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  PROLOGUE


  THE FOUR MAGI slowly climbed the paths that led to the summit of the Mountain of Light. They came from the four corners of the horizon, each carrying a
  satchel containing fragrant wood for the rite of fire.


  The Wise Man of Sunrise wore a cloak of pink silk that shaded into blue and his feet were clad with deerskin sandals. The Wise Man of Sunset wore a crimson gown streaked with gold and from his
  shoulders hung a long stole made of byssus and embroidered in the same colours.


  The Wise Man of Midday had a purple tunic decorated with golden ears of wheat and wore snakeskin slippers. The last of them, the Wise Man of the Night, was dressed in black wool woven from the
  fleece of unborn lambs and dotted with silver stars.


  They moved as though the rhythm of their walk were marked by a music that only they could hear and they approached the temple at the same pace, covering equal distances even though the first was
  climbing a rocky slope, the next was walking along a level path and the last two progressed along the sandy beds of dried-up rivers.


  They reached the four entrances of the stone tower at the same instant, just as dawn draped the immense deserted landscape of the plateau in pearly light.


  They bowed and looked into one anothers faces through the four entrance arches, and then they
  moved towards the altar. The Wise Man of Sunrise began the rite, arranging sandalwood branches in a square; next came the Wise Man of Midday who added, diagonally, bundles of acacia twigs. Onto
  this base the Wise Man of Sunset heaped cedar wood, gathered in the forest of Mount Lebanon and stripped of its bark. Last of all the Wise Man of the Night laid branches of seasoned Caucasian oak,
  lightning-struck wood dried in the highland sun. Then all four drew their sacred flints from their satchels and together they struck blue sparks at the base of the small pyramid until the fire
  began to burn  weak at first, faltering, then ever stronger and more vigorous: the vermilion tongues becoming blue and then almost white, just like the Celestial Fire, like the supernal
  breath of Ahura Mazda, God of Truth and Glory, Lord of Time and Life.


  Only the pure voice of the fire murmured its arcane poetry within the great stone tower. Not even the breathing of the four men standing motionless at the very centre of their vast homeland
  could be heard.


  They watched on enrapt as the sacred flame took shape from the simple architecture of the branches arranged on the stone altar. They stared into that most pure light, into that wonderful dance
  of fire, lifting their prayer for the people and for the King: the Great King, the King of Kings who sat far away in the splendid hall in his palace, the timeless Persepolis, in the midst of a
  forest of columns painted purple and gold, guarded by winged bulls and lions rampant.


  The air, at that hour of the morning, in that magic and solitary place, was completely still, just as it had to be for the Celestial Fire to assume the forms and the motions of its divine
  nature. It was this nature which drove the flames ever higher towards the Empyrean, their original source.


  But suddenly a powerful force breathed over the flames and quenched them; as the Magi watched on in astonishment, even the red embers were suddenly transformed into black charcoal.


  There was no other sign, not a sound except the screech of a falcon rising up into the empty sky; neither were there any words. The four men stood dumbstruck at the altar, stricken by this most
  sad omen, tears welling in silence.


  *


  At that same moment, far away in a remote western land, a young woman trembled as she approached the oaks of an ancient sanctuary. She had come to request a blessing for the
  child she now felt move for the first time in her womb. The womans name was Olympias. The name of her child came on the wind that blew impatiently through the age-old branches, stirring the
  dead leaves round the bases of the giant trunks. The name was:


  


  ALXANDROS


  


  1


  OLYMPIAS HAD DECIDED to visit the Sanctuary of Dodona because of a strange premonition that had come to her as she slept alongside her husband 
  Philip II, King of the Macedonians, who lay that night in a wine- and food-sated slumber.


  She had dreamed of a snake slithering slowly along the corridor outside and then entering their bed chamber silently. She could see it, but she could not move, and neither could she shout for
  help. The coils of the great reptile slid over the stone floor and in the moonlight that penetrated the room through the window, its scales glinted with copper and bronze reflections.


  For a moment she wanted Philip to wake up and take her in his arms, to hold her against his strong, muscular chest, to caress her with his big warriors hands, but immediately she turned
  to look again on the drakon, on the huge animal that moved like a ghost, like a magic creature, like the creatures the gods summon from the bowels of the earth whenever the need arises.


  Now, strangely, she was no longer afraid of it. She felt no disgust for it, indeed she felt ever more attracted and almost charmed by the sinuous movement, by the graceful and silent force.


  The snake worked its way under the blankets, it slipped between her legs and between her breasts and she felt it take her, light and cold, without hurting her at all, without violence.


  She dreamed that its seed mingled with the seed her husband had already thrust into her with the strength of a bull, with all the vigour of a wild boar, before he had collapsed under the weight
  of exhaustion and of wine.


  The next day the King had put on his armour, dined with his generals on wild hogs meat and sheeps milk cheese, and had left to go to war. This was a war against a people more
  barbarous than his Macedonians: the Triballians, who dressed in bearskins, who wore hats of fox fur and lived along the banks of the Ister, the biggest river in Europe.


  All he had said to Olympias was, Remember to offer sacrifices to the gods while I am away and bear me a man child, an heir who looks like me.


  Then he had mounted his bay horse and set off at a gallop with his generals, the courtyard resounding with the noise of their steeds hooves, echoing with the clanging of their arms.


  Olympias took a warm bath following her husbands departure and while her maidservants massaged her back with sponges steeped in essence of jasmine and Pierian roses, she sent for
  Artemisia, the woman who had been her wet-nurse. Artemisia was aged now, but her bosom was still ample, her hips still shapely and she came from a good family; Olympias had brought her here from
  Epirus when she had come to marry Philip.


  She recounted the dream and asked, Good Artemisia, what does it mean?


  Artemisia had her mistress come out of the warm bath and began to dry her with towels of Egyptian linen.


  My child, dreams are always messages from the gods, but few people know how to interpret them. I think you should go to the most ancient of the sanctuaries in Epirus, our homeland, to
  consult the Oracle of Dodona. Since time immemorial the priests there have handed down the art of reading the voice of the great Zeus, father of the gods and of men. The voice speaks when the wind
  passes through the branches of the age-old oaks of the sanctuary, when it makes their leaves whisper in spring or summer, or when it stirs the dead leaves into movement around the trunks during
  autumn and winter.


  And so it was that a few days later Olympias set off towards the sanctuary that had been built in a most impressive place, in a green valley nestling among wooded mountains.


  Tradition had it that this was among the oldest temples on earth  two doves were said to have flown from Zeuss hand immediately after he chased Cronus, his father, from the skies.
  One dove had lighted on an oak at Dodona, the other on a palm tree at the Oasis of Siwa, in the midst of the burning sands of Libya. And since then, in those two places, the voice of the father of
  the gods had made itself heard.


  What is the meaning of my dream? Olympias asked the priests of the sanctuary.


  They sat in a circle on stone seats, in the middle of a green meadow dotted with daisies and buttercups, and they listened to the wind through the leaves of the oaks. They seemed rapt in
  thought.


  Then one of them said, It means that the child you will bear will be the offspring of Zeus and a mortal man. It means that in your womb the blood of a god has mixed with the blood of a
  man.


  The child you will bear will shine with a wondrous energy, but just as the flame that burns most brightly consumes the walls of the lamp and uses up more quickly the oil that feeds it,
  his soul may burn up the heart that houses it.


  Remember, my Queen, the story of Achilles, ancestor of your great family: he was given the choice of a brief but glorious life or a long and dull one. He chose the former, he sacrificed
  his life for a moment of blinding light.


  Is this an inevitable fate? Olympias asked, apprehensively.


  It is but one possibility, replied another priest. A man may take many roads, but some men are born with a strength that comes to them as a gift from the gods and which
  seeks always to return to the gods. Keep this secret in your heart until the moment comes when your childs nature will be fully manifest. Be ready then for everything and anything, even to
  lose him, because no matter what you do you will never manage to stop him fulfilling his destiny, to stop his fame spreading to the ends of the earth.


  He was still talking when the breeze that had been blowing through the leaves of the oaks changed, almost suddenly, into a strong, warm wind from the south. In no time at all it was strong
  enough to bend the tops of the trees and to make the priests cover their heads with their cloaks.


  The wind brought with it a thick reddish mist that darkened the entire valley, and Olympias too wrapped her cloak around her body and her head and sat motionless in the midst of the vortex, like
  the statue of a faceless god.


  The wind subsided just as it had begun, and when the mist cleared, the statues, the pillars and the altars that embellished the sacred place were all covered in a thin layer of red dust.


  The priest who had spoken last touched it with his fingertip and brought it to his lips: This dust has been brought here on the Libyan wind, the breath of Zeus Ammon whose oracle sits
  among the palms of Siwa. This is an extraordinary happening, a remarkable portent, because the two most ancient oracles on earth, separated by enormous distances, have spoken at the same moment.
  Your son has heard voices that come from far away and perhaps he has understood the message. One day he will hear them again within the walls of a great sanctuary surrounded by the desert
  sands.


  After listening to these words, the Queen returned to the capital, to Pella, the city whose roads were dusty in summer and muddy in winter, and there she waited in fear and trembling for the day
  on which her child would be born.


  *


  The labour pains came one spring evening, after sunset. The women lit the lamps and Artemisia sent word for the midwife and for the physician, Nicomachus, who had been doctor to
  the old King, Amyntas, and who had supervised the birth of many a royal scion, both legitimate and otherwise.


  Nicomachus was ready, knowing that the time was near. He put on an apron, had water heated and more lamps brought so that there would be sufficient light.


  But he let the midwife approach the Queen first, because a woman prefers to be touched by another woman at the moment when she brings her child into the world: only a woman truly knows of the
  pain and the solitude in which a new life is made.


  King Philip, at that very moment, was laying siege to the city of Potidaea and would not have left the front line for anything in the world.


  It was a long and difficult birth because Olympias had narrow hips and was of delicate constitution.


  Artemisia wiped her mistresss brow. Courage, my child, push! When you see your baby you will be consoled for all the pain you must suffer now. She moistened Olympias
  lips with spring water from a silver bowl, which the maids refreshed continuously.


  But when the pain grew to the point where Olympias almost fainted, Nicomachus intervened, guiding the midwifes hands and ordering Artemisia to push on the Queens belly because she
  had no strength left and the baby was in distress.


  He put his ear to Olympias lower belly and could hear that the babys heart was slowing down.


  Push as hard as you can, he ordered Artemisia. The baby must be born now.


  Artemisia leaned with all her weight on the Queen who let out one frightfully loud cry and gave birth.


  Nicomachus tied the umbilical cord with linen thread, then he cut it immediately with a pair of bronze scissors and cleaned the wound with wine.


  The baby began to cry and Nicomachus handed him to the women so that they could wash and dress him.


  It was Artemisia who first saw his face, and she was delighted: Isnt he wonderful? she asked as she wiped his eyelids and nose with some wool dipped in oil.


  The midwife washed his head and as she dried it she found herself exclaiming, He has the hair of a child of six months and fine blond streaks. He looks like a little Eros!


  Artemisia meanwhile was dressing him in a tiny linen tunic because Nicomachus did not agree with the practice followed in most families by which newborn babies were tightly swaddled.


  What colour do you think his eyes are? she asked the midwife.


  The woman brought a lamp nearer and the babys eyes shone as they reflected the light. I dont know, its difficult to say. They seem to be blue, then dark, almost
  black. Perhaps its because his parents are so different from each other . . .


  Nicomachus was taking care of the Queen who, as often happens with first-time mothers, was bleeding. This eventuality having been a worry to him beforehand, he had had snow gathered from the
  slopes of Mount Bermion.


  He made compresses of the snow and applied them to Olympias belly. The Queen shivered, tired and exhausted as she was, but the physician could not afford to let himself feel sorry for her
  and he continued to apply the ice-cold compresses until the bleeding stopped completely.


  Then, as he took off his apron and washed his hands, he left her to the care of the women. He let them change her sheets, wash her with soft sponges steeped in rose-water, change her gown with a
  clean one taken from her clothes chest, and give her something to drink.


  It was Nicomachus who presented the baby to Olympias: Here is Philips son, my Queen. You have given birth to a beautiful boy.


  Then he went out into the corridor where a horseman of the royal guard was waiting, dressed for a journey: Go, fly to the King and tell him his child is born. Tell him its a boy,
  that he is beautiful, healthy and strong.


  The horseman threw his cloak over his shoulders, put the strap of his satchel over his head and ran off. Before he disappeared at the end of the corridor, Nicomachus shouted after him,
  Tell him too that the Queen is well.


  The cavalryman did not even stop and an instant later there came the noise of a horse neighing in the courtyard below and then the clatter of galloping which soon faded to silence along the
  roads of the sleeping city.
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  ARTEMISIA TOOK THE BABY and put him on the bed alongside the Queen. Olympias lifted herself up on her elbows, her back resting on the pillows, and she
  looked upon her child.


  He was beautiful. His lips were full, his features delicate, his complexion rosy. His hair, a light brown colour, shone with golden reflections and at the very centre of his forehead was what
  the midwife described as a cowlick  a small tuft of hair that stood up above the rest.


  His eyes appeared blue, but deep in the left one was a sort of black shadow that made it seem darker as the light changed.


  Olympias lifted him up, held him to her and rocked him until he stopped crying. Then she bared her breast to feed him, but Artemisia moved closer and said, My child, the wet-nurse will
  take care of that. Dont ruin your breasts. The king will soon be back home from the war and you will have to be more beautiful and desirable than ever.


  Artemisia held out her arms to take the baby, but instead of giving him to her, Olympias moved him towards her breast and fed him with her milk until he fell asleep peacefully.


  In the meantime the messenger continued his gallop to reach the King as quickly as possible. He came to the river Axios in the middle of the night and spurred the horse on across the bridge of
  boats that united the two banks. It was still dark when he changed his mount at Thermai and he continued on towards the interior of the Chalcidice peninsula.


  Dawn found him on the coast where the vast gulf blazed with the rising sun like a mirror set before a fire. He wove his way up the mountainous mass of the Kalauros, through an increasingly
  harsh and bitter landscape, among impervious rocks which here and there formed sheer cliffs above the sea, fringed below by the white boiling spume of the sea.


  *


  The King was besieging the ancient city of Potidaea, which for almost half a century had been under Athenian control. He was doing this not because he wanted conflict with
  Athens, but because he considered the city to be in Macedonian territory and it was his intention to affirm his domination throughout the region that extended between the Gulf of Thermai and the
  Bosphorus. At that moment, cramped in an assault tower together with his warriors, Philip  armed, covered in dust, sweat and blood  was about to launch the decisive attack.


  Men! he shouted. If you are truly worthy soldiers, now is the time to prove it! I will give the finest horse in my stables to the first who has the guts to attack the enemy
  walls together with me, but, by Zeus, if I see even just one of you turn weak-kneed when the time comes, I swear I will flay him skinless. And I will do it personally. Do you hear me?


  We hear you, King!


  Now then, let us begin! ordered Philip as he nodded to his men to take the brakes off the winches. The bridge came down on the walls that had already been breached and half
  demolished by the battering rams and the King rushed forward  shouting and striking out with his sword, so quickly that it was difficult to keep up with him. But his soldiers knew well that
  their King always kept his promises and all as one they pushed forward too, barging one against another with their shields and sending the enemy reeling down from the sides and the battlements.
  This was an enemy already weakened by the hardships of the siege, by the sleepless nights and the fatigue of months and months of continuous fighting. Behind Philip and his guard the rest of the
  army came flowing, engaging in brutal hand-to-hand combat with the last defenders who were barricading the roads and house entrances.


  At sunset Potidaea, brought to its knees, asked for truce.


  *


  It was almost night when the messenger arrived, having exhausted another two horses. When he looked down from the hills surrounding Potidaea he saw a circle of fires around the
  walls and he could hear the shouts of the Macedonian soldiers celebrating their victory.


  He dug his heel into the horses ribs and in no time at all he reached the encampment. He asked to be taken to the Kings tent.


  Whats it about? asked the officer on guard, from the north judging by his accent. The King is busy. The city has fallen and its government has sent a delegation to
  negotiate.


  The Prince is born, replied the messenger.


  The news brought the officer instantly to attention. Follow me, he said.


  The King was still in his battle armour and was sitting in his tent surrounded by his generals. Just behind him was his deputy, Antipater. All around them were the representatives of Potidaea
  who rather than negotiating were in fact listening to Philip dictate his conditions.


  The officer, realizing that his intrusion would not be tolerated, but that any delay in announcing such an important event would have been tolerated even less, said immediately: Sire,
  news from the palace  your son is born!


  The delegates from Potidaea, pale and drawn, looked at one another, stood up from the stools they had been told to sit on and moved aside. Antipater took up position with his arms crossed over
  his chest, the posture of one who awaits orders or a word from the King.


  Philip had been interrupted in mid-sentence, Your city will be required to provide a . . . and he had continued, with quite a different voice, a . . .
  son.


  The delegates, who failed to understand what was happening, looked at one another dumbstruck, but Philip was already on his feet, his chair crashing to the floor; he pushed the officer aside and
  grabbed the messenger by the shoulders.


  The flames from the lamps sculpted his face into the sharpest light and shadow, igniting his gaze. Tell me what he looks like, he ordered with the same tone he had used in ordering
  his warriors to their death for the glory of Macedonia.


  The messenger felt hopelessly at a loss, realizing that he had only three words to give his King. He cleared his throat and announced in a stentorian voice: Sire, your son is beautiful,
  healthy and strong!


  And how do you know? Have you seen him?


  I would never have presumed, Sire. I was in the corridor, as ordered  my cloak, my satchel and my weapons ready. Nicomachus came out and said . . . these were his very words,
  Go, fly to the King and tell him his son is born. Tell him he is beautiful, healthy and strong. 


  Did he say the boy looks like me?


  The messenger hesitated, then replied, No, he did not say so, but I am sure he looks like you.


  Philip turned towards Antipater who came forward to embrace his King, and just then the messenger remembered he had heard something else as he was running down the stairs in the palace.


  The physician also said that . . .


  Philip turned suddenly. What?


  That the Queen is well, concluded the messenger in a single breath.


  When did it happen?


  The night before last, just after sunset. I flew here without stopping  I havent eaten, I only drank from my flask and only ever dismounted to change horses . . . I
  could not wait to bring you this news.


  Philip came back and clapped him on the shoulder.


  Get something to eat and drink for our friend  whatever he wants. And make sure he has a good nights sleep because he has brought me the best of news.


  The emissaries congratulated the King and sought to take advantage of the auspicious moment to conclude their negotiations to some extra advantage, given that Philips mood had improved so
  much, but the King said firmly, Not now, and out he went, followed by his field adjutant.


  He immediately summoned the commanders of his armys forces; he had wine brought and asked them all to drink with him. Then he issued orders: Sound the trumpets for fall in. Have my
  army lined up in perfect order  infantry and cavalry. I want them all assembled here.


  The noise of the trumpets resounded throughout the camp and the men, many of them already drunk or half naked in the tents with prostitutes, scrambled to their feet, put on their armour, took up
  their spears and hurried to fall in because the noise of the trumpets was as urgent as the voice of the King himself shouting into the night.


  Philip was already standing on a podium, surrounded by his officers, and when the ranks were formed the eldest soldier, as custom dictated, shouted, Why have you summoned us, Sire? What
  do you require of your soldiers?


  Philip stepped forward. He had put on his iron and gold parade armour with a long white cloak; his legs were sheathed in greaves of embossed silver.


  The silence was broken only by the snorting of the horses and by the calls of nocturnal animals attracted by the camp fires. The generals standing alongside the King could see that his face was
  red, as if he had been sitting by the camp fire, and his eyes were moist.


  Men of Macedon! he roared. In my house, in Pella, the Queen has borne me a son. I declare here before you now that he is my legitimate heir and I entrust him to you. His
  name is


  


  ALXANDROS!


  


  The officers gave the order to present arms: the infantry raised their sarissae, enormous battle pikes, twelve feet in length, and the cavalry lifted up to the sky a forest of javelins,
  while the horses stamped their hooves and neighed as their teeth ground into the bit.


  Then, in rhythmic unison, they all began to shout the Princes name:


  


  Alxandre! Alxandre! Alxandre!


  


  and they beat the handles of their spears against their shields, sending the clamour up to the stars.


  They believed that in this way the glory of Philips son would rise, with their voices, like the tumult made by their weapons, up to the home of the gods, among the constellations of the
  firmament.


  When the assembly was dismissed, the King returned together with Antipater and his adjutants to the tent where the delegates from Potidaea were still waiting for him, patient and resigned.
  Philip confessed, My only sadness is that Parmenion is not here to rejoice with us now.


  Indeed, at that moment General Parmenion was encamped with his army in the mountains of Illyria, not far from Lake Lychnidos, their mission being to secure the Macedonian border in that area.
  Later some would say that on the very day Philip received news of the birth of his son, he had conquered the city of Potidaea and had received news of another two victories: Parmenions
  against the Illyrians and that of his four-horsed chariot in the races at Olympia. For this reason the fortune tellers said that the child born on the day of three victories would surely be
  invincible.


  In truth Parmenion defeated the Illyrians at the beginning of the summer and soon after came the Olympic games and the chariot races, nevertheless Alexander was born into a wonderfully
  auspicious year and the omens pointed towards a future more akin to a gods than a mans.


  The Potidaean delegates tried to resume their negotiations where they had left off, but Philip gestured to indicate his deputy: General Antipater knows my feelings on the matter, speak
  with him.


  But, Sire, Antipater intervened, it is absolutely imperative that the King should . . .


  Before he had even finished the sentence Philip had put his cloak on his shoulders and whistled for his horse. Antipater followed him, Sire, this campaign has involved months of siege and
  fierce battle to reach this point and you cannot . . .


  Of course I can! exclaimed the King, leaping onto his horse and spurring it on. Antipater shook his head and was turning to go back into the royal tent when Philip called out,
  Here! Take this, and he slipped the seal ring from his finger and threw it to his second in command. Youll need it. Make sure its a good treaty, Antipater, this
  has been a most costly war!


  He caught the ring with the royal seal and stood for an instant watching his King gallop through the camp and exit by the northern gate. He shouted to the guardsmen: Follow him, you
  idiots! How can you let him leave alone? Move, damn you!


  As the guards set off at full tilt, Antipater could still see Philips cloak gleaming in the moonlight on the mountainside and then he was gone. He returned to the tent, had the
  increasingly bewildered delegates from Potidaea sit themselves down, and said, as he himself took a stool, Well, where were we?


  *


  Philip rode all through the night and all through the next day, stopping only to change mount and to drink, with his horse, from streams or springs. He came within sight of
  Pella after sunset, just as the last rays gave a purple hue to the far off snow-coloured peaks of Mount Bermion. Down on the plain herds of galloping horses flowed like a sea swell and thousands of
  birds descended to sleep on the quiet waters of Lake Borboros.


  The evening star shone so brightly as to compete in splendour with the moon which was rising slowly from the liquid surface of the sea. This was the star of the Argeads, the dynasty that since
  Hercules time had reigned over these lands, an immortal star, more beautiful than any other in the sky.


  Philip drew rein, pulling up his horse to contemplate and invoke the star. Watch over my son, he said from his heart, let him reign after me and let his children reign after
  him and his childrens children after that.


  Then he went up to the palace,  unannounced, exhausted and soaked in sweat. A buzz of activity greeted him: a
  rustling of womens clothes as they fussed along the corridors, a clanking of arms among the guards.


  When he looked in through the door of the bed chamber, the Queen was sitting on a grand, high-backed armchair, her naked body only just covered by an Ionian undergown gathered into the finest
  pleats; the room was perfumed with Pierian roses and Artemisia was holding the boy in her arms.


  Two attendants undid the shoulder plates of the Kings armour and unhooked the sword from his side so that he might feel the childs skin on his. He took Alexander in his arms and
  held him tenderly, the babys head nestled between his fathers neck and shoulder. He felt his sons lips on the hardened scar tissue there, he breathed the scent of his lily-soft
  skin.


  Philip closed his eyes and stood upright and immobile in the middle of the silent room. In that moment the roar of battle, the creaking wood of the siege engines, the furious galloping of the
  horses all faded away; he simply stood stock still and listened to his sons breathing.
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  THE FOLLOWING YEAR Queen Olympias bore Philip a baby girl who was given the name Cleopatra. The child looked like her mother and really was most
  beautiful, so lovely that the maids played with her as if she were a doll, dressing and undressing her continuously.


  Alexander, who had started walking three months previously, was only allowed into his sisters room several days after the birth, and he bore with him a small gift the nurse had prepared.
  He approached the crib carefully and stood there looking at Cleopatra, his eyes wide open with curiosity, his head leaning to one side. A maid came closer, worried that the boy might be jealous of
  the new arrival and might harm her, but Alexander took his sisters hand and squeezed it as though he actually realized that this little baby was united to him by a deep and special bond and
  that for some time she would be his only companion.


  Cleopatra gurgled and Artemisia said, See? Shes very pleased to meet you. Why dont you give her your present?


  Alexander unhooked a metal ring with small silver bells from his belt and started to shake it in front of the baby who seemed to stretch out her hands to grab it. Olympias was very much moved as
  she watched them: Wouldnt it be wonderful if we could stop time right now? she said, thinking out loud.


  For a long time after the birth of his children Philip was involved continuously in bloody wars. He had secured the borders to the north where Parmenion had defeated the Illyrians; to the west
  was the friendly realm of Epirus, ruled over by Aribbas, Queen Olympias uncle; to the east a series of campaigns had ensured that the warlike Thracian tribes had been quashed, extending
  Macedonian control as far as the banks of the Ister. Then he had taken possession of almost all the cities the Greeks had founded on his coasts: Amphipolis, Methone, and Potidaea, participating in
  the internecine struggles that tormented the Hellenic peninsula.


  Parmenion had tried to warn Philip of the danger of this policy and one day, during a council of war the King had called in the palace armoury, he decided to speak up:


  You have built a powerful, united realm, Sire, and you have given the Macedonians pride in their nation; why do you seek now to become involved in the Greeks internal
  struggles?


  Parmenion is right, said Antipater. Their conflicts make no sense. Theyre all fighting against one another. Yesterdays allies fight each other tooth and nail
  today and whoever loses forms an alliance with his worst enemy simply to spite the victor.


  What you say is true, admitted Philip, but the Greeks have everything we lack: art, philosophy, poetry, drama, medicine, music, architecture, and above all else 
  political science, the art of government.


  You are a king, objected Parmenion, you have no need of science. It is enough for you to give orders, and you are obeyed.


  For as long as I have the strength, said Philip. For as long as no one slips a knife between my ribs.


  Parmenion did not reply. He well knew that no Macedonian king had ever died of natural causes. It was Antipater who broke the silence that had become as heavy as lead.


  If you are determined to put your hand into the lions mouth then theres nothing I can say to change your mind, but I would advise you to act in the only way that has any
  chance of success.


  And that would be?


  There is only one force in Greece stronger than all others, only one voice that can impose silence . . .


  The sanctuary of Apollo at Delphi, said the King.


  Or rather, its priests and the council that governs them.


  I know, said Philip in agreement. Whoever controls the sanctuary controls much of Greek politics. These are difficult times, however, for the council: they have declared a
  sacred war against the Phocaeans, accusing them of having farmed lands that belong to Apollo, but the Phocaeans have taken them by surprise and appropriated the temple treasure, using the money to
  pay for thousands and thousands of mercenaries. Macedonia is the only power that can change the outcome of this conflict.


  And you have decided to go to war, concluded Parmenion.


  With one proviso: if I win I want the Phocaeans seat and vote together with the presidency of the council of the sanctuary.


  Antipater and Parmenion understood that not only had the King already thought out his plan, but he would implement it whatever the cost and they made no attempt to dissuade him.


  *


  It was a long, bitter conflict with advances and reverses on both sides. Alexander was three years old when Philip was badly defeated for the first time ever and was forced to
  pull back his troops. His enemies accused him of fleeing, but Philip retorted: I did not retreat, I only stepped back to take a better run up, lower my head and butt my opponent  like
  an angry ram.


  This was Philip. A man of incredible strength of spirit and determination, of indomitable vitality, with a sharp and restless mind. But men of this stamp grow to be ever more alone because they
  find themselves increasingly incapable of giving anything to those around them.


  When Alexander began to be aware of what was happening around him, and when he realized who his father and mother were, he was about six years old. He already spoke with conviction and
  understood complex and difficult reasoning.


  Whenever word reached him that his father was in the palace, he would slip out of the Queens rooms and walk to the chamber where Philip sat in council with his generals. They all seemed
  old to the boy, scarred as they were by the infinite number of battles they had survived, and yet they were little more than thirty years old, apart from Parmenion who was almost fifty and whose
  hair was almost completely white. Whenever Alexander saw the white-haired general he started chanting a rhyme hed learned from Artemisia:


  
    
      
        
          
            The silly old soldiers off to the war


            And falls to the floor, falls to the floor!

          

        

      

    

  


  And then Alexander himself would tumble to the floor amidst the laughter and to the delight of onlookers.


  But it was his own father Alexander observed most carefully, studying his bearing, the way he moved his hands and his eyes, the tone and timbre of his voice, the way in which he dominated the
  strongest and most powerful men of the realm with the power of his gaze alone.


  Alexander would move closer while his father led a council  step by step, little by little  and when Philip reached the high point of his speech or his debate, Alexander would try
  to climb up onto his knees, as though he hoped that no one would notice at that critical moment.


  Only then did Philip seem to be aware of his son and he would hold him close to his chest, without a pause, without losing the thread of his speech, but he saw that his generals changed their
  posture, he saw their eyes turn to the child and their expressions melt into a light smile, whatever the gravity of the topic he had been dealing with. And Parmenion would smile too, thinking of
  the rhyme and Alexanders antics.


  Then, just as he had arrived, the child would leave quietly. Sometimes he went to his room hoping that his father would come to him there. On other occasions, after waiting for a long time, he
  would go and sit on one of the palace balconies, staring at the horizon. He would remain there, speechless and motionless, under the spell of the immensity of sky and earth.


  And when in those moments his mother approached quietly, she would see the shadow that darkened his left eye deepen slowly, almost as if a mysterious night were falling in the young
  Princes soul.


  He was fascinated by weaponry, and more than once the maids found him in the armoury attempting to unsheathe one of the Kings heavy swords from its scabbard.


  One day, while he was staring at a giant set of bronze armour that had belonged to his grandfather Amyntas III, Alexander sensed someone behind him. He turned and found himself in front of a
  tall, wiry man with a goatee beard and two deep, haunted eyes. He said his name was Leonidas and that he was to be his tutor.


  Why? asked Alexander.


  And that was only the first in a long series of questions that Leonidas would find himself unable to answer.


  From then on Alexanders life changed profoundly. He saw his mother and sister less often and saw more and more of his tutor. Leonidas began by teaching him the alphabet, and the following
  day he found the child writing his name correctly with the point of a stick in the ashes in the hearth.


  He taught him to read and to count, things that Alexander learned quickly and easily, but without any particular interest. But when Leonidas began to tell him stories of gods and men, stories of
  the birth of the world, of the struggles of giants and titans, he saw Alexanders face light up as he listened enrapt.


  The childs spirit inclined towards mystery and religion. One day Leonidas took Alexander to the temple of Apollo near Thermai and allowed him to offer incense to the statue of the god.
  Alexander took great handfuls and threw it on the brazier, but his teacher shouted at him: Incense costs a fortune! You will be entitled to waste as much as you wish when you have conquered
  the countries that produce it.


  And where are these countries? asked the child to whom it seemed strange that one might have to be miserly where the gods were concerned. Then he asked, Isnt it true
  that my father is a great friend of the god Apollo?


  Your father has won the sacred war and has been nominated head of the council of the sanctuary of Delphi, seat of the oracle of Apollo.


  Is it true that the oracle tells everyone what they must do?


  Not quite, replied Leonidas, taking Alexander by the hand and leading him into the open air. You see, when people are about to do something important, they ask a god for
  advice: Should I do it or not? And if I do it, what will happen? for example. Then there is a priestess called the Pythia and the god replies through her, as if he were using her
  voice. Do you understand? But the words are always obscure, difficult to interpret, and that is why priests exist  to explain the words to the people.


  Alexander turned back to look at the god Apollo standing erect on his pedestal, rigid and immobile, his lips pulled into that strange smile, and he understood why the gods need men in order to
  be able to speak.


  On another occasion, when the royal family had travelled to Aegae, the old capital, in order to offer sacrifices at the tombs of previous kings, Leonidas took Alexander to a tower of the palace
  from which they had a view of the summit of Mount Olympus covered with storm clouds, being struck by bolts of lightning.


  You see, he tried to explain, the gods are not the statues you admire in the temples: they live up there in an invisible house. They are immortal up there, they sit and dine
  on nectar and ambrosia. And those lightning bolts are thrown by Zeus himself. He can hit anyone and anything in any part of the world.


  Alexander, his mouth gaping, looked long and hard at the awesome mountain top.


  The following day an officer of the palace guard found him outside the city, walking briskly along a path that led towards the mountain.


  Where are you going, Prince Alexander? the officer asked as he dismounted.


  There, replied the child, pointing to Mount Olympus.


  The officer picked him up and took him back to Leonidas, who was sick with fright and fretting about the terrible punishment the Queen would inflict on him if anything ever happened to her son,
  his pupil.


  Throughout that year Philip had to contend with serious illness  a result of the hardships he had endured during his military campaigns and the unsettled life he led when he was not in
  battle.


  Alexander was pleased because it meant he saw more of his father and was able to spend more time with him. Nicomachus was responsible for overseeing the Kings treatment and from his
  clinic in Stagira he had two assistants sent who would help gather the herbs and roots for his medicines from the surrounding woods and mountains.


  The King was put on a strict diet, almost completely without wine, to the point where he became unapproachable and indeed when he was in a bad mood only Nicomachus dared come near him.


  One of the two assistants was a fifteen-year-old boy and his name too was Philip.


  Get him out of here, the King ordered. Another Philip here gives me no pleasure whatsoever. I know what well do! Ill appoint him as my sons physician,
  under your supervision, of course.


  Nicomachus agreed, being well used by now to the whims of his King.


  What is your son Aristotle doing? Philip asked Nicomachus one day as he was drinking a decoction of dandelion, grimacing as it slithered down his throat.


  Hes living in Athens and studying with Plato, replied the physician. In fact, I am told he is the best of Platos students.


  Interesting. And what is the topic of his research?


  My son is like me. He is attracted by the observation of natural phenomena rather than by the world of pure speculation.


  And is he interested in politics?


  Yes, of course, but here too he demonstrates a particular inclination towards the various manifestations of political organization rather than political science true and proper. He
  collects constitutions and makes comparative studies of them.


  And what does he think of monarchial rule?


  I dont think he has any opinion on the matter. For him the monarchy is simply a form of government typical of certain communities rather than others. You see, Sire, I think that my
  son is interested in knowing the world for what it is rather than establishing a series of principles that the world should conform to.


  Philip forced down the last sip of the decoction under the vigilant gaze of his physician, which seemed to command, Every last drop. Then he wiped his mouth with the edge of his
  royal cloak and said, Keep me informed about that boy, Nicomachus, because Im interested in him.


  I will. Im interested in him too  hes my son.


  During this period Alexander spent as much time as possible with Nicomachus because he was an affable man and full of surprises, while Leonidas was somewhat cantankerous and terribly strict.


  One day he entered the physicians surgery and saw Nicomachus examining his fathers back and measuring his pulse at his neck.


  What are you doing? he asked.


  I am checking the speed of your fathers heartbeat.


  And what is it that moves the heart?


  Vital energy.


  And where is this vital energy?


  Nicomachus looked in the boys eyes and read there an insatiable hunger for knowledge, a wonderful intensity of feeling. He brushed the boys cheek with his finger while Philip
   intent and fascinated by the scene  watched on.


  Ah! No one knows the answer to that one, said Nicomachus.


  


  4


  PHILIP WAS SOON back on his feet and engaged in the business of government with his energies fully restored, disappointing those who had even gone so
  far as to suggest that he had died.


  Alexander was not pleased because this meant he no longer saw his father so often, but it meant he became interested in getting to know other youngsters  some his age, others a little
  older  the children of Macedonian nobles who frequented the court and lived in the palace in accordance with the Kings specific wishes. For Philip this was a way of keeping the
  kingdom united, of binding together the most powerful families, with all the tribal and factional chiefs under one roof  the Kings.


  Some of these youngsters also attended Leonidas lessons  Perdiccas, Lysimachus, Seleucus, Leonnatus and Philotas, General Parmenions son. Others, who were older, such as
  Ptolemy and Craterus, already bore the title Page and were directly dependent on the King for their education and their training.


  Seleucus at this stage in his life was quite small and thin, but Leonidas liked him because he was good at his schoolwork. He was particularly well versed in history and mathematics and for his
  age was surprisingly wise and well balanced. He could do complicated sums in increasingly shorter times and he enjoyed competing with his companions, often besting them.


  His dark, deep eyes lent him a penetrating look and his unkempt hair was a sign of a strong and independent, though never rebellious character. During lessons he was often keen to get himself
  noticed for his remarks, but he never tried to ingratiate himself with his teacher and neither did he do anything to charm or flatter his superiors.


  Lysimachus and Leonnatus were the most undisciplined because they came from the interior and had grown up free out in the woods and the prairies, taking the horses out to graze and spending much
  of their time outdoors. Living cooped up within four walls was like life in prison for them.


  Lysimachus, who was a little older, was quicker in adapting to this new life while Leonnatus, who was only seven, looked like a little wolf because of his rough appearance, his red hair and the
  freckles over his nose and around his eyes. When punished he reacted by kicking and biting, and Leonidas tried taming him by making him go hungry and locking him up while the others were playing;
  he even made ample use of his willow cane. But Leonnatus had his own form of revenge in that every time he saw the teacher appear at the end of a corridor he would shout out a rhyme at the top of
  his voice:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                Ek kor kor korne!


                Ek kor kor korne!

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  Here he is, heres the old crow! and all the others would join in, including Alexander, until poor Leonidas went red with rage and lost his temper, chasing them and
  brandishing his cane above his head.


  When he fought with his companions, Leonnatus simply had no concept of the idea of losing and he even came to blows with those bigger than him, the result being that he was always covered in
  bruises and scratches, almost always unpresentable on official occasions or at court ceremonies. This was quite the opposite of Perdiccas, who of the group was the most conscientious, always
  present both in class and on the games and training fields. He was only a year older than Alexander and, together with Philotas, they often played the same games.


  When I grow up Im going to be a general like your father, Perdiccas used to say to Philotas, who of all his friends was the one who was most like him.


  Ptolemy, almost fourteen, was quite stocky and well developed for his age. The first spots were appearing on his face together with a few wiry hairs, and he had funny features dominated by a
  large nose and hair that was always ruffled. His companions poked fun at him, saying that hed started growing nose-first, and this upset him no end. He would lift up his tunic to show off
  other protuberances that were growing no less rapidly than his nose.


  Apart from these moments of excess in his high spirits, Ptolemy was a good boy, very fond of reading and writing. One day he let Alexander come to his room and showed him his books. He had at
  least twenty of them.


  So many! exclaimed the Prince as he went to touch them.


  Stop right there! said Ptolemy as he blocked him. Theyre delicate objects: papyrus is fragile and it disintegrates easily; one has to know the right way
  to unroll and roll them. They have to be kept in a well-ventilated and dry place with a mousetrap nearby because mice love papyrus and if they get hold of the scrolls  thats the end
  of that. They can polish off two books of the Iliad or a tragedy by Sophocles in one night. Wait just a moment and Ill get one for you. He took out a scroll marked with a small
  red card.


  There. You see? This is a comedy by Aristophanes. Its called Lisistrata and its my favourite. It tells of an occasion when the women of Athens and Sparta were truly
  fed up with all the wars that kept their menfolk away from home and they were all desperate for . . . he stopped when he saw Alexanders face, his mouth gaping. Well,
  lets skip that, youre too young for these things. Ill tell you all about it some other time, all right?


  Whats a comedy? asked Alexander.


  Havent you ever been to the theatre? asked Ptolemy, shocked.


  Children arent allowed. But I know that its like listening to a story, only there are real men with masks on their faces and they pretend to be Hercules or Theseus. Some of
  them even pretend to be women.


  More or less, replied Ptolemy. Tell me, what are your teachers lessons about?


  I can add and subtract, I know the geometrical figures and I can distinguish the Great Bear from the Little Bear in the heavens as well as more than twenty other constellations. And then
  I can read and write and Ive read Aesops fables.


  Mmmm . . . observed Ptolemy, carefully putting the scroll back in its place. Kids stuff.


  And then I know the entire list of my ancestors, both on my fathers and on my mothers side. I am a descendant of Hercules and of Achilles; did you know that?


  And who were Hercules and Achilles?


  Hercules was the strongest hero in the world and he carried out twelve labours. Shall I tell you about them? The Nemean lion, the Hind of Cery . . . Ceryne . . . The boy
  couldnt quite get his tongue round it.


  I see, I see. Youre very good. But if you like I can read you some of the beautiful things I have here in my study . . . what do you think? And now, why dont you run
  along and play? Did you know theres a boy whos just arrived here in Pella and whos just your age?


  Alexanders face lit up. Where is he?


  I saw him in the courtyard kicking a ball around. Hes a strong-looking specimen.


  Alexander ran down as fast as he could and sat under the portico to watch the new guest without daring to speak to him.


  All of a sudden the boy kicked a little harder and sent the ball rolling to Alexanders feet. The newcomer ran after it and the two youngsters found themselves face to face.


  Do you want to play with me? Its better when two play. Ill kick it and you catch it.


  Whats your name? asked Alexander.


  Hephaestion, and yours?


  Alexander.


  Right. Come on then, up against that wall. I kick first and if you catch the ball you get a point, then its your turn to kick. If you dont catch it I get a point and I get
  to kick again. Understand?


  Alexander nodded in agreement and they started playing; soon the courtyard was filled with their shouting. They only stopped when they were dead tired and dripping with sweat.


  Do you live here? Hephaestion asked as he sat on the ground.


  Alexander sat down beside him. Of course. This is my palace.


  Dont tell tales. Youre too little to have a palace this big.


  The palace is mine because it belongs to my father  King Philip.


  By Zeus! exclaimed Hephaestion, waving his right hand in a gesture of amazement.


  Do you want to be friends?


  Of course, but to become friends we have to exchange some token of friendship.


  Whats a token of friendship?


  I give you something and you give me another thing in exchange.


  Hephaestion rooted in his pocket and pulled out a small white object.


  Gosh! A tooth!


  Yes, whistled Hephaestion through the gap where one of his front teeth had been. It fell out a few nights ago and I almost swallowed it. Here  its
  yours.


  Alexander took it and immediately felt at a loss because he had nothing to give in exchange. He fumbled in his pockets while Hephaestion stood there in front of him holding his hand out in
  expectation.


  Alexander, finding himself completely lacking in a gift of equal significance, gave a deep sigh, gulped, and then put his fingers into his mouth and took hold of a tooth that had been wobbling
  for some days but which was still quite solid.


  He began to rock it backwards and forwards, pushing and pulling hard and holding back tears of pain until it finally came out. He spat out a gob of blood, washed the tooth in the drinking-water
  fountain and handed it to Hephaestion.


  There you are, he mumbled. Now were friends.


  Until death? asked Hephaestion, pocketing his token.


  Until death, replied Alexander.


  *


  Summer was already coming to an end when Olympias told her son that there was to be a visit from his uncle, Alexander of Epirus.


  He knew he had an uncle  his mothers younger brother  and he knew that they shared the same name. But even though Alexander had seen his uncle on previous occasions, he had
  no real recollection of him because he had been so young.


  Prince Alexander saw his namesake arrive on horseback one evening, accompanied by his escort and his tutors.


  He was a handsome boy of twelve with dark hair and deep blue eyes; he carried all the trappings of his dignified rank: a ribbon of gold around his hair, a purple cloak and in his right hand an
  ivory sceptre, because he too was a king, albeit a young one and of a country that was all mountains.


  Look! exclaimed Alexander, turning to Hephaestion who was sitting next to him with his legs dangling over the balcony. Thats my uncle, Alexander. He has the same name
  as me and hes a king too, did you know that?


  King of what? asked his friend, swinging his legs.


  King of the Molossians.


  He was still speaking when Artemisia grabbed him from behind. Come here! You have to get ready now to meet your uncle.


  Alexander kicked his legs because he didnt want to leave Hephaestion, but Artemisia carried him bodily to his mothers bath chamber where she undressed him, washed his face, made
  him put on a tunic and a Macedonian cloak trimmed in gold, put a ribbon of silver around his head and then stood him up on a chair to admire him. Come on, little King. Your mothers
  waiting for you.


  She led him to the royal antechamber where Queen Olympias was waiting, already dressed and perfumed and with her hair arranged. She was stunning: her black eyes contrasted with her
  flame-coloured hair and the long blue stole embroidered with golden palmettes along the edges covered a chiton tunic in the Athenian style, slightly low-cut and held up on her shoulders with
  a thin cord, the same colour as the stole.


  Her cleavage, which the chiton left partly visible, was beautifully embellished with a large drop of amber, as big as a pigeons egg, set in a capsule of gold in the shape of an
  acorn  a wedding present from Philip.


  She took Alexander by the hand and went to sit on the throne alongside her husband who was ready to receive his young brother-in-law.


  The boy entered at the bottom of the hall and bowed first to the King, as protocol required, and then to the Queen, his sister.


  Philip was full of pride as a result of his military successes, and rich because of the gold mines he had occupied on Mount Pangaeos. Indeed, he was fully aware of being the most powerful lord
  of all the Hellenic peninsula or perhaps even the most powerful in the world after the Persian emperor. For these reasons he increasingly behaved in such a way as to inspire awe in his visitors,
  both in the finery of his clothes and the splendour of the ornaments he wore.


  Following the ritual greetings, the young King of Epirus was led to his apartments so that he could make himself ready for the banquet.


  Alexander, too, would have liked to take part, but his mother told him he was still too young and that he and Hephaestion could play with the ceramic soldiers that she had had made for him by a
  potter in Aloros.


  That evening, after the banquet, Philip invited his brother-in-law to a private room to talk about politics and Olympias was doubly offended  firstly because she was the Queen of Macedon
  and secondly because the King of Epirus was her brother.


  In truth, Alexander was only King in name, not in fact. Epirus was actually in the hands of his uncle, Aribbas, who had no intention of stepping down, and only Philip, with his strength, his
  army and his gold, would ever have the power to install Alexander firmly on the throne.


  To do so was certainly in Philips interests because he would thus keep the young King tied to him and at the same time dampen Olympias ambitions. She often felt that her husband
  neglected her and in the exercise of power she had found some satisfaction in a life that was otherwise colourless and monotonous.


  You must be patient for a few more years, explained Philip to the young King. Just for the time it will take me to drum some sense into all the cities on the coast that are
  still independent and to make sure the Athenians understand who is strongest in this area. I have nothing against them as such, its just that I do not want them in the way here in Macedon.
  And I want control of the straits between Thrace and Asia.


  Whatever you say, my dear brother-in-law, replied Alexander, who felt flattered at being treated, at his age, like a real man and a real king. I realize that there are more
  important things for you than the mountains of Epirus, but if one day you are able to help me, I will be grateful to you for the rest of my life.


  Although only just adolescent, the youngster had a fine head on his shoulders and Philip was most favourably impressed.


  Why not stay here with us? he asked. The situation in Epirus will be increasingly dangerous for you and I would rather be sure that you are safe. Your sister, the Queen, is
  here, and she has your best interests at heart. You will have your apartments, your royal income and all the prestige befitting your rank. When the time comes I will personally accompany you to
  take possession of your fathers throne.


  The young King accepted willingly and so he remained in the palace at Pella until Philip completed the political and military programme through which Macedon was to become the richest, the
  strongest and the most feared state in Europe.


  In her resentment Queen Olympias had gone to her rooms where she waited for her brother to come and say goodnight and pay his respects before retiring. From a room nearby came the voices of
  Hephaestion and Alexander playing with their toy soldiers and shouting:


  Youre dead!


  No Im not! Youre dead!


  Then their voices subsided into silence. The energies of the little warriors soon dwindled into sleep as the moon made its appearance in the sky.
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