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PROLOGUE

The Dream

It was a beautiful day, the sun hot and high in a perfect blue sky. Light danced on the waters of the Hellespont, the narrow strait dividing Europe from Asia.

The young man stood at the helm of his ship. He was short and broad-shouldered, with soulful eyes and fair, curly hair that fell over his ears.

All his life, he had looked forward to this moment. As a boy, wandering with his friends in the woods, he had pictured himself leading his fleet across the sea, charging up the beach with his comrades, laying waste to his foes with sword and spear.

He was a warrior, born and bred. But he was a dreamer, too. He loved books and poetry, riddles and stories.

Above all, he dreamed of adventure. He saw himself scaling mountains, crossing deserts and discovering strange new lands.

Now he was making that dream a reality. And as the rowers pulled on the oars and the breeze whipped at his sails, he threw back his head to the heavens, and laughed for sheer joy.

When they were halfway across the channel, his servants led forward a bull, which they had brought as a sacrifice for the sea-god Poseidon.

The young man raised his knife. It took just a moment.

When it was done, he raised a golden wine-goblet above his head, and emptied it over the side – a gift for the Nereids, the nymphs of the sea waters.

The coast of Asia loomed ever larger. Resplendent in his shining armour, the young man faced the eastern shore. His eyes blazed with excitement. A spear gleamed in his right hand.

The shore came closer and closer. Sand crunched beneath the hull.

Then he was down, leaping into the surf. From his arm the spear streaked through the air, an arc of brilliant silver, plunging into the sand.

Now the young man raised his voice above the waves. This, he cried, was a sign that the gods had given him all Asia, as his spear-won prize!

Cheers rose from the ships behind him. And in their hundreds and thousands, his men leapt down into the shallows, following their king onto the soil of Persia.

[image: ]

The young man’s name was Alexandros, which means ‘Defender of the People’. Today we know him as Alexander the Great.

He lived more than two thousand years ago, in the fourth century BC. Even at the time, he seemed the very image of courage and glamour. His life was packed with so many adventures that no storyteller would dare to invent it.

Born in the kingdom of Macedon, a wild realm on the edge of the ancient Greek world, Alexander fought his first battles when he was just a teenager. He rode to war alongside his boyhood friends, on a stallion he had tamed himself.

Becoming king at the age of twenty, he led his men on one of the most extraordinary journeys in history. In search of glory, they crossed the sea to fight the Great King of Persia, the most powerful ruler on earth.

For thousands of miles they marched, winning battle after battle. They crossed the mountains of Syria and the deserts of Egypt; they saw the pyramids and the River Nile.

Alexander and his friends visited exotic temples and sought the advice of mysterious, otherworldly gods. They conquered the largest city the world had ever seen, and captured the most valuable hoard of treasure in history.

And still they kept going: eastward, ever eastward, towards the rising of the sun. They climbed the peaks of Afghanistan, and crossed the rivers of India. They encountered gods and elephants, bandits and princesses.

And then, when the edge of the world seemed almost in sight … well, that would give away the ending.
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The world of Alexander, more than twenty centuries ago, was very different from our own. There were no modern medicines, no cars, no computers. It was a world steeped in myths and legends, yet it was just as real to its inhabitants as our world is to us.

Ancient Greece was not a single country. It was a constellation of rival cities and kingdoms, which spoke roughly the same language and worshipped the same gods.

At its centre was the Mediterranean Sea, especially its north-eastern corner, known as the Aegean. As the philosopher Plato put it, the Greeks lived on its shores like ‘frogs around a pond’.

Much of the outside world was a mystery to them. They knew of the great civilization of ancient Egypt, and they were very familiar with their gigantic, much-feared neighbour, Persia, which dominated what is now the Middle East.

But the Greeks knew little of northern Europe or Africa. They knew virtually nothing of India, and nothing at all of China. And they had not the slightest idea that the Americas existed at all.

In many ways this was a dark and dangerous world. Disease was very common. Many people died before they reached the age of forty, and about half died before their mid-teens.

Women were generally expected to stay at home and bring up children. Most men worked in the fields, and lived by a code of honour that many of us would find terrifyingly violent.

And yet Alexander’s world was, in its own way, a place of light and beauty. The Greeks adored poetry, and wrote some of the greatest plays in all history.

They loved to argue and were fascinated by ideas. They studied mathematics and nature, the movement of the stars and the workings of the human body. It was the Greeks, along with their neighbours in Persia, Egypt and, later, Rome, who laid the foundations for our own civilization today.

Yet Alexander was not just any Greek. Even when he was young, he believed he was different, a boy with a unique destiny.

The first Greek historians thought he was driven by a feeling they called pothos – a deep longing for something more, something beyond, something impossible for ordinary mortals.

This was what made Alexander special. Lots of other boys daydreamed about monster-slaying heroes, such as Theseus, Perseus and Heracles, but they never seriously imagined they would match them, let alone surpass them.

Alexander did. Right from the start, he saw himself as the hero of his own legend, writing his name into history.

That was why he hurled his spear towards the shore of Asia. He was telling his men this was a day to remember, a moment that would live in people’s memories for centuries to come.

And he was, of course, quite right.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves. It is time to go back to the very beginning of Alexander’s story, long before he crossed the Hellespont, even before he was born.

And so, like all the best tales, our story begins not with mortal men and women. It begins with perhaps the most extraordinary Greek characters of all – the twelve gods of Mount Olympus.
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Part One



THE MACEDONIAN BOY




1

The Boy and His Horse

High above the olive groves of Greece, wreathed in mist and mystery, towers the peak of Olympus. For hundreds of years, children listened to stories of life on its snow-capped summit, halfway between earth and stars.

Inside its great cloud-gates, said the poets, there was no rain or wind, only endless sunshine. Here the gods feasted on ambrosia and nectar, the honey-scented food and drink of the immortals.

From the waters of the Aegean to the woods of Macedonia, every child knew the names of the twelve Olympians. There was Hera the queen, proud and solemn. There was Poseidon the sea-king, who could set waters flowing with a stroke of his trident.

Ares the war-god, chariot-rider, shield-bearer. Fleet-footed Artemis, moon-goddess, hunt-mistress. Apollo the archer, god of the sun. Wise Athena, with her owl and her helmet.

Demeter, goddess of the harvest. Hephaestus the smith, with his hammer and his forge. Hermes the messenger, swift on winged sandals. Gentle Hestia, guardian of the home. Beautiful Aphrodite, goddess of love.

Before one god, though, all the others trembled: great Zeus, sky-father, storm-maker, lord of Olympus.

When he was young, Zeus had freed the world from the tyranny of his ancestors, the Titans, and crowned himself king of the gods. His bird was the eagle; his tree was the oak; his weapon was the thunderbolt.

In his epic poem The Iliad, Homer, the most beloved of all Greek storytellers, imagined Zeus giving a stern warning to the other Olympians.

‘I am the mightiest of all the gods!’ he says. ‘Hang a rope of gold from heaven, and lay hold of it, all you gods and goddesses. Try as you might, you could not drag me down, Zeus the all-powerful!

‘But if I wanted to, I could drag you and the earth and the sea together, and leave you hanging in the air from the peak of Olympus. So far am I above gods and men!’
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For the children who grew up around the shores of the Aegean, gods like Zeus were more than just songs and stories.

Myths and legends were woven into their everyday lives. When an owl hooted in the night, it brought a message from Athena. When thunder broke overhead, then great Zeus was angry.

Every home had its sacred hearth. Every town had its temple. And every year, thousands of pilgrims travelled to the holiest shrines, scattered all over Greece, where the air seemed charged with magic.

One summer afternoon, in the middle of the fourth century BC, a young prince jumped off his ship onto the island of Samothrace. His name was Philip, and he had just arrived from Macedonia, the hard, rugged kingdom many miles to the north.fn1

Ever since he was a boy, Philip had dreamed of visiting Samothrace. Across the Greek world, people whispered about its Sanctuary of the Great Gods, with its wild ceremonies and dark sacrifices.

The annual festival, when newcomers entered the inner sanctum, bathed in the blood of the sacrifice and learned the mysteries of the underworld, was said to be the experience of a lifetime. Now Philip had come to find out for himself.

A few nights later, as the torches flickered, the dancers whirled and the drums struck up their savage rhythm, the young prince felt his heart pounding with excitement. In a moment, he would be admitted to the heart of the sanctuary. At last he would learn the secrets of the gods.

And it was then that Philip saw her.

A slender, raven-haired girl, she was lost in the ecstasy of the dance, her eyes gleaming with a feverish brightness. She looked a little younger than he was: just a teenager. To Philip, she was beautiful.

Early the next morning, as the sun rose above the mountains of Samothrace, Philip spoke to her for the first time. Her name was Olympias, and she had royal blood. Her father, she said proudly, was king of Epirus, the wooded mountain country in the far west of the Greek world.

Philip nodded. He knew Epirus well.

As they talked, he could not take his eyes off her. Olympias was beautiful, but there was something more: a kind of wildness – mysterious, untameable.

When Philip sailed home a few days later, his mind was made up. This was the girl he would marry.

Time went by. In the year 359 BC,fn2 at the age of 23, Philip became king of Macedon. But he had not forgotten the girl with the raven hair.

So it was that two years later, the eighteen-year-old Olympias rode east over the mountains of Epirus, past the snow-capped peak of the gods, towards the palace at Pella, citadel of the Macedonian kings.

There Philip was waiting, his hands outstretched in welcome.

But the night before her wedding, Olympias had a dream.

Thunder crashed above the mountains of Macedon. Lightning flashed in the heavens. Closer and closer it came, but Olympias could not move.

Suddenly, the lightning was on her, a surge of white-hot electricity. It was as if Zeus were in the room alongside her. Everything was burning: there were flames in the bed, in the air, in her body …

Then Olympias opened her eyes, and there was only darkness.

The next day, she and Philip were married. But as she lifted her veil to kiss her new husband, she felt her skin tingle at the memory of the dream.
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On the sixth day of the month of Hekatombaion,fn3 in the summer of 356 BC, Olympias gave birth to a son.

She called him ’Aλέξανδρος, Alexandros, after two previous Macedonian kings. Her boy would be the third.

Years later, people told stories of the strange omens surrounding Alexander’s birth. His father, Philip, was away in the south, leading his mighty army against their Greek rivals, the Athenians.

On the very day Alexander came into the world, Philip captured the seaport of Potidaea. The messenger from Pella found him in his tent, flushed with the joy of victory.

That same day, a second messenger arrived from the west. Another Macedonian army had just crushed the ferocious Illyrian tribes in a bloody battle.

As the news spread through Philip’s camp, the air rang with the soldiers’ cheers. And then, as the sun sank below the Aegean horizon, Philip saw a third rider, his clothes covered with dust, his horse’s flanks shiny with sweat.

He had ridden all the way from the Sanctuary of Zeus at Olympia, where thousands of people had been watching the Olympic Games. And he, too, brought wonderful news.

In the great horse race, Philip’s prize stallion had stormed to victory. So in the space of a single day, he had captured a city, won a great battle, won Olympic glory and fathered a son. Truly, the gods had smiled on Macedon!

Yet there was another omen that day, which told a very different story.

Hundreds of miles to the east, in the city of Ephesus, stood the Temple of Artemis. To the Greeks living on the coast of Asia,fn4 it seemed a wonder of the world, its high marble columns gleaming in the summer sun.

But that day a fire broke out in the great temple; and by the time it was out, the building was in ashes.

For the priests of Ephesus, it was almost too much to bear. Some ran weeping through the streets, shouting that the fire foreshadowed disaster for all Asia.

Only later, when Alexander’s fame had spread to almost every corner of the earth, did people realize that the temple had burned down at the very moment he was born.
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Little Alexander was a strong, healthy child, small for his age but bursting with energy. As a boy, he barely saw his parents. Philip was usually away, leading Macedonia’s army against its neighbours.

As for Olympias, she liked to shut herself up with her sorcerers and snake-dancers, preparing magical potions and muttering strange incantations. Some of Philip’s friends claimed to have seen her writhing in a trance, serpents curling around her shoulders. Some even said she took her snakes to bed with her.

In any case, Olympias had little time for her infant son. So it was Alexander’s pretty young nanny, Lanike, who watched over his first games.

Growing up in ancient Greece often felt like one long adventure. With the weather so hot and sunny, children spent most of their time outside, exploring the woods and mountains.

Though most Greek children were poor, their toys were not so different from ours. They had marbles, rattles and hoops, rag dolls and clay soldiers, wooden swords and homemade footballs.

Like other boys, Alexander wore a loose tunic, a leather belt and sandals. But as a prince, he enjoyed a level of luxury that most children could barely imagine.

From the moment he woke, he was surrounded by slaves, who prepared his meals, lit the oil lamps and ran his baths. And while most children lived on beans, grapes, bread and cheese, he dined on octopus, venison and wild boar, and drank watered-down wine.

Few children went to school. Girls stayed at home to sew, cook and clean, while boys learned their father’s trade, preparing for life as a farmer, a sailor, a blacksmith or a fisherman.

But as a prince, Alexander was different. Rich boys usually went to school when they were seven, studying with a tutor alongside a dozen classmates.

There they were taught to read and write, scratching marks on a wax tablet with a wooden pen called a stylus. And like other boys, Alexander had to learn his lessons by heart, reciting long stretches of plays and poetry.

At first, Olympias chose Alexander’s tutors herself. But as Alexander entered his teens, Philip decided it was time for a change.

With wealth flooding in from his gold and silver mines, he could afford any tutor he wanted. So the word went out across the Aegean, and at last Philip made his choice.

Thin, bearded and bandy-legged, Aristotle, son of Nicomachus, had studied in Athens with the great thinker Plato, before writing hundreds of books on almost every imaginable subject.

There was nothing Aristotle didn’t know. He wrote about plants and sea creatures, music and mechanics, war and politics. He wrote a book about magnets, an encyclopaedia of animals, a guide to making speeches and even a study of dreams.

Such a tutor deserved a spectacular classroom. So once Aristotle had arrived in Pella, he and his new pupil rode south to the hillside village of Mieza. With its sun-dappled woods and gently babbling streams, it was the perfect place for long walks and earnest contemplation.

Here, at Mieza, Aristotle taught Alexander about nature and animals, poetry and history. He told him of the first Greek explorers, who had colonized the shores of the Aegean, and of the long wars between the cities of Athens, Sparta, Thebes and Corinth.

Wide-eyed with fascination, Alexander listened to Aristotle’s stories of the battles between the Greeks and their most ruthless foe, the vast, gold-rich Persian Empire. These were stories to stir the blood of any boy, and Alexander was no different.

As Aristotle spoke, Alexander imagined himself charging the Persian line, sword in hand; and at his side, his faithful friends, the boys sitting around him now …

For Alexander was not the only boy in the class. Philip’s commanders had also sent their sons to Mieza, and here they studied, played, ate and slept together, like boys at a boarding school.

Alexander knew many of them already. There was Cleitus, his nanny Lanike’s brother, grumpy and stubborn, whom they all called Cleitus the Black because of his dark hair.

There was brave, impetuous Perdiccas, who came from one of Macedon’s princely families. Then there was sharp-witted Ptolemy, older than the others, always planning ahead. His family had only recently made their money, and he blushed when his friends teased him about it.

Nearchus the Cretan loved to tell stories of his island home, and prided himself on his knowledge of the sea. Harpalus was lame in one leg, charming and roguish, but never entirely trustworthy.

Above all, there was Hephaestion, who became Alexander’s closest companion. Tall and handsome, he was utterly loyal to the young prince.

Alexander and Hephaestion loved to go hunting together, venturing ever further afield in their escapades. The other boys joked that they were like Achilles and Patroclus, the inseparable friends in The Iliad, Homer’s epic tale of the Trojan War.

Alexander laughed, but deep down he was thrilled. He adored the legends of the distant past, and dreamed of copying his heroes’ adventures.

One of his favourite heroes was Perseus, the son of Zeus, who had ridden the winged horse Pegasus and killed the snake-haired Medusa.

He also loved stories of Heracles, another son of Zeus, who had slain the many-headed Hydra, captured the monstrous Cretan Bull and ventured into the underworld to kidnap the three-headed dog Cerberus.fn5

But it was Achilles whom he worshipped most of all: Achilles, bravest of the Greeks at the siege of Troy, who had fought the Trojan champion Hector, and whose friendship with Patroclus had inspired poets and musicians.

For Alexander, this was not just a story. As he told his friends, he could trace his family tree back to Achilles, and was desperate to prove himself worthy of his great ancestor.

One day, he said, he and Hephaestion would go east. They, too, would fight great armies and capture formidable cities; they, too, would write their names into legend.

And one day the poets would no longer sing of Achilles. They would sing of Alexander.
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Alexander was growing up fast. He was eager and impulsive, a short, broad-shouldered boy with flashing eyes, curly hair and fierce passions.

A fine sportsman and a natural leader, he also had a quieter, more thoughtful side. He loved books and poetry, and was curious about the world beyond Macedonia’s borders.

One day, when he was back at the capital, Pella, some ambassadors arrived from Persia. Philip was out hunting, so Alexander asked to see them himself.

The Persians were ushered in to see young Alexander, who was brimming with questions. Where had they come from? How long had it taken them? What were the famous Persian roads like?

What about their master, the Great King? How many soldiers did he have? How did he punish his enemies?

And so on, and so on, until the Persians were almost worn out.

To the Persians, it all seemed a great joke, and they were chuckling as they turned to leave. But young Alexander was in deadly earnest. As the great doors swung shut, his face was thoughtful.

More than anything else, he dreamed of glory. Whenever news came that Philip had won another battle, the other boys would cheer, but Alexander looked a little wistful.

‘Boys,’ he would say sadly, ‘if we’re not careful, my father will beat everybody, and there’ll be nobody left for us to conquer.’

He meant every word. Alexander knew Philip was a great man; but he was determined to prove himself greater.

One day, when he was twelve, he heard a commotion outside the palace. In the yard he found his father and his friends backing warily away from a huge black horse – a stallion, bucking and snorting, its eyes wild with fear and rage.

What was going on?

In answer, Philip pointed to the man beside him. This, he said gruffly, was Philonicus the Thessalian, one of the best horse-dealers in Greece.

But Philonicus must have lost his mind, because he had come all this way with a horse nobody could ride. And to add insult to injury, he was demanding thirteen talents for him, three times more than any horse in the country.fn6

Young Alexander stared at the stallion. He looked sleek and strong, with a blazing white star on his head and an ox-head mark branded on his haunch. But whenever Philip approached him, he reared and snapped in furious anger.

Philip gestured at the dealer to take the stallion away. At that Alexander burst out: ‘What a shame, to lose such an excellent horse, just because nobody has the courage to manage him!’

Philip’s eyes widened. ‘Do you dare,’ he said coldly, ‘to mock those who are so much older and wiser than you are? Do you really think you could do better?’

‘Yes,’ Alexander said. ‘I could ride this horse.’

Philip gave a grim smile. ‘And if you do not,’ he said, ‘what will you pay for your reckless pride?’

Alexander shrugged. ‘I will pay thirteen talents,’ he said. ‘The price of the horse.’

For a moment there was silence. Then Philip began to laugh; and soon all his friends were laughing, at the arrogance and folly of this impetuous boy.

The only person not laughing was Alexander. His face was set.

When the noise died down, he stepped calmly forward. The stallion snorted. But Alexander was at the horse’s head before it had a chance to move.

Gently, firmly, he took the bridle and turned the horse towards the sun. For a second he let him move forward, keeping the reins in his hands and stroking him softly.

Then, with fluid grace, Alexander shrugged off his robe and leaped onto the horse’s back. And this time the horse did not resist.

Alexander leaned forward and whispered something in the horse’s ear. And suddenly they were off, swift as the wind; and now Alexander was laughing, his head thrown back in the sunlight.

By the time he returned to his father’s side, the applause was ringing around the palace yard. As he slipped down from the horse’s back, Alexander was still laughing.

‘He was afraid of his own shadow, so I turned him the other way,’ he said simply. ‘That was all.’

He patted the horse’s haunch. ‘I will call him Bucephalas, “Ox-head”.’

There were tears in Philip’s eyes: tears of pride. ‘Oh, my son,’ he said, ‘you must find yourself a new kingdom. Macedonia is too small for you!’

Alexander smiled. He was only twelve, but already he knew what he wanted to do.

One day he would be king of Macedon. He would unite the Greeks and ride east, to beat the Persians once and for all.

And then, with his boyhood friends and his faithful Bucephalas, he would keep going. On and on and on, east and east and east; to the rising of the sun, to the very edge of the world.




2

A Knife at Dawn

Night was falling over the plain of Chaeronea. Beyond the mountains, the sun had almost dipped below the horizon. There was a last flash of golden flame, and then all was black.

Alexander gazed into the darkness. Only a mile or two away, he could see the flicker of the enemy campfires. Around him he could hear quiet voices, the Macedonian captains making their plans for the morning.

Some of them, like his father, had seen a dozen battles, and had the scars to prove it. But nobody slept easily before a fight.

No matter how bravely they wielded their swords, some of Alexander’s comrades would never see another sunset. Their destiny was not in their own hands; it belonged to three mysterious sisters, the Fates.

One of the Fates spun the thread of a man’s life. The second measured it out. The third cut the thread with her shears. No man could be sure when his time would come, and none could do anything to stop it.

‘Even for me,’ says Alexander’s hero Achilles in Homer’s poem The Iliad, ‘death and fate are waiting. There will come a dawn, a sunset or high noon, when a man will take my life in battle.’

Yet Alexander felt a thrill of excitement. For months he and Bucephalas had been on the road with his father’s army, riding deep into southern Greece.

Now, at Chaeronea, they could see their foes drawn up before them, the armies of Athens and Thebes, blocking the main road south. Sweep them aside, and all Greece would lie defenceless at Philip’s feet.

It was the late summer of 338, and Alexander was still only eighteen years old. But not for a moment did he wish himself back in the palace with his mother and her sorcerers.

Alexander had been preparing for this moment for years. In a few hours’ time, dawn would bring glory – or it would bring death.
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War was part of the Greek way of life. As Homer remarked, men would ‘grow tired of sleep, love, singing and dancing’ before they ever grew tired of war.

But this war, Alexander knew, could prove decisive. If the Macedonians prevailed, his father would stand unchallenged as master of Greece.

In just twenty years, Philip had transformed Macedonia’s fortunes. On the far northern fringe of the Greek world, it had always been a weak, disunited kingdom, easy prey for its rivals.

But after taking the throne in 359 BC, Philip had changed all that. Charming, ruthless and brave, he had united Macedonia’s clans to fight against their neighbours.

With each new conquest, he rewarded them with land and booty. And new territory brought him new resources: men, horses, iron and timber.

Philip’s greatest breakthrough came when his troops captured the gold mines of Mount Pangaeum. Overnight he became the richest ruler in the Greek world, able to spend a fortune on new cavalry, new weapons and thousands of skilled mercenary fighters.

Further south, in the marble halls of Athens and Thebes, many people watched the rise of Macedon with horror.

For generations, the Athenians had mocked the Macedonians as backward peasants, who lived in muddy villages and knew nothing of art or poetry. They laughed at the Macedonians’ thick accent, and regarded their kings as jumped-up gangsters.

Now, at their dinner parties, Athenians muttered that the Macedonians were mere barbarians, primitive, savage people who could not speak proper Greek.

This was hardly fair. Philip spoke Greek and had spent much of his childhood in Thebes. His horse had won glory at the Olympic Games, open only to Greeks.

As for Alexander, he loved Greek games and festivals, art and music. His favourite writer, Homer, was Greek. So were his heroes, Achilles and Heracles.

But in Athens, few people cared about the facts. Their city, once the pride of Greece, was in deep decline, and the spectacle of Philip’s power and wealth was more than they could bear.

The most persuasive voice of all belonged to a politician called Demosthenes, who had been whipping up anti-Macedonian feeling for years. Again and again, Demosthenes told his supporters that Philip was an oafish foreigner who drank from an ox’s horn, not a golden cup, and whose wife slept with snakes.

‘He’s not even a barbarian from a country you can respect!’ Demosthenes said scornfully. ‘He’s a dirty Macedonian, from a land where, in the old days, you couldn’t even buy a decent slave.’

At those words, many Athenians smirked in agreement. And as the months went by and the tension rose, more and more of them thirsted for war.

At the end of the year 340, soon after Alexander had turned sixteen, the storm broke.

Hundreds of miles to the north, Philip’s troops were threatening the ports guarding Athens’s crucial trade routes. With the stakes higher than ever, Demosthenes persuaded his fellow politicians to vote for war.

‘It would be better,’ he declared, ‘to die ten thousand deaths than to bow the knee to Philip!’

So the board was set. On one side were Philip, Alexander and the men of Macedon. Against them stood Demosthenes, the Athenians and their allies, the soldiers of Thebes.

At first, Philip seemed oddly hesitant, as if reluctant to risk a battle. Then, as soon as the Athenians had relaxed their guard, he struck.

With devastating speed his troops poured south. By the time a frantic rider brought the news to Athens, the Macedonians were just two days’ march away.

All night, trumpeters sounded the alarm, blowing for all they were worth. ‘The news spread into every household,’ one chronicler wrote, ‘and the city was tense with terror.’

At dawn the Athenians gathered in the theatre, the largest public building in the city. White-faced with shock, the generals invited the messenger to share his terrible news. And, as the chronicler put it, ‘silence and terror gripped the assembly’.

Demosthenes rose from his seat. There was no choice, he said grimly. Athens must send for help to the Thebans – and they must fight.

Cheers rang around the theatre. The die was cast. The Fates sharpened their shears. And on the field of Chaeronea, young Alexander closed his eyes, and prayed for victory.
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Dawn.

Alexander shook himself awake. Men were moving around him, pulling on their armour, testing their sword-blades. Horses neighed; harnesses jangled.

It was still early, but the heat was building. As the Macedonian captains gathered for their final briefing, Philip emerged from his tent, his gilded armour gleaming in the sun.

Years earlier Alexander’s father had lost an eye at a siege in the north. Yet with his broad shoulders and bristling beard, he looked the very picture of strength and confidence.

Philip had built the finest army in Europe, with some 30,000 infantry and more than two thousand cavalry. The Macedonians were well armed and highly trained, with years of experience under their skilled officers.

The Macedonian cavalry, known as the Companions, were the best horsemen in Greece. They had no stirrups, but controlled their steeds with their knees. And when they swept forward in their V-shaped formation, their short lances poised for the kill, few enemies were brave enough to stand and fight.

The bedrock of Philip’s army, though, was the ordinary infantry. Each trooper was assigned to a tight-knit team, and these teams formed part of a larger unit, sixteen men deep, called a phalanx.

The phalanx had been the basic unit of every Greek army for centuries, armed with heavy shields, swords and spears. But Philip’s troopers carried huge wooden pikes, called sarissas. And they wore lighter armour, with small shoulder-hung shields and leather helmets.

In theory, then, the Macedonians should be faster and more flexible than their opponents. But would their tactics work? Would their pikes be enough to hold off the heavily armoured Athenians?

Philip was giving his last instructions now. He would command the Macedonian right, taking on the Athenians. Alexander would take the left, leading his phalanxes against the Thebans’ Sacred Band, who had sworn an oath to fight and die together.

When gaps appeared, the Macedonians’ elite commandos, the Shield Bearers, would move in for the kill. And once they had broken the enemy lines, the Companions would gallop in to finish the job.

Philip looked around. ‘All clear?’

Alexander nodded. He felt the excitement building inside him. His throat was dry, his stomach tight with tension.

He looked up at the sun, blazing in a cloudless blue sky. It was going to be a scorching day.
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Alalalalalai! Alalalalalai!

Up went the battle cry of the Macedonians, the blood-curdling shriek breaking the silence of the plain.

The drums rolled. The trumpets sounded. Then came the thunder of thousands of feet, as Philip’s men lowered their pikes and advanced towards the enemy.

The sun was in Alexander’s eyes. He was sweating beneath his helmet. But he felt a strange sense of calm. In a matter of moments, they would be on the enemy – and then the Fates would decide.

The war cry rang out again. The Thebans were only a few yards away now, their swords gleaming in the morning light. Alexander could see their faces beneath their helmets, the battle-fury in their eyes …

With splintering suddenness, the Macedonian pikes smashed into the enemy line. Around him, men were screaming. Yet all the time Alexander and his comrades were roaring out their battle-songs, and heaving, heaving forward. Onward! Onward!

At first, the Thebans held firm. Their poets had sung of the Sacred Band for more than a generation; they were some of the fiercest fighters in Greece.

But the Macedonian tactics were working perfectly. Their pikes kept the Sacred Band at bay, so they could not get close enough to use their swords. And as the long, agonizing minutes went by, the Thebans began to go backwards.

Alexander’s limbs were aching, his eyes stinging with dust, his brow sticky with sweat. Everything seemed veiled in a red mist. Yet as he thrust forward with his pike, he tried to forget his tiredness, summon his strength and keep going.

There was something underfoot, and Alexander stumbled. Bodies, slippery with blood. Theban bodies.

Over to the right, on his father’s wing, he could hear Macedonian voices rising in triumph. Then there were shapes flashing through his vision. The Shield Bearers, whirling their swords. And horsemen – the Companions, riding in for the kill.

More cheers. More horsemen. And with a surge of relief and joy, Alexander realized that the enemy were scattering, dropping their weapons and running full-pelt for the river.

The Macedonians had won. Alexander had his glory.
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Chaeronea was a turning point in Greek history. The Athenian army had been broken; the Sacred Band had been completely destroyed. To this day, a giant statue of a lion, erected by the people of Thebes in memory of their dead, still marks the spot.

A few days later, Philip sent his son to Athens. Here, in a city in mourning, Alexander handed over a collection of huge wooden urns, containing the ashes of the Athenian soldiers who had fallen at Chaeronea. As a gesture of goodwill, the Macedonians were returning them to their families.

But while Alexander admired the temples and theatres of Athens, his father was looking ahead. To many people’s surprise, Philip did not want to punish his former enemies. As one chronicler put it, ‘he showed a kindly face to all’, because he needed their support.

A few weeks after Chaeronea, Philip called a meeting in the city of Corinth, fifty miles west of Athens. Calmly, coldly, he laid out his plan.

As long as anybody could remember, the Greeks had lived in the shadow of their mighty neighbours, the Persians, whose empire stretched from the sands of Egypt to the mountains of the east. A century earlier, the Persians had even invaded mainland Greece, wreaking untold destruction before being beaten back.

Now, said Philip, the time had come for revenge. He would lead the Greeks across the sea. He would smash the Persians, seize their treasure and make them grovel for what they had done to Greece.

His eyes blazing, Philip looked around the room. This was the hour! This was the moment!

Cheers echoed around the council chamber. One by one, the Greek ambassadors stepped forward to swear an oath, recognizing Philip as Supreme Commander of the League of Corinth.

A few months later, Philip visited the Temple of Apollo on the mountainside at Delphi, one of the holiest sanctuaries in the Greek world. Here men came to consult the mysterious Oracle, which had the power to tell their fortunes.

His head bowed in reverence, Alexander’s father stepped into the temple. Strange fumes rose from the cracks in the rock. Ahead he saw the mouthpiece of the Oracle, the white-robed High Priestess, her eyes rolling in a mad frenzy.

What, Philip asked, did the Fates have in store for him? Would he conquer the king of the Persians?

Silence. Smoke billowed around the temple. In a strange, unearthly voice, the High Priestess spoke:

‘Wreathed is the bull. The end is near. The one who will slay him is at hand.’

Philip nodded. He knew what that meant. He was the slayer; the Persian king was the bull.

But first, he was going to a wedding.
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The leaves were falling. The harvest was over. Along the shores of Greece, the autumn wind was beginning to blow.

In the citadel of Aigai, the celebrations were in full swing. Alexander’s sister, Cleopatra,fn1 was getting married to the new king of Epirus, and Philip had promised her a party she would never forget.

As Supreme Commander of the League of Corinth, Philip had invited guests from every city in Greece. The taverns were crowded with poets and politicians, dancers and musicians, and the wine flowed from morning until night.

Actors recited speeches from classic plays, and every day there were wrestling bouts, boxing matches and chariot races. Evenings brought dinners and feasts, banquets and parties, and after midnight the singing drifted through the streets.

Amid all the laughter, Alexander was quiet. He was desperate to join the expedition to Persia, but he had heard rumours that his father planned to leave him behind. There were even whispers that Philip saw him not as an heir, but as a threat.

Alexander glanced across the banqueting hall. On the king’s table, he could see his father flushed with wine and roaring with laughter.

Philip was in excellent spirits. His visitors had brought gifts of gold, useful for the war effort. And there was promising news from the coast of Asia, where the Persians’ Greek-speaking cities were reportedly looking forward to their liberation.

Now the king raised his hand for silence, and the chatter died down. He gestured to the actor Neoptolemus, said to have the finest voice in Greece.

Neoptolemus rose and bowed to the king. Then he began to speak, and a deep hush fell over the hall.

The words were from an ancient Athenian poem, describing a man who has everything. His mind is full of plans; his thoughts ‘reach higher than the air’.


But there is one, who’ll always catch the swift.

Who walks hidden in the shadows,

And sudden, unseen, overtakes

And robs us of our distant hopes –

Death, the author of all our mortal woes.



Neoptolemus fell silent, and there was a brief silence. Then the clapping started.

At the high table, Philip leaned across to his neighbours. This was a message, he said, for the Persian king, who thought himself so rich and powerful. But Death was coming for him, all the same.

Once again Philip remembered the words of the Oracle. Wreathed is the bull. The end is near. The one who will slay him is at hand …

He chuckled to himself, and reached for more wine.
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When Alexander awoke, it was still dark. The wedding games were due to start at dawn, and his father had ordered the spectators to take their seats before sunrise.

Outside the stadium, crowds were queuing in the torchlight. Already the place was heaving.

At the royal entrance, a group of officers stood in a circle around his father. Dressed in a long white cloak and a wreath of flowers, Philip was giving his final instructions.

The procession would begin at daybreak. The attendants would carry twelve huge statues of the gods of Olympus into the arena, followed by a statue of Philip himself.

Then Philip would enter the stadium, accompanied only by Alexander and his new son-in-law. No bodyguards, he said firmly. He would show the world that he needed no guards, since he was protected by the ‘goodwill of all the Greeks’.

Glimmers of light appeared in the east. Inside the stadium, the crowd noise was building.

Philip’s officers turned to go in. Ahead, the attendants were beginning to carry the statues into the arena, and already the spectators were cheering and clapping.

A fierce glow was spreading across the plain, the clouds burning with a deep red flame.

Alexander’s father gave him a curt nod, and turned towards the entrance.

A man moved from the shadows, his face obscured by the gloom. His hand went to his belt. Alexander saw a flash of metal, and then the man was at his father’s side.

Alexander opened his mouth to shout, but it was too late. The man was running. His father was down. As Alexander dropped to his knees to help him, the pavement was wet with blood.

In the stadium, the audience were still cheering. Around him, people were running, shouting, screaming.

But all Alexander could see were his father’s eyes, staring blankly into his own. And all he could hear were the words of the Oracle, like a bell tolling again and again:

Wreathed is the bull. The end is near. The one who will slay him is at hand …




3

The Man Who Lived in a Jar

Alexander rose. His head was spinning, his mind numb with horror.

All was confusion. Philip’s bodyguards were crowding around, their swords drawn, their eyes wild with shock. In the distance, the assassin was heading for the gates, swift as the sea wind.

Shouts echoed from down the lane. Men were pounding after him – Alexander could see his friend Perdiccas at the front of the group, his spear glinting in the dawn sunlight. But the man was just yards from his waiting horse, and it was surely far too late.

And then, quite suddenly, the assassin stumbled. His foot caught in a trailing vine; he tripped, fell and sprawled in the dust. By the time he was up, the chasing pack was on him.

Alexander began to run, too, but in the distance he could see the flashing blades. By the time he got there, panting for breath, the assassin’s body lay motionless in the dirt.

Alexander stared at the killer’s blood-streaked features. And with a jolt, he recognized him.

The man’s name was Pausanias. He had once been a close friend of Alexander’s father, but their relationship had cooled in recent months.

Alexander had heard the rumours. He knew about Pausanias’s grumbling, his grudges, his claims that Philip had snubbed and mistreated him. But never had he imagined that Pausanias would lash out with such deadly fury.

Now, staring down at the killer’s body, Alexander forced himself to think. His father was dead, and there was no time for tears. The vultures would soon be circling, the Macedonian barons eyeing up the crown.

He glanced up, met his friends’ eyes and gave them a grim nod. This was his moment, and he was determined to meet it.
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That night, safely back in the royal palace at Aigai, Alexander sat in his father’s old chair, deep in thought.

He had posted guards on all the doors. His friends – Perdiccas, Ptolemy, the faithful Hephaestion – had pulled on their armour and had promised to fight, if anybody dared to challenge him.

Philip’s murder had thrown the city into turmoil. Already there were rumours that Pausanius had been part of a wider conspiracy, involving some of the senior commanders.

Privately Alexander suspected the hand of the Persians, who had a long history of paying assassins to remove their enemies. But some men muttered that the real mastermind was Olympias, the serpent-sorceress. According to palace gossip, she had fallen out with her husband and intended to use Alexander as her puppet.

Alexander knew he had to act fast, before the lies spread. But he also knew that to be king would be a daily trial of strength.

The men of Macedon were a hard, unforgiving lot, with a habit of murdering rulers who disappointed them. Many had royal ambitions of their own.

But he was Alexander. He had tamed Bucephalas; he had led the phalanx at Chaeronea. For years he had dreamed of glory. Now, at last, his chance had come.

That night he sent an urgent message to the army, promising to follow his father’s example in all things. Meanwhile he turned his attention to his father’s funeral.

Like all Macedonian funerals, Philip’s final journey was a remarkable public spectacle. Washed and dressed for his journey to the afterlife, the old king’s body was lifted onto a colossal wooden pyre and set alight.

When the flames had cooled, the priests wrapped the bones in purple cloth and placed them in a gilded casket, marked with the badge of a blazing sun. On top they rested a golden crown, fashioned like the leaves of an oak wreath.

Carefully, reverently, the priests carried the casket into its final resting place, inside the great burial mound of the Macedonian kings. Here Philip’s bones would remain undisturbed for more than two thousand years, until they were rediscovered by Greek archaeologists.

The king’s soul was far away now. As a great leader, blessed by Zeus, Philip was walking in the fields of Elysium, bathed in the light of eternal spring.

But Alexander’s mind was on more earthly matters. Even as the fires died down, news of the first challenge to his crown had reached the palace.

Greece was in tumult. And as soon as the funeral gamesfn1 were over, the young king led his army south.
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Hundreds of miles away, in the colonnades of Athens, Philip’s death had sparked widespread rejoicing. Amid the cheers, one voice rang louder than any other.

Unbowed by his defeat at Chaeronea, Demosthenes had been up to his old tricks. As soon as he heard the news of Philip’s murder, he put on a celebratory garland and paraded through the centre of town, grinning from ear to ear.

Alexander, he smirked, was just a boy, a reckless hothead. Without his father to lead them, the Macedonians were finished.

Unrest swept the cities of the south, as one by one they voted to throw off Macedonian rule and scrap their alliance, the League of Corinth. And when word reached Aigai, Alexander knew there was no time to lose.

Mounted on his beloved Bucephalas, his boyhood friends at his side, he rode south, determined to show the Greeks who was master. Yet deep down, he could never quite banish the nagging uncertainties. If the Greeks decided to fight, would the Macedonian army hold together? Would the Companions and the Shield Bearers risk their lives for him, as they had for his father?

But fortune was with him. Few of the Greeks, it turned out, had the stomach for war.

As the Macedonians approached, the rebels’ resolve collapsed. Soon messengers reached Alexander’s camp, gabbling that they were only too pleased to remain in the League of Corinth.

For all Demosthenes’s bluster, even the Athenians lost their nerve. As Alexander’s troops approached, they too sent messengers to grovel at his feet.

In secret, Alexander was relieved. He knew there was more to leadership than bloodshed, and when he met the Greeks at Corinth, he took care to seem friendly and gracious. As long as they recognized him as Supreme Commander, he said, they could put this unfortunate little episode behind them.

So the deal was done. The negotiations gave way to feasting and parties, and politicians flooded into the streets of Corinth, eager to pay tribute to their new young master.

The most famous Corinthian of all, however, was nowhere to be seen.

Diogenes the Cynic was one of the strangest characters of his day. Like Alexander’s old tutor Aristotle, he was a philosopher, who loved arguing about wisdom and virtue, good and evil.

Diogenes believed human beings should copy the honesty and simplicity of dogs, which is why people called him a cynic, meaning ‘dog-like’. He ate his breakfast in the street, went to the toilet in public and slept outside in an enormous clay jar.fn2

Often people spotted Diogenes strolling around carrying a lamp. Asked what he was doing, he would say seriously: ‘I’m looking for an honest man.’ But, he always added sadly, he had never found one.

For young Alexander, a chance to meet Diogenes was too good to miss. Eventually the Macedonians tracked him down to a gymnasium, or exercise yard, on the edge of Corinth, where Diogenes amused himself by rolling his jar up and down.

Alexander rode out with his bodyguards, and when they reached the yard they spotted a bushy-bearded figure lying full length in the sun. As the Macedonians approached, the man raised his head and squinted at them.

Alexander introduced himself: King of Macedon, Supreme Commander of the League of Corinth. Was there anything, he asked politely, that he could do for the learned Diogenes?

‘Yes,’ Diogenes said grumpily. ‘Get out of my sunlight.’

Alexander’s friends started laughing. Even Alexander, taken aback, had to smile. Diogenes could have asked for anything – but all he wanted was the sunlight. What guts, what courage, to talk like that to a king!

As the Macedonians rode away, many of them were still chuckling. But Alexander was quiet.

‘If I were not Alexander,’ he said thoughtfully, ‘I would like to be Diogenes.’

But he was not Diogenes. He was Alexander, son of Philip. And his business was not philosophy. His business was war.
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Summer turned to autumn, autumn to winter. In Pella, Alexander and his friends warmed themselves by the fireside and made plans for the future.

The older generals urged him to concentrate on the hard work of kingship. Take a wife, they said. Settle down, have children, learn how to rule your new kingdom.

Alexander shook his head. He dreamed of glory, not government. And as the new commander of the League of Corinth, he had sworn to follow his father’s plan and wage war on the Persians.

‘With my father’s invincible forces,’ he said firmly, ‘it would be a disgrace for me to sit at home celebrating a marriage and waiting for the birth of children.’

But spring brought grim news. Beyond the thickly forested mountains on Macedonia’s northern borders, the fierce Balkan tribes had risen in armed revolt.

Once again Alexander scrambled to meet the challenge. Within days he was riding through the woods at the head of his army, determined to prove himself worthy of his father’s crown.

First he struck east, into the wilds of Thrace. Armed to the teeth, the local tribes had made camp on the summit of Mount Haemus, piling up their wagons into a colossal barricade. Their plan was to send the wagons hurtling down when Alexander’s men charged, sweeping the Macedonians off the mountain.

But Alexander thought fast. When the Thracians launched their wagons, he told his men, they should throw themselves to the ground, locking their shields together above them.

It worked to perfection. The Macedonians charged, and the wagons came rushing down. Alexander’s men dropped to the ground beneath their shields – and the wagons rattled harmlessly overhead. Not a single man was lost.

Moments later, the young king and his friends were sprinting up the hill, eyes shining with the joy of battle. The Thracians did not stand a chance.

Now Alexander turned north. Near the River Lyginus he caught up with his next foe, the fearsome Triballians, dug into the woods along the riverbank.

Again, Alexander’s tactics were a triumph. First his archers lured the Triballians into the open. Then his Macedonian phalanx and Companion Cavalry swept in for the kill, their spears plunging into the enemy lines.

By the time it was all over, three thousand Triballian soldiers lay dead on the bank, with the loss of just fifty Macedonians. For a young man keen to build his reputation, it could hardly have been a more stunning victory.

But Alexander was not satisfied yet. Onwards he rode, eager for the next challenge. When he reached the wide River Danube, on the border between modern-day Bulgaria and Romania, he found thousands of Getae warriors drawn up in the high cornfields on the other side.

Wild-eyed and red-haired, the Getae were Alexander’s most formidable opponents yet. They were renowned for their warlike ways, their love of gold and their devotion to their shadowy god, Zalmoxis.

The Greek writer Herodotus called them ‘the bravest of all the Thracian tribes’, and Alexander knew he could not afford to take them lightly.

As dusk fell, he ordered his men to stuff their tents with straw. Under cover of darkness, the Macedonians quietly paddled across the waters of the Danube, using the tents as giant floats.

As dawn broke over the river, Alexander and his men were creeping through the corn, heading straight for the snoring Getae. By the time the enemy scouts realized what was happening, it was far too late.

For the third time, Alexander had won a crushing victory. Now even his father’s battle-scarred veterans looked at him with real respect.

Yet as his friends raised a toast to the young king’s courage, word came from the south. And as the rider panted out his message, the colour drained from Alexander’s features.

Once again the Greek cities had risen. And this time he had no choice but to fight.
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While Alexander had been creeping through the Balkan cornfields, Demosthenes had been busy.

Rising in the assembly at Athens, he announced that Alexander had been slain in battle. With a grand gesture, he introduced a bedraggled ‘eyewitness’, who claimed to have seen the king fall with his own eyes.

It was a lie, of course. And many of the Athenians knew better than to believe Demosthenes’s silken words.

Yet the rumours spread. In the nearby city of Thebes, the townsfolk had never forgiven Alexander for the destruction of their Sacred Band. And now, with Demosthenes promising to send weapons, the Thebans rose in open revolt.

When he heard the news, Alexander moved with lightning speed. There was no time to lose: with every passing day, more cities would join them.

For days he and his men raced south. The summer had faded; the trees were bare; the wind howled from the mountain crags. After months of fighting, many of his soldiers had been looking forward to a rest.

But now, ignoring his aching muscles, Alexander urged Bucephalas on. They must get to Thebes before it was too late!

A few days later, horsemen appeared in the dusty plain below the walls of Thebes. But to the Thebans’ horror, these were not Greeks coming to offer support. They were Alexander’s advance guard: dust-stained and sweat-sodden, but flint-eyed and battle-hardened.

The Macedonians had moved so quickly that their enemies were taken completely by surprise. The Thebans had thought Alexander was dead. But here he was, having covered three hundred miles in just two weeks, with a vast army at his back.

As his men pulled on their armour, Alexander gave the Thebans one last chance. If they handed over their leaders and agreed to an alliance, he would forgive them.

From the highest tower in the city, a herald gave the rebels’ answer. They would rather serve the Great King of Persia than a Macedonian boy. And any man who wanted to join them ‘in freeing the Greeks and destroying this tyrant’ should rally to them at once.

Alexander listened in silence. When the herald’s voice died away, he turned to his commanders, and his face was hard.

The rebels had given him no choice. Thebes must be destroyed.

Up went the trumpet calls. Up went the Macedonians’ war cry. And with a roar that tore the sky in two, Alexander’s shock troopers hurled themselves forward.

For a while, as the air rang with the clash of swords, the outcome hung in the balance. The Thebans were some of the hardiest fighters in Greece, and they were fighting on home ground.

‘Many were wounded on both sides,’ wrote the chronicler Diodorus Siculus, ‘and not a few fell facing the blows of the enemy. The air was filled with the roar of fighters locked in the struggle – moans and shouts and screams.’

But then Alexander spotted something. In the corner of the city wall, behind the Theban lines, was a little gate – and for a moment, in the clamour and chaos, they had left it undefended.

Now Alexander yelled to his friend Perdiccas, pointing at the gate, ‘Go!’

Within moments, Perdiccas was through the gate and into the city. More Macedonians poured after him, hacking and slashing. The Thebans wavered, turned and broke, desperate to protect their families.

What followed was carnage. The Thebans fought to the bitter end, but with Alexander’s men streaming into the city, their cause was hopeless.

At last it was finished. Blood ran down the gutters of Thebes. Bodies littered the broken streets. Smoke rose over the shattered city.

Alexander had lost five hundred men, but the rebels had lost thousands. And once the young king had buried his dead, he turned his mind to the future of Thebes.

On his orders, the city was razed to the ground. The only buildings left standing were the temples of the gods and the old house of the poet Pindar, whose verses Alexander had enjoyed as a boy.

The rest, however, was utterly destroyed.
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The fate of Thebes sent shockwaves across the Greek world. No longer did people dismiss Alexander as a mere boy. He was the true king, the heir of Philip. To defy him meant death.

But Alexander didn’t merely want to match his father. He wanted to surpass him, to write his name into legend alongside Achilles and Hector, Heracles and Perseus.

One story, first told around this time, captured his growing reputation.

While riding through Greece, Alexander stopped at the sacred sanctuary in Delphi. Like his father before him, he wanted to know if his invasion of Persia would be a success.

Unfortunately, this was a day when tradition forbade anybody from consulting the Oracle. So when Alexander sent messengers to fetch the High Priestess, she refused to come out.

A few moments later, footsteps echoed around the Temple of Apollo. Flanked by his soldiers, Alexander had simply marched straight in.

Ignoring the shrieks of the handmaidens, he grabbed the High Priestess by her hair and dragged her towards the inner sanctum. At first she struggled, but eventually her resistance weakened.

‘My son,’ she gasped at last, ‘thou art invincible!’

At once Alexander released his grip. Thou art invincible! That was all he needed. Those were the words he wanted to hear.

He looked at his friends. His eyes were calm. His mind was clear.

It was time to go east. Time to march into Asia, to confront the Persians and to meet his destiny.
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The Shield of Athena

Flames danced on the slopes of Olympus. Through the woods drifted the sound of laughter and music, pipes and drums.

Alexander had returned from the south, wreathed in glory. Now, in the shadow of the sacred mountain, he held a nine-day festival in honour of Zeus, complete with banquets, sacrifices and songs.

Ambassadors from all over Greece gathered in the royal tent, which was said to have space for a hundred couches. And every night Alexander threw a huge feast, with handsome gifts for his senior officers.

Yet, as his men toasted their victories in the flickering firelight, Alexander’s mind was far away. One word haunted his every waking thought. Persia.

Already he was planning the expedition. While he was gone, his father’s old general Antipater would look after Macedon. But Alexander would take the other senior general, Parmenion, with him, as his second-in-command.

Nothing would be left to chance. He would need cooks to prepare the soldiers’ meals, doctors to look after the wounded, prospectors to search for jewels and minerals. He would even take an official historian, Aristotle’s cousin Callisthenes, so that future generations could read of his adventures.fn1

More than ever, he would need his old friends: the courage of Perdiccas, the cunning of Ptolemy, the seamanship of Nearchus and the comradeship of his blood brother, Hephaestion. They had dreamed of this since they were boys, and now this was their moment.

And there was one more addition to the Macedonian army. Alexander had an elder half-brother, Arrhidaeus, born to Philip of Macedon by one of his other wives.fn2

Arrhidaeus had severe learning difficulties, and was no warrior. But Alexander was very fond of him, and wanted him along on the journey.

That winter, the roads of Macedonia were choked with horses and carts – all of them heading east, towards the sea. The word had gone out. Nobody who loved adventure wanted to be left behind.

At last, as the spring flowers bloomed in the meadows, it was time for Alexander to leave Pella – perhaps for ever.

For the last time, he went to say farewell to his mother. They had never been particularly close, and since Philip’s death, Olympias had remained closeted with her snakes and her sorcerers.

But now, her eyes burning with a strange, hypnotic intensity, she drew Alexander aside. It was time, she whispered, for him to know the truth about his father, his real father.

When Alexander emerged to find his waiting friends, he said nothing. The word ‘Zeus’ never passed his lips, but there was an odd gleam in his eyes, which none of them quite understood.

Alexander mounted Bucephalas. He raised his arm in salute, and rode through the gates of Pella.

Behind him, a slight, black-eyed figure stood alone on the palace steps, watching silently as her son passed beyond the mountains.
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Now Alexander rode east. Behind him the wooded peaks of Macedonia faded into the distance. Not once did he look back.

For almost three weeks he travelled. The trees grew sparse; the green fields gave way to the dusty plains of Thrace. The sun grew hotter, and at last, after twenty days on the road, he and his friends could see the sea shimmering far away, brilliant blue on the horizon.

This was the narrow strait of the Hellespont,fn3 barely two miles wide – the channel dividing Europe from Asia, celebrated in legends and folk tales.

Here, said the poets, a winged golden ram had rescued the children Phrixus and Helle from their wicked stepmother. The ram flew high towards Asia, but Helle lost her grip, fell and was drowned in the channel, which was named after her.fn4

Here too, according to Homer, the Greek heroes had crossed the sea to the city of Troy, in their mission to rescue the kidnapped Helen, the most beautiful woman the world had ever seen.

And it was here, in 480 BC, that the Persian king Xerxes had launched his ill-fated invasion of Greece. For more than a century the Greeks had dreamed of revenge, and at last the hour had come.

It was the middle of May 334. Sunlight sparkled on the waters of the Hellespont.

Spread across the waters, as far as the eye could see, were warships and transports. From the western shore, smoke rose from hundreds of cooking fires, as Alexander’s men waited for the order to cross.

In the village of Sestos, Alexander found Parmenion, his second in command, barking out instructions. Everything was prepared. They had sailors, surveyors and engineers, food supplies and water barrels, spears and horses, siege towers and catapults.

As for the army, Parmenion reckoned they had some twenty thousand infantry, almost ten thousand men of the Macedonian phalanx, five thousand Companion Cavalry and three thousand Shield Bearers. He had also counted seven thousand Greek allies and perhaps another thousand foreign mercenaries.

Was it enough? Perhaps. Only in time, Parmenion said gruffly, would they know what the three sisters, the Fates, had decided.

Alexander nodded. It was enough. And he knew the Fates were with them.

Parmenion would take most of the men across, but as the soldiers hauled their gear onto the transports, Alexander rode on down the coast. There was something he needed to do.

A few miles away, in the village of Elaeus, was the tomb of a man called Protesilaus. Almost every child in Greece knew that name.

At the beginning of the Trojan War, Protesilaus had been the first Greek to leap ashore, even though an oracle had foretold that the first to land would also be the first to die. Now, kneeling before the tomb, Alexander offered a sacrifice in his memory.

Then it was time. With Hephaestion at his side, Alexander stepped onto the royal trireme, the warship that would carry him across the glittering waters. As they set off, he gestured to the captain to move aside, and took the helm himself.

It was a glorious day. The ship cut through the waters like a sword through silk, and soon the Asian coast was approaching.

Waiting eagerly to jump down, Alexander reached for his spear. When his foot touched the sand, he hurled it through the air – a sign that he was claiming all Asia as his prize from the gods.

Roars came from the men behind him. A moment later, the Macedonians were wading through the surf, following their king onto the shore of Asia.
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Persia! To the Greeks, the very name conjured up images of magic and mystery, gardens and palaces, horse-lords and fire-wizards, stunning beauty and terrible cruelty.

The Greeks called the Persians ‘barbarians’. Yet, in reality, the Persians were immeasurably richer, more sophisticated and more advanced.

The Persian Empire was more than two centuries old. Founded by the mighty Cyrus the Great, it was the largest realm in the known world, so vast not even the wisest Greek knew where it ended.

Its sun-scorched cities were far bigger than anything Alexander and his friends had ever seen. Babylon, Susa and Persepolis were colossal, crowded metropolises, teeming with life and excitement.

Under the rule of the Great King lived more than 50 million people, half of the world’s entire population. His domain stretched from the sands of Egypt to the peaks of the Hindu Kush, from the waters of the Arabian Sea to the steppes of Scythia.

Inside the empire lived people of all creeds and colours. There were Greeks and Egyptians, Jews and Phoenicians, Assyrians and Babylonians, Medes and Persians, Bactrians, Parthians, Gedrosians and Indians, praying to hundreds of different gods and speaking dozens of different languages.

To rule this colossal territory, the heirs of Cyrus relied on twenty governors, known as satraps. The satraps’ provinces were bound together by the world’s most advanced highway system, far superior to anything in Greece.

In the east, the Great Khurasan Road led from the heart of modern-day Iran through more than a thousand miles of steppe and desert to the banks of the River Jaxartes in Central Asia. In the west, the Royal Road ran for another 1,500 miles from the Persian city of Susa through modern Iraq, Syria and Turkey to Sardis, near the Aegean coast.

These were not just roads. They were symbols of the Great King’s power. Along the Royal Road, there were no fewer than 111 posting stations, where a messenger could be sure of a meal, a bed and a fresh horse for the next day. No Macedonian ruler had even dreamed of building anything like it.

Across their empire, the Great Kings had built cities and canals, fortresses and harbours. And they relied on a dense network of scribes and officials, judges and inquisitors, who recorded their findings on clay tablets, to keep everything running smoothly.

How did they afford all this? The answer is that Persia was rich – very rich.

To pay for his ships at the Hellespont, Alexander had spent 800 talents, a fortune for a Macedonian ruler.

But the Great Kings raked in more than ten times that in taxes, every year. In their treasure houses, they had piled up a staggering 235,000 talents in coins and ingots – a sum so vast it made a Macedonian’s head ache just to think about it.

Everything in Persia was bigger and better. Persian lords lived in magnificently decorated palaces, walked on luxurious carpets and wore glittering jewels and lavish furs. They ate fragrantly spiced meals in elegant dining rooms, drank fine wines from gilded goblets and wandered afterwards in their exquisite gardens.

For the Persians, there was no better symbol of their empire than the walled garden. Beyond its walls, all was chaos. But within its borders, the Great King and his subjects strolled at leisure, enjoying the flowers and the fountains.

The Persians’ word for a walled garden was pairidaeza. The Greeks turned this into paradeisos. And it is from this that we get our own word paradise.
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But paradise was not perfect.

To the Greeks, the Persian Empire was not just a realm of great wealth and sophistication. It was a cruel, violent place that demanded total obedience and had ruthlessly devoured its neighbours.

Back in the sixth century BC, Cyrus the Great had conquered the Greek cities in Asia, on the eastern side of the Aegean. But when a later Persian king, Xerxes, tried to push further west, burning the Greeks’ temples to the ground, they had managed to fight him off, sending his men limping back to Persia, bloodied and humiliated.

From a Greek point of view, the war had been a victory for freedom against tyranny. And as the years went by, generations of children learned to hate the Great King, and to mourn the destruction of their sacred temples.

This was what Alexander’s father Philip had sworn to avenge. This was why he had formed the League of Corinth, to carry the war onto Persian soil.

Listening to reports from merchants and travellers, Philip realized that Persia was weaker than it looked. For all its riches, the empire was so big that its rulers struggled to keep order, and outlying provinces were always trying to break away.

Along the Asian coast, the Greek-speaking cities were restless. So was Egypt, whose people had never really accepted their Persian overlords.

Above all, the empire was very unstable at the top. The days of giants like Cyrus and Xerxes were over, and the royal court was a hotbed of plotting and poisoning.

Since the death of Xerxes’s son eighty years earlier, plotters had already killed off six more Great Kings. The latest, Darius III, had only been on the throne for a few years, and was struggling to quell a string of local rebellions.

So a Greek expedition into Persia made perfect sense. And if it made sense to Philip, it was even more appealing to his son.

Many years later, the Greek historian Arrian wrote of Alexander’s restless craving for adventure. Alexander’s dream, he wrote, was to ‘seek for unknown lands’, to ‘strive to better the best’.

What greater adventure than war with Persia? What more thrilling way of seeking the unknown, of bettering the best?

And while Philip had dreamed of gold and silver, Alexander dreamed of something infinitely more precious. He dreamed of glory.
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On the eastern side of the Hellespont, the sands were dotted with thousands of men. Soldiers dragged their gear up the beaches; grooms ushered their horses down the gangplanks; servants lugged the siege equipment onto the wagons.

Alexander gazed around in rapture. For a young man who loved Homer’s Iliad, this was sacred ground.

These were the beaches on which Achilles and Patroclus had first touched Asian soil. A few miles inland was Troy, the ancient city of the noble Hector, now just a dust-swept, ghost-haunted village.

That afternoon, Alexander rode to the Trojan ruins and dismounted before the grave of Achilles. Ripping off his clothes and anointing himself with oil, he ran around his ancestor’s tomb with a garland, before decorating it with flowers.

This might seem peculiar behaviour today. But to the Greeks, there was no more solemn way to honour your forebears.

On he rode to the shrine of Zeus. Here, according to legend, Achilles’s son had killed the aged Trojan king, Priam, during the fall of the city.

Like all Macedonian kings, Alexander believed he had both Greek and Trojan blood. Now, dropping to his knees, he prayed to Priam for forgiveness.

From this day forth, he vowed, he would unite their descendants and heal the wounds of old. Beneath his banner, Greeks and Trojans would stand together against their common foe, the Persian barbarians.

One last sanctuary remained: the Temple of Athena, goddess of wisdom. Bowing his head, Alexander took off his armour and laid it carefully before the altar.

When he had finished praying, the High Priestess stood before him, holding out a bundle. And as Alexander unwrapped it, he gasped in amazement.

Here were a sword and spear of immense beauty, painstakingly polished, as razor-sharp as the day they were made. And here was a shield of dazzling metal, triple-rimmed, exquisitely decorated, held with a strap of silver.

This, said the High Priestess, was the Shield of Athena, which dated back to the Trojan War. All these years, her forebears had kept it hidden, waiting to hand it to its rightful owner.

Now the king had come, and the prophecy had been fulfilled. The shield belonged to Alexander, the heir of Achilles.
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That night, in the royal tent, Alexander and his officers held a council of war.

So far they had been lucky. Darius’s men had done nothing to stop them crossing the Hellespont – a sign, said some Macedonians, that the barbarians were not so powerful after all.

But, from now on, things would be harder. Their food supplies would not last for ever, so they must push east. They must send messengers to demand help from the Greek cities along the coast, and, above all, they must find and destroy the Persian army.

Yet the Persians were closer than anybody realized.

The landings at the Hellespont had not gone unnoticed. Even as the first ships neared the Asian shore, messengers had been galloping east, through the province of Phrygia.

Darius was many hundreds of miles away, in the Persian heartland. But the scouts found his commanders at their lakeside castle, and gasped out the news. The Macedonian boy was coming, and he had an army with him!

The Persians moved quickly. Within hours they were marching towards the coast, setting up their headquarters in the village of Zeleia.

There Darius’s generals held their own war council. And the first to speak was, ironically, a Greek.

Memnon of Rhodes had served the Great King for years. Many men thought he was the craftiest of all Darius’s commanders, and now he spoke with calm authority.

From the reports, he said, it was clear the Macedonians had arrived in force. Only an experienced, well-trained army could hope to defeat them, but the Persian infantry was weak. For Memnon, that made a pitched battle far too risky.

Memnon’s solution was simple. Avoiding battle, they should withdraw and strip bare the Phrygian countryside. Burn the fields and empty the granaries. Deny Alexander the food he needed, and his starving men would flee back to Europe.

Around the table the faces were furrowed with doubt. Then Arsites, satrap of Phrygia, rose to his feet.

It was easy for Memnon to talk of burning and destroying. But he was a Greek, not a Persian. These were rich farmlands, and as long as Arsites was satrap of Phrygia, he would not burn a single house.

Arsites glared around him. Were they not Persians, proud and powerful? Were they afraid of a Macedonian boy? Were they frightened to fight?

Cheers echoed around the room. And that afternoon, with drums rolling and trumpets blaring, the Persian army streamed west out of Zeleia.
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Meanwhile, Alexander’s army was marching east, in full battle array.

The heat was rising. Day by day, their supplies were running out. Time was short, and still there was no sign of the enemy.

By the end of May, they had covered forty miles from the coast, marching through the fields of Phrygia. Ahead lay the River Granicus, and beyond it the vast, sun-scorched plateau of Anatolia.

Suddenly there was movement ahead. Through a cloud of dust, the scouts were galloping towards the king.

They had ridden as far as the Granicus. On the far bank they had seen the Persian army drawn up for battle, war-drums pounding, banners flying.

Alexander’s face lit up. At last!

But as he reached for his spear, Parmenion was at his side, murmuring anxiously in his ear. Was it wise, the old general asked, to risk everything so soon? If things went wrong in this first battle, the war could be lost in an hour.

Alexander smiled. ‘It would be a disgrace,’ he said, ‘if having crossed the Hellespont so easily, we were scared to cross the Granicus.’

What would the Persians say of him, if he shrank from this first challenge? He wanted them to fear him, and the only way to do that was to fight!

Alexander raised his shining spear, his eyes blazing with excitement. ‘Follow me!’ he yelled. ‘Let us show them the valour of the Greeks!’
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Death in the River

Then, suddenly, there was silence, the calm before the storm.

On the far side of the Granicus, nobody moved. There waited the Persians, their horses pawing the ground, their faces dark and cold.

Arsites and his comrades had chosen their ground carefully. In the front line were their finest fighters: twenty thousand cavalrymen, poised to charge as soon as the Macedonians tried to cross the river. Behind them stood rank upon rank of infantry.

It was a blazingly hot day. Sweat trickled down inside the Macedonians’ helmets.

Alexander scanned the enemy lines, searching for weaknesses. Then, turning to face his men, he gave his final orders.

The phalanx and the Shield Bearers would take the centre. Parmenion would take the left wing, with the Greek cavalry. He would take the right wing himself, leading the Macedonian Companion Cavalry.

Patting Bucephalas’s neck, Alexander murmured something in his horse’s ear. Then he lifted his spear once again.

A great roar rose from the ranks around him. The trumpets rang. Alalalalalai! screamed the Macedonians. Alalalalalai!

And with a thunder of hooves, the Companions charged.

At his friend’s side, Hephaestion felt his stomach lurch with dread and excitement. Unlike Alexander, he had never been a natural fighter. Swallowing hard, he tightened his grip on his reins, determined not to show a flicker of fear.

Now the horsemen were galloping faster and faster. The river was coming ever closer.

Ahead, the Persians were screaming war cries of their own. From the far bank came a hail of arrows, raining down upon the Macedonian front line.

Even as the first horsemen crashed into the water, sending up a shower of spray, Hephaestion could hear men shrieking in agony. Alexander was screaming something in the chaos – ‘On! On!’

They were halfway across the river now, some of the horses twisting in terror. As the Persian arrows spat out of the sky, blood rippled through the frothing waters.

Half-blinded by sweat, his head spinning, his heart pounding, Hephaestion urged his horse forward. Ahead, he could see Bucephalas straining to climb the far bank.

Alexander was still waving his spear, but some of the Companions were slipping and sliding in the mud. To his left, Hephaestion saw the men of the phalanx struggling through the water, desperate to escape the deadly arrow-fire.

Now the Persian cavalry were charging, their spears levelled for the kill. Moments later they smashed directly into the first Macedonians.

The world was full of screaming now. Men and horses were all tangled in a muddy, bloody blur. Yet somewhere, at the heart of it all, Hephaestion could hear Alexander yelling at his men to keep pushing the enemy back …

But now the Persians had spotted him. Who else would wear such gleaming armour, or such a brilliant white plume on the crest of his helmet?

With a shriek of hatred, the Persians spurred their horses for the kill. Impetuous as ever, Alexander wheeled to meet them. But they were all around him, beating at his silver shield with their spears and scimitars.

One hurled a javelin at his chest, catching him a glancing blow on the breastplate. Another slashed his scimitar at Alexander’s head, slicing the plume from his helmet.

For an awful moment, Hephaestion saw his friend stagger in the saddle. Then Alexander regained his balance and dealt out a colossal counterblow, plunging his spear deep into his assailant’s chest.

And it was at that moment that, from behind, another Persian brought his sword smashing down onto Alexander’s head. Even as Hephaestion screamed out a warning, his friend was toppling from his horse, his helmet split in two.

Alexander lay sprawled in the mud, his face blank, his eyes glassy. As if in slow motion, the Persian raised his weapon to deal the fatal blow –

A sword sliced through the Persian’s arm.

As if from nowhere, a figure was at Alexander’s side. Whirling with anger, howling with battle-rage, he seemed like a man possessed, and for a moment the Persians froze in shock.

But it was not Hephaestion. It was their old friend Cleitus the Black, whose sister Lanike had been Alexander’s nanny, all those years ago.

Alexander staggered to his feet. His head was throbbing. From beneath his helmet, blood trickled down his brow. But he was alive.

For a fraction of a second, he met Cleitus’s eye, and nodded. But there was no time to speak, for the Persians were on them, their lances stabbing with breathless rage.

Summoning every last reserve of strength, Alexander threw himself onto Bucephalas’s back. Then he was up and at them, the Shield of Athena blazing in the sunlight, his spear plunging into the first attacker’s chest.

Cheers rang across the battlefield. On the far left, Parmenion’s men were streaming up the bank, spurring their horses into the enemy lines.

One of the Persian commanders was down, blood streaming from his head. Another nobleman fell a moment later. And in the thick of the action were Alexander and Cleitus, with Hephaestion a few yards behind.

The Persian centre began to buckle. And as Alexander drove on, unstoppable, invincible, Hephaestion could see glimmers of doubt in the enemy faces.

More cheers rose behind him. Thousands of Macedonians were pouring across the river now, water-soaked, mud-sodden, roaring with defiance.

The Persians were definitely going backwards. Hephaestion’s horse stumbled over something, and for a moment he glimpsed the broken body of a Persian commander, his dark eyes staring sightlessly at the sky.

On pressed the Macedonians. And then, all at once, the Persians were falling away, and the shouting was dying down, and Hephaestion knew it was over.

There were Macedonians and Greeks all around him now, hundreds – no, thousands – of them. He could see Parmenion and Perdiccas, Ptolemy and Nearchus, streaked with mud and sweat, laughing with the joy of victory.

Alexander turned to face his friends, his spear lifted in triumph. Beside him, Cleitus was roaring out a Macedonian battle hymn, hoarse with emotion.

And Hephaestion joined in, raising his voice to the heavens, exhausted, exultant. They had won.
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As the night drew in, Alexander and his friends walked across the battlefield, and made a reckoning of the dead.

Despite the slaughter on the riverbank, the Macedonians had lost only a few hundred men, though many more had been wounded. But the field was littered with thousands of Persian bodies, including at least eight of their leading noblemen.

Alexander ordered his men to collect thirty suits of Persian armour. These, he said, would be sent back to Athens, to be displayed at the Acropolis as a gift for Athena.

In the heat of the battle, her silver shield had served him well. So despite the rivalry between Athens and Macedon, her city should share in Alexander’s glory.

Night fell, and the soldiers’ songs died down. Yet still Alexander toured the camp, visiting the wounded by their campfires, listening to their mumbled battle-tales.

When he was a boy, his father had told him that a king’s first duty was always to his men. He had never forgotten it.

Next morning, the Macedonian dead were buried with full honours, while Alexander and his captains stood in silence. When the funerals were over, his officers gathered in the royal tent to discuss their next steps.

The scouts had already been out, and they returned with good news. The Persians had vanished, and the remains of their army were in no state to offer another battle.

Memnon of Rhodes had escaped alive. But the satrap Arsites, overcome by shame, had taken his own life. As for Darius, he was still hundreds of miles away, in the east.

So now Alexander laid out his next goal: the liberation of the Greek-speaking coastal cities, which had lived under Persian rule for more than two hundred years.

Many of these cities, such as Sardis and Miletus, were enormously rich. Their bazaars were colourful melting pots of languages and cultures, and their sons often served as mercenaries in the Great King’s armies.

According to the scouts, plenty of their citizens were tired of living under the Persian satraps. They were sick of paying taxes to the Great King, and keen to welcome the Macedonians as liberators.

But freeing them, warned the scouts, would not be easy. Most of the coastal cities had large Persian garrisons, armed to the teeth.

At that, Alexander grinned. If he had thought this was going to be easy, he would never have come.

After all, the greater the struggle, the greater the glory …
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Now the Macedonians marched south. It was midsummer, hot and dry. But the fields were fertile, and there was no shortage of food and water.

Their first target was Sardis, a city of legendary beauty. The story went that it had been founded by the sons of Heracles, but it was best known for its extraordinary wealth.

It was at Sardis that men had first learned how to extract gold and silver from the sediment in the River Pactolus, which ran through the city. And it was the rulers of Sardis who had made the world’s first gold and silver coins, stamped with the heads of lions and stags.

The most celebrated king of Sardis, Croesus, was said to have been the richest man in history, living in unmatched splendour. Even today, billionaires are often described as being ‘as rich as Croesus’.

When the Macedonians first espied the three rings of the city walls, the stone temples and the great citadel on its huge red rock, their eyes widened in wonder. As they rode closer, they spotted a delegation from the city, waiting to meet them.

The people of Sardis had no appetite for a long siege. They had come to welcome their liberators, and as the Macedonians marched through the city gates, cheers rose on every side.

For a few days Alexander rested. But soon he and his men were marching through the cornfields of Ionia towards the city of Miletus, a hundred miles to the south-west.

Across Greece, Miletus was known as the birthplace of science. Here the ancient thinker Thales had first argued that people could make sense of the world by studying nature and mathematics, rather than by talking about magic and myths.

Unlike Sardis, Miletus did not surrender without a fight. From its high walls the Persian garrison rained down stones and arrows, jeering that the city would never fall.

Alexander’s face was calm. He beckoned to one of his captains. It was time to bring up the siege engines.

Sieges had never been a Greek speciality; but the Macedonians were different. Ever since Philip’s day, they had invested heavily in catapults, siege towers, rock-throwers and huge spring-powered crossbow machines – all of which Alexander had brought across the Hellespont. And now, as Alexander’s men dragged the engines towards the walls, the Persians’ faces turned pale with fear.

By nightfall the Persian banners had fallen, and Miletus, too, was in Macedonian hands. But there was no time to rest, for now Alexander turned his attention to the third great Greek city in Asia – the teeming metropolis of Halicarnassus.

Few cities were more formidable than Halicarnassus, with its castle, its sheltered harbour and ring upon ring of towering walls. Here the Persians had concentrated their mercenary forces; and here their cleverest commander, Memnon of Rhodes, had chosen to make his stand.

Once again, Alexander’s siege engines hammered at the walls, but this time the Persians fought back. Day and night the fortunes ebbed back and forth.

Yet, as his losses mounted, Memnon knew he could not hold out for ever. At last, after a tense meeting with his senior officers, he gave the order to evacuate.

It was midnight when the Macedonian sentries spotted the flames. As the Persians ran to their ships, they had set the city ablaze, hoping to engulf the attackers in the inferno.

But Alexander acted quickly, ordering men into the city to put out the fires. By the time the sun rose, the worst was over.

Halicarnassus had been saved – and Alexander had yet another victory.
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The siege of Halicarnassus was the summer’s last major battle. Now the Macedonians turned east, trudging along the coast to polish off the remaining Persian harbour towns.

Winter came, and at last Alexander rested, holed up in the little seaside town of Phaselis. Here, in the Temple of Athena, was a relic the young king had long dreamed of seeing – the shattered spear of Achilles, miraculously preserved from the Trojan War.

But he did not stay long. As the snows melted, he pushed inland towards the mountains of Phrygia. Now he was heading for one of the best-known Asian cities of all: Gordium, capital of the legendary King Midas.

Every child in Greece knew the stories about Midas. According to the poets, he had first come to Phrygia as a boy, travelling in a rickety old cart with his father, Gordias, a poor and humble peasant.

At the time, Phrygia was not a happy place. After years of feuding and fighting, its people had asked the Oracle for a solution to their problems, and were told that a wagon would soon bring them a king.

So when, just a few moments later, Gordias’s cart clattered into the centre of the capital, the Phrygians drew the obvious conclusion. They immediately offered him the crown, which he eventually passed on to his son.

Midas’s story was even more colourful than his father’s. As king, he once saved the god Dionysus’s old tutor from drowning. As a reward, Dionysus promised to grant any favour he wanted.

Midas thought fast. He would like the power, he said, to turn anything he touched to gold. And in the twinkling of an eye, his wish was granted.

At first, Midas was delighted by his new ability. He touched an oak branch and a stone. Both turned to gold. Then he turned all the roses in the palace garden to gold, too.

At last, feeling hungry, Midas called for food. His servants brought in his dinner; but when he tried to eat, it turned to gold in his mouth. He called for water; but the same thing happened.

At that moment, his daughter ran into the room in floods of tears, distraught that the golden roses had lost their fragrance. Without thinking, Midas stretched out his arms to comfort her – and she too turned to gold.

‘Then,’ said the poets, ‘Midas understood that this gift was a curse; and in his loathing for gold, he damned his prayer.’

For the Greeks, Midas’s story was a warning. No amount of gold was worth more than home and happiness. And even the most powerful king should be careful what he wished for.

There was, perhaps, a lesson here for Alexander. But he was in no mood to heed it.

As he rode into the centre of Gordium, which had wisely chosen not to resist, one sight captured his attention. In the centre of the citadel stood, of all things, a broken-down old cart – the very cart on which young Midas had rattled into the city, all those years ago.

According to legend, Midas had dedicated the cart to Zeus, fastening it to a pole with an extraordinarily complicated knot. Whoever managed to untie the knot, he said, would become lord of all Asia.

Over the years, many men had tried, but none had succeeded. The Gordian Knot was so thick, so tangled, that it was impossible to work out where it began and ended.

Now Alexander strode up the steps, his friends a few yards behind. As he approached the wagon, a murmur rose from the watching crowd.

Then he reached for the knot, and a deathly hush fell over the citadel of Gordium.

For a long time Alexander just stood there, his brow furrowed in thought. In truth, he didn’t even know where to start. The knot was impossible, just as people had always said.

Nobody spoke. Nobody moved. The minutes ticked inexorably by.

And then, just as people were beginning to whisper, Alexander flashed a broad smile. With a sudden, swift movement, he drew his sword and slashed through the centre of the knot.

The crowd gave a collective gasp – and then, a moment later, the cheering started. Alexander turned, met his friends’ eyes and grinned.

That night, as they slept, thunder and lightning crashed around the city. They all knew it was a sign from Zeus.

Alexander had cut the Gordian Knot. And now, as the prophecy had foretold, he would be the Lord of Asia.
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THE SON OF ZEUS
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The Great King

A thousand miles to the east, in the foothills of the Zagros Mountains, the summer heat had come early to the city of Susa.

Inside the brick walls of the royal palace, beyond the painted courtyards, behind the golden doors, a lean, black-bearded man sat deep in thought.

His original name was Artashata, son of Arsames. But to fifty million people he was Darius III, master of Persia and King of Kings.

He had not been born to rule, though his father was distantly related to the Great Kings of old. But he had always impressed his comrades with his dark good looks, his personal courage and noble bearing.

Once, when the Persians were campaigning against the fierce Cadusians, an enemy champion had challenged any one of them to face him in single combat.

At first nobody dared to accept. But at last the young Artashata stepped forward, his scimitar drawn. He slew the enemy champion, and from that day on men spoke his name with awe.

As Artashata entered his early forties, turmoil rocked the Persian court. The old king’s adviser, the Grand Vizier Bagoas, had tired of his master’s tyrannical ways, and poisoned him. Two years later, Bagoas murdered the old king’s son as well, and offered the throne to Artashata, who adopted the royal name Darius.

But Darius was far too independent-minded to be content with life as the Grand Vizier’s puppet. So eventually Bagoas decided to kill him, too, and slipped poison into his wine goblet.

Darius was too clever for him. As his courtiers looked on, he handed Bagoas his cup and ordered him to drink a toast. Seconds later, the Grand Vizier was writhing in his death throes, froth bubbling from his mouth.

For three years since that day, Darius had held onto the Persian throne. He was not an especially cruel man, but the fate of Bagoas was a reminder not to take him lightly.

As Great King, he lived in a gilded cage of lush gardens and silken pleasures. But he also lived in fear of the knife in the shadows.

He was never alone. At every moment he was surrounded by courtiers and cupbearers, servants and spear-carriers. But none of them could share his awesome responsibilities.

For Darius was not just any king. He was the Lord of the Medes and the Persians, Pharaoh of Egypt, heir to the great empires of Sumer and Akkad, Assyria and Babylon.

He was the anointed servant of the Supreme Being, Ahura Mazda, Lord of Wisdom. He was the champion of light against darkness, order against chaos.

Yet, as Darius knew, darkness and chaos could never be held at bay for long. His first three years as Great King had been a constant struggle against the threat of rebellion, from the eastern steppes to the sands of Egypt.

But now one name, and one name alone, echoed in Darius’s mind. That name was ‘Alexander’.
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At first, Darius had not taken the Macedonians seriously. Their king was a mere youth, and no Greek invader had ever posed a genuine threat to the Persian Empire.

But as the Macedonians captured one city after another, Darius’s frown deepened. And in the early weeks of 333, as Alexander was riding into Gordium, he decided it was time to strike back.

That spring Darius appointed Memnon of Rhodes as supreme commander, ordering him to drive the Macedonians out of Asia. Since Memnon knew he could never beat Alexander in a pitched battle, he invested the Great King’s money in a fleet of three hundred ships. Then he struck into the Aegean, seizing the islands of Chios and Lesbos as the springboard for an invasion of Greece.

Surely now Alexander would have to turn back, to defend his homeland?

But now the Macedonian king enjoyed an extraordinary stroke of luck. Late that June, a messenger took ship from the island of Lesbos, sailing east towards the Persian coast. And when he finally rode into Susa, he brought Darius devastating news.

Memnon was dead, struck down by illness in the heat of midsummer. There would be no invasion of Greece, after all.

In the royal palace, Darius brooded in silence. Fortune had turned against him. Now, whenever he closed his eyes, he was tormented by visions of the Macedonian upstart.

One baking day, as the heat pounded down on the glazed bricks of Susa, he ordered the great men of Persia to attend him at the palace. They all crowded into the council chamber: the ‘Honoured Friends and Royal Relatives, satraps and staff-bearers, Table Companions, Vitaxas, Benefactors of the King, Wearers of the Royal Purple, Chiliarchs of the Immortals, Orosangs and all the lesser Hazarapats …’

After they had all bowed before their master, Darius spoke. To deal with this Macedonian whelp, he had summoned horsemen and archers from every corner of the realm.

But the question was this. Should he divide this Grand Army between his generals, and allow them to fight the Macedonian? Or should Darius come forth in all his glory and destroy the enemy himself?

At that, the Honoured Friends spoke up. Of course their Great King should lead them! Under his command, they would crush the Macedonians like ants beneath their feet!

Yet, as their cheers rang around the chamber, one man sat there, grim-faced and silent.

Charidemus of Athens was one of the most experienced soldiers of his day. Years ago, he had fought for Philip of Macedon, but he had fled Greece after falling out with Alexander.

Nobody knew more about the Macedonians than he did. And when the other councillors had fallen silent, Darius asked Charidemus what he thought.

‘Perhaps you don’t want to be told the truth,’ Charidemus said quietly. ‘But if I don’t tell you now, it would be pointless to do it later.’

Yes, the Persian army was the most magnificent he had ever seen. ‘It gleams with purple and gold; its armour is so dazzling that unless people had seen it, they could never even imagine it.’ And yes, Charidemus said, the Macedonians were ‘coarse and inelegant’.

But Alexander’s men were tough. They might not dress in purple and gold, but they fought hard and never gave up.

‘They wait eagerly for their commander’s signal,’ Charidemus said, ‘and they are trained to follow the standards and not break ranks. To a man, they obey their orders.

‘When they are tired, the earth is their bed. They make do with whatever food they can find. They need only a few hours of sleep, and are ready to march before the sun rises.’

So Charidemus’s answer was no. Darius should not fight himself. It would be madness to risk everything on a single battle against such hardened opponents.

The room was deathly silent now. But Charidemus had not finished.

‘What you need,’ he said, ‘is strength like theirs.’ The Great King should send to the west for tens of thousands of mercenaries: not soft, pampered Persians, but grim, hard-bitten Greeks. And their leader should be somebody who knew what he was doing.

‘Give me the command,’ said Charidemus, ‘and I will give you victory.’

There was a long, terrible silence. Darius stared at Charidemus, his dark eyes cold and unblinking.

Then the other councillors began to shout, their voices shrill with indignation. What arrogance! What insolence! How dare this Greek talk like that to the Great King!

Still Darius stared at Charidemus. Then, at last, he nodded to his bodyguards.

As the guards dragged Charidemus from the chamber, the tough old Greek did not flinch. ‘You will pay the price for not following my advice,’ he yelled, ‘and you’ll hand your kingdom to Alexander! He’s the man who will avenge my death!’

He was still shouting as the guards drew their knives across his throat.
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A few nights later, Darius had a dream.

He dreamed that he saw the Macedonian camp consumed by flames. Then he was back at the palace, and Alexander was standing before him, wearing Darius’s old clothes.

Now he was watching the Macedonian ride through the streets of Babylon. Alexander walked into the great temple of Bel Marduk – and vanished.

When Darius awoke, he was soaked in sweat. Dressing hastily, he called his soothsayers and asked what it meant.

The soothsayers conferred in whispers, and then delivered their verdict. The dream was a message from the gods. Soon the Macedonians would burn, and Alexander, stripped of his royal robes, would be dragged through the streets in chains.

Darius breathed a long sigh of relief. How could he have doubted it?

Now he and his courtiers rode west. Their destination, three hundred miles away, was the seething metropolis of Babylon, the seat of ancient empires, the largest city on earth – and the place where Darius had seen Alexander in his dream.

Usually, Babylon was the last place any sane person would want to be at midsummer, with its narrow, sweltering alleys, its suffocating haze of smog and dust. But it was here, on the plain outside the vast walls, that Darius’s courtiers pitched the Great King’s tent.

Every day thousands more soldiers arrived from the outlying provinces, marching through the stockade to be counted by Darius’s officials. At last, when the final horseman had been added to the list, it was time to leave.

The sun was high in the sky when, from the royal tent, a shrill trumpet-blast gave the signal to march.

First came the bearers of the Sacred Fire, holding their flames aloft on their silver altars. Then came the priestly Magi, intoning their sacred hymns, and then 365 Wearers of the Royal Purple, one for every day of the year.

Next came the holy chariot of the god Ahura Mazda, the drivers urging on their snow-white horses with golden whips. In its wake followed ten chariots decorated with gold and silver, escorted by cavalry from twelve different nations.

Then came the Ten Thousand Immortal Guards in their golden necklaces and jewel-encrusted tunics. Then the fifteen thousand King’s Kinsmen; then Darius’s personal bodyguards, the Spear Bearers.

And now, at last, the Great King’s chariot rolled into view, decorated with gold and silver images of the gods. Colossal jewels glittered on the chariot’s yoke. Above it rose the image of a great golden eagle, its wings outstretched, the symbol of Ahura Mazda.

Never had Darius looked more splendid. His tunic was fringed with deep purple, the colour of emperors. Around his shoulders he wore a golden cloak, embroidered with fighting hawks.

From his gilded belt hung a huge curved scimitar, the scabbard carved from a single crystal. On his brow gleamed the royal crown, bound with a ribbon of brilliant blue.

In his wake followed tens of thousands of horsemen and spearmen, wave upon wave of soldiers. Then came Darius’s mother, Sisygambis, and his queen, Stateira, in their carriages, the children and their nurses, the ladies of the palace and their legions of servants. Even the imperial treasure came too, loaded onto hundreds of mules and camels.

Ancient Babylon, the birthplace of astronomy and mathematics, had never seen such a spectacle. And as thousands of soldiers streamed through the gates, the crowds cheered until they were hoarse.

None of them doubted that their army would return triumphant. Faced with such magnificence, the Macedonian boy did not stand a chance.
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Hundreds of miles to the west, Alexander was swimming.

After leaving Gordium, he and his men had spent weeks marching through the mountains towards the Cilician Gates, the pass down to the coast of Syria. This was harsh, arid country – especially at the height of summer, when, as a Roman writer remarked, ‘the blazing sun scorches Cilicia with a searing heat’.

At last they were through the Cilician Gates and had reached the River Cydnus. It was a punishingly hot day, and Alexander’s men were soaked with sweat and covered with dust.

The river looked so inviting that the young king could not resist. As his friends looked on in amusement, he stripped off his clothes and dived straight in.

The shock of the water took his breath away. After the baking heat of the mountains, it was as if he had plunged into an ice bath, the cold seeping deep into his bones.

As Alexander hauled himself back onto the riverbank, he was shivering uncontrollably. His face was unnaturally white, as if all life had drained from it in an instant. After just two steps, his knees buckled – and he fell.

By the time his attendants got him to his tent, word had spread around the camp. Soldiers gathered around the entrance, their faces grey with worry.

Alexander opened his eyes. He was alive, but he was desperately pale, his limbs shaking, his eyes clouded, his brow clammy.

One of the army doctors, Philip of Acarnania, felt the king’s forehead. It was burning hot, a sign of fever.

Philip thought for a moment. He knew a potion, he said, that might just help. But no doctor could be certain of success.

At those words, Alexander’s officers exchanged anxious glances. They had heard the rumours: that Darius had put a price on Alexander’s head; that he had offered a thousand talents to the man who could kill him; that even now there was a poisoner in the camp.

But Alexander never doubted Philip’s loyalty. Raising himself with an effort, he reached for the doctor’s potion and swallowed it in one long draught. Then he fell back onto his pillows, gasping for breath.

So they waited. All the time Philip stayed by the king’s side, wiping his brow, rubbing him with medicinal lotions, bringing him food and wine. And all the time the captains stood and waited, their hands resting ominously on their sword-hilts.

At last Alexander’s breathing eased. His forehead cooled. He opened his eyes, and they were clear and calm.

He glanced at Philip, and gave him a grateful smile. One by one, Alexander’s captains took their hands off their swords, and lined up to shake the doctor’s hand. The king was saved.

And all the time, Darius was coming closer.
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Word of Alexander’s illness had reached Darius as he was marching through the fields of Babylonia.

Quickening his pace, the Great King crossed the River Euphrates and struck west across the Syrian Desert. Now only the Amanus mountain range lay between Darius and his prey.

The Persians’ spirits were high, and their commanders were looking forward to the fight. None doubted that they would return triumphant.

Meanwhile, Alexander’s spies had got wind of the Great King’s advance. What they did not know, though, was exactly where Darius was, or what he was planning.

Alexander’s first thought was to send Parmenion and the cavalry ahead to secure the mountain pass of the Syrian Gates. But there was still no sign of the Persian army, no hint of where they might be.

By the time Alexander caught up with Parmenion at the town of Issus, the tension was almost unbearable. Every Macedonian soldier, from the highest to the lowest, knew Darius must be somewhere. But where?

Once again Alexander decided to gamble. Leaving his sick and wounded at Issus, he pressed on, along the narrow coastal strip between the Amanus Mountains and the sea.

For days the Macedonians marched south. Ahead lay the port cities of Phoenicia, staunchly loyal to the Persians. Behind were the bleak hills of Cilicia. To their right were the sparkling waters of the Mediterranean; to their left, just a few miles away, the soaring peaks of the Amanus.

By now it was late October. The summer heat was a fading memory. Rain lashed down on the Macedonians as they marched. Freezing winds whipped at their tents as they slept.

And it was after the coldest and wettest night yet, the tempest shrieking down from the heights, that the scouts brought Alexander the worst news imaginable.

The Great King was not on the other side of the hills. Nor was he somewhere in front of them.

In secret, Darius had brought his vast army west through the narrow Amanian Gates. He had captured the sick and wounded men left behind at Issus, torturing them by cutting off their hands, before turning south. And now he was right behind them.

At first, Alexander could barely believe it. Almost in desperation, he ordered some of his Companions to ride north, hoping against hope that they would report a false alarm. But, when they returned, their grim faces told the story.

Only a few miles away they had spotted the advance guard of what looked like a colossal Persian army. Camp fires were burning across the plain. ‘The whole area,’ they reported, ‘seemed to be ablaze with one continuous light.’

It was true, then.

The timing could not have been worse. After the long months of marching, the Macedonians were footsore and weary, shivering with cold and soaked to the skin.

And now, almost unbelievably, they had fallen right into the Persians’ trap.
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The Battle of Issus

It was dusk. As the sun sank below the Mediterranean, Alexander sat alone on a ridge of the Amanus Mountains, and gazed out at the sea.

So far he had been blessed by fortune. He had never been afraid to take risks, and always he had won.

Yet now it seemed that his luck had run out. By the following evening, his quest might be over.

Sometimes, even Alexander felt fear. Tonight was one of those nights.

But what if the worst happened, and he did fall tomorrow? Men would say he had died with honour, as a great hero should.

The poets would sing his name, and their listeners would wipe away tears. Better to die side by side with his friends, than to run back to Macedon and die a lonely old man.

Now Alexander knelt. He felt the earth beneath his fingers, damp and rich. He murmured a prayer to the gods of this distant land, whoever they might be. Then he raised his head to the stars, and whispered to great Zeus, before climbing to his feet to return to his men.

When Alexander walked into the royal tent to address the Macedonian commanders, he was a man transformed, the very picture of cheerful confidence.

Yes, he said, it was true. Darius was right behind them, preparing to attack as soon as they cleared the mountains.

So now they would do the last thing he was expecting. They would turn around, go back and attack the Persians head-on.

It was risky, he admitted. But it was also a ‘God-given opportunity to destroy the power of the Persians in a single victory’.

Alexander grinned. Have no fear, he said. Darius’s men were weak and slavish, softened by luxury. But he and his friends were freeborn Macedonians, hardened in battle.

‘Have the men armed for battle and ready to march by the third watch,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow we fight!’

Cheers echoed around the tent. And one by one, Alexander’s captains stepped forward to clasp their young master’s hand.
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The trumpets sounded at first light. As dawn stole over the peaks of the Amanus, the infantry columns were already moving north, back the way they had come.

This time the sea was on their left, the mountains on their right. And ahead, somewhere across the streams and gullies, Darius’s army was waiting.

All morning the Macedonians marched, their cavalry following behind. At around midday, the scouts galloped back with news.

The Persians were just four miles ahead, across the River Pinarus. Evidently the enemy had just discovered that the Macedonians were coming, because they were rushing everywhere to prepare their equipment.

Alexander signalled to his captains. The infantry phalanx fanned out into battle formation, while his cavalry moved left and right to occupy the flanks. As at the Granicus, Parmenion took the left wing, leaving the right to Alexander and his Companions.

On they went. Peering into the distance, Alexander could make out the bright banners of the Persians.

The scouts, he realized, had been telling the truth about the colossal size of the Grand Army. There were tens of thousands of them, crammed into the narrow plain of Issus, between the mountains and the sea.

Darius’s men let out a blood-curdling shriek. In reply, the Macedonians gave a great roar of their own, echoing from the high stone walls of the Amanus.

Now Alexander spurred the faithful Bucephalas. Galloping along the front line, he raised his voice so every man could hear his king.

Their foes, he cried, were the forces of cruelty and greed, the invaders of Greece, ‘the men who demolished and burned our temples, stormed our cities and broke all the laws of gods and men’.

But today they would make the Persians pay for their crimes. The gods had chosen the Macedonians to be the liberators of the world, and had promised him another famous victory. All they had to do was to believe – and to fight!

Cheers erupted along the Macedonian lines. Up went their spears, flashing in the last of the afternoon sun. Up went the blare of the trumpets. Up went the thrilling war cry, the Alalalalai! that had struck fear into so many adversaries.

And then, their voices rising in a chorus of defiance, Alexander and his friends charged.
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The Macedonians crashed into the enemy front line with the force of a tidal wave. Blood and mud and water were spraying everywhere, swords and spears rising and falling, men screaming in agony, horses shrieking in terror …

Within seconds the battle had become a confused, chaotic, sprawling scrum – not so much a single battle as thousands upon thousands of individual duels, every man fighting desperately to stay alive.

In the centre, the phalanx were heaving furiously against the Persian line. Packed too tight to use their spears, the Macedonians were stabbing wildly with their short swords – ‘driving their blades’, wrote one Greek historian, ‘into their opponents’ faces’.

When one Persian fell, the next stepped forward to take his place. When the second went down, a third was already into the fray, screaming with rage.

The lines were so tightly pressed together that if you were wounded, there was no way to fall back. But if, by some mischance, you slipped, you were finished. The line closed on top of you, and you were trampled underfoot, beneath hundreds of boots.

On the left, Parmenion had been pushed back. But on the right, the Companions were driving deep into the Persian ranks. And in the forefront, slashing his way through the enemy lines, was Alexander, a blazing thunderbolt in all his glory.

Again and again the enemy shattered before the spear of the king. First one Persian fell, then another, then a third –

And then, with a jolt of excitement, Alexander saw him. Tall and bearded in his great chariot, the golden crown on his brow, a shining scimitar in his hand – Darius, King of Kings, just a few yards away.

For a moment, it was as if time slowed to a standstill, and a path opened up through the chaos. The two kings’ gazes met, and there was a flash of recognition in Darius’s eyes.

Here was the chance of which Alexander had long dreamed – to face his rival, man to man, sword to sword, as Achilles had once faced Hector.

But the next moment a vast figure was looming in his path, his teeth bared with hatred, his blade dripping with blood. His name was Oxathres, brother to the Great King.

Many said he was the finest swordsman in all the Persian Empire. Now he spurred his horse towards Alexander, his weapon raised for the kill.

But Alexander was too quick for him. As Oxathres’s blow fell, he twisted to one side, dodging the sword-edge by inches. A moment later, the young Macedonian plunged his spear deep into the Persian’s chest.

Now Alexander’s friends were at his side. Onwards they surged, a fireball ripping through a forest, a storm raging through the ranks of their enemies.

But Darius had no intention of waiting to be slaughtered. Still less did he intend to fall into the Macedonians’ hands alive.

Abruptly he turned the golden chariot. Seconds later, with his men gaping in stunned horror, the Great King was gone.
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All across the field of Issus the two hosts raged. On drove the Macedonians, outmatched in numbers but not in spirit. With every moment, they could feel their enemies weakening.

As word spread of Darius’s flight, the Persians were losing heart. Some men threw down their weapons in disbelief; others broke and ran, fleeing for the hills.

Soon thousands of Persian horsemen were streaming north in terror. When they reached the mountain passes, the retreat turned into a rout, the rout into a stampede.

As the horses stumbled and fell, others piled up on top of them. Soon men were trying to fight their way out, turning their swords against their own comrades, slashing and hacking in desperate panic.

By nightfall, tens of thousands of Persians, from the lowest infantrymen to the most splendid satraps, lay dead on the battlefield. The Grand Army had been destroyed.

Meanwhile, Alexander and his friends were galloping north, in hot pursuit of the Great King.

For long miles they rode, their horses panting with exhaustion, their clothes splattered with mud. The sun sank. The sky darkened. At last, in the twilight, Alexander spotted the royal chariot, alone and abandoned on the edge of a ravine.

Inside were Darius’s bow and golden robe, left behind in his hurry to escape. But the Great King had vanished.

Wearily Alexander gave up the chase. By the time he and his friends made it back to the field of Issus, his men were piling up the treasure abandoned in the Persians’ panic.

Outside Darius’s tent, torches blazed in the shadows. As Alexander and Hephaestion stood on the threshold, wet, muddy and exhausted, their jaws dropped in amazement.

The interior was like no war-tent they had ever seen. Here were candles and perfumes, silks and carpets, sofas and couches. Here were tables groaning with food and drink, ‘bathing vessels, water-pots and ointment boxes, all of gold’.

Alexander glanced at Hephaestion. ‘So this is what it is,’ he said wryly, ‘to be a king!’

In the centre, steam was rising from a great golden bath. ‘The bath of Darius,’ the young king murmured, pulling off his bloodstained armour.

‘No,’ said Hephaestion, clapping a hand on his shoulder. ‘The bath of Alexander.’
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That night, Alexander sat up late with his friends. Yet despite his sore head and aching limbs, he rose early the next morning. He had much to do.

He began with a tour of the camp, talking to the wounded, listening to their battle-tales. For every man he had a friendly word, and for the bravest he had gifts of gold and silver.

The fallen were buried with full honours. Three altars, Alexander declared, would stand for ever to mark their courage: one to Athena, one to Heracles and one to Zeus.

But now came a meeting even Alexander was dreading. In his flight, Darius had not only abandoned his tent, his furniture, his bath and his treasure. He had also left behind his wife, his mother and even his children.

Overnight the women had sobbed so loudly that Alexander had sent his friend Leonnatus to reassure them. Even so, he knew he ought to speak to them himself. But talking to queens was not really his speciality, so he brought Hephaestion with him for moral support.

When they stepped into the tent, Darius’s mother, Sisygambis, saw two men, one tall and strikingly handsome, the other short and stocky. She made straight for the taller man, throwing herself on the ground at his feet.

Only when she looked up and saw their amused faces did Sisygambis realize her mistake. She had got the wrong man.

Gently Alexander raised her to her feet. ‘Never mind, Mother,’ he said, smiling at Hephaestion. ‘Actually, he, too, is Alexander.’fn1

He turned to the Great King’s wife, Stateira, said to be the most beautiful woman in Persia. He would always treat her as a great queen, he said gravely, and she had nothing to fear at his hands.

To her daughters, who were also dazzlingly pretty, Alexander was the soul of gallantry. He would find them noble husbands, he promised, just as their father would have done. They could keep their jewellery and servants, and if they ever wanted anything, they had only to ask.

By now the Persian women’s fears had melted away. Far from being the demon of their nightmares, Alexander could hardly have been more chivalrous.

Then he caught a glimpse of a little boy, lurking shyly behind Stateira’s skirts. This was Darius’s son Ochus, just six.

When Alexander beckoned him over, Ochus charged across and threw his arms around the king’s neck. Alexander burst out laughing. ‘What a brave boy!’ he exclaimed – ‘and just six years old!’

He glanced at Hephaestion. ‘How I wish,’ he said quietly, ‘that Darius had been as brave as his son!’
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Darius’s first letter arrived a few days later.

After abandoning his chariot, the Great King had mounted a fresh horse and fled into the hills. By early December he was back in Babylon. But this time, there was no parade, and the citizens were sullen and silent.

Behind the walls of the palace, Darius dictated a letter to Alexander, his servants scratching his words on a clay tablet. Despite his defeat, his tone was as haughty as ever.

The gods, he conceded, had given Alexander victory at Issus. But they could withdraw their favour as easily as they had granted it.

Darius wanted his mother, wife and children back. In return, he promised Alexander ‘as much money as the whole of Macedonia could hold’, and was prepared to recognize him as an equal. But that was it.

When Darius’s messenger delivered the letter, Alexander’s face darkened. He had not come all this way just for money, and in reply he dictated a message of his own.

‘It was your ancestors,’ Alexander said, ‘who wrought utter destruction on the Greeks of the coast, crossed the sea to Macedonia, destroyed our cities and burned our fields.

‘It was you who paid an assassin to murder my father, Philip.fn2 It was you who stirred up the Greek cities against me, put a price on my head and paid men to kill me.

‘So I am not the aggressor in this war. I am acting in self-defence and the gods are with me. They gave me victory, and they have promised me all Asia.

‘Come to me, then, and ask for your mother, wife and children, and anything else you wish. Whatever you ask for, you will receive.

‘But remember: I am the Lord of Asia. So next time you write to me, remember that you are writing to your king.’

While he waited for Darius’s answer, Alexander moved south down the coast of Phoenicia, the country we know today as Lebanon. The port of Sidon surrendered at once, but the island city of Tyre, twenty miles on, proved a much tougher nut to crack.

Tyre was one of the Mediterranean’s most important harbours. Packed into a rocky offshore island, the city was thought to be impregnable. No army had ever scaled its stone walls, and no bridge linked the island to the mainland.

But Alexander was never afraid of a challenge. In the early weeks of the year 332, he ordered his men to start work on a vast causeway across the sea, known as a mole. That would allow him to bring his siege engines right up to the city walls.

Unfortunately, the Tyrians had other ideas. As the mole came closer, they used huge ‘fire-throwers’ to hurl burning debris at Alexander’s men, and devised special tridents to stick in the Macedonians’ shields and drag them into the sea.

Their most feared invention, though, was very simple. Inside the beleaguered city, the Tyrian metalworkers had made shallow bronze bowls, which they filled with sand and roasted over a fierce fire.

When the Macedonians were within range, the Tyrians tipped the red-hot sand over the walls. And then, as the historian Diodorus Siculus reported, ‘the sand sifted down under the Macedonians’ breastplates and shirts, scorching their skin with an intense heat’.

To be caught by the burning sand was utter agony, for once it was inside your armour, there was no getting rid of it. In Diodorus’s words, the afflicted men would ‘scream and beg as if they were being tortured, but nobody could help them. Writhing in excruciating agony, they fell into madness and died.’

Facing such resistance, many commanders might have given up. But Alexander was not like other men. The gods had chosen him for glory, and when he swore to do something, he did it.

So the siege went on, month after long month. When the Tyrians crashed a burning fire-ship into the mole, Alexander rebuilt it.

Relentlessly he hammered the city with rams and catapults. And at last, in the suffocating heat of July, his rams smashed a hole in the south side of the walls, and Alexander had his breakthrough.

Climbing the tallest siege tower, he led the charge into the city, blazing with battle-rage. ‘He ordered the Macedonians to follow him,’ reported the chroniclers, ‘and slew some of those Tyrians who came within reach with his spear, and some by a blow of his sabre, and others he threw headlong from the towers.’

Exhausted after months of struggle, the Tyrians did not stand a chance. By nightfall, the city had fallen.

Now a second letter arrived from Darius. The Great King had changed his tune. For the safe return of his mother, wife and children, he promised Alexander the staggering sum of ten thousand talents.

There was more. In return for peace, he offered Alexander the whole of what is now western Turkey, allowing him to keep Sardis, Miletus, Halicarnassus and Gordium. And to seal the deal, he proposed that Alexander marry his elder daughter, named Stateira after her mother.

When Alexander read the letter aloud, his friends’ eyes widened. The old general Parmenion spoke first. ‘If I were Alexander,’ he said, ‘I would accept.’

Alexander smiled. ‘So would I – if I were Parmenion.’

But the answer was no. He had not come all this way for a mere fraction of Darius’s empire. He had come for the lot.

And he would begin with the richest, most ancient and most mysterious kingdom of all – Egypt.
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The Voice of Ammon

Alexander was not the first Greek to dream of visiting Egypt. More than a century earlier, a young man called Herodotus had boarded a ship from his native Halicarnassus to begin the long journey south.

Herodotus was a man of boundless curiosity, who loved seeing new lands and hearing stories about the past. When his travels were over, he turned them into the first history book ever written, known simply as The Histories.

His aim was to ‘prevent the traces of human achievements from being erased by time’, and to record the ‘great and astounding’ things that people had done. And of all the lands he visited, none was greater or more astounding than Egypt.

The Egyptians, reported Herodotus, were the oldest nation on earth. They were the first to count time in years, and the first to divide each year into twelve months.

The lifeblood of their civilization was the River Nile. Rising far away in the heart of Africa, it rolled on for thousands of miles, through hills and deserts, before spreading into a vast delta and emptying into the sea.

Late every summer the Nile swelled and flooded the surrounding fields. When the waters ebbed away, they left the soil rich and fertile, which meant farmers could grow crops more easily than anybody else in the known world.

On the banks of the river, the people became rich. They made pottery and jewellery, built markets and towns, and devised an alphabet of pictures, known as hieroglyphics.

Around the year 3000 BC the first Pharaohs united Lower and Upper Egypt, north and south, into a mighty realm. And for more than two thousand years they ruled a world of extraordinary sophistication.

The Egyptians wore wigs and perfumes, robes and make-up. They made flutes and harps, toys and board games. They used ink to write on sheets of papyrus, and came up with mathematical ideas, such as fractions, that we still use today.

Above all, they built colossal tombs for their kings, defying the limits of what was thought possible. The largest, the Great Pyramid at Giza, was the tallest building on earth, made of millions of perfectly measured stone blocks, soaring into the heavens.

Inside were corridors and chambers, galleries and treasure-vaults. Within the most secret rooms, the Egyptians hid gold and silver and jewels beyond price, as well as the mummified bodies of their rulers.

Yet by the time Herodotus sailed up the Nile, the pyramids were no longer symbols of Egypt’s power. They were symbols of Egypt’s lost power, which is very different.

Back in the year 525 BC, the last Pharaoh of the Twenty-Sixth Dynasty had been defeated by the Persians. From then on the Egyptian crown belonged to the Great Kings of Persia.

Ordinary Egyptians bitterly resented the occupiers’ whips. Their priests even accused the Persians of killing and eating their sacred bulls, the ultimate insult to a people who took their religion so seriously.

When Alexander set out on his quest, Darius had just restored Persian rule after a long rebellion. So when news of the Battle of Issus reached the Nile, few people grieved, least of all the priests.

What, though, would they make of Alexander?
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It was November 332 when Alexander rode towards the sprawling, sodden delta, where the Nile meets the sea.

The lotuses were in bloom, a scarlet stain across the wetlands. The fields were full of birds: herons and cormorants, gulls and terns, egrets and ibises.

From the shallows, the crocodiles stared coldly at the passing soldiers. A dozing hippopotamus stretched his jaws into a colossal yawn.

But if the local animals seemed underwhelmed by their Macedonian visitors, the Egyptian people could hardly have been more welcoming. When Alexander rode into the fortress of Peleusium, the local satrap was waiting, bowing low to hail him as his king.

Now Alexander turned south-west, through the fields of the Delta: ‘a wide land’, wrote Herodotus, ‘all flat and watery and marshy’. After about a hundred miles, he saw the sunlight gleaming on the temples of Heliopolis, the City of the Sun.

Heliopolis was thousands of years old. According to Herodotus, its priests were the most learned in Egypt, and every year thousands of pilgrims arrived to sacrifice at the Great House of Atun, God of the Sun.

Here Alexander’s men crossed the Nile, before continuing their journey up the western bank. As they passed the pyramids, even the most hard-edged gaped in wonder. Nothing had prepared them for the sight of these vast, ancient creations.

What, Alexander wondered, were they for? How had they been built? How powerful had the ancient Egyptians been, to dream of making such things?

There was no time to stop and investigate, though. He was anxious to press on south to the ancient capital of Memphis.

Word of Alexander’s coming had reached the city days earlier. So when he and his friends rode through the gates, they found the bazaars buzzing with excitement, the pavements packed with cheering crowds.

After weeks marching through the scrublands, Memphis seemed a riot of sensations, a feast of noise and colour. On every side were thousands of faces, white and black and brown, staring at them with unashamed curiosity.

On Alexander rode, towards the massive white-walled temple of Ptah the Creator. As he looked up at the colossal statues of Rameses the Great, with their cold, pitiless features, even he felt a shiver of awe.

Yet as Alexander dismounted to greet the priests, he betrayed no hint of nerves. He had come as a king, and conducted himself accordingly.

His first gesture was perfectly calculated. Memphis was the home of the Apis bull, the symbol of Ptah, who was treated as a Pharaoh and housed in a special chamber beside the temple.

The bull’s breath had the power to cure disease. The Egyptians believed he could predict the future, and on feast days he was led through the city with garlands and flowers.

Now Alexander knelt before the sacred bull. As he closed his eyes in prayer, the priests nodded approvingly.

He might not be a native-born Egyptian, but he was better than the Persians. And in any case, he had an army, so it was pointless to resist.

A few days later, they crowned him with the red and white Double Crown of Egypt, adorned with the symbols of the cobra and the vulture. Alexander was now Pharaoh of Upper and Lower Egypt, Lord of the Two Lands, Heir of Horus, Chosen of Ra and Beloved of Amun.

And he was still just twenty-four years old.
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Alexander spent the winter in Memphis. His soldiers deserved a rest, and he knew he should spend some time getting to know his new kingdom.

But he was restless. As his men enjoyed themselves in the local taverns, laughing over their wine-cups and flirting with the local girls, he was eager to see the world.

Darius was still out there somewhere, raising a new army, and Alexander would have to face him one last time.

Then what? The great cities of Babylon, Susa and Persepolis? The throne of Persia? The far mountains of the east? On and on and on, to the end of the world?

As Alexander sat alone in the royal palace, something else played on his mind. He had never told his friends what his mother, Olympias, had whispered to him in Pella, just before he rode to war …

Again and again, when he lay sleepless in the dead of night, the questions nagged at him. Where had he come from? What did the future hold? Who was he, really?

Perhaps it was now – though his friends never knew for sure – that Alexander first heard rumours of the Oracle of Ammon, far to the west, in the desert near the Libyan border.

Hundreds of miles across the sands lay the remote oasis of Siwa: lush and fertile, with its springs and palms and olive trees. Here, since ancient times, men and women had travelled across the desert to learn their fortunes from the Voice of Ammon.

So who was this Ammon, this god with the horns of a ram? To the Egyptians, he was simply the local version of their own Amun-Ra, Lord of the Sun.

But Greek merchants insisted that Ammon was another incarnation of Zeus, king of the Olympians. They even claimed that mighty Heracles, Alexander’s hero, had once visited the Oracle to seek the advice of his divine father.

The winter was passing. A warm, dusty wind blew from the dunes of the Sahara. And at last Alexander came to a decision.

He was heading back down the Nile, and he would take only his closest companions with him. He was going west, into the desert, to seek this Oracle of Ammon, and to learn the truth about his destiny.

One bright morning, Alexander rode through Memphis and boarded his ship for the journey downriver. When he reached the Delta, he spent a few days exploring the local marshlands. And as he was sailing on Lake Mareotis, a mile or so inland, he had another idea.

This would be the perfect place, he thought, for a new trading port, a place of graceful avenues and shaded colonnades, marble temples and bustling markets.

It would be a Greek city, with libraries and theatres to rival Athens and Corinth. But every day ships would bring goods from all over his new empire, from Sardis and Halicarnassus, Tyre and Memphis.

That night, Alexander dreamed that an old man was standing over him. He knew him immediately: Homer, author of The Iliad. Suddenly Homer spoke:


An island lies, where loud the billows roar,

Pharos they call it, on the Egyptian shore …



Then Homer vanished, and Alexander was awake.

Calling for Bucephalas, he galloped towards the sea. At once he saw it: a little island, just offshore, the waves foaming around the rocks. Here, he told his friends, he would build his city.

Burning with enthusiasm, Alexander began marking out the plans, leading his officers across the land. Here would be the central marketplace. Here the theatre, there the docks; here the Temple of Poseidon, there the Temple of Isis …

And the name of the new city? That was obvious. He would call it Alexandria.
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Now Alexander and his friends resumed their quest for the Oracle of Ammon. For almost two hundred miles they headed along the Mediterranean shore. Exchanging their horses for camels, they turned inland, beginning the long march into the bleakness of the Sahara Desert.

Here no trees grew, no water lilies bloomed. There were no roads, no villages, no lakes, no rivers. Just the dunes, in all their terrible beauty.

Here were castles and crescents of sand, bastions and battlements of sand, cresting waves and crashing tides of sand … and above them all, with the heat of a furnace, the scorching Saharan sun.

The travellers had loaded their camels with leather skins of water. But with sweat streaming down their faces and no shade from the sun, they were soon running out.

On the third day, the storm came.

For hours the gale howled, scourging them with whips of sand. There was sand in their clothes, their boots, their eyes, their mouths. And when the wind dropped and it was safe to look around, they no longer knew where they were.

By the fourth day the water-skins were empty. Their skin was raw; their throats were burning. As they stumbled onwards, the heat pressing down like a cruel god’s hand, they seemed to be sinking deeper and deeper into the dust.

And then, just when their thirst had become unbearable, they felt the first drops of rain. Suddenly they were cheering and whooping like giddy little boys, competing to catch the drops in their mouths.

Laughing with relief, Alexander looked around at Hephaestion and Cleitus, Perdiccas and Ptolemy. Zeus was with them, he said. He had always known it.

When they had filled their water-skins, they went on. But although Alexander was trying to navigate by the stars, they were still badly lost.

They wandered on through the endless wilderness. And again, just as they were giving up hope, Zeus came to their aid.

Far above, to the south-west, they saw two black shapes circling in the sky. Ravens! If they had come from the oasis, then Alexander’s men simply needed to follow them, and they would be saved.

So on they went, their gaze trained on the dots above. And at last the dunes gave way to valleys, the valleys to salt flats, and the green of Siwa was shimmering on the horizon.

After the stark emptiness of the desert, Siwa seemed an extraordinary, almost otherworldly place. Surrounded by miles of sand, the oasis was five miles long and three miles wide, watered by freshwater springs and planted with all kinds of fruit trees.

Among the trees, most people lived in little huts. In the centre of the wood was a citadel, with thick stone walls, palace buildings and guardrooms.

Sunburned and footsore, his eyes stinging with sand, Alexander led his men next door, to the Temple of Ammon. Here, up the steps, inside the shrine, he would find the answer he craved.

As his friends waited on the steps, Alexander climbed to the great stone door. At the entrance to the first courtyard the High Priest was waiting.

‘Welcome, my boy,’ said the High Priest, his voice echoing around the stone precincts. ‘Welcome, son of Amun.’

And a moment later, with a quick glance back at his friends, Alexander was gone.
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Very few visitors to Siwa were allowed to walk straight into the inner sanctum, especially if they were sweat-sodden foreigners who had just stumbled in from the desert.

But Alexander was no ordinary visitor. He was the Pharaoh of Egypt, Heir of Horus and Chosen of Ra. And as he walked through the courtyard, the High Priest’s words sounded again and again in his head.

Son of Amun … Could he mean …?

But now they had reached the Sacred Precinct, home of the Oracle of Ammon. And at the sight of it, Alexander almost gasped in surprise.

This Oracle was nothing like the arrangement at Delphi. Indeed, its appearance could hardly have been more peculiar.

To put it bluntly, the Voice of Ammon was a giant stone. Decorated with jewels, it rested in a huge gilded litter shaped like a boat and hung with jangling silver cups.

When pilgrims wanted to consult the Oracle, eighty priests lifted the boat onto their shoulders, while a choir of women sang. The visitor read out his question, and the priests shuffled about as Ammon directed them, still carrying the boat.

So if Ammon’s answer was ‘Yes’, they came forwards; if ‘No’, they staggered backwards. And if the question was more complicated, the High Priest marked possible answers on the ground, so that Ammon could direct them to the right one.

Alexander had always taken his religion immensely seriously. He travelled with his own soothsayer, cared deeply about signs and omens and always respected the local gods.

So now, in the face of Ammon, he stepped forward, and whispered his first question to the High Priest.
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Outside, Alexander’s friends could hear only the faint sound of chanting voices and shuffling feet. But at last there were footsteps in the courtyard, and they saw the familiar fair-haired figure coming towards them.

Crowding around, they peppered Alexander with questions. What was it like? What questions had he asked? What had the Oracle told him?

Alexander shook his head. The mysteries of the Oracle must never be revealed, and it was not for him to betray them.

Yet they could not help noticing that his face was glowing, and that his eyes shone with a strange new light.

A few days later they bade farewell to Siwa. This time they headed due east across the desert, and after eighteen days’ journey they glimpsed the white temples of Memphis.

Here Alexander offered a lavish sacrifice to Zeus, to thank him for his guidance. His men paraded through the city in gleaming battle-armour, and afterwards there were games and concerts.

But Alexander’s friends could not help gossiping about what had happened back there in the oasis. And soon, in the taverns of Memphis, the soldiers were swapping wild rumours about their king’s visit to the Oracle.

According to one version, Alexander had asked if he was truly destined to rule all the earth. Ammon’s answer had been yes, indeed he was.

Another rumour had Alexander asking whether he had done enough to punish his father’s murderers. To this the High Priest had said no, he had not – because that was impossible.

Alexander had punished Philip’s killers. But his true father could never be avenged, because Zeus could never be killed.

When the soldiers heard this, their eyes widened in disbelief.

Could it be true? Could Alexander really be … the son of Zeus?

In that case, it was no wonder he had never lost a battle. As the son of Zeus he would never be beaten, until he was ready to join his father on the peak of Olympus.

So what was the truth, really?

The answer is that none of them knew: not Perdiccas, not Cleitus, not Ptolemy, not even Hephaestion. Only Alexander knew for sure, and he never told.

Yet there was no doubt that he returned from Siwa as a new man. It was as if he had been set aflame with a new conviction, as if something he had long suspected had at last been confirmed.

He had always seen himself as the heir of legendary warriors, such as Achilles and Heracles. But now there was something more.

The rain. The ravens. His mother’s words as he left Pella. The High Priest’s greeting as he entered the courtyard. And above all, the judgement of the Oracle.

It all added up.

A few months later, Alexander ordered the Egyptians to make new silver coins.

They depicted him with thick curly hair, his head tilted slightly back – and a ram’s horns sprouting from his skull. The horns of Ammon – and the sign of his divinity.

Yet even as the first coins changed hands in the markets of Memphis, the son of Zeus was marching north. He had unfinished business to attend to.

Hundreds of miles away, Darius was waiting. And both men knew this would be the final showdown.
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Blood Moon

Spring came to Egypt. The blood-red lotuses bloomed in the wetlands of the Nile.

Along the banks of the great river came the tramp of heavy footsteps, the rumble of carts, the songs of marching men. The soldiers of Macedon were heading north, to face their destiny.

Bridges had been laid, roads prepared, supplies loaded, weapons sharpened. All of them knew that when they next met the Persians, the future of Asia would hang in the balance.

Across the wastes of the Sinai Desert marched Alexander’s army, before turning up the coast to Tyre. Here he gave them a chance to relax, sacrificing to Heracles and organizing more games and musical competitions.

All the time Alexander waited for news from the east. To Hephaestion, he confided that his plan was to rest here until Darius was ready to fight.

Why? The last thing Alexander wanted was a long campaign of skirmishes and sieges. He dreamed of a single great battle, to decide the mastery of Asia once and for all.

Now an envoy arrived with a final message from Darius.

If Alexander returned his mother and the other prisoners, the Great King would give him thirty thousand talents, the equivalent of almost a billion pounds today. Once again, he offered his daughter’s hand in marriage.

Above all, if Alexander surrendered the prisoners, Darius would let him keep all the lands west of the Euphrates – which is to say, the whole of modern-day Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, Jordan and Egypt.

When Parmenion heard the envoy’s words, he glanced at Alexander and raised an eyebrow. Surely this would be enough?

Alexander shook his head. He was not some ordinary mortal, to be bought off with lands he had already conquered. He was Alexander, son of Zeus Ammon.

The earth was not made to live under two suns, and its people would have no peace under two kings.

The envoys should tell Darius that if he wanted a life of ease, he should bow to Alexander as his king. But ‘if he desired the supremacy, he should face him in battle’, and let the gods decide the winner.
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Darius was not surprised to hear Alexander’s answer. Already the call for troops had gone out across his empire, and for weeks men had been massing outside the walls of Babylon.

This time Darius would leave nothing to chance. He was assembling the greatest army the world had ever seen, with tens of thousands of horsemen from the wild eastern lands of Bactria and Sogdiana.fn1

Through the gates of Babylon rode the Bactrian cavalry: dark-eyed, black-bearded men with sharp scimitars and pitiless eyes. At their head was their satrap, Darius’s distant cousin, Bessus.

The two men had never been friends. Bessus ruled the remote eastern lands as his private fiefdom. He was proud and cruel, and people whispered that he had his eye on Darius’s throne.

But now Darius had no choice. After losing so many men at Issus, he desperately needed the Bactrian horse-lords, and that meant he needed Bessus.

When all was ready, the trumpets sounded, and once again the Great King’s army began to march. But this time the stakes were higher than ever.

As Darius knew, there were only two paths ahead. Either he would return to Babylon as a conqueror, or he would never return at all.
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Mid-July, 331 BC. As the sunlight sparkled on the waters off Tyre, Alexander gave the order to march.

Heading north-east into modern-day Syria, he sent Hephaestion ahead to bridge the River Euphrates. But as Hephaestion approached the river, his scouts spotted mounted Persians on the eastern bank.

For the time being, the Persians seemed content to watch. While Hephaestion’s engineers lashed together makeshift bridges of boats and rafts, they made no effort to intervene.

By the time Alexander reached the river with the rest of the army, the Persians had gone. But as the Macedonians began to cross, they saw black smoke rising over the eastern horizon.

The Persians were burning all the countryside south-east of the Euphrates, leaving only a blackened, smouldering wasteland. If the Macedonians turned south, it would be impossible for them to find food. Their supplies would run out, and they would starve.

That left them only one option: the north-eastern road towards the foothills of Armenia. There they would have to turn right and cross the River Tigris. And somewhere on that road, the Great King would be waiting.

It was a trap, of course. But if Alexander wanted a final showdown, he had no choice.

So now, crossing the Euphrates, the Macedonians turned north-east. For days they marched through the shimmering heat, and there was no sign of Darius. No horsemen on the horizon, no drums in the distance – nothing.

Day by day the tension was mounting. Trudging through the deserted fields, the Macedonians looked anxiously about them. Still nothing.

Then, one day, Alexander’s scouts captured some Persian horsemen, who claimed that Darius was camped near the Tigris with a massive army.

Eagerly the Macedonians picked up the pace. But soon another report came from the scouts ahead. They had ridden as far as the Tigris – and there was no sign of the Persians.

Alexander gnawed his lip in frustration. He knew Darius was leading him on, drawing him deep into the heart of his empire, closer and closer to the killing ground.

But he had come too far to turn back now. Very well. He would cross the Tigris.

That was easier said than done. Although the Macedonians found a ford, the river came up to their waists, flowing so quickly it threatened to sweep them off their feet.

Alexander thought quickly. Sending the horses across to act as a barrier, he ordered his men to lock their arms together, forming a human chain. Slowly, painstakingly, they got everything across: men, weapons, supplies, siege machines, the lot.

By the time it was over, the Macedonians were filthy, soaked and absolutely exhausted. All the next day Alexander let them rest.

But the following night, as darkness fell, something extraordinary happened.

Overhead the moon was full, and as the Macedonians watched, its brightness began to fade. A fierce crimson stain was seeping into the heart of the moon, like a spreading pool of blood.

All over the camp, Alexander could hear the gasps of horror. Like him, the soldiers were deeply superstitious. They treated omens immensely seriously, and lived in terror of the judgement of the gods.

Now their voices were shrill with panic. The gods must be angry with them, for their greed and ambition. That was why they had burned the fields, raised the rivers and stolen the light from the moon.

The blood in the sky was a warning. The Macedonians would pay in blood for following somebody who dared to call himself the son of Zeus.

Fortunately, Alexander had brought a group of soothsayers from Egypt, wise men who could read the moon and the stars. He demanded to see them in his tent, immediately.

A few minutes later, he called for his captains, too. When they filed into his tent they found the soothsayers standing around their king, their faces grave.

The omen, declared the chief seer, was … wonderful!

In the heavens, the sun and moon were doing battle. The sun represented Greece, the moon Persia. The eclipse of the moon meant a Persian defeat; the scarlet stain was Persian blood.

They should tell their men there was nothing to fear. All would be well: the gods would bring them victory.

Reassured, the Macedonian captains let out a cheer. Laughing with relief, Alexander was slapping backs and shaking hands.

It never occurred to him, though, that the soothsayers had merely told him exactly what he wanted to hear …
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The day after the eclipse, Alexander ordered the army to move out. It was time to fulfil the prophecy of the blood moon.

For three days they trudged east, along the Persians’ Royal Road. It was late September, and the grasslands were dotted with the red of thousands of poppies.

At dawn on the fourth day, the scouts came riding back in a cloud of dust. On the plain ahead they had spotted horsemen – thousands of them.

Alexander called a halt. Hastily his men threw up a stockade, and here, for the next four days, the Macedonians rested. This was their chance to pray to their gods and polish their swords, the deep breath before the plunge.

The mood was electric now. As Alexander’s captains called out encouragement, they could sense the anxiety building with every passing hour.

Late on 29 September, the Macedonians moved into battle formation. At their head rode Alexander, his armour flaming in the dying light.

A few miles east they climbed to the top of a ridge. Alexander looked down onto the plain of Gaugamela.fn2 And now, for the first time, he saw the true size of the Persian army.

Camped across the plain, as far as Alexander could see, were tens of thousands of men, drawn from every corner of the Great King’s empire. There were cavalrymen from Bactria, horse-archers from Scythia, mountaineers from India. There were Sogdians, Arachotians and Arians; Parthians, Hyrcanians and Tapurians; Medes, Uxians, Armenians and Babylonians …

Even from a distance, Alexander knew this was the most formidable army he had ever faced, outnumbering him at least two to one.fn3 And as he watched the riders galloping along the enemy line, the chariots glinting in the last of the daylight, he fell silent. Even he had never anticipated anything like this.

Hoarsely he told his men to halt, and called another council of war.

As his captains crowded around, Alexander seemed, for once, uncertain. What should he do? Attack at once, as he had planned? Or should he wait?

As so often, the veteran Parmenion made the case for caution. Wait, he said. Pitch camp here on the ridge, and send scouts to survey the ground. Make sure there are no hidden traps. Attack only when we are certain of victory.

Slowly Alexander nodded. This time Parmenion was right. There was no shame in being sensible.

The following morning, Alexander rode out to inspect the battlefield, keeping well clear of the Persian line. In daylight it was clear that the ground had been levelled, to make life easier for the enemy chariots, while the Persians had driven stakes into the earth to block the Macedonian cavalry.

Victory would be tricky, thought Alexander, but not impossible. And at least he knew what Darius was planning.
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Across the plain, the Great King smiled with satisfaction. Everything was proceeding as he had foreseen.

The Macedonian princeling had crossed the Euphrates, as Darius had known he would. Taking the north-east road and following the trail all the way to Gaugamela, he had marched right into the killing ground, just as Darius had intended.

This time, there was no danger of a surprise attack. The Persians’ horses were bridled, their sword-edges sharpened. The watchmen were on guard. The campfires were piled high, to blaze all night.

As Darius toured the camp with his warlords and kinsmen, he had never seemed more terrifying, more imposing, more confident. Raising his voice, he reminded his men that in their breasts burned the Sacred Fire. In its white-hot flame, the enemy would be reduced to ashes.

Driven mad by greed, the Macedonian boy had walked straight into their trap. And in just a few hours, he and his men would pay the ultimate price.
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The light faded in the Macedonian camp. Outside his tent, Alexander was on his knees.

Never had he felt so worried, his mind whirling, his stomach churning with an unquenchable anxiety.

For the first time in his life, he offered a sacrifice to Phobos, the Greek god of fear. Please, Alexander prayed, lift the burden from my troops, and fill the Persians with terror.

He prayed to Zeus, his father, and Athena, who had blessed his shield with such good fortune. At last he rose and summoned his officers.

Tomorrow, he said grimly, the future of Asia would be decided. The Macedonian captains should do their best, follow his orders and move quickly and decisively. The odds might be against them, but he felt certain that the gods would give them victory.

As the meeting broke up, Parmenion asked for a quiet word. He had been thinking.

Why not attack now, overnight? In the darkness the Persians’ numbers would count for less, and the Macedonians might just catch them off-guard.

Alexander shook his head. No. He would not fight the greatest battle of his life like a thief in the night.

‘Alexander,’ he said, ‘does not steal his victories.’

Night fell. The fires burned low. Across the camp the voices dropped to a murmur. Some men were praying, others sleeping. Still others talked with their friends, or sat alone, lost in thought.

In the royal tent Alexander lay awake, staring into the darkness. All his life had led to this moment.

His thoughts were racing, images flashing before his eyes. The palace at Pella. Aristotle in the grove at Mieza. His walks with Hephaestion. The day he first rode Bucephalas. His father’s dying breath at the stadium; his mother’s last words as he rode away. The Shield of Athena, the Gordian Knot, the pyramids of Egypt, the Voice of Ammon …

Slowly the images blurred and faded. And as the first fingers of dawn stole over the hills, Alexander fell asleep.
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The Plain of Gaugamela

Sunrise.

Outside Alexander’s tent, his commanders waited anxiously for orders. From the enemy camp drifted the jingle of harnesses, the bark of orders, the scrape of whetstones on sword-blades. The Persians were making their final preparations.

Yet, as the red glow spread across the plain, there came no sound, no hint of movement from Alexander’s tent. His captains looked at each other in disbelief. On this day, of all days, how could he have overslept?

The minutes went by. Still they waited. Their men were awake, and the heat was building. But only Alexander could give the order to prepare for battle.

Eventually Parmenion nodded to the junior officers. They should give the men their breakfast. He would answer for it to the king.

Time marched on. Breakfast was over. Galloping through the dust, the scouts reported intense activity in the Persian camp. But still Alexander did not stir.

Now some of his officers were muttering under their breath. The king was usually the first to rise. Had he lost heart? Was he afraid?

Once again it was Parmenion who broke the deadlock. They could wait no longer: the men must arm and assemble now. He would wake the king.

Pushing past the bodyguards into the tent, the veteran commander called Alexander’s name, softly at first, then louder. Eventually he gave him a shake, and finally Alexander’s eyes blinked open.

‘It’s broad daylight,’ Parmenion said. ‘The enemy are in battle formation. But our men are not even under arms. They await your command.’

He paused, and stared at Alexander. ‘What has happened to you? How can you sleep like this, as if you’ve won the battle already?’

Alexander smiled. ‘You shouldn’t be surprised,’ he said. ‘When Darius was burning the land and destroying our food supplies – then I was worried. But now, when he’s ready to fight, what do I have to fear?’

He stretched, stood and clapped Parmenion on the back. ‘The chase is over,’ he said happily. ‘This is what I wanted. Darius has answered my prayers.’

He grinned. ‘Tell the trumpeters to give the signal for battle.’
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On the far side of the plain, Darius had spent a restless night. But as he donned his golden armour and stepped into his chariot, the Great King felt the battle-lust coursing through his veins. No Persian king, not even great Cyrus, founder of the empire, had ridden to war with such a mighty army.

Around him waited his royal kinsmen, his bodyguards and mercenaries. On his right stood the troops from Syria, Babylonia and the shores of the Caspian Sea. On his left were thousands upon thousands of eastern horsemen, the fierce, pitiless Bactrians and Sogdians.

Further back stood the serried ranks of the Persian infantry, armed with spears and shields. And in front were two hundred chariots, flanked by the heavy cavalry and fifteen Indian elephants.

Nothing had been overlooked. Darius’s men carried long lances, to match the Macedonian spears. Even their horses wore protective iron plates.

As for the chariots, they were equipped with iron-tipped spears and projecting sword-blades. Every wheel had been fitted with vicious curved scythes, to slice through the Macedonians’ ankles.

Now, as Darius watched his adversaries move into attack formation, his lips curled in contempt. What a pathetic rabble Alexander and his friends were! When his war-chariots charged, they would not stand a chance!

Towering above his men, Darius stretched out his arms to the sky. ‘Today,’ he cried, ‘will decide the future of our empire, the greatest any age has ever seen!

‘Today I beg you – by our country’s gods, by the Eternal Fire carried before us on the altars, by the bright sun that rises over our mighty empire, by the eternal memory of Cyrus our forefather – bring us victory! Bring us honour! Deliver Persia and its people from the depths of disgrace!’

A blood-curdling roar rose above the plain of Gaugamela. Darius pulled on his helmet, and ordered his troops forward.
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Across the plain, Alexander was almost ready.

In his tent, his servants were putting the finishing touches to his battle armour. He wore a close-fitting shirt of the finest Sicilian cloth, covered with a thick linen breastplate, which he had found among the loot at Issus.

Over that he wore an armoured collar of polished iron, set with sparkling jewels, and a magnificent woven cloak, a present from the people of Rhodes.

A servant handed him his sword: a gift from the king of Cyprus. In his hand it felt as light as air.

Alexander stepped out into the morning light. The sun was high in the sky now. It was going to be a hot, hot day.

Pushing back his hair, he lowered his iron helmet over his head. Fashioned by the blacksmith Theophilus, it was ‘so well wrought’, wrote one chronicler, ‘that it gleamed like the most polished silver’.

A groom brought forward a horse. Not Bucephalas, though: Alexander would save his old friend for the battle itself.

His head held high, his face calm and confident, he rode along the front line. As his men cheered, he could feel their excitement building, wave upon wave of anxiety and anticipation.

As usual, Alexander would command the Macedonian right, packed with his Companion Cavalry. His old friend Cleitus would lead the elite royal squadron, while Parmenion’s son Philotas led the other eight squadrons.

Next to the Companions came the Shield Bearers; then, in the centre, the Macedonian infantry, under their gruff captain, Craterus. Then came the left wing, dominated by cavalry and archers from the Greek allies, with Parmenion in supreme command.

Alexander reined in his horse, and silence fell across the camp.

They had nothing to fear, he shouted. They had beaten the Persians twice already; now they just had to beat them again.

It was almost noon. The sun was at its peak.

Now a groom led Bucephalas forward. Climbing up into the saddle, Alexander stroked his beloved horse’s mane.

He lifted his right hand and raised his voice once more. He was the son of Zeus! He was the champion of the great Olympians! And now, when Alexander needed him most, his almighty father would guide him to victory!

A great cheer rose from the ranks. And suddenly there were cries of excitement, and the soldiers were pointing at the heavens.

Far, far above, in the wide blue silence, an eagle was circling over the plain of Gaugamela. An eagle, the supreme symbol of power and kingship, sent by Zeus to answer his son’s call …

For a moment Alexander watched, like a boy lost in wonder. Then he smiled, and told the trumpeters to sound the advance.
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Dust swirled across the plain. After the long summer, the ground was hot and hard. The midday sun pounded down.

As the Macedonian horses thundered forward, Alexander felt the familiar rush of excitement, the strange surge of fear and joy. He glanced along the line at his friends, and felt his heart lurch with love and pride.

But this time there was something more. For twenty years he had dreamed of glory, and this was the moment of destiny. This was what it had all been for: a chance to write himself into legend for ever …

On galloped Bucephalas, through the clouds of dirt. The Persian front line came ever closer. Now Alexander could hear the war-shrieks of the enemy, and see the rage and hatred on their faces.

Around him his friends were roaring out their battle hymns. But he knew he must keep calm. At all costs he must not be outflanked by the long Persian line. He and his men simply must keep moving …

Abruptly Alexander yelled at the Companions, turning his horse’s head towards the right. Spears and arrows were hurtling towards them now, but he kept focused, pushing further right, away from the Persian centre.

Just as he had expected, the enemy followed suit, The Bactrians were on the move, too, heading right to match his charging Companions.

And as they did so, the Persian line was becoming ever more stretched. A small gap was opening between the Bactrians and the centre – just as Alexander had planned.

In the corner of his eye, Alexander spotted movement. In the Persian centre, Darius was screaming at his chariot-drivers, hurling them forward towards the Macedonian phalanx.

Even for experienced soldiers, the chariots were a terrifying sight, rolling forward at breathtaking speed, the cruel scythes whirling on the wheels. But Alexander had spent hours drilling his captains on the best way to deal with them, and now they followed his instructions to the letter.

As the Persian machines rumbled closer, the Macedonian javelin-throwers sent a hail of missiles arcing through the air. They were aiming not at the chariots, but at their drivers – and already their throws were finding their marks, as driver after driver was sent flying to the ground.

On roared the rest of the chariots. And at the very last moment, the Macedonian infantry split in two, linking their shields and levelling their spears, leaving a broad path through the middle.

Seconds later, the chariots rushed headlong through the space, rattling harmlessly towards the rear. And in their wake, the Macedonians were already closing up again, their spears bristling with rage and defiance.

So much, then, for the chariots. Now for Darius …
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A choking dust-cloud hung over the battlefield. Friend and foe alike staggered through the smog, like blind men groping their way through the night.

A mile ahead, Alexander was turning. Now he and his Companions were no longer going right, but racing back towards the centre, heading straight for the gap that had opened up in the Persian line.

Alalalalai! Alalalalai!

Peering through the dust, Alexander spotted the Great King, a tall, proud figure in a golden chariot. He spurred Bucephalas, and yelled to his men.

All was chaos now. Screams drifted through the smoke. Men were stumbling over the broken bodies of their comrades, sobbing in hopeless panic.

In his chariot, Darius was yelling to his men to hold firm. He drew his scimitar.

The first horsemen of the Companion Cavalry smashed into the enemy centre. The Persians reeled in shock – and bit by bit, their line began to sag, to buckle and to break.

The air was full of shrieking, shouting, hacking, dying. Already some of Darius’s troops – unseasoned, untested – were throwing down their weapons in terror.

With all his strength, Alexander hurled his spear towards his rival. Hissing over Darius’s shoulder, it plunged into the chest of the driver just behind him.

In the confusion, somebody shouted that the Great King had fallen. More Persians were dropping their weapons now and running for their lives.

Alexander’s sword slashed through the crowd. One Persian fell, then a second. Through the dust, he could still see Darius waving his scimitar.

Even more Persians were running. Darius was screaming at his men to stand and fight, his voice shrill with desperation.

But now hundreds, thousands of men were throwing down their weapons and streaming towards the rear. This was no longer a battle. It was a massacre.

Alexander was only moments away now, just as he had been at Issus. But this time it was Darius who remained fixed to the spot, and his men who were fleeing for their lives.

In the royal chariot, Darius stood as if turned to stone, alone amid the desolation of his hopes.

He had been so confident. He had laid the trap. He had chosen the killing ground. And now his men were deserting him, running in terror before the swords of the Macedonians.

For a moment the Great King’s eyes met Alexander’s, and Alexander saw nothing in them, just a vast, hopeless emptiness.

Then Darius turned his chariot, and fled.
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Gaugamela was a turning point in world history. In just a few hours, facing a far larger army on unfamiliar ground, Alexander had smashed the power of the Persian Empire, the greatest colossus on earth.

After all the marching, all the waiting, all the doubts, he had done it. He had staked everything on a single battle – and won.

At the time, many of the details were lost amid the dust and confusion. Probably tens of thousands of Persians died at Gaugamela, though most of them escaped with their lives.

On the Macedonian side, casualties were remarkably light. Some of Alexander’s Companions, such as his old friend Perdiccas, had been wounded, and Hephaestion had been badly hurt by a spear-thrust in the arm.

But among the rest of Alexander’s army, only a few hundred had lost their lives – a remarkable tribute to the success of his tactics.

Since he was so heavily outnumbered, how on earth had he done it? Even the Macedonians themselves were never entirely sure.

Later, some historians thought the key moment was his unexpected thrust from right to centre, which punched a hole in the Persian line.

Others argued that it was not Alexander who won the battle, but the Persians who lost it. In the chaos, they said, Darius’s men had lost their nerve and abandoned their king.

For the defeated Darius, it hardly mattered. All that mattered was the outcome, a disaster beyond forgiveness or recovery. Even as he fled the field, he surely knew, deep down, that it was all over.

For hours Alexander gave chase. But in the swirling dust, it was impossible to tell which way Darius had gone.

For a while, wrote one ancient historian, the Macedonians wandered the field, ‘like people in the dark, coming together only when they recognized a voice or heard a signal’. Sometimes they heard ‘the sound of reins lashing the chariot-horses, the only trace they had of the fleeing king’.

But they never caught a glimpse of him, and at last even Alexander abandoned the chase.

The next morning, once his men had rested, he rode into the town of Arbela, some sixty miles south. The locals reported that Darius had been and gone.

Where was he heading? They did not know.

But Darius had not been alone. His cousin Bessus and the other eastern warlords were with him. And whether Darius was their king or their prisoner, the townsfolk could not say.

Alexander frowned. If Darius was going east, then he was determined to follow. There was no way he could leave his rival at large, a focus for resistance.

But he would worry about that later. For now, thanks to Gaugamela, all the riches of Babylonia and Persia lay undefended at his feet, ripe for the taking.

Cities and castles, temples and treasure houses, palaces and gardens: they all belonged to him now. It was time to taste the fruits of victory, and to take his place on the throne of Asia.

So the next day Alexander turned south, and marched towards the Cities of Fire.
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The Cities of Fire

For two days they marched south. Although it was autumn, it was stiflingly hot.

The air felt close and heavy, as though it had been soaked in oil. With every breath the Macedonians could taste something harsh and metallic. In the distance rose a pall of smoke.

On the third day they came to a great chasm in the earth, as if some strange god had slammed his fist into the ground in fury. Thick black fumes billowed from the cracks.

As Alexander and Hephaestion rode closer, they could see a fire raging within, red and angry. Rivulets of oil streamed from the cleft, flames dancing in the fissures.

This, said the locals, was the Eternal Fire of Baba Gurgur. It had burned since the dawn of time, and would never go out.

For miles around, people came to honour the sacred flames. Fire was truth; fire was purity. Fire was the light of the Lord of Wisdom, which would never go out.

Centuries earlier, the prophet Zoroaster had taught that life was a struggle between good and evil, light and darkness. In fire temples across the Persian Empire, the Magi priests tended their flames day and night.

Even after Gaugamela, the Magi were convinced Alexander would be beaten. To them he was a ‘wicked, evil-doing heretic’, the ‘accursed one’, the agent of darkness.

But Alexander burned with a fire of his own, the white-hot flame of adventure and glory. Soon every priest in Persia would learn to fear it.
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Leaving the Eternal Fire behind, Alexander pressed on towards the green gardens of Babylonia.fn1 Watered by the rivers Tigris and Euphrates, this was a land of canals and palm trees, farms and fisheries, worked in punishing heat by thousands of slaves.

It was also a land steeped in history. Here, centuries earlier, empires had risen and fallen: Akkad, Sumer, Babylon, Assyria … names that meant little to Alexander’s men.

Sometimes they passed the abandoned ruins of some ancient monument, the shattered statue of some long-forgotten king. Whom, they wondered, had he ruled? What battles had he won? What enemies had he defeated?

For three long weeks they marched. At last, in the distance, Alexander saw a great haze of dust and smoke above a vast brick wall, stretching across the horizon.

This was the greatest, most crowded city in the world – the reeking, clamouring metropolis of Babylon, from where Darius had left all those weeks ago.

Like the Egyptians, the Babylonians had a proud history. They, too, had long chafed under the Persian yoke, and Alexander’s guides promised he would be welcomed with open arms.

As the Macedonians approached, they could see dark figures on every inch of the city walls. But these were not soldiers: they were the people of Babylon, eager to glimpse the young stranger who had beaten the Persians.

The doors of the giant blue-tiled Ishtar Gate swung open, and Babylon’s commander rode out to greet his new master. With him he brought gifts: cattle, horses, tame lions, leopards snarling inside their cages, while behind him trailed dancers and musicians, wise men and priests.

As Alexander rode into the city, he found the road strewn with flowers. Cheers rang on every side. From silver altars rose the smell of incense, sweet and pungent.

For a young man from the mountains of Macedonia, this was a heady moment. Here was the greatest city in the world, prostrate before him.

Babylon, one historian wrote many years later, was a ‘superhuman and magical place’. This was the world’s ‘supreme melting-pot, her streets filled with a thousand different tongues, the roaring of exotic animals and the flashing of strange birds, the golds and scarlets of the ends of the earth’.

In its sweating slums, with their high, windowless walls to keep out the sun, lived thousands upon thousands of people: thieves and beggars, fortune-tellers and dancing girls. Yet Babylon was also a place of awe-inspiring grandeur, a city of palaces and observatories, shrines and treasure houses.

The three rings of its city walls extended for twelve miles, interrupted with eight great gates. The sacred, pyramid-like Zigguratfn2 of Heaven and Earth soared seven storeys high, reaching towards the heavens like the Bible’s Tower of Babel.

Most jaw-dropping of all, Babylon was home to the Hanging Gardens – high terraces of flowers and fruit trees, built by the ancient king Nebuchadnezzar to delight his bride. To the Macedonians, it seemed that the Babylonians had hung a forest from the clouds.

There was nothing at home to compare with all this. Beside the splendours of Babylon, even Athens and Corinth were mere villages.

And it all belonged to Alexander.
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Now the Macedonians enjoyed a well-deserved rest. In the taverns Alexander’s soldiers toasted their victories in cup after cup of pungent wine. And as the nights wore on and the drinks flowed, the innkeepers and pickpockets could hardly believe their luck.

In the palace, Alexander was already looking ahead. Capturing Babylon, with its huge coffers of gold and silver, had made him rich. But the war was not over yet.

Far to the east were the cities of Persia, with garrisons and treasure-hoards of their own. And somewhere out there, plotting revenge in the distant wastelands, was Darius.

By the end of November, Alexander was keen to move on. Draining their wine-cups, the Macedonian soldiers staggered out of the taverns, blew farewell kisses to their sweethearts and prepared to march.

For two weeks they trudged east. Ahead, across the plains, they could see the snow-capped peaks of the Zagros Mountains, marking the edge of the great Persian heartland.

Even in winter there was no escape from the sun. It was so hot, one officer told the writer Strabo, that ‘at midday, the lizards and snakes could not even cross the road for fear of being burned alive’. If people wanted a bath, they just left a tub of water outside and waited a few moments for it to heat up.

At last, after twenty days of dust and sweat, they reached the ancient brick city of Susa. Here, too, the local satrap was waiting to surrender, with presents of racing camels and Indian elephants.

Susa was smaller than Babylon, but no less spectacular, its temples and palaces decorated with Ionian gold and Bactrian silver, Ethiopian carpets and Indian ebony.

Never had any of the Macedonians seen such splendour. Even more importantly, never had they seen so much silver.

In the vaults they found thousands upon thousands of silver coins, as well as 40,000 talents of silver bullion. There was even five thousand talents’ worth of embroidered purple cloth: almost two centuries old, but still as richly coloured as ever.

As Alexander’s men hauled the chests onto their carts, he wandered into the ornate throne room. But when he tried to sit on Darius’s huge golden throne, his feet did not even touch the ground, so a page brought over a table for him to use as a footrest.

At this, one of the Persian slaves burst into tears. This, he said, had been Darius’s favourite dining table. It grieved him to see his old master’s furniture treated with such disrespect.

Alexander frowned. The slave was right. He should have known better than to provoke the gods with such arrogant behaviour.

But just as Alexander called a servant to remove the table, Parmenion’s son Philotas interrupted.

‘No, don’t do that,’ he said. ‘The table from which your enemy ate his banquets is now a stool beneath your feet. I can’t think of a better omen.’
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Alexander did not linger in Susa. There were hundreds of miles still to travel, and the longer he delayed, the more time Darius would have to raise a new army.

In mid-December, he said farewell to Darius’s mother and daughters, who had travelled with him all the way from Issus. They would remain in Susa with a Macedonian garrison. But the rest of Alexander’s men were coming with him, east into the heart of Persia.

For the Macedonians this was uncharted country, rocky and rugged. They were too battle-hardened to be frightened; but they were too experienced not to be wary. After all, they were two thousand miles from home.

After a few days, Alexander called a meeting. With the Zagros Mountains looming ahead, he had decided to divide his forces.

Parmenion would take the baggage train and heavy infantry on the long road south, skirting the mountains. Meanwhile Alexander would lead the Companion Cavalry and lighter troops up towards the pass known as the Gates of Persia, taking the direct route across the Zagros.

Early the next morning, as the baggage train snaked away to the south, Alexander and his men began to climb. At first the road wound through dense woods of autumnal oaks, but soon it dwindled to a mere path, cracked and pot-holed.

As they climbed, the weather was getting colder. There was snow on the ground, and some of the Macedonians were beginning to shiver.

On the fourth day after they had left Parmenion, they reached the entrance to a narrow gorge, its walls steep and forbidding. These, said the native guides, were the Gates of Persia.

For a while they paused to regain their breath. Then, hoisting their packs, they entered the ravine.

The first boulder crashed down seconds later, hitting the ground with a sickening thud. Then came another; then another. Suddenly they were in the midst of a hail of rocks, pouring down from the cliffs above.

As his men whirled frantically about, desperate to find their attackers, Alexander was screaming to himself in frustration. How stupid, how reckless, to lead them into such an obvious trap!

As the unseen assailants continued to rain down death from above, he knew there was nothing for it. He would have to retreat.

Raising their shields to ward off the rocks, the Macedonians fell back into the woods. Behind them the gorge was littered with bodies: their fallen friends, lying broken and twisted like discarded dolls.

When he had caught his breath, Alexander summoned the guides, and asked if there was another way around. Just as he had feared, the answer was no.

And then, at his elbow, a voice piped up.

There was another way around, one man said – a narrow goat-track, winding up through the trees. Skirting the ravine, it emerged at the top of the cliffs, where the Persians had their camp.

‘How do you know?’ Alexander asked.

The man explained that he was a shepherd, and had taken his flock up there many times. But it was hard going, he said – far too steep for men in armour.

Alexander smiled. ‘Take my word for it,’ he said. ‘My men and I will go wherever you lead.’

[image: ]

Once again they climbed. They were lightly armed and had supplies for just three days, and as they snaked through the trees Alexander ordered them not to make a sound.

The track was almost impossibly steep, just as the shepherd had said. Once they were clear of the trees the path ran almost sheer against the cliff face. The slightest slip could mean death. And now the snow was falling, cold and silent.

Finally they reached the top of the ridge. Here the track twisted into undergrowth, so dense, so clinging that they had to cut their way through.

Night had fallen, and the gale whipped the snow into their faces. Through the blizzard they could hear strange sounds in the darkness, like the howling of unearthly beasts.

For a long time it felt as if they were in some terrible dream of rocks and snow, terror and darkness. And then, at last, they were stumbling out onto the roof of the Persian Gates. The sun was rising – and there, laid out before them, was the Persian camp.

They fell upon the enemy with the fury of a thunderstorm. By the time the sentries raised the alarm, Alexander’s men were inside the camp, their swords drawn.

Only a handful of the Persians escaped, fleeing in panic down the slope to the east. The rest were killed where they stood. And once again, victory belonged to Alexander.
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For a while they rested, catching their breath, cleaning their swords. Then it was time to go on.

Through the January snows they trudged, their feet sore, their legs aching. At last the path turned south from the Gates and began to descend.

In the distance, far below, they saw the great dust-plain of Fars, the historic homeland of Darius’s people. And at the very edge of the horizon they could make out a city of pillars and temples, its brightly coloured roofs glinting in the winter sunlight.

This was Persepolis – the City of the Persians. Built by the very first Darius in the sixth century BC, it was the ceremonial capital of the entire Persian Empire. But to the Greeks it was the very heart of darkness.

Now Alexander summoned his captains. They should be careful, he said. Ahead lay ‘the most hateful city in the world’.

On they went. No enemy came to meet them. Word of their victories had reached the city, and the garrison had long since fled.

Through the great gates they rode, into the silent city. The streets were deserted, stretching long and bare before them. The mood was heavy with tension.

Even by Persian standards, Persepolis was a place of awe-inspiring grandeur. Almost every building seemed a statement of pitiless power, from the vast courtyards and sweeping staircases to the colossal ziggurats and towering statues.

Slowly Alexander climbed the huge palace staircase, his footsteps echoing in the eerie silence. Past the giant winged bulls he walked, through the Gate of Xerxes and into the echoing Hundred-Columned Hall.

Beyond stood the treasury. And now Alexander gave a gasp of disbelief.

There was more treasure here than he had imagined possible. Not just thousands of talents, or tens of thousands; but fully 120,000 talents in gold and silver bullion, waiting to be minted into coins.

But as Alexander stood and stared, the sound of shouting drifted into the palace.

Outside, his men were running amok. For four long years they had been away from home, and now they wanted their reward.

Through house after house they rampaged, while the inhabitants cowered in terror. They seized coins and jewels, clothes and furniture, piling them up in the streets.

‘They ripped apart royal robes as each man grabbed a piece for himself, and with axes they hacked to pieces vases that were precious works of art,’ wrote one Roman historian. ‘Nothing was left intact, nothing removed in one piece. Statues were dismembered and they dragged away the broken limbs.’

In the frenzy, many of the Macedonians seemed to have been driven mad with greed, squabbling and fighting for jewels and gowns. Some even drew their swords, lashing out in their desperation to cling onto their booty.

At last, after hours of destruction, Alexander’s officers restored calm. A little later, the young king went out to inspect the damage.

Amid the tattered robes and shattered vases lay a huge statue of Xerxes, the Great King who had led the Persian invasion of the West. For more than a century every Greek child had learned to loathe Xerxes’s name.

Now he lay in the dirt, thrown down carelessly in the chaos.

For a long time Alexander gazed at the broken statue, lost in thought. Then he shook his head, and moved on.
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For the next few weeks the Macedonians remained at Persepolis. The snows thawed. The wild flowers bloomed. Spring returned to the great Persian plain.

One evening, as the sun sank below the crags of the Zagros, Alexander and his friends were at dinner on the palace terrace. The last courses had been cleared away; the musicians were playing, the wine flowing, the laughter echoing ever louder.

Among the guests was a dancing-girl called Thaïs, beautiful and high-spirited. As Ptolemy’s girlfriend, she had followed the army from her home town of Athens. Like all of them, she had had rather too much to drink.

Now Thaïs raised a toast to Alexander, who had brought them all this way to sit in the palace of the Persian kings. But perhaps, she said teasingly, it took a woman to finish the job. So would he let her reduce the court of Xerxes to ashes, and take revenge on the ruler who had threatened her beloved Athens?

At Thaïs’s words, the other guests hammered the table in approval. Yes! Yes! And Alexander should lead the way!

His wine-cup in his hand, Alexander rose unsteadily to his feet. He looked around at the laughing faces. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Why don’t we take revenge for Greece, and burn this city to the ground!’

More cheers. They were all standing now. Alexander jammed a garland of flowers on his head and reached for a torch.

The musicians struck up a tune, and his friends formed a ragged procession. Dancing and swaying, torches in their hands, they made their way into the palace.

When Alexander reached the top of the great staircase, he hurled his torch into the Hundred-Columned Hall. Giggling uncontrollably, Thaïs threw hers after it.

Then came the others, a hail of fire into the darkness, while the Macedonians roared with laughter.

Soon smoke was rising at the end of the hall. Flames licked at the base of the columns. Some of Alexander’s friends had got hold of chairs and tables now, and were throwing them into the blaze.

Boots sounded on the stairs behind them. Having spotted the smoke, the ordinary soldiers wanted to see what was happening. Soon they, too, were throwing wood onto the fire.

Now the flames had reached the ceiling. And then, with a dreadful crash, the first great wooden rafter came tumbling down.

Thaïs was still screaming with laughter. But as more rafters fell, the smile was fading on Alexander’s lips.

As dawn broke the following morning, the palace of Persepolis was still burning. In just a single night, Alexander and his friends had destroyed the work of more than a century.

Outside the palace Alexander stood alone, watching as his men carried water to douse the dying flames. His face was pale and cold, as if stricken with remorse.

When the last of the fires had been put out, he turned and walked silently away.
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On the Great Eastern Road

The road was old, so old nobody was sure who had first made it.

It began near the Persian kings’ summer palace at Ecbatana, in a country of green fields and rolling hills. For hundreds of miles it wound east, often a well-trodden highway, but sometimes no more than a footpath creeping along a riverbank, a goat-track crawling along the side of a mountain.

The Great Khurasan Road, people called it: the Great Eastern Road, the Road to the Rising Sun.

On and on it went, skirting the Caspian Sea, past the citadels of Rhagae and Hecatompylos, towards the broad plains of Khurasan.

Long ago, said the poets, the Persians’ forefathers had lived on these boundless prairies. Here, beneath the snow-capped mountains and the ‘undying, shining, swift-horsed Sun’, they had learned to ride, to fight, to conquer.

On wound the Great Eastern Road, until it reached the mountains of Bactria, homeland of the fire-prophet Zoroaster. Then came the River Oxus, and beyond it the realms of the Sogdians and Scythians, horse-lords of the eastern grasslands.

For centuries the Persian kings had tried to subdue them, but they had never succeeded. ‘None who attacks them can escape,’ wrote Herodotus, ‘and none can catch them if they desire not to be found.’

This was where Alexander was heading, to the edge of the world.
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Alexander rode out of Persepolis in the middle of May 330. It was four years since he had crossed the Hellespont, but it never crossed his mind to stop.

If nothing else, he was desperate to find Darius. The Persian king was still out there somewhere: bruised and bloodied, but nevertheless alive.

Unless Alexander could catch up with him, Darius would remain a rallying point for resistance. But where was he?

As the weeks went by, rumours of the Great King’s whereabouts began to reach Persepolis. After fleeing the field at Gaugamela, Darius had taken refuge in the summer palace at Ecbatana. With him were his mercenaries, his cousin Bessus and the other eastern warlords.

Now, showing the speed for which he had long been famous, Alexander struck north-west.

Refreshed after their stay in Persepolis, his men covered almost five hundred miles in just three weeks.

Three days outside Ecbatana, however, they had bad news. According to a captured Persian courtier, Darius had fled the city a few days earlier, heading north-east along the Great Khurasan Road.

Now the chase was on.

Leaving Parmenion in Ecbatana to guard his huge treasure-hoard, Alexander marched almost 250 miles in just ten days. Many of his horses collapsed and died; some of his men fell so far behind he had to leave them on the road.

On the eleventh day his men limped into the castle at Rhagae. But here, once again, they heard dispiriting news.

Darius and Bessus had left days earlier. According to local gossip, they were bound for the Caspian Gates, a mountain pass fifty miles east. From there they were heading for the badlands of Bactria.

Alexander looked at his men. After covering so much ground, their eyes were hollow with tiredness, their feet blistered and bleeding. Even his old friends Hephaestion and Perdiccas, Cleitus and Ptolemy seemed too exhausted to raise a smile, their faces filthy with dust.

For five days he let them rest. Then, driving them to the limit of their endurance, he resumed the chase. They were shattered, famished and short of water. But they kept going. They were Macedonians.

Still Darius kept ahead of them. By the time they reached the Caspian Gates, he was through the pass and out the other side.

On went the Macedonians, weary, sleepless but determined not to lose their quarry. Then, through the dust, they saw a horseman on the road – a Persian deserter, who brought sensational news.

Darius’s men had quarrelled among themselves. His mercenaries had fallen out with the Bactrians, who were eager to ride east as fast as possible. And all the time his cousin Bessus was watching and waiting, his cold eyes glittering with undisguised ambition.

It was only a matter of time before Bessus made his move. By the time the Macedonians caught up, Darius might already be dead.

At this, Alexander could barely contain himself. He simply must get to Darius first, he said. ‘In his person lies our victory, and speed will reward us with this great prize.’

Now, taking only his closest friends, Alexander threw caution to the wind. Galloping at full pelt, whipped by the desert sand, he careered down the Great Eastern Road.

For two days and nights they rode, resting only in the heat of the afternoon. Eventually they came across more deserters, who reported that the crisis among the Persians had come to a head.

Bessus had made his move, and was in command now. The mercenaries had fled to the hills. As for Darius, he had been tied with golden chains and thrown into a wagon, a prisoner of the Bactrian warlords.

Even as the deserters were speaking, Alexander and his friends were spurring their horses. All night they rode. And at last, in the light of the rising sun, they saw wagons in the distance.

But when Alexander and his men reached the carts, they were deserted. Bessus had fled, leaving the baggage train behind. Of Darius there was no sign.

While his comrades poked around the abandoned convoy, one of the Macedonians, Polystratus, slipped away for a moment to look for water. He was desperately thirsty, and had spotted a spring in the distance, beside a broken-down old cart.

Kneeling by the spring, Polystratus filled his helmet with water. As he raised it to his lips, he thought he heard a noise from the wagon.

Polystratus went across. He pulled aside the mud-splattered canvas.

And there, underneath a pile of filthy blankets, lay a man, drained of colour and smeared with blood.

It was Darius.
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Polystratus could see at once that the Great King was dying. Stabbed and thrown aside by his own cousin, he had already lost pints of blood.

All the same, Polystratus knelt to offer him water. With an effort, Darius drank. Then, hoarsely, he spoke.

‘Tell Alexander,’ he whispered, ‘that I hope the gods will reward him for his kindness to my mother, my wife and my children … Tell him that in token of my gratitude, I give him my right hand …’

Feebly Darius tried to grasp Polystratus’s hand. But the strength was ebbing from his fingers. He gave a last, shuddering breath, and it was over.

For a moment Polystratus sat there with the body of the Persian king. Then he heard hoof-beats: Alexander.

When Alexander saw his old foe’s body, he stripped off his own cloak and wrapped it around the corpse. Gently pulling the royal signet ring from Darius’s finger, he raised his voice so all could hear.

‘We will take Darius back to Persepolis,’ he said, ‘and bury him with honour, alongside his ancestors. And always we will treat his family with respect, as the grieving family of a murdered king.’

Alexander looked around, his voice throbbing with emotion. The long struggle between Greeks and Persians was over. He was Darius’s successor. He, Alexander of Macedon, was the Great King now.

But still the journey was not over. He had to catch Darius’s mercenaries, who had fled into Hyrcania, the ‘Wolf’s Land’ beside the Caspian Sea.

And even now, Bessus and the warlords were fleeing towards their eastern homelands. No true king could let them escape punishment for their treachery.

Alexander looked down at the lifeless body. Darius had been a noble adversary, a man of honour. He had deserved better than to die chained in a wagon like a slave.

One day soon, Alexander vowed, he would give Darius’s ghost the vengeance he deserved.
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It was July now, the sun high and fierce in the sky. For the Macedonians, the cool of the Hyrcanian hills came as welcome relief.

This was a green, wild country, with spectacular views of the Caspian waters. Alexander and his men climbed through thick woods of oak and beech, where outlaws hid in the caves and wolves howled at night.

Fortunately Darius’s mercenaries offered little resistance. They knew there was no point in fighting, and one by one they bowed to the inevitable and knelt before Alexander.

But if the Macedonians thought this was going to be a relaxing woodland break, they were badly mistaken.

At first the local tribesmen, the Mardians, kept themselves hidden. Now and then, though, Alexander’s scouts heard strange rustling noises in the undergrowth, as if people were crawling through the bushes.

Then came the first attack. The Mardians were hunters, stealthy and silent, and even as Alexander’s men were fumbling for their weapons, the enemy arrows were whistling through the trees.

Infuriated, Alexander ordered his men to find the tribal hideouts. But as his troops were crashing through the woods, the Mardians launched their most devastating raid.

By the time Alexander rallied his soldiers, the Mardians had vanished. And when the young king saw what had happened, the colour drained from his features.

They had taken Bucephalas.

Now Alexander’s fury knew no bounds. Bucephalas had been his closest companion since he was a boy. They had been through so much together: Chaeronea, the Granicus, Issus, Gaugamela … The thought of losing him was more than Alexander could bear.

Fanning out across the hills, local interpreters proclaimed that unless Bucephalas were returned unharmed, every village would be razed to the ground. Every tree would be felled, every man, woman and child put to the sword.

At the very last moment, as the first villagers to feel Alexander’s rage were screaming for mercy, there was a commotion in the distance. With a surge of relief, Alexander saw a group of men leading a huge black stallion with a white star on his head.

Tearfully Alexander stroked his horse’s mane. Never again, he whispered in his ear, would they be separated.

Gently, tenderly, he turned the great horse’s head away from his shadow and towards the sun. And for a brief, precious moment, it was as if the years had rolled back, the cares of leadership had melted away, and the son of Zeus was a boy again.
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Now Alexander’s journey took a very unexpected turn.

Reunited with Bucephalas, Alexander led his men down to the wooded shores of the Caspian Sea, the world’s largest lake. This was a lush, fertile country of flowers and fig trees, streams and waterfalls.

But as the Macedonians were splashing in the shallows, one of Alexander’s guards hurried to the king’s side. The scouts had spotted three hundred riders, the man said – and there was a strange, almost roguish glint in his eye.

As the riders came closer, Alexander’s eyes widened in wonder. And around the camp, as quick as lightning, travelled a single word –

Amazons!

Every child in Greece knew the tales of these warrior women, braver and stronger than any man. Legend held that they had once met Alexander’s hero Heracles, as well as his friend Theseus.

Outside the walls of Troy, Alexander’s ancestor Achilles had even fought a duel with the Amazons’ queen, who was disguised as a man. As she lay dying, he pulled off her helmet – and fell in love with her, tragically, on the spot.

Now the latest Amazon queen slipped down from her horse and walked towards Alexander, spear in hand. On her proud face there was no flicker of fear.

Her name, she said, was Thalestris. She had heard of Alexander’s feats, and had come to see him for herself.

He had ‘shown himself the greatest of all men in his achievements’, and since Thalestris considered herself ‘superior to all women in strength and courage’, she suggested they get married without delay.

For a moment Alexander stood there, lost for words. Eventually, stammering with embarrassment, he suggested that she and her warriors might like to join him on his travels.

Thalestris frowned. Although the Amazons loved adventure, she was not interested in his reckless expedition. She had come to found a dynasty of heroes.

By now Alexander’s face was bright crimson, while his friends were trying hard not to laugh. Beating the Persians was one thing; but the Amazons were clearly in a different league.

In the end, Thalestris stayed for almost two weeks. Day after day she and Alexander hunted and feasted together, and they parted as good friends.

But he had no intention of abandoning his journey for a life at her side. For all her courage and beauty, his path lay east.

It was time to go after Bessus, and to take revenge.
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It was late summer by the time the Macedonians headed back to the Great Khurasan Road. But while Alexander had been dallying with the Queen of the Amazons, Bessus had not been idle.

Racing through the mountain passes, he had reached his Bactrian heartland in record time. There he had crowned himself with the jewelled headdress of the Persian kings.

Taking the name Artaxerxes V, he had sworn to retake the Persian Empire with fire and sword. One day, he promised, he would march west and drive out the Macedonians for ever.

For Alexander, this was a threat he could not ignore. But Bessus’s challenge also presented him with a second serious problem.

To win Persian backing against his rival, Alexander could not simply rule as a Macedonian. Most Persians would only support somebody who respected their traditions. He needed, in other words, to become one of them.

In some respects, Alexander was moving in that direction anyway. Greece was two thousand miles away, and in countless little ways he was becoming less Greek.

He had pardoned many of Darius’s noblemen, and had struck up a close friendship with his Persian servant, a young man called Bagoas.fn1 And to run his new empire, he had appointed Persian satraps, treasurers and tax collectors, who spoke the language and knew what they were doing.

So now Alexander ordered his army to line up. Outside the ancient fortress of Hecatompylos, the City of a Hundred Gates, he stepped onto a makeshift platform to address his men.

Under his leadership, he said, they had never lost a battle. Three times they had beaten the Persians. Province after province had fallen at their feet.

Like his men, he dreamed of ‘peace and quiet, joyful children, wives and parents’. But as soon as they were gone, Bessus would be back, leading hordes of wild men from the east.

‘The moment they see our backs turned,’ Alexander said, ‘they will all be after us … Are you going to permit a man like that to take the throne?

‘Just suppose you receive word soon that this man is devastating the cities of Greece or the Hellespont. What pangs of regret will you feel then, that Bessus deprived you of the rewards of your victory?’

Alexander gazed at his men, his voice unwavering. Would they follow him, one more time?

For a moment there was silence. Then, in wave after wave of sound, came their chanted reply: ‘Lead us, lead us, wherever you will!’
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Yet things were not quite so simple.

For Alexander had made another momentous decision. As he travelled east, he would behave like a Persian monarch, not a Greek adventurer.

For the first time he put on the white robe and purple sash of the Persian kings, while on his brow he wore a purple headband, the diadem.

To his Companions he gave Persian hats and purple-bordered cloaks. His court was staffed by Persian servants, and he invited Persian dancing girls to entertain his friends.

To his men, Alexander explained that these were the ‘spoils of victory’. But in the eyes of his father’s old comrades, his Persian robes kindled flickers of suspicion.

As one chronicler reported, the Macedonians had not followed Alexander all this way to see him ‘surrendering to the ways of aliens and foreigners’. They had been born and bred to hate the Persians. King Philip, they muttered, would never have adopted the ‘depraved customs of foreigners and conquered nations’.

For the time being, Alexander ignored the grumbling. He told his captains to hand out money to the men, hoping to calm their disquiet and win their loyalty.

So on they went. East and east and east, along the Great Khurasan Road, across the desolate plains of north-eastern Iran.

By August they had trudged another four hundred miles, and there was still a long way to go. They were in a very different world now: a land of open skies and dusty steppes, broad muddy rivers and bleak brown mountains.

Near Iran’s eastern border the road divided, and Alexander faced a fateful choice. The more direct route to Bactria led north-east, across the sun-scorched desert of modern Turkmenistan, a forbidding prospect even for experienced travellers.

The other road twisted south-east, into the heart of Afghanistan. From here, turning into the deep green valleys of Helmand, they could take the pass through the snow-tipped peaks of the Hindu Kush, and come into Bactria from the other side.

It was this second route, the long way round, that Alexander chose. South, into the wild highlands of modern Afghanistan.

This was bandit country. There were no cities, only stone castles and half-abandoned villages. Every step was hard going. The wind scoured their faces with sand. Food was scarce, and the local tribesmen distinctly unfriendly.

As autumn approached, the Macedonians reached the citadel of Phrada. Here, with the Hindu Kush looming ahead, Alexander ordered a halt. It was a chance for his men to rest their legs, fill their water bottles and catch some sleep.

One evening Alexander was in the bath, feeling the aches in his muscles beginning to fade, when his servant murmured that a young man had asked to see him. The man’s name was Cebalinus, and as he embarked upon his story, the smile faded from Alexander’s face.

For the last few weeks, Cebalinus said, discontent had been growing among the younger Macedonians. One of Alexander’s bodyguards had persuaded the others to join a plot to assassinate the king.

Cebalinus had heard about the plot from his brother, and had immediately reported it to one of the king’s chief comrades, Philotas, son of Parmenion. But Philotas had done absolutely nothing about it.

Why not? For Cebalinus and Alexander, there was only one possible answer.

Philotas already knew about the plot, and wanted it to succeed.

For Alexander, the news fell like an axe-blow. Here he was, in hostile territory, almost three thousand miles from home – and one of his chief lieutenants had turned against him.

He knew some of the Macedonians were unhappy about his decisions. He had also heard rumours that Philotas, commander of the Companion Cavalry, was jealous of his leadership, though he had never believed them.

But never had he imagined that his men might plot against his life, or that the son of his chief general would stand by and let them do it.

And now, with awful suddenness, he realized something else.

Would Philotas take such a massive decision without his father’s approval? Surely not. But that would mean Parmenion knew about it, too.

And with that, Alexander’s world fell apart.
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The Crossroads of Asia

Alexander’s head was spinning. Philotas? Parmenion? Could this be true?

He knew he must keep calm. Above all, he must give Philotas no hint that he knew.

It was lucky, then, that Alexander was a good actor. At dinner that evening, he seemed his usual good-humoured self, chatting to Philotas as if nothing had happened.

Afterwards, he asked his oldest friends, Hephaestion, Perdiccas and Ptolemy, to stay behind. They were joined by his bodyguard Leonnatus, his old nanny’s brother, Cleitus, and the infantry commander Craterus, who was enormously popular with the ordinary soldiers.

As the candles burned low, Alexander laid out the details of the plot. There was a long, grim silence.

It was Craterus who spoke first. He was not surprised.

Ever since Egypt, Philotas had been grumbling about Alexander’s leadership. Whenever he was drunk, he boasted that he and his father had done all the real work, and that Alexander was just a ‘little boy who ruled in their name’.

The others nodded. None of them liked Philotas: they thought him a braggart and a troublemaker.

This was no time for pity, Craterus said bluntly. ‘Protect yourself against enemies within our ranks. Eliminate them, and I fear nothing from the foreigner.’

So the decision was made. At the second watch of the night, guards dragged Philotas from his bed.

The next morning, Alexander called a mass meeting of the army. He described the plot and ordered Cebalinus to tell his story. Then Philotas was brought in, wrapped in a dirty cloak.

Philotas denied everything, but it was clear the soldiers did not believe him. In any case, they were never going to side with a mere officer against their king. That afternoon Philotas was stoned to death, the traditional punishment for treason.

But this still left Parmenion, back in Persia’s summer capital, Ecbatana, with several thousand men.

For six years the veteran commander had been the soul of loyalty. To turn on him now would be an act of shocking ruthlessness. But did Alexander have a choice?

Even if Parmenion knew nothing about the conspiracy, he would want revenge for his son’s death. That would mean a brutal battle for control of the Macedonian army.

Would the soldiers follow their youthful king, or their grey-haired general? Even Alexander could not be sure.

So now he summoned one of Parmenion’s oldest friends, a soldier called Polydamas, and told him to take an urgent message west, as well as letters for the other officers in Ecbatana.

Polydamas did as he was told. Riding at breakneck speed, he covered the thousand-mile road to Ecbatana in eleven days.

It was early morning, and he found Parmenion with his officers in the palace garden. The two men embraced; then Polydamas handed over the messages.

Parmenion was so absorbed in his letter that he never noticed the other officers’ hands reaching for their swords. By the time he realized what was happening, it was too late, and he was lying in a pool of blood, still clutching the roll of paper.

Only then did Polydamas realize how he had been used. The officers’ own messages had been orders to kill Parmenion. In effect, Alexander had used Polydamas to order his own friend’s execution.

And that, on the face of it, was that. With Philotas dead, Alexander divided the cavalry between his friends Hephaestion and Cleitus. And in place of Parmenion, he relied more and more on the blunt Craterus.

Yet something was different. Even among Alexander’s friends, there was a shadow, a hint of suspicion.

From now on, each of them knew Parmenion’s fate might happen to him. And one day, although none of them dared say so publicly, it might even happen to Alexander.
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The Macedonians left Phrada at the end of September 330, thirty thousand men marching east into the valleys of Helmand.

After two months they reached the fort at modern-day Kandahar. Here Alexander ordered four thousand men to stay behind and establish a base, to be called Alexandria-in-Arachosia.

In the meantime, he began to climb. Ahead loomed the highest mountains he had ever seen, their peaks sparkling white in the autumn sunshine.

This was the spine of the Hindu Kush: the ‘Hindu-slayers’ – so called in later years because Persian slave traders lost so many Indian captives while crossing these mountains.

On they went, thousands of Macedonians, trudging up through the foothills. It was November now. At dawn frost glittered on the ground; at night they shivered in their tents.

And then, as they climbed still higher, it began to snow.

On they went. Soon the snow was so thick they could see no trees, no plants, no animals. No birds sang; there was just an ominous, all-enveloping silence.

On they went, hungry, weary, wet and cold. For much of the day it was so overcast they seemed to be climbing through an endless night, towards a summit that would never come. Yet when the clouds parted, the sun’s glare was so bright that some of them screamed in agony, stricken by snow-blindness.

On they went, numb and frostbitten. Every day men stumbled into snowdrifts and were never seen again, or missed their footing and crashed to their deaths.

They were at their lowest ebb now, so tired, so hungry, so cold. But if they stopped moving, their limbs stiffened and they began to freeze. To stop was to die.

The only respite came whenever they stumbled across a mountain village, but these were hard to spot in the fog. Their huts had domed brick roofs, easily covered with snow, so only their wood-smoke gave them away.

On they went. And just as it seemed their ordeal would never end, the path began to flatten out, and they came down into the mountain bowl of modern Kabul.

Here, at the ruined fort of Kapisa, they halted. After the misery of the last few weeks, Alexander thought it best to rest until spring, and resume their long march once the snow had melted.

So the Macedonians whiled away the winter weeks, boxing and wrestling, playing dice and telling stories.

Alexander, as usual, was restless. While his men amused themselves, he decided to turn the fort into another garrison town, called Alexandria-in-the-Caucasus.fn1

Slowly, almost reluctantly, spring came to the mountains. The birds returned, the wild tulips bloomed and the travellers prepared to move out.

For a week they climbed. Never had they seen a view like it, the mountains glowing like embers in the fires of dawn. They felt as if they were climbing to the roof of the world, from which all creation would be laid out beneath them.

Finally they began to descend, stumbling down through a deep, rocky valley. It was horribly slow, dangerous work, especially for the horses. Their supplies had almost run out, and by the time they reached the bottom the soldiers were famished.

But one morning in early June, Alexander realized they were no longer going downhill. They were out. They had made it.

For a moment he paused to look behind him, at the peaks flaring red in the summer sunlight. Then he walked on, into Bactria.
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Bactria was much easier going. The foothills dwindled into green fields and fortified villages, interspersed with stretches of grey, gritty desert.

But where was Bessus?

The truth, they discovered, was that Bessus had lost his nerve. After hearing rumours of their advance, he had panicked and fled north across the River Oxus. Now he was hiding somewhere in the most remote Persian province of all, on the distant plains of Sogdiana.

There was never any doubt that Alexander would follow. After coming all this way for Bessus, he was not going to be denied now.

It was fifty miles to the Oxus; fifty miles of stony desert, in suffocating heat, and soon the Macedonians’ water supplies were running dry.

In desperation they drank all their wine, then their oil. Before long they were so parched they could barely walk, wandering in circles or sinking to their knees.

At one point, two of the older soldiers found the dregs of a dried-up stream, and managed to collect enough liquid to fill their water-skins. On their way back, they passed Alexander, ‘almost choked with thirst’. One of the men took off his helmet, filled it with water and held it out to the king.

Alexander lifted the helmet to his lips – and paused. Whom, he asked hoarsely, was the water for?

The men glanced at each other. For their sons, back down the column, they said.

Without touching a drop, Alexander handed back the helmet. ‘I cannot share it with everybody,’ he said, ‘and I cannot bear to drink alone. Go. Give it to your sons.’

At that, a murmur ran down the column – a murmur of approval and admiration, for a gesture worthy of a king.

They went on. And just as the sun was dipping below the horizon, they saw the broad, dirty-yellow waters of the Oxus. At last!

That night they slept on the riverbank. But Alexander lay awake, his mind troubled.

Bessus had burned every boat in sight. There were not enough trees to build rafts, and the riverbed was too sandy to fix the stakes for a bridge. How could he get the army across?

Then, as if in a dream, he saw himself, in another time, in another land. His younger self was telling his men to stuff their tents with straw, and they were floating across the River Danube, creeping through the corn to attack the Getae.

He almost laughed out loud. Of course! He had done this before!

The next morning, the Macedonians began stuffing their tents. And five days later, when the last man was safely across, Alexander marched into Sogdiana.
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For the Macedonians, this was utterly uncharted territory. Even Herodotus had written virtually nothing about the Sogdians, the mysterious people who lived in modern-day Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, the Central Asian republics north of the Oxus.

To the Persians, Sogdiana was the final frontier, a desolate, sun-bleached buffer zone against the raiders of the Asian steppes. But its oasis towns were busy marketplaces, trading horses, furs, jewels and silks with the Chinese caravans that travelled over the passes from the east.

None of the Macedonians knew this, though. As far as they were concerned, Sogdiana was yet another strange, inhospitable country, with outlandish gods, exotic peoples and dangerously little shelter.

But soon after they had crossed the Oxus, the scouts brought glorious news. Bessus had been found!

Since declaring himself king, Bessus had behaved with reckless folly. He spent much of his time throwing extravagant banquets, drunkenly lecturing his henchmen about all the things Darius had done wrong.

Alexander, he sneered, was walking straight into another trap. By the time he managed to cross the Oxus, Bessus would have collected a vast nomad army. As for the Macedonians, they were such pygmies they barely came up to his men’s shoulders!

At first, Bessus’s friends roared with delight. But as Alexander came ever closer, the Sogdian warlords began exchanging worried glances. This young Macedonian was far from a joke, and Bessus was clearly out of his depth.

They moved with ruthless speed. One moment Bessus, wine-cup in hand, was haranguing them about the importance of loyalty.

The next moment, the Sogdians were on him, ripping the royal diadem from his brow, tearing off his royal robes. They chained him up and threw him onto the back of a horse, and sent a message to Alexander.

A few days later, Alexander and his captains rode to the appointed spot. There, beneath the desert sun, the Sogdians’ chief warlord, Spitamenes, was waiting.

By his side was a sobbing figure, completely naked, chained and wearing a wooden collar. It was Bessus.

‘I have brought you the man who killed his master,’ Spitamenes said, an interpreter translating his words into Greek. ‘I wish Darius could rise from the dead to see it. He ill deserved such an end!’

Alexander nodded. Then he turned to the whimpering Bessus.

‘What madness possessed you,’ he asked coldly, ‘that you dared to betray and murder a king who had been so good to you?’

There would be no mercy. Bessus was to be punished in the traditionally gruesome Persian fashion.

His nose and ears were cut off, the usual penalty for traitors. Then he was nailed to a cross, while Alexander’s archers used him for target practice.

Finally he was thrown into a wagon for the journey back to the Persian heartland. He must not be executed, Alexander ordered, until they had reached ‘the very spot where he had himself murdered Darius’.
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With the capture of Bessus, Alexander’s odyssey might have reached its natural end. Yet even after five years of fighting, nothing had quenched his thirst for adventure.

Still he burned with curiosity about the lands beyond. Still he wanted to keep going, to the ends of the earth.

So although there was nobody left to chase, the Macedonians marched on, across the brown hills to the summer palace at Samarkand. Then Alexander drove them on again, to the muddy, insect-plagued River Jaxartes, at the northern edge of Sogdiana.

Looking out at the vast Asian steppes, he announced that he would build another city to mark the outer limit of his empire. It would, of course, be named after himself – Alexandria Eschate, which means ‘Alexandria the Furthest’.fn2

But the Sogdians were a proud people, to whom obedience did not come easily. To them, Alexander’s men were unwanted intruders, stealing their food and trampling their crops.

That summer the warlord Spitamenes sent messages across the desert, urging the other chieftains to join him in a massive uprising. A few weeks later, with devastating suddenness, the Sogdians struck.

One moment Alexander was poring over the plans for his new city. The next moment, he was being deluged with appeals from Macedonian garrisons, reporting that they were under attack and begging him to come to their aid.

It was a gruelling, dirty campaign. Besieging one Sogdian fortress, some of Alexander’s friends were wounded by arrows, while the king himself was smashed on the neck by a rock.

For a moment, wrote one ancient historian, ‘everything went dark and he collapsed unconscious. The army wept for him as if he were dead.’

Summoning the last of his strength, ignoring the pain in his head, Alexander dragged himself up and insisted on leading the final assault. But it was a reminder that even the son of Zeus was only human.

By late August, seven Sogdian towns had fallen, but Spitamenes and his allies were still at large. And then, with the Macedonians desperate for a rest, terrible news arrived from the north.

On the far bank of the Jaxartes, the scouts had spotted horsemen. Hundreds of them at first, then thousands: the horse-lords of the great Asian steppes, the Scythians.

To the Macedonians, who knew very little about them, the nomadic Scythians were their most daunting foe yet. Fierce and fearless, they were said to live on horseback, wear golden jewellery and tattoo their bodies with ink.

Were the Scythians’ mounted archers really invincible, as some men said? Perhaps not; but few of the Macedonians were eager to find out.

Wearily Alexander dragged himself to the banks of the Jaxartes. His head wound had not yet healed, he had lost his voice and he was weak with fever. Everything seemed against him: the flies, the heat, the sun, the Scythians …

As he came into view, arrows flew across the river. On the far side, the Scythian archers raised their voices in harsh, mocking taunts.

Sweat trickling down his neck, Alexander told his captains to prepare for the crossing, and ordered his soothsayers to sacrifice to the gods and consult the omens.

Back came the chief soothsayer, and his face was pale. The omens were awful, he said gravely. If they crossed the Jaxartes, there was a serious risk of defeat, and the king would be in great danger.

Alexander’s face was taut with fury, his brow shiny with sweat. Very well, he said bitterly. He would rest overnight, and think about it.

All night he lay awake, tossing and turning. From the northern bank of the Jaxartes, the Scythian screams echoed in the darkness.

But when the sun rose the next morning, Alexander was already up and dressed in full armour. To his soldiers’ astonishment, he seemed a new man, the picture of health and strength. And when he ordered them to begin the crossing, cheers rang out from the Macedonian tents.

Now their catapults, slings and siege engines poured missiles across the Jaxartes, driving the Scythians back from the edge. Meanwhile, hundreds of wooden rafts took off from the southern bank, packed with Alexander’s men.

On the first raft was the young king himself, his face alight with enthusiasm. And as soon the troops in the first wave were across, he raised his spear to the sky and rallied them for the charge.

It was hard, bloody work, especially in the sweltering heat. The Scythians were fearsome opponents, swift and deadly, and Alexander had to wheel his cavalry again and again to stop the nomads from encircling them.

But as the afternoon drew on and the bodies piled up, the Scythians’ ardour began to fade. Never had they faced a more experienced or better-drilled adversary. And as the sunlight dwindled, the cry to retreat went up, and the last of the nomads turned and fled.

It was one of Alexander’s greatest victories. He had not just beaten the Scythians; he had defied heat, illness and even his own soothsayers.

But as he spurred Bucephalas to pursue the enemy, the last of his strength gave out. Exhausted beyond measure, he slipped from the saddle, his pale face glistening with sweat.

That night his men had to carry him back to his tent. And there, for the next few days, he lay, stricken with fever.

But he lived. He was the son of Zeus, after all.
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Roxana

Night had fallen in Samarkand. The candles were burning low. As the firelight danced in the shadows, Alexander beckoned for more wine.

After months on campaign, the Macedonian king was glad of a chance to relax. It was the autumn of 328, his second year north of the Oxus, and still the Sogdians had not been beaten.

Never had Alexander imagined that the war would last so long. Darius had been dead for two years, Bessus for more than a year.

But Spitamenes and his rebels were still out there, somewhere. And although the Macedonians had spent all summer in the hills of Sogdiana, the fighting went on.

As Alexander raised his wine-cup to his lips, he glanced at his officers around the table, their faces flushed in the candlelight.

Hephaestion, his cavalry commander and dearest friend. The blunt Craterus, on whom he relied so much. His old classmates Perdiccas and Ptolemy. His bodyguards Leonnatus and Lysimachus.

And across the table, staring moodily into his wine-cup, stubborn old Cleitus the Black, brother to Alexander’s nanny Lanike, who had saved his life at the Battle of the Granicus.

After the long summer campaign, they were all tired. Cleitus, in particular, had been very touchy recently.

Alexander had just appointed him governor of Bactria, which had not gone down well at all. To Cleitus, Bactria was a backwater, far beneath his dignity.

A burst of laughter brought Alexander back to the present. His bodyguards were joking about some of the older officers who had come off worst in their skirmishes with the Sogdians.

More guffaws went up. Some of Alexander’s friends, so drunk they could barely see straight, were pounding the table in merriment.

And then, abruptly, Cleitus cut in.

They had no business mocking their elders, he said bitterly. What did they know about war? Everything they had achieved had been because of Philip, not Alexander.

Now it was Alexander’s turn to frown. But Cleitus was in full flow.

All he heard these days, he said thickly, was ‘Alexander’. But Philip had won much greater battles – Chaeronea, for instance, when they had beaten the Greeks. That had been Philip’s victory, not Alexander’s.

In fact, Alexander had never done anything on his own. All his victories had been ‘won by the blood of others’.

By now the room was deathly silent. Cleitus was still talking, his voice louder than ever.

He raised his right hand. If it were not for this hand, Alexander would have been killed at the Granicus. So much for being the son of a god!

Glassy-eyed, he stared at Alexander. ‘The only reason you can disown your father Philip and call yourself the son of Zeus,’ he said thickly, ‘is because of my wounds and Macedonian blood. You would be dead otherwise.’

At that Alexander leaped to his feet, fury in his eyes. How dare Cleitus speak to him like this!

But Cleitus was standing, too, his face red with rage. ‘If somebody has to die for you,’ he shouted, ‘then Cleitus comes first. But when you hand out the spoils of victory, you give them to people who spend their time insulting your father’s memory.

‘At least your father fought real men. You’ve never fought anybody but women. No wonder you’re so keen on Persian clothes!’

Alexander snapped. Looking around wildly for his sword, he grabbed an apple and hurled it at Cleitus. He screamed for the guards, but they were slow in coming.

He yelled to a trumpeter to sound the alarm, but the man seemed frozen with horror. In a frenzy, Alexander punched him in the face.

By now his friends were on their feet, too. Perdiccas and Leonnatus threw their arms around Alexander, holding him back. Meanwhile Ptolemy had grabbed Cleitus round the waist and was dragging him through the door and into the courtyard.

Back inside, Alexander was breathing hard, murder in his eyes. But eventually Cleitus’s harsh voice faded into the distance, and the king’s friends released their grip.

For a moment they all stood there, shaking their heads. And then came the sound of footsteps in the passage, and the taunting voice was back.

‘Here I am, Alexander!’ Cleitus called.

It was more than Alexander could bear. The next moment, so fast that nobody had time to stop him, he snatched a spear from the nearest guard and plunged it into Cleitus’s chest.

Cleitus was dead by the time he hit the ground.
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There was a long, awful silence. Nobody spoke. From beneath Cleitus’s body, a crimson puddle spread across the floor.

Alexander’s face was ashen. At first he seemed frozen to the spot. Then he pulled the spear from the body and pointed the blade at his own throat.

His friends were on him in a flash, wrenching the weapon from his hands. As they dragged him to his bedchamber, he burst into floods of tears, sobbing with rage and remorse.

All the next day Alexander stayed in his room. His friends heard him crying out the names of Cleitus and Lanike, the dead man’s sister.

When he had no more tears, they brought him some food. But he left it untouched. He just lay there, staring into space.

Eventually Hephaestion got him to speak. But Alexander was consumed by guilt, especially towards Lanike, whom he had loved like a mother.

‘Cleitus was her brother, her only source of comfort,’ he said bitterly. ‘And he has been murdered by me at the dinner table! Where will the poor woman turn now?’

After three days, he agreed to eat. To make him feel better, his friends told him he had been grievously provoked.

Even so, Alexander insisted that Cleitus be buried with full honours. The Macedonians returned to the campaign, and the incident was never mentioned again.

But always, in the years that followed, there seemed to be a ghost at Alexander’s shoulder – a missing face, a missing voice, to remind him of the innocence he had lost.
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The weeks passed. The war against the Sogdians went on: a slow, gory, gruelling struggle.

As the snows of winter came, more and more villages fell to Alexander. Now Spitamenes’s support was beginning to crumble. His nomad allies were squabbling among themselves, and even his wife was sick of life on the run.

One day she begged him to give up and throw himself on Alexander’s mercy. Spitamenes, a proud man, said no.

Unfortunately for him, his wife was much more disaffected than he realized. A few nights later, she rode in secret to Alexander’s camp and presented him with a gruesome gift – her husband’s head, which she had personally cut off while he was asleep.

According to one ancient writer, Alexander had her thrown out of the camp. ‘He did not want her tainting the character and civilized temperament of the Greeks with this example of barbarian lawlessness.’

Still, the good news was that Spitamenes was no longer a problem. The bad news, though, was that this was not quite the end of the Sogdian uprising.

By early 327, almost two years after the Macedonians had first crossed the Oxus, they were still bogged down in the rugged valleys of what is now Uzbekistan. Their spirits were at rock bottom, and the weather was bitterly cold and wet.

But with the spring came better news. Alexander’s scouts had tracked the last rebels down to a mountain hideout not far from the Oxus, known as the Rock of Sogdiana.

When Alexander arrived in the valley below, he sent a messenger to offer a deal. If the Sogdians handed themselves over, he would let them return home, and the province could have peace.

To his fury, the rebels treated his proposals with withering scorn. They had laid in provisions for a long siege, and the snowbound, steep-sided rock soared so high that no enemy had ever taken it.

When Alexander’s envoy warned the Sogdians they were facing total annihilation, they laughed in his face. The only way they could lose, they scoffed, was if Alexander had soldiers with wings.

Down in the valley, Alexander seethed with impatience. He told his captains to gather three hundred men, ‘the most agile you have’, former shepherds and mountaineers.

As evening approached, each man was given a rope and a set of iron tent pegs. The first to climb to the top of the rock, Alexander promised, would win twelve talents, with smaller rewards for the runners-up.

‘Nature has set nothing so high,’ he said, ‘that it cannot be surmounted by courage.’

Darkness fell. By the light of the stars, the Macedonians began to climb. Painstakingly they hammered the pegs into the rock, hauling themselves up by the ropes, offering helping hands to the men around them.

It was agonizingly difficult work. Every hour one of them lost his grip, or his foot slipped beneath him, or the ice cracked and his peg came loose – and he fell screaming to his death.

Up they climbed, their toes frozen, their teeth chattering, their fingernails cracked and bleeding. And as dawn broke over the mountain peaks, the first of the Macedonians hauled himself onto the top, and waved his linen flag to signal to the watching Alexander.

Already the Sogdians were stirring, smoke drifting from their hideout. Gleefully Alexander sent a messenger to tell them that his winged soldiers were on the summit. Unless they surrendered immediately, more would follow.

Scarcely able to believe their ears, the Sogdians poured out of their cave. When they saw the Macedonians on the ridge above, swords drawn for battle, they lost all heart. How could they hope to defeat soldiers who could fly?

For Alexander, it was another sweet victory. And for once he had not spilled a drop of blood.
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A few weeks later, Alexander was invited to a banquet. His host was the Sogdian chieftain Oxyartes, who was keen to make a good impression on his new master.

It was a warm spring evening, and Alexander was in a good mood. As the musicians played and the wine flowed, the rigours of the recent campaign seemed like distant memories.

Halfway through the evening, Oxyartes clapped his hands. In swept thirty young women, chosen for their beauty. And as they danced before the king, one, in particular, caught Alexander’s eye.

Dark, slender and extraordinarily striking, she had a grace and dignity that set her apart. And although Alexander had never seemed the romantic type – his friends joked that he preferred soldiers and fighting to women and dancing – he could not keep his eyes off her.

After a few minutes, he leaned across to Oxyartes. Who was that beautiful girl?

The Sogdian chieftain smiled. That was his daughter, Roxana. Her name meant ‘little star’, and never had it been better deserved.

Alexander sat back, still staring. Roxana! She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

For another few moments he watched, entranced. Then he turned back to Oxyartes. He would like to marry her, he said calmly.

The Sogdian chieftain could hardly believe his ears. Neither could Alexander’s officers, listening open-mouthed across the table.

Not only had Alexander and Roxana never exchanged a word, they did not even speak the same language. But the king’s mind was made up.

In all his twenty-nine years, he had never seen a woman to equal her. A Great King deserved a perfect bride – and Roxana was perfect.

Alexander called for bread. With a decisive gesture, he drew his sword and cut the loaf in two. He handed half to Oxyartes, and took the other half himself. Among the Sogdians, there was no more sacred symbol of betrothal.

And that was that. A few days later, Alexander and Roxana were married.

What Roxana thought about it, nobody knew. She was a quiet, withdrawn girl, who kept her feelings to herself.

Alexander certainly seemed to love her. But did she love him? Perhaps.

Yet as the Macedonians cheered the royal couple, more than a few of them caught their friends’ eyes and silently shook their heads.

Alexander could have chosen any wife he wanted. A princess from Epirus, a noblewoman from Greece, a general’s daughter from his native Macedonia – any of these would have been perfectly natural.

But he had chosen a Sogdian chieftain’s daughter, from the wilds of the distant east. And to many of his soldiers, it was a worrying sign that he was losing his bearings.

[image: ]

Not long after his marriage, Alexander threw yet another banquet for his friends and senior officers. Once again the wine flowed freely, and laughter echoed in the cavernous hall.

But behind the smiles, something was not quite right. It was hard to put your finger on it: a look, a glance, a slight but unmistakable shift in the wind.

The truth was that seven years after Alexander had sailed across the Hellespont, the atmosphere had changed. Thousands of his original troops had gone home. To replace them he had recruited Persians, Bactrians and Sogdians, who spoke a different language and worshipped different gods.

Even in private, things seemed different. Alexander wore his Persian clothes these days, and relied on Persian courtiers. Now he even had an eastern wife, with relatives and servants of her own.

To Alexander, all this was simply canny politics. He had conquered a vast Asian empire, so it made sense to recruit Asian soldiers, marry an Asian bride and adopt Asian customs.

But not all of the Macedonian veterans liked it. Some muttered that Alexander had got rid of Philotas, Parmenion and Cleitus because they were loyal to the old ways, and had refused to fawn over him like his fancy Persian friends.

The evening drew on. When dinner was over, Alexander passed down the huge golden wine-cup from which each guest traditionally drank to end the banquet.

Beginning with the loyal Hephaestion, each guest rose to his feet, raised the cup to the altar at the end of the hall, and took a deep draught – just as Macedonians had always done.

But this time Hephaestion and the others did something different. After drinking, they faced the king, bowed and kissed their hand in his direction. Then they went up and exchanged kisses with him.

This was the ritual known as proskynesis, in which the Persians honoured their kings. In Babylon, Persepolis and Susa it seemed perfectly natural, a gesture of respect for the Great King.

But to many of the older soldiers, it was unthinkable. Only slaves bowed before their masters. Only children blew kisses to their parents. What freeborn Macedonian would blow a kiss to a king?

And for one of the guests, it was all too much.

Callisthenes of Olynthus was the expedition’s official historian. He was no fan of Persian customs, and when the cup reached him, he deliberately ‘forgot’ to bow and kiss his hand in Alexander’s direction.

Alerted by one of his guards, Alexander warned Callisthenes that he would not be allowed to come up for a kiss. Callisthenes shrugged. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘So I’ll miss out on a kiss.’

Alexander’s eyes flashed with anger. How dare this pen-pushing historian openly defy him?

A few days later Callisthenes crossed him for a second time. The occasion was another dinner, at which one of Alexander’s friends suggested that they treat him as a living god, as the Persians treated their Great Kings.

Once again Callisthenes refused. No true Greek, he said, should give up his traditional ways. ‘I am not ashamed of my country, nor have I any wish to be told by peoples we have conquered how to pay my respects to my king.’

Alexander listened with scarcely veiled fury. How could he bring Greeks and Persians together, if his men scorned the customs of his new empire?

But Callisthenes’s words were having an effect. That evening, when one of the Persians dropped to the ground to honour Alexander, his bodyguard Leonnatus burst out laughing.

This time Alexander’s face gave nothing away. But his eyes were as cold and hard as ice.

A couple of weeks later, the Macedonian camp awoke to the news that Callisthenes had been arrested. He had been stirring up the young pages attending the king – teenagers from Macedonia’s leading families, who guarded Alexander’s bedchamber, looked after his horses and accompanied him when he went hunting.

In secret, Callisthenes had persuaded them that Alexander was a traitor to Macedonia’s traditions. He had even urged them to kill the king, before they were turned into grovelling Persian slaves.

So the officers said, anyway. But was it true?

Had Callisthenes really organized a deadly conspiracy, in a desperate attempt to preserve the old ways? Or was this Alexander’s cold-blooded revenge for the historian’s public defiance?

Nobody was ever entirely sure. Either way, the result was the same.

First Callisthenes was stretched on the rack, his joints popping, his bones cracking. Then he was hanged.

It was a chilling reminder that at the court of the new Great King, even a kiss was a matter of life and death.
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A Journey in the Dark

In the spring of 327, a stranger arrived at Alexander’s camp. He had dark brown skin, wore richly coloured clothes and spoke with an unfamiliar accent. And as he began to talk, Alexander leaned forward with growing fascination.

The stranger brought a message from the distant city of Taxila, on the banks of the River Indus. Its ruler, King Ambhi, desperately needed help against his neighbours, and had a proposal for Alexander.

If the Macedonians marched to his aid, Ambhi claimed, then no Indian rival would stand a chance. With his help, Alexander could become king of all India – and then the young Macedonian would stand unchallenged as the ruler of the world.

When the messenger had finished, Alexander sat back, apparently deep in thought. But in his eyes, his friends could already see a gleam of excitement.

To the Macedonians, India was veiled in mystery. All they knew was that far to the south-east, beyond the borders of the Persian Empire, was a vast, teeming land, rich in gold and pearls, silks and spices, where countless kings fought for supremacy.

What drew Alexander to India, though, was not gold. It was something much more powerful: glory.

India was the ultimate prize. It had never belonged to the Persians, and if Alexander could conquer it, he would have outstripped every previous King of Kings.

Even more importantly, Alexander would have done something of which no Greek hero had even dreamed. Even mighty Heracles, who was said to have made an expedition to India, had never conquered it.

For Alexander, this would be the greatest adventure of all. Conquer India, and he would win undying fame. Conquer India, and his name would live until the end of time.

And after India, what lay beyond? The edge of the world? The Great Ocean, that encircled the entire earth? How would he ever know, unless he saw them for himself?

Alexander leaned forward again, and he was smiling.

Yes, he said. Yes. He would do it.
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It was midsummer when Alexander’s men marched out of their Bactrian camp towards the mountains.

Before setting out, Alexander had reorganized his army, which was about fifty thousand strong. There were fewer Macedonians now, so to reinforce the Companion Cavalry he had recruited thousands of Sogdian horsemen. He had given the elite Shield Bearers a makeover, too, with shining new armour and a new title: the Silver Shields.

As they marched south, the sun was warm, the skies were clear and the mood was cheerful. At the thought of India, even the most jaded veterans felt a thrill of anticipation.

India! What marvels, what mysteries, lay ahead?

Only one Greek explorer, the sailor Scylax of Caryanda, had ever seen India with his own eyes. That was at least a century ago, and nobody knew quite what to expect.

Some of the soldiers talked of elephants and rhinoceroses, crocodiles and parrots. Others had heard stories of pygmies and unicorns. Still others insisted that India was populated by gigantic ants that dug for gold, or by dwarves known as Sciapodes, who lay on their backs and shaded themselves with a single massive foot.

Climbing into the Hindu Kush, the Macedonians turned east, crossing the border into modern-day Pakistan. This was remote, rugged territory, a land of soaring peaks and plunging valleys, and the local tribes were decidedly unfriendly.

By the time the Macedonians descended into the valley of the River Swat, it was clear they were going to have to fight every inch of the way. But Alexander had expected nothing less. With no danger, there would be no glory.

The mountain tribesmen proved remarkably fierce opponents. At the first sign of danger they retreated to their highland fortresses, and as the summer faded Alexander’s men were still bogged down.

Winter approached, and the highland peaks were dusted with snow. And once again, Alexander found himself staring up at an impregnable mountain citadel.

This time the defenders had dug themselves onto a mountain spur known as the Rock of Aornos, overlooking the valley of the Indus. They had plenty of supplies, a freshwater spring and enough land to grow food, so the prospects for a siege were very unpromising.

To make matters worse, the Rock of Aornos was surrounded by ‘sheer chasms and ravines’, which made it even harder to reach than the Sogdian Rock. The locals claimed that not even Heracles had managed to capture it. To Alexander, of course, that was all the more reason to try.

As so often, the gods were with him. While the Macedonian scouts were exploring the woods, they found a wizened old man who lived in a cave nearby. He agreed to show them a secret mountain path, which led to a saddle of land just below the rock.

Taking a hand-picked group of Silver Shields, Alexander’s friend Ptolemy went ahead, creeping in silence to avoid alerting the defenders. Once he had established a base on the saddle, Ptolemy lit a beacon, and Alexander followed with the rest of the army.

With typically reckless courage, Alexander led the final assault himself, stealing up onto the summit under cover of darkness. In their terror, many of the defenders leaped from the precipices to their deaths. The rest were simply cut down where they stood.

So Alexander succeeded where Heracles had failed. Nothing, it seemed, was beyond him now.
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As the spring flowers blossomed in the valley of the Indus, the Macedonians marched down from the mountains and turned south, into the lush green fields of the Punjab.

Watered by five wide rivers, this was the breadbasket of India, its fertility matched only by the plains of Babylonia and the banks of the Nile. As Alexander’s men passed, they marvelled at the orchards and granaries, the canals and cattle herds, the endless fields of rice and wheat.

Near what is now Pakistan’s capital, Islamabad, they found their destination, King Ambhi’s city of Taxila. To their disappointment, it did not look especially grand, and there was no sign of any unicorns.

In truth, Taxila was a flat, ramshackle city of mud and stone buildings. There were not even any one-footed dwarves.

Nor were the Indians dripping with gold, as some of Alexander’s men had hoped. As the historian Arrian reported, they were tall, graceful, very brave and ‘blacker than other men, except the Ethiopians’. But in most respects they were no different from the Persians – or from the Macedonians themselves.

Ambhi gave his guests a royal welcome, presenting Alexander’s officers with fine clothes and horses. He was clearly delighted by their arrival, and eager to see them in action against his enemies.

But before the Macedonians moved on, there was a colourful reminder of that famous encounter in Corinth ten years earlier, when Alexander had gone to see the philosopher Diogenes the Cynic.

For all his love of battle, Alexander had never lost his interest in philosophy. And when he heard that some wise men lived just outside the city, he sent one of his Greek sailors, Onesicritus, to investigate.

Having studied under Diogenes, Onesicritus had a fair idea what to expect from a group of philosophers. Two miles outside Taxila, he found about fifteen dirty, bearded men, squatting in the dust, completely naked.

At first they refused to speak to him unless he took his clothes off, too. Onesicritus pointed out that the sun was so fierce he would surely burn, and eventually they relented.

That evening, two of the naked philosophers accepted an invitation to dine with Alexander. One insisted on eating while balancing on one leg, which the Macedonians thought a little odd.

But the other, an old man called Calanus, was so intrigued by their stories of Greek thinkers that he agreed to join the expedition. He had spent the last thirty-seven years naked in the dirt, he explained, so it was time to see the world.

As the army moved out, Alexander was already peppering Calanus with questions. What was the cleverest animal on earth? Which came first, night or day? Which was stronger, death or life?

One question, above all, hinted at the obsession driving him on. How, Alexander asked, might a man become a god?

Calanus smiled. ‘By doing that which it is impossible for men to do.’
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By the time the Macedonians left Taxila, the summer heat was rising. There was a strange tension in the air, like a whispered rumour of an oncoming storm.

To the south-east, a hundred miles across the fields of the Punjab, lay the River Hydaspes.fn1 Beyond it lay the realm of King Porus, said to be one of the mightiest warlords in all India.

Alexander had already sent Porus a message, inviting him to a meeting on the riverbank. But Porus’s reply was short and to the point.

He would be delighted to meet Alexander on the Hydaspes. But he would bring his army with him, and he would make the Macedonians rue the day they had set foot in India.

This was no idle threat. As Alexander’s scouts reported, Porus was a formidable opponent, a man of gigantic stature who had personally slaughtered countless foes and had never lost a battle.

He commanded tens of thousands of soldiers, thousands of cavalrymen and hundreds of war-chariots. Above all, he had at least a hundred elephants: a fearsome challenge, even for Alexander’s hardened fighters.

Like Alexander, Porus knew that battles are often won before a blow is struck, in the dreams and nightmares of the two armies. So as the Macedonians approached the Hydaspes, they saw the Indians lined up along the far bank, in full battle array.

On the flanks waited Porus’s cavalry. But the Macedonians had eyes only for the centre, where the Indian king had stationed his war-elephants.

The elephants were a magnificent, awe-inspiring sight, their tusks strengthened with poison-tipped spikes, their bodies clad in sheets of chain mail. On each beast’s back was strapped a carriage, carrying warriors bristling with bows and spears.

One elephant, a giant, towered above all the rest. In its carriage stood a man of colossal stature, clad in armour of silver and gold, his gaze proud and imperious. This was Porus.

At the sight of the Macedonians, the elephants let out a terrible trumpeting bellow, a war cry from the depths of hell. For a moment, even Alexander’s veterans seemed rooted to the spot, their faces white with fear.

The Macedonian captains looked at their king. But he was staring at the river: wide, muddy, and clearly far deeper than he had anticipated.

Before leaving Taxila, Alexander had prepared a fleet of transport ships cut into sections for easy reassembly. But the Hydaspes was alarmingly high, the dark brown waters surging almost to the banks. How on earth were they going to cross it?

And then Alexander glanced up at the sky, and his frown deepened.

It had started raining.
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Every year, at the beginning of June, the monsoon arrives in India. The skies darken, the wind roars and down comes the rain.

Torrent after torrent of grey water, hammering relentlessly on roofs and roadways. Everything damp, everything wet, everything sodden. Rain at dawn. Rain at midday. Rain at night.

In his tent, Alexander sat huddled in thought, staring into the embers of his fire. Outside, it was as if a grey rain-curtain had fallen over the camp.

Eventually he roused himself and summoned his officers. While he decided what to do, they must keep Porus guessing. They should send armed patrols along the bank and boats up and down the river. And bring in as much food as possible, to make Porus think they were digging in for months.

In the meantime, Alexander rode out to survey the countryside. As he had guessed, it would be suicide to cross opposite the elephants, especially with the waters rising.

But a few miles upstream, he spotted something. The river turned sharply, and in the bend was an island, close to the northern side.

Since the island, like the banks, was heavily wooded, it would screen his movements from the Indians. If he moved at night, there was a decent chance he could sneak across the river, behind the island, without alerting Porus’s men.

As Alexander returned to camp, he was already planning the assault. He would leave behind a third of the army under Craterus, to keep the campfires burning and make enough noise to distract the enemy.

Meanwhile, he would take the Companion Cavalry and Silver Shields away from the river, as if they were going to search for supplies. Under cover of darkness, they would double back to the woods opposite the island, where they would already have hidden boats and rafts.

They would cross overnight and attack Porus at dawn. As soon as the elephants were engaged, Craterus would seize his chance to cross, too. Between them, they would crush the Indians completely.

That was the plan. What could possibly go wrong?
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It was night. On the bank above the Hydaspes, Alexander crouched in the trees, taut with excitement.

Around him hundreds of men waited in silence, gripping their weapons. Down below, the boats were ready. Across the river everything was dark. So far, Porus’s sentries had not noticed a thing.

Everything was going according to plan. Or rather, almost everything.

The storm had broken just before midnight, thunder rolling across the flat fields of the Punjab. The rain was so heavy the Macedonians could not hear their officers’ orders.

They should have started crossing hours ago. But here they were, huddled beneath the trees, soaked to the skin. As lightning flashed in the heavens above, some of them could barely look, convinced this was an omen of disaster.

Alexander knew better. The storm, he told his friends, was indeed a message from the gods – a gift from his father Zeus, blinding the Indians at the crucial moment.

At last the rain began to ease. But they had lost precious hours, and dawn was not far off now.

Alexander glanced up. The sky was still a pool of black, the stars veiled behind the clouds. And the wind was so fierce that there was no way the Indians would hear them.

They might not get this chance again. It was now or never.

As always, Alexander took the lead. Silently, stealthily, he led Bucephalas onto the first transport, and signalled to the boatman to cast off.

A few minutes later they reached land. But as soon as Alexander disembarked, he realized they were in the wrong place.

They were not on the southern bank. They had landed on the island.

In the confusion of the storm, the boats must have lost their way. But there was no going back now.

Frantically Alexander spurred Bucephalas through the trees. And once again the gods were with him. For there, just yards away, was a ford, leading across the water to the far side of the river.

Once more Alexander spurred his horse. Down into the inky blackness, desperately trying to ignore the shock of the cold, struggling to steady himself as the water surged over his waist … on, on … and suddenly Bucephalas was climbing, and they were out of the water and onto dry land.

Alexander looked over his shoulder, and his heart leaped. There were hundreds of men in the ford now. Riders clambering up the bank, infantrymen wading through the darkness, their weapons held above their heads, following without question where their king had led.

And still Porus had no idea what was coming.

Up came the Macedonians, hundreds, thousands of them. Somehow they were across. Somehow they had done it.

Alexander glanced at the sky, and murmured a silent prayer to his father. He met his Companions’ eyes, and gave them a grin of encouragement.

Then, tightening his grip on his spear, he turned to face his troops, and his face was glowing.

Now for Porus! Now for the elephants! Now for victory!




16

Farewell to Bucephalas

On the south bank of the Hydaspes, all was confusion.

As more Macedonians streamed across the ford, Alexander’s captains were screaming orders at their men. Horse-archers in front! Companion Cavalry to the right! Silver Shields next to the cavalry!

The sun was rising now, bathing the fields in a pale grey light. In the distance, Alexander could see dark figures scurrying about. Evidently he and his men had been spotted.

He leaned forward and stroked Bucephalas’s head. They had been through so much together, but Alexander knew the long years had taken their toll. Bucephalas had never lacked courage, but he was just a little slower now.

When this battle is over, Alexander whispered, you deserve a rest.

But now he spurred the stallion on. The first Indians were charging towards them, horsemen and chariots, their war cries ringing in the dawn air. And Alexander felt the familiar rush, the surge of excitement that always came when he rode to battle.

The first arrows were flying, singing through the air towards the Indians. Alexander’s horse-archers were darting around their foes, like hornets stinging again and again.

Closer and closer came the enemy chariots. At Alexander’s side, the Companions were picking up speed, screaming war-songs of their own.

And then, all at once, they were on them. With a roar of fury, Alexander plunged his spear into the first chariot driver’s chest. The man reeled back, lurching to the side, and his horses were twisting and slipping in the mud.

The air was full of blood and thunder. Again and again the arrows rained down. The Indians’ chariots were struggling in the mire, their horsemen scattering before the Companions’ charge.

Another chariot careered past, and suddenly Bucephalas stumbled. Alexander glanced down, and saw a flash of red along his stallion’s side. An arrow? A spear?

But there was no time to think about it. The first Indian charge had been broken, but far ahead more figures were coming into view. Already the Companions were wheeling their horses, reforming the line for the second wave.

For a moment Alexander leaned forward, stroking Bucephalas’s head, whispering encouragement in his ear. Then he straightened, his eyes scanning the fields ahead.

In the distance, he could hear the roll of war-drums, the shriek of battle-songs. And on the horizon there loomed dozens of giant black shapes, the earth trembling beneath every step.

The elephants were coming.
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Porus had heard the news of Alexander’s crossing shortly after dawn.

With Craterus just across the river, the Indian king had found himself in a tricky position. His first instinct had been to send his son with the chariots, ordering him to drive Alexander back into the water.

But the chariots had been scattered, and Porus’s son was face down in the mud, a Macedonian spear in his back.

Now, screaming hoarsely at his captains, Porus ordered his men into battle formation. The elephants led the way: two hundred of them, spaced at regular intervals, carrying spearmen and archers.

Behind was the infantry, with cavalry guarding the flanks. Before them a small group of Indians carried their most prized relic, a magnificent statue of a warrior.fn1

Porus climbed up onto his elephant, the tallest of them all. He wore a shining golden breastplate, and his servants had loaded his carriage with spears and javelins. To his men he seemed a colossus, a war-god in all his glory.

Up started the drums, doom, boom, doom, and the Indians began to march. On they came, across the fields, tramping towards the Macedonians.

Now even some of Alexander’s most experienced men hesitated, as if unmanned by the sight of the elephants. ‘They looked like towers,’ wrote one ancient historian, ‘projecting from a wall of armed men.’

But Alexander barely blinked. ‘At last,’ he yelled, ‘a real match for my courage! Beasts and warriors together!’

In the last few moments before the onslaught, he briefed his captains. He would go right, leading most of the Companions to attract the Indian cavalry. At the same time, one of his officers, Coenus, would take the remaining Macedonian cavalry left, sweeping around to fall on the enemy from behind.

Meanwhile, it was vital that Leonnatus and the Silver Shields kept the elephants busy. ‘Our spears are long and sturdy,’ Alexander said. ‘They can never serve us better than against these elephants and their drivers. Dislodge the riders and stab the beasts!’

On came the elephants.

Doom, boom, doom went the drums.

Up went the Macedonian battle cry: Alalalalalai! Alalalalalai!

And with a last muttered prayer to great Zeus, a grim look at his friends, and a whispered word for his beloved Bucephalas, Alexander charged.
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Years later, when Greek historians described the Battle of the Hydaspes, they made it sound elegant, graceful, like a play or a ballet.

Alexander thundered down on the right. Coenus swept around the back. The Silver Shields crashed through the centre, and the Indians crumbled before the smoothest military machine the world had ever seen.

It was not really like that at all. Like all of Alexander’s battles, it was a confused hell of mud and blood and panic, a nightmare of sweat and sobs and screams.

What is true, though, is that after so many years together, the Macedonians were supremely well organized. Never had Porus faced such formidable foes, responding as one to their officers’ hoarse instructions.

Even amid the chaos of battle, it was obvious that Alexander’s plan was working. While his Companions shattered the enemy cavalry, the Silver Shields were using their long spears to drive back the elephants and dislodge their riders.

But they did not have it all their own way, of course.

‘Some of the Macedonians were trodden underfoot, armour and all, by the beasts and died, their bones crushed,’ wrote one ancient chronicler.

‘Others were caught up by the elephants’ trunks and, lifted on high, were dashed back down to the ground again, dying a fearful death. Many soldiers were impaled by the tusks and died instantly, as the tusks pierced through their whole body.’

Alexander had always known his men would need something special to stop the elephants. One group of Silver Shields had been equipped with short axes, which they used to hack at the animals’ feet. Another had been issued with long, curved Persian scimitars, perfect for slicing into the elephants’ bellies. Meanwhile, the rest of Alexander’s men were bombarding the beasts with spears and javelins, making it impossible for the Indians to gain momentum.

It worked like a dream. As the Macedonians darted back and forth, hacking and stabbing, the poor elephants were being driven mad with agony.

Despite their size, the elephants had two weaknesses. They could not stand pain, and could not tell the difference between friend and foe. So when their nerve cracked, they were a far greater danger to their own side than to the opposition.

Now, reported one account, ‘they charged into their own men, mowing them down. Their riders were flung to the ground and trampled to death. More terrified than menacing, the beasts were being driven like cattle from the battlefield.’

And as the elephants bellowed in panic, crushing Porus’s warriors underfoot, the second part of Alexander’s plan fell perfectly into place.

Behind the enemy lines, Craterus’s troops were streaming across the Hydaspes: thousands of fresh men and horses, eager for the fray. The Indians, fleeing in terror, did not stand a chance.

Porus had watched the chaos from the top of his elephant, raining down spears on the Macedonians and roaring vainly at his men to hold the line. He, at least, had no intention of running. He would stay and fight to his last breath.

But as his men melted away, Porus was becoming increasingly isolated. Eventually, only his most faithful bodyguards were left, desperately hacking and slashing as Alexander’s men closed in for the kill.

Down below, the Macedonian archers took careful aim. Arrow after arrow found its mark. At last, blood streaming from nine different wounds, almost unconscious with heat and exhaustion, Porus buckled and fell, a beaten man.

At the sight of his fallen enemy, Alexander spurred Bucephalas to meet him. But in the moment of victory, he realized something was terribly wrong.

Instead of galloping forward, the great stallion faltered, stopped, and sank slowly to the ground. And it was only then, as Alexander slid from the saddle, that he realized how badly his old friend was bleeding.
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With the capture of Porus, the clamour of battle dwindled to nothing, and an exhausted quiet fell over the banks of the Hydaspes.

Never had Alexander won such a stunning victory. Despite the terrible weather, the dangerous crossing and the power of the elephants, he had lost only a few hundred men.

But the field was littered with thousands of Indian bodies, including two of Porus’s sons, his chief courtiers and his senior officers. His chariots had been smashed, his elephants routed.

As the carrion crows circled overhead, Alexander left the stricken Bucephalas in the care of his grooms, and went to meet his captive. Surrounded by Macedonians, Porus was now on his feet. He stood as tall and proud as ever, unbowed in the face of death.

It was Alexander who spoke first. How, he asked, would Porus like to be treated?

Porus met his gaze, his eyes unwavering. ‘Treat me like a king.’

Alexander smiled. It was the kind of answer he would have given himself.

Turning to his officers, he ordered that Porus be treated with the respect due to a great man. His wounds must be tended as if he were Alexander himself.

The next day, Alexander said, he would restore Porus to his throne. The Indian had fought well, and had shown his quality. As long as he acknowledged Alexander as his overlord, he would be given more subjects and more cities, just as he deserved.

Porus’s eyes widened. Then, slowly, he nodded.

It was a masterstroke. From now on, Porus was Alexander’s man, bound to him by a debt of gratitude. And until the day he died, the Macedonian king never had a more loyal ally.
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Yet victory had not come without a cost.

That afternoon, as his soldiers celebrated around their campfires, Alexander knelt beside Bucephalas, his eyes glistening with tears. The Indian spears had cut deep, and the brave old stallion had lost far, far too much blood.

Bucephalas had come a long way since their first meeting, outside the palace at Pella. But now, as he took one last, painful, shuddering breath, his journey was over.

That night, Alexander wept for his oldest friend. Never again would they gallop through the fields of Macedon, the sun on their faces, the wind in their hair.

But one day, Alexander murmured, they would be reunited. One day they would ride together through the fields of Elysium, bathed in eternal spring.

The next morning, Alexander called his captains together. To each he gave a crown and a thousand gold pieces, to thank them for their efforts.

From this day on, he said, two cities would stand on the banks of the Hydaspes, as eternal reminders of the valour of the Macedonians. The first, on the field where they had beaten Porus’s elephants, would be named Nicaea, the City of Victory.

The second would stand further west, on the spot where Alexander’s horse had led the way across the river. In his honour, it would be called Bucephala.

Settled by Macedonian veterans, Bucephala stood for hundreds of years. The Indians called it Bhadrāśva, the City of the Noble Horse. In the end it was swallowed up by floods, and the site has never been discovered.

But Bucephalas’s fame never died. More than a thousand years later, the Italian traveller Marco Polo travelled along the great Silk Road to the cities of China. On his way, he passed through what had once been Bactria. The locals told him that in the old days it had been a land of magical horses, with horns in the centre of their foreheads.

These, they said, were the descendants of the noblest horse who ever lived, who had only ever allowed one man to ride him, and had carried his friend to the end of the world.

And his name, of course, was Bucephalas.
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Part Four



THE LAST JOURNEY
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Mutiny in India

For thirty days Alexander’s men rested. The gods were smiling on them. The rain-clouds had cleared, the sun was shining and all was right with the world.

It was the summer of 326, eight years since they had crossed the Hellespont. And as Alexander celebrated his thirtieth birthday, he was in high spirits.

After their victory on the Hydaspes, he declared, all resistance had been shattered, once and for all. The riches of India lay at their feet. Soon they would ‘fill all Macedonia and Greece, not just their own homes, with pearls and precious stones, gold and ivory’.

At that, his men roared with delight. After so long on the road, they were looking forward to going home, laden with booty.

Yet Alexander was not quite ready to turn back. Victory over Porus had merely sharpened his appetite for adventure.

Already he was planning a new journey. It was only fifty miles south-east to the River Acesines, and then another hundred miles to the next river, the Hyphasis.fn1

Beyond the Hyphasis, all was hazy. But to Alexander, it seemed obvious that when he reached the Hyphasis, he would be close to the eastern edge of the world. From there, he believed, he could easily reach the Great Ocean that encircled the world, turn west and return home by ship.

At the thought of the endless sea, Alexander felt a thrill of excitement. He felt sure that when he looked out at the vast blue horizon, he would have gone further than any man before him.

Now he offered a sacrifice to Helios, god of the sun. Very soon, he prayed, he and his friends would be together on the shore, watching the sun rise over the edge of the world.
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Midsummer. In the hills of the northern Punjab, the Macedonians were cutting down trees to build a fleet for their journey home. Sometimes, in the undergrowth, they heard an unsettling slithering sound.

One or two claimed to have glimpsed a beast with tough grey skin and a horned snout. They nicknamed it a ‘nose-horn’: in Greek, ῥῑνóϰερως, rhinoceros.

When the ships were ready, Alexander ordered the army to move out. Yet as they set off, the storm clouds were gathering.

This had been merely a brief interlude in the monsoon season, and before long the grey rains were hammering down, harder than ever. With the rains came the floods, as the rivers burst their banks and water streamed across the fields of the Punjab.

And with the floods came the snakes.

They were used to snakes in Greece, of course. But none of them had ever seen such ferocious reptiles as the snakes now slithering out of the waters – or so many of them.

There were snakes of all colours, all sizes, from huge, sleepy pythons to tiny, darting cobras. ‘They hid in the tents, the cooking-pots, the hedges and the walls,’ wrote Alexander’s friend Nearchus. ‘Those whom they bit bled from every pore and suffered agony, dying very rapidly unless help was found in the drugs and roots of the Indian snake-charmers.’

It was an ominous way to kick off the journey. And from then on, things only got worse.

By the time they reached the Acesines, the rain was harder than ever. It came down day after day, hour after hour: soaking, drenching, driving rain.

Among the soldiers, morale was sinking fast. They were sick of the rain, sick of the snakes and sick of India. Then they saw the river.

Swollen by the monsoon, the Acesines was in full flood, a raging torrent two miles wide. It took days to get everybody across, and in the boats the men had a terrible time, the current dashing their craft against the rocks in midstream. As the timbers splintered around them, dozens were drowned.

The march of the conquerors had become a miserable trudge. And the further they travelled from Porus’s borders, the more hostile the locals became.

Before long, the Macedonians were cranking up the catapults for yet another round of skirmishes and sieges. It was as if they were stuck in an endlessly repeating dream: rain and fighting, rain and fighting, day after day after day.

Not far from the modern Indian city of Amritsar, a local chieftain came to offer his surrender. And when Alexander’s captains asked him about the sea beyond the Hyphasis, his answer sent shockwaves around the camp.

The chieftain frowned. There was no sea beyond the Hyphasis, he said. There was just more India.

Once the Macedonians crossed the river, they would face another twelve-day slog before reaching yet another river, the holy Ganges, which rolled on for almost two thousand miles.

Beyond the Ganges was the realm of the Gandaridae, the bravest men in all India, with a huge army of chariots and elephants. And beyond that, said the chieftain, were more lands, more kings and more elephants: an entire civilization, of which the Macedonians had been completely unaware.

But while his captains shook their heads in disbelieving horror, Alexander’s eyes were glittering with excitement.

This was the stuff of his wildest dreams, a quest Heracles and Achilles had never even imagined. To fight and conquer these Indians – that would be glory beyond measure!

It would be hard, of course. But his army was the finest war machine the world had ever seen. How could they possibly fail?

But the Macedonians themselves had other ideas.
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Eight years earlier, when they had joined Alexander on his great adventure, none of them had thought it would last so long or take them so far.

Since landing in Asia, they had travelled more than eleven thousand miles. They had crossed mountains and deserts, and had seen palaces and pyramids. They had met the legendary Amazons, and had even beaten an army of elephants.

But they were exhausted. They were tired of fighting, tired of being afraid, tired, above all, of the rain.

None of them had his original clothes. They were all in Indian outfits now, dirty, ragged, soaked and stained. Their swords were blunt; their boots were leaking.

And now no end was in sight. There would be no voyage home – not yet, anyway. Just more marching and more fighting.

As the rain fell, the murmurs of discontent began to grow. And by the time they reached the Hyphasis, Alexander knew he had to address them.

Summoning all his authority, he called the officers to a council of war. Never had a speech mattered so much. On his words depended the future of his quest.

He began with a reminder of their victories and conquests, feats that people would remember for the rest of time. Now, Alexander said, they were close to the end. Yes, he had heard the stories about the vast Indian lands beyond.

But he did not believe them. ‘Why, if stories could have defeated us,’ he said, ‘we should have fled from Asia long ago!’

Once across the Ganges, he was sure they would soon reach the Ocean. Then they could sail around the edge of the world, and come home as masters of all.

‘We are not at the start of our efforts and hardships,’ Alexander said, ‘but at their end. We are coming to where the sun rises, to the Ocean. Unless cowardice stands in our way, we shall return home in triumph, after bringing the ends of the earth into subjection!’

He looked around, his eyes blazing.

‘Stand firm, my fellow Macedonians! Glorious are the deeds of those who run the risk of danger! Let us lead lives of valour, and die with immortal glory!’
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And then – silence.

Nobody spoke. The officers just stood there, staring at their boots. None of them met his gaze.

Alexander frowned. ‘I must have done you some wrong without knowing it,’ he said slowly, ‘because you don’t even want to look at me … Nobody answers me …’

And suddenly they saw a new side to their hero-king: the self-pity of a little boy who has not got his way.

‘It is your glory, your greatness that I am trying to uphold!’ Alexander shouted. ‘I am abandoned, forsaken, given up to the enemy!

‘Go back home, then! Desert your king! If I have to, I will go on alone. I would rather die than give in!’

There was another awful silence. Some of the junior officers had started crying. Even Alexander seemed close to tears, such was his fury and frustration.

Finally one of the older captains stepped forward. It was Coenus, who had led part of the cavalry against Porus’s elephants.

Coenus had served in the Macedonian army for twenty years. He was unswervingly loyal, a man you wanted beside you in battle.

‘Your men,’ he said quietly, ‘are as willing as ever to go wherever you command, to fight, to face danger, to shed our blood for you. So if you are going on, we shall follow you wherever you wish, even though we be unarmed, naked and exhausted.’

But the Macedonians had nothing left to give. Their swords were battered; their clothes were threadbare. Alexander would always be their king, but they wanted to go home.

‘Please,’ Coenus said. ‘Do not lead us against our will.’

Even many of the older captains were crying now. But when Coenus finished, there were loud murmurs of agreement.

Alexander’s face was as cold as marble.

Enough, he said flatly. He would think on it overnight.
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The next day, when the officers returned, Alexander tried a different approach.

He would go on, he said curtly, with those who wanted to stay. The rest were free to go home and tell their families that they had ‘deserted their king in the midst of his enemies’.

On that note he retired to his tent. There, for the next two days, he stayed, refusing to come out.

A pall of gloom fell over the Macedonian camp. Some said Alexander was sulking; others insisted he was waiting for his men to change their minds.

But by the third day, it was obvious they were not for turning. Yielding to the inevitable, Alexander tried to disguise his humiliation.

He called for his soothsayers, and told them to consult the gods. The omens were unfavourable, just as everybody had known they would be. The gods did not want him to go on.

When Alexander announced that he had changed his mind, cheers echoed around the camp. Many of his men were so relieved they burst into tears again; others knelt outside his tent, praying for the gods to bless and reward him.

On the banks of the Hyphasis, Alexander ordered them to build twelve stone altars, one for each of the mighty Olympians. These would stand for ever, he said, to mark the furthest point of their journey.

All was made ready. The tents were folded away, the baggage train loaded. The Macedonians prepared to move out.

For a moment Alexander stood on the bank, gazing east across the Hyphasis. Somewhere, over the horizon, was the Ganges, and the rest of India, and the Great Ocean. But now he would never see them.

He turned away. The dream was over.

After eight years, his own men had done what Demosthenes, Darius, Bessus and Porus could not. They had beaten Alexander.
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So now the Macedonians retraced their steps west across the Punjab, to the kingdom of Porus. None of them liked the idea of marching all the way back across the peaks of the Hindu Kush, and to Alexander there seemed an obvious alternative.

Since they had felled hundreds of trees to build their fleet, it made sense to use them. Why not sail south down the River Hydaspes to the Arabian Sea, and then turn west along the coast towards Persia?

The orders went out, and by November the fleet was ready: some two thousand galleys, horse transports and supply ships, under the command of Alexander’s boyhood friend, Nearchus the Cretan, who had always loved the water.

As usual, the Macedonians marked their departure with sacrifices, games and musical contests. Standing at the bow of his flagship, Alexander poured a bowl of wine into the waters, and prayed to the sea-gods Poseidon and Oceanus, his peerless ancestor Heracles and his divine father, Zeus Ammon.

A trumpet sounded, the oarsmen took up the beat and the first ships eased out into the Hydaspes. Their sails had been dyed a deep imperial purple, and the spectators on the banks ‘looked on in amazement as the wind filled out their multi-coloured emblems’.

All the time, wrote one ancient historian, the oarsmen’s chanting echoed like a battle cry. And as the Macedonians rowed south, the local villagers ‘came running down to the river’s bank and accompanied them singing their native songs’.

But as the days passed, the songs began to fade. And by the time the fleet passed the southern border of Porus’s kingdom, the faces on the banks were no longer smiling, but scowling with suspicion.

This was the realm of the Mallians. Known as some of the fiercest tribesmen in all India, they had vowed that no stranger would pass through their lands alive.

True to form, Alexander saw the Mallians not as an obstacle but as a challenge. So now he divided his forces.

Nearchus and Hephaestion would continue south with the fleet, while Ptolemy and Craterus followed with the baggage train and most of the army. In the meantime, Alexander himself would take the Silver Shields to deal with the Mallians.

The Indian tribesmen were no fools. At the news of Alexander’s advance, they fell back to their most formidable stronghold: the citadel of Multan, shielded by two rings of mud-brick walls.

Undeterred, Alexander ordered his men to bring up the siege engines. But amid all the preparations, one of his soothsayers asked for a quiet word.

The previous night, he had been visited by a strange and disturbing dream. He had watched the young king leading an assault on the citadel, only to suffer a serious wound and fall into ‘great danger’.

Please, begged the soothsayer, do not attack tomorrow. Leave Multan alone, and return to the fleet.

Alexander frowned. Abandon the siege? Run away from a fight? Never!

The attack on Multan began early the next morning. It was a stiflingly hot, dusty day, but the outer wall fell quickly enough.

To his friends, Alexander seemed a man possessed. Crashing through a side gate, he scythed through the fleeing defenders, his eyes blazing with the thrill of battle. Now for the inner wall!

Up the first siege ladder he scrambled, leading from the front. Down below, the Silver Shields were still hoisting up their ladders. But all the time Alexander was racing ahead.

A moment later he was on the battlements, slashing through the Mallian defenders. His armour gleamed in the morning sun; his sword whirled in a white-hot fury. He seemed invincible, unstoppable, a roaring lion from the pages of legend.

Behind him, his bodyguards were climbing onto the battlements. One of them, Peucestas, was carrying the Shield of Athena, Alexander’s gift from the High Priestess of Troy.

But the Silver Shields were still only halfway up, pushing and jostling in their impatience to join them.

Crack …

Alexander glanced over his shoulder, and the colour drained from his cheeks.

Crack …

Buckling under the weight of so many men, the ladders buckled, swayed – and collapsed. A moment later, the Silver Shields tumbled into a broken heap on the ground.

On the battlements, Alexander stood frozen in horror, a lone figure in the glare of the morning sun. His bodyguards were still clambering up. But dozens of Mallians were pouring out of the nearest tower, their faces twisted with fury and hatred.

Down below, the Silver Shields were screaming at their king to jump back down. But Alexander just stood there, immobile, as if paralysed by indecision.

The Mallians were almost on him now.

Still Alexander hesitated. ‘Jump!’ yelled his men.

On came the Mallians, closer and closer …
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And at last Alexander made up his mind. He jumped.

But not back towards his men. He leaped away from them, into the heart of the Mallian citadel, into the midst of his enemies.

Even by Alexander’s standards, it was an astonishingly reckless thing to do. At the time, some men wondered if he secretly wanted to be killed in battle.

He landed on his feet, in a corner of the inner courtyard. Already more Mallians were racing towards him, murder in their eyes.

With his back to a thick fig tree, Alexander used his shield to fend off the first spear-thrusts. Dozens of Mallians were pressing around him, their shrieks ringing in his ears.

Yet as their blows rained down on his shield, he felt strangely calm, almost peaceful. The clouds of doubt were gone. This was what he lived for, the ecstasy of battle.

With a roar born of months of frustration, he drove forward, plunging his sword into an assailant’s side. ‘If this was to be the last feat of his life,’ remarked one ancient historian, ‘he was eager to make it a supremely glorious one.’

But Alexander was just one man, and his enemies were many. More spears crashed against his shield. A rock glanced off his helmet, knocking him backwards.

Again Alexander drove forward, hacking one man to the ground, then another. But he was tiring. More rocks smashed into his shield, his body, his helmet. He stumbled – his legs buckled – and he was down.

A few yards away, a Mallian archer took careful aim. Alexander hauled himself to his feet.

The archer drew back his bowstring. Alexander swung at his nearest adversary, missed, and lost his footing again.

The arrow thudded high into Alexander’s chest, slightly to the right. The impact sent him flying onto his back. His sword and shield clattered to the ground.

Weakly he reached to pull out the arrow, but the effort was too much. His hand dropped limply to his side.

There was dirt in his mouth, sunlight in his eyes, blood all over his hand. More blood was leaking from beneath his breastplate, a scarlet stain seeping across the sand.

And now, all around him, the Mallians moved in for the kill.
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The Desert March

A blood-curdling roar echoed around the citadel.

Through the fog of pain, Alexander saw a blur of movement above him, dark shapes in the sky, men landing heavily in the dust.

The clash of swords rang in his ears. Something silver flashed overhead, and he recognized the Shield of Athena.

As blood streamed from the king’s arrow-wound, his bodyguard Peucestas dropped to his side, using the great shield to ward off the Mallians’ blows.

On the other side, another bodyguard, Leonnatus, was yelling in defiance, frenziedly slashing and stabbing. They must have leaped down from the battlements, risking their lives to save their king.

Yelling with fury, the Mallians hurled themselves forward. Arrows thudded into Peucestas’s shield. A rock crashed into Leonnatus’s shoulder.

Alexander tried to get up. But his knees gave way, and he fell back into the dirt.

The Mallians were pressing closer now. Blood streamed from Peucestas’s forehead. Leonnatus’s face was contorted with effort, his sword-strokes slow and heavy.

Step by step, they were being driven backwards, pushed against the fig tree. It was only a matter of time.

And then, when all hope seemed lost, there came a great splintering crash, the sound of a huge wooden door being smashed in.

The Mallians turned, wide-eyed with horror. And through the shattered gate poured the Silver Shields, howling with rage.

More Silver Shields were leaping from the battlements. Surrounded and outnumbered, the Mallians did not stand a chance.

Now Alexander could hear concerned voices around him. He was being lifted onto a shield, and somebody was calling for help.

But it all sounded so far away, like something from a dream. The voices were fading. There was blood in his mouth.

And then there was nothing.
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In the royal tent, Alexander’s friends gathered around his body, their faces ashen with worry.

Perdiccas eased off the king’s breastplate, and gasped when he saw the livid gash in his chest, the bloodstained arrow-shaft projecting from the wound.

Critobulus of Kos, the army’s chief doctor, pushed through the pack. But at the sight of the wound, he winced in horror.

The problem, he said, was the huge arrowhead, which was dangerously close to Alexander’s lung. To get it out, Critobulus would need to cut into his chest. But the blood loss alone might kill him.

There was a long pause. Nobody spoke.

Critobulus stared at the wound. Blood dripped onto the ground.

Then a voice came from the bed, thin and weak. ‘Why are you waiting?’ whispered Alexander. ‘What are you afraid of?’

Critobulus nodded. He took out his scalpel, and told Alexander’s friends to hold him still.

No need, Alexander whispered. He would not flinch, no matter how deeply Critobulus cut.

Trying to keep calm, the doctor bent over the body. The scalpel flashed in his hand, and blood gushed from Alexander’s chest. The king’s face was streaked with sweat, his teeth clenched in agony.

Critobulus’s fingers were working at Alexander’s side. Suddenly he was holding something: a bronze arrowhead, three fingers wide and four fingers long, barbed and vicious, covered with blood.

But by now, Alexander had fainted.

[image: ]

For hours Critobulus bent over the bed, trying desperately to stop the bleeding. As night fell, Alexander was still unconscious.

Outside, whispers flew around the camp. Some men said Alexander was dying, others that he was already dead.

In the shadows, his officers were discussing what would happen next. Without Alexander, how would they get home? And most importantly, who would lead them?

Morning came. Still Alexander slept, his breathing ragged and fretful. The bleeding had stopped, but his face was desperately pale.

Outside, soldiers guarded the entrance to the tent, and whenever Critobulus came out, his face was grave.

A second day passed, then a third. By now the news had spread to the rest of the army, back at the river.

By the seventh day, the air was heavy with tension. The troops at the river were close to mutiny now, convinced that Alexander’s generals had been covering up his death for days.

On the bank, one of the sentries shouted that he saw a ship, sailing through the haze towards them. Men crowded around, peering into the fog.

He was right. There was a ship.

As it drifted closer, they saw a man, half-lying, half-sitting, his face drained, but his features familiar. He raised his hand in salute.

It was Alexander.

Cheers of joy rolled down from the bank. As the soldiers stretched out their arms to their king, many of them were weeping with relief.

A few moments later, the ship eased to a halt. The guards called for a litter, but Alexander waved it aside. No, he said: a horse.

Gingerly, painfully, he climbed into the saddle. Again he raised his hand; and now, wrote the historian Arrian, ‘the banks of the river and the nearby woods echoed with applause’.

When Alexander reached the middle of the camp, he climbed down from his horse. His men clustered around him, their eyes wet with tears, ‘some touching his hands, others his knees, others his clothes’.

His friends could see he was in enormous pain; occasionally his hand went to his side, and agony flashed across his face.

But the ordinary soldiers did not notice. They were too busy cheering.
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For the next two weeks Alexander’s doctors nursed him back to health. Despite his recovery, his friends were horrified that he had been so reckless.

Visiting him in his tent, Craterus and Ptolemy begged him not to do anything so foolish again. But Alexander shook his head.

‘Do you think I can give up this quest for glory, the one thing to which I have dedicated my entire life?’ he asked. ‘No, I shall not fail in my duty. Wherever I fight, I shall always play to the theatre of the world.’

His friends sighed, but all this went down very well with the rank and file. ‘It is a hero’s job to be brave,’ remarked one old soldier, much to Alexander’s delight.

When he was well enough, they resumed their journey. For two months they sailed south, reaching the mouth of the Indus in the summer of 325.

Near what is now Karachi, in southern Pakistan, Alexander built a dockyard to repair his fleet, and make ready for the voyage home. But despite his ordeal at Multan, he was itching for a new challenge.

His latest plan had two elements. First, he wanted Nearchus to take the fleet west into the Persian Gulf. Once they had recorded the route, merchants would be able to bring gold, jewels, salt and spices straight from India to the heart of his Persian Empire.

Meanwhile, Alexander would take the army along the coast through the barren Gedrosian Desert, on the border between modern Pakistan and Iran. His soldiers would supply the fleet with fresh water from wells they dug along the way, while Nearchus sent them grain from his cargo-ships.

In private, some of his men exchanged puzzled frowns. Even by Alexander’s standards, this seemed a wildly ambitious, even reckless plan.

The scouts reported that the desert crossing was fearsomely difficult. According to legend, even the Persian king Cyrus the Great had been forced to turn back, defeated by the heat and the sand.

But to Alexander, that was all the more reason to try. After all, back in Egypt he and his friends had survived the Sahara. Why should this be any worse?

All was prepared. The route was agreed; the crews were chosen; the ships were loaded.

On the shore, Alexander clasped hands with Nearchus. For a moment, his mind went back to their first meeting in the grove at Mieza, when they were boys studying under Aristotle. That seemed like centuries ago now.

He held Nearchus’s gaze, and gave his old friend a nod. They would meet again; he was sure of it.

Then he mounted his horse and turned west towards the desert.
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Even by Alexander’s standards, his desert march was an extraordinary gamble.

He was taking tens of thousands of men, as well as thousands of their wives, servants and children, across some of the bleakest country imaginable. He had no map and no allies. And although it was now late August 325, past the midsummer peak, it was still blisteringly hot.

As always, he was convinced that sheer willpower would bring him through. And after his miraculous recovery from the brink of death, his soldiers agreed.

‘They had always believed in Alexander’s extraordinary good fortune,’ wrote one ancient historian, ‘and now they felt there was nothing that he would not risk and still achieve.’

So it began, the long army column snaking across the barren plains west of Karachi. And right from the start there were hints of trouble.

After only a few weeks, some of Alexander’s men were struggling with the heat. There was no water, and the local tribes were bitterly hostile.

But the Macedonians kept going. The weeks passed, and in late October the landscape began to change.

The scrubby fields gave way to gritty sand; the last patches of green faded into grey. Ahead lay the Gedrosian Desert, one of the harshest places on earth.

And now things began to go seriously wrong.

With their food supplies dwindling, Alexander’s men scanned the horizon, eagerly looking for their grain-ships. But Nearchus’s fleet was nowhere to be seen.

The days went by. The seas were empty. No Nearchus. No ships. No grain. Nothing.

Alexander and his men were on their own.

In the stifling heat they turned inland. But there was no food there either. And all the time the sun pounded down.

Sometimes they saw dark figures on the horizon, and shouted hoarsely for help. But the local tribes, wrote one Greek historian, were ‘unfriendly and utterly brutish’.

The Gedrosians grew their fingernails long, let their hair grow ‘matted like felt’ and wore animal skins to protect themselves from the sun. They lived on raw fish, which they caught in bark nets and dried on the cliffs.

To Alexander’s men, these Fish-Eaters were little better than beasts. Indeed, the stench of rotting fish was so great the Macedonians could not approach them without gagging in disgust.

As the column’s pace slowed, Alexander told his men to march only by night. But in the blazing, burning sunlight, it was almost impossible to sleep.

The dunes stretched all around them, an endless ocean of sand. With every step they sank deep into the shifting earth.

On they trudged, their skin blistered and peeling, their throats raw with thirst. Snakes struck at their ankles; flies dozed on their eyelids. The Macedonians were so tired they could barely summon the energy to swat them away.

Then they began to starve.

Soon they began eating the horses, tearing at the meat with their teeth. Some of them chewed strange plants they had found in the wilderness. But the leaves were laced with poison, leaving them choking on the ground, foam bubbling from their mouths.

At the head of the column, Alexander betrayed no hint of his feelings. But he was as hungry and thirsty as anybody. He knew his desert adventure had gone terribly wrong.

One night, they were camped near a rocky ridge. At last they had found a stream, and Alexander dared to hope that the gods had taken pity on them.

He was wrong.

Unknown to Alexander, the summer rain had been collecting in vast pools, higher up the ridge. Suddenly, in the dead of night, the pools burst, sending torrents of water rushing downhill.

The flood was so great, wrote one chronicler, that ‘it drowned most of the wives and children of the men who followed the army, and swept away all the king’s baggage, as well as all the remaining animals’.

Many of the soldiers were lucky to escape with their lives. When dawn broke the next morning, it found them exhausted, bedraggled and hollow-eyed with grief.

On they went, stumbling west across the dunes.

Every few minutes men fell to their knees in the sand, unable to go on. But there were no spare horses or mules left to carry them, and none of their friends had the strength to help. They averted their eyes and trudged on into the distance, leaving their comrades to the flies and the desert.

Alexander barely spoke now, but his face was a mask of despair. Where was his luck? Where were the gods? Where was his father, Zeus Ammon?

Then, one day, the native guides came to him and admitted they were lost.

It was an awful moment, one of the worst he had ever known. But when his men needed him most, Alexander rose to the challenge.

Ordering the column to halt, he gathered his remaining horsemen and told them to accompany him south. They would keep going, he said grimly, until they reached the sea – or they would die in the attempt.

For long hours they rode, at the very limit of their endurance. One man after another fell behind, and in the end Alexander was left with just five companions, struggling over the dunes in the naked sun.

And then, at last, they rode over a ridge – and there it was. The sea.

With the last of their strength, they dug a hole in the shingle. Up bubbled water, fresh and clear. For the first time in weeks, Alexander smiled.

Then he went back, to fetch the rest of the army.

[image: ]

For the next few days, they trudged along the shore. They were still hungry, but at least they were no longer adrift in the dune sea.

A week after they had reached the coast, one of their guides spotted a track in the sand. Tracing it across the hill, the Macedonians found themselves in a valley, which led north into ragged scrubland.

Soon they emerged into pale, sandy fields, where sheep grazed contentedly on the thin grass. Now they knew where they were: some two hundred miles south of the town of Pura, just inside the Persian border.

From here, a dusty road led directly into the province of Carmania. And so, after two months in the desert, Alexander and his friends staggered into the light of civilization.

They were sick, sunburned and starving – but they were alive. Or at least, some of them were.

None of them could be sure how many people had died during the desert march. Almost all of the camp followers had been lost, and perhaps half of the soldiers. So ten thousand? Twenty thousand? Even more?

By any standards it had been a colossal disaster, the worst of Alexander’s reign. But there would be time for grief later. For now, the survivors wanted to eat, sleep and forget.

As word of Alexander’s coming spread, the Carmanian barons flocked to offer food and shelter. For seven days the Macedonians feasted, drowning their sorrows in torrents of wine.

Even Alexander joined in the revels, crowning himself with a flower garland, downing huge goblets of wine and clapping along to the music of the flutes.

Yet amid the cheers and laughter, two questions nagged at him, keeping him awake in the dead of night.

Where were his ships? And what had happened to Nearchus?
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As winter set in, Alexander rode into the Carmanian capital, Salmus. Awestruck, the townsfolk bowed before their Great King.

Now, for the first time in months, Alexander received some good news. Travellers claimed that strangers had been spotted on the beaches, and there were reports of ships moored just offshore.

Hope surged in Alexander’s breast. Surely … it must be Nearchus!

Eagerly he sent search parties to scour the coastline. But the days went by, and Nearchus was nowhere to be found.

In Salmus, Alexander seethed with frustration. Clearly it had all been a hoax, a trick to torment him.

In a fury born of disappointment, he ordered the arrest of anybody spreading ‘false tales’. In the meantime, he sat alone in his quarters, brooding in silence.

A day or two later, he roused himself from his gloom to go to the theatre. His officers had organized a drama competition, and Alexander had promised to judge the winner.

Just as the contest approached its climax, there was a commotion at the entrance. Six strangers were trying to get in: long-haired, skeletally thin and clad in rags, like beggars or street pedlars.

Alexander stared at the newcomers. One of them made straight for him, and bowed his head.

And then, with a gasp, Alexander knew him. Beneath the long hair and the filthy beard … it was Nearchus!

As the two friends clasped hands, both of them were crying. Choking back the tears, Alexander shook his head in disbelief.

‘It is some consolation,’ he said, ‘that you, my friend, are safe. But what happened to the others? How did they die? What happened to the ships?’

Through his tears, Nearchus laughed. ‘My lord,’ he said, ‘your ships are safe, and so are all the men. That’s what I have come to tell you.’

And at this, wrote one historian, ‘Alexander wept all the more, since it seemed too good to be true.’

Later, talking long into the night, Nearchus revealed the whole story. The monsoon winds had delayed his ships from sailing until November, and he had never been able to catch up with the army.

For supplies, he had put in along the coast, hoping to find food in the local villages. But the Fish-Eaters had greeted his men with snarls and stones, and their encounters had always ended in bloodshed.

In the course of his journey, Nearchus had seen wonders worthy of Homer’s legendary traveller, Odysseus. He had seen the spouts of gigantic whales, and had sailed past islands haunted by evil spirits.

At last he had reached the southern Persian coast, across the strait from the modern city of Dubai. And now, he said happily, his ships were ‘all drawn up at the mouth of the river’.

That night Alexander slept well for the first time in months. As he told Nearchus, the fleet’s safe return gave him more joy than any of his conquests.

In the next few days, he organized lavish games in his old friend’s honour. And as Nearchus and his crew paraded through the streets, the crowds showered them with flowers.

All was relief; all was jubilation. The nightmare of the desert march was forgotten. The Macedonians’ journey, it seemed, was over.

For Alexander, though, it would never be over.
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The Tomb of Cyrus

A few months after he had returned from the desert, Alexander went to see the only man in history whose achievements rivalled his own.

Cyrus the Great had died two hundred years earlier, in the year 530 BC. As Persia’s first King of Kings, he was widely seen as the greatest man who had ever lived.

The Persians called him simply ‘the Father’. Even in distant Macedon, Alexander had grown up reading about his conquests.

Cyrus’s tomb stood in a park fifty miles outside Persepolis, guarded by a family of fire-worshipping Magi. Since his death, every Great King had come to put on his ancestor’s faded cloak and kneel before the golden sarcophagus. And as Alexander rode through the Persian heartland in the spring of 324, he was eager to do the same.

He found the tomb in a grove of trees, beside a gently babbling stream. Steps led up to a little stone house on a high pedestal, the last home of the man who had founded the Persian Empire.

Alexander knew what to expect. Once through the door, he would see the golden coffin containing Cyrus’s body, resting on a gilded couch covered with purple carpets. The room was said to be full of magnificent robes and tunics, as well as bows, collars, sabres and earrings of gold and precious stones.

As Alexander mounted the steps, his heart was racing. This was an extraordinary moment, the meeting of the greatest conquerors in history – even if one of them had been dead for two hundred years.

The door creaked open. He peered into the gloom – and gasped with horror.

Cyrus’s tomb had been ransacked. The treasures had vanished; the splendid clothes were gone.

The coffin lay in shattered pieces on the floor. Even Cyrus’s decaying body had been dumped on the ground, where rotting pieces had begun to fall off.

Horrified, Alexander threw his cloak over the body and called for his guards. Within hours they had rounded up the fire-priests and were demanding answers.

But none of the priests knew anything, and in the end Alexander’s men decided that local bandits must have been responsible.

To the Macedonians, though, it could hardly have been a darker omen. For if even the mightiest of all Great Kings could fall victim to grave robbers, then what hope was there for Alexander?
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In the late spring of 324, Alexander rode into the brick city of Susa.

On his first visit to the city, almost seven years earlier, he had come as a Macedonian outsider. But now he came as the unchallenged master of Asia.

In Susa, Alexander had everything a man could desire – unlimited gold, boundless power, servants to do his bidding, friends to share his evenings and a beautiful young wife in Roxana to bear his children.

And yet something was wrong. It was hard to put your finger on it. But as the streets of Susa baked in the sun, it hung there in the haze: a sense of restlessness, suspicion, even fear.

The vandalism at Cyrus’s tomb had not been a one-off. While Alexander had been away in the east, thieves and outlaws had terrorized the countryside, while the local satraps had treated their people with abominable cruelty.

For many ordinary Persians, Alexander’s conquest had not brought liberation. It had simply brought chaos.

On his return, he had done his best to restore order, arresting the satraps and executing the guilty. Yet all this left a bad taste in his mouth. And some betrayals cut deeper than others.

In Babylon, one of his oldest friends, Harpalus, had stayed behind to look after Alexander’s colossal treasury. But now Alexander learned that Harpalus had betrayed him.

While the army was away in the east, he had blown vast sums of money on gardens and dancing girls. He had even forced the Babylonians to worship his girlfriend as a goddess.

At the news of Alexander’s return, Harpalus loaded up the treasury and fled to Athens. There, safe from punishment, he used his stolen loot to stir up rebellion against his boyhood friend.

Back in Susa, Alexander could not understand how his friend could be so disloyal. How could Harpalus betray their dreams of adventure and glory?

And now came another omen, the strangest yet.

For two years Calanus, the Indian philosopher whom they had found naked in the dust at Taxila, had been travelling with the army. Alexander loved talking to him, and the two men had become fast friends.

But now Calanus told Alexander he was dying. He had no desire to fight against fate, and asked for permission to end his life himself, as was the custom among the wise men of India.

For a long time Alexander argued with him. But it was no good, and eventually he agreed to let Calanus arrange his own departure.

On Calanus’s instructions the Macedonians heaped up a huge funeral pyre. Attendants carried the ailing philosopher through the ranks of soldiers, ‘stretched out upon a litter, crowned with a garland after the custom of the Indians, and singing in the Indian language’.

The servants helped Calanus to lie down on top of the pyre. His eyes met Alexander’s, one last time.

‘We will meet again,’ he said quietly, ‘in Babylon.’

A servant lifted a torch to the pyre. The wood caught light. A moment later, without betraying a flicker of fear, Calanus was consumed by the flames.

As the fire dwindled, the huge assembly broke up. Most of the soldiers could talk only of Calanus’s remarkable courage in the face of death.

But in Alexander’s mind, his friend’s last words echoed again and again.

We will meet again, in Babylon …
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Summer came to Susa. Inside the brick walls of the palace, it was stiflingly hot.

To his soldiers, Alexander seemed less Macedonian than ever. Seated on his gilded throne, with a purple tunic, a purple mantle and a diadem on his brow, he looked the very picture of a Persian king.

His friends, too, wore Persian robes. His bodyguard Peucestas, who had saved him at Multan with the Shield of Athena, had even learned to speak fluent Persian.

Many of the old soldiers were horrified. But this was Alexander’s dream: a fusion of East and West. His empire would be neither Macedonian nor Persian. It would be both.

And now, to demonstrate his intentions to the world, he organized one of the strangest public spectacles anybody had ever seen.

A few weeks after Calanus’s funeral, the court assembled at Susa for a five-day wedding celebration. Alexander had decided to take another wife.

But he was not alone. Hephaestion was getting married, too – and Craterus, and Perdiccas, and Ptolemy, and Nearchus …

In fact, all the Macedonian commanders were getting married, almost a hundred of them – even though many, like Alexander, were married already.

For each of them Alexander had chosen a Persian bride, to represent the new union between Greece and Persia. He would marry Stateira, the teenaged daughter of Darius.fn1 Hephaestion was matched with her sister Drypetis, while Craterus married her cousin Amastris.

Many of these girls were barely teenagers; some were just children. But nobody seriously believed these were great romantic matches. What mattered was the spectacle, and the message it sent around the empire.

Never had Susa seen such a magnificent occasion. There were golden beds and silver curtains, crimson rugs and jewelled columns. There were musicians, conjurers, dancers and jesters. There were tables groaning with food, and flagons overflowing with wine.

It was, said the historian Arrian, ‘the most popular thing which Alexander ever did; and it proved his affection for his Companions.’

But that was only one side of the story. For amid all this Persian pomp, some of the older soldiers did not hide their disapproval.

With puzzled resentment they had watched their king adopting more and more foreign customs. First he had taken to wearing foreign clothes; now he and his friends had taken foreign wives.

Was this what the sons of Macedon had fought and died for? So that Alexander could turn himself into a Persian, and father a long line of Persian kings?

For some of them, it was almost too much to bear. And a few weeks after the wedding, they snapped.
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It was midsummer. A blanket of heat had settled over the fields of Babylonia. Flies drifted above the muddy waters of the Tigris.

As Alexander sailed upriver, he was turning an idea over in his head. He knew that if it went wrong, it could bring everything crashing down.

As he saw it, things had never been the same since his men had refused to go further into India, two years earlier. In the pouring rain of the Punjab, a fragile thread had broken, and it could never be repaired.

And there was more. He had seen his men’s faces when his Persian courtiers bowed before him. He knew many of them would never accept Persian ways.

But he needed an army his new subjects would support. Already he had begun recruiting Persian horsemen. And before leaving Susa, he had welcomed tens of thousands of boys from the wilds of Bactria, who had been drilled with Macedonian weapons and Macedonian uniforms.

Alexander called them the Epigoni – the Successors. But when the Macedonian veterans heard about them, their faces clouded with suspicion.

If these foreign boys were the Successors, whom were they succeeding?

At the riverside town of Opis, not far from modern Baghdad, Alexander called an assembly of his soldiers. He had something important to tell them.

Once the Macedonians had lined up outside the palace, Alexander stepped onto the wooden platform, flanked by his bodyguards. He came straight to the point.

It was ten years since they had sailed to Asia, and they deserved a rest. So all the injured and older men would now be sent back to Macedonia. To sweeten the deal, he would give them money to settle all their debts, as well as rewards that would ‘make them special objects of envy to those at home’.

Already murmurs were rising from the back of the assembly. Somebody muttered that the king preferred Persians to his own people. Another voice yelled that if one of them went, they should all go. The mood was turning ugly.

Then, through the hubbub, one man’s voice cut through, harsh and mocking.

‘If you think so little of us, why don’t you carry on your wars on your own?’ he shouted. ‘Maybe you should get your father Ammon to help you!’

A gust of laughter swept through the army. On the platform, Alexander’s eyes widened with shock.

Then before his bodyguards could stop him, he jumped down into the crowd. Making straight for the man who had spoken, he grabbed him by the shoulders, screaming for his guards. Then he seized a second man; then another.

When thirteen men had been dragged away for execution, Alexander climbed back onto the platform. There was a dreadful silence now. His eyes scanned the horrified faces, and they were as hard as iron.

‘When my father Philip found you,’ he said coldly, ‘you were poor and homeless, clad only in animal skins, tending a few sheep on the side of a mountain.

‘He gave you mastery of Greece. I gave you Asia. I gave you Egypt, Syria, Babylon and Bactria: the wealth of the Lydians, the treasure of the Persians, the riches of the Indians.

‘I have been hit with arrows. I have been wounded with swords. But I have made you masters of the land and the sea. I gave you purple robes and golden crowns. And this is how you thank me!

‘Well, since you all wish to go … go! Go home, and tell everyone that Alexander, the man who conquered the Persians, was deserted by his own men. Go home, and tell them that you left Alexander with the foreigners, because his own men ran away.

‘Tell them that, and see how your families welcome you. Go!’

And with that he turned on his heel, stepped down from the platform, and was gone.
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For two days Alexander remained in his chamber, with only his closest friends allowed inside. His soldiers told themselves that this was just like the mutiny on the Hyphasis, when he had given in eventually.

For Alexander, though, this was different. He had let his men humiliate him once; he would not do so again.

On the third day, Alexander summoned his Persian officers. From now on the traditional Macedonian titles would be transferred to eastern units.

There would be Persian Silver Shields and Persian Companion Cavalry, Persian captains and even Persian bodyguards. ‘Asia and Europe are now one kingdom,’ he said, ‘so you will carry Macedonian weapons. You are my kinsmen now.’

When word reached the Macedonian veterans, they could not believe it. Surely Alexander could not be serious? Was he really giving their positions and titles to the Persians?

Soon a crowd of Macedonians had gathered outside the palace. Some of them were so shocked that tears ran down their faces. They would stay there all day and all night, one of their spokesmen shouted, until Alexander took pity on them.

At last the great gate opened, and out stepped Alexander. When he saw his men waiting, their faces streaked with tears, his face softened.

The soldiers’ spokesman stepped forward. They were sorry, he said. They would do as their king ordered. All they asked was that they, too, could call Alexander their kinsman.

Slowly Alexander nodded. Yes, he said. ‘From this day forward, you are all my kinsmen.’

So the mutiny at Opis was over. But this time, Alexander had got his way.

At a great feast to mark the end of the quarrel, the Macedonian veterans were invited to sit in a circle around the king. But in the next circle sat the Persians, with the Egyptians, the Indians and the other peoples of the empire in circles beyond that.

At the end of the banquet, Alexander asked the soldiers to pray for ‘peace between the Macedonians and Persians and a sharing of the rule of the empire between them’. Only a few days earlier the veterans might have refused. But now they had no choice but to agree.

When it was over, the veterans prepared for their departure. Deep down, many still felt desperately unhappy.

They had conquered the greatest cities on earth, but now they were being sent back to the mountains where they had once tended sheep. In their place, Alexander was recruiting Persians to run his empire.

To lead them back home, Alexander had chosen the plain-speaking Craterus. Some of the Macedonians muttered that Alexander wanted to get Craterus out of the way, so there would be nobody to stop him turning himself into a Persian.

But it was too late to argue about it now. Craterus barked out an order, and the sound of tramping feet filled the air.

As the Macedonians marched out across the plain, one or two glanced back. At the gates of Opis, they could see a short, stocky figure standing alone, his hand raised in farewell. Then he was gone, lost in the summer haze.

They would never see Alexander again.
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Autumn. In the city of Ecbatana, the sunset flamed on the gold-tiled towers.

In the palace, Alexander reached for another cup of wine. The high drama of the summer was forgotten; the Macedonian veterans were hundreds of miles away now.

More than ever, he ruled as a Great King, the heir of Cyrus. Not only were most of his soldiers Persian and Bactrian, but so were his wives, his courtiers, his servants, even his bodyguards.

Night after night he sat up late, drinking with his friends. Most were the comrades he had known for decades, such as Perdiccas, Ptolemy and Nearchus. But as Alexander glanced around the room, he could see one or two newer faces, too.

These were the rising stars of his empire, lean and hungry. Men like his Greek secretary Eumenes, wily and silver-tongued; or the Silver Shields’ new Macedonian commander Seleucus, a hardened fighter with calculating eyes.

But one face never changed. Ever since their strolls in the woods around Mieza, Hephaestion had been Alexander’s closest companion, his best friend and soulmate. Even now they still modelled themselves on Achilles and Patroclus, the famously close friends in Homer’s epic of the Trojan War.

To reward his friend’s loyalty, Alexander had recently named him not just as head of the Companion Cavalry, but as the empire’s official second-in-command. If anything ever happened to the king, Hephaestion would surely take the reins of power.

As the autumn winds blew from the mountains, Alexander announced a new series of athletic games. But on the first day, there was an empty space at the stadium. After days of parties, Hephaestion was feeling under the weather.

It was just a routine fever, and Alexander thought nothing of it. His friend retired to bed, and the musical recitals and wrestling bouts went on as usual.

On the seventh day of his fever, Hephaestion felt better. He called for a cup of wine.

A couple of hours later, Alexander was watching a gymnastics contest when a courtier knelt at his side and whispered in his ear. Suddenly Alexander was on his feet, rushing for the exit, his bodyguards trailing in his wake.

But it was too late. By the time Alexander reached his friend’s bedchamber, Hephaestion’s face was as white and cold as polished stone. He was dead.

For a moment Alexander stood there, reeling in shock. His knees buckled. The room was spinning around him.

Then there was darkness.
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Babylon

For three days Alexander wept.

At first he refused to leave Hephaestion’s side, clinging onto his friend’s cold hand. Even after his other friends managed to pull him away, he remained curled up on the floor, sobbing uncontrollably.

He sent his food away untouched, and refused to wash or shave. He did not speak a word. He simply lay there, staring into space, tears rolling down his cheeks.

When Alexander finally roused himself, his eyes were dull and empty. He called for a knife and cut off his hair, as Achilles had done after the death of his friend Patroclus.

Public mourning was declared across the empire. The manes and tails of all the horses were cut. Flutes and other instruments were forbidden. Hephaestion’s doctor was hanged.

But there was no funeral, not yet. For Hephaestion, only something extraordinary would do. So Alexander announced that the funeral would be delayed until they returned to Babylon, when he would organize the greatest extravaganza the world had ever seen.

In the meantime he commissioned a monument to stand in Ecbatana, where Hephaestion had drawn his last breath. The local stonemasons carved a gigantic lion, the embodiment of majesty and might.

Smoothed and eroded by time and the elements, the lion still stands in the Iranian city of Hamadan. Today, more than two thousand years after Hephaestion’s death, visitors still line up to be photographed beside it, just as Alexander would have wanted.
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The weeks passed, but Hephaestion’s death was a wound that never healed. Alexander had relied on his boyhood companion not just for advice and friendship, but to relieve the loneliness of supreme command.

In his place he turned to another old comrade, the lordly Perdiccas, who took control of the Companion Cavalry. At court, it was Perdiccas’s friends who held most influence now.

So Parmenion was gone, and Cleitus was gone, and Craterus was gone, and Hephaestion was gone. Day by day power was shifting, as new men stepped forward in place of the old.

And what of Alexander?

To many people, the 32-year-old king still cut a splendid figure. Visitors found him on a golden throne, dressed in purple and flanked by bodyguards in crimson tunics.

With the Macedonian veterans far away, there was nobody to scoff at his Persian customs. And more than ever, Alexander seemed determined to live up to the image of his divine father, Zeus Ammon.

‘He would wear the sacred clothes of the gods at dinner parties,’ reported the Greek writer Ephippus: ‘sometimes the purple cloak, the slippers and horns of Ammon, sometimes the dress of the goddess Artemis …

‘Sometimes, he would also dress as Hermes, especially at parties when he would wear the winged sandals and the broad hat … Often he carried a lion-skin and a club, like Heracles.’

To some observers, Alexander’s enthusiasm for dressing up was a sign he was losing his mind. It was as if he had been driven mad by grief, and could no longer distinguish between fantasy and reality.

‘He would sprinkle the floors of his palace with precious perfume and sweet-smelling wines; myrrh and other incense was burned for his enjoyment,’ Ephippus wrote disapprovingly. ‘But a hushed silence fell on all these present, as they were frightened: he was murderous and quite unbearable …’

Perhaps such stories were lies, spread by Alexander’s enemies. But there may have been an element of truth in them, however exaggerated.

Despite the gilt and the glitter, there was a sense of loneliness, even sadness about Alexander now. The days of adventure seemed to be behind him. The excitement of his youth had long since faded.

Above all, his closest friend, the Patroclus to his Achilles, was gone.

So the long evenings passed. Reclining on his Persian couch, surrounded by his bodyguards, Alexander stared into his wine.

He saw two boys walking in the woods at Mieza, talking eagerly about the heroes of old. He saw a great black stallion in the palace courtyard, an ox-brand on his flank.

He saw a spear streaking towards the shore of Asia, a sword slicing through the Gordian Knot. He saw camels riding across the Egyptian desert, an army climbing into the mountains of the East.

And like a ghostly echo, he heard the Indian philosopher’s dying words:

We will meet again, in Babylon …

He drained his wine-cup, and called for more.
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The months passed. The year 324 became 323, and Alexander turned his mind to fresh conquests. At court, rumours swirled that he was planning a new campaign, though nobody was quite sure where.

That winter an order for seven hundred new ships went out across the empire. Soon the axe-men were busy in the woods along the Caspian shore, felling trees for the boatyards.

In Babylon, builders began work on an enormous harbour, with room for a thousand warships. Along the Phoenician coast, Alexander’s agents offered handsome rewards for seasoned sailors to come to Babylon and crew his fleet.

In the taverns, men whispered that he was planning his most ambitious enterprise yet: a massive seaborne invasion of Arabia, to seize control of its priceless spice trade.

In the ancient world, few products were as valuable as perfumes and spices. During his voyage along the Persian coast, Nearchus had heard tales of the Arabs’ unmatched supplies of cassia, cinnamon, frankincense and myrrh.

Control of the Arabian spice trade would make Alexander by far the richest ruler in history. It would give him enough gold to pay a dozen armies, enough money to build a hundred palaces.

But would it ever be enough? Wouldn’t there always be more lands to conquer, more enemies to fight?

The historian Arrian thought Alexander ‘would never have been satisfied with any of his conquests … Even if he had added the islands of the Britons to Europe, he would still have gone on seeking for unknown lands.’

And then, said Arrian, ‘if he had found no one else to fight with, he would have fought with himself’.

But as the shipyards echoed to the sound of hammers, there was an intriguing hint of things to come, a sign that the tide of history was beginning to turn.

News of the Great King’s return had travelled far and wide. ‘So powerfully had the terror of Alexander’s name spread through the world,’ recorded one historian, ‘that all nations were ready to bow to him as their destined monarch.’

The Libyans sent an embassy. So did the Ethiopians. More envoys arrived from Gaul and Spain, Carthage and Sicily; from the Illyrians, Thracians, Lucanians and Etruscans.

But one group of visitors stood apart from the rest. Their hair cropped unfashionably short, their clean-shaven faces hard and unsmiling, they said little, but they watched everything.

They came from central Italy. Their city was a republic, and they had no king. But they were said to be a stern, warlike people, proud of their well-drilled army.

In the shadows, Alexander’s courtiers exchanged amused glances. No Italian republic, no matter how well drilled its army, would ever match the greatness of Macedon. What was this city called?

Its name, the strangers said, was Rome.
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In the early weeks of 323, Alexander rode south towards Babylon. There, in the largest city on earth, he would give Hephaestion the funeral he deserved. When the festivities were over, it would be time for the conquest of Arabia.

But as Alexander led his army through the Babylonian marshlands, something very odd happened. On the bank of the River Tigris the city’s priests were waiting, their black-bearded faces pale and gaunt.

For as long as anybody could remember, the seers of Babylon had read the future in the stars. And now they brought bleak news.

Gazing into the heavens, they had seen the death of a king. So Alexander should tread with care. At all costs he must avoid entering Babylon from the west, which would spell certain disaster.

Once again Alexander remembered Calanus’s dying words. We will meet again, in Babylon …

Yet some of his companions were smirking. How could the Babylonian priests claim to know the future? ‘If things are fixed by fate,’ one said dismissively, ‘then they are unknown to mortals.’

And wasn’t Alexander the son of Zeus? What did he have to fear?

A few days later, defying the priests, Alexander rode through the great western gate.

In the morning sunshine, Babylon had never looked better. The pavements were packed with cheering children, the towers hung with flags and flowers.

Ahead lay the gleaming blue of the Ishtar Gate, the soaring stone of the Great Ziggurat, the lush green of the Hanging Gardens. Alexander’s fears seemed to melt away, like the snows of winter in the light of spring.

Installed in the splendour of the palace, he turned his attention to his dear friend’s funeral. Perdiccas had come ahead with Hephaestion’s body, and already thousands of athletes and musicians were arriving in Babylon for the funeral games.

Even by his own standards, Alexander’s plans were breathtakingly ambitious. As a Greek historian remarked, he wanted a ceremony so large, so lavish, that it ‘surpassed all those previously celebrated on earth’.

On Alexander’s orders, workmen tore down a stretch of Babylon’s city wall. From the rubble they built a gigantic brick monument, some 200 feet high, with seven huge storeys held up by tree-trunks.

Each level was lavishly decorated: the first with the golden prows of hundreds of warships; the second with colossal torches topped with golden eagles; the third with carved animals and hunters … and so on, up to the seventh, with figures of the legendary Sirens,fn1 hollowed out to make room for a choir to sing in Hephaestion’s honour.

No expense was spared. The decorations alone, purple and scarlet, gold and ivory, cost a small fortune. The whole thing cost at least ten thousand talents – the equivalent of perhaps a quarter of a billion pounds today.

For Alexander, however, even this was not enough. A few months earlier he had sent envoys to the Oracle of Ammon, with a simple question. He wanted to know if Hephaestion had joined the divine immortals.

The messengers returned with good news. Hephaestion was not a god, but he was a divine hero, worthy of sacrifice.

On the day of the funeral, Alexander was the first to sacrifice to his old friend. To mark Hephaestion’s journey into night, he ordered that the Persians’ Sacred Fire should be put out.

At that, the priests frowned. Only at the death of a king was the Sacred Fire extinguished. There could hardly be a worse omen.

But Alexander insisted. And by now, there was nobody left to argue with him.
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Late spring in Babylon. The heat was rising. Beneath the haze, the narrow alleys stank of smoke and sweat.

In the palace, Alexander pored over the plans for the Arabian expedition. The fleet was ready. The ships were in excellent shape, and their crews were eager to leave.

The army, too, was almost prepared. The western satraps had sent thousands of mercenaries, while Peucestas had recruited 20,000 archers and spearmen from the Persian heartland.

Outside the city walls, Alexander’s captains drilled their troops again and again. On the River Euphrates, Nearchus organized a mock battle, the rival crews bombarding each other with apples instead of arrows.

Morale was sky-high. Against the son of Zeus Ammon, the Arabs did not stand a chance.

Yet still Alexander could not forget the words of Calanus, or banish the nagging sense that something was wrong.

To his intense annoyance, Macedonia had returned to haunt him. While he had been gone, he had left his father’s old general Antipater to govern his homeland. But in the years since then, Antipater had quarrelled bitterly with Alexander’s mother Olympias.

Both of them pestered Alexander with letters of complaint. Olympias even warned her son that the general was plotting to steal his kingdom for himself.

Now, on a sweltering, stifling day, Antipater’s son Cassander rode into Babylon, to defend his father before the king.

Cassander was a dark, wolf-like young man, and Alexander had never liked him. Whenever he looked up, he could see Cassander watching him from the shadows, his eyes cold and hungry.

The weeks passed. Alexander’s captains made their final preparations. Yet all the time, his unease grew.

One morning a madman managed to sneak into the palace. Stealing past the guards, he found his way into the royal apartments, put on the king’s diadem and sat down on the golden throne.

When the royal bodyguards discovered him, the madman claimed he had been guided by the gods. Horrified, Alexander ordered his execution. But he could not get the incident out of his mind.

A few days later, a second strange episode added to his disquiet. He and his friends were sailing near Babylon when a gust of wind blew the diadem from his head into the swamp.

At once Seleucus, commander of the Silver Shields, dived into the water to retrieve it. Swimming back to the boat, he balanced the diadem on his head, to stop it getting wet. And so, for a moment, it was Seleucus, not Alexander, who wore the golden band of the king.

As Seleucus clambered aboard, the two men’s eyes met. Then Alexander took the diadem, and turned away.
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It was the end of May now, and all was ready. In Babylon, Alexander put on games and banquets for the troops, a cheerful send-off before they headed towards the desert.

Yet as the laughter rolled around the tables, he still had that strange, unfathomable sense of dread.

On 28 May, a week before they were due to leave, Alexander awarded Nearchus a golden crown, to mark his appointment as supreme commander of the fleet. Late that evening both men went to a private party, organized by one of the senior officers, Medius of Larissa.

Among the twenty guests were most of Alexander’s closest friends: not just Nearchus, but Perdiccas, Ptolemy, Eumenes and Peucestas. Only one face was missing: the departed Hephaestion.

The party went on into the night, the wine flowing, the faces shining in the candlelight. Alexander had always enjoyed a drink, and at the climax, he raised a great flagon in a toast to his ancestor, the legendary Heracles.

Tilting back his head, he closed his eyes and drank … and drank … and drank, until it was all gone. His friends cheered, and Alexander laughed, and threw down the flagon.

The next day his head was throbbing. He had a bath, and slept a little. Then he went back to Medius’s house to play dice, before coming home for another bath.

Alexander felt wretched, but it was probably just the wine. Again he slept. But when he woke he was shivering, and his sheets were damp with sweat.

Another day went by, then another. He felt desperately weak, and ate little.

He took another bath, but it did no good. He tried to offer a sacrifice, but he had no energy, and the gods seemed to have deserted him.

He summoned his admirals and told them to sail in four days’ time, but his voice was so feeble they struggled to hear him. His brow was hot to the touch, his eyes unnaturally bright, his hair slick with sweat.

It was obvious now that this was not just the wine. Later, some people wondered if he had been poisoned.

But no poison works so slowly. The truth was that Alexander was seriously ill, perhaps with malaria – a disease that was only too common in the Babylonian marshlands.

On the sixth day, his servants carried him to a summerhouse in the garden, hoping a change of scene would do him good. But he felt worse than ever, as if he were on fire, and his breathing was hoarse and painful.

On the eighth day his attendants brought him back into the palace. ‘When his officers came in,’ reported Arrian, ‘he recognized them, but he could no longer speak a word, as if he had lost his voice.’

By now reports of his illness were spreading across the city. For the next two days he remained in his room, shaking and shivering, drifting in and out of sleep.

But outside the tension was rising. Among the Macedonians, there were whispers that he had been dead for days. Why else were the doors of the royal apartments closed? His friends were probably dividing up Alexander’s treasury between them …

Late on 9 June, Alexander’s servants heard shouting and banging outside the doors. When they peered outside, they saw a crowd of soldiers, flushed with wine, demanding to see their beloved king.

It was pointless to argue. The doors crashed open, and in came the soldiers. But when they saw the gaunt figure in the bed, they abruptly fell silent.

Alexander was alive. His eyes were open. But he could not speak. With a great effort he lifted his head, and raised his right hand in a feeble salute.

One by one, bowing their heads, the Macedonians filed past their king. By the time they left, many of them were in tears.

All the next day Alexander clung onto life. Peucestas and Seleucus spent the night at the temple, praying desperately for a miracle. But it was too late now.

Alexander was not immortal, after all. Nor was he destined to die at the hand of some legendary warrior, as so many people had predicted.

In reality, he was dying as so many millions of people died in the ancient world: in his bed, drenched in sweat, from disease.

The next day, 11 June, dawned unnaturally dark, as if the sun itself were veiled in mourning. There were soldiers everywhere, their faces drawn and suspicious, their hands on their sword-hilts.

Most people stayed inside, and those who ventured out carried no lamps, but hurried along in the shadows. Dogs howled in the darkness. Carrion crows circled ominously overhead.

A blanket of fear lay over the city. The people of Babylon were waiting for the inevitable.

Late that afternoon, at about four o’clock, Alexander’s friends gathered around his bedside. Many of them were crying. Their king’s face was grey, his breathing laboured. He was very close to the end now.

He opened his eyes and managed to speak. He wanted to be buried in the Temple of Zeus, he whispered, in the house of his father.

With a supreme effort, he pulled his signet ring from his finger and handed it to Perdiccas. His friends moved closer. To whom, they asked, was he leaving the kingdom?

Hoarsely, Alexander whispered: ‘To the strongest …’fn2

For a moment his mouth twisted in an ironic half-smile. What funeral games they would have, when he was gone!

His head fell back. He closed his eyes.

A few moments later, he gave a long, shuddering breath, and then there was silence.

It was over.
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That evening, a Babylonian scribe sat over his astronomical diary, which the priests kept to record events on the earth and in the heavens.fn3

Carefully he pushed his stylus into the wax tablet, and began to write:

The king died. Clouds …
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EPILOGUE

Funeral Games

Alexander had said there would be funeral games after his death, and he was right. Not even he, though, could have imagined how bloody those games would be.

The contest began in Babylon on 12 June, the day after his death. In the golden throne room, Alexander’s friends gathered around his body to discuss what should happen next.

They were all in shock. Not only had they lost their king, but they were thousands of miles from home, with no obvious successor to lead them.

Since Perdiccas was the senior commander, he spoke first. Roxana, he said, was expecting a child. If the baby was a boy, he would be Alexander’s heir, so they should wait until then.

They all knew this suited Perdiccas down to the ground. Ambitious and high-born, he had Alexander’s ring, and he commanded the Companion Cavalry. So he would be the obvious candidate to rule as regent.

But not everybody agreed. The infantry commander, Meleager, argued that Roxana’s son would not be a pure-blooded Macedonian, because his mother came from Sogdiana. The ordinary soldiers wanted a proper Macedonian king, not some Asian foreigner.

There was an alternative, Meleager said. What about Alexander’s half-brother, Arrhidaeus, who had come on the expedition with them? He was living in Babylon, and could take over immediately as a pure-blooded Macedonian successor.

At this, Ptolemy shook his head. This was a very bad idea, he said. Arrhidaeus was no warrior, and his learning difficulties meant he was totally unfit to rule.

But Ptolemy did not like Perdiccas’s plan, either. Why should one man have the regency? Why shouldn’t the captains share power, forming a committee and voting on the big decisions?

In the end, they reached a compromise. If Roxana’s baby was a boy, he would become king, guided by a four-man committee of Perdiccas, Leonnatus, Craterus and Antipater.

But straight away things began to disintegrate. Outside the palace, the Macedonian infantry had been holding their own mass meeting.

They wanted Arrhidaeus, their fellow countryman, as king. And they were infuriated by the idea that Alexander’s old friends were fixing the succession to suit themselves.

Now, enraged at the swirling rumours, the infantry stormed into the palace. Amid chaotic scenes, Perdiccas and the captains barricaded themselves inside the throne room with Alexander’s body, while the other soldiers hammered furiously on the doors.

In the end, the captains fled through a side door, allowing the infantry to take control of the throne room. Having fetched Arrhidaeus, they dressed him in Alexander’s diadem and robe, and hailed him as their king. And there he sat, barely able to understand what was going on, just a few feet from the body of his dead brother.

Alexander had been dead for less than a day, and already his empire was falling apart.
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In the end, the two sides struck a fragile deal. Arrhidaeus remained as king, but they all agreed that if Roxana’s child was a boy, he would share the throne.

Already, though, there were hints of the carnage to come. First Perdiccas had Meleager arrested and executed. Then, in secret, he and Roxana arranged the murder of Alexander’s Persian wife, Stateira, and threw her body down a well.

Why did they do it? The answer is obvious. With suspicion swirling around the palace, Perdiccas and Roxana believed they had to strike first, before their rivals moved against them.

In the late summer of 323, Roxana gave birth to a boy. Named after his father, he was crowned Alexander IV. So now Alexander’s empire had two kings – neither of whom was capable of ruling.

All this left Perdiccas as the man in charge. Based in Babylon, he now governed the empire as Regent and Supreme Commander, with control over the joint kings.

To appease the other captains, he handed them satrapies of their own. Leonnatus, for example, got Phrygia. The veteran Craterus shared Greece and Macedonia with the old general Antipater, and Ptolemy asked for the rich and easily defensible province of Egypt.

Before long, however, the generals, nicknamed the Successors, had started fighting among themselves. And the biggest flashpoint, oddly, was Alexander himself.

Ever since his death, Alexander’s mummified body had remained in Babylon, resting in a golden coffin beneath a purple shroud. Meanwhile, Perdiccas ordered the construction of an enormous funeral carriage to carry the body all the way back to Macedonia.

The carriage was designed as a golden box, decorated with gods and goddesses. Painted panels showed scenes from Alexander’s life, while a doorway opened into a little chamber where mourners could pray beside the late king’s coffin.

In the spring of 321, Perdiccas’s men left Babylon with the carriage for the long journey west. But somewhere on the dusty roads of Syria, they were intercepted by a detachment of troops who had ridden in secret from Egypt.

Alexander’s old friend Ptolemy wanted the corpse for himself. Cleverly, he realized that the man who controlled the late king’s body would have a good claim to be his rightful heir.

Instead of returning to Macedonia, Alexander was taken to Egypt. Here, in the ancient capital of Memphis, the son of Zeus Ammon rested in state, under the watchful eyes of Ptolemy’s guards.

For Perdiccas, the theft of Alexander’s corpse was a declaration of war. Raising an army, he left Babylon in the summer of 321, determined to bring Ptolemy to heel.

But the campaign was a disaster. Attacking a fort in the Nile Delta, Perdiccas suffered heavy losses. He lost more men trying to cross the river upstream, and his officers began to lose heart. That night, as Perdiccas brooded in his tent, a group of them forced their way inside and plunged their daggers into his heart.

With Perdiccas’s death, any semblance of unity completely disappeared. Two years after Alexander’s passing, the Successors had become vultures at the feast, picking over the remains of his conquests.

For twenty years the civil wars dragged on, a bewilderingly complicated saga of feuds and betrayals, alliances and assassinations. Leonnatus, who had saved Alexander’s life at Multan, was killed by the Athenians in 322. Craterus was killed a year later, fighting against Alexander’s old secretary, Eumenes.

Antipater died of old age in 319. That left his son, the wolf-like Cassander, to fight it out for control of Macedonia with Alexander’s mother, Olympias.

Still the blood continued to flow. First Olympias murdered Arrhidaeus, then Cassander murdered Olympias. A little later, Cassander killed young Alexander IV, as well as the boy’s mother, Roxana.

In the year 305, Cassander crowned himself king. But by now the empire had totally disintegrated, leaving four main successor states.

One was Cassander’s kingdom of Macedonia and Greece. Next door was the kingdom of Thrace, under Alexander’s old bodyguard Lysimachus.

The third was Ptolemy’s Egypt, rich and proud. And the fourth, sprawling across Asia and the Middle East, was the largest of the lot. After years of fighting, it fell to the Silver Shields’ commander Seleucus, who founded a dynasty called the Seleucids.

So the omen was fulfilled. Not long before Alexander’s death, Seleucus had rescued his diadem from the marshlands. Now it belonged to him for good.
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Within just a few years, then, Alexander’s dream of a world empire had been shattered. But his legacy lived on.

In the wake of his conquests, the Macedonians had established colonies across much of Asia. Even in far-flung Bactria and Sogdiana, their garrison cities endured for centuries as centres of Greek civilization.

Long after the last of Alexander’s soldiers were dead and buried, their children and grandchildren remained loyal to the old ways. Born thousands of miles from the Aegean, they still worshipped Greek gods, watched Greek plays and minted Greek coins.

The Greek kingdom in Bactria lasted for more than a century, before being overrun by the steppe nomads. The last Greek kingdom in the Punjab, meanwhile, probably lasted for another 150 years, until just after the birth of Jesus.

Since these realms were cut off from the Mediterranean world and left few records, they remain shrouded in mystery. But in what are now Uzbekistan, Afghanistan, Pakistan and India, archaeologists have found Greek coins and artefacts buried deep in the sand.

The other Successors’ kingdoms lasted longer. The largest was the gigantic empire of Seleucus, encompassing much of modern Iran, Iraq, Syria and Turkey.

Although he had never been one of Alexander’s closest companions, Seleucus was the most ruthless of all his heirs. Under his descendants, his Asian empire survived for another two centuries. But at last, the Seleucids’ realm collapsed into fragments, and Alexander’s vision of a fusion of East and West was for ever destroyed.

As for Macedonia, strange as it may sound, it never really recovered from Alexander’s reign.

Under Philip, Macedonia had been easily the strongest power in Europe. But Alexander’s adventures had exhausted its reserves of manpower and money. And once the conquests stopped, the loot no longer flowed in.

Now the focus moved east. Ambitious young Greeks preferred to seek their fortune abroad, in the great cities of Asia and Egypt. Even Athens declined into a sleepy backwater.

As the years passed, Macedonia’s power ebbed away. And eventually, like the rest of Greece, it fell under the sway of a much younger, richer and more dynamic European power – Rome.
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Of all the Successors’ kingdoms, it was Egypt that made the deepest impression on the world’s imagination.

In choosing Egypt as his prize, Ptolemy had made a typically shrewd calculation. Not only was it enormously rich, it was also relatively easy to defend, because it could only be invaded by trudging across the Sinai Desert.

So while the other Successors tore themselves apart, Ptolemy flourished. Crowned Pharaoh, he moved his capital to the new city of Alexandria. There he laid plans for one of the most splendid buildings in the world, the Great Library.

Ptolemy lived a long and contented life, and spent his final years writing a history of Alexander’s adventures, which is now lost. He died peacefully in his bed in 282 BC, at the age of eighty-five.

For almost three hundred years, Ptolemy’s descendants ruled Egypt. They called themselves Pharaohs, and adopted some Egyptian customs.

But the Ptolemies still thought of themselves as Macedonians. They spoke Greek, and tried to keep their bloodline pure by marrying their own brothers and sisters.

Under their rule, Alexandria became the greatest Greek city on earth, famous for its Library, its lighthouse, its harbour and its theatres. All over the world, it was known as the last resting place of its founder: Alexander the Great.

For the Ptolemies, the tomb of their ancestor’s old friend was a sacred site. For some years his mummified body lay inside a golden sarcophagus; then they moved him into a transparent glass coffin.

He was no longer merely a king now. He was a god, the son of Zeus Ammon – just as he had wanted.

The years went by, and Egypt, too, began to fade. Civil wars eroded the Ptolemies’ power, and the Romans tightened their grip on the eastern Mediterranean.

In the year 51 BC, the last of Ptolemy’s heirs took the throne. The seventh Cleopatra to rule Egypt, she was just seventeen years old.

Of all Alexander’s successors, only Cleopatra rivalled his hold on the world’s imagination. Her life, like his, was so packed with drama that no playwright would dare to invent it. But her story belongs to another book.
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So the funeral games came to an end. The last contestants were dead. The spectators went home. New masters took control of the theatres and arenas.

In cities such as Alexandria, Greek culture survived. Centuries after Alexander’s death, many thousands of people across North Africa and Asia still spoke Greek, read Greek poetry and worshipped Greek gods.

It was in this Greek-speaking world that Christianity spread in the first century AD. Even the first accounts of Jesus’s life were written in Greek, an unexpected legacy of Alexander’s conquests.

As for Alexander himself, his light never dimmed. To the Romans he remained the ultimate role model, the greatest conqueror of all time.

To copy Alexander, the Roman general Pompey called himself ‘Pompey the Great’. He wore what he claimed was Alexander’s old cloak, and styled his hair to look just like the portraits on Alexander’s coins.

The first Roman emperor, Augustus, was another fan. When he conquered Egypt, he visited Alexander’s tomb, and left flowers and a golden diadem as a mark of respect.

As late as the third century AD, it was said that the emperor Caracalla ‘always had on his lips Alexander the Great and the deeds that he had done’. He organized his army in a Macedonian phalanx, made a special trip to see Alexander’s tomb and ‘used certain weapons and cups’ that had supposedly belonged to the great man. He even told the Roman Senate that he really was Alexander, come back to life.

It did him no good, though. One day, when Caracalla got off his horse to go to the toilet, one of his own soldiers stabbed and killed him. That would never have happened to the real Alexander.

At last, after hundreds of years, mighty Rome crumbled and fell. And somehow, in the passage of time, Alexander’s tomb was lost.

Today, Alexandria is the largest settlement on the Mediterranean, a proud Egyptian city with more than five million inhabitants. Yet nobody knows where its founder lies.

Over the years, more than a hundred archaeological teams have searched the city for Alexander’s tomb. None has ever found it.
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As the centuries passed, Alexander’s legend grew. He was no longer a man; he was a superhero.

In Persia, storytellers described him as a demon, a monster with horns. Some historians think Alexander appears in the Koran, the Muslims’ holy book, as the Two-Horned One, who travels to ‘the east and west of the earth … the setting-place of the sun’.

In the West, Alexander appeared in countless romantic tales. He was said to have flown over the earth, carried by griffins. Some storytellers claimed he had visited the bottom of the ocean in a glass diving bell, like some ancient Greek submariner.

Yet there is no need to exaggerate Alexander’s accomplishments. His real adventures were extraordinary enough.

In a ten-year campaign, he led his men for a staggering 22,000 miles, and never lost a battle. He overthrew the most powerful ruler on earth, conquered the world’s largest empire and marched unchallenged into its most populous city. Probably no human being in history had ever travelled so far, or achieved so much.

In modern terms, he conquered Greece, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, Jordan, Egypt, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan, as well as much of Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, and even part of India.

He died at the age of just thirty-two, defeated only by the exhaustion of his own men and the scale of his own ambitions. Ever since, he has set the worldwide standard for glamour and excitement. Nobody else comes close.

His star shines so brightly that modern countries still fight over him today. For almost a quarter of a century, the republics of Greece and North Macedonia had a bitter row about which of them ‘owned’ Alexander.

The North Macedonians named their main airport after him, put his star insignia on their national flag and built a gigantic statue of Alexander and Bucephalas in the centre of their capital city. The Greeks were outraged, insisting that Alexander belonged to them.

What would Alexander think of all this? He would surely be delighted. He always believed he would become a legend, and he was right.

Historians argue about him to this day. Some see him as a noble champion of universal brotherhood, others as a selfish monster who cared only for fighting and killing.

How should we remember him? Screaming defiance on the field of Gaugamela? Slashing decisively through the Gordian Knot? Bowing his head before the Oracle of Ammon? Or sulking in his tent in the rains of India?

All these images are true enough. But perhaps we should remember him as he began – as a boy who loved tales of gods and heroes, and told his friends that he, too, would be remembered in poems and songs.

In this, at least, he was not so different from boys and girls everywhere. Few of us seriously think we are the children of Zeus. But we all love stories, and we all love to picture ourselves as the heroes of our own adventures.

And perhaps, inside all of us, there is an inner Alexander, lifting his eyes to the horizon, and dreaming of glory in the world beyond.




Author’s Note

As one of the most exciting historical stories of all time, the life of Alexander the Great has been told again and again.

There are five main accounts, written by the ancient historians Diodorus Siculus, Arrian, Quintus Curtius Rufus, Justin and Plutarch, and sometimes they directly contradict each other. I picked my way through the maze as best as I could. Sometimes I slightly adapted the quotations, but not too much.

It would be nice to know more about Alexander’s friends, his wife Roxana and some of the other characters. But the truth is that the ancient sources don’t mention them very often, and we don’t even know what they looked like. I was tempted to invent lots of colourful details, but this is a history book, not a novel, so I decided against it.

There are lots of modern books about Alexander. I am particularly indebted to the histories by Ernst Badian, A. B. Bosworth, Paul Cartledge, Peter Green, Waldemar Heckel, Robin Lane Fox and James Romm. I also drew on Tom Holland’s terrific book about the Persian Wars, as well as some brilliant historical websites, such as Jona Lendering’s Livius site and Columbia University’s online Encyclopaedia Iranica.

If you are interested in seeing a television version of the story, the historian Michael Wood made a BBC series, In the Footsteps of Alexander the Great, tracing Alexander’s journey all the way from Greece to India. It is more than two decades old now, but absolutely riveting.

I have been fascinated by Alexander’s story ever since I read Mary Renault’s novels about his life and adventures, and it was great fun to write about him myself. Thank you once again to Simon Winder, Eva Hodgkin, Julia Bruce and James Pullen, and to everybody at the Wylie Agency, Penguin and Particular Books.

And most importantly, thank you, as always, to Catherine and Arthur, my very own Σωματοϕύλακες.
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Footnotes


1: The Boy and His Horse


fn1 Philip’s homeland was called both Macedon and Macedonia. This book uses both. Today most of it is in Greece, and the rest in the Republic of North Macedonia.



fn2 BC stands for ‘Before Christ’, i.e. before the birth of Jesus. In the BC era, slightly confusingly, dates are counted backwards. So Alexander was born in 356 BC, was ten in 346 BC and would have celebrated his hundredth birthday in 256 BC, if he had lived that long.



fn3 Probably 21 July in our calendar.



fn4 There had been Greek cities on the other side of the Aegean for centuries. Today this coastline belongs to Turkey.



fn5 Heracles is better known today by the name the Romans gave him, Hercules.



fn6 A talent was a unit of money. A single talent was enough to pay a skilled carpenter for nine years, so that tells you how eye-wateringly expensive the horse was.


2: A Knife at Dawn


fn1 Cleopatra, which means ‘father’s glory’, was a popular Macedonian name. The most famous Cleopatra, descended from Alexander’s friend Ptolemy, was the last Pharaoh of Egypt. But that Cleopatra lived almost 300 years later.


3: The Man Who Lived in a Jar


fn1 The idea of funeral games might seem strange to us. But the Greeks marked all major occasions, such as weddings and funerals, with musical recitals and athletic competitions.



fn2 It’s often said that Diogenes lived in an old wine barrel, but this is not true. It was a clay wine jar, known in Greek as a pithos.


4: The Shield of Athena


fn1 Sadly, Callisthenes’s work is now lost, though we know that other ancient historians relied on it for their own books.



fn2 It was not uncommon for Macedonian men to take several wives. Alexander’s father, Philip, actually had seven wives, though Olympias was the most influential and the best known.



fn3 Today it is better known as the Dardanelles, the site of one of the bloodiest battles of the First World War.



fn4 Phrixus, however, survived the journey. He kept the ram’s golden fleece, which became one of the great treasures of Greek legend. Many years later, it was stolen by Jason and the Argonauts.


7: The Battle of Issus


fn1 What did Alexander mean? Perhaps that Hephaestion was just as brave as he was. Or that they were such good friends that they were like two versions of the same character, sharing the same hopes and dreams.



fn2 Was this true? Probably not, but we will never know.


9: Blood Moon


fn1 Very roughly, modern-day Afghanistan and Uzbekistan.



fn2 Historians have long debated the exact location of Gaugamela. It was roughly between Mosul and Kirkuk, in what is now the Kurdistan Region of Iraq.



fn3 We can’t be sure exactly how many men they had. Greek historians claimed that Darius had a million men, but ancient writers usually exaggerated. There were perhaps about 100,000 Persians and half as many Macedonians, which were massive numbers by the standards of the day.


11: The Cities of Fire


fn1 Very roughly, modern-day Iraq.



fn2 A temple built on successive levels, each one smaller as they approach the top.


12: On the Great Eastern Road


fn1 This was a different Bagoas from the vizier who had tried to poison Darius, all those years ago.


13: The Crossroads of Asia


fn1 This might seem a bit odd, because the Caucasus Mountains are two thousand miles away. But the Greeks knew the Hindu Kush as the Caucasus Indicus – the Indian Caucasus. The city became modern Bagram, in eastern Afghanistan.



fn2 Like many of Alexander’s foundations, it still exists today, as the city of Khujand in Tajikistan.


15: A Journey in the Dark


fn1 Called the River Jhelum today.


16: Farewell to Bucephalas


fn1 Later the Greeks claimed that the warrior was Heracles, greatest of all heroes, who had supposedly visited India during his travels. It seems a bit unlikely, but we will never know.


17: Mutiny in India


fn1 Today the Acesines is known as the Chenab, and the Hyphasis as the Beas.


19: The Tomb of Cyrus


fn1 Not to be confused with Darius’s late wife, also called Stateira.


20: Babylon


fn1 The Sirens were bird-like women, who lived on a Mediterranean island. They lured sailors towards them with their irresistible songs, watching pitilessly as their ships were wrecked on the jagged rocks.



fn2 Historians have argued about this for centuries. Most of Alexander’s friends claimed they heard him say toi kratistoi, ‘to the strongest’. But he might have been trying to say Krateroi, meaning Craterus.



fn3 You can see the tablet in the British Museum. It is the only surviving evidence from the day of Alexander’s death.
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