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      Mary Renault 

      Mary Renault (1905–1983) was best known for her historical novels set in Ancient Greece with their vivid fictional portrayals of Theseus, Socrates, Plato and Alexander the Great.

      Born in London in 1905 and educated at the University of Oxford, she trained as a nurse at Oxford’s Radcliffe Infirmary, where she met her lifelong partner, fellow nurse Julie Mullard. Her first novel, Purposes of Love, was published in 1939. In 1948, after her novel Return to Night won an MGM prize worth £150,000, she and Mullard emigrated to South Africa.

      It was in South Africa that Renault was able to write forthrightly about homosexual relationships for the first time – in her last contemporary novel, The Charioteer, published in 1953, and then in her first historical novel, The Last of the Wine (1956), the story of two young Athenians who study under Socrates and fight against Sparta. Both these books had male protagonists, as did all her later works that included homosexual themes. Her sympathetic treatment of love between men would win Renault a wide gay readership.
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        If anyone has the right to be measured by the standards of his own time, it is Alexander.

        
          Hermann Bengtson: The Greeks and the Persians
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      ‘His face has haunted me for years.’ This confession could have been made by any number of characters in Mary Renault’s trilogy of novels about Alexander the Great. In Fire from Heaven, the greatest coming-of-age story ever to double as a work of historical fiction, it could have been spoken by Olympias, his predatory and implacable mother, or Hephaistion, his beloved friend, or the entire nation of Macedon, whose king by the end of the novel he has become. In The Persian Boy, it could have been whispered softly by Bagoas, the gazelle-eyed eunuch who first seduces Alexander, and then accompanies him on his campaign trail to the very ends of the earth. In Funeral Games, it could have been declared by numerous of the murderous cast of generals who, with the great conqueror dead before his time, struggle and fail to seize control of his legacy. Nowhere else in fiction have Alexander’s beauty and charisma blazed with such potency as they do in Renault’s trilogy. The entire landscape of her novels seems irradiated by their brilliance. Small wonder, then, in a world where the reality of the gods is never doubted, that her Alexander should indeed seem touched by the supernatural.

      The confession, though, was Renault’s own. She made it in a letter to an old university friend, Kasia Abbott, shortly before embarking on her fictionalisation of Alexander’s life. Back in the 1920s, as a student at Oxford, she had discovered in the city’s Ashmolean Museum a treasure-trove of ancient art so stunning that the memory of it never left her. Replicas from the bull-leaping civilisation of Minoan Crete; casts of golden youths from the heyday of classical Athens; portrait busts of philosophers, and poets, and tyrants: all would linger long in Renault’s memory, and powerfully influence the fiction that she came to write. It was Alexander, though, who seems to have seduced her most enduringly: ‘the amazing eyes’, as she wrote to Kasia Abbott, ‘the way his hair springs from his brow, and what must already early in his twenties have been his weather-beaten beauty…’ Something of how she came to write about him can be gauged, perhaps, from the structure of The Persian Boy. Although to Bagoas, the novel’s narrator, Alexander’s progress is only a faint rumour at first, the tremor of it grows inexorably ever more thunderous, until at last, brought before the great conqueror, he finds the rapture and the passion of the encounter overwhelming, and is smitten for life. So it was, perhaps, mutatis mutandis, for Mary Renault herself.

      Not that she would ever have drawn the analogy herself. She had no illusions as to the chasm of difference that separated her from the world of Alexander. She was dismissive of any notion that people in the past were essentially just like those of the present. ‘To pretend so,’ she declared forthrightly, ‘is an evasion and a betrayal, turning our back on them so as to be easy among familiar things.’ It was precisely the contrast between antiquity and the world of her upbringing, which felt as vivid to her as that between an Aegean summer and the drizzle of an English February, which helps to explain her passion for Alexander. In 1948, oppressed by the grey drabness of post-war Britain, Renault had taken a steamer for South Africa, never to return. It was a bid for novelty, colour and excitement that she would replicate in 1953 when, after a series of novels set in contemporary England, she embarked on the line of fictional evocations of ancient Greece that was to culminate in her Alexander trilogy. Like Bagoas, the castrated slave-boy who discovered in his submission to the great conqueror only liberation, Mary Renault associated Alexander above all with the joys of freedom. 

      Simultaneously, there was a measure of something else to be found in Renault’s fascination with Alexander: self-identification. This is particularly evident in Fire from Heaven, where she had set herself an almost impossible task: not merely to animate the upbringing of the most charismatic conqueror who has ever lived, but to explore how the child had been father to the man. What sources there were for Alexander’s youth Renault duly plundered; but these offered nothing like the detail that she required. Ancient biographers, by and large, took little interest in the childhoods of their subjects. Invariably, they would portray children merely as mini-versions of their adult selves. As a result, our sources for Alexander’s early years are lacking in precisely the kind of psychological detail that a novelist tends most to prize. In her attempt to fill the gaps, Renault could draw on a knowledge of antiquity capable of satisfying even the sternest classicist; but it remained inadequate to her needs. Committed though she certainly was to meeting the highest possible standards of historical accuracy, she did not forgo the novelist’s privilege of inventing what could not be known. As a result, Fire from Heaven is doubly a journey into the past: back to the fourth century BC, of course, but also to the well-springs of Renault’s own career as a writer. 

      When Alexander, in the opening pages of the novel, slips into his mother’s bed and demands that she tell him he is her favourite, he is echoing the behaviour of an earlier protagonist of Renault. In The Charioteer, her last work of contemporary fiction, the novel had opened in a very similar fashion, with its hero, the five-year-old Laurie Odell, leaving his bedroom and ending up in his mother’s arms. He had sought refuge there from an upsetting sight: that of his father packing in the dead of night, and leaving the family home for ever. ‘After, when the passage of years had confused his memories of that night and overlaid them with later knowledge, what he remembered best was having known for the first time the burden, prison and mystery of his own uniqueness.’ Laurie, growing up gay in a Britain that still criminalised homosexual acts, never manages to break free of mainstream society’s contempt for his sexuality, and leads a life that is perpetually marked by compromise. Not so Alexander. He too, like Laurie, witnesses a profoundly disturbing scene in the dead of night, when his father bursts in on his mother, while Alexander is still sheltering in her bed. ‘The child saw him rush upon them, like Polyphemos on his prey. He seemed to bristle all over; even the rod that hung in his black bushy crotch had risen by itself and was thrust forward, a sight of mysterious horror.’ Alexander, however, does not allow himself to be dominated by the traumatic nature of the episode. Marked by it though his own sexuality certainly turns out to have been, he bends it, like everything else, to his will. Not for him what he sees as the priapic self-indulgence of his father. Instead, by committing himself enduringly to Hephaistion, he is able to cast himself as the new Achilles, bonded with a second Patroclus. The man who goes on to conquer the world is portrayed as a man who has first succeeded in conquering himself. 

      It is not hard to see, in the light of Renault’s own life, what the significance of this exemplar might have been to her. Like Laurie, like Alexander, she was the child of a desperately unhappy marriage. Determined, in the face of strident opposition from both her parents, to make her own way in the world, she drove herself unflaggingly hard. Her first ambition, to become a nurse, saw her submit to a programme of training so redolent of the bleakest kind of boarding school that it surely influenced her portrayal of the literally Spartan regime endured by Alexander and his companions in Fire from Heaven. Her second ambition, to become a novelist, was pursued with a similarly unyielding resolve. Only she could write her novels, of course – but Renault, for all that, never lacked for support in her new career. In 1935, as a student nurse, she had met the woman who was destined to be at her side for the remainder of her life. In Julie Mullard she had found a yet further point of contact with Alexander. ‘His emotional commitment to Hephaistion is among the most certain facts of his life.’ So Renault wrote in the afterword to Fire from Heaven. It is hard not to feel that she was simultaneously paying tribute to the great love of her own life. 

      It is the measure of her achievement in the Alexander trilogy that we never find such a conceit ludicrous. So detailed and finely textured is her portrayal of Alexander’s world, and so credible her evocation of his psychology, that the reader rarely pauses to take him on anything other than Renault’s own terms. ‘In grief more than in joy, man longs to know that the universe turns around him.’ For most, such a yearning breeds only illusion; but with Alexander, Renault could explore a hero who had indeed moulded the world to his own ambitions, and made himself its pivot. The intoxicating pleasure of her trilogy is that it enables us to share in the glory and potency of such a man. ‘In his presence,’ declares Bagoas in The Persian Boy, ‘I felt more beautiful.’ All readers who find themselves seduced by Renault’s fictionalisation of Alexander are liable to feel much the same. 

      Yet the figure of Bagoas, ‘the elegant, epicene favourite’, as he is described in Funeral Games, born a boy but looking like a girl, hints at the ambiguities which shadow the dynamics of the entire trilogy. It is not merely the dignity with which Renault endows same-sex relationships, at a time when suspicion of homosexuality remained rife, that marks her as a writer of fiction immeasurably more original than the vast majority of historical novelists. So too, and perhaps more disturbingly to contemporary sensibilities, does the challenge her trilogy represents to some of our most fundamental notions of what it means to be a female writer. Mary Renault, whose mother had always mocked her for her big feet and desire for a career, did not greatly like being a woman. ‘Men,’ she declared flatly, ‘have more fun.’ Perhaps, among her contemporaries, only Patricia Highsmith could rival her resentment at having been born female. Just as Fire from Heaven is alive with the excitement of being a man, so does it cast being a woman as a wretched second best. No taming of horses, no recording a first kill in battle for girls. Throughout the trilogy, they are described as twittering and flocking like birds, and sapping with their ‘whispered confidences’ the martial ardour of their menfolk. ‘Women can’t issue challenges to their enemies as we can,’ Alexander observes to Hephaistion, ‘they can only be avenged like women. Rather than blame them, we ought to be thankful to the gods for making us men.’ 

      A declaration that in its ideological underpinnings is certainly true to what the historical Alexander would have believed – but one that also, authored as it is by a woman, is liable to strike the reader as just a trifle disorienting. Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that many of Renault’s early readers should have believed her a male writer hiding behind a pseudonym. In reality, despite – or perhaps because of – the rigid contrast in Greek culture between the masculine and feminine spheres, her novels repeatedly explore what it might mean to blur the gender divide. ‘There are eunuchs who become women,’ declares Bagoas, ‘and those who do not; we are something by ourselves, and must make of it what we can.’ Indeed, so formidable is his commitment to self-invention that it marks him as both the most original of Renault’s characters, and the most paradigmatic. Striking a balance between the twin ideals of hardiness and beauty, Bagoas is tough enough to accompany Alexander on even the most demanding of his campaigns, yet practised enough in the arts of the bedchamber to satisfy him more fully than any woman. Men too, even Alexander himself, are tempted by the scope for reinvention offered by a spot of gender-bending. Smooth-cheeked, in pointed contrast to his hirsute father, and rumoured to possess ‘a natural fragrance’, the attributes of femininity only serve to enhance the potency of Alexander’s world-conquering charisma. For women, though, it is very different. All attempts to escape ‘claustral and stifling femininity’ serve only to doom them. Even the most powerful are destroyed in the end by their ambitions. Olympias, who dares to stand up to her intimidatingly domineering husband, ends up permanently distanced from her son before finally being stoned to death; Eurydike, who bosses her own husband, goes hunting dressed in masculine clothing, and ‘had known as long as she could remember that she should have been a boy’, is incapacitated at the climactic moment of her career by the onset of her period. If the world of the Alexander trilogy is ultimately a tragic one, then it is especially so for women.

      The paradox of Mary Renault, and the key to her greatness as a resurrectionist of antiquity, is that she was simultaneously ground-breaking and backward-looking, progressive and reactionary. With the Alexander trilogy, homoerotic fiction went mainstream for the first time; but in its scorn for democracy, its idealisation of the heroic, and its mistrust of the feminine, it was also profoundly true to the long-vanished age of Alexander. As the best historical fiction invariably does, it obliges readers to take a vanished world, not on their terms, but on its own. To us, in the shadow of repeated wars in the Middle East, the nobility of Alexander’s ideals are liable, perhaps, to seem less self-evident than they did to Renault, and we may well find ourselves agreeing more readily with Robert Lowell, who declared in 1973, one year after the publication of The Persian Boy, that ‘Terrible were his crimes’. Yet the American poet too felt the magnetism of Alexander’s greatness – and all who have read Renault’s trilogy will feel for themselves the unsettling impact of Lowell’s threnody on her hero:

      
        
          
             

            
              ‘but if you wish to blackguard the Great King,
            

            
              think how mean, obscure and dull you are,
            

            your labors lowly and your merits less…’

          

        

      

      Tom Holland, 2014 

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        ‘I foresee great contests at my funeral games.’

        
          
            Reported deathbed words of Alexander the Great
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      Lest anyone should suppose I am a son of nobody, sold off by some peasant father in a drought year, I may say our line is an old one, though it ends with me. My father was Artembares, son of Araxis, of the Pasargadai, Kyros’ old royal tribe. Three of our family fought for him, when he set the Persians over the Medes. We held our land eight generations, in the hills west above Susa. I was ten years old, and learning a warrior’s skills, when I was taken away.

      Our hill-fort was as old as our family, weathered-in with the rocks, its watch-tower built up against a crag. From there my father used to show me the river winding through the green plain to Susa, city of lilies. He pointed out the Palace, shining on its broad terrace, and promised I should be presented, when I was sixteen.

      That was in King Ochos’ day. We survived his reign, though he was a great killer. It was through keeping faith with his young son Arses, against Bagoas the Vizier, that my father died.

      At my age, I might have overheard less of the business, if the Vizier had not borne my name. It is common enough in Persia; but being the only son and much beloved, I found it so strange to hear it pronounced with loathing, that each time my ears pricked up.

      Court and country lords whom, as a rule, we hardly saw twice a year, were riding up the mountain track every few days. Our fort was well out of the way, a good place to meet. I enjoyed seeing these fine men on their tall horses, and felt an expectation of events, but not of danger, since none of them owned to fear. More than once they sacrificed at the fire-altar; the Magus would come, a strong old man who could scramble the rocks like a goatherd, killing snakes and scorpions. I loved the bright flames, and their light on the polished sword-hilts, gold buttons and jewelled hats. So it would all go on, I thought, till I could join them as a man.

      After the prayer they would take the sacred drink together, and talk about honour.

      In honour I had been instructed. Since I was five and had been brought out from among the women, I had been reared to ride and shoot and abhor the Lie. Fire was the soul of the Wise God. The dark Lie was faithlessness.

      King Ochos was lately dead. If his sickness had killed him, few would have cried; but it was said that had been nothing much, it was his medicine he had died of. Bagoas had been highest in the kingdom, next the King, for many years; but young Arses had lately come of age and married. Ochos, with a grown heir and grandsons, had begun to trim Bagoas down. He died soon after this was seen.

      ‘So now,’ said one of my father’s guests, ‘the throne comes down by treachery, even though to the lawful heir. Myself, I acquit Arses; I never heard anything against the boy’s honour. But his youth will double Bagoas’ power; from now on, he might as well be King. No eunuch before has climbed so high.’

      ‘Not often,’ my father said. ‘But sometimes this lust for power will rule them. It is because they will see no sons.’ Finding me near him, he took me in his arm. Someone uttered a blessing.

      The guest of highest rank, whose land was near Persepolis but who had followed the court to Susa, said, ‘We are all agreed that Bagoas shall never rule. But let us see how Arses deals with him. Young though he is, I think the Vizier has reckoned without his host.’

      I don’t know what Arses would have done, if his brothers had not been poisoned. It was then he set out to count his friends.

      The three princes had been much of an age. All three had been very close. Kings mostly change to their kin; Arses did not. The Vizier distrusted their private councils. Both the younger, without much time wasted between, got cramps in their bellies and died.

      Soon after, a messenger came to our house; his letter bore the royal seal. I was the first person my father met, when the man had gone.

      ‘My son,’ he said, ‘I shall soon have to go away; the King has called for me. A time may come – remember it – when one must stand for the Light against the Lie.’ He set his hand on my shoulder. ‘It’s hard for you to be sharing your name just now with an evil man; you will not for long, God willing. And that monster can’t hand it on. It is you who will carry it down in honour; you, and the sons of your sons.’ He lifted me up and kissed me.

      He had the fort strengthened. It had a sheer cliff one side, and a gatehouse over the mountain track; but he had the walls raised a course or two, with better slits for the archers.

      On the day before he was due to leave, a party of warriors rode up. Their letter carried the royal seal. We were not to know it came from a dead man’s hand. Arses had gone his brothers’ way; his infant sons were smothered; the male line of Ochos was wiped out. My father looked at the seal, and ordered the gates to be opened. The men rode in.

      Having watched all this, I went back to some boy’s business in the orchard below the tower. There was some shouting; I came to see. Five or six men dragged through the door a man with a dreadful face. Its centre was red and empty; blood streamed from it into his mouth and beard. He had been stripped of his coat; both shoulders dripped blood, for his ears had gone. I knew him by his boots; they were my father’s.

      Even now, sometimes I think how I let him go to his death without a word, struck dumb with horror. I suppose he understood; when he spoke it was to the purpose. As they led him on, he cried at me in a loud harsh voice, horribly changed by the wound where his nose had been, ‘Orxines betrayed us! Orxines, remember the name! Orxines!’

      With the mouth open and shouting, the face looked more frightful than before. I did not know I heard the words it uttered. I stood like a post, while they pushed him to his knees, and pulled his head forward by the hair. It took them five or six sword-strokes, to cleave through his neck.

      While they were about this, they forgot to watch my mother. She must have run straight up the tower; the moment he was dead she leaped from it, so they lost their sport with her. She screamed as she fell; but that, I think, was because she saw too late I was there below her. She struck the ground about a spear-length away, and her skull burst open.

      I hope my father’s spirit saw her quick death. They could just as well have taken his ears and nose when his head was off. The Vizier, when they brought it him, would never have known the difference.

      My sisters were twelve years old and thirteen. There was another of about nine, by a second wife of my father’s who had died of fever. I heard all three of them shrieking. I don’t know if they were left for dead when the men had done, or taken away alive.

      At last, the captain of the troop set me on his horse and rode with me down the hill. Slung to his saddle-cloth was the bloody bag with my father’s head. I wondered, with what power of thought was left me, why he had had mercy on me alone. I learned the answer that same night.

      He did not keep me long, being in need of money. In the dealer’s courtyard at Susa, city of lilies, I stood stripped naked, while they drank date wine out of little cups, and haggled over my price. Greek boys are reared without shame and used to nakedness; we have more modesty. In my ignorance, I thought one could fall no lower.

      Only a month before, my mother had scolded me for looking in her mirror, saying I was too young to be vain. I had no more than glimpsed my face in it. My new owner had more to tell. ‘A real thoroughbred, the antique Persian strain, the grace of a roebuck. See those delicate bones, the profile – turn round, boy – the hair shining like bronze, straight and fine as silk from China – come here, boy, let him feel it. Brows drawn with the fine brush. Those great eyes, smudged in with bistre – aha, pools to drown love in! Those slender hands you won’t sell cheap to sweep floors. Don’t tell me you’ve been offered such goods in five years, or ten.’

      At his every pause, the dealer told him he did not buy at a loss. At last he reached his final offer; the captain said it was robbing an honest man; but the dealer said there was the risk to reckon for. ‘We lose one in five when we geld them.’

      Geld them, I thought, while the hand of fear closed the gate of understanding. But I had seen it done to an ox at home. I neither spoke nor moved. I begged for nothing. I had learned better than to hope there was pity in the world.

      The dealer’s house was strong as a prison, with courtyard walls fifteen feet high. On one side was a shed, where they did the gelding. They had purged and starved me first, which is thought to make it safer; I was led in cold and empty, to see the table with the knives, and the frame with splayed-out legs to which they bind you, with old black blood on it and dirty straps. Then at last I threw myself at the dealer’s feet and clasped them crying. But they made no more of it than farm hands of the bawling bull-calf. They did not speak to me, just strapped me down, talking across me of some gossip in the market, till they began and I knew nothing, only the pain and my own screams.

      They say women forget the pain of childbirth. Well, they are in nature’s hand. No hand took mine. I was a body of pain in an earth and sky of darkness. It will take death to make me forget.

      There was an old slave-woman who dressed my wounds. She was skilful and clean, for boys were merchandise, and, as she told me once, they thrashed her if they lost one. My cuts hardly festered; she used to tell me they’d made neat work of me, and later, she said giggling, I would be the gainer. I had no use for her words, and only knew she laughed when I was in pain.

      When I was healed, I was sold at auction. Once more I stood stripped, this time before staring crowds. From the block I could see the bright glazes of the Palace, where my father had promised to present me to the King.

      I was bought by a gem-stone dealer; though it was his wife who chose me, pointing a red-tipped finger from her curtained litter. The auctioneer had delayed and pleaded; the price had disappointed him. From pain and grief I had lost flesh, and no doubt most of my looks. They had stuffed me with food, but I had brought up most of it as if my body disdained to live; so they got me off their hands. The jeweller’s wife wanted a pretty page, to set her above the concubines, and I was pretty enough for that. She had a monkey too, with green fur.

      I grew fond of the monkey; it was my work to feed it. When I came it would fly through the air to me, and clasp my neck with its little hard black hands. But one day she wearied of it, and had it sold.

      I was still young, living from day to day. But when she sold the monkey, I looked ahead. I would never be free; I would be bought and sold like the monkey; and I would never be a man. In the night I lay and thought of it; and in the morning, it seemed that without manhood I had grown old. She said I looked peaked, and gave me a dose that griped my belly. But she was not cruel, and never beat me unless I broke something she valued.

      While I lay at the dealer’s, the new King had been proclaimed. Ochos’ line being extinguished, he was royal only by side descent; but the people seemed to think well of him. Datis, my master, brought no news to the harem, thinking the only concern of women was to please men, and of eunuchs to oversee them. But the Chief Eunuch would bring us all the gleanings of the bazaar, taking delight in this importance; and why not? It was all he had.

      Darius the new King, he said, had both beauty and valour. When Ochos had been at war with the Kadousians, and their giant champion had challenged the King’s warriors, only Darius had come forward. He stood six feet and a half himself, and had transfixed the man with a single javelin, living ever since in the renown. There had been consultations, and the Magi had scanned the skies; but no one in council had dared cross Bagoas’ choice, he was too much dreaded. However, it seemed that so far the new King had murdered no one; his manners were reported gracious and mild.

      As I heard this, waving my mistress’s peacock fan, I recalled my father’s birthday feast, the last of his life; the guests threading up the mountain and coming in through the gatehouse, the grooms taking their horses; my father, with me beside him, welcoming them at the door. One man had towered over the others, and looked so much a warrior that even to me he did not seem old. He was handsome, with all his teeth still perfect, and had tossed me up like a baby, making me laugh. Had he not been called Darius? But one King or another, I thought as I waved the fan, what is that to me?

      Soon all this was stale news, and they were talking about the west. There were barbarians there whom I had heard my father speak of, red-haired savages who painted themselves blue; they lived north of the Greeks, a tribe called Macedonians. First they had come raiding; then they had had the impudence to declare war, and the coastal satraps were arming. But the news now was that not long after King Arses’ death, their own King had been killed, at some public spectacle where, in their barbarous way, he had walked about unguarded. His heir was only a young lad, so there was no more need to be concerned about them.

      My life went by in the small duties of the harem, making beds, carrying trays, mixing sorbets of mountain snow and citron, painting my mistress’s finger-ends, and being petted by the girls; Datis had only one wife, but three young concubines, who were kind to me, knowing the master had no taste for boys. But if ever I waited on them, my mistress would clip my ear.

      Soon I was let out on little errands, to buy henna and kohl and herbs for the clothes-chests, and such things beneath the Chief Eunuch’s dignity; and would see other eunuchs shopping too. Some were like him, soft and fat with breasts like women’s, and after seeing one, though I was growing quickly, I would eat less. Others were shrivelled and shrill like careworn crones. But a few stood tall and straight, with some look of pride in themselves; I used to wonder what their secret was.

      It was summer; the orange-trees in the women’s court scented the air, mixed with perfumed sweat from the girls, as they sat dabbling their fingers at the rim of the fish-pool. My mistress had bought me a little harp, to hold on the knee, and bade one of the girls teach me to tune it. I was singing, when the Chief Eunuch rushed in, wheezing with haste and quivering all over. He was bursting with news, but paused to mop his brow and complain about the heat, making them wait. One could see it was a great day.

      ‘Madam,’ he said, ‘Bagoas the Vizier is dead!’

      The courtyard twittered like a roost of starlings. My mistress waved her plump hand for quiet. ‘But how? Don’t you know anything more?’

      ‘Indeed, Madam.’ He mopped his brow again, till she invited him to sit. He looked round from his cushion like a market story-teller. ‘It is common talk at the Palace, having been witnessed by many, as you shall hear. You are aware, Madam, I know where to ask; if it can be known, it comes to me. It appears that yesterday the King received the Bagoas in audience. With men of such rank, of course, only the choicest wine is offered. It was brought in, poured already into cups of inlaid gold. The King took the royal one, Bagoas the other, and the Vizier waited for the King to drink. For some time he held his wine-cup, speaking of some slight matter and watching Bagoas’ face; then he made to drink; then he lowered the cup again, watching still. He then said thus: “Bagoas, you have been the faithful servant of three kings. Such a man should be marked with honour. Here is my own cup for you to pledge me in; I will drink from yours.” The chamberlain brought it to Bagoas, and brought the other to the King.

      ‘I was told, by one who did me the honour to confide in me, that the face of the Vizier changed to the colour of river-mud. The King drank; and there was a stillness. “Bagoas,” he said, “I have drunk; I am waiting for you to pledge me.” At this, Bagoas laid hand on heart, fetched his breath short, and prayed the King to pardon him; he had been taken faint, and begged leave to withdraw. But the King said, “Sit, Vizier; the wine is your best medicine.” He sat, for it seemed his knees failed beneath him; and the cup shook in his hand, so that the wine began to spill. Then the King leaned forward in his chair, raising his voice for all to hear. “Drink your wine, Bagoas. For I tell you this and I do not lie; whatever is in that cup, it will be better for you to drink it.”

      ‘At this he drank; and when he would have risen, the Royal Guard stood around him with pointed spears. The King waited till the poison had taken hold, before retiring and leaving them to watch him die. I am told he was an hour about it.’

      There was a great deal of exclaiming, like coins in the storyteller’s hat. The mistress asked who it was that warned the King. The Chief Eunuch looked sly, and dropped his voice. ‘The Royal Cupbearer has been given a robe of honour. Madam, who knows? Some say the King himself cast his eye on the fate of Ochos; that when the cups were changed, the Vizier read his face, but could do nothing. Let the hand of discretion cover the wise mouth.’

      So, then, divine Mithra, Avenger of Honour, had kept his day. The traitor had died by treachery, just as he ought. But the time of gods is not like the time of men. My namesake had died, as my father promised me; but he had died too late for me, and for all the sons of my sons.
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