Demosthenes and the other Athenian emissaries were bound. These were the same kind of riffraff who had disrupted the Eleusinia. They babbled all at once, of terrible things, warning that the Makedonian was coming this way next. They left the road, scurrying through the trees like a lot of flushed rabbits, and Demosthenes felt he ought to be hurling a throwing stick at one of them.

He sniffed. "Cowards always exaggerate the dangers to excuse their own desertion."

The road rose on the approach to Eleutheria, the border fortress at the top of the Kitharon pass. Demosthenes passed his staff to his slave and hiked without aid of it. He swung his arms wide, pumping air into his chest, and rehearsed his greeting to the king—some firm words to balance the obsequy of the other envoys, Aeschines and his fawning ilk. Alexander would get no groveling apology from Demosthenes.

The pine woods thinned at the summit of the pass. The view opened wide, and Boiotia's rolling plain lay at Demosthenes' feet. He could not see Thebes from here for an intervening rise in the land, though he really ought to be able to see the tops of the towers from here.

A column of black smoke mounted skyward from behind the hillock where Thebes should have been.

Someone breathed an oath.

"It's a Makedonian pyre," Demosthenes scolded them for their fear. "Alexander must have taken heavy losses fighting Thebans." And he sent his slave up a pine tree to look out over the ridge.

The boy shimmied up, sending a shower of brown needles and flaking bark onto Demosthenes' head. Demosthenes sputtered, blinked, cursed the boy. He did not see the woman who came puffing up the road on thick legs, daubing her eyes and crying. He only heard her rushing past: "Oh, it's gone! It's gone!"

A distant sound carried over the low hills, of many voices, screaming.

Demosthenes brushed the sticky debris from his thinning hair and his age-spotted brow. He shouted up the tree. "Stop shaking the branches, you! Tell me what is happening in Thebes!"

The boy looked down, his arms wrapped around the tree trunk as though he needed badly to hug something. He yelled down shrilly, "Thebes! Crows peck out your eyes! The hag told you, it's gone!"

Demosthenes' throat closed up. His chest would not expand.
He turned and ran back down the friendly side of Kitharon as fast as his spindly legs would carry him.

Alexander tasted blood from the back of his mouth where his last molars were growing in. The tip of his tongue wandered there again and again of a singular will to prod at the strangeness. He clenched his teeth, trying to bite through the skin and get this over with.

A page, his voice cracking with new manhood, announced the arrival of yet another embassy from yet another penitent city. On the camp table were already pronouncements of many others. The citizens rejoiced to hear that Alexander lived, they said. Any perceived enmity between them and Makedonia was all a shameful mistake. The Aetolians begged his pardon. The Eleians received back the pro-Makedonians they had exiled. The Arkadian army turned back at the isthmus and slaughtered their anti-Makedonian leaders. They asked if Alexander wanted their heads. No, that was all right. Well, since they brought them, he would take them. Yes, he forgave Arkadia.

He told his pages to bury the heads.

Waited for the Athenians.

The crash of a roof falling in lagged, a disconnected thing, behind the sight of its leaping sparks. Gray tatters of ash floated away on a heated wind.

Alexander turned back into the tent. Green afterimage of fire stayed before his eyes.

The next audience brought his own men before him. Two Thracian soldiers hauled a woman between them, pushing and dragging her as if she were fighting. If they would just let her walk straight, they would not need to work so hard. They shoved her into the tent. Her knees buckled and hit the ground. She tried to stand but stepped on her dress. Her hands were bound tight in front of her, making it difficult for her to pull her hem from under her foot.

A Thracian grabbed her braid and hauled her up. "I said, go in." Threw her.

She staggered inside, drew herself up straight before the king. The soldiers accused her of murder. She had killed a Makedonian officer.

They did not say what they had done to her, but Alexander could read that story on her soiled, torn clothing. The pins had been ripped from the shoulders, leaving her chiton to hang in rags from her belt. Her bandeau had been ripped away, so her large, shriveled breasts sagged low.

She held herself regally straight, a tall woman with a powerful build on a strapping frame. Her black hair, shot through with silver, had half fallen from a braided crown. One eye swelled nearly shut, yet still a defiant glitter peered clear, hard and black from the slit. She held her square chin high. A soft, woman's sort of mustache shadowed her bleeding lip, which twitched in anger. She had cried, but she was done with that now.

Alexander was struck by a strong sense of having faced those eyes, that defiance, that hatred before. But he did not know many women, so that was scarcely possible.

Her bonds were too tight and her big hands turned puffy and bluish.

Alexander checked an impulse to give her a cloak and a seat. That would not do. Not to a murderer.

He seated himself on his thronos, rested his chin on his fist and regarded the soldiers out of the tops of his eyes, attentive, dubious. "What happened?"

The Thracians had been sacking the city with their brigade commander. When they came to this woman’s house, they tore it apart looking for gold. It was apparent even in the tatters that were left of her dress, in the rich colors and intricate borderwork, that she was a wealthy woman. Frayed threads in the fabric described the outlines of griffins, suggesting that there had been appliqués, which must have been precious metal, for they were gone now.

Finding little wealth, their commander asked the woman where she hid her gold.

In the well, she told him.

The commander told his soldiers to keep searching the house while he made the woman lead him alone to the back of the house. By the time the Thracians went out to see how he was faring, the woman was heaping rocks into the well as fast as she could lift them.

"And your commander?" Alexander asked.

"In the well."

Alexander shifted in his thronos. After a moment he lifted his chin off his fist and said to the woman, "Is this so?"

She nodded down slightly. It was little more than a closing of her one good eye. One could not say she bowed her head. In a raspy alto, she said, "It is so." Pride in it.

The Thracians’ mouths worked, chewing venom, full of eager anticipation of what Alexander was going to do to her.

Alexander gestured at her. "Was this done before or after she killed your commander?" Could not bring himself to speak his name.

This? They puzzled. What this? The Thracians saw nothing amiss in the woman’s appearance.

"I see."

In the city another wall crashed down.

"You are not Orchomenian."

The Thracians glanced to each other. The king was talking to them. They scowled, not understanding the question. They looked nothing like Boiotian dogs; how could the king ask if they were Orchomenian? Had to laugh. "No, Alexander."

Alexander rose, paced to one side of the tent, turned again. "You are not Plataian."

Puzzle and puzzle. He knew who they were. Alexander knew everyone. What was this? "No, Alexander."

"Did Pammenes’ five thousand ravage your lands when my father gave them passage through Thrace to Persia?"

The Thracians stared dumbly, did not like where this was leading. They had brought a murderer before the king and suddenly they were on trial. The silence thickened. The king could not expect an answer really.

But he did. "Answer!"

"No, Alexander," they shot back, angry. Pammenes’ Thebans had done no damage to their lands in their passing.

A muscle pulsed in Alexander’s jaw. Fury transformed him.

"You are not Orchomenian. You are not Plataian. You are not even Spartan! You never lost your home to Thebes. You never lost a wife, a child to Thebes. Then why such bestiality to this woman? And expect me to avenge your commander for doing it! I’d have pushed him into the well myself! Get out or I shall throw you in too!"

The men stumbled over each other on the way out.

Left alone in his tent with the woman and his pages, Alexander reseated himself on his thronos. Jumped up a scant moment later, dashed to the entranceway, threw the leather flap aside before a page could lift it for him, and screamed, "And fish your wretched commander’s carcass out of her well!"

A gust of wind from the city carried a smell like baking bread – a grain bin caught fire.
He turned back in, drawing his knife. He advanced on the woman.

It did not occur to her to be frightened. She thrust her swollen hands at him to be cut free.

Alexander slipped the blade under her bonds, sliced upward. He told his page to give her a cloak.
She took it without thanks, as something owed, not granted.

It swept over Alexander again, the certainty that he had met that gaze before. From under a helmet, across a battle line.

"Who are you?"

"I am Timoklea," she announced, as if he would ever have reason to know a woman’s name. Sounding terribly aristocratic even in that clogged Boiotian dialect, she continued, "My brother drew up the army against Philip for the liberty of the Hellenes, and he died at Chaironeia, leading his men."

Alexander stared. Her black eyes glittered back hard. He had met the gaze before, in the commander of the Theban Sacred Band. She really did have Theagenes’ eyes.

Alexander motioned to his guard.

"Take this woman. Help her find whatever is left of her family and her property, and let her go."

The blood-soaked earth pulled weightily on the Athenians who made their way through the Makedonian encampment. The men clutched the olive boughs that shielded them in the sacred immunity of messengers. None of them admitted he could feel what made Demosthenes turn back at Kitharon.
The hot breeze off the dusty field brought sounds of despair, weeping, the crackling of the city still burning. Vultures wheeled lazy weaving circles, riding the heated updrafts.

The ambassadors cupped hands over noses. How does anyone dispose of six thousand bodies?

The prisoners’ corral was vast, an entire city packed in like cattle. Thebes. Thebes. The emissaries stopped in their heavy tracks and stared, too shocked even to cry.

Three or four cities of real fame graced Hellas, and one was gone. The magnitude of it took on dimension in the shuffling, the ripe smell, the vacant eyes.

And here the soul leaps clear of the body and detaches to walk beside oneself, moves the body along as a child walks a jointed wooden doll through its motions.
A page admitted the Athenian embassy to the royal tent. Sun beating on the tent sides made the air oppressive within.

A foul expression greeted them. The king sat well back in the thronos, chin on chest, deep-set eyes louring at them from under a heavy shelf of brow. Brought to mind Diomedes’ man-eating horses.

Plainly dressed for a king, Alexander wore only a deep blue chiton, its border quite simple except that it was gold, and a Keltic torc round his neck. He was barefoot.

The pattern of his helmet remained outlined in sunburn on his face. He was freshly shaven, and clean as if to scrub away these last days. His hair was cut too short, its ends blunt, and the waves had not figured out how to fall round the gold fillet on his head. He had wrapped a leather strip round one thick wrist, as if expecting to wield a sword. The sword hung in its baldric in ready reach.

He licked an open blister on the inside of his thumb, an unconscious, boyish gesture. He caught himself, returned to sphinx-like menace in a moment.

He accepted the written scroll as each ambassador gave his speech, added each to the stack on the folding camp table.

Aeschines spoke with huge gestures that would reach the last row of a theatre, with the beautiful delivery and sonorous voice of a trained actor. He expressed the Athenians’ pleasure at his safe return from the northern lands, offered congratulations on Alexander’s successful campaign, and praised his just punishment of such an imperious city as Thebes, who had never been known to show mercy in its victories --

Smack!
The Athenian had been hit in the face. It took him a moment to realize it was a scroll that struck him—his—and that Alexander had thrown it. Came a rumble from a voice that was never very deep, "How dare you."

Aeschines was a friend of Makedonia, an opportunist and a naïve one. He never understood the consequences of his words.

Alexander rose from his thronos, a lion off its haunches, and the ambassadors flinched back reflexively, like one beast. The king stalked through their midst to throw back the tent flap for them to see the corral of weeping women and children, the smoldering city, and the Makedonian pyre. "How dare you."

He had been speaking in a perfect, pleasant, Hellenic voice when they had first come in. His voice changed, thickening, turning barbarous, steadily drifting into a northern brogue until he was nearly incomprehensible. They knew without being told that this was a sign of deep wrath. The primitive sound touched elemental chords of horror in the Athenians. This was anger beyond anger.
"Ask Demosthenes if he wants a decent slave. No. Never mind. Athens shall not be a buyers’ market!"

Armed men gathered at the tent. It was the brogue that brought them. It was an alarm signal, and the Companions rallied round their king, but the Athenians could only think the soldiers had come for them.

Aeschines started over, his voice feeble. He begged for his city’s sake in artless earnest.
Yes, Alexander answered curtly. He would spare the city. "But!" He stalked to his thronos, turned, set one foot on the dais, too agitated to sit. "I want –-" He paused, made sure they were paying attention. The Athenians held their breath, waiting for the demands.
"Demosthenes," the list began. "Tell Demosthenes to come before me and explain his vision. How did he see my father dead and Alexander Lynkestes king."

"He was wrong," said Aeschines, breathing again. He could live with such demands.

"Gods don’t talk to the likes of him. Tell him to keep that in mind. I want the Euboean serpent Charidemos, who knew of a plot against my father and did not tell me. I want all the warmongers who turned Chaironeia into a graveyard and Thebes into a hecatomb. Give me General Chares. And Lykurgos, who is looking for a tyrant to kill just so he can keep up the family tradition. I am no tyrant. I want Hyperiades the prosecutor, according to whom ‘We have Alexander to thank for those who died at Chaironeia.’ Hyperiades wasn’t even there! I want Polyeuktos, Moirokles, you, you and you!" He jabbed a forefinger at three ambassadors among the assembly.

The designated Athenians reeled back on their compatriots. The Makedonian guards closed in as if they would arrest the men on the spot in spite of the sacred immunity. But the guards only moved to stand closer to their king, who was livid.

"Tell the Athenians that unless they want my army to come get them, deliver those ten men to me. You three come back in chains instead of olive branches. Demosthenes calls me a boy. Demosthenes shall see a man before the walls of Athens!"



The fires burned for days. Skeletal dogs foraged in the ruins, tails clapped between emaciated legs. Always surprising, how many dogs there were in a city. They turned on their masters’ bodies in extremity.

The fields lay blackened with birds. Their grotesque shapes hunched the ground. Two crows fluttered up in dispute over a piece of flesh.

The wind shifted, brought with it the fetor. Foul breeze ruffled Alexander’s hair.

Strange and ethereal amid the horror appeared the shape of divinity, draped in gauzy white, advancing at a dancing walk. A stinking wind lifted the edges of her long blond hair and the thin byssos of her veil. Heavily perfumed, she left a wake of sweetness wherever she walked. She moved through the rude masses of men with her own kind of immunity. From the moment she sprang lightly down from her ox cart and danced through the army, no one touched her. The way to the king parted for her.

Cloaked in numbness, Alexander watched her come. Had felt too much these past days to feel anything looking at her, except perhaps a dull anger. "Toad."

"Yours to command, lord." Phryne lifted the veil from painted eyes.

"Your kind appears after every battle like the kites and crows," Alexander observed coldly.

Men flush with victory, their purses heavy with money, were most eager to reward themselves. No matter how exhausted, victors found the strength from somewhere. Whores did well after a battle.

"I look a crow to you?" Phryne asked, sweetly smiling.

"Exactly like."
Phryne kept her smile, not horribly surprised. He was said to abhor bought flesh of either sex. "And who laid out the banquet, lord? Will a goddess sing your destructive wrath that hurled many valiant souls of heroes to Hades, and made their bodies a spoil for dogs and a feast for birds?"

"The fate of Thebes was decided by a vote of the Boiotians."

"I am Boiotian. I did not vote."

She was a woman; that she did not vote went without saying. Alexander had no patience for nonsense. "Philotas, make sure this woman comes to no harm," he said in walking away.

Philotas’ eyes went round as sunburst disks. The crumbs that fell from Alexander’s table were better than most king’s feasts. And Phryne could do worse than a son of Parmenion. Phryne’s soft hands slipping round Philotas’ arm made him feel tall and hard as a sarissa.

"Alexander," Phryne called after the king, a final word.

Alexander waited, his back to her.

"If I rebuild the walls, will you let them stand?"

Alexander turned full round, exchanged quizzical glances with Philotas. Finding no understanding there, he looked to Phryne, "The walls? You mean Thebes?"

Behind her lay the fires, the rubble, the carrion birds, the emptiness that had been mighty Thebes until it dared stand against Alexander. Wanted to shout at the ridiculous beauty to turn around and look at it.

"I shall rebuild it," Phryne said. "On condition the dedication shall read: Destroyed by Alexander, rebuilt by Phryne the courtesan."

She knew how big was Thebes. Did Alexander know how wealthy was Phryne?

Whores did very well after a battle.

His lips twitched, perhaps in amusement, but he really could not smile here. "Go ahead and offer. But I believe they would rather leave it destroyed by Alexander."

There, as if he had conjured her. Thaïs. As if wanting badly enough could bring her to him. Her name stuck in his throat and Ptolemy could only gaze in wonder.

Even more voluptuous than Ptolemy remembered on heated nights, Thaïs could kill men with her walk. But the passion in her dark eyes when she caught sight of him was all the furious kind.

She came straight for him with a flutter of fine linen. Slapped him with an open palm. "I wanted to live forever! I cannot be happy in life, and now you have made sure I won't have a happy death!"

Threw him off balance. She always did. Came to him in a moment what she must be talking about, how she might expect to live forever. The Greater Eleusinia, whose Mysteries confer life everlasting upon its witnesses.

The Sacred Truce was now.

Ptolemy had heard that the celebrants had been so terrified by the fall of Thebes that they had run back to Athens, leaving the sacred things in the road.
Never, never, had the celebrants failed to make the journey to Eleusis. Even during the war with Sparta, the initiates from Athens had gone by sea, but they had gone.

Ptolemy could not think on the sacrilege, only that there was a smudge on the tip of Thaïs' pretty nose. He lifted a hand to smooth it away.
Thaïs batted his hand down. "Don't touch me. Are we next?"

We. He quite forgot that women could have nationalities.
Thaïs was Athenian.
Ptolemy choked, "Don't go back to Athens."

Her kohl lined lashes lifted in horror. She had not believed until he spoke that her venerable city could truly be in peril. Not like Thebes.

“Stay with me,” Ptolemy demanded.

Her bow-curved lips quivered. "I would rather burn with my city!"

He caught her wrist, caught the other one as she made to slap him again. He begged, "Go to Corinth. Go anywhere. Just—don't go to Athens." And he let go.

Thaïs stayed in place, astonished to be freed. She hesitated in confusion. "Corinth? You mean you would not just as soon kill me as see me in the arms of another?"

"No." It was more a moan than a word. "The other man, perhaps, but never you."

That almost tugged the edges of a smile from her.

"The world would be quite gray without you in it," Ptolemy said. "Don't go to Athens."

Her voice had gone husky and she could not hold his gaze. "I have to. I left someone there. He means the world to me."

Watched her run. Away to her beloved. Whoever he was. Ptolemy wanted him dead.

Harpalos gleefully counted coins, something a man need not be able to walk straight in order to do well. Harpalos loved handling the vast amounts that passed in and out of Alexander's treasury. Sacking cities was profitable business, and Alexander really should try to be happy about it. "The coffers are getting fat again."

"Good. Now spend it." Alexander wanted him to buy grain.

"How much?"

"All of it."

Harpalos hesitated. “All of the money? All of the grain?”

"Whatever grain is for sale on the world market, buy it."

Harpalos knew better than to question the hugeness. Alexander did nothing small. "Stop pacing, Alexander. You're making me dizzy. Have an eel."

Harpalos snacked on the treats prepared for the king. The eels of the Copaic Lake were a renowned delicacy. Alexander’s pages had wrapped some young fat ones in beet leaves and roated them over coals.
"Enjoy them while you can," said Alexander, pacing.

Harpalos paused, mid-chew. "Am I going away?"

"The eels are."

"Energetic, these eels." He appealed to Ptolemy, "Does he ever stop moving?"

"No." Ptolemy followed Alexander out of the tent.

The angry king stood in the road, looked for the second Athenian embassy.

"Be gentle with them, Alexander," Ptolemy suggested. "It's hard to take."

"I am king. What is there to take?"

"Hard to take from a man who hasn't got all his teeth yet."

Ptolemy had caught him with his finger in his mouth, poking at his new molar. Alexander removed his finger with wounded dignity. "My teeth have nothing to do with this."

"You are not like other men," Ptolemy advised, as an elder brother might. "Even gods have difficulty being recognized."

"Recognition is pretty cold coming from ashes," Hephaistion added, joining them outside.

Alexander frowned, his best loved siding up against him. But he saw no mutiny in their troubled faces. They were only unhappy.

"If you mean the Thebans, we don't need them. They weren't at Troy with Akhilles. Orchomenos sent thirty ships." He called for his horse.

In Akhilles' day, Orchomenos had been a great city, commanding its own wide plain. So said Homer. Today, Orchomenos was a poor little village, twice destroyed by Thebes, its fertile fields sunk under the reedy waters of Lake Copais, wriggling with eels.
As the grooms brought Boukephalos on his lead, Alexander whistled and broke into a run. The black stallion caught up at a canter. Alexander grasped his thick black mane as he came alongside, and sprang aboard without making him break stride. Boukephalos tossed his head and nickered, knowing he had done well.

Alexander kneed him round to join up with a train of pack mules headed toward Orchomenos with the king’s engineers.

"Almighty daimon, where is the grace of the gods?" Xenokrates whispered at the horrible sight of no Thebes where there once was Thebes. He had not known he could feel such sorrow for an old enemy. The smoldering black scar upon the land gaped like an eye torn out. Just like an eye.

The Athenian envoys made for a forlorn little clutch on the road. On one side, the Makedones filled in a great hole of a common grave; on the other, Thebes’ living wallowed, hopeless, in a corral, waiting to be sold.
It seemed the world could absorb a limitless amount of slaves. The slave market was a bottomless abyss into which the whole of Athens could easily fall without scraping the sides.

The emissaries felt suddenly naked.

Xenokrates caught sight of a familiar figure through the smoky dust—long, tall, with a proud stride. "Hephaistion! Hephaistion son of Amyntor!"

Hephaistion looked round to see who called him in such a civil tongue. It set his back up every time one of these fat-mouth Boiotians called him Haphaistion.
The president of Plato's Academy waved an olive branch at him.

"Xenokrates." Hephaistion ran to embrace Xenokrates, a hard lean man. Like hugging a pearwood chair. “And Demades!” Like hugging a perfumed pillow in a Corinthian brothel. Hephaistion pulled back to look at the others and felt the blood slip from his face. His eyes showed white round paling gray irises. He turned as if there might be more behind him. There must be. Not finding them he said sorrowfully, as to the dying, "O Xenokrates, how could you refuse him!"
Demosthenes was not here. Nor Charidemos nor Hyperiades nor Lykurgos. No, these men were moderates all, except one austere, dignified, imposing man whom Hephaistion did not know but guessed was Phocion, the great Athenian general he had never met in battle and did not want to.

"These are not the men Alexander demanded," he said in something like terror. "Ai, it was such a small price for the lives of you entire city!"

"As the whole lot of grain is sold by the offer of samples, so is a city sold by a few of her men," said Demades dramatically.

Hephaistion frowned at him. "That's sounds like Demosthenes."

"It is. He paid me to say that."

"Ai!"

Xenokrates asked, "Where is Alexander?"

"He's --" Hephaistion’s voice stuck. He felt his eyes grow huge in his head as he stared at the men who had come empty handed to Alexander. Blurted at last, "He's draining the lake."

Lake Copais had been created long ago when mighty Herakles turned the River Kephisos inward to flood the Orchomenian plain.

Orchomenos had been a great city in the Iliad. The Iliad was law—disputes throughout Hellas were settled in court according to Homer’s word.
Orchomenos should be a great city. And what Herakles did, Alexander could un-do. Alexander decreed that Orchomenos, victim of Thebes, would have its fertile plain again.

The Athenian ambassadors blanched, wondering if they had not made a fatal mistake.

Tears spilled Hephaistion's gray eyes. He crushed them away with the heels of his palms, angry, and became stiffly formal. "Follow me in and let me offer you refreshment."
For the odd phrasing, the archaic dialect, Xenokrates recognized the exact line from the Iliad – Patroklos’ greeting to the messengers come to plead with angry Akhilles. In vain.

Hephaistion left the envoys in the hands of the royal pages while he called for his horse. He rode out to where Alexander was changing the face of Hellas.
On the road to Orchomenos, men waved Hephaistion down. Thessalian engineers. "You look for the k-k-king? He’s not th-th-there. He went th-that way."

The engineer pointed toward a column of smoke rising in the west.

Hephaistion had seen it on his ride from Thebes, had not marked it, so accustomed he was to smoke anymore. This churning blackness rose in the wrong place, too thick for campfires or hearthfires. This was the fire of destruction. "What is that?"

The men could not answer, could only offer, "The s-s-sanctuary of the d-d-dread gods lies that way."

"Ai!"

What now? He reined off to the west.

Drunk on victory and drunk in fact, a dekade of soldiers ran riot in the Kabeirion, rooting for treasure and mocking the little pygmy gods. The soldiers poked the bald priests with sword points and drove them in herds like bleating goats.

The Kabeirion was a small sanctuary, built round its theatre. It was unguarded. The great sanctity of this place protected it.

The sons of the god Hephaistos were the squat, homely little beings whom the mad Great King Cambyses had found so funny when his Persians looted and burned the sanctuary. Cambyses had come to a bad end.

The theatre was the most basic kind, as primitive as its gods. The skene here was still literally a skene, a tent, not even a building of wood. One soldier within, throwing props about in search for gold, yelled, "Look at this!"
Holkios gamboled out of the tent, a giant leather phallus strapped round his hips, bouncing.

Saurias had been making faces at a jar. The sacred pottery was colored backwards, black on red, when nowadays –- as it had been for many years –- the fashion was red on black. The figures on the jar were funny, squat, lumpy, grotesque, farcical followers of the lord of the theatre, Dionysos, Bromios, the boisterous god. Dionysos could laugh out loud. Dionysos could be terrible.

As Holkios bounced past, Saurias let his jar drop. "Oh, I need me one of those. Where’d you get that?"

"Leave the gods alone," the dekade leader, Python, ordered. "We’re here for gold. You found the gold?"

Holkios jeered at the unease in Python’s voice. "You don’t believe in this stuff! The Dread Gods aren’t so dread. Who can believe in a god that looks like – well – like Saurias."

"Hey!" Saurias sulked, drew his sword and lopped off Holkios’ leather phallus.

"Awwww," Holkios lamented the loss of his prodigious manhood. He ran into the skene to get another one.

Python gave Saurias a tired push. "Get him out of there!"
Saurias set fire to the skene.

Another soldier, near bursting with wine, took aim at a Kabeiric pot on the altar, pissed in it. He yelled to his comrades, challenging them to a contest.

As they turned to look, a bronze point erupted from the laughing man’s chest. A mask of dead surprise froze his features and he pitched forward.

Behind him: dusky blue eyes alive with fury.

A black horse, wheeling.

A raised sword.

The sword cut down Holkios as he scurried out of the smoking skene clutching an armload of leather phalluses. The stroke split his skull. Half went rolling.

Men scattered like quail, but for Saurias, who took root in a terrified stupor.

The next stroke was for him.

The looters tried to flee. Everywhere they turned, king’s horsemen were there, like companions on a royal hunt, driving the quarry with spears, each hesitant to make the cast himself, glad enough just to drive the game, gladder still when Alexander demanded his spear. The page would give over his weapon to the king and stand clear. This was the king’s hunt.

The game were Makedones.

At the sacred grove, Hephaistion let his giant red stallion drop back to a walk. Its fiery hide gleamed with sweat. It blew a fluttering breath, muttered, as Hephaistion waved smoke from his face. He and his steed threaded between enormous olive trees, as contorted and knobby as the gods of this place, the sons of Hephaistos. Hephaistion wondered if he had not been a very ugly baby to have been named for the lame god.

Fire wind seared his nostrils and closed his eyes.

Voices. Alexander’s.

Hephaistion clucked to his horse to urge him toward the sound. "Alexander! Alexander, the Athenians are wait – O Great Gods!"

The olive grove opened to a scene of sacrilege, temples burning, Kabeiric pottery smashed. Bodies lay sprawled as if blasted by lightning.

"Ai!" Hephaistion reined round, his stallion stepping shyly as if afraid to tread on sacred things. "What happened!"

Bumptious little black figures grinned from the broken pieces, a vague terror in their smiles.

Alexander was dressed in gore and sorrow, his sword blooded to his elbow. The bodies on the ground were Makedonian. Boukephalos’ fetlocks were clotted with red-brown mud.

"O Hephaistion, the Great Gods know no forgiveness. Their curse is forever."

Hephaistion glanced round at the carnage. The wrath of heaven had been quick.

The Great Gods had ordained the meeting of Alexander’s mother and father. "I told them no temples. O Gods!" Alexander shouted in Pelasgian fashion, without names. A man could not pray to Zeus when he was defiled with blood and gore.

Alexander had killed them all himself, but for the one kicked to death by Boukephalos. Alexander’s lips were white, his pupils all but vanished to points within the smoky blue ground.

Hephaistion jumped down from his mount. "Are you going to be sick?"

"No," said Alexander. Then retched, dropped his sword.

Hephaistion kept a watch out as Alexander staggered to a place apart, crouched behind one the ancient olive trees and wrapped his arms around his middle, where wise men said the soul dwelled. This they knew because it was where you hurt when your spirit was sick or you were sore in love or very afraid. Alexander hugged himself as if his guts would fall out otherwise.

At length, Hephaistion murmured a warning. "Priests."

The priests came creeping from their hiding place in the offering pits, stared in awe at their gods’ power, the swift brutal answer to their prayers for punishment upon the blasphemers.

Alexander collected himself, stepped from the shelter of the trees to face them and beg to be purified.

The priests refused. There was no need of purification. "You have done the purifying. The gods sent you."

"These creatures were mine!" he cried.

But they could not forgive him for acting as the god.

This is evil. I hope no one remembers what we did this day.

You must realize that Alexander did not destroy the Kabeirion. But Alexander’s men destroyed the Kabeirion. A king is responsible for his men. Therefore Alexander destroyed the Kabeirion.

These gods are older than I. Older than my father, the Wind. These are ancient gods. They are not reasonable gods. We killed all those men who desecrated this place, but it is not enough for them. These are beings of the earth, whereas I am from the sky. I fear these mad things.

The earth drinks blood.

The tent flap whip-snapped open. A fearsome figure stormed in, blooded head to foot, glassy-eyed, in a killing mood. Alexander roared at the Athenian envoys. "I trust you have been shown hospitality! I hear you have nothing to give me." He turned away from them. Bellowed at his pages: "Find them couches for the night and send them away with full bellies at dawn so they may arrange a hecatomb to welcome us to Athens!"

Caught the edge of a mutter at his back on stalking out: "Alexander Deinos." Alexander the Terrible. It spun him round. "Who said that!"

Out of the timorous lot, Phocion advanced. Phocion’s voice always resonated with extraordinary depth and power, coarsened from shouting into many a storm wind. Alexander knew that Phocion had not been the one who spoke. But Phocion was the one who stepped forward.
Phocion’s stone-colored gaze walked sedately up and down Alexander. The general would recognize the gray flecks on Alexander’s person for what they were. "What do you want, Alexander?"

Alexander drew a huge breath for a roar that died. He had already given the Athenians his demands. But that was not the question here.

That was not what Alexander wanted.
And Alexander knew in an instant, sudden as a lightning strike and as staggering. "I don’t want this!" He snarled, wounded. He had become, in the self-same moment, Prometheus and the bird both. He was eating himself alive. He did not know how he had come to this, could not see the way out.

A crossroads was a proverbially dangerous place. He sensed himself poised at one. This next step would decide his path forever.
The ten men, whose lives he had demanded, shrank, became inconsequential in the face of greater things. What he wanted. Phocion was asking for his dream. His vision. And the destruction of Athens had no part in it. "I want to unite Hellas. And I don’t see how I can do that without the Athenians."

"It is hard work to capture a friend against his will and difficult to hold him bound like a slave. And it would be a strange way to begin a war of vengeance on Persia, to punish further Persia’s principal victim. It was Athens who, after the gods, threw back the Great King."

Alexander’s chin quivered. The Athenian had hit bone with that shot. "You don’t think I know that? This is three times we could have been at your Long Walls and I am not there. Do you not see that?"

"Actually I argued your case," Phocion said levelly. Had nearly been stoned for it. "But Demos is my master, and Demos said no."

Demos. The People. "Why did the people of Athens say no? ‘Absolute freedom from all authority is not just a little worse than rule in moderation.’ An Athenian said that. I did not demand Athens’ slavery, or even the end of your democracy. I only demand ten dogs with the biggest yap."

Phocion took his time in answering. No use explaining eleutheria to a youth born to be king. Phocion said instead, "Athens is nothing but her citizens. I despise a man who is unwilling to die for his home. But these men are not mine to give. Kill me if you need a loud barking Athenian dog."

The other Athenian ambassadors stirred.

"No." Alexander sat in his thronos.

"Then what does the king want?"

"Advise me," Alexander countered.

Did not seem to surprise the old general at all that the young king of invincible army threatening his city should ask him for help."That would depend on the king’s goal,” said Phocion. “If you desire quiet, then make peace at once. If glory, then make war – but not on Hellenes. There is little glory in killing your own countrymen."

Alexander closed his eyes. Words like cool water to a burned soul. Became aware of the smoke-sting under his lids, his own sour smell, the blood drying on his face. Nearly cried.

A schoolboy’s rote came back to him:
If you want the gods to be gracious to you, worship the gods.

If you want to be loved by your friends, do good to your friends.

If you desire to be honored by a city, aid that city.

If you would win the admiration of all Hellas, strive to do good for Hellas.

"Then I shan’t force Athens to give up her born citizens. Except—"

The Athenians sucked in their breath, waiting the fatal exception.

"I want Charidemos out. Charidemos is no Athenian. He is a Euboian opportunist, a mercenary, and an evil man. He has no business or right leading an Athenian army. Who made him general? I want him out of Athens. Out of Hellas! That demand stays. I waive the rest, save your obligation as a League city, same as everyone else. Now you cannot refuse me."

The emissaries hesitated, dumfound by good fortune, afraid to smile, leap, crow, or even breathe on it.

Phocion spoke slowly, "I think I can take that back to the Assembly."

Courage restored, Demades nearly laughed. Asked lightly, "Will there be anything else, Basileu?"

"There is something else I want."

Of course there was. Light hearts crashed back down. The Athenians listened, grateful not to have smiled.

"Phocion,” Alexander said. “After Chaironeia you would not dine with my father. I demand you dine with me. And I will have your guest-friendship. My home is yours and your descendants. That is my final demand."
"Is that a condition for my city’s deliverance?" Phocion asked.

Alexander’s smile was disarming under the loathsome spatter. Golden brows lifted over blue-gray eyes. "No. It’s just a demand."

"Then you shall have it."

Phocion returned to Athens after all the laurels had been taken, in no mood to take one himself. Demades took all the credit for Athens salvation. "Alas, if only Thebes had a Demades, Thebes would still be a city."

Demosthenes seemed quite insulted that Alexander dropped his demand for his surrender. Demosthenes liked to think of himself as Alexander’s greatest foe. Apparently Alexander did not think so. As Phocion saw it, Demosthenes was a greater danger to Athens than to Makedonia.

Not that Phocion was happy with the settlement. Phocion had helped make Athens a sea power, rivaled only by the Great King’s Phoenician navy. Phocion did not rejoice to accept a yoke now, even one as light as Alexander’s. But if autonomy under Makedonian rule was the best one could do, then so be it. Suicidal war was not acceptable. Phocion would not hurl the flower of Athenian manhood against Alexander’s sword. The Makedone’s will was Damascus steel.

Alexander’s enemies had no idea.

Alexander called Phocion wise as Socrates. The Makedone meant it as a compliment. Phocion reminded him that the Athenians made Socrates drink hemlock.

"They would never do that to you," Alexander had cried. "They respect you."

Alexander never truly understood Athenians.

Neither apparently did he understand Phocion. Alexander sent Phocion 100 talants of gold – because he was a good man.

And because Phocion was a good man, he sent it back. Turned the whole laden mule train around, clapped the cover over his well, hauled his clay water pail into his modest house and slammed the door.

Alexander had inherited his father’s secretary, a huge, fair Hellene with the squared off build of a wrestler. Philip had found Eumenes in a gymnasium in Cardia, a poor boy who could beat all comers in the wrestling ring. Philip had taken the youth under his protection and added him to his staff. A literate mind dwelled between those mangled ears, and the muscular Hellene enjoyed drawing precise, incredibly artistic letters with his large, gnarled hands. Let the Makedones laugh at him. Eumenes could still beat all comers.

The secretary Eumenes presented two papyri for the king’s seal on their last day at the smoldering ruins that had once been Thebes.

"What are these?" Alexander asked.

Eumenes told him the decrees had been drawn up by the Boiotian League to outlaw all surviving Theban refugees from Hellas and forbid any Hellene to shelter a Theban.

Alexander no longer saw the papyri before his eyes. Envisioned himself spending the rest of his reign hunting down wretched, homeless Thebans. His hand dropped to his side; the decrees curled up, slid from his fingers to the ground.

"No."

Enough was enough.

His guards trailed him discreetly and well behind, not to crowd his anger.

The tumbled walls drew him past black wounds that scarred the land where mass pyres had burned for days on end. Immense charred mudbricks lay strewn like a titan child’s blocks thrown in a fit of temper. Clay shards were baked to a ceramic shine. Blackened wood crunched, some still hot, beneath Alexander’s callused soles.

The army had cleared the bodies at last. The wheeling birds at dusk were peaceful little swifts. Where late the battering ram thundered, now sounded the gentle chirp of a cricket somewhere in this hecatomb.

Alexander kept to what had been streets, taking care not to step through the footprint of the destroyed buildings. Their ruins hid cellars where wine and grain had been stored. A man could fall through a floor and never be found, and Alexander did not trust Thebes yet not to kill him. He felt the wrath of Dionysos welling up from the heated ground. The desolation, the magnitude of it, was inconceivable.

It was what the Thebans had deserved.

Enough. Enough.

Enough was too much.

The light has gone out from the House of Oedipus

Cut off at the root to bloody dust

The mindless mind, the frenzied soul.



She shall bear a son greater than his father.
-- Aeschylus Prometheus BoundPRIVATE 

It was the time of unyoking oxen, and the shadows lay long. Parmenion squinted at the palace on the low rise as if the sun were in his eyes.

Turtledoves cooed, perched between brightly painted terra cotta palmettes at the edge of the roof. The old general strode inside, through the hybrid columns—Doric pillars squatting under low ceilings, slender Ionic columns soaring up to loftier eaves. Though Parmenion could find his way through them drunk, the place seemed strange to him now and he wondered if the alienation were just from his long absence.

These halls used to resound with roaring songs, with drinking games accompanied by a salpinx blast, then the momentary silence as each man chugged his wine, the burst of laughing gasps and the rap of cups turned down empty, the howl of the loser, the crowing cackles of his mates. He wondered if he would ever hear such sounds again. The new king had a finer sense of fun. Parmenion was not a refined man.
A lot of young, shaved faces manned the guard. No one challenged him. Though beardless, these men were old enough to know who he was.

He turned a corner, met the broad blond bearded face he used to see in reflecting pools.

"Poppa!"

Philotas barreled into him with a crushing hug and a spate of Makedonian.

"What is this!" Parmenion jerked back. "What is this!"

Philotas' blue eyes went wide and blank. He had no idea what this his father found so objectionable.

"Am I stupid?" Parmenion demanded. "You think I'm stupid?"

"No--!" Philotas cried, completely bewildered.
Parmenion delivered him a glancing cuff upside the head. "You talk stupid to me? You can't talk Greek?"

"It's not stupid! Makedonian is good enough for us!" Philotas avowed, fist to his chest.

"No!" Parmenion barked. "Is good enough for me. Not my boys. You sound like a stupid hillman. You know better. Your learning cost a city."

It was actually Alexander's tuition that rebuilt Stageira. Philotas, already ten years past ephebe at the time, had been included in that charmed circle in order to give Alexander schoolmates.

“We hillmen are mighty warriors,” Philotas defended the pride of high Pelagonia.

"You know all those things. All that other stuff." Parmenion waved his big paw, blond hairs thick on the back of it. That other stuff meant other than women and war and hunting and wrestling, things at which Parmenion was expert. "You gonna talk Greek. You gonna talk like your king!"

"Yes, sir."

Parmenion hauled him in to a hard embrace, thumped his back, then pulled back to gaze at his eldest, proud to tears at what he saw. Patted his face with a heavy hand. "You gonna get a shave."

Antipater had never been adored, could never start a fashion, let alone one as outrageous as shaving off one's most obvious badge of manhood. It had taken awhile, but Antipater was growing accustomed to these naked faces that surrounded him, but he would not shave off his own red brush. He was too old to have his sagging face hanging out like a girl's and he knew he would not look like a girl. He would look like a shaved dog. A lot of shaved dogs came to court these days, his own son one of them.

On returning from Anatolia with Parmenion, Kassander had shaved for the first time in his life in a belated decision to pander to Alexander's fashion. Kassander's thick black beard had leant him a certain dignity and age, which Kassander badly needed, as he had been a big lubberly bullboy, and was even younger than Alexander.

Kassander had neglected to consider that the sun could change his appearance so. The top of his face was a brown mask; the lower half—his chubby cheeks, his giant chin—was fish belly white. Seeing the mistake, he tried to grow the beard back. Black stubble dotted the pallid expanse of chin.

"I must say, my eldest surviving son, you look like an ass."

Kassander was too enthralled with the sight of his own elderly father on the throne of the Makedones to dwell on one more criticism from a man he could never please. Tired to death of comparisons to better half brothers, who died in long ago wars. Kassader glanced about, tentatively eager. "Where is Alexander?" Ambition lit Kassander’s black eyes. "You got rid of him?"

Antipater rose, blasted Kassander across the room with a backhand slap. "You don't just look like an ass, you are one!"

Kassander pulled himself from the painted floor, licked his skinned palm. "You rotten old man--!"

"Put an ox on that tongue when Alexander gets here! I barely kept my son-in-law from execution. I don't fancy groveling for my son. And Alexander has never loved you."

"Which son in law? Lynkestes?" Kassander gave a brittle cackle. "Execution for what? For killing Philip? That's a bad joke. We know who was behind that murder. Oh, don't pop those eyes out like you don't know. Everyone says."

Antipater was so astounded he could not even strike him again. The old regent looked to Kassander’s commander, Parmenion, in search of contradiction. "That is not what they say in Asia." Left it hanging like a question.

Parmenion hunched a massive shoulder. Alexander had been a frightening child, at war with his father straight from the cradle, and one had to wonder if the greatest king who had ever lived had not, in the end, met someone even stronger, someone now of an age to remove the man who insulted his mother.

"We hear a tale. Maybe two." Parmenion knew when to hoard his words. "Some men deserted."

"There are always stupid, faithless men on a long march," said Antipater. "I did not give my oath to a parricide."

Kassander made gagging sounds, a big show of incredulity. "Oh bird's milk! A man rolls nothing but sixes every time, you check his kuboi!"

It was a bad choice of analogies. Kassander knew it as soon as he said it, blanched under his father's hard stare. Sober, abstemious, frugal Antipater, more Spartan than the Spartans, loathed gambling. Even Philip hid the game board when Antipater walked in.

Kassander talked fast, piled words over his misstep, "The kind of luck Alexander has doesn't come from gods. I mean, when you think about it, Philip could not have picked a better time to die. Anyone could have held the kingdom together the way Philip had it ordered. While we – we out there in the vanguard—we have been ox-wrestling our way through the Great King's empire while little Alexander sits here, and a huge army falls into his hands, and all Hellas bows, 'O mighty King.' If he's such a brilliant general, why wasn't he in Asia joining up with us? What's he been doing for a whole year? Conquering Hellas? Philip already did that! What?" His voice cracked, shouting at his father’s forbidding gaze.

Every man had an enemy he carried from his boyhood. Why Kassander chose Alexander was a question for Fortune. "I have five fine boys left to me, but like Philip, I also sired an idiot."

Of the many who awaited the king's return, petitions in waving hand, Parmenion claimed Alexander's attention first and apart, strode with him down a private hall. Bad news, like an excess of wine, spilled in a rush. "I sacked a city,” Parmenion confessed. “A Greek city. Grynion. Sold all d’ people."

And braced for a tirade from Alexander. Selling Hellenes had never figured into the king’s plans for a war of liberation.
But Alexander's calm did not waver. He did not even scowl. "So did I,” Alexander said sadly. “I assume it could not be helped."

Parmenion had rehearsed his defense all the way from Atarneus. Everything he meant to say was suddenly useless, and he could think of nothing else to say to Philip’s beardless cub.

Alexander could always fill a silence. "You were sent over there to lead, Parmenion. I shan't second-guess the king’s best general from a continent away. Was there anything else?"

Parmenion felt a thaw, a rush of warmth such as had never been between them. He patted Alexander’s face as he would one of his own cubs. Hung a heavy arm round Alexander’s sturdy shoulders and walked with his king back to the throne room. There was nothing that could not wait for wine.

Glykeia flew at Kynna like a harpy. Batted her about the ears, yanked her long blond braid, and called her a whore to let a man into Amyntas' house. Kynna could never raise her voice to Amyntas’ mother, could never, though Kynna was a strapping woman, lift a hand against the crone, for Kynna knew Glykeia to be a witch. Even when Glykeia beat Kynna for bearing a daughter, big Kynna had cowered. Glykeia had ordered Kynna grow a boy from her son's seed, railed at her for a faithless barbarian for her disobedience, knowing full well that Illyrian women could choose. Kynna had grown a girl on purpose.PRIVATE 

Well, Glykeia's precious Amyntas was dead now, executed by his own men as a traitor, and the king of Kynna's dreams was here for her. Langaros, King of the Agrianes. Langaros, strong and proud as a mountain wolf.
Langaros pulled the withered creature off of Kynna – Glykeia looked like a thrashing bundle of sticks in a black sack in Langaros hands—and roared at her never to touch Kynna again. He commanded the old woman obey the mistress of this house—Kynna—or, as he lived, Langaros would beat her to death.
Glykeia meekly brought the water to wash Langaros’ feet, then sat herself at the hearth. Glykeia listened well to men.

Kynna hastened up to the women's rooms to touch her cheeks with mulberry juice and do something artful with her hair.
Her paint pots needed prying, stuck fast shut from disuse. Her eyeliner dropped from its box in a shrunken brick, cracked like the ground in time of drought. Her unguent jar opened to a separated, rancid mess, the sesame oil base gone bad over time. Just when she wanted to make her hands soft and sweet.
Her fingers trembled as she fought with her hair. She had worn it in a single braid for so long, she had lost the art of doing anything else with it. She tried to make the ivory combs hold up the honey colored masses.
A motion in her mirror made her whirl.
Langaros' gray eyes held an expression of amazement. He stood inside the doorway, filled it, too big for this room. Kynna's drab chamber with its faded walls glowed around him.
Langaros foundered, as if just waking, found his voice, apologetic, "I offend you. I waited. I thought you might be unwell . . ."

She gave a furtive touch to her precarious coif. The quick turn of her head had loosened it. "No, I --" She jammed the tops on her rancid pots and oyster shells, and shoved them out of sight. Clumsy under his gaze. "I'm—fine."

His glance fell on the mirror at her fingertips. He asked her if she were in her flower.

"No,” said Kynna faintly. “Would that disgust you?"

No. He assured her not. Nodded toward the mirror. "Aristotle says if a woman in her time looks in a mirror, its face clouds the color of blood."

Puzzled, Kynna picked up her tarnished mirror. Her laughter pealed, cascaded into giggles. "This mirror is copper. Copper clouds red all by itself, you absurd savage. What does Aristotle know of women?"

Blood darkened Langaros’ face. "I am not a savage."

Her breath fled, left only a whisper with which to speak. "I was rather hoping you were."

He made a mess of her hair.

The house was censed still, long after the nine days mourning for Amyntas had passed. This house would exist in a cloud of misery forever. At night Glykeia keened like the winter wind. So dinner was served in a spiced fog. Langaros reclined on Amyntas' couch. Kynna sat properly apart in a chair, Glykeia in the kitchen, appearing only to pile food on the tables and to mix the wine in the krater.

Langaros' appetite was huge. Kynna ate little, finding difficulty chewing with a giddy smile fixed to her face.

The meat was heavily spiced, the wine that dreadful Corinthian kind, hard and dry; may as well drink rocks. So Kynna did not smell the bitter almonds until she kissed Langaros goodbye. It was strong on his breath. That smell had not been in Kynna's food. She would have known at once.
How could Langaros live with a crown on his head and not know of such things? He should never have come here without spearmen and without a taster, or at least a dog.

She kissed him farewell as if to take his breath away.

Langaros had ridden such a short distance and too slowly to be so winded. He became dizzied by the brilliant tapestry of the forest floor, its vivid crimsons and new fallen golds, almost too fine to walk on.
He dismounted, gasping fast, no strength in his hands, no air in his chest. His quick breaths took in no substance, only scents—the spice of autumn leaves, tang of pine needles, sweet musk of rich earth.

He folded over his belly and lay curled round the coals in his gut. His horse wandered off to nibble at an apple tree.

Sounds. The wind. Flutter of the poplar's pale yellow leaves. Distant rush of the waterfall. Random tap of an acorn falling to the forest litter.
Orange needles of the larch shivered down, sprinkled him as a mourner might with a scatter of earth.

His mouth burned. He sat up, breath seizing in his lungs.

Poison was a coward's weapon, and he knew nothing of the practice. To the end he did not know why he was dying. Knew he wanted water.

Tried to call to his horse. Did not recognize his own voice, the croak of a carrion crow. The horse ambled over the bluff.

Langaros crumbled, convulsed.
Became at last still and windless. The pounding of his heart resolved to hoofbeats, pulsing in his head.
He had always known the Horseman would come for him.

Alexander called the mix, called it thick, his Companions crowded round him, three to a couch. Antipater could stay sober for the lot of them. The men’s voices kept a constant bass roll of low thunder as an early rain tapped against the roof tiles. The breeze whispered, soft and moist, through the clerestories, with sometimes the hiss of droplets blown into a brazier.

The empty places on the couches gaped like open wounds, one for Perdikkas, who had taken a fever. His thigh had unwrapped to a writhing white mass of maggots. Perdikkas had snarled at them, "I'm not dead yet; can't you things wait?"PRIVATE 

And the vacant place on the couch beside Alexander was for Langaros, soon to be his brother. Alexander could not guess what had kept Langaros away this night. Alexander pushed away fear, but it lingered at the gates of consciousness.

For now Alexander conferred with his captains, shocked to learn that some of them had no thought of carrying on Philip's plan to liberate the Hellenes of Asia Minor. Those reluctant Companions counted themselves fortunate to keep what they had, and did not want to test the favor of the gods.

Alexander told them no, he would not considering staying put and holding his borders. The Makedones were going to re-take Asia Minor, by God.

The campaign had been his dream and duty all his life. He was born to this.

“Parmenion, reason with the boy,” an old veteran appealed.

“I will not abandon East Hellas to the Persian,” said Alexander, and appealed to the same ally, “Parmenion, help me.”

The whole room looked to the old general.

Parmenion worried at a strand of beef stuck between his big teeth. Spoke muffled around his finger, "We gonna take it back. No other way. We gonna take it back."

And that was the end of that debate. When those two closed ranks – Alexander and Parmenion—it was like tin to copper. It did not serve to beat yourself against solid bronze.

The questions turned from if to how. "How are we to cross the water?" Ptolemy asked. "Will you make the Athenians send ships? The Athenian army may not be what it once was, but they still have a fine navy. Athens has always been a sea power."

But Alexander lifted his chin. "I have all the Athenians I can handle. Anyway, I'm not going to win a sea battle while the Great King has the Phoenicians."

"I'm glad you can recognize that," said Antipater. "Young men are too often rash."

"Am I rash?"

"You were never young.”

Antipater’s eldest living son sat at the foot of his Antipater’s couch in silent humiliation. Sat like a boy, not reclining like a man, because Kassander had yet to kill a boar without a using a net. Kassander never talked at these gatherings. No one listened to what a full-grown man who sat at dinner had to say.

Antipater went on, “How do you intend to cross the Hellespont without meeting the Phoenician navy? The Great King will know we are coming. Memnon will tell him. Memnon knows you. He knows you haven’t given up. The Phoenicians will be there on the Hellespont in the spring to stop your crossing."

Alexander turned to Harpalos, seemed to have abandoned the subject entirely. "Do you remember your mathematics?"

Antipater let his eyes roll. Youth could be flighty—and all the young men went haring off after Alexander’s whim. "What do you need, Alexander?" offered Ptolemy, who was good with numbers.

"If I have sixty thousand men—soldiers, squires, servants, all—and a man requires two choinikes of grain a day --" Alexander allotted his soldiers twice a slave's ration. "And I have six thousand horses, which eat ten choinikes a day. For thirty days, how much grain do I need so far?"

Ptolemy calculated quickly, was converting the unwieldy sum into something workable—675,000 sixths, still too cumbersome. Boiled it down to 112,500 medimnoi, but Harpalos spouted his answer to the problem first: "Gargara." Lots.

"I think I knew that,” said Alexander. “What is in the granary?"

"Enough," said Antipater. "For now. You won't have it after winter."

"Then I need to buy it. Harpalos?"

Harpalos had been charged with spending Alexander's money. Harpalos answered proudly, "You'll have it."
"Pack animals," Parmenion reminded him. "You didn't count for d’ pack animals. You gonna need gargara for dhose too."

"I'm trying to avoid using them, as far as I can."

"Why? A mule carry three times what a man carry,” said Parmenion.

"And they eat three times as much. Then we have to carry grain for them too. And that means more mules and still more grain."

"Mules graze. And pull carts. Two mules with a cart carry ten times a man."

"Carts cut our speed in half, Parmenion. And that doubles the days I have to carry provisions for. If there's mud—and there will be mud—we get stuck and don't move at all. No carts.” Then conceded, “Figure a thousand pack animals to carry the tents and gear. Without carts."

"Not enough,” Antipater murmured. “Not nearly enough."

"Antipater, I'm concerned with how much grain I have to buy, not how to carry it."

"You better concern," said Parmenion. "No man can carry thirty days food on his back. You don't know what things weigh. You got no idea. No man carry thirty days. No mule either. Can't be done."

"The men need only carry three or four days worth of grain at a stretch," said Alexander. “Not thirty.”

"And who gonna carry d' rest? Not me."

"The rest of the grain will be waiting three or four days up the road in the port where the boats carried it." Alexander exchanged glances with his admiral, Nearchos, who curled up on his couch, a neat brown figure, self-satisfied as a quick-tail.
"We march from port to port and collect our rations at each port. Of course, I have to figure in food for the oarsman, but the boats can carry—how much can the boats carry, Nearchos?"

Nearchos grinned. "Gargara."

Men chuckled around the andron. Parmenion's scowl remained. "And dhere's d' Phoenician navy again! And here go your boats!" Parmenion took up the golden phiale with which Alexander had made the libation, and set it afloat in the wine krater. Tipped it with a jab of his finger. The flat bowl flashed and disappeared beneath the sea-dark wine. "So tell me why you gonna need carry thirty days food? Why not take it from d' land as we go?"

The ripples in the wine smoothed, lay still as the grave.

"Because we are marching thirty days before the milk harvest. There won't be anything to take from the land. And we will be moving through my own territories at the start. My people will not love me for taking the last of their grain at winter's end."

"We can't march before harvest!” Parmenion sputtered. “We gonna starve!"

"No, not if I buy enough grain now while everyone has it. It's the Persians who will starve if they try to muster an army in early spring. And the Phoenician navy will be sitting in Phoenicia watching the wheat grow. Boats can't graze."

The andron rumbled with mirth. Not for nothing had Philip spent all that money on Alexander’s schooling.

"By the time the first harvest is ready, we will already be across the Hellespont, and there is nothing the Persian can do to stop us."

"He can burn d' fields," said Parmenion, dampening all the laughter. "Memnon can burn d' fields. I would. You have thirty days. He not gonna give you thirty-one."

Alexander drew in a sharp, sobered breath. Count on Parmenion to bring up things that never crossed Alexander's mind. Scorched earth. Scorched earth could stop him.

"He won't do that,” said Alexander.

“No? I would,” said Parmenion.

“They're not Memnon's fields to burn. And the Great King won't order it."

"You sure? How so sure? If I have to eat my son's horse, he not gonna love me."

"I am sure. Because if a foreign mercenary general told me to burn my people's crops to keep the Persians from crossing, I wouldn't."

"Dareios is not you, Alexander,” Antipater advised. And Parmenion added with deep loathing, “He's Persian."

"He is a king. He won’t burn the fields. We'll be all right. Parmenion, your son’s horse is safe. Part of winning is choosing your own battlefield. I choose not to do battle on the landing ground.”
It was the goddess of wisdom, not the god of war, who held victory in her hand.

Antipater remained dour this time. It fell to him to point out the flaw. "You mean to embark thirty days early? That pushes you back into Daisios."

He was speaking in a private mutter, but all the men heard him, and the company quieted again. Makedonian kings never took the field in the month of Daisios.
"It's unlucky," said Antipater.

The hearthfire cracked loud in the quiet, cast deep shadows on the forbidding faces ringing the andron.

"Everyone's food stores are exhausted from the winter in Daisios, and the first crops are not yet ripe," Alexander reasoned. "If there's not enough for the army to eat, then the bad luck is rather a fact." Sometimes luck was a matter of common sense. “I’ve planned around all that.”

"Logical as that may be, Alexander, it won't wear with the men.” It did not even wear with his generals, who frowned gravely. “All they know is that Daisios is a month during which no Makedonian king takes the field."

Alexander fell into a troubled silence.
"You're not going to let a superstition stop you," said Ptolemy, a very pragmatic man, though he could see Alexander thinking about it.

"The men won't like it," Alexander admitted, never one to flog a mule that refused to go.

"Alexander, it's brilliant plan," Hephaistion, at this side, argued in a murmur.

"It know it is." But the belief was a long-standing one. What men thought, what men felt, were real forces, not to be ignored.

Alexander consulted his old regent. "Antipater, I can add a month to the calendar, can't I? Kings do that, don't they?"

Antipater nodded slowly. Gave his beard a thoughtful stroke. "When the calendar gets behind, yes, it is necessary."

The moon did not keep the same time as the sun when summing up the year. Left to itself, the calendar, reckoned by the moon, would soon have snow on the ground in the Flowering month, as twelve lunar months did not make a solar year, and thirteen was too many.

"Is the calendar behind?"

It was not. Antipater demurred with a wisp of a smile. "There is nothing to say that it cannot get somewhat ahead."

"Then I shall add another month this year. A second Artemesios. So I shan't be setting out in the month of Daisios."

"By your command, Alexander," Antipater nodded, amazed that Alexander could still amaze him.

Mirth returned to the room, and a toast started round.
Alexander turned to the next couch, gave Parmenion’s blond beard a tug. "Parmenion, can you never be happy? What troubles you still?"

Parmenion growled, batted his hand away. Blond brows had solidified into a single bushy line. "Plan is very smart. Plan gonna cost. Young men think big. Young men don't think real. Supply bores young men."

"Supply doesn't bore me. That’s why we’re talking about supply here."

"Dhen you know things cost twice what dhey used to. Used to be a man pay d' same price his grandfather pay for d' same thing. Now? D' world is not d' same. Price go up. Price go up. You gonna buy dhat kind of hoard? You got dhat much money?"

"Yes." Alexander's own smile left him, and his voice sounded bleak and distant. "I'm afraid we do."

And Antipater – parsimonious, frugal, miserly Antipater—was nodding, so Parmenion knew it must be so. We do.

"We have the money," said Alexander. "I told you I destroyed a city too."

"We got over a hundred and twenty five tons of silver from the sale of slaves alone," Harpalos added proudly.

Parmenion sat right up on his couch, sending a big hound scuffling from underfoot.
A tense hush gripped the andron.

"That be a big city," Parmenion put forth cautiously. His glance flicked from horrified face to horrified face—the big eyes, the inheld breaths. Saw something very bad here that he did not know.

It was for Alexander to speak it. "It was Thebes. I razed Thebes."

Parmenion stared as if the fair youth had grown tusks.
Ambient sounds pushed to the fore, the crackle of the hearth fire, the patter of rain and the busy scratching of tiny bird claws on the rooftiles, the thumping of a dog's tail against the leg of someone's couch. Then even that friendly sound stopped.

Alexander lifted his eyes sorrowfully. Fireshadows made a deep vertical furrow in his young brow. That crease stayed in his sleep. "You have not heard?"

"I heard!" Parmenion roared. "But all stories grow dhis big by d' time we get 'em. Who gonna take that one whole? I thought you took Thebes. I mean, I thought—I thought--" he trailed off muttering, not sure what he had thought.

Alexander had been a frightening child.

The king could not swallow the toast to his own victory. His Companions assured him he could be confident that Hellas would not rise behind his back this time, when the army crossed into Asia. He had made terribly certain of that.

"Yes," said Alexander without joy. "I did."

Petitioners without number thronged the king’s audience hall all day. Alexander passed judgment on a murderer, a pig thief, a cattle rustler, a seducer, a merchant captain accused of scuttling his own boat. The litany went on. PRIVATE 

When the only light was from torches and the guttering hearth, and a storm wind blew in the clerestories, he bid the rest to come back tomorrow.
He missed them when they were gone, his countrymen, their troubles so small, their problems all easily solved by a word from Alexander.
Smoke curled from the spitting hearth. The empty room was full of Thebans.

He quit the throne room, fleeing the ghosts.
Discovered in the antechamber a sole figure – a corporeal one—whom the pages had not dared turn away. So forlorn she was, like a lost animal, Alexander did not know her at first. He thought she was holding a fox, then saw it was an infant who moved the red fur cuddled in her arms. The woman's blue eyes looked half mad. Or all mad. Who could measure? She had cut off all her heavy, honey blond hair, so she looked like a slave. Short tufts of it haloed her waifish face. She looked very small though she was a tall, sturdily built young woman, a few years older than he.
Disbelief followed recognition. "Kynna?"

The eyes turned his way; the emptiness in them pulled the last of the light from the room.
Oh. Understanding came. She was in mourning, of course. He had not expected this. Alexander had not realized his half-sister had ever loved her husband Amyntas.

"Kynna, I'm sorry I had to kill your man. You know I had to. But I found you a better man. I swear. Much better. He's honorable. He is a king. He will take in your baby too. His name is Langaros. He is --"

"Dead," the faint little voice finished for him. To his blank stare, Kynna said again, "Langaros is dead."

Shock, too many questions, not enough sleep, the mind shut down. All Alexander could manage was a hollow, lost, "How?"

"He fell sick. He died."
Alexander spoke from within a shroud of numbness, "I'll find you another man. You're a princess. It won't be difficult."

"I don't want another husband."

"You have a child. You need a lord."

"You are our lord. You find a man for Hadea when she grows up. I don't want one."

Alexander would not argue with her in her grief. In his. "Stay here and live at the palace then. I'll send for our aunt." Amyntas’ mother. He could not think of her name.

"She's dead too."

"Glykeia?" He had the name now. "How?"

"Same thing."

Alexander’s flesh moved, grew cold. Glykeia had been old, but Langaros had been a virile warrior in the prime of life. Such men did not just take sick and die. Alexander whispered the dread word, "Plague?" The kind of foe against which the mightiest warrior, who was Alexander, was helpless.
"It is finished," she said. "It won't spread."

"How can you know that?"

Vacantly, a body talking and Kynna not in it: "Did you know that not everyone can smell blue poison?"

He had not known. But it made sudden sense of a memory, very old, of his mother opening a dark blue bottle under his nose and asking if he could smell it. He had pulled away from the bitter almond reek. Of course he could smell it. His mother had re-stoppered the bottle, hung it from a high hook, satisfied. She told him never ever eat or drink anything that smelled so. Told him never eat anything his aunt Glykeia offered him.

He remembered now that apples, from whose seeds the blue poison came, grew plentiful round Amyntas' house, and the almond trees there flowered white, not pink.
"I would have thought Glykeia knew better than to swallow blue poison," he spoke, more to himself than to Kynna. Glykeia also grew wolf bane in her garden.

"She turned blue terribly quickly. You know, maybe she didn’t die of the same thing." Kynna tilted her head with this new thought. "She might have choked to death. She did not want to swallow." A tear tracked down Kynna's cheek.

The backs of Kynna’s hands, which so gently held her baby, bore long red scabs, as if some animal had clawed at them desperately.

Alexander drew his sister’s head down so he could plant a kiss on her temple. Her short hair tickled his nose. He would not be marrying Kynna off again. He touched the baby's fuzzy head.
He called in his pages: "Find Princess Kynane some women, and prepare her rooms in the palace. Somewhere far away from my mother."

Such storms may come as wrack the soul asunder. The storm had come. The soul at midnight when you lose your own destiny.

I felt it in my branded side, the old wound from the darkest time of my life. As the lyre string next to the one struck vibrates a harmonic note, I hurt. My Akhilles needed me and I could not get out.

The direst battles are not fought in the field and there is no glory in them. You either survive or perish.

The heavens had broken open and I was locked in a stable with dumb brutes. I have not felt so caged, so useless, so despairing as on board that ship that brought me from Troy.
I screamed at them to let me out. Battered at the wooden walls, bugling. Though well I knew, men do not understand, and gods do not answer.

Alexander had not known where he was going until he stood before the door. He had left his guards at the base of the stairs. They had announced his approach, and taken positions at the base of that forbidden, mystical passage.

Not sure how long he stood before the door.

A spider's web spanned the corner between a pilaster and the wall. Since the time he once stood on eye level with it, a web always hung there. If a servant swept it away, the spider put it back by next day. He used to watch her spin, watch her swift executions. Her dry discards littered the floor under the web.

He had known she was female, for the thousands of babies who came from the sac she left over the winter; and the little prince assumed the spider’s husband was proud of all those children, wherever he was. Away at war, he had supposed, for where else did missing fathers go?

Remembered being astonished to learn she had eaten him.

Opened the door at last.

His mother turned from her upright loom.
Golden snake bracelets coiled round her forearms, their heads pointed naturally downward as if to slither into her hands. Her peplos was woven of softest, fine-spun lambswool dyed a delicate saffron and bordered in gold, a dress for goddesses and queens. Her hair, swept back with a saffron fillet, fell in ringlets, which unwound under their own weight.

Pretty Pantika had been arranging cut flowers culled from Mother's private courtyard—pink autumn lilies, white and lavender crocuses, arbutus clusters like pink jars all overturned. The mind ticked off which plants were poisonous. Pantika had set them into the two-handled water jar on its painted stand. The red figures on dark ground showed peaceful scenes of women's life, the kind of pottery a girl receives at a wedding, but Mother's wedding gifts were long since broken. This was new. The babies in the pictures were all male. They all looked like miniature men.

Pantika pretended to shy behind her flowers. She wore only the thinnest linen chiton, as if she had not heard the pages shout, or the rap of all those bronze spear butts at the base of the stairs.
The young woman's eyes slowly closed, opened half way, languidly, perhaps from the weight of all that kohl on her lids.

Olympias saw her son’s tears. "Leave us." And to the women's leisurely motions she snapped, "Now." Clapped her hands. Sent the women scrambling. Old Lanike gathered up her basket full of uncarded wool, sleeping ferret and all, and scuffed out.

Alone with her son Olympias demanded, "Who has done this to you?"

Her hand on his cheek made him fall to sobbing. He felt extraordinarily weak and foolish crying to his mother. He was young enough to imagine he could sink no lower. "Some divinity hates me. How else can victories go so wrong? Everything is in ashes."

"Nothing is ash. You look tired is all." She sat. Golden snakes lifted toward him. He sank at her feet, to sit on the leopard skin—one of his—which softened the women's floor. He wrapped his arms round her legs like a suppliant, his head in her lap. She stroked his hair. "Do you have bad dreams?"

"I don't dream,” said Alexander. “I haven't slept in days."

"It's the change in the wind," said Olympias. A blustering rain wind disturbed the heavy tapestry over the window, a fine Persian weaving which the barbarian, in his infinite arrogance, used to walk on. Barsina had given it to Mother, back when they were friends. "I shall make an infusion of sweet balm to help you sleep."

"I don't want to sleep."

"Well, there is the source of your distress. You must not deny a god."
"Sleep is the twin brother of Death. And, O Mamma, I have provided well for Death. I have killed an oxload of men. They were Hellenes. I killed them. And the dying goes on. It seems when you start it, it doesn't stop. I don't dare close my eyes."

"Those men are not worth your anguish. That is the human heart in you that grieves."

“My friends – my friends –“ As he might speak of his life. “Perdikkas has a horrible wound. He took a spear at Thebes. It’s full of maggots. It smells of-- I don't know how long--" He sobbed, interrupted himself, bewildered, "Langaros is dead. I promised him Kynna and he's dead! He was going to be my brother. I lost five hundred --" The number so appalling he could not even say the word men after it. Not when the men were his. Lives spilled away like gushing blood. "The taking of Thebes cost me. And some of my men broke into the Kabeirion. I had to kill them. My men. The things of the gods were all over the ground. The Great Gods hate me now. Dionysos most of all. I burned his city. Dionysos was born in Thebes. Dionysos will hate me forever."

"The Kabeiri do not hate you. I should know."

Well she might. Olympias was initiate into the Mysteries of the Kabeiri.

"And have no fear of Dionysos." Olympias was a special devotee of that god as well. “But there is another. She may have found out." She stroked his shoulder, then plucked at his chiton, noticing it under her hand, the deep cobalt blue, the striking silver border. "Whose work is this? I did not weave this."

"It's Theban. The men thought I should have it."

"And did they pick out a pretty prize of honor for you, O Akhilles?"

He groaned. She was at it again. Even now. "Can you never rest?"

"There is immortality in one's children," she scolded, to let him know she had not gone off topic.

"Creating children is a surrender to Death," he countered. "It's a piece of you being destroyed to become someone else. The seed may live, but I—I am not done yet. Philip never saw what I saw, never felt what I felt, and I very much doubt he does now, though you say he lives on in me."

"I never did!" she declared. "Philip lives in Arrhidaios!"

"And not in me?"

"Of course not."

He resented this game, Mother rolling hints across the floor and he meant to chase. "Please just say what you mean. I am too filled with grief for puzzles."

"Then I give you joy. If you suppose that drunken, rutting, swaggering boar your father, you are altogether mistaken."

Alexander, who had never fainted in his life, felt near to it. Black clouds churned with the red ones. His head felt bloodless. Oedipus could not have been more horrified. He had never suspected. No one had ever—whatever they might say against her—ever suggested Olympias was faithless.

He bleated, "Philip--"

"He was not your father. He was just a mortal man who dared hurt us."

"And that makes us happy?" he cried.
Her smile remained fixed like that of a sated sphinx.

No wonder the gods loathed him. He was most hateful of men, a baseborn wretch who presumed to the kingship of the Makedones. If he was suffering, it was nothing more than he deserved.

Just when he had thought he was crawling, when things could get no worse, when he could sink no lower, the foundation upon which his life stood rotted through. The bottom of the world dropped out and he was in free fall to lowest Tartaros.

Everything I believe in.

Everything I am.

A lie.

Born not to be king. Born to nothing.

The purpose of his life, his destiny, suddenly not. Vanished. Had never been.

Thebes! Who was he to destroy Thebes?

A rush of new tears ran hot down either side of his nose. He lifted his face, tried to call for his mother and could not. Could only look to her, pleadingly. Take it back. Help me.

She turned her face imperiously aside. "Stop. You shame me."

He did stop. Found his anger, profoundly betrayed. "I? Shame you?"

She scolded hotly, "I am telling you your father is—and shall be forever—far greater than that man."

"No man was better than my—than Philip." He felt the loss like a missing limb.
"That may be so. No matter."

His mind had become very fat. Her words had a long way to go to penetrate his numbed reason. How those two truths could co-exist:
No man is greater than Philip.
Your father is greater than Philip.

He groaned, let his head hang. Every maid in trouble who could not say how she had come to conceive named the nearest river. "Mamma, I am too old for a river god story."

"Your father is not a river god."

Raggedly, "Then what did he look like?"

"Ah. So now that you are king, you talk down to your mother. Do you think some man could deceive me so? The god came to me as a serpent."

The flood of relief washed him empty. The ground settled after a large quake, and left him still a place to stand. He gulped in great steadying breaths as the world reassembled itself. He did not disbelieve her. But even were she in the grip of drunken delirium and mistaken, then Philip was still his father. "Why did you never tell me this?"

"Everything in its time, Basileu."

He brushed the tears from his face, pushed back his hair. He did need to sleep. He had thought himself beyond her power to unravel him so. Calmer now, he asked, "Who is my father?"

"Come to me." She beckoned him kneel up close. "I cannot speak his name aloud. She could be listening."

She. Only one goddess was known as a jealous wife. Because she was goddess of marriage.

And He was god of all things.

Alexander tilted his ear to his mother's lips, knowing what name he would hear.

The gods used to talk to heroes—grabbed them by the hair, came to them in dreams, or appeared in the guise of people they knew. For Alexander, the gods were strangely silent.

He had gone over the women's wall and through the bramble hedge, so his guard, waiting at the base of the stairs, did not know he had run into the midnight rain to shout at the blowing heavens, hard drops stinging his mouth. "Talk to me! Is it true? Why do you not tell me?" Tears ran hot with the cold, pelting rain. "Why are you silent?"
I can hear a soul cry. I used to hear Akhilles, and now I heard Alexander. Heard him from here in my dark prison. Horses in their stalls shifted, nickered, afraid. Of the storm. Of me.

I battered the wooden walls that confined me. My blows shook the rafters. Rained splinters down on our heads.

I roared with the thunder, screamed to the gods: Help him! Help him!

I should know not to call to the gods. The gods do not answer me.

But I heard an answering scream on the wind. Not of a god, but an immortal.

Akhilles had two horses.

Alexander fell to his knees under the pelting rain, bowed his head under the thunder roll.

Felt his hair lift from his neck, as if picked up by the wind. Or pulled from behind.

He sprang to his feet, turning. “Who is there?”

But it was only the wind.

He saw then, or did not see, a small yellow horse, the yellow color called xanthos. A rather small stallion of the size and build to pull a chariot.

It looked too real to be real. Alexander knew he should not be able to see color in this darkness.

It gazed at him with knowing eyes. Alexander saw the falling rain through it, and knew he had gone mad.

He reached out a hand to touch it.

The xanthan horse reared, its neck turned in a beckoning motion, and galloped away.

“Wait! Who are you!”

Lost it in the stormy murk. The yellow color bled into torch glow from the palace. Alexander had not realized he had been running that way.

His apparition was gone.

Then came another. In the merest glimmer of light in the near perfect pitch of the downpour, Alexander saw the black silhouette of a figure leaning on a staff, stab-hopping its way toward him. It looked like Perdikkas, and Alexander grew cold inside. Sometimes the gods came in disguise as the dead before you knew the soul was even departed. Alexander hesitated, afraid to call his name. Whispered into the wind: “Who are you?”

If he had met Perdikkas limping his way to Hades, where then was Alexander?
The shade hobbled closer. The mouth twisted into a familiar, wry, crooked half smile. "Hekate's tits, Alexander! What are you doing out in the rain?"

"Perdikkas!" Alexander roared. Touched Perdikkas’ face, cold but alive. Seized his shoulders. Real. Shook him. Real. Kissed his coarsely shaven cheeks. Threw his arms round him. "I thought you were dying!"

"Oh no. Not me. Look at this. Can you see this?" Perdikkas pulled away to turn his thigh toward the torchlight. His wound, so hideous not long before, had scabbed over clean. "Under all those maggots, the putrid flesh was all gone. I guess the maggots ate it. And that smell is gone. Doctor said it all looked healthy under the maggot slobber. Itches. And look at this." He shouldered his staff and stood, weight on both feet, his legs even and straight.

Alexander shouted, "Stay off the leg!"

Perdikkas jabbed the staff into the spongy ground. Obeyed. "Yes, Ba."

"The bone takes forty days to get firm! Keep your weight off it!” Alexander commanded. “What are you doing out here?"

"Taking a shit, if you must know. And a glorious endeavor it is too in this contraption." The hollow splint held his leg framed to immobility hip to ankle. The foot was swaddled like a baby to maintain it at a right angle. "I have knocked over my last chamber pot.” Rain spilled down his face, squinted his eyes, plastered his hair flat, and sprayed from his lips as he talked. “What are you doing out here?"

Alexander turned full circle, searching for the yellow horse. Answered, "Talking to the gods."

Rivulets coursed down the twisting sardonic lines of Perdikkas' face. His hair slicked down his ridged, cock-eyed brow. "There aren't any gods out here! It's raining too hard, you ass! What are you laughing at?"

It was a giddy, altogether too joyous sound to be called mad, but there may have been tears mingled with the rain on Alexander's face. Alexander turned his face up and laughed to the sky.

"Are you drunk?” Perdikkas asked hopefully. “Can you smuggle me some wine past my doctor? Where's your guard?"

Alexander settled into chuckles. He moved to Perdikkas’ side and circled an arm round his waist. "Here. Lean on me. Let's go collect my spearmen. I swear I will get you something to drink."



Zeus is air, Zeus is earth, Zeus is heavenPRIVATE 

Zeus is everything that is and that which is beyond.

-- Aeschylus Heliades
The New Year's celebration was late. The army of the Makedones marched between the halves of the dog at Aegai. Alexander made offerings to Philip upon his tomb.
Then, at Dion, on the flat between the mountain and the sea, Alexander celebrated the festival to Zeus and to the daughters of Memory, who were born there.

The rains lifted for the nine days. Olympos' forbidding peak, so often wrapped in brooding clouds, stood hard against a pure blue sky. Threads of white snow lined the crevices of its stark gray crown. The gods had a fine view of the games.

Fountain houses captured the waters that spouted from the limestone and kept the parade ground from turning into a marsh.

The king’s tent was an enormous sail of a painted canvas canopy held up by a forest of wooden pillars thirty feet high, their capitals silvered and painted like temple columns. The whole of it measured a half-mile around and could hold 100 couches, so all the king's Companions could dine with him.
He set up monuments for those who had fallen in his service. He poured libations to their shades, kept their names alive, and provided for their children.

On the first night of feasting, Alexander shared his couch with his sister's husband, Alexander of Epeiros. Kleopatra had given birth to a girl. Her name was Cadmeia.

The two Alexanders agreed that, come spring, when Makedonian Alexander marched east into Persia, that Alexander the Epeirote would take the campaign west into Italia. Either way he went, Alexander the Epeirote did not to stay in Epeiros, for the oracle at Dodona had warned him he would meet his fate on the river Acheron.

"So shall we all," said Makedonian Alexander, puzzled. "The Acheron is a river we all must cross."
The Acheron flowed through the Underworld itself. There was no escaping it unless one become a god.

"But everyone knows that the gates of hell are in Epeiros, and so is the Acheron," said Alexander the Epierote. "I should be glad to be elsewhere."

Parmenion broke in with misgiving, "Kleopatra is a pretty girl. I am allowed to say dhat? No? Someone gotta think of dhese things. Who you gonna trust for regent with such a young and pretty queen?"

"Kleopatra is my regent," said Alexander the Epeirote.

Parmenion, gagging on the shock, struggled to keep his wine from coming up his nose.

Makedonian Alexander felt his eyebrows lift skyward. "My sister? Regent of Epeiros?"

Alexander the Epeirote continued serenely, "You do not think a sixteen year old can serve as regent?"

Out came Parmenion’s wine in a spray.
Young Alexander laughed brightly out loud.

Philotas thumped his choking father on the back. He asked the Epeirote seriously over the coughing, "Your men will take orders from a woman?"

Alexander the Epeirote smiled, allowed, "We do things differently in Epeiros."
Philotas turned, resting his weight on both elbows, to face Makedonian Alexander. Warned, "You know your mother will expect you to name her regent of Makedonia now."

At that, Alexander the Epeirote turned his eyes toward the mountain peak, implored, "Zeus preserve the Makedones!"

"You are not going to name her!" Antipater declared, a question, a demand, a horror.

Makedonian Alexander's smile was indulgent. He adored the woman. Wished his mother on no one. Answered, "They do things differently in Epeiros."
I ask Xanthos what took him so long to find me.
It is my name that threw him. I am Boukephalos now.
Xanthos cannot believe I am named for a scar.
When I am done, no one will ever think of boukephalos as a brand again. It is my name now, and I am the only one anyone will ever think of when they hear it.

Xanthos had heard the story of Alexander and his great horse who was afraid of its shadow.

I am not afraid of it, says I.

I am, says Xanthos.

Xanthos says that Alexander’s name has already crossed the sea. The Persian does not know whether to scoff or fear. Does one out loud and one within.

Xanthos asks if Alexander is all they say.

I tell him the Persian should fear.

And now comes Ptolemy out to our meadow.There is a wild look in his deep eyes, a scowl on his furrowed face, a determined set to his clean-shaven jaw. He carries a bridle in his hand, a traveler’s pack on his staff. He is going somewhere. Come to get a horse.

He sees me watching him, but Ptolemy thinks I am just a big horse and ignores my interest. Does not see Xanthos at all. Ptolemy is a flat-minded man. Does not believe in miracles. Saw nothing wondrous in Perdikkas’ recovery from his terrible wound. But then Ptolemy wouldn’t think that wonderful.

Ptolemy refuses to see beyond his eyes. The mind thinks that the mind is all. Yet the soul thirsts and the body yearns. I have seen that battle within him.

Here in our meadow, his nostrils flare like mine do when a stallion dares challenge me for what I want.

I believe his body and soul have at last conspired to chuck his carefully ordered mind into the trash pit, and drive him where they will.

He bridles a sturdy gelding and sets out on the long road from which we have just come. I never expected such audacity from Ptolemy. I believe he is going to Athens.

She was not at all like him. She was everything he was not. Soft. Brash. Outrageous. Shameless. Lusty. A pure feminine force. Giddy. Passionate. Expressive. Unpredictable. He thirsted for her fire. She was not a proper choice. And he could not forget her.

And he could not pursue her. She had chosen another. He could still hear her say: He means the world to me. And Ptolemy wanted him dead, whoever he was. Oh, but wasn’t Ptolemy too civilized for murder. Cursed himself for being so.

And decided not to be so.

Rode down to Athens to murder the dog.

The air that rolled out of Thaïs’ house in a perfumed cloud breathed of attar of rockroses. The scent touched his primitive animal brain, wrenched his soul from the middle of his body and lodged it squarely in his throat, hurled him back to a moment.
Five mna a kotyle. The moment he had first lost her. The moment he had let her go.

He stormed inside.

Thaïs stood still as a deer, her almond eyes wide. Achingly beautiful, her body lush under saffron guaze, her unpainted face innocent as a nymph’s.

Ptolemy crushed down tender feelings. Bawled like a wild man, “Where is he! I am going to kill him!”

She moved to block his way. He pushed past her, intent on murder.

Thaïs shrieked, “No!” Ducked round him, ran ahead of him in a flurry of saffron, to a back room.

Ptolemy stalked in.

No rival waited in the scented chamber. There was only Thaïs on hands and knees on a mattress on the floor—poised like a she-wolf protectively over a moving bundle. She turned up her face in raw glory.
Rage drained away. Ptolemy stood a moment, completely stupid.

Then he crouched before her, dumbstruck. She met his astonished stare. The threat gone; the she-wolf sat back on her heels to let him see.
Ptolemy moved as in a dream to lift the cloth from the moving bundle.

The baby gave a little squawk and a yawn. Tiny fist twisted as if to rub a sleepy eye, missed.

Ptolemy groped for something to say. Emotions choked together, dread, and touching warmth, and a kind of awe he had never felt even for the gods.

He asked the child’s name.

"That is for his father to decide," Thaïs whispered.

That left him terrified. Choked, "He must have a name by now. It’s well past his name day. This child is a few months beyond ten days. What have you been calling him?"

"My precious, my darling, my love, my joy, prince of my world, my own. He must be terribly confused."

Ptolemy had avoided the real question, and she the real answer. His mouth full of cotton wool, he pushed out the naked words: "Who is his father?"

"My beautiful one was born just after New Year’s – Athenian New Year’s. When Evainetos became archon." That would be the summer solstice. "I am told you had a wise teacher. Did Aristotle teach you to count backwards?"

That calculation did not take a philosopher. Every man knew this one. The count took him back to Philip’s murder and Ptolemy’s brief season of ecstasy in Athens.

He named the boy Lagos.

He heard the sharp little intake of her breath.

And next he was speaking of taking her to his hearth and introducing his son, Lagos, to his father, Lagos. And she was saying no.

"No?" He was lost again.

"I shall be your mistress and you may care for me, but I will never be owned," said Thaïs. “I will never be a wife.”

She may as well have been speaking Persian. Quills in his throat, Ptolemy said, "I want respectability for you."

"And why would you want to make me what I am not? Ptolemy, you did not fall in love with a respectable woman."

"But you are with me now."

"And I want to be with you. I want to go to dinner with you and drink with you and sing and talk philosophy, and fling the lees at the target and declare to everyone: ‘Ptolemy is fair,’ and make you blush. Oh, you look so fierce and dangerous." Her soft hand glided down his craggy, frowning face.

"We don’t do such things in Makedonia."

"And I do not submit to the priggish, provincial rules of propriety of your antique little kingdom! If you want to recline with only the boys, then go back to Makedonia and share your couch with only the boys! Leave our house!”
"Come with me."

“Why? I do not sweep. I do not card or spin or weave. And I will give up my freedom for no one!”

Ptolemy floundered like the drowning. “You are all my thoughts. It’s like when you’re parched, you can think of nothing but water. I cannot imagine my life without you. I need you – and him – in my life.”
His face crumbled looking at the child. The soldier’s face did not know how to look soft. A boy. His son. “You must come with me,” he commanded. “You – “ faltering, “Must.”

“I shan’t marry you,” said Thaïs. “Do you want the name back?”

Like a dealer in the market coming down from his absolute price, he commanded, “You shall not consort with –“ Could not bring himself to speak that name. Perdikkas. “— Others.”

“I shan’t share another’s couch so long as there is room to sit on yours,” Thaïs countered. A stinging reminder of that evening in Corinth when he would not let her sit. “And I am bringing my slaves. I hear there are none worth having in Makedonia.”

His face brightened with tentative joy. Looked youthful and endearingly absurd on him. “You will come?” he said, so terribly hopeful it made her cry.

Laughed at him. “Of course I shall.” She did not know where all these tears came from. Explained helplessly, “I must.”

On the last night of feasting, Alexander pledged great gifts to his Companions. Harpalos, his treasurer, and Antipater, his regent, and Parmenion, his chief of supply, finally had to stop him. "You don’t have anything more to give."

"That cannot be," said Alexander.

"It cannot be else,” said Antipater. “You spend like your father.”

Parmenion nodded agreement, “Philip shat money.”

"My holdings are vast."

"So is your vision. Everything is allotted. Listen to me, Alexander: You are broke. You have nothing more to give."

"Nothing? What of the royal lands?"

"You have already collected the income from those for this season. You can’t exactly give away the land itself." Antipater meant this to sound preposterous.

But Alexander pulled his chiton from under his knees as he made to stand up on his couch. "Watch me."

Parmenion stirred. "What he gonna do? What he gonna do? Alexander, get down."

Harpalos cackled aloud, thumping his foot on his couch in glee. As huge a fortune as Alexander ever threw away, he would always have it to throw. Fortune stuck to Alexander. He had the gift of it, equal to his own boundless magnanimity.
Gifts so selfless and bountiful exacted of their own power a sacred responsibility and trust. Because of his generosity, all these men would die before they let Alexander suffer defeat.
This army could do nothing but win for Alexander.

And Harpalos saw the key right there. Alexander threw away a fortune—but he threw it straight up. There was only one way it could go from there.
"Make him get down!" Parmenion bade.

"Oh no!" Harpalos could scarcely talk for his rapture. He held the king’s couch steady under him.

And Alexander portioned out all his royal domains to his friends, reserving only what was sacred and the earth in which his ancestors rested.

His open hand came round to Perdikkas. Alexander asked Perdikkas what share he wanted.

"No," Perdikkas refused the offer. Adjusted himself on his couch around his bulky splint.

Alexander chided, "I cannot regard as a friend who wants nothing of me. Ask."

Perdikkas balked. "But what’s left to you?"

Alexander’s grin was sweet as a boy’s. He admitted, "Hope."

Perdikkas nodded down, deal struck. "Done. I’ll take my share out of that."

"Perdikkas, you should have something."

"You asked me what I wanted and you shan’t talk me down. I want a piece of your hope. A big piece."

Nikanor tossed his fortune in with the new king, and demanded his wages in hope too.

"I should like to be paid in hope as well," said Hephaistion.

"I’ll take those wages," said Admiral Nearchos. "There’s none higher."

"Antipater!" Alexander beseeched his regent to restore reason here.

Antipater turned as lunatic as the rest. "I want a share of that, Basileu. Hope it is."

And all those who had been given land and riches traded in their portions for a share of Alexander’s hope.
On the night of the eighth day, Alexander walked the length of the encampment with Hephaistion. They passed among the common soldiers, smells thick about them of garlic and goats, campfires, the sea.
Alexander wore only a goatskin. The fine, southern Hellenes forgot that the goat was a symbol of royalty, of Zeus. The goatskin was Athene’s armor, the aegis. The goat was the namesake of the old capital, Aegai. Philip, the shepherd of his people, had led the Makedones out of goatskins and their old ways. Some of his people were not yet far removed from those days, and it was a comfort to them to see that Alexander knew who his people were.

The gray hide draped over one shoulder. A sturdy iron fibula pinned it at the other.

The signet of the exploding star on his finger sparkled in the firelight.

This festival to Zeus, nearly over, had been the most lavish the town of Dion had ever seen.

Hephaistion saw significance in the enormity of the sacrifices. "Whose son are you, do you think?"

"I think I am short," said Alexander. "Whose son is that?"

They walked together along the water’s edge. Moonlight canted in moving planes with the waves’ quiet shifting.

"Then you don’t believe her?" said Hephaistion.

"I am the best warrior and the mightiest king. I have never pretended to be what I am not." Alexander glanced up. Olympos’ massif towered a huge and pervasive bulwark on the southern frontier of Makedonia. "I am no more than Philip ever was."

"We both know Akhilles had a goddess mother,” said Hephaistion. “Why should this seem so much more unlikely simply because it’s someone I know?"

Alexander’s dusky blue eyes lifted to him. "Does it really seem that unlikely?"

"You taught me long since to believe in what everyone else thinks is impossible. Likeliness doesn’t count for much either way."

"Why are you walking way over there? You could throw an ox between us."

"I guess I don’t disbelieve it."

Alexander stopped walking. "You cannot be afraid of me."

Hephaistion walked a few paces further down the strand before he stopped. Spoke to the sea, his back to the mountain. "I may be afraid of your father."

The gods made no allowances for offences committed in ignorance.

"Remember what the dove said at Dodona?"

Hephaistion had tried to forget most of their exile. But the ride to Dodona would stay with him always, distinctly, though he never understood it. "’Follow the other dove.’" He recited. "Does that make sense to you?"

"It may. I think it means I’m to go to the oracle at Siwah and ask there."

"That’s all I could make of it," Hephaistion agreed, though he suspected the priestesses had just wanted to get rid of them. Alexander was trouble, and it was an easy task for them to send him to the bottom of the world.

"Then I shall ask in Egypt," said Alexander, as if it were as simple as saying so.

"The campaign doesn’t take us that way. The plan takes us to Anatolia to liberate the Hellenes and punish the Great King."

"That was Philip’s dream,” said Alexander. “Mine is not so small."

"Whose son is telling me this?"

"I am Philip’s son until the god tells me I am not. Look, here’s a lively group."

They had come near to a campfire’s sphere. Moving shadows of men dancing fluttered the light. Merry sounds lifted from the circle, music and clapping, and the crackling of resinous wood in the fire.

Three javelins, propped on butt-end and lashed together below the heads, formed a soldier’s tripod. The plaster face of a sphinx, affixed to one point, glowered outward to scare off ill luck, succeeding well, for there was none of that about tonight.

The notes of the Panpipe faltered at someone’s hiss at their approach, "It’s the king!"

The circle opened. Firelight sprang from the parting to include Alexander and Hephaistion. Alexander called to the piper, "Play us a tune, Gorgias!"

When Alexander called a man by name, he could make an eelmonger feel like a king’s Companion. Gorgias had only a shepherd’s rude pipe of reeds and wax, no proper instrument for a king’s hall. But this was a campfire, and the stops were all in tune. "Wh – what sort of tune you want, Alexander?"

"The contest of the day was dance, and I have not danced. Give us something a man can dance to."
Gorgias started up a tune. Someone else kept time on a hide drum, another with oyster-shell castanets.

Alexander clasped arms with Hephaistion, side by side, waited on the measure, then stepped into the dance that twined like the grapevine, steps as old at the rhythm. It was not a dance that a noble son learned as part of his education, nor the kind that professionals do at contest, nor the elaborate pyrrhic dance of mock battle performed in armor with swords. Not even a sacred goat dance. This was a simple dance that common folk do because they feel like it. A dance you do because you are alive and you can.

Alexander was not even sure where he had learned this. It seemed he had always known. And he could be certain that at some distant time Akhilles and Patroklos had traced these same steps around another fire upon the far shore where they were bound.

The king in his goatskin, his best friend at his side, danced for the joy of being.

All the signs foretold great things for him, promised the everlasting fame of Akhilles. No use dwelling on the other edge of that blade this night. Now was all that existed now. And now he was the undisputed master of everything he touched.
The drumbeats echoed off the mountain wall, as in the setting sun, the shadow of Olympos stretched across the water.

THE END
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