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Midwinter 330/329 BCE. Aello, a young woman, is a skilled armorer with the army of Alexander
the Great of Macedon. Alexander is moving his army 0f50,000 soldiers and camp followers into
southwestern Afghanistan near present-day Kandahar. Aello sees the rugged peaks of the Hindu
Kush Mountains, far to the northeast, shrouded in dark storm clouds.

Partl

“Itisanhonor, gentlemen, butitwillbevery
difficult,” hesays, “to leave the community wherel
grew up,had afamily,and grew athriving business.”

Iwalkintothe space weuse for our design work
and pauseasmy father continues to discuss the work
of our metal shop with two menin battledresstypical
ofseniorfield officers. They arerepresenting theman
everyone calls Alexander the Great of Macedon. Heis
the manleading the army thathasscared the despised
Persians out of ourbeloved Egypt withoutafight. The
high priesteven wentso far as toname him the “Son of
the Gods.” Now, the word on the streetis that
Alexanderismountinga march to the east.

My fatherseesme and beckons. “Aello. Come
here pleaseand meet these two gentlemen.”

My father indicates the taller and probably more
senior officer.

“Thisis Captain Kallias, a staff officerin
Alexander’sarmy,and thisis Lieutenant Petros, his
associate.”

Ishakehandswitheachman, thesenior officerfirst. AsIexpect, he steps forward and bows
slightly. His grip is steady without smashing my hand. He winks and smiles at me. The second man,
Petros, isshorter and seems quieter and less assertive. Helooks away from my eyes —out of shyness,
I think.

My father has told me about this conversation. We have been expecting an invitation to join
Alexander’s campaign to the east in pursuit of Darius III. Two years ago, when Alexander first
heard of the superior weapons the Persians had made for them by a Greek Jew in Memphis, he
told his officers that he must get his hands on them. Through black market channels and
battlefield scavenging, our swords, scythes, armor, and armaments made their way to the
Macedonian troops. It is how Alexander gained Tyre, Gaza, and entry to Egypt. It is how his
armies sent Darius III packing, much to our joy, and it is how Captain Kallias and Lieutenant
Petros stand before us today.

Captain Kallias turnsback tomy father. “I can assure you that Alexander willmake these things
rightforyou, Barak. Attheend of the campaign, youwillbereturned toyourhome, yourfamily,and
yourbusiness here. They will have prospered within the protections of the army we will leave behind,
and the contracts for tools, equipment, and services that such an army alwaysneeds.
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“Alexander has also suggested that you and some of your family join him on his trip to the seacoast,
and then to the oasis at Siwah in the western desert. He wants to pay his respects to Ammon’s oracle
there. CanI assure him of your acceptance of his offer?”

My fatherholds up anindulgenthand. “Ihave no wish to keep you in suspense. Of course, [will
accepttheinvitationtotravel with yourking.I wouldlike tobring my oldest son, Nikola, and my
daughter Aello-here with usnow —along, if that meets Alexander’s pleasure.”

“Weserveatthepleasure of ourking,” Kalliassays, “but we willadvise him of yourinterestsin the
trip, and thatyou havenot rejected his offer to mergesome part of your metalworking shop with our
campaign.”

“Ithink you can be more positive about my interestin your campaign than youindicate by your tone
of voice,” Father says. “Iam very honored by Alexander’s offer,and I can see much of benefit for myself
and my family. Thank you. I'm sure I will have an answer for you and for your king by the time we
return from Siwah. Will Thear from you soon about trip details?”

“Yes. One more question for your daughter, if you don’t mind. Alexander will want to know.” The
captain turnstome. “Doyouhavea particular interest in coming with us, Aello? Do you like to travel?
Doyouhave aninterestin Persian culture? Where we are going, we will confront our enemy’s culture
atevery turn. Aninterestand awillingnesstolearntheir ways can be of great value to us.”

Iturned tomy father forhelpinofferingan answer.Iamused tothe hard work of the smithy, not
to offering political niceties to superior officers of a foreignarmy.

“Mydaughterisvery bright,” Father sayskindly, “and very curious. In addition to her studies she has
been working with me in my shop since shewassevenyearsold.Sheisveryskilled inleatherworkand
themaking of shields. She has the design skills for flags and pennants. She seems to have a particular
interest in understanding the strengths and weaknesses in the metals used in sword making, and in the
practice of making tools and weapons out ofiron.

“Icannotimaginegoingonsuchawarcampaignasyoudescribe, withsuchimportant
responsibilitiestothetroopsinyourarmy, without having accessto Aello’sextensive practical
knowledgeand herskillsat organizing our work.”

“Oh, my dear sir.Iam delighted with your answer,” Kallias responds, “and Iam sure my king will be
as well. Our concern will be with her comfort and protection, I can assure you. Are you sure, Aello, that
you willbe comfortableenoughinfield conditionsoveraperiod of severalmonths... even years?”

Itishard not to feel a growing passion inlight of his question. Between ourannual sandstorms,
freezing desertnights, and the heatof theforge, I amno stranger to hard living conditions. Ifold my
arms over my breasts and say, “Ilamhonored tocomewith you toSiwah, sir. What'smore, if myjob
will be tohelp you destroy the Persian army, I will sleep on rocks withoutblanketsin winter.Idonot
enjoy my ownwordsused inthis way, but the Persians have driven me to them by their rapacity and
theharm they have rained down on my friends, my family, and myself.”

My father grins at me before he speaks again. “Iwill discuss all that we havetalked abouttoday with
my family. Youwillallhave an opportunity to speak with Aello atlength on the trip to Siwah. Youcan
judge for yourself about her maturity and ability to be effective in the field. Until [ hear from you,
then?” heasks.

“Yes.Of course. Wewill talk to you again as soon as we have the details worked out. Thank you for
hearing us out.”

okt

I'have worked in my father’s metal and leather shop since I was a child. Ilike to think I am pretty in
the face, butI have grown muscular through my work.
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Ilikeworking with Tabuand the othersin crafting the shop’sproducts —evenin the high heat of
summer, when the furnaces cause the air to feel as though it were on fire.

My friend Tabuis Nubian. Heisagiantofamanwhowastakenasa slave and emasculated by the
occupying Persians as a youth. He is skilled in pounding heated oreintobronze and steel. Overthe
years, hehas grown very fond of me and has become my protector.

Heprotects me from the otherlaborers who sometimeslook toward me in ways that Tabu does not
like.

Once, aPersiansoldiersenttodeliver anorder for products tomy father found me working alone
inone of the storerooms. He was attempting to force himself on me when Tabu walked in. Tabu threw
the soldier at the wall with such force that his head split open and he was immediately killed. Tabu
admonished me to speak tono one about the incident. Afterward, he told anyone who was curious
thatthe soldier had tried to steal some of the valuable materials from ahigh shelf, then had stumbled
and fallen to the stone floor. The Persians were so corruptin those days that my father was able to
persuade the soldiers sent to investigate that Tabuwas ahumble and simple man who could notlie.
The Persians were skeptical, buttheirattitudesshortlyimproved whenFather offered them each a
sizeable payment to forget the whole matter.

I have never forgotten my friend’s kindness and protection, nor that he likened me to the valuable,
strong metals we keep on our highest shelves. In many ways my life is one of repayment to this black
giantof aman.

EER

Afterourfirstmeeting, AlexanderagainsendsKalliasand Petrosto inspect our forge.

Themenstand inacorner of our crowded workshop inalargebuilding on the Nile docks. Many
workmen, sweating heavily, are busy hammering glowing piecesof metal. Theheatisunbearable. The
menarenaked under the leather aprons we all wear to keep the sparks and hot flecks of metal off our
bare skin as the hammers hithome. I am, too.

Father stands aside as my older brother, Nikola, hammers a glowing piece of bronze into a knife.
Kallias and Petroslook on.

“Ibelieve you are generally familiar with the metalworking process,” Fathersays, “butIwantto
makesure youhavenoillusions about the difficulties of creating a portable metalworking system. Such
hotfiresrequire several mature trees dried and rendered into charcoal. Charcoal is constantly fed into
thefire, and the copper and tin ores that make up bronze are thrown in together in a clay vessel buried
in the burning charcoal.

“Ifitbecomesnecessary tomove,itwilltakeusatleastadaytohave ourwagonsloaded and
underway. It will take atleastanother day to set up again and fire our kilns atanewlocation. Add in
whatever time it will take to move from the old site to the new. I believe the takedown and setup time
willfallaswe gain experience with the frequency of the demands for new weapons and armor, or the
repair of the old ones.”

Kalliasnods. “Iwill carry thatexact message back to Alexander. Now,I am going tohave toleave this
room. The heat is growing unbearable, and I feel the need to jump into a cold bath, lest I faint
away.”

Father grinsknowingly.“Wecanaccommodateyou, ifyouwish. There is an outside pool filled with
cool water near where my daughter and I keep ourledgersand doour design work. Youand Petros
arewelcometo useit. Comewithme.” Heturnstomy cornerof theshop. “Aello,come join us.”

AsIdoff myleatherapronand putonalightshoulder wrap toaccompany my waistcloth, Thear
him remind Captain Kallias thathaving me along with him isnotnegotiable. ““She is not only one of
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my best craftsmen, she isalso my righthand in the operation my business, and in our experiments
with the making of steel.”

“Please excuse myimmodesty, gentlemen,” Isay asIjointhem. “Itis the heat today.”

Kalliasseemsunmoved ashesmilesand offers greeting, butPetros seems embarrassed and
distraught. He quickly looks away. “I am very sorry, Miss, “ hesays.

This amuses me greatly, and I smile in an attempt to put Petros at ease. I rise to shake hands with
both men.

“We will use the pool,” Kallias says. “Thank you for your hospitality, Barak. Before we return to
our garrison, we would like to discuss two other matters of interest to our king.”

“Ofcourse,” Fathersays. “Iva, mywife, may havesomebeerandbread to share. You are welcome
b . 7
to join us.

“Thank you. Petros and I will be very pleased to join you.”

%34

Thetwomenrejoinussoon after,looking very muchrefreshed, and fall upon the tray of dates, olives,
bread, and beer my mother has prepared.

“Our king asks me to inquire as to your skills with making steel,” Kallias says to me as he
inspects an olive. “Our experience with bronze weapons and armor is extensive, and our troops
have learned many important lessons in their manufacture and use. We know that steel is lighter
and will hold its edge much longer than bronze. Do you know of these things?”

“Another of my father’s workers called Tabu and I have begun to explore the manufacture and
use of steel,” Isay. “Wehave found much to recommend itsusein thefield over weapons made of
bronze. However, it issomewhat more demandinginitsmanufacture. Theironingotsmustbe heated
withcoal, thenhammered, cooled, thenreheated, hammered, and cooled again. This process mustbe
repeated several times to get rid of its impurities and refine its shape into a useable weapon.

“Theprocess of shapingironingotsintouseful steelis physically demanding. Weare trying to
perfect ways to make high-quality steel in great quantities withoutkilling ourselves with overwork.
One of these methodsinvolves quenching thesteelinasaltwaterbathrather thanhammering, but we
need more time and more experimentation.”

Isitforward. “If you would likeI can introduce you to Tabu. Once you see him and some of his work,
Iam sure you willunderstand something of the physical strength Ithinkis required tomake steel of
weapons grade most efficiently.”

“Thereisnoneed to meet Tabunow,” the captain says. “Ifheisas good at steelmaking as you say,
I'msure you will want him to go with you on our campaign.”

“Yes. There is another factor,” Iadd, “perhaps mostimportant of all. Iron oreisusually plentiful,
butnotalwayseasytofind, ortoremove from the earth, or to move from the site of a mine to the site
of asmelting furnace. I have no knowledge of Alexander’s proposed route, nor do I have anyidea
of the kinds or qualities of ores we might find.

“WhatIdoknowisthatwhileweareadvancing, yourkingmust constantly judge ourneed for
raw copper, tin, and iron ore with which to meet his demands for weapons. I am certain he will
maintain reconnaissance looking for the enemy, and for safe routes through difficult areas. This
reconnaissancemustalsoincludearigoroussearchfortheore needed to make weapons.” I punch a
firm fist into the table to make my point. “This has to be an essential factor in all of his battle
planning and campaign logistics. If he already has such a unit thathe has confidence in, thenIneed
saynomoreaboutit.Ifnot, pleaseadvisemeof whathe thinks he may need, and I will prepare
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a proposal.”
“My daughter speaks important truths,” my father says in support of all that I have presented.

Kalliasnods tomy father. “Iwill pass your concerns to Alexander. For now, perhapsIcansuggest
thatyour man craft a steel sword suitable for inspection by a warrior king. Bring Tabuand the sword
alongonour trip to the Mediterranean coast, and to Ammon’s oracle at Siwah.”

“It will be my pleasure to so instruct Tabu,” Barak replies.

“Wewill depart to the north by ship within the week,” Kallias says. “Alexander has a great interest
in building Greek shipping interests up to the point where we can displace the Phoenicians. For thathe
willneed a major seaport onthe Mediterranean Sea, and astrong navy tosecure the commerce.

“Wewillspend timealongthe coastlooking forasitetodevelopthis port.” Hesmiles fondly. “In
additiontohismany talents for wartime strategy and tactics, Alexander alsohas many skillsin city
planningand architecture. Wewillhave an opportunity toseeall of these played outas we work with
himand think aboutacity and seaport of asize sufficient to handle the maritime commerce that we
foresee.”

Ilookatourguestsand smileatthe possibility ofhaving somany things tolearn from theirking.
Petros’ look lingers foramoment. Then he smiles at me and looks back toward Kallias.

“You and your party should consider yourselves to be very fortunate,” Kallias asserts. “Once
Alexander is satisfied with his planning work for the new city of Alexandria, most of the army will
return to Memphis.

Some will remain to provide security for our planners and surveyors at the site of our King's
proposed new City of Alexandria. Our King will move by overland caravan to the west accompanied
only by a small group of us. We think the trip to Siwah might take as long as ten days. We will be a
fairly small group, though Alexander will have some of his best men, discretely armed, ahead,
behind, and among us.

“Thejourney to Siwahand back means we could be away from Memphis for about twomonths.
Canyoumake your preparations forjoining us, and begin to arrange your affairs in Memphis for a
possibly longer absence of two or three years? When my king asks for your statement on this, he will
bevery alerttoanyambiguity or yourlack of full confidence in what you tellus.”

“Yes.Wecanbe prepared enoughtosound very confident of ourselves,” Father replies.

“Good. MyKing, Petros, and Ilook forward tomany conversations with you and your
workmen...”

“...and my daughter,” Father asserts.

I bite my tongue. If it was not clear from the way that Kallias entertained my worries about
forging steel on the warpath, then I don’t know when it will be.

“Of course,” Kalliassays. “MyKinghasalready expressed his willingness toinclude whomever you
think must go with us, and certainly the King understands that your daughter is very important to your
work. Actually,itwashe whotook particularinterestinherknowledge of making steel. She will be
welcome. Weknow how importantitis that we have a good working relationship with you and all
your craftsmen.”

Hebends closer tousand speaksjustabove awhisper. “Our campaign will be hot, difficult, and
dangerous. Wehave enjoyed great successin ourbattles so far, butIfeel the success of our future
campaigns may well depend on our adaptability to our surroundings as we get farther from our
home territories. Our success will depend absolutely on thelevel of commitmenttoourcauseby
you, byeachofyourcraftsmen, by your daughter,and by all whoarebothloyal tomyKingand
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technicallyskilled in the strategy, tactics, war-making details, and day-to-day minutiae in support of
conquest.

“Allwill be challenged at our weakest points by our very capable enemies with their large and very
well-equipped armies.” Kallias pauses. “My King also believes this. You may trust my word.”

Part 2

InJanuary, wedepartMemphis, downthewesternmosttributary of the Nile, on two quinqueremes,
thelargestand fastest ships of Alexander’s navy.Because of my country’swarm welcome, Alexander
feelsnoneed to beef up security on the way to the small port of Rhakotis on the coast of the
Mediterranean Sea.

Theexisting portis adequate for the level of commerce and shipping now moving through the
eastern Mediterranean, but Alexander has shared with us, through Kalliasand Petros, thathehas
bigger plans. A talented city planner and architectin his own right, he brings with him a delegation
of planners, architects, and engineers familiar with building large structures on softground.

Tabuhas come along with Father, Nikola, and me. Hehas completed hiswork onthesteel sword
thatKalliassuggested backinMemphis. The sword istobe presented to Alexander forinspection —a
ceremony also suggested by Kallias.

Tabu'spresentationswordissimple. Weagreed, intheforge, that Alexander is sophisticated enough
in his choice of weapon that he does not need tobedistracted by decoration orby extra, unnecessary
weight. The steel sword isstraight, and thebladeisnarrow, unlike the curved blade of the kopis
Alexander once favored, which widens toward the tip. Tabu foughtin the tribal wars of hishomeland at
theheadwaters of the Nile. He has experience with weaponry, and with the death and disfigurement
that awarrior could bring with a good weapon, but heintimated tome thathe had neverheld a
weapon that he felttobe such a partand extension of his body, thathassuchaninstinctiveflowashe
swingsittoward animagined foe, as this sword. He is very proud of his work. Weall are.

Ihavealwayswanted tolearnalllcanaboutmakingsteel. Assuch, Ihelped Tabuwith hisworkin
any way that I could. At the end of the process, he asked my advice on some kind of message to be
engraved onto the blade, a message that will be pleasing to Alexander. I was delighted that Tabu
placed such confidence in me.

Aswewaited toembark from Memphis, I kept company with the shy LieutenantPetros, atleaston
thosedayswhenhewasnototherwise occupied with the business of Alexander. Together, we
conferred withone of my most trusted and talented scribes aboutlanguages, phrases, and writing styles
thatwould beappropriate for thenewlynamed Pharaoh of Egypt. Thescribesuggestedaphraseanda
styleforascripttobewrittenin Greek, along with a Greek engraver who will do the work on the
finished steel.

Tabuwasvery pleased withtheresultsof myrecruitmentwork,and we scheduled theengraving to
be completed before ourshipssetsail.

$ %5k

ThetriptoRhakotis on Alexander’sflag shipisshortand uneventful. Thetriptakeslessthana
day,andIspend thosehourswith Petros.I am growingincreasingly fond ofhim. Eventhoughwe
havespenttime togetherand haveallowed ourselves someintimacy, [understand his shyness and
reticence. I do all I can to put him at ease.

* %%

At Kallias’ urging, Alexander allows me to accompany his planning group on their two-day trek
around Lake Mareotis, the natural harbor upon which the Pharaoh plans tobuild his city. Kallias tells
me thatIam tolisten more than I speak, a demand that [am nervousI may notbe able to honor.
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“My King,” Kallias says, “may I introduce to you, Aello, daughter of Barak?”
I bow low. “It is an honor, sir.”

The Pharaoh Alexander is younger than I imagined, but his youth belies a formidable
confidence that I find enthralling and intimidating; even a little tactile. Beyond being introduced
to each other, we do not get to speak, but I know that this face-to-face meeting is the greatest
opportunity of my life. I decide to spend as much time as I can trying to comprehend all the things
that are being discussed among these skilled and dedicated men.

There are somanynew ideas that the architectsand planners share, and Ihave somany questions, but
I worry that interrupting their deliberations could ruin the welcome that Kallias has prepared for
me.

It seems that Alexander envisions several permanent structures for his new city, including
government buildings, a temple for worship of Greek and Egyptiangods,and evenagiantlibrary.
“Andnaturally,” Ioverheara planner state, “the roads will connect theisland of Pharos to the docks,
starting with the shops.”

I'wince. Itis my experience, working as we do near the docks of the Nile, that visitors to Memphis
godirectly to the buildings thatare connected to them. Do they really want visitors to this grand city
tovisitits markets and government buildings before anything else?  am suddenly overcome with an
intense desire to ask one of the planners about this.

Alexander’s architect, Dinocrates, is huddled a few steps away with one oftheotherarchitectsovera
sketchofthe city proper.Iblurtoutalittle louder thanIshould have: “But the road connecting to the
breakwater should gostraight to thelibrary and then to the government offices! Itisa mistake to
make theroad connect the docks first with the shops.”

Theplannerissuddenly embarrassed. Heturnshiseyestothe west.I see Kalliaslook atme with
those piercing eyesraised to the sky.

Dinocrates turns to find the source of this disturbance. Thankfully, he recognizesmeasaguestof
Alexanderand motionsformetocometo him. He points to the layout. “Show us here on our sketch
where theroad should go.”

Iapproach and bend tolook. Once again I speak with more intensity thatIintend: “Alexander has
said that the library to be erected here will bethe greatestintheknownworld. Intheirpassion for
knowledge people will come from all over the empire to see the vast arrays of papyrus and
parchment, and themany scrollstobe stored here. He speaks ofhis dreams of the great poet Homer
and all of his works in particular.” Itrace anew pathonthesketch.“Theroad mustgohere. The
peoplecoming hereby ship willnot want to be taken to shops or governmentbuildings. They will
wanttobe taken to the place of learning first—before anything else!”

“Butthe road must also serve the interests of shippers of grains from the Nile, and the shippers of
many goods from allaround the Mediterranean Seawhowish totrade with the people of Egypt,”
Dinocratesreplies patiently.

“The grainswillnotcarehowlongittakestoarriveattheir warehouses, but the seekers of knowledge
will care very muchif they are delayed in their quest, “Ianswer. “Build aseparate road for the grain
shippershere.” I trace another path on the sketch.

Dinocrates examines my two suggestionsand turns tohis counterpart to confer. “Yoursuggestions
arevery wise, girl. Iwill take them to Alexanderand urgehimtogive consideration toyour proposed
roadways.”

Irockback onmy heels ashe departs. Kallias catches my eye and gives me a gesture of approval. I'm
thrilled by thefactthat Dinocrateshas listened to me. I want to tell my father, Nikola, and Tabu, of
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course, of alll have seen on this wonderful day.

%%

“How wasyour time with the greatmanin the new City of Alexandria, my daughter?” Father asks
as, breathless, I rejoin him two days later.

“Heis a beautiful man, Father. Heis not a tall man. Tabu would tower overhim, buthewalksas
thoughhe containsall thefiresof yourmany forges, allthrowing sparks with the soundsofall the
hammersallatonce,” I reply.

“Thatis high praise. Will you be able to work effectively with him? It soundslike your first view of
himhascaused you toswoon,” Fatherteases me.

“No, of coursenot. I think Tknow exactly what I am feeling —respect, thoughIadmitlamlesssure
of myselfinworking closely withhim.I know thatanyone who getscloseto Alexander caneasilybe
consumed by him. That person could end up withno more value to herself or to others than the slag
hammered off a piece of hot iron ore.”

Isitby Father’sside. “Ontheotherhand, theintensity and heatofhis personality arenotall thereis
tothemanhimself. Heisan intelligentand capable man of great vision. If Ilearned nothing else
during the time we spent walking around the hot sands of Lake Mareotis, itis the fullness of his vision
forhisnew city by the sea. On seeing the secure harbor and the safety of the approach from the sea
through natural breakwaters, from that moment forward heliterally carried animage of the docks
and the wholecityinhishead. Whenhepaused toconsultthismentalimage, heonly did soto
instructthearchitectsand surveyors where each street center-line and foundation corner must be
placed.

“Icanassure you, though, thatIdid worry about my ability to think clearly whenIstood close
enough tohearhis voiceashe directed someonetomoveapointeralittleforward oralittle
backward.Oneofthe architects wasstanding on the rocks overlooking the waves splashing onto
the shore below while writing notesin hisbook. I'm sureit wasan accident,buthesuddenly
droppedthebookintothe waterseveralbody lengthsbelow, too far down toretrieve.” Father’seyes
widen, andInod. “Yes, thearchitectfeared the worst. Hesatdown and puthishead in his arms.

“Iwasnearby and saw alook of pure fury fly cross Alexander’s eyes.I shook with fear for thenote
keeper. Evenso, Alexander walked over to the man and puthis arm around hisshoulders to calm him
down and get him back to work with anew book. After a few minutes, both stood up, the architect
began making notes once again, and Alexander walked back toward us. Ashe passed by me, he
winked then sent one of his warriors down to retrieve the planner’s dropped book.”

Fatherseemstoconsiderthismoredeeplythanlanticipated. “Perhaps he calmed downonly
becauseheknew you were watching him.”

Ishrug. “Iamsurethatisapossibility. Heis theleader of one of the largestarmies on theearth,
and therearemany stories of the terrible violence, beheadings, and disembowelments he has done to
the opposing armies, eventohisownsoldierswhohavebecomedisloyal. Thosestories donot reflect
the character of a gentle or kindly man. I'm sure he willnot besoforgivingwiththoseheengagesin
battle, eventhoseonhisown staffif he knowshe must make anexample of themin order toavoid
very ugly consequences.”

“lam glad you told me these things, my daughter,” Father says. “They make me all the more certain
that we should join the Pharaoh on his visit across the desert to the oracle of Ammon. It will be
important to our final decision on who will go east with his campaign. For now, let us prepare for the
presentation of Tabu’ssword. After that we must finish preparing for the trip toSiwah.”

Istepforward tohugmy father. Heisagood man, andIam glad to return tohis side. “Thank you
for taking the time to listen to me and for bringing me along on thisjourney.IwishIcould capture
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your words as youspeak them.Iwould pastethem tomybodysolwould alwayshave them where I
can always see them.”

* %%

On the night before our departure, Kallias finally manages to get everyone together for the
presentation of the sword. It will be a fairly small, fairly quiet gathering among some trees in a
shadowed copse next to a stream. The presentation of a new sword hammered for a Pharaoh
requires dignified simplicity rather than excess.

Petroshastold me there willbenospeeches, noformalintroductions. The Pharaoh walksup toa
small stage under a tentand takes his seat. Heis dressed casually, thoughhe does wearabronze
cuirass and hisbelt holds a short sword. His sun-darkened skin contrasts sharply with his curly,
sun-blond hair. Heisahandsome man, very sure of himself, though hesitsasthoughhemayneedto
jumpintoactionattheslightestprovocation. Heis very young, asI observed on the cliffs of Lake
Mareotis— only twenty-fouryearsold. Petros and Kallias walk behind the Pharaoh, and tohisright.
Afour-man detail of soldiersin fullarmor and weaponry spread themselvesalongtherearofthe
smallaudience of favored officers and senior staff.

Westandinfrontoftheshortplatformthat Alexanderhasnowascended. Barak, Nikola, and I
arein clean white robes, withjewelry and headdresses suitable for an audience with the Pharaoh.
Tabustandsat the center of the gathering, hisforearms extended in front, histwohuge
hands cradling the sword waisthigh, a piece of white cloth draped overit.

Kallias whispers something in Tabu’s ear, and Tabu, clearly overwhelmed with the dignity of the
ceremony and his place init, steps forward, approaches the Pharaoh, and kneels with his head bowed
down, the sword extended toward the Pharaoh in presentation.

Alexanderrisesfrom hisseat. “Please stand, Tabu.Iam told you are a maker of fine steel swords.
Toasoldier like me, suchaman deservesto stand eyetoeye, eventhough yourheight putsyoureyes
awaysabove mine. What do you have for me?”

Tabuseems afraid to open his mouthinresponse. He cradles the sword withhisleftarmand takes
the clothaway from the sheathed sword with hisright. He drops the cloth, butkeepshishead bowed
whileheextends the sword tothe Pharaoh. Alexander clutchesthehilt with hisrighthand and pulls
the sword from its sheath. Tabu drops hisarms to hisside. His eyes remain downcast as he backs
away.

Alexanderputsthesheathasideand turnstohisleftaway fromKallias and Petros, swingingand
twirlingthesword withhiswristashesteps off the platform and movesaway from the gathering.
Suddenly, heswings the sword hard, firstleft, then right. He walks to a tree as big around as his
forearm. He swings the edge of the sword, hard, at the trunk. The tree top falls. Before anybody can
react, he continuesinthe same motion by swinging atthetreeagainbackhanded. Another piece of the
trunkfalls.

Hetossestheswordintheairand catchesitwithhislefthand.Inone sweeping motion he aims at
another tree. The top of the other tree falls. Again, heswingsinasinglebackhanded motion,and
another piece of the second trunk falls.

Heturnsand callsouttoKallias, standing among the troops there. “Come face me. Be ready
to fight.”

Kallias does asheisbade by his King. Heis an excellent swordsman, and Iam told that Alexander
oftenuseshimasasparring partnerin swordplay.limagine that these kinds of intense matches are
how they keep themselvesin fighting trim. They are alsoimportant in testing personal swords. The
bronze, wide-bladed kopis held by Kallias is a personal killing sword, astandard design distributed
amongsomeof theinfantry and all of the officers of the Greek army. By contrast thereis thisnew
sword hammered, personally, by Tabuinto sharpened steel.
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Alexanderwalksback toward the group, againlightly swinging and twirling the blued steel while
he examines thelength of it. He reads the engraving aloud: “Platois deartome, but dearer stillis
truth.” Hegivesa smartgrin. Ashereturnstheswordtoitssheath, hesays, “Afinestatementby my
teaching master, Aristotle; afinestatementforafine weapon. Thank you, Tabu.Ihope you and your
master will agree tojoin us on our campaign to the east.”

As Alexander turns back to face the approaching Kallias, now armed and armored, Tabuspeaks.
“Thankyou, myPharaoh.Itismy greathonor to serve you.”

Alexander’sfirstthrusttothe chestiseasily parried by Kallias, who then movestoblock Alexander’s
nextkilling thrustlow toward hisbelly.

Mybreathisdrained away.Isense my open mouthand think tomyself that I must closeit.

These two men are closely matched and well aware of the many practiced and usually successful
thrustsand parriesthatthey havehad toboth execute and also protect against. After afew minutes of
intense swordplay, Alexander suddenly strikes, hard, at Kallias” kopis. The bronze blade breaks under
the power of Alexander’s stroke. The broken blade falls to the ground and laysthere.

Alexander’s theatrical nature breaks through as he thrusts his sword against Kallias" now
undefended neck. He stops within a finger’s width of raw flesh, and thenlaystheflat of theblade
against the skin of Kallias” neck.

Alexanderbendsto pick up the brokenblade of the kopis.I can see that thereareseveral dentsinthe
cuttingedges, and, ultimately,abreak where the cutting edge of the steel blade connected dents on the
oppositesides of thebronzeblade.Ishareanexcitedlook with Tabu.Ourweaponis clearly
superior.

“Anexcellent test, my brother and friend,” Alexander says. “This tells me all Ineed to know about
this steel blade that our new friend Tabu has crafted for us.” After thanking Tabu once more, Alexander
departs quickly with his four bodyguards and Kallias.

Tabu seems embarrassed, but very pleased with Kallias” attention. He joins my family, and we walk
back toour quarters feeling great pridein the fine piece of work Tabu has made.

Thenextdayweariseearly fortheten-day tripalongthe coast, then south to Siwah. The trip
continues routinely along the seacoast, but the routineisnot tolastas we turn southaway from the
coast, and across the hot, dry desert.

Whileenroute Petrostellsmethat Alexanderhad given Tabu’ssword to Kallias forsafe-keeping with
hisother prize possessionsafter the presentation.

“WhenKalliascameinto the tent where we werebilleted, heletmehold the sword. He then stood
aside and urged me to swing the sword. I did soandnearly slash the wall of our tent. Tabu has
burnished the sword to adull bluish glow thatimbues the sword with a powerfullife ofitsown. The
engraving seems to give the living sword a voice.

Petrosbendshishead tomine and whispersintomy ear. “Thavenever seenor feltorheld asword
thatcomestolifeinyourhandsand then speaks with such authority. Alexander will be very happy
with it. He will be proud to have received it from your family.

Part 3.

Desert caravans are awonder to behold. Though small with only 30 camels, Alexander’scaravan
onthisfirstdayisnoexceptiontothiswonderment. Our desert guides arenomadic Berber tribesmen.
They wear long, colorful robes wrapped around their bodies with multi-colored cloths around their
turbans to keep the blowing sand out of their faces. The Berbers canmove across the desert without
guideposts ahead and withoutleaving tracksbehind. Alexanderjoinsthe Berber men walking more
often than herides. Not tobe outdone, the men with Alexander, including my father and brother,
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alsowalk.Ialso walk. By theirhand gesturesand the words “Biya!Biya!” the Berberwomenaskmeto
come ride with them, butI wave their invitations aside.

Those whoride are mostly the Berber women, their small children, and some very old men. Pack
animals, mostly burros, loaded with gear, provisions, and weapons, sometimes with children, make
upthebulkofthe caravan. The camels, burros, and otherlivestock havebells and colorful pom-poms
and woven, multicolored leads attached to theirhaltersand pack saddles. The Berber men often break
into theirnative songs, and Alexander, enjoying the spectacle, commands his men tojoin in with Greek
drinking and marching songs.

Four days south of the coast, a sandstorm forms in the westand moves toward us. Itshifts,inthe
distance,inhigh, roilingbrown clouds. The Berber guidestellustostop and secure the materialin the
caravanagainst the wind and blowing sand. They will put up tents, heavily anchored by long pegs
hammered deep in the sand, for the people. The animals will allneed tobe hobbled. Petros tellsme that
theguidesoffered Alexandera separate tent. He declined.

“Hesaid he’'dstayinthe tentwithhissoldiersand our guests,” Petros says proudly.

The wind and windborne sand blow strongly for more than a day. We can hearthe sand blowing
over thetentsmakingasoundlikeanabrasive cloth.Ifearthe tent material will go weak from the
abrasion and tear, but fortunately, they donot.

Eventually the storm abates. As we begin to crawl out from our tents, the guidesconferwith
Alexanderthrough Petros. Petroslatertellsme, as we continue ourmarch, thatthey told Alexander
thatthelandscapehad entirely changed and thattheymayhavelostsome of thelandmarksthey rely
on. Withoutlandmarks they cannot guarantee that they can find the oasis at Siwah, and yet, we
march on.

Iwatched as Alexander conferred with one of the Berber guides.Iwas exiting my tent, from the
howling vacuum of fabricintoaworld of sand drifts. The Berber man’s eyes popped at what Alexander
was saying, and it was clear that the Pharaoh’s youth and his belief in his own divinity gavehim
courage. Ionly pray,aswe march on, thatitis courage and not hubris. Petros says that we have food
enough for anothertendays, but that the supplies of water are poor. He guesses we have another five
days under careful rationing.

Before wehad our caravan packed to continue our travel south the Berber guide with Alexander had
pointed inadirection, one that wearenow following. Alexandernodded tohim and then wenttositby
himself for a time. Whether he was collecting himself or gathering the courage tolead in the face of a
near certainty of failure, I'm not sure.

Itook note of aflock of abouta dozenravensflyingin circles far above thedunesahead ofhim.
Theywerepointinginthedirection thatthe guidehadindicated.Iprayed that we mightinterpret
thisasanomen of good luck.

%%

Four days later, justbefore dawn begins tolighten the sky, the first watering hole remains
undiscovered. [wrap myself up in one of the Berber women'’s colorful wool robes and join Alexander
outside the tentsas he, groggy and thirsty, seeks the rising sun. I can tell that he hears more than sees
theravenscirclingand gabbling nearby, justasthey have since webegan ourjourney.I pay them more
heed; I think they may be our salvation.

“Good morning, myPharaoh,” Isay.“Ihavebeen watching theravens. One of them flies outside
themain group.Itlooksatmefromtimeto time.” [ pause, gauging the young King’sreaction. “I
thinkIcan communicate with him.”

Petros tells me that Alexander is notignorant of such possibilities as ornithomancy. Hismother,
Olympias, toldhimhewasdestined for greatness, even divinity. Now thatwe havemade him our
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pharaoh, heseemsto think of himself as godlike.Indeed, hisnear-godlinessis the very reason he
wants to speak with the Oracle of Ammon in Siwah, just as Zeushad done so long ago.

With all of this in mind, I'm grateful that he says, “If the raven speaks you mustlisten and learn.
Comeback tome when you are sure youknow his message.”

“Thank you, my Pharaoh.” Irise and walk in the direction of the circling ravens. WhenInear them, I
sitdownatthetop ofahigh dunewithmy head bowed low, my robe pulled close in the cool morning
air. Shortly, I feel the presence of anotherbeing. The raven thathasbeen flying outside the groupisnow
onthe ground afew pacesaway from me, looking at me, making soft vocalizations. After a pause, the
raven turns away, extends his wings, and fliesaway.I see a single white feather on hisright wing. Asthe
bird ascendsinto thesky, heturnsagaintolookatme, thenrejoinsthe circling ravens.

The flock fliesin one direction and then descends among the dunes, almost out of sight against the
dark sky afew hundred pacesaway.Ilook at the sky above the descending ravens. Atthe southern
horizon, I'see four starsattheend pointsof whatappearstobeasmall cross. Afew more moments
and the stars will fade in the gathering light of dawn.

I hasten to Alexander’s side. “We must go in the direction of those four stars. We will find
water there.”

Alexanderrubshis patchy, youthfulbeard inthought. “Thosefourstars are sometimes called the
Southern Cross by my naval officers. Thatis a good omen. Thank you, Aello.Iwill direct my menand
the guidestoload their packsimmediately and move toward those stars. Youmustremain hereand
searchthehorizon forlandmarksunder them that we canfollow whenthestarsfadeawayinthe
dawn.Iwillinstructtwoof mymento stay adistanceaway fromusoneitherside, ontopofthe
dunestolook out for signs of water. Youmust concentrate on the location of the ravens. If they move in
anew direction, you must find me and tell meimmediately.”

“Yes, my Pharaoh.”

Later that day, the travelers discover water. The guides say that the storm hasuncovered anew
and plentiful watering hole on the route to Siwah. They are pleased to see fresh waterstill gathering in
thebottom of a shallow depression.

Alexander orders a day for ustorecover and regroup, and afew days afterthat, thecaravanarrives
attheoasisinSiwah. Alexanderhashis meeting with the Oracle. Tono one’ssurprise he willnot
speakofhis experience there. The only evidence of achangeinhisattitude following the meeting is
the purchase of a translucent blue/violet stone about the size of a man’sthumb. Itisbeautiful. Atfirst, I
thought the stone might be Lapis Lazuli, astone found only in the eastern mountains of Afghanistan
farbeyond Mesopotamia. A stone much favored by the Egyptians. AsI looked more closely, [saw that
theblue/violet color wasmore translucent than the sky blue of most Lapis and there wereno flecks
of gold.

Asheholdsituptoshow hisclosestadvisors, hisface transformsinto the first broad smile thatI
have seen since we began ourjourney at the port of Rachiotis a few weeks ago.

Part 4

Ithasbeen nearly two years since our ordeal in the desert before Alexander’s visit to the Oracle at
Siwah.Mypharaohneverspeaksofhis conversation with the Oracle... not with anybody.

Intheinterveningyears, he caughtup with the fleeing Dariusll], finally,inatoughbattle at the
Caspian Gates. Darius was already dead, whetherkilled by hisown people orby hisownhand, weare
notsure. All Tknow is that the battle was a rout worthy of the immortality of scrolls and legends. My
father’stent was behind Parmenion’sleft flank, and we endured asmallskirmishof ourowntokeep
Persianforcesoutofour smithy. Alexander honored Darius as a valiant warrior and buried him with
full military honors.

11
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Now victorious, the older Macedonians in Alexander’s army wanted to gohome. In their minds, the
war was over. In Alexander’smind, and in theminds of youngersoldiersloyal tohim, Darius’ army
wasintotal disarray. The way wasnow clear toroll up therest of the Persianempire and take the Greek
army all the way to India. In that way the Greeks would have an empire even greater than the
Persians. I often wonder if thisis what the oracle foretold, orif itishow Alexander interpreted it.
Either way, we were on the move to the east again.

Weapproached the great capital at Persepolis that winter. The Persian capitallay abandoned before
us. Ouroccupationofitand theresulting inaction over five cold months of winter was a terrible time.
Alexanderhad taken on some of the attributes of a too-proud conqueror. Worse were his affectations
of Persian habits and demeanor. He occasionally wore some of the flowery and colorful fashions
worn by Darius Il and his sycophants at court.

Though this time was difficult and troubling for Alexander, I will never regret it. It led to a more
intimate relationship between me and Petros, and we quietly moved into the same tent near my
father’s forgery. The smithy kept us warm through that harsh winter.

Whenspring came, Alexander wasready tomove ontoIndia, butfirst he would have to secure
Bactriaand Gandhara—a place of high mountainsand regional tribesled by strong warriors. In order
toestablish the influence of the Greek city-states, he would need to keep the Macedonians with him
and willingly under arms with hisleadership.

My fatherhasremained closely attached to Alexander’sarmy since we departed Memphis. He has
found favor with Alexander and his closest military advisors. With daily forge operations under Nikola’s
supervision, Father has been free to work closely with Alexander’s operations planning staff tofind
sources of oreand other materialsnecessary for the manufacture and maintenance of weapons, armor,
and other battle gear.

Increasingly, Alexander seems to grow firm in his belief that he is the son of Zeus. Thisbelief has
been growing since the Egyptiansnamed him pharaoh four years before and has intensified with the
successful battles at Gaugamela and at the Caspian Gates.

Aswefollowed Alexander’sarmy closer toIndia, mybond with Petros deepened. Ibecame pregnant
and gavebirth to ourbeautiful son, Balio. Together,asanew and loving family, Petros and I think
aboutour future. Weare not certain that it lies with this army for much longer.

As the ethnicity and language of the local armies drawn under Alexander’s banner increases, though,
Petros” work as an interpreter has become increasingly important. In the negotiations needed to
persuade conquered armies to join us, Petros has become almost inseparable from his King.

Whenever he goes with Alexander orhisstaff on adiplomatic mission, Petrosasks, usually through
hisfriend and colleague, Kallias, tohave me accompany them. Petrosknows that Alexander willwant
metoevaluate weaponry problems, issues, and needs. Webelieve thathe agrees to this becauseheis
showing favortotwo of his personal favorites. Weare grateful for this. Wehave never weakened in our
public support for his decisions and his policies, and never fail to tell him privately whatheneeds to
know —no matter how uncomfortable the realities behind them might be.

* %%

Ithasbeenalongday for Alexander.Iam conscious of thisasIapproach him in one of his
all-too-frequent meetings. He must confer regularly with his senior staff regarding the establishment
ofamilitary garrison that would be at the economic heart of the new city of Alexandria in Arachosia.
In his vision of empire these garrisons will permanently supporthisarmiesthroughexpected growth
thatistoincludeall of India and much of the territory north of the Hindu Kush mountains. He has
had no problem finding volunteers to settle in these garrisons. Many of hismostloyal soldiers, weary
now of the years of war over harsh terrain, welcomehis offer ofland and asignificantshare of the
spoilsofwar.
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We are among these volunteers.

“Petrosand I have decided that ourlives now belong to our son, my King,” I say as we explain our
planstohim. “Thereisno place for him on the long, hard trail over the mountains that you foresee
over the coming months. My father, whobegan thisjourney with you four yearsago in Memphis, is
now, himself, old and tired from the effort to keep your soldiers well-armed. Even so, with the help of
me, Petros, and Tabu, we believe we can continue to supply your army with significant quantities of
weaponsfrom theshops we willbuild, with yoursupport,inthisnew city.

“Alexandria is rich with resources. Abundant fresh water from the mountains and from theriver
thatflows through here from the foothills will enable a greatagriculture. Whenyoursoldierswho
agreetoremain here turn theirhard-wonskillsto theseresources, they will create a paradise onearth. I
and my familybelieve thatourknowledge and skills with metalworking and our understanding of
your vision will be important in helping guide this rough land into a new seat of power.

“Weseek your supportin this, my King. Weare available towork with you and your city planners
and architects tohelp make this shared goal into reality justas you and I did two years ago tolayout
the first City of Alexandriaonthebrightshores of the Mediterranean Sea. May we have your
thoughts on this?”

Atfirst Alexander seems taken aback by our bold proposal. T hope thatitisclear thatl, whohave
alwaysbeenarelief from theintenseand often destructive wrangling of his lieutenants over
irrelevant details, have thought deeply of this and have discussed it fully with all who will be
affected.

“Leavemenow,” Alexander says. “Youhave given me much to think about,and lamsurewewill
havemoretodiscussasIprepareforour expeditionnorth. Ourtime for travel in the high mountains
growsshort as winter snows approach.”

EER

Asthe military commander of an army in the process of conquering much of the known world and,
now, extending thelimits of hisempire to encompass all of India, Alexander knows that such
considerations cannot be givenmuch weight. Ashismother always trained him, and ashe has always
done, ourKingand our friend seems to know the decisions must be made and the marchnorth
commenced without pausing to consider possible alternatives.

AsQOlympiasalwaystold him —asheistheson of Zeus—all errors of judgment will eventually
be forgiven to a god.

END
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