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      “Through every generation of the human race there has been a constant war, a war with fear. Those who have the courage to conquer it are made free and those who are conquered by it are made to suffer until they have the courage to defeat it, or death takes them.”

      ― Alexander the Great

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Prologos

      

      

      Last night was violent, the winds more vocal than I can remember. When I came outside just before dawn, I expected to find my home destroyed, but in open contrast to what I believed, all is quiet and there is an air of serenity in the pink hue cast over the desert this morning.

      Today is a day like any other, I suppose; I have risen, and checked on the passing caravan that is arriving at the shrine at the oasis. Greater numbers of pilgrims and merchants have worn the path into the desert since the Persian invaders were defeated so many years ago.

      For me, however, today is not a day like any other, for I am not going to the shrine. Today is the day that I begin to set it all down, as I saw it. Everything.

      Last week I purchased fourteen rolls of the finest Nile papyrus, twenty phials of ink, three bronze styluses, and a cedar writing desk. I may not appear so, but I am a wealthy man, more than most, and did not feel any regret for my purchases, for they will be put to good, if not difficult use.

      I am not one for an ostentatious life, though I have lived as such. I prefer to use my riches in other ways such as maintaining the shrine, or helping the people of my village who have become my family. In the present case, my goal is to begin my record of the years I spent in the East, years of wonder, of blood, of love and horror.

      All that I have seen, felt, and done, haunts me, and it is my hope that this work will distract the Furies from their pursuit. Most of all, I hope to please him and his shade.

      I am speaking, of course, of the only man I have ever truly respected, loved, and hated. I speak out of honour and fear of Alexander.

      Even now, when I utter his name, it echoes across the years.

      Alexander…

      How can one name conjure a million images? The task I have set myself is titanic, and my mind is a maelstrom of emotion as I sit in the sand beneath my favourite palm. The morning light of Amun anoints and warms my face now, a sign for a beginning.

      I suppose I should start at the time when the Gods chose me to enter the scene, the day when two Athenian noblemen appeared at my door and offered me several talents to do one thing: kill Alexander.
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      Before I go any further, I should relate a bit about myself. Not that I am of any true and meaningful consequence, for we mortals are all dust in the end. No, I wish to lend some credibility to what I am going to say, to show that I am not some puffed-up philosopher who has not lived beyond the confines of the arcaded gardens of his pupils’ homes.

      Nor am I one of the thousands of sycophants who heaped praise upon the man about whom I shall speak, a man whom, I believe, no one ever really knew for certain. How can you know such a man?

      But let me begin in earnest now…

      I am Hanbal, son of Akil and Chione. My father was a horse tamer and breeder, something the men in my family had been for generations. My ancestor, Badru of Memphis, had his pastures beyond the capital’s necropolis, on the western side of our Mother Nile.

      Badru was foremost in equine husbandry in his day, and supplied mounts for Pharaoh Ramesses II’s campaigns, including Kadesh and the Syrian Wars. Badru’s son carried on the tradition and supplied Pharaoh Ramesses III. It was at that time that the Hellenes became known to our family.

      After the war at Troy, of which we had heard rumour, King Menelaus and his beautiful queen, Helen of Sparta, were washed upon our shores on their journey back to Greece. Pharaoh is said to have welcomed them, and he enjoyed their tale so much, felt such sorrow at the affairs of their lives, that he sent them back laden with gifts, including a stock of our family horses so that the Greeks could rebuild their cavalry.

      This is all by way of saying that my father was the inheritor of the longstanding success established by Badru over a thousand years ago.

      My mother, Chione, was a priestess-dancer in the temple of Hathor, a most sacred duty that she loved above all things, save my father and I. Where my father was short and overly muscular, my mother was tall and lithesome, and appeared even more so in her long, red priestess’ robes which contrasted with the long strands of her black hair.

      It was the combination of my parents that gave me an unusual physique that set me apart. I have always been tall, like my mother, and strong and heavily muscled like my horse-wrangling father. I kept my black hair long, and because of my speed and agility, my father would have me run down particular mounts when needed, my own dark mane flowing behind as my adolescent legs carried me on the wind.

      The home where I grew up was relatively modest, though it might have been more due to the success of my father’s business. While other, wealthier families had granite and limestone palaces along the Nile, we were happy with our mud brick home. It was not gaudy, but it was certainly not poor. It was our own, our home, with four bedrooms flanking the entrance hall, a living area, a shrine, and a kitchen. We had storage for food on the lower level, and were most fortunate to have our own well, the water of which was clear and sweet.

      The rooftop was broad and flat and allowed us an unimpeded view of the stars and the white river in the heavens at night. During the day, we could see the horse pastures where the green verge of Mother Nile began to the east, and then the rocky landscape of the great necropolis to the west. The dust blew constantly in our direction from Saqqara, coating our walls, the palms, and even our horse herds. I can still see the dust gathering on the reed mats that covered our windows on the western wall of our home.

      It was a wonderful world to grow up in, and that was in no small way due to the love my parents heaped upon me.

      I loved my parents. They were my world, and I was theirs, and it was their deaths that first tore my world asunder.

      As I recall that day shortly after my twenty-first birthday, I do not now feel anything, for I have hardened myself against that memory, and long-since sated my thirst for revenge.

      The Persian dogs, under Artaxerxes III, had recently reconquered the Nile valley. His agents were relentless in their yoking of the Egyptian people, and daily we would receive word of yet another desecrated temple.

      My mother’s own temple dedicated to Hathor had been looted only recently, and so she now performed her sacred dances in the light of day, in a field adjacent to the horse pastures. That particular day, my father had said I could absent myself from duties to spend time with my beloved Eshe, whom I had been wishing to marry. Father had told me not to go to the river because of the Persian patrols, but I was young and, well, the lush riverside along the Nile was the only place where Eshe and I could explore each other in complete privacy.

      Oh, how we enjoyed ourselves in those days along the sacred waters. She was my other half, and I hers, and so neither of us felt any guilt or compunction.

      When the sun began to dip toward the West, and the papyrus reeds began to shiver in the evening breeze, Eshe and I began to walk back to my home to give my parents the news that we had decided to marry. I was young and naïve enough to think that my joy was enough to outshine the perils of our Persian world.

      It was the neighing of the horses that alerted me. Something was not right. Their voices were urgent and scared. Then the smoke came into view, and I ran with Eshe. When I heard the scream of my father’s voice, I pushed Eshe into a row of tall grass.

      “Stay here! Don’t come out until I come back!”

      “No, Hanbal! Don’t!” she cried.

      I wrenched my arm free and ran on toward the pastures where the yelling was growing louder and more harried. Though I ran with all my force, I felt like I would never get there. It was as though someone was holding me back with a rope about my waist. I pushed on and arrived to see my father riding across the pasture wielding a short sword at a group of Persians.

      My soul froze when a torn, red object fluttered up into the air – my mother’s robe.

      The Persians, six of them, were holding my mother down and even through my father’s battle cries, our horses’ neighing, and the jeers of the aggressors, I could still hear my mother’s shrieking as they violated her.

      It happened too quickly, in the time it took me to reach the edge of the pasture. My father rode into the Persians, his sword slashing down on the head of one of them. Then, came the thud of a bow, and my father flew from his mount. He was quickly surrounded, beaten, and brought to where my mother was being held. They made my father watch for a few moments before running him through with their long blades.

      That’s when I came into view, running at them wild-eyed and full of fury. I threw a stone I had picked up and hit one in the face, sending the man down in an explosion of blood.

      They immediately stabbed my mother through the heart, and turned to me. An arrow flew past and nicked my naked shoulder.

      I grabbed the mane of a white mare that was running past, and when I was close enough, I hurled myself at them. Like I said, I am a large person and that must be why the first two Persians I landed on did not rise. I snapped the neck of another. The remaining two squared up to me, and in that moment I felt more animal than man, so strong was the shock of fury in my limbs, and in my veins.

      When they came at me, I reacted without thought or fear, spinning, grabbing, and stabbing.

      It was my mother’s choked cough that brought me to myself again, to the beginnings of inner pain. Blood bubbled from her mouth, and her glassy eyes pleaded with me.

      I knelt at her side among the Persian dead, and covered her nakedness with her torn priestess’ robes.

      “Han…bal…” she sputtered my name, and my vision blurred with tears as she reached up with a bloody hand to stroke my long hair and cheek. “You…must…r…run.”

      “I will give you the rites, I’ll not leave you,” I cried.

      “No…time. I am…desecrated. Love…”

      In that instant I felt someone next to me, and looked up to see my mother smiling at me in her gleaming robes, her hand out to help me up.

      But her body lay still then, in the clotted sand.

      “Ah! Ah! AH!” I yelled to the falling sun.

      

      Now that I think on it - those visceral, painful moments - I now know that that was the moment in which my heart was filled with unfathomable hate. All my ideals, hopes, and dreams were shattered. They disappeared like a handful of sand in a sudden gust of cruel wind.

      After despairing beside my parents’ massacred bodies, I rushed to our home to gather what gold and silver we kept in two large jars, some weapons, and some food. I do not know how I was able to think in such a state, but I can only assume it was my mother’s Ka guiding me, just as she had bidden me to rise when she died.

      Most of our horses had bolted, a fortune lost, but I gathered the ten mounts that remained, including a large black stallion named Ra, and loaded up my provisions, my heart racing all the while.

      I rode a distance beyond the line of the Nile plain and on into the desert to a secret canyon where I was sure the horses would not be found. When you spend your life in a place, and are curious by nature, you come to know every part of it.

      Once the horses were secure, I strapped on one of my father’s swords, slung a bow over my shoulder, and took Ra along with another mount to go back for Eshe, praying to Isis and Hathor the entire way that she was unharmed.

      When I arrived near the tall grass where I had left her, it was close to the middle of night, and I had only the light of Yah to guide me.

      “Eshe,” I whispered into the darkness of the tall, swishing grass. “Eshe!”

      I heard a rush, and then she slammed into me. When I turned, she screamed and I thought I had cut her with the blade of the sword at my waist, but then realized she was scared of me. I had not washed the blood off of my face and body, my parents’ blood. I clamped my hand over her mouth and looked into her eyes.

      “Eshe, my love. It’s me! Hanbal!”

      She crumpled in my arms, shaking, and I carried her to Ra and set her on his back.

      As if recounting a nightmare, I told her what had happened and she wept silently in the moonlit night until we arrived at the bodies of my parents, which I wrapped hurriedly with linen and put on the back of the other horse.

      It did not take long to reach the edge of the Necropolis.

      When we arrived at the Anubeion, the embalmer, a man who knew my parents, was reluctant to undertake the ritual for my mother because of what the Persians did to her.

      Fighting back my tears, growing despair, and my anger, I reminded him she had been a favourite of Hathor. I also offered him the second mount I had brought them on. Everyone knew the value of my family’s horses, and so he eventually agreed to the proper ritual for both my parents that they may be entombed together.

      Eshe bid farewell to the people she had hoped would be her parents, and then I stepped up to touch each of them. I put my hands on my father’s chest and on my mother’s cheek. I then turned and walked out of the City of the Dead.

      

      At twenty-one years of age, I had been unsure how to handle the tragic change in my life. When a man is young, he thinks he has the wisdom of the Gods, but when faced with such a feeling of hopelessness, the young man’s temple to himself crumbles to dust, and must be built up again with layer upon layer of experience. I had lived an idyllic existence to that point, living with my parents, running free on our lands, learning from some of the finest tutors in Memphis, Egyptians and Greeks.

      Yes, even then, there were Hellenes in my life.

      But all my learning was for naught. I had not been able to save my parents from the Persians. From that dark day, my priority was to keep Eshe safe.

      Her family decided to move farther south in the hopes of avoiding the Persians. They wanted us to go with them, but I could not bring myself to leave, and Eshe did not want to leave me.

      You see, I wanted to be near the Persian invaders – I wanted vengeance.

      When it became apparent that nobody ever came to, or happened upon, the small canyon where we had been hiding, we made that our permanent home. Every night, for several days, I had travelled back to my family’s home to salvage what I could – clothes, linens, pots, pans, mattresses, tools, horse harness – everything I could think of, everything that would make life more bearable for Eshe.

      We had far less in the way of moveable wealth for my family’s fortune had lain in the horses we bred, and my father’s skills as a handler. Well, those days were done, and so, with the Persian attack on our home, so ended the business my family had upheld for generations.

      As I said, most of the mounts had bolted and were not seen again. I kept three horses for ourselves – Ra, Zahra, and Jamila, and either sold the rest in my possession for a large amount of wealth, or bartered for food, supplies, and materials so that I could build our new home.

      Eshe braved our new life with a smile, and despite my removed state of mind, she loved me more than I deserved. A month after the attack, she informed me that she was pregnant, and suddenly, beyond the joy I felt, was a deep fear of bringing up my child in a Persian-dominated world, a world in which our ancient gods were spat upon, and in which the sanctity of women was never acknowledged.

      Images of my mother’s end dammed up the rivers of reason in my mind, and I was possessed by fear for Eshe and my child-to-be, by rage and by my never-ending need for vengeance.

      That is when I decided on my chosen profession.
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      Every few days, we would hear of another Persian atrocity, and my blood would boil at the thought of others experiencing similar pain to my own tortured experience.

      One day, a young girl wandered into our secret home, bloody and alone. She could not have been more than twelve. Through red, weary eyes, she told us that her family - some small farmers, an hour’s ride distant - had been slain by Persian troops, and their corn crops were being cut down to take back to Memphis to feed the garrison soldiers.

      The girl had run and escaped, and when she had finished her tale, I stood and went over to the wall where my sword, bow, and daggers hung.

      Eshe rushed to my side. “What are you doing?”

      “I can’t take this anymore. I have to do something!”

      “What? What will you do, Hanbal? Get killed?” Eshe leaned close, gripping my arm, her swollen belly nudging me. She put my trembling hand on it. She knew my mind and heart, how I had been nursing my hate, how I had been thinking of the Persians I had killed on the day my parents died.

      What she did not know was that I had enjoyed the memory of killing those first few, and wanted to do it again. But that was not enough for me. Nobody was acting on behalf of our people!

      I rushed out before she could stop me, and rode away on Ra in the direction of the girl’s farm.

      

      That day I left Eshe behind, was the day I was forged a killer.

      I rode up slowly to the small piece of lush farmland the girl had described, and found five Persians remaining, loading up the last of the corn. I left Ra in some tall grass and crept up the side of a rocky outcrop to spy on them.

      The bodies of the girl’s family members lay smouldering next to their dwelling while the Persians stood around a laden cart.

      I had not really thought through how I would attack, but knew that eliminating as many as I could from a distance would better my chances of success. I had practiced with my father’s horn bow, so I nocked an arrow and drew back. My heartbeat and breathing slowed. Then, I loosed.

      My arrow found its mark in two of the closely packed Persians, through the temple of the first and on into the eye of his neighbour. It was a powerful bow.

      These were soldiers, however, and immediately, they spread out, having guessed where the arrow had come from.

      I loosed again, and lamed a third whose screams of pain made it hard for me to hear the movements of the others. I put my bow down and drew my sword, making my way barefoot and wearing only a linen kilt, around the rocks. My blade plunged into the abdomen of the fourth as he came around a bend, but just as I withdrew the blade, my head jerked back violently when the final Persian grabbed my hair and twisted so hard that I fell onto a rocky shelf several feet below.

      I felt a rib crack on impact, and before I had time to gain my feet, I was parrying sword thrusts.

      The Persian was fast, and kicked at me between sweeps of his blade. My speed and agility saved me from being impaled, and when he knocked my sword from my hand, I cast a handful of sand into his eyes and plunged two of my daggers into the sides of his torso.

      He squirmed and coughed, but there was just enough life left for him to look into my eyes as I slit his throat, cutting off his prayer to Ahura Mazda.

      I finished off the remaining Persians likewise if they were still moving, and watched their dead, grey eyes close with terrifying pleasure. As I said, that day I came to enjoy the momentary relief that came of killing one’s enemies, and Persia was Egypt’s enemy.

      By the time I returned home, I could barely breathe without it hurting for the pain in my broken rib where a bruise had already settled over my skin. I let Ra find his way back to his stable and then I collapsed next to a small fire beside the stream that bubbled up from beneath a rock wall within our dwelling.

      Eshe’s eyes were red from worry and weeping, but I could tell she had held back for the sake of the girl who now slept curled up in our home. When Eshe walked up to me, her stare was cold, but she broke upon seeing my state, the chunk of my hair that had been torn away, and my blackened side.

      This time I had washed away the blood.

      She filled a small clay pot with cold water from the stream, sat cross-legged next to me so that her belly rested in her lap, and dipped a sponge in the water before holding it gently to my skin.

      I flinched and eyed the beer pot that sat in the shade of one of the rocky outcrops.

      “Hanbal, please tell me you will never rush off like that again. I…” Her hands began to shake and she covered her face which disappeared behind the screen of her hair.

      I put my arm about her, despite the pain.

      “Worry not, Eshe. I’m here. I’ve had broken ribs before-”

      “From horses! Not from Persian warriors.” Her eyes blazed now, and the tears receded. “Are they dead? The Persians?”

      “Yes. All of them.”

      “For the Love of Isis, Hathor, and Osiris, please do not do this again.”

      “I can’t promise that, Eshe.”

      “Why not? Don’t you care about me, or our child?”

      She took both my hands and put them on her belly, and I felt the now-familiar kicking.

      “Of course I care about you. Both of you. That is why I went. Not to avenge the deaths of that girl’s parents alone,” I motioned to where the girl was curled up. “Nor for my parents alone. I did it for all of us, for everyone under the Persian boot.”

      “You mock the Gods with your dishonesty, for if you look within your heart,” her hand burned on my breast where she laid it flat, “you will see that you do not truly believe what you are saying. Anger alone has taken hold of you, my beloved. Do not fall so far, I beg you.”

      Eshe rose uneasily, and brought me an earthenware jar of beer sweetened with date. “For the pain,” she said before going to check on the girl.

      

      Despite the growing chill outside as Ra’s all-seeing eye dipped away in the West, I remained next to the fire, alone, still wearing only my kilt. The bloody daggers and swords lay on the ground across from me. I sat there stubbornly, drinking, and resenting what Eshe had said. I knew, of course, that she was correct in her insight. She always had a keen mind and strong intellect. She could make me look within myself, at the places I did not want to go. For those inner realms of darkness can be as terrifying as any spear point, or cataphract charge. I know that now.

      But I was young still, stubborn, and inexperienced, and Hathor forgive me, I held out against my beloved’s wishes and warnings. As a result, I was cutting a life-course away from hers and that of our unborn child.

      I stared up at the stars and the milky mirror of the Nile that flowed across the heavens, praying to Hathor, Isis, and Osiris for direction.

      No answer came. I had only the sound of distant jackals, and my recently ingrained images of death. Perhaps Anubis smiled at my thoughts of death and dying?

      In my half-sleep, I saw myriad images of tall trees, swaying saplings, horns, and endless miles of road and dusty plains. There were what seemed to be clouds of locusts before the sun, and rivers of blood. Persian faces came into my vision, but quickly fell away until I came to a sun brighter than any other, so blinding that I fell to my knees and wept.

      I woke to Eshe nudging me urgently. The sour smell of beer was on me where I lay in the sand next to my smouldering fire.

      “Hanbal!” she whispered. “Wake up!”

      “What? Are you all right?” But I quickly spied the root of her urgency. At the entrance to our secret place stood two haggard-looking men, and two weeping women. I reached painfully for my sword and stood up, in front of Eshe.

      “Who are you?” I demanded, though no one answered. Then, all at once, the four of them fell to their knees.

      “Thank you for avenging our brother and sister,” one of the men said.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “We followed you here yesterday. Forgive us, but we wanted to thank the man who brought low the Persians who murdered our family.”

      My throat caught and I found myself speechless.

      “Auntie!”

      Suddenly, the girl who had shown up at our home came running out and threw herself into the arms of one of the women. A river of tears ensued and when the rush abated, the lot of them heaped more thanks upon me.

      “May the Gods bless you, always,” the lead man continued. “We had thought her body lost when we went to retrieve the others.”

      Behind them was the cart that the Persians had loaded with amphorae of corn and grain.

      The other man went to it and proceeded to unload twelve or so containers. “Please accept these from our family. It is the least we can do to express our gratitude.”

      “Thank you, but-”

      “Please,” the leader continued. “Your example of bravery and compassion,” he put his hand on his niece’s head, “has given us a measure of hope in the midst of our grief.”

      They turned and left, leaving me and Eshe in wide-eyed shock as we watched them go, a backward glance from the young girl.

      

      That was how it started, how I became what I convinced myself I was: a killer of wrong-doers.

      Unlike my ancestors, I no longer made my family’s fortune in breeding the sacred horses, but rather in feeding the chambers of the Underworld. For after that day, other people came to me seeking help, seeking relief from the agents of Artaxerxes, seeking vengeance for the wrongs committed by the occupiers of Egypt.

      People paid me what they could in the form of food or beer, weapons, and silks. Anything they had. The richer merchants whose caravans had fallen prey to the Persians also came to me for aid and paid much more, sometimes in gold.

      How did they find me? How did the Persians not find me? I believe that my fellow Egyptians were so grateful and loyal that they never even thought to betray me to the Persians. So great was the hurt and disrespect from the occupiers, that I was rendered completely safe from betrayal.

      Over the years, since that first, sloppy attack of mine, I became much more adept and stealthy in my work, employing poisons and Ethiopian darts, as well as brute force. I perfected my marksmanship with my bow and throwing daggers.

      In essence, I became a ghost to the Persians, and when they would seek to make an example of an Egyptian in an effort to draw me out, I would always be warned ahead of time, and arrange a trap for the trappers.

      I became known as ‘The Asp’, and such creatures were tattooed upon my arms.

      This violent aspect of myself took its toll, however. It was as if with each kill I felt small pieces of my being hacked away, to be ferried away into darkness by the Boatman of the Greeks, the dreaded Charon.

      When Eshe gave birth to our little Jamila, with help from a priestess and midwife from Memphis, how was I to know what I would become?

      With shaking hands and a quivering heart, I held my daughter close beside my Eshe. I stayed there for hours, overwhelmed and awed by the life I held, the life I was determined to keep safe.

      I realized only much later, now, even as I write this beneath my whispering palm among the dunes, that Eshe, Jamila, and Femi, our second girl born three years after our first, had been the force of love that had held back the tide of my madness.

      The sadness, however, in Eshe’s once-bright eyes betrayed the worry the changes in me had caused her. Despite the great joy I felt when playing with my daughters, my mind was often elsewhere and I spent the majority of my time making preparations, repairing weapons, or drinking, the latter of which was something I did quite heavily after every kill.

      I suppose my Ka never really got used to my actions for it tortured me with violent nightmares.

      One day, when Eshe looked at me, after eight years of darkness, she took the decision I had inwardly feared she would take, and I did not have the will to stop her.

      I was standing before her, my black mane shorn long ago, my body overly-muscled and scarred, as she looked into my eyes and held my face in her soft hands.

      “I must go to my parents, Hanbal.” Her gaze held me in all seriousness. “They have only seen Jamila once in eight years and they have never even met Femi. I want them to be able to play along the Nile and walk between the great monuments built by our ancestors. I don’t wish for them to have to live in a cave, in hiding all of their lives. In Upper Egypt, it is possible for them to live without as much worry about Persians.”

      “Please don’t go, my love” I said, though weakly. “We can move somewhere else.”

      “No, Hanbal. It is not safe. Rumours of this young Greek king are rampant, but one thing is certain: war is coming to Egypt. And I do not want our girls in the middle of it.” She placed her hand on my heart as she always did, as if it reached me more. “You are determined to take a journey which we can not possibly follow you on.”

      For the first time, her gaze broke and she looked down.

      “When you have finished what you set out to do, when you are still once more, come to us and be our husband and father again. We will always love you, as long as the stars, sun, and moon light the heavens.”

      I held her close then, regretting my choices of the last several years, but still too weak-willed - or perhaps too stubborn - to turn from my chosen path.

      Three days later, on a morning streaked with pink light, my Eshe, Jamila, and Femi joined a small caravan that was headed south. I gave them Zahra and Nathifa to carry them and some supplies. I would send the rest of their belongings later.

      I knelt down to hug my girls in turn.

      Jamila was sullen and stiff to my touch, and Femi wept convulsively. I picked them up, set them on Zahra’s back, and covered each with their favourite cobalt blankets to ward off the morning chill. The two of them looked down at me with a mixture of confusion and fear, of me and of the situation that was turning their world over.

      And I was the cause of that turmoil.

      “Hathor and Isis watch over you, my girls. I do love you, so much.”

      Jamila, who looked like I had with her long black hair and long limbs, seemed unconvinced.

      Femi, tears in her eyes, shook her head. “I love you, Baba. Please don’t send us away…”

      “Your father will join us later,” Eshe put in, comforting our youngest with a soft touch before turning to me. “I love you, my soul. Remember that and us, and may Osiris, Hathor, and Isis guide you to us again…” Her voice broke, and I held her close.

      My eyes and my heart burned, and my soul shook in the moment. I kissed Eshe, the salt of our mingled tears on our lips, fear in my heart. She stepped back to look at me, as if to burn my image into her memory, as if to give me a chance to change my mind, to stop them from leaving.

      I did not, however, stop them. I stood there at the top of a dune near our dwelling, watching the caravan leave for their long journey south into Upper Egypt to a place apart from me and my chosen path, away from my chaos.

      For an hour, I stood numb in the same spot in a kilt and tunic Eshe had woven for me. It was in that state of utter sadness that the Greeks found me.

      Two men wearing chitons and Greek swords and daggers beneath desert robes emerged from the dust and called out to me.

      It was in that moment that I took my first step down what would turn out to be a very long and trying road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Chapter Three

      

        

      
        MEN OF ATHENS
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      The two Hellenes introduced themselves as Creon, son of Demitrios of Athens, and Demophon, son of Eurymachus, also of Athens.

      I looked them over quickly, decided that they were not yet a threat, though I could draw the daggers at my sides if the need arose.

      They were both solidly-built men, about my age, and warriors, from the scars on their arms. Creon was blond and Demophon dark, and both had curling hair and neatly trimmed beards.

      The one named Creon stepped forward. He spotted the tattoos on my forearms.

      “Forgive the intrusion, but are you the man they call ‘The Asp’?”

      I didn’t speak right away. What I wanted was to watch the last of the caravan wind its way over the distant dunes, but I could not let my attention waver. I was no stranger to the Greeks and their ways, for I had had Greek tutors, some of whose students were also Greek. The Hellenes had been coming to Egypt for many years as traders, and as mercenaries. The Athenian general, Phanes of Halicarnassus, had been hired by Pharaoh Amasis to train Egyptian troops for the war with Persia.

      By the look of them - the strong, even build of their muscles - I decided that Creon and Demophon must be Athenian hoplites, citizens.

      “We’ve come a long way to seek your help,” Demophon added. “Are you ‘The Asp’? The slayer of Persians?”

      “I am,” I replied, suspicion and curiosity contending within me. “What is it you want?” I risked a glance back at the caravan, but it was gone from my sight.

      “To speak, friend. That is all.” Creon smiled as I pointed the way to the entrance of my home. Creon went ahead while Demophon stared out to the dunes.

      “Was that your family you were seeing off?” Demophon asked.

      I did not answer.

      “I have not see my own wife and children for a couple of years now.” He sighed and went after Creon.

      “You must leave your swords and daggers outside if you wish to speak with me,” I ordered.

      The two men looked questioningly at each other and then back at me.
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