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      Alexandria: the 20th year of Kleopatra's reign


      T queen stares at the phalanx of whores as if she is about to execute a normal rather than deplorable duty of state. Silent,

            tense, confused, they await her inspection and her command.


      Charmion, the weary sergeant, the old warhorse long attached to an unpredictable commander in chief, has herded them to Kleopatra’s

            chambers in utter silence. A great feat of intimidation, the silencing of a gaggle of whores. But that is the way with Charmion,

            who executes every duty with a diligence unanimat-ed by emotion of any kind. She retains an implacable expression even while

            carrying out the bizarre wishes of the sovereign to whom she has sworn her life. An aristocratic Greek born in Alexandria,

            Charmion is not tall, but casts the illusion of towering height. Her bearing shames the carriage of a queen, even of the queen

            she serves. Though she is fifty-one, her sallow skin is smooth. Three wrinkles, delicate as insects’ legs, trace from the

            corners of her brown-yellow eyes. Her mouth is full, a burnt color, like a river at sundown. Two tributaries, both southbound,

            run from her lip-locked smile, tiny signals of age, a result of the anxiety she suffers over the queen’s behavior.


      Unlike the queen, Charmion dislikes all men. Wordlessly, she has endured Kleopatra’s relations with Antony with lugubrious

            countenance, as if she has suffered all these years from an intense constipation. Antony, charmer of maidens, actresses, farm

            girls, and queens, never elicits a smile from the woman. In her youth, the queen heard, Charmion had bedded with other women,

            though she 

            could never confirm the rumors. Of Caesar, and of the queens relations with him, however, she had approved, though her sanction

            was expressed only by absence of criticism.


      Charmion has dressed the prostitutes herself, forcing Iras, the temperamental eunuch, Royal Hairdresser to the queen, to weave

            tiny jewels and trinkets of gold into their locks. For a prim woman, she possesses a talent for seductive costume. Knowing

            the Imperator’s inclinations, she has chosen many large-breasted girls. On the most obscenely endowed, she has encased their

            sumptuous glands in loosely woven gold mesh so that the nipples, rouged to an incarnadine red, appear trapped in an elegant

            prison, eager for release. “Antony shall enjoy that,” thinks the queen.


      The courtesans regard their monarch, wondering what kind of queen, what kind of woman, sends prostitutes to her husband, much

            less approves their comeliness before she allows them to go to him. The queen, nervous, reading their thoughts, attempts to

            cover her trepidation with characteristic chilling authority. She rises to scrutinize her troops who are wrapped not with

            the armor of war, but with the luxurious weaponry of seduction. Reddened lips, slightly parted. Little invitations. Nipples:

            crimson, erect, acute, like hibiscus buds against stark white skin. Bare, nubile shoulders soft as dunes. Teasing one, an

            auburn tendril; grazing another, a crystal earring, sharp as a dagger, threatening to stab the perfect flesh. Luminous, kohl-rimmed

            eyes; vacant eyes, eyes without questions. Eyes that do not accuse, do not interrogate. Eyes that know how to lie. A naked

            belly and then another, larger, stronger, with a garnet chunk-or is that a ruby?-tucked in the navel. And of course, the prize-the

            female motherlode, coy, apparent, beneath transparent gauze. Some shaven, some not. Good work, Charmion, she thinks. Like

            all men, her husband craves variety.


      A detail: long fingers, slender toes, adorned with rings, jewels. Excellent. Ah, but not this one. “She must leave,” the queen

            says sharply, not to the half-breed beauty before her with fat, choppy hands, but to Charmion, who waves the girl out of the

            room. Antony, connoisseur of the female form, dislikes “peasant digits.”


      “Have we more?” she demands of her lady-in-waiting, knowing how thoroughly prepared she is for any situation, any disaster.


      “Yes, Your Royal Grace. There are twelve alternates in the antechamber.”


      “Bring me two thin girls. Boyish. Young, please. Two waif-faced pretties without inhibition.”


      With a nod, Charmion leaves the room, returning with twin girls of thirteen, draped in the simple robes of a Greek boy, with

            one small breast peeking from the 

            fold. The androgynous creatures curtsy low, remaining on the ground until the queen passes them, rising only at the snap of

            Charmion's fingers. Compliant in nature, schooled in ritual. That should please her husband. A fine mix.


      “Yes, I believe we are complete now. Twelve in all.


      “Ladies,“she says in her most imperious voice. They stand at attention, but only Sidonia, the voluptuous red-headed madam

            of the courtesans, meets her gaze. “Marcus Antonius, my husband, my lord, proconsul of Rome, commander of the armies of the

            eastern empire, sits alone, inconsolable, gazing over the sea. He is despondent.


      “I do not explain myself to the highest ministers in my government, much less to court prostitutes. But you, ladies, are the

            foot soldiers in my campaign. No longer are you mere vessels of pleasure, actresses in the erotic arts, receptacles of spilt

            semen. Today you are elevated. Sacred is your cause, urgent your mission. At stake is the Fate of Egypt, and your Fate and

            my Fate. At stake is no less than the world.”


      Now the ranks stare at her in disbelief, for what queen makes an army of whores? Puts the Fate of her kingdom in the hands

            of a dispatch of painted strumpets?


      “You must revive my husband. It is as simple as that.”


      One of the girls, the one with the tough stomach and bejeweled navel, struggles to stifle a giggle, but Sidonia sees the stern

            raised eyebrow of Charmion arched in warning. She slaps the girl, who crumples to the ground in tears. Sidonia bows apologetically

            to the queen, kicking the girl with a sandaled foot, reducing her cries to a choked dog-whimper


      The queen is amused but remains nonplussed-a countenance at which she excels, thanks to her apprenticeship with the late Julius

            Caesar. “Tonight, ladies, you serve one of the greatest men in history. His courage is legend. His conquests span the world.

            His loyalty, his heroism, unparalleled. But he sulks alone in his mansion by the sea. The mighty lion cringes and licks his

            wounds. He must rally. He must become a man again. And we know, ladies, don’t we, what makes a man a man?”


      Every whore smiles. For all their differences-the queen of Egypt and courtesan slaves-they share the same intuitive knowledge.

            What every woman knows. What every woman uses.


      “I am aware that there is gossip. And I am aware of those who spread it. They will be dealt with. As for you, you are to let

            all those who visit your chambers know that your queen sailed home into the harbor of Alexandria flying the flagsof victory after the war in Greek waters. You are to say that the Imperator, my husband, is your most virile and demanding

            client, that you have heard with your own ears and seen with your own eyes his plans for victory against Octavian, the fiend

            who will terrorize our world if his ambitions are allowed to go unchecked. As you know, I do not allow soldiers to have their

            way with court prostitutes, politically convenient as it would be at times. The Roman army, should it descend upon our city,

            will not follow these rules. I encourage each of you to meditate on the Roman reputation for cruelty and degradation to conquered

            women and then imagine your Fates, ladies, in the event that the Imperator does not overcome his depressed condition and refuses

            to defend you against the Romans.


      “Therefore, you shall succeed splendidly in rehabilitating the manhood of my husband and you shall spread with conviction

            to every man, minister, artisan, and soldier alike who enters your bed that the great Antony fights a war the way he makes

            love-with vigor, with passion. That his prowess in the sport of war is excelled only by his prowess in the sport of love.

            Let the word spread to all corners of the city, and let it be heard by sailors who will take the tales to other ports. I know

            you have the power to convince. I requested not only the most beautiful of you for this mission, but the most intelligent.

            The most shrewd.


      “As you are cunning, I shall make you a bargain. If you do your job to perfection, you shall be given your freedom after Octavian

            is defeated. If you fail and my husband remains in his tower sulking like a baby, you shall be put into the fields to harvest

            the crops, or sent to the Nubian mines. Let me be plain: If you betray the throne, if you are heard uttering one word about

            the Imperator’s melancholia, if rumors of his ill-humor are traced back to you, if you do not follow my orders to the letter,

            you shall die, or wish you had.”


      The smiles fade. To Charmion: “They may go.”


   


      

      Alexandria: the 3rd year of Kleopatra’s reign


      Kleopatra looked out the window at the scene that had greeted her all the mornings of her days before her flight into exile.

         There was little in the Royal Harbor to suggest Julius Caesar’s occupation of Alexandria. The pleasure vessels of Egypt’s

         Royal Family rocked lazily at the dock. The morning fog had lifted, revealing a sky already white with heat above vivid blue

         waters, and she was grateful that she was no longer breathing the deadening summer air of the Sinai.

      


      Could it have been just yesterday that she was in the middle of that great blue sea, stowing away on a pirate’s vessel to

         sneak back into her own country? She had dressed herself as well as she could without her servants, knowing that the last

         leg of her journey would be a rigorous one, and that she could not be recognized when she arrived in the harbor of Alexandria.

         She had let Dorinda, the wife of Apollodorus the pirate, help with her toilette, fixing and bejeweling the locks that had

         been neglected while she was in exile. She would have done it herself, but her hands shook with anxiety; she had fought with

         her advisers, rejecting their claims that it was too dangerous to reenter Egypt, and now she was faced with the task of using

         stealth to slip past both her brother’s army and the Roman army to meet with Caesar.

      


      Dorinda produced a silken scarf of spectacular colors and tied it about the queen’s waist, making an impressive show of her

         young 

         strong figure. Kleopatra looked in the mirror and wondered if, in the woman’s hands, she looked like a queen or a prostitute

         in training. But that was a look that men liked as well as the royal demeanor. Perhaps Apollodorus might try to pass her off

         as a prostitute being taken to the mighty Caesar. Whatever got her into his quarters and whatever kept her there under his

         goodwill would do.

      


      The queen allowed the woman to kiss her hand, giving her a pair of heavy copper earrings and a bar of silver for her personal

         purse before Apollodorus helped her lower herself to the small boat that awaited them just outside Egyptian waters. Dorinda

         put on the earrings and shook them wildly, jiggling her extravagant body as she waved good-bye.

      


      Now it was just Kleopatra and Apollodorus in the small vessel. She wondered what might happen if they faced adverse winds.

         Would she have to row like a slave to get them to shore? No matter. She would do whatever was necessary and dream that it

         was an adventure, like when she and her girlhood companion Mohama fantasized their important participation in political efforts.

         She did not know at the time that such dangerous intrigues would someday be the reality of her waking, adult life. How she

         would love to have the company of that beautiful brown Amazon-like woman now. But Mohama, along with the rest of Kleopatra’s

         childish fantasies, was dead, all victims of the political realities set in motion by Rome and its determination to dominate

         the world.

      


      Apollodorus completed his duties at the sail and settled down next to her.


      “What do you suppose moves this man Caesar?” she asked. Apollodorus was a pirate, an outlaw, a thief, yet Kleopatra had come

         to value him as a sharp interpreter of human nature. But the pirate allowed that he could not figure the man, so paradoxical

         were the reports of his character. Talk of his cruelty and his clemency were mixed. In the war against the Roman senators,

         Caesar had spared almost everyone. He had captured Pompey’s officers in Gaul and let them go. Some he had seized as many as

         four times during the war, and each time freed them again, telling them to say to Pompey that he wanted peace.

      


      “If you submit to Caesar, he spares you. If you defy Caesar, he kills you,” said the pirate. “Perhaps that is the lesson Your

         Majesty should take into the meeting. The towns in Greece that opened their gates to him have been rewarded. But the poor

         inhabitants of Avaricum-they 

         are with the gods now-were turned over to his men for a drunken massacre. Merciful, cruel, I cannot judge. A complex man,

         but I am sure, a great man.”

      


      Suddenly it was dusk, and the pirate drew her attention to the harbor. In the fading sunlight, she saw the familiar Pharos

         Lighthouse, the landmark of her youth, and one of the great hallmarks of her family’s reign over Egypt. The tower was bathed

         in diffuse red light that lingered as the sun sank behind her into the depths of the Mediterranean. The eternal flame in its

         top floor burned vigilantly. The imposing structure that had served as a marker of safe harbor for three centuries was the

         genius of her ancestor, Ptolemy Philadelphus, and his sister-wife Arsinoe II, and now it welcomed her home. This was not the

         first time she had approached her country from the vantage point of exile. But it was the first time she had returned to find

         a flotilla of warships in a V formation pointing dangerously toward her city.

      


      “These are not Egyptian vessels,” she said, noting their flags. “Some are Rhodian, some from Syria, some from Cilicia.”


      “All territories from which Caesar might have called for reinforcements,” said Apollodorus.


      “Warships in the harbor? What can this mean? That Alexandria is already at full-scale war with Caesar?” asked Kleopatra.


      “So it appears. And now we must get you through Caesar’s navy and the army of your brother’s general, Achillas, before you

         can have a conference with Caesar. I do not know if my contacts at the docks can help us in these circumstances. As Your Majesty

         is well aware, in wartime, all policies change to meet the dire times. I’m afraid that our simple scheme of disguising you

         as my wife may not serve us in these hazardous conditions.”

      


      “I agree,” she said. Her heart began the now-familiar hammering in her chest, its punch taking over her body and consuming

         her mental strength, pounding away at her brain. No, this cannot happen, she said to herself. I cannot submit to fear.

      


      Only I and the gods may dictate my Fate. Not a heart, not an organ. I control my heart, my heart does not control me, she repeated over and over until the thud in

         her ears gave way to the benevolent slurp of the placid waters, calming her nerves as they slapped haphazardly against the

         boat. She put her head down and prayed.

      


      

      Lady Isis, the Lady of Compassion, the Lady to whom I owe my fortune and my Fate. Protect me, sustain me, guide me as I make

            this daring move so that I may continue to honor you and continue to serve the country of my mothers and fathers.


      When she looked up from her prayer, she saw that they had drifted closer to the shore. Trapped now between the Rhodian and the Syrian flotillas, she realized

         that she must take some kind of cover. How could she have so foolishly thought that she could just slip into the city where

         she was known above all women? She must do something quickly to get herself out of sight.

      


      She shared these thoughts with Apollodorus.


      “It is not too late to turn around, Your Majesty-” he offered.


      “No!” she interrupted him. “This is my country. My brother sits in the palace as if he were the sole ruler of Egypt. Caesar,

         no doubt, is in receipt of my letter, and he awaits my arrival. I will not be shut out by these maritime monsters.” She raised

         her hands as if to encompass all the vessels in the sea. “The gods will not have it, and I will not have it.”

      


      Apollodorus said nothing. Kleopatra made another silent plea to the goddess. She stared into her lap waiting for inspiration

         to descend upon her. She was for a moment lost in the intricate pattern of the Persian carpet that the men had thrown aboard

         the boat at the last minute for the queen to sit on. An anonymous artisan had spent years of his life stitching the rows and

         rows of symmetrical crosses into the silk. Suddenly, she pulled her head up straight and focused on the rug, mentally measuring

         its dimensions. Its fine silk threads would not irritate the downy skin of a young woman, should she choose to lie upon it.

         Or to roll herself inside of it.

      


      The sun cast its final offering of light. Her companion’s square rock of a body sat helplessly waiting for the decision of

         the queen as his boat drifted precariously close to the shore.

      


      “Help me,” she said as she threw the rug on the floor of the boat and positioned herself at one end.


      Apollodorus stood up and stared down at the queen, who lay with her hands over her chest like a mummy.


      “But Your Majesty will suffocate,” he protested, stretching his palms out to her as if he hoped they would exercise upon her

         a modicum of reason. “We must leave this place.”

      


      

      The sun had set, and the boxlike form that hovered above her was only a silhouette against a darkening sky.


      “Help me quickly, and do not waste our time with questions,” she said. “Julius Caesar is waiting.”
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When the squatty Sicilian entered Caesar’s chamber to announce that he had a gift from the rightful queen of Egypt to lay

         at Great Caesar’s feet, the dictator’s soldiers drew swords. But Caesar simply laughed and said he was anxious to see what

         the exiled girl might smuggle through her brother’s guards.

      


      “This is a mistake, sir,” said the captain of his guard. “These people are ready to take advantage of your good nature.”


      “Then they, too, shall learn, shan’t they?” he replied.


      The pirate lay the carpet before Caesar, using his own knife to clip the ties that bound it. As he slowly and carefully unrolled

         it, Caesar could see that it was a fine example of the craftsmanship that was only to be found in the eastern countries, the

         kind he had so envied when he was last at Pompey’s house in Rome. Suddenly, as if she were part of the geometrical pattern

         itself, a girl rolled out from its folds, sat up cross-legged, and looked at him. Her small face was overly painted, with

         too much jewelry in her thick brown hair, and a meretricious scarf tied about her tiny waist, showing off her comely body.

         The young queen must be a woman of great humor to have sent Caesar a pirate’s little wench. She was not precisely lovely,

         he thought, but handsome. She had full lips, or so he assumed under the paint. Her eyes were green and slanted upward, and

         they challenged him now to speak to her, as if it was Caesar who should have to introduce himself to this little tart. But

         it was the pirate who spoke first.

      


      “Hail Queen Kleopatra, daughter of Isis, Lady of the Two Lands of Egypt.”


      Caesar stood-a habit, though he remained unconvinced that the girl was not a decoy. She stood, too, but quickly motioned for

         him to sit. Surely only a queen would have the guts to do that. He took his chair again, and she addressed him in Latin, not

         giving him the opportunity to interrogate her, but telling him the story of how her brother and his 

         courtiers had placed her under house arrest and forced her to flee Alexandria and go into exile; how her brother’s regents

         were representative of the anti-Roman faction in Egypt; how she had always carried out her late father’s policy of friendship

         with Rome; and how, most importantly, once restored, she intended to repay the large loan that her father had taken from the

         Roman moneylender, Rabirius, which she must have guessed was the real reason that Caesar had followed Pompey to Alexandria.

      


      Before Caesar might reply to her speech, the queen said, “Shall we converse in Greek, General? It is a more precise language

         for negotiation, don’t you agree?”

      


      “As you wish,” Caesar replied. From there, the conversation was held in her native tongue and not his-not that it mattered.

         He spoke Greek as if he had been born in Athens. He admired her ploy of simultaneously demonstrating her command of his native

         tongue while diminishing it in comparison to the more sophisticated Greek language. There was no pride like that of the Greeks,

         and this girl was obviously no exception.

      


      But she had great charm and intelligence, so Caesar pledged her restoration, in accordance with her father’s will and the

         nation’s tradition. He would have done so anyway, but now he could do it with pleasure. Not only would it please the young

         queen, it would also irritate Pothinus, the dreadful eunuch whom Caesar despised. For Kleopatra’s part, she pledged a great

         portion of her treasury that he might take with him back to Rome to satisfy Rabirius. A relief, he assured her, to have that

         clacking old duck paid and off his back. Kleopatra laughed, remembering the sight of Rabirius’s great waddling ass as he was

         chased out of Alexandria.

      


      “I do hope you are enjoying our city,” Kleopatra said. “Are we occupying you as satisfactorily as you occupy us?”


      Caesar felt he had no choice but to laugh. He told the girl about a lecture he had recently attended at the Mouseion, the

         center for scholarly learning that he’d heard about all his years. She had studied there herself, she said, and in her exile

         what she most had longed for was not her feathery bed nor the kitchen staff of one hundred who prepared for her the finest

         meals on earth, but the books at the Great Library, and the visits of scholars, poets, and scientists who engaged her mind.

      


      

      Now secure that she was once again at home and in charge, she relaxed in her seat and called for wine, stretching her thin,

         shapely arm over the back of the couch and stretching her small sandaled feet in his direction. Caesar was startled at the

         way she so easily issued commands in his presence, but it was her palace, after all. Before he knew it, however, they were

         discussing the philosophy of domination, and he was drunk and praising Posidonius while she disputed every point.

      


      “Posidonius has demonstrated that Rome, by embracing all the peoples of the world, secures all humanity into a commonwealth

         under the gods,” Caesar explained. “Through submission, harmony is realized.”

      


      A tiny laugh, almost a giggle, escaped Kleopatra’s lips despite herself. “Does Rome embrace, General? Is ’suffocation not a more appropriate word?” she asked, her eyes wide and twinkling. He did not know if she was

         agitating him for the purpose of argument or to arouse him sexually. But with her enchanting voice that sounded almost like

         a musical instrument, and the way she moved her body with sensuous fluidity, she was succeeding more at the latter.

      


      “Suffocation, perhaps, but only in the service of the common good.”


      “Whose good?”


      “In Gaul, where I spent many years, tribes of men of the same bloodlines who speak the same language, who share common heritage,

         have fought to destroy one another since time out of mind. I soon realized that while my army was at war with the tribes,

         there was all the while a secret war in progress, one in which the tribes fought incessantly against one another. The same

         is true in Illyricum and in Dacia. What you might perceive as an effort at domination is really a means to force peace. Only

         by thralldom have they bought freedom from the tyranny of eternal tribal factions. But the first step is always the submission

         of the collective will to a man of resolute vision. Do you take my meaning?”

      


      “I see,” she said agreeably, and he wondered if she was storing up her thoughts to deliver an unexpected blow. “You do not

         aim to suffocate, but rather to unite.”

      


      “You are too young to have known Posidonius, my dear, but you would certainly have benefited by his acquaintance. He was most

         well-traveled, having studied the arts and sciences over most of the known world.”

      


      

      “Odd, we did not see him here, where the greatest philosophers in the world are known to gather,” she answered, much to Caesar’s annoyance. “And in any

         event, this unity of peoples you describe, General, is only pertinent to those whom you believe you must improve. How might

         it apply to we civilized Greeks, who require no improvement? How is it that we thrive under domination from a culture whose

         arts and philosophies are so thoroughly derived from our own?”

      


      It was too much, really, but she said it so charmingly, knowing as surely she must that she held no real power over him. He

         could afford to be generous. She was so young, one and twenty, she had said, younger than his Julia would have been had she

         lived. “Surely the gods were drunk on the day they made an imperious Greek girl the queen of a filthy-rich nation. Surely

         I must be intoxicated to ensure the power of such a girl.”

      


      “The Crown thanks you.”


      “As you know, my child, as we have witnessed here in your own land, there must be a master. It’s as simple as that. In accordance

         with the laws of the gods and the laws of nature. Otherwise, it’s a muddle. ’The strong do as they will while the weak suffer

         what they must.’ If I may quote a Greek to a Greek.”

      


      By this time, they were entirely alone. She had long ago dismissed the pirate, and Caesar his men. They sat facing each other

         on two white linen couches with a table of refreshments between them. The queen regarded Caesar for some time, and he allowed

         it, enjoying the flush of color across her high cheekbones and the way flashes of inspiration seemed to leap from her eyes.

         “Is it not possible for the two civilized peoples, Greek and Roman, to rule side by side; one race of men of military might

         in cooperation with another whose strength lies in the world of the intellect, the world of Art, Knowledge, and Beauty?”

      


      “Possible, but not probable. If given the opportunity, men of means will always seek power and fortune.”


      “And women of means as well,” she said.


      “Yes, I have not seen that women lack ambition,” he replied. “And if a woman has sufficient means, then perhaps many things

         are possible.”

      


      “I’m relieved you think so.” She sat back, satisfied, her small hands folded in her lap, a quiet smile on her face as if she

         shared some lovely humor with herself alone. Caesar was sure that they had not finished 

         with this line of discussion. But he wanted, at that moment, to seize her mind in his hands as if she were another territory

         to be conquered in the name of Rome and of unity. Yet she was not a woman to be merely taken. Here was a woman, he thought,

         who if giving herself of her own volition, would give the world.

      


      “But we have parried enough, Your Majesty,” Caesar said, rising. “You’ve vexed an old man quite enough for one day. Now come

         to bed. You are under my protection.”

      


      But she did not rise with him. “General, just when I thought your command of Greek was beyond reproach, I find that you make

         a linguistic mistake.”

      


      “Caesar does not make linguistic mistakes,” he replied. What now? More argument with this fetching creature? Was she determined

         to try his patience?

      


      “You said, come to bed, when surely you meant go to bed.” Again, she looked at him as if she was either laughing at him or trying to seduce him. How could he, a man of fifty-two

         who had had hundreds of lovers, not rapidly discern which?

      


      “No, dear girl. You know what I meant. I always make myself perfectly clear.”
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The chubby boy king burst into his sister’s chamber. Though it was early morning, he was dressed in formal robes and wearing

         his crown. Kleopatra barely had a moment to pull the cover over her naked breasts. Caesar sat up quickly, the dagger under

         his pillow already in his hand.

      


      “What are you doing here?” the young king screamed, his bulbous lips quaking. “How did you get here?”


      Caesar’s soldiers followed the boy into the room; trailing them, Arsinoe, her panther eyes darting from Kleopatra to her lover.

         How old must the girl be now? Sixteen? She was the image of her treasonous, dead mother, Thea, only with marble green eyes

         instead of Thea’s conniving brown ones. Arsinoe smirked but said nothing. She took her brother by the arm.

      


      “Are you some kind of fiend or apparition? The entire city is on guard against you. How did you get into the palace, you ghost?”


      

      Kleopatra did not answer but waited for Caesar to speak. Though he had just restored her to her own throne, he was dictator

         of Rome, and she at his mercy. At least for the moment.

      


      “My good King Ptolemy,” Caesar began, tossing the dagger aside, “I promised to repair relations between you and your sister,

         and I have done so.”

      


      Caesar’s men, ready to seize the boy, looked to their commander, but he waved them away.


      “But I don’t want to reconcile with her,” the boy answered, pointing to Kleopatra, who tried to retain as much dignity as

         a naked young woman in a roomful of strangers might. “She’s a monster! Has she poisoned you against us? Has she?”

      


      “Come now, there is no need for this kind of upset,” Caesar said. “Let us set a meeting for later in the day-perhaps some

         reasonable hour after breakfast-and I shall enlighten you and your regents as to the terms.”

      


      Caesar’s calm voice settling over the room evaporated the anger Ptolemy had released into the air. But the boy king did not

         relent. “What do you think you’re doing?” he stammered at Kleopatra.

      


      “Is this how you welcome your sister back to Alexandria?” Kleopatra asked, trying to imitate Caesar’s mellow tone. “I have

         not seen you for the better part of two years, my brother. How you’ve grown.” Though he was no taller, as far as Kleopatra

         could discern, he had expanded horizontally, reminding her of the girth her late father had acquired in his last years.

      


      Caesar leaned toward the boy. “You know the terms of your father’s will. You and Kleopatra are to rule jointly It isn’t for

         you to question. You shouldn’t have run her out of the country in the first place.”

      


      “Run her out? She sneaked away like a common thief and raised an army against me!” he sputtered.


      Laughable, Kleopatra thought. She would not put one ounce of her energy into bolstering such a fool before the Roman general,

         before the Alexandrian people, or even before the gods themselves.

      


      “That’s all over now, and I insist that you make up. It’s all been decided. No need to create another dispute when harmony

         is so easily attained.” Caesar smiled at Arsinoe. “Is that not what the philosophers tell us, young lady? You have your brother’s

         ear. You must counsel him to be reasonable. You do not wish him to get himself hurt.”

      


      

      “No, General. I do not.” Arsinoe folded her arms, making a bridge under her voluptuous breasts and chilling Kleopatra with

         her glazed stare. It seemed to her that Arsinoe had been assessing the situation and had come to some dark private conclusion.

         “Shall we go, Brother?”

      


      The boy grimaced at Kleopatra, but let himself be guided away by his sister; more regal than he would ever be, she held his

         elbow and led him out of the room as if he were blind.

      


      Kleopatra let out a sigh and fell back on her pillow, grateful to have awakened in her own bed, no matter what the circumstances,

         after two years of exile. She had not slept, really slept, in months, and even last night, she and Caesar were awake almost

         until dawn negotiating and making love. Fortunately, her energy for both of those activities was of the torrential sort. She

         had had years of practice for the former, both in her father’s government and in exile where resources were limited. The latter,

         she was accustomed to with a man half Caesar’s age, so that the passions of this older man, so distant, so polite, hardly

         troubled her at all. She thought of Archimedes-cousin, lover, comrade-still in exile, of his eyes as deep and dark as Nile

         silt, of his strong square shoulders, of the way he lost himself in a private frenzy after he had done with pleasing her,

         of the way his cries while making love seemed like prayers to some taunting goddess, and she ached with her betrayal. But

         what choice did she have? For here was Julius Caesar, undisputed Master of the World, who had made it safe for her to be in

         this room once more, where the sounds and smells of the sea rolled into her window. How many times had she wondered if she

         would ever set foot upon Egyptian soil again, much less sleep in her own goosedown bed? She had made a coldblooded choice,

         but she had made the correct one. In matters of state, let your blood run cold. Her most trusted adviser, Hephaestion, whom she had left back in the Sinai with Archimedes, had drilled those words into

         her head for so many years now that she chanted them to herself day and night. She must have no regrets.

      


      Caesar looked older this morning. The wine they had drunk last night in their orgy of conversation had blurred the lines around

         his mouth and eyes and the brown spots that covered his skin like tiny mushrooms. Archimedes would have been on top of her

         as soon as the last soldier had left the room, and she waited for what she assumed all men needed to do upon awakening, but

         Caesar merely yawned, stretch

         ing his arms in the direction of his toes, and groaning when he could not quite reach them. He seemed extraordinarily slim

         and fit underneath his aged skin, she had to admit. Not one ounce of fat marred his taut, lean physique. He had a narrow Roman

         nose and an elegant and knowing face, not handsome, fringed by his thinning brown hair. The frown lines at his mouth and the

         deep crevice under his lower lip formed a severe triangle. His ears were aristocratic and small, just as his fingers and toes

         were aristocratic and long. It was a well-proportioned face sitting upon a youthful neck that had yet to fall into jowl.

      


      “What a fine, long neck you have,” she said to him.


      “Like Venus,” he answered, nonchalant, and she smiled, remembering that Caesar claimed direct descent from that goddess. “We’ve

         all got it in the family.

      


      “And you,” he said, stroking her face. “The gods grace the faces of the young with morning dew. It won’t be so when you’re

         old like me.”

      


      Kleopatra accepted this with a smile while she assessed the new order of things. She was no longer in exile, waiting for the

         right moment to attack her brother’s army. She was again the queen of Egypt. Caesar had overwhelmingly defeated Pompey and

         the Roman senate, thus making him the most powerful man in the world. And Caesar was now her benefactor and lover.

      


      Yet she did not know whether her country was in fact occupied or not. Caesar acted like a guest who had made himself overly

         comfortable, rather than as a hostile commander who had entered the city with his standard raised, immediately engaging in

         a skirmish with the Alexandrian army. Kleopatra did not care what version Caesar put forth of the story. She believed he had

         entered her city with the intention of taking it. He had thought it would be easy; she was sure of this. He had just defeated

         Pompey and was confident of his invincibility. But he had underestimated the Alexandrian hatred for all things Roman, the

         old Greek and Egyptian pride that the city’s citizens still carried in their very veins. They did not lay down their arms

         for the exalted Roman general. Far from it.

      


      Now Caesar and his men were virtually barricaded inside the palace walls, so angered was the mob at his presence. Yet he did

         not act at all like a prisoner.

      


      “General, I am unclear over certain issues. Are you at war with my brother or not?”


      

      “Why no, of course not. I’m a friend to the Crown, as is all of Rome. I’ve told you: I came to Alexandria merely to chase

         down my former ally and old friend, Pompey, whom I had had the unfortunate task of defeating in Greece. I did not even wish

         to be at war with Pompey, but it seemed that no one could agree on whose policies would predominate in Rome. I came here to

         reconcile with Pompey, to bring him back to Rome and to his senses, and to make him see that the greedy senators who had incited

         him to go to war with me were acting in self-interest, rather than in the interests of either Pompey or myself.

      


      “But your brother’s eunuch, Pothinus, had already taken care of the issue for me. Upon my arrival, he presented me with Pompey’s

         head.” Caesar turned away as if to hide his sadness from Kleopatra.

      


      “I may be at war with Pothinus,” he said, as if working out the scenario for himself. “I may be at war with your brother’s

         army but not your brother. We shall see what unfolds in the coming days.”

      


      How could a man be so casual about war? she wondered. Perhaps it was from a lifetime of waging it. And yet he seemed equally

         calm and dispassionate about everything, even those things that usually provoked the extreme emotions-debate, negotiation,

         money, sex.

      


      They were interrupted by a knock. One of Caesar’s men entered, not the least bit embarrassed to disturb the morning intimacy

         between their commander and the queen of Egypt. How often did they come upon such a scene? she wondered.

      


      “Sir, so sorry to disturb you, but the boy king is speaking to an assembly of malcontents at the palace gates. He’s torn off

         his crown and thrown it into the crowd. He is shouting all sorts of insults about the queen. He’s getting them all whipped

         up out there. Shall we remove him?”

      


      “No, no,” Caesar said wearily. “Give us a moment. I’ll fetch him myself and bring him in.”


      “We can handle it, sir,” said the soldier.


      “Yes, but I’ve got a way with him,” said Caesar. “Besides, I shall make a little speech to the mob. I’ll tell them their queen

         is back, and that Caesar shall ensure peace in their kingdom.”

      


      “Have the wine sellers discount their wares to the crowd,” Kleopatra suggested, remembering her father’s old ploy for placating

         his people.

      


      “Excellent,” Caesar replied.


      

      “As you wish,” the soldier said. Bowing courteously to Kleopatra but not meeting her eye, he left.


      “My brother has always been a nuisance,” Kleopatra said, leaning on her elbow.


      “I imagine he has,” Caesar replied. “Not to worry. He shall be made to understand.”


      “General?”


      “You may call me Caesar, my darling young queen, and I shall call you Kleopatra.”


      “Caesar. Do be careful.”


      “Never worry over me,” he said, waving his long fingers in the air, fanning away her concerns. “It isn’t necessary. No one

         shall be hurt. At least not yet.”
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How cunning and stupidity could so seamlessly coexist in the same body, Kleopatra did not know. For here was her old adversary,

         the eunuch Pothinus, white lead rubbed into his wrinkled skin to make him appear both young and fair. His technique had failed

         on both fronts, and now his small dark eyes peered out from the perimeter of the thick circle of kohl and at the young queen,

         who did not shrink from his venomous gaze. Here was the man who had driven her from her own palace and into the treacherous

         heat of Middle Egypt and the Sinai, the man who had her brothers and sister in his thrall. He had been clever enough to drive

         Kleopatra away, but foolish, too. He did not understand that in cutting her off from the security she’d known all her life

         he had enabled her to find the depth of her determination and her strength. She had departed from him an adventurous and clever

         girl, and returned a woman of unstoppable resolve.

      


      And now the fool thought that he might defy not only Egypt’s queen but Julius Caesar as well.


      “The king does not wish to be a prisoner in his own kingdom,” Pothinus said to Caesar. “It is unnecessary and unseemly.”


      The boy king sat sullen in his chair next to Arsinoe, letting his regent speak for him. Arsinoe, too, exercised tight control,

         showing no emotion over the proceedings. Days earlier, Caesar and his men had gently 

         removed the boy from the crowd he’d gathered in front of the palace. Ptolemy had been midway through a temper tantrum, throwing

         his crown to his subjects, denouncing Kleopatra as the traitor who would sell the nation out to the Romans and Caesar as the

         dictator who would murder the king and make Kleopatra sole ruler of Egypt. Caesar had instructed his soldiers not to harm

         the boy; he knew that Ptolemy had no mind of his own, that his emotions were easily whipped up by Pothinus.

      


      “My dear fellow, who knows who is a prisoner of whom in these strange circumstances. To some minds, Caesar is prisoner of

         the Alexandrians.”

      


      Kleopatra had become accustomed to Caesar’s manner of referring to himself in the third person, but it never failed to startle

         her ear.

      


      “Because if Caesar steps into the streets, he is attacked by this mob that you cannot seem to control. And Caesar does not

         wish to make war on your mob.”

      


      “I am quite certain that if Great Caesar wished to leave Alexandria, the mob would cooperate,” the eunuch said. Kleopatra

         wondered how long Caesar would tolerate this fool.

      


      “Ah, but Caesar does not wish to leave Alexandria just yet,” the dictator replied in a most pleasant tone. “Not only is his

         business here incomplete, but Caesar is prisoner of the northern winds which do not make sailing favorable. So you see, Caesar

         is a prisoner here on your shores. But you, my friend, are also a prisoner, though you may not choose to acknowledge it. However, if you set foot outside the palace

         gates, my soldiers will enlighten you. And the queen is also prisoner, is she not? We are all happy captives, and I suggest

         we make the most of it.”

      


      “By returning to Egypt, the queen defied a royal edict. She must suffer the consequences.”


      “The queen is the government itself, whereas you are an appointee. Do not forget that.” Caesar maintained his agreeable demeanor,

         and Kleopatra noticed that the more sanguine he sounded, the more menacing he became. “Here is the will of Rome: Queen Kleopatra

         and her brother King Ptolemy the Elder shall rule in concert. I am their protector and adviser. As a show of my good faith,

         I hereby return the island of Cyprus to Egyptian rule. The princess Arsinoe and the prince 

         Ptolemy the Younger shall be its governors. As soon as the winds are favorable, they shall depart for those territories with

         a Regency Council selected by me.”

      


      Kleopatra and Caesar had plotted this the night before. She knew she would never be safe as long as Arsinoe was in Egypt.

         Dynastic tradition forbade two women to be in power at the same time, and so the only way to deal with one’s sisters was murder

         or exile. Kleopatra explained to Caesar that Arsinoe must go if ever there was to be peace. She told him how their sister,

         Arsinoe’s mentor Berenike, had raised an army against her own father, for which she was eventually executed. Arsinoe had spent

         her girlhood in Berenike’s shadow. Did they have to wait until the girl took the inevitable action? It was not in Arsinoe’s

         character to sit placidly by while Kleopatra and Ptolemy the Elder ruled the kingdom.

      


      “If I were dead, Arsinoe would marry our brother and be queen. She would be unsensible if she did not try to have me killed.

         Besides,” Kleopatra told him, “Arsinoe and Ptolemy have been sleeping together since they were children.”

      


      “Interesting,” he replied. “We cannot have you dead, now can we?” Then Caesar had said that just as he had once banished the

         senator Cato to Cyprus to get rid of him, so he would now do the same with Arsinoe and the younger brother, who was presently

         a child of eleven, but who would soon become the same kind of nuisance as the present king.

      


      “And we shall do it under the guise of goodness,” Caesar had said. “A gesture of friendship and goodwill between Rome’s new

         dictator and the Egyptian monarchy.”

      


      “May it be the first of many,” Kleopatra had replied, and then she had walked straight across the room to Caesar, straddled

         him in his chair, and had him make love to her in that position.

      


      Pothinus must have imagined what had gone on between Caesar and Kleopatra behind closed doors, and yet he refused to accept

         the verdict that their relationship cast upon his own Fate. Kleopatra’s father had taught her to recognize whom the gods favored

         and align herself thus-ly-not out of self-interest, but in recognition of the supremacy of the Divine. The gods were with

         Caesar. That much was clear. And Caesar was now with Kleopatra. The final step to this equation, to any thinking person, particularly

         one who had studied logic and mathematics, 

         must be clear. But Pothinus and Kleopatra’s siblings chose to ignore this fact, for they made no move to cooperate.

      


      “You mustn’t send Arsinoe away!” said Ptolemy. “She is my sister and cherished chancellor, though she holds no formal office.”


      For the first time, Kleopatra realized that it was not necessarily the bonds of either family or sex that held Ptolemy to

         Arsinoe. He was afraid, and rightfully so, that without her, he would be even less of an obstruction to Pothinus’s exercising

         complete control over Egypt and her resources. Arsinoe, on the other hand, probably comprehended this completely and had been

         using it to compensate for her unfortunate placement in the family’s hierarchy.

      


      “Dearest Brother,” Arsinoe said, “if my duty to country lies at Cyprus, then go I must. We shall not let it separate us in

         spirit.” Ptolemy moved to correct her, but she silenced him by taking his hand. “Now is not the time to discuss the issue.

         It is a private matter between us, and we need not consume the general’s time with our familial arrangements.”

      


      How shrewd was this girl, Kleopatra thought. Berenike would have challenged Caesar directly, no matter what price she had

         to pay. Thank the gods that Caesar had agreed to remove Arsinoe from Kleopatra’s kingdom. And thank the gods that Berenike

         and not Arsinoe had been the firstborn daughter. The eunuch Meleager who had attached himself to Berenike had been a genius

         conniver. He was dead now, slain by his own hand when his machinations failed. But Kleopatra shuddered at the thought of Arsinoe

         and Meleager combining their efforts to take over the throne. What a powerful team they would have made. As it was, Arsinoe’s

         present regent was less adroit at disguising his intentions than was his charge.

      


      “Great Caesar, I fear that your efforts to reconcile the family have had the opposite effect,” said Pothinus, his voice full

         of false concern. “I fear you do not understand the intense blood bonds that flow through the veins of this family. See how

         you threaten the welfare of the king? As his regent, I simply must protest.”

      


      “Caesar has taken your protestations into consideration. But the fact remains. The princess and the younger prince set sail

         as soon as the winds are favorable. Now to the matter of the army.”

      


      “Which army is that?” the eunuch asked, and Kleopatra wondered if Caesar would simply take this idiot by the throat and rid

         them of him 

         without further delay. But Caesar was patient, exercising, she supposed, the mercy upon which he so prided himself.

      


      “The army that is encamped at Pelusium, commanded by General Achillas; the army that you were prepared to turn against the

         queen. I sent a message to Achillas, a message composed with the cooperation of the king, demanding that the army be disbanded.

         Achillas’s answer was to murder the messengers. You will now send to Achillas and tell him that if he does not disband his

         troops outside the city walls, I shall summon every Roman legion from our eastern territories and turn them against him. Is

         that clear?”

      


      “Amply, Great Caesar.” Pothinus spoke with an expression of consternation on his face, as if he were suffering from acute

         dysentery.

      


      “And the king and the princess Arsinoe and yourself shall not leave the palace until it is confirmed that the army is no longer.”


      “I see,” said the eunuch.


      “We are outnumbered here, but that will not be true for long. And may I remind you that the forces of Pompey the Great had

         us outnumbered five to one at Pharsalos. So do not become excessively confident in your greater numbers. I am not toying with

         you. Rome will be obeyed at any cost to you.”

      


      Pothinus nodded. Throughout the discourse, Arsinoe had kept her fingers tightly clenched around her brother’s wrist, squeezing,

         Kleopatra suspected, whenever the boy moved to speak. What was she plotting? And how would she execute her plans? One thing

         was certain: no Ptolemaic woman would sit idly and let her Fate be dictated by a man, foreign or familial.
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Julius Caesar’s vanity saved their lives.


      Though he had not much hair, his visits to the barber were frequent and regular, and he preferred a good Greek barber to all

         others, or so he claimed. He liked the way the man took time to heat and moisturize the face before removing the stubble with

         a razor, and he also liked how the barber let the thickest part of his hair grow longer than the rest, using the volume to

         cover his ever-receding hairline. He confessed all this to Kleopatra, who declared that Rome would never reach the 

         Greek standards of Beauty because what they treasured in life was not beautiful.

      


      “I don’t know why I suffer your insults,” Caesar told her. “You are just a grandiose girl.”


      “Perhaps because you know I am right,” she said.


      They were snuggled in bed, falling into a deep, postcoital sleep, when the fighting broke out. Kleopatra heard the clash of

         swords and the rumble of men’s battle cries coming through the window, startling her from the beginning of a hazy dream. Before

         she could articulate a thought, Caesar was up and dressed and telling her to neither worry nor leave the room. She thought

         of General Achillas at the head of the army, the preening, swarthy commander who had once tried to entrap her into a sexual

         liaison with him in exchange for protection against her brother and his regents. How she would like to see Caesar bring this

         man to his knees in defeat.

      


      Luckily, when Caesar had been to the barber a few days earlier, the man had whispered in his ear as he leaned over the bowl

         of steaming water: “General, I shall pretend to clip the hairs from your inner ears so that I may whisper to you. There are

         things you must know.” And Caesar, intrigued, gave his permission, though he was privately mortified that anyone might think

         he had unsightly ear hairs that required removal. The barber informed him that Pothinus and another eunuch, an army commander

         named Ganymedes, had sent to Achillas demanding that he march his army of almost twenty thousand men into Alexandria in secret

         and launch a surprise attack on Caesar and his small legion of two thousand. It was only a matter of days before the palace

         would be under attack. “And he plans to have you murdered, sir. Just as he murdered the Roman general Pompey.”

      


      “Why are you telling me this?” Caesar asked.


      “I am a very old man, sir, and I have seen many fat and worthless Ptolemies and their eunuch advisers come and go. This lot

         is no different. When you throw these creatures out, I believe you will be most kind to those who helped you.”

      


      “You have correctly assessed the situation on all fronts,” Caesar said. While the new information necessitated immediate action,

         he did not act so impetuously as to leave the barber’s company without a fresh haircut and shave. Groomed, he revealed to

         Kleopatra what he had learned 

         and what action he had taken. He had immediately dispatched a messenger to his allies in Asia Minor for reinforcements, with

         a special offer to Antipater, Prime Minister to Hyrcanus of Judaea, giving the Jews a last chance to redeem themselves for

         aligning with Pompey in the recent civil war by sending troops. Caesar knew his men could hold out against the superior numbers

         for a few weeks but not forever. He explained to Kleopatra that lesser numbers often worked to one’s advantage because it

         inevitably made one’s opponents lax. And then he sighed. “Poor Pompey.” He also reinforced the barricades around the palace

         quarter, denying anyone admittance or leave. “We are going to be besieged,” he said to Kleopatra. “At the right time, I shall

         engage Achillas in combat. But in the meanwhile, we are not going anywhere.”

      


      “That is as I wish, General. I want to get to know you in the extreme.”


      “By the way, you didn’t need to say good-bye to Pothinus, did you?”


      “Where is he going?” To Hades, I suppose.


      “Oh?”


      “It is the Roman custom to avoid inauspicious language. An old superstition, but customary nonetheless. Let us just say that

         he did live, but it is no longer true to say so.”

      


      Now Kleopatra went to her bedroom window, stood next to Caesar, and watched the Egyptian fleet sail into the harbor, effectively

         blockading Caesar’s smaller navy and cutting him off from supplies and reinforcements by sea.

      


      “Make use of your young eyes and count the vessels,” he said. “I believe they are seventy-two in number, more than twice what

         we’ve got.” Kleopatra confirmed his count and asked his strategy. “Oh, it’s all been done before,” he said. “When I’ve lulled

         them into thinking victory is certain, I shall entice them into combat. The Egyptians are excellent sailors, but not known

         for fighting man-to-man. We’ll lure them close to our boats and then we’ll board their vessels. They will be easily defeated

         on those terms, I assure you.”

      


      “You’re awfully confident,” she said. She could not yet hear the sounds of confrontation, but she remembered how frightened

         she had been as a child when the mob rioted against her father outside the palace walls.

      


      “Fortune makes confidence unnecessary, my dear.”
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      She was not sure when the moment of clarity had arrived. She had not plotted it, exactly. But when she realized that she was

         securing the Fate of herself and her nation, she was pleased.

      


      Caesar was not Archimedes, her childhood friend, Kinsman, and subject. She could hardly dictate to Julius Caesar where he

         placed his semen. With Archimedes, she could tell him that she would not produce a royal bastard, and he could agree with

         her that it was the wrong thing for both herself and for Egypt. He was a bastard himself and he knew the precarious Fate of

         such children. She could tell Archimedes that he might penetrate her as much as he wished, but he might not deposit his seed

         inside her body. And Archimedes had been content with the arrangement and had disciplined himself to arrive at the moment

         just before climax and then quickly withdraw. All men know how to do this, he had told her, but few wish to bother. Few are

         making love to queens, she retorted. And he agreed.

      


      If fifty-two-year-old Julius Caesar did not know how babies were made, then it was not Kleopatra’s job to tell him. He had

         had only one daughter, Julia, whom Kleopatra had met while visiting the home of Pompey with her father. Caesar had married

         Julia off to Pompey to secure the two men’s alliance. But Julia had died trying to give Pompey a son. Kleopatra knew that

         Caesar had been in Gaul when his daughter had died and that he had regretted not being there at the hour of her passing. Kleopatra

         told Caesar that she and Julia had become dear friends when she and her father were exiled in Rome, that the older girl had

         been somewhat of a mentor to the twelve-year-old Kleopatra. In truth, Kleopatra had thought Julia a silly goose and had avoided

         her company. But it heartened Caesar to listen to an eyewitness to Julia’s happiness with the elder Pompey, who was even older

         than Caesar, and this was not fable. Julia and Pompey were rarely out of one another’s arms, as nearly as Kleopatra could

         tell.

      


      She had not yet brought up the subject of another heir. She had never been pregnant, and she did not know the signs. She would

         send for Charmion as soon as possible; though Charmion had never been pregnant either, she would know precisely what to anticipate

         and how to tell if one were with child. At present, there was no one in whom 

         Kleopatra might confide. Though her bleeding was only a few days late, her body had begun to stir-not in ways she had heard

         women speak of, but as if an odd energy had manifested itself and come to mingle with her.

      


      One morning after Caesar left her bedroom, she had the vision. She was accustomed to rising early, meeting with her advisers

         and her War Council, sending correspondence to foreign leaders to raise an army, and negotiating with governments and independent

         merchants and importers to keep her retinue and soldiers fed. These days, there was little she might do but lie in bed like

         a courtesan, imprisoned as she was in her own palace, while in the streets Roman and Alexandrian soldiers engaged in heavy

         fighting. She would like to have joined them; she had ridden with her troops in the Sinai, leading them to their encampment,

         making speeches to rally them to her cause. It seemed unnatural that a woman of her temperament should be cut off from the

         action of battle, from the events that were to determine her own Fate, and yet when Caesar demanded that she stay away from

         the fighting, she acquiesced-not because she wanted to obey him, but because she suspected that she held within her body the

         key to their future. Not the future of Egypt or the future of Rome or the future of Kleopatra or Julius Caesar, but the future

         of the world. And only before this phenomenal goal would she lay down her desire to participate in the war.

      


      She had begun to think of the seed within her as a son, and she hoped she was correct. How much more difficult it would be

         if she bore Caesar a daughter. Even the Egyptians, who had been governed by women of will, would never accept the daughter

         of a Roman intruder as their queen. To Rome, the child would be a mere bastard born to a foreign mistress. The girl would

         not even be a Roman citizen. But a son-Rome might be coerced to change its customs and its laws for a son of Julius Caesar,

         even if that son was born out of wedlock and even if Caesar was already married to that woman Calpurnia about whom he never

         talked, whom he had married for political expediency. Divorce was not only recognized but easily attained in Rome. Why, Romans

         seemed to marry only for political alliance anyway. What was a Roman woman with a few connections in that city compared to

         the queen of Egypt, the descendant of Alexander the Conqueror, who not only commanded the treasury of her ancestors, but whose

         country was 

         the door to the countries of the east, the territories Rome had been trying to subdue once and for all for over a century?

      


      The boy would be the unity of east and west, of Caesar and Kleopatra, of the three hundred dynastic years of the Ptolemaic

         empire and the sweeping landscape of the Roman conquests. In his small and fragile body would run the bloodlines of Venus

         on his father’s side, and of Dionysus and Isis on his mother’s. Of Alexander the Great and his mother, Olympias, who wore

         snakes in her hair and put terror in the hearts of men. Of King Philip of Macedonia, one of the great warriors of the Greek

         world. Of Ptolemy the Savior, first Macedonian pharaoh of Egypt, and Julius Caesar, conqueror of Gaul, Britannia, and Spain,

         and dictator of Rome. These would be just a few of the boy’s ancestors. Their legacies would collect in his small body, nurture

         him into manhood, and then reveal themselves in his ability to rule the world in peace and harmony. The boy would put an end

         to Greek and Roman rivalry, for in him, the very highest and best of those cultures would make itself manifest. He would be

         the first of a new race of men, a hero, a new kind of Titan. The people ruled by his father and those ruled by his mother

         would unite in a joint government that would go beyond the limits of either republic or monarchy. It would complete the vision

         of Alexander, who did not live to see his dreams come to fruition. The locus of the new ruler’s power would be Egypt, the

         land whose fertile soil fed half the world, whose civilization had achieved greatness thousands of years before either Rome

         or Greece was born.

      


      Kleopatra remembered the dream she had had long ago. She was walking in the forest when she came upon Alexander, who was hunting

         the lion with his legendary Kinsmen, including the founder of Kleopatra’s dynasty, Ptolemy, the great king’s companion, general,

         and historian. Ptolemy shot Kleopatra with an arrow that, instead of killing her, turned her into an eagle-the symbol of the

         Ptolemaic dynasty. The palace crones had interpreted the dream to mean that Kleopatra would one day rise to become queen.

         But that was merely one level of its meaning. Now she understood the complete message. Alexander had chosen her, his spiritual

         daughter, to carry out his vision. He had subdued the bellicose Greeks into one nation. Then he had ridden across Asia Minor,

         Egypt, Persia, and into that strange and impenetrable land called India. Wherever he went, he was welcomed. What other man

         or 

         god in history was hailed by the very people he conquered? It was because Alexander did not bring hardship upon his conquered

         people, but rather alleviated it. He brought a vision of harmony and unity even if he used military might to do so. Did he

         not love all the peoples and religions of the world? Did he once impose his Greek gods on any nation or tribe of men? But,

         depressed over the death of his beloved Hephaestion, he had let himself get weak with fever and drink and died on the road

         to Babylon. Now-some two hundred fifty years later- Kleopatra would carry out his ambitions. As soon as she was able to leave

         the palace, she would visit his tomb and tell him what she planned to do.

      


      She had watched her father grow old and feeble in his efforts to negotiate with Rome, to appease Rome’s appetites for Egypt’s

         money and resources. She had vowed before the goddess that she would not repeat the pattern that put him in his tomb. And

         now she had the solution. She need not appease Rome. She would give birth to a new kind of Roman. And if she and Caesar could

         have one child, why could they not have many, one to preside over every nation of the world? She was young and in optimum

         health, and he, old as he was and engaged in military actions the day long, still came back to the palace every night and

         made love to her.

      


      Kleopatra put her hand over her belly. It was no larger than it had been a month ago, but now she felt a new energy stirring

         inside. Her hand tingled as she stroked the smooth skin. The muscles were so firm that she worried that her womb would be

         too tough to house a tender baby. Would they give way when the child started to grow inside her? She would rub creams and

         ointments into her skin and coax the muscles to stretch as much as they could to make room for the child, the new emperor.

      


      Kleopatra lay back down on her bed, reconciled to spending the day indoors. It seemed to her that protecting herself from

         falling off her horse in the heat of a battle, or from the knife of one of her brother’s assassins, was the very least she

         could do while the future of the world nestled quietly inside her womb.
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      Arsinoe lacked Berenike’s height, which was a problem. Berenike had been as tall as most men, if not taller, and she had not

         had these infernal large breasts that were good for keeping the attentions of men but got in the way of shooting. Still, when

         Arsinoe pulled back the bow, its string cutting through the leather glove and into her fingers, she saw the target as if it

         were the only object in the world. In that moment she was not a human at all but an isosceles triangle of bow, arrow, and

         princess, with the arrow in a straight line to infinity-only infinity was cut short by the black target before her. She released,

         falling forward slightly, easily hitting her mark. It would have been easier if she did not have to hold her bow six inches

         from her chest, diminishing the strength with which she fired. But she had slapped her right breast many a time to the point

         of bruising, and she did not want to suffer the injury again. It was not form that mattered in the end, but the completion

         of one’s intention.

      


      Ganymedes handed her another arrow. He was slim for a eunuch, probably because he had trained in the military from early boyhood

         and kept up a strict regimen of swordsmanship and exercise at the gymnasium. He was young still, perhaps thirty, and he wore

         his hair long and curly like the Greek boys of earlier times whose lovers immortalized them in statuary. He had no facial

         hair save eyebrows, and was fair enough to be called effeminate. To assume that his character followed suit would have been

         an unfortunate mistake.

      


      Arsinoe thought him rather beautiful, far more attractive than her pudgy brother. Every night that horrible creature, the

         image of their late father, came to her room, and she rolled up her nightshirt and let him suck her nipples and rub against

         her until he spilled his filthy seed all over her thighs. Then he would fall asleep and she would clean her legs and pray

         to the gods to kill him, until, mumbling prayers to the underworld, she drifted off into fitful dreams. But he was king, and

         if he were to die a sudden and mysterious death, the little one would probably be no better. Arsinoe prayed that Ptolemy the

         Younger would stay long in the nursery, that she would not have to let more than one brother at a time suckle her breasts

         and feel between her thighs. There was no ridding herself of either of them, at least not yet. Berenike would have slain the

         elder one in his sleep or castrated him, dealing with the consequences later, but Berenike had been executed because of such

         impul

         sive moves. At least now Pothinus was dead, and if Arsinoe decided that she could no longer bear her brother’s nocturnal visits

         or his silly outbursts in which he pretended to rule the nation, the absence of the eunuch would make it easier to get rid

         of the boy king. As it was, the boy’s outrage over the execution kept him ranting without cessation, and though he was slightly

         less interested in making Arsinoe play with his penis, he still relied on her day and night to be the audience to his tirades.

      


      Kleopatra was her biggest problem. But by bedding down with the old Roman general, something she had probably dreamed about

         since girlhood, her older sister was sabotaging herself and committing political suicide, thus creating one less impediment

         to Arsinoe’s rule. The mob would undoubtedly drag Kleopatra out of the palace and slay her in the streets. She had been a

         Roman-lover like their father since she was a small child. When she was away with the now-dead king in Rome, bribing those

         monsters to put them back on the throne, Arsinoe and Berenike would make puppets out of their images, shooting them with arrows

         until it looked like the Parthian army had come through and emptied their whole pouches into the effigies. Then the two princesses

         would fall on the grass and laugh until they were sick to their stomachs. Berenike would wait until Arsinoe had no breath

         left in her body. Then she would cover her with kisses and touch her in all the secret and wonderful places that their idiot

         brother seemed incapable of finding. Arsinoe would lie in reverie until Berenike got bored and went to her grown-up women.

         She missed Berenike terribly, though she would like to do those same things now with a man. Not someone disgusting like her

         brother or the eunuch or the elderly Caesar, but one of the young soldiers who stood guard over the royals, one who had a

         lean, strong body and handsome eyes. She saw no chance of this at present. She was closely watched day and night. Even in

         the future, when she would finally escape to head her army, she would still be expected to remain chaste until she chose a

         husband. It would have to be that way to preserve the monarchy, unless she, too, chose to sell herself out to another creepy

         Roman with lupine teeth. She had spurned the advances of the snake, General Achillas, though he was handsome almost beyond

         compare. When he approached her and suggested an alliance based on sex in exchange for his protection, she felt the spirit

         of Berenike rise 

         up inside her and she slapped him across the face. “I shall leave you to your brother’s charms, then,” he replied, and she

         knew that if she did not act first, he would eventually make her pay for what she had done. So she made a plan.

      


      She would choose the next king-not one of her brothers, not a conniving military man like Achillas who sought only power,

         but some beautiful Greek prince like Seleucus, the handsome Graeco-Syrian whom Berenike had chosen and who had died in battle

         against the Romans. Together, and in memory of Berenike and all that she stood for, he and Arsinoe would break this ridiculous

         custom of brother-and-sister marriages that kept the entire world laughing at them and their bizarre ways. Kleopatra only

         thought she was exercising her will and having it her own way. She was merely a Roman’s whore, and if that’s not how she saw herself,

         then she was not being realistic. Arsinoe would be different.

      


      Arsinoe placed the proffered arrow into her bow and pulled back with all her might until her arm quivered. The eunuch came

         behind her and placed his arms over hers as if helping with her form. He took the weight of the stance from her, and she felt

         herself relax, only to tense again from having a beautiful man, even if he was a castrated one, embracing her from behind.

         He whispered, “The uniform of one of the Roman pipe-boys will be in the trunk in your chamber. At the hour of midnight, put

         it on and be prepared to leave.” Arsinoe’s bow arm started to shake again. “You will not be alone,” he said. She felt him

         pull her arm back until it hurt.

      


      “Release,” he ordered, and the two of them let go at the same moment and hit their mark.
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Kleopatra watched the spider’s tiny jaws devour the leg of some long-dead insect. She could not discern what the thing had

         been, so crumpled and distorted were its small remains. She had never observed a spider’s activities from this angle at this

         proximity, and she found herself mesmerized by the creature’s persistent, rhythmic chewing. She was grateful for her acute

         eyesight. The spider was perched upon his elongated legs, negotiating his bulbous body this way and that so that his 

         repast need not be disturbed when the dead thing shifted. He would not know impatience, Kleopatra thought, admiring the way

         he kept coming at his prey one way and another without any acknowledgment of discouragement or fatigue.

      


      Caesar’s long legs were stretched out in front of him, feet crossed at the ankles. Ptolemy the Elder sat opposite him, twisting

         a fold of his linen robe with both his hands. Kleopatra completed the triangle, sitting adjacent to the two men, continuing

         to watch the spider gobble his victim on the corner of her brother’s chair while he sat unaware of the arachnid’s valiant

         efforts inches from his arm.

      


      The war-for now they were clearly at war, but with and against whom was still slightly unclear-had gone on for weeks, with

         Caesar waiting patiently for reinforcements to arrive. He was certain that he would not be disappointed, despite some messages

         from Rome’s eastern client kingdoms that few Roman troops could be spared because the Parthians would not let up in their

         attacks on Syria. Their best hope for reinforcements lay with Antipater of Judaea. “Pompey had such trouble with those Jewish

         warriors,” Caesar had said earlier that morning. “They resisted him and frustrated him terribly. He repaid them by forcing them to side with him and against me in this recent war. I believe

         they will not let me down this time. After all, they do need to make amends.”

      


      “I wonder if they are a different race from the Jews with whom we have lived in peace here in Alexandria for so many hundreds

         of years,” she had asked, amazed at her arch tone. “They are almost thirty percent of our population. Perhaps we know better

         how to embrace. And to think we have done so without the wisdom of your Posidonius.”

      


      Caesar did not argue with her; he never did. She could not bait him into a good Greek-style dialogue. He treated her as if

         she were a precocious child whose sarcasm amused him in his dotage. That’s one way of diminishing my power over him, she thought.

         She knew that despite the fact that he did not exhibit the typical male ferocity in bed, he took great pleasure in coming

         to her every night for lovemaking, which was followed by a long conversation until they fell asleep, naked, she on her back,

         he curled about her, his breath on her forehead like a soft wind.

      


      They were able to spend lengthy amounts of time together because 

         General Achillas had kept with his strategy of enforcing the siege on the palace quarter, attacking Caesar’s troops if they

         attempted to venture beyond the barricades. It was only a matter of time before he ordered an attack on the palace itself

         The only thing preventing this, Caesar concluded, was the fact that the king was held hostage.

      


      It was a little awkward, however, the king’s forces fighting against Caesar while Caesar both befriended and imprisoned him.

         But Caesar did not allow him to think he was a hostage. He would take long walks with the boy through the palace gardens,

         asking him for his opinions, and telling him that only together might they resolve this dreadful crisis. When Ptolemy was

         so bold as to inquire over Caesar’s relations with his sister, Caesar simply looked at him and asked, Are you not a man? He declared to the boy that he was protector of all the children of the dead King Ptolemy Auletes, and not until harmony

         reigned among the heirs themselves and the heirs and their subjects would he, Caesar, get a good night’s sleep. He was awfully

         sorry that he had had to execute Pothinus, but the eunuch was damaging the situation by claiming that Caesar was no friend

         to Egypt, that he intended to make Kleopatra its sole ruler, and worse, that he intended to annex Egypt to Rome’s empire and

         institute a policy of extracting exorbitant taxes from its population. Ptolemy had reluctantly accepted Caesar’s action, and

         had almost stopped trying his sister’s patience by complaining about it.

      


      Caesar, too, had made it plain to Kleopatra that she must reconcile with her brother. She did not know if he really meant

         for this to happen, or if he had a larger plan that he would eventually reveal to her. She did apprehend that her bedroom

         relations with Caesar did not figure into his political policies. She had once thought otherwise, but now she was forced to

         sit in this room with her tedious brother and pretend anticipation of the day when the two of them might rule as king and

         queen, brother and sister, husband and wife. The dictator of Rome had his own agenda, independent of hers. She did not believe

         he would make concessions to her unless her ambitions were in accordance with his own. She could not figure if he was engaging

         in a bit of political dissembling by pretending friendship with the king, or if he merely intended to dally with Kleopatra

         until the war was over and he could safely return to his larger business of conquering the world in the name of Rome. Would

         he really leave her alone in Egypt with her brother? Didn’t 

         he know that as soon as his ships left the harbor, Ptolemy would have her assassinated and make Arsinoe his queen? And if

         Caesar knew that reality but was ignoring it, would he think differently when he discovered Kleopatra’s secret?

      


      Aulus Hirtius interrupted their silence. A slender man with a soft voice and a love of literature and fine foods, Hirtius

         was one of Caesar’s men whose company Kleopatra enjoyed. She had apologized many times to him for her inability to provide

         those things he loved in any abundance while the war was in progress, and had promised him that as soon as victory was achieved,

         they would celebrate with fine feasts and a long tour of the Great Library. She had had the cooks prepare meals as best they

         could while the siege was on, and the Romans seemed suitably impressed, but the banquets were inferior to the delicacies they

         might experience when supplies were once again flowing abundantly into the palace.

      


      Hirtius bowed formally to the royals, handing Caesar a letter. “A dispatch from our man behind enemy lines, sir. Sealed for

         safety and authenticity.”

      


      Caesar held out his hand for the knife Hirtius knew to give him, and cut the seal. He unrolled the letter, read it quickly,

         and then scanned it again. The expression on his face did not change. When finally he looked at Kleopatra, she detected only

         one eyebrow raised slightly above the other, the singular way she knew that Caesar registered surprise.

      


      “Do prepare yourself for a shock,” he said to the boy king, who immediately clenched even harder the wad of fabric he’d been

         wringing, as if he were a washerwoman doing laundry.

      


      Kleopatra waited, and Caesar did, too, apparently giving the boy a moment to collect himself.


      “It appears that last evening Princess Arsinoe escaped the palace barricade dressed as a Roman page. She went straight to

         Achillas.”

      


      The boy king jumped to his feet, his robe a net of wrinkles where he had been clutching it. It looked for an instant to Kleopatra

         as if the spider’s web on his chair had leapt upon his stomach, and despite the news they had just received, she almost grinned

         at his childish, slovenly appearance. Caesar merely looked at him, waiting for an explanation.

      


      “I had no idea,” Ptolemy protested. “I swear. I swear! She told me nothing.”

      


      

      “This is a serious blow to the peace between us,” Caesar said calmly. “I trusted you to keep your family members under control.”


      “But I didn’t know,” he said. “She tricked me, too.” He looked very hurt, his mouth turned down into a deep frown, his plump

         cheeks quavering just as his father’s used to do when he got upset.

      


      “Surely you must know that this does not reflect well upon the trust I’ve so carefully built between us.” If Kleopatra had

         to judge, she would have said that Caesar was seriously grieved by the news. His demeanor was convincing; nonetheless, she

         did not believe that he was either surprised or upset. “There is more.”

      


      “What more could she do to me?” asked the wretched boy.


      “Oh, so much more. I’m afraid your lack of control in the situation has led to an entire chain of unfortunate events.”


      “It’s Pothinus, cursing us from his tomb,” Ptolemy cried. “You should have left him be.”


      “What is the rest of the news, General?” Kleopatra asked, cutting short her brother’s histrionics.


      “She’s had General Achillas murdered. She’s made some eunuch named Ganymedes commander of the Egyptian armed forces.”


      “She has no right to do that!” the king exclaimed. “She is not king!”


      Kleopatra stifled her own response. Caesar answered quickly, “No, she is not. But she’s managed to get a substantial number

         of the tribes of the city to declare her queen.”

      


      Kleopatra sat still. She had always known this day would arrive, though she had never suspected it would come so quickly.

         The Alexandrian populace regarded her brother as an ineffectual child, the puppet of whatever courtier had his ear, and herself

         as a Roman collaborator. They had despised her father for his propitiating policies with Rome, never understanding that the

         days of the illustrious Ptolemaic empire were over and that Rome was the immutable beast that would either trample over them

         or allow them to remain unscathed-the latter only if they made themselves of good use. Kleopatra and her father were resigned

         to this reality, whereas her brothers, her sister, and the Alexandrian mob preferred to live inside the fantasy that if they

         defied Rome, if they gathered their forces and put up some resistance, the Romans would just leave them in peace. That had

         not been the case with the rest of the world, of course, and Kleopatra always knew that Rome 

         would never, under any circumstances, withdraw its interest in this nation that was not only the world’s largest producer of grain, but

         was also the singular gateway from the west to the coveted lands of the east. She did not intend to play the suppliant to

         Rome either, but she had a more ingenious plan than engaging in some inglorious war she would inevitably lose. Her battle

         would be fought on higher ground.

      


      But now Arsinoe had joined the ranks of deluded Ptolemies determined to restore the great glory of the past. Good, Kleopatra

         wanted to say. When the Roman reinforcements arrived, they would just kill her.

      


      Ptolemy looked beseechingly at Caesar. “What am I going to do?”


      “My good young man, you must take control of the situation. The queen has no sway with her sister.” Caesar looked apologetically

         at Kleopatra. “So you must go to her and this Ganymedes and negotiate.”

      


      “But what if she has turned against me?”


      “Do you think she’s capable of that?”


      The king exhaled, shaking his head. “No. She’s deceived me, but I do not believe she’s turned against me. Ganymedes has influenced

         her, that is all. Or perhaps she means to gather her forces and break me out of here.”

      


      Caesar gave him a grave look. “Is that what you and she have been planning?”


      “No, no, I have already told you. I had no idea what she was up to.”


      “But did you ever say to her that you wished someone would rise up against Caesar and break you out of your besieged palace? Did you incite her unwittingly? Did you imply

         to the poor girl that it was her responsibility to free you from me? I heard you say she was your ’most cherished chancellor.’

         I will be very displeased if all the while you and I have been discussing peace, you have secretly plotted with your sister

         against me.”

      


      The boy turned to Kleopatra. “It’s her, isn’t it? You and I were in perfect agreement until she sneaked back into the palace.

         She’s the one who turned you against me. She’s probably the one who made Arsinoe do this, too.”

      


      “I have no truck with my sister.” Kleopatra’s voice was ice cold. Why couldn’t the idiot see that he had been betrayed?


      “You’d better watch your back,” Ptolemy said to Caesar. “She’s going to murder you in your sleep!”


      

      “You are out of control, King Ptolemy,” Caesar said evenly. “You have been deceived by one sister and now you suspect the

         other. Is Kleopatra outside the barricade heading up an army? No, she is sitting right here, working with us toward our common

         goal. You are negating all my hard work at peace between yourself and the queen. Really, you must calm yourself.”

      


      Kleopatra almost opened her mouth to ask her brother to realize that Arsinoe had private ambitions. But she felt that anything

         she said would interfere with Caesar’s private ambitions. She was not privy to them- or rather she no longer believed he had shared with her all of his thoughts-so

         she decided to sit quietly and allow Caesar to orchestrate his plan, whatever it might be. Hirtius stood immobile next to

         his commander, his countenance entirely calm. She would imitate his implacability, letting Caesar conduct the scenario. It

         was difficult for her to remain passive, but she intuitively felt it was the wisest course of action. She did not want to

         disturb Caesar’s plans. She had no choice but to trust him.

      


      “Your Majesty,” Caesar began, for the first time using the formal salutation to address the boy. “You must go to your army

         and to your sister. You must gain control of this unfortunate turn of events. I have no wish to harm the young princess. She’s

         a formidable girl, I know, and headstrong. If she calls off her madness, she won’t be hurt. She will be free to go to Cyprus

         with her younger brother and there reign in peace. You must tell her that. Caesar’s mercy is known far and wide. She may rely

         upon my word.”

      


      “But what if she refuses to listen to me?” Now the boy was very nervous. The color had drained from his face and he stood

         frozen in front of the Roman dictator. His belly moved in jerky little spasms as he breathed. Kleopatra thought he might vomit

         at Caesar’s feet.

      


      Caesar stood, putting a long arm around the boy king’s shoulder. “You must pull yourself together,” he said. “I-that is to

         say, Rome- and your country and Queen Kleopatra are depending upon your strength and your diplomacy.”

      


      “You mean, I am to leave the palace and go to her.”


      “Yes, of course. I cannot do it myself. I’d be assassinated. Kleopatra cannot go. Who else but you, sire? It is certainly

         a job for the king.”

      


      The combination of flattery and onus was not lost on Kleopatra, but 

         she saw that her brother remained ignorant of Caesar’s ploys. If he intends to play these kinds of games with me, Kleopatra

         thought, he will have to be less transparent. Perhaps Caesar stepped up the level of his manipulative techniques as his opponents

         grew in formidability She certainly hoped so. At any rate, he needn’t have expended any more of his shrewdness on Ptolemy,

         who was now softly crying as Caesar gave Hirtius orders to prepare for the king’s release to the Alexandrian army.

      


      “Think of me as a father,” Caesar said. “I know your dear King Ptolemy Auletes died when you were still very young. You were

         not able to benefit from his counsel, but remember always that you shall have mine.”

      


      With those words and an extra admonition not to disappoint, Caesar bid the young king good-bye. Ptolemy looked at Kleopatra,

         waiting for her farewell. “May the gods be with you,” she said, thinking that he would surely need their help when he finally

         realized the true nature of his beloved Arsinoe.

      


      “That’s right,” said Caesar, giving the boy one final pat on the back. “See how easily peace might reign between you?”


      When Ptolemy was gone, Caesar sat back in his chair. Kleopatra waited for him to explain his true mind to her, but he said

         nothing, looking at her as if she were a new acquaintance to whom he had decided to be polite but distant.

      


      Kleopatra finally spoke, taking a risk. “That was quite a performance, General.”


      “Can you not delineate theater from diplomacy, my dear?” Caesar asked. “I suppose you are correct; it is so like a play. No

         matter the quality of the performance, the ending is always the same.”

      


      “You have no experience with the women of my family if you think Arsinoe is going to negotiate with our brother.”


      “I have ample experience with women of all nationalities, my dear. You must trust me to know their minds.”


      “I don’t mean to scoff, General, but my sister will never surrender her power or her new title or her will to my brother.”


      Caesar sighed. “Don’t be tedious, Kleopatra. When I wish you to know my mind, I shall enlighten you. Until then, please be

         a darling and come sit on my lap.”

      


      “I am not your pet,” she said. It would not do to be just another per

         son who did Caesar’s bidding. She had learned from Hammonius, her informant in Rome, that the dictator had seduced the wives

         of many of his fellow senators-Gabinius, Crassus, Sulpicius, Brutus, Pompey- and also that she was not the first queen to

         lay down sexual favors for him. He had bedded the queen of Mauretania, not to mention the king of Bithynia-everyone, reported

         Hammonius, but his sour-faced, barren Roman wife.

      


      “What is troubling you?” Caesar posed this question as if he was inquiring about the weather in Spain at this time of year.

         Kleopatra felt her fury rise. Privately, he had acted as if they were partners, equals, queen and dictator acting in concert

         toward a common goal. She had grown so confident of her power over him, yet now she wondered if he would even take into consideration

         the fact that she carried their child. Perhaps he would laugh the conception off as another folly of war and return to Rome

         without giving their son a thought. Her father had had dozens and dozens of unacknowledged bastard brats roaming the palace

         halls. But he also had five legitimate heirs. She must think carefully before she revealed her news. She must wait until she

         was certain that Caesar shared the vision. Until then, she would let him make love to her, but she would hold her heart outside

         the arrangement. For that was a woman’s downfall.

      


      “I am worried over my brother’s safety.” Two could play his game.


      Caesar allowed himself the smallest grin. “Then let my old and war-weary arms smother your youthful anxieties.”


      She went to him. He took her into his lap as he might have once done his daughter. She laid her head against his chest and

         listened very carefully for a heartbeat. Relieved when she found it, she let herself rest in its cadence.
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Caesar stood on the muddy banks of the Nile in wet soil the color of eggplant. He had forbidden Kleopatra to be with him at

         this horrible ordeal-not because he thought she would not be able to bear it, but because he did not want her to be linked

         with the death of the boy king in the minds of the people. After all, she was the one who had to stay and govern them.

      


      

      When would they learn? Caesar asked himself. How many faces of the dead would he have to see before it was all over, and how

         many of those faces would be familiar to him? He would never be the one to capitulate, much as he would sometimes like to

         lay down his sword and go to sleep for a good long while, a sleep that would not be interrupted by a call to battle or an

         emissary bursting into his dreams in the middle of the night with stolen news of the enemy, or by the snaking dysentery that

         seemed an inevitable part of every campaign. He was tired of it all. Not physically tired. Physically, he was always the same.

         He had not been a vigorous young man, so he did not waste his later years mourning the absence of youth’s lost strength. Caesar

         had found his true physical reserves in middle age, and they remained fresh and intact now into his sixth decade of life.

         Just the other day he had found himself jumping ship to avoid a sword through his gut and swimming two hundred yards to another

         of his ships, all while wearing his heavy armor. Not only that, but he had leapt into the water so carelessly that he forgot

         that the latest dispatches from Rome were still unread in his breast pocket.

      


      That would teach him to react out of fear, rather than to call upon Mother Venus, who had protected him all his days from

         any serious injury. She would have stopped the Egyptian swordsman, because she was not yet ready to take Caesar. He knew.

         He had always known, and that was why he feared neither death nor injury. That was the secret he would never reveal. Whenever

         the dropping sickness overtook him, he saw her face, and she talked to him, telling him what to do. The last time had been

         in Pompey’s abandoned tent at Pharsalos. Caesar had felt the spell coming on, and he had asked his men to give him a few moments

         alone in his adversary’s quarters. The men did not question him; they never did. He had gone inside, struggling to reach Pompey’s

         folding chair before he blacked out. As soon as he was in the darkness she was there, her eyes as blue and limpid as the waters

         of a clear lake, and she was telling him to pursue Pompey into Egypt.

      


      Caesar was confident that she would inform him when his time was up, when the gods of the underworld demanded their inevitable

         meeting with him. Until then, he had no reason to fret. That is why he chastised himself for jumping overboard like a frightened

         boy, like a virgin 

         in battle, when he might just have whispered her name. As it was, he had had to swim the long way to the other vessel with

         only one hand to tread the water, the other carrying the letters high above his head. Worse, he had left his purple cloak

         behind as a souvenir for the enemy. It pained him to think of his garment in the hands of some strutting Egyptian. Very unpleasant.

         The swim had been neither convenient nor pleasurable, but it did not fatigue him. Yet his men had made such a ruckus when

         they realized what he had done, saying that Caesar was like the gods, for neither did they age. He had aged all right, but

         the men were correct about one thing: The body of Caesar did not really tire.

      


      The mind was another story. He was tired of the sameness of human experience. He noticed that when he ate, he was tired of

         food, tired of chewing it, for that was the very definition of monotony. Food was simply food; the experience was the same with each of the day’s

         meals. Why did intelligent men set such store in consuming a well-prepared meal as if it were their first or their last, when

         they had many times thus feasted and would do so again and again? He was weary of the sameness and regularity of the necessary

         human functions-eating, sleeping, digestion and elimination, bathing, warring-and even more so of the uniformity of human

         nature. The greed, the lies, the petty fears, the lusts, and particularly the transparency of those things in almost every

         human being he encountered. He wondered if all people experienced this fatigue with life, or if it was a characteristic particular

         to himself. He would like to take the discussion up with Cicero, if he could once again win the old coot back to his side.

         That, he realized, was one of the very things of which he was so tired-the winning back of Cicero. Oh, he had done it all

         before, hadn’t he? What might await him now? Would the next decades be so tediously like the last?

      


      How many nations must he subdue before the message was clear?


      How might he spread the word of his desires to all the peoples of the earth so that he would not have to keep up the monotonous

         task of invading and annihilating? Perhaps he should commission an oral poet, one such as the legendary blind man, Homer,

         to spin tales of his conquests. Then he would send legions of poets forth to all corners of the earth to recount the stories

         of Great Caesar’s victories over his enemies, to tell tales of the horrors wreaked upon those who defied him. He would give

         traveling bards a special stipend to take the tales into lands 

         he wished to conquer, inspiring terror in the people, who would then beg their leaders to lay down their arms and negotiate.

         It would certainly be more economical than sending legions everywhere. What a good idea, he thought, congratulating himself.

         He would pass it before Kleopatra this very evening, for she did know so much about poetry, and even more about ways to shape

         public opinion in one’s favor.

      


      He was not tired of her, neither of her supple body nor of her less flexible but infinitely interesting mind. It would be difficult to leave her.

         He had not experienced the emotion of regret in decades. Would he carry it far from the Alexandrian shore? He did not know,

         and this alone pleased him-the fact that his future emotions regarding the young queen were not a foregone conclusion. She

         was the only surprising thing he had left. Something to which he might look forward. The only other adventure he might anticipate

         was death. Perhaps that would be interesting. Perhaps death was a reward rather than a curse. He would have to die to know,

         wouldn’t he?

      


      His soldiers wanted to go home, but he realized that for them and for him, home was a theoretical place. They had been away

         for so long and on so many campaigns that campfire tales in the open air of a strange land were more familiar, more like home,

         than Rome. For what was Rome now but an idea they fought for? His idea, Pompey’s idea, Cicero’s idea, the senate’s idea. All

         different, but in the end the same. A place where power might be changed into money, and the reverse. Did it matter so who

         was in control as long as mouths were fed and pockets lined?

      


      Caesar took a deep sigh, letting his shoulders relax, relieving the weight of his breastplate. He looked down at the murky

         water. The boy king looked just like another drowned body; neither his lineage nor his title could protect him from the soggy

         Fate. What an equalizer was death. Already fat, the water had bloated him further, his bulging eyes taken to caricature. So

         unseemly for a royal to be dredged out of the river this way, scooped into a net like the day’s fresh catch, his glittering

         armor catching the slanting rays of the sun as they hit the river. The king had perished along with some of his followers

         who had optimistically tried to escape in a river vessel too small for their numbers. Where they intended to sail Caesar did

         not know. Where did they think they might escape him? Escape Rome? He might have let the bodies remain at the river’s silted

         bottom, but he wearied of the rumors spread by the 

         superstitious Alexandrians that whoever drowned in the river would inevitably rise again. No need for that to happen. And

         no need for anyone to wish it to be so once Caesar left Egypt. He wanted Kleopatra to have as little difficulty as possible

         once he was gone.

      


      Was he dreaming that she had begun to behave exactly like his sweet Cornelia when she began to suspect that she was with child?

         The secretive smiles, the complete obedience, the tender and unconscious stroking of the belly when she thought no one was

         watching. The way she covered herself protectively with her arms. The downcast eyes. A perpetual look for docile Cornelia,

         but he never dreamed he would see the same demeanor in Kleopatra. Each day when he returned to the palace, she was waiting

         for him in the bedchamber. Yesterday, she had actually fallen at his feet, hugging his pelvis so close to her face that he

         did not know whether she was ready to perform sexual favors or pray.

      


      “The gods have spared you,” she had cried, and then she had looked up at him with tiny tears in the corner of her virid eyes.

         So unlike her. The menacing intellect she had once used to gain equality with him was now hidden, and in its place was the

         lush, enveloping softness of womanhood. He had no doubt the more caustic elements of her personality would again emerge once

         she was on terra firma as queen and no longer required his services to ensure her authority. But it was nice, this radical

         change that allowed him to enjoy her without challenge or effort.

      


      Caesar stood over Ptolemy’s body. “Strip the armor and display it in the marketplace,” he said to Hirtius, who gave the command

         to the men.

      


      “And the king’s body, sir?”


      “A respectable tomb, but without spectacle. Do I make myself clear?”


      “Always, Caesar.”


      Caesar took one last look into the dead boy’s eyes and turned away. An heir. What would he make of that? It would cause as

         many problems as it would solve, bring as much sorrow as joy, he was sure, for that was the nature of life. But it would be

         interesting. Perhaps there were a few surprises left after all.
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Kleopatra watched the war from her own balcony like a spectator at a theatrical production. It was as if she had already read

         the text of the 

         play, what with Caesar unfolding his plans to her at night, and then the next day enacting them to the letter. During those

         times, she learned that Caesar was right; Fortune was on his side. It seemed true that if Caesar wished something, it inevitably

         happened. It was as if he were dictating to the gods and not the opposite. Kleopatra thought that Alexander probably had possessed

         the same gift-that is, until the end, when the gods decided to reclaim their mastery over the mortal man. At some point, they

         would exact that toll from Caesar, but until then, it was clear that they kissed him with blessings. It was impossible to

         learn the personal secrets of Alexander-how he had gained influence over both the divine and mortal worlds-but here was Julius

         Caesar, in Kleopatra’s own bed, where she might observe his ways and learn how he managed to wield power over the gods themselves.

      


      Ganymedes had had the palace entirely surrounded by land and by sea. His ships outnumbered Caesar’s navy, and to worsen the

         siege, he had pumped salt water into the wells used by the Roman army. But Caesar did not get discouraged; in fact, to Kleopatra

         he seemed nonplussed, mildly inconvenienced. He was certain that the Jewish forces would not let him down-they could not afford

         to disappoint him again-and so he told Kleopatra that they would make the best of things in the interim. She knew that the

         Roman army was only days from dying of thirst, and had told him so.

      


      “No matter,” he had replied. “There’s always a way if men are willing to work. My men are bored anyway. They despise being

         on this end of a siege. They find it rather embarrassing. They’ll relish the task.” She did not know what he had in mind,

         until he urged her to look out her window. There, she watched Caesar’s men dig deep tunnels, working day and night, to reach

         the drinkable wells near the shore. When she congratulated him on the discovery of the wells, he replied, “Roman ingenuity.”

         He added, “A race of men who do not mind work,” as a slight against the Greeks, who were thought to have grown indolent in

         the centuries since the great days of Pericles.

      


      Finally, the Roman senate sent Caesar a small flotilla from Asia Minor. They had taken so long with naval reinforcements that

         Kleopatra had begun to wonder if they wished Caesar victorious in Egypt, or if they had a covert agenda. She asked him about

         the matter, and he replied that undoubtedly his enemies in Rome wished him van

         quished. “But the wishes of my enemies are of no consequence to the Fate of Caesar,” he said.

      


      He promised Kleopatra that the next day would prove eventful, and he did not disappoint. In a night-long meeting with his

         admiral from Rhodes, to which he allowed Kleopatra attendance, she listened to them devise their plan. They would sail right

         up to the Egyptian ships, engage them in battle, and quickly set them afire.

      


      “After we defeat the fleet, we shall take Pharos Island,” he said.


      “All on the same day?” she asked.


      “Why waste time?”


      The next day, it happened exactly as Caesar had said, giving more credence to Kleopatra’s theory about his relationship with

         the gods. He burned most of the Egyptian fleet, including a merchant vessel carrying a large shipment of books to the Great

         Library. “A mistake,” he said to her by way of apology. And she did not fault him, for he loved literature as much as she

         and would never have done such a barbarous thing intentionally.

      


      She felt a barrage of emotions as she watched ship by ship be overtaken and burned, great flames soaring into the blue Mediterranean

         sky as if competing with the fire atop the towering lighthouse. These were her ships, her men, her navy. Only circumstance

         had made them her enemy. Once reinstated, these same men would have to pledge loyalty to her. What did they care whether they

         served one Ptolemy or another? These were the same men who would have faced her mercenary army at Pelusium, had Pompey not

         been defeated by Caesar and fled to Egypt for quarter. Today they were her enemy; tomorrow they would have to be her defense.

         It was an insecure position, and she did not know if after the war she should bring her own army into the city for extra protection,

         or whether that would only increase hostility. She had a recent letter from Hephaestion saying that many of her mercenaries

         had deserted because they received better offers from the Roman generals to go to Syria and fight the Parthians. He could

         keep the rest paid and fed for another month, but no longer. What were her orders?

      


      She had no orders to give. Inertia simply did not suit her, and yet it would not be intelligent to take action independent

         of Caesar. Would the rest of her life be like this? Was she just another useless Ptolemy hanging on to her throne by playing

         the suppliant to Rome?

      


      

      The child, she realized, was the only means by which she might escape the Fate of her ancestors. It was the solution she had prayed for all those

         years ago at the feet of Artemis of Ephesus, when she-fourteen years old and a lover of small animals-had slit the throat

         of the lamb with her own hands and watched its blood run like a red river into the sacrificial bowl. She had sworn before

         the goddess to be different from her degraded ancestors, and now Artemis, virgin goddess of the hunt, the very one who had

         rendered a man blind for simply looking at her naked body, had not begrudged Kleopatra the pleasures of sex but had gifted

         her with pregnancy. The gods are good to those who serve them. She heard the voice of her father in her head and felt a chill run through her body-the sign that his spirit was still with

         her.

      


      She had told Caesar nothing of her suspicions, which were now confirmed by the fact that two months had come and gone without

         her shedding so much as a drop of blood. One night, in the elation over the destruction of the Egyptian navy and the reclaiming

         of Pharos Island, she and Caesar had made love in a great burst of fury, faster and with more heat than they had done before,

         though that was the very day that Caesar had swum a long distance in his full armor. Yet he seemed younger and less fatigued

         than ever. She hoped that vigorous sex did not harm the unborn, but there was no one she might ask without arousing suspicions.

         One word from her on the subject and there would be a chain of gossip from one end of the besieged palace to another, as if

         the details of her love affair were not enough fodder to keep that machinery in constant operation day and night. She knew

         that most of her subjects did not understand her reasoning in the affair, but she held the faith that someday soon, she would

         stand before them and explain to them what she had done on their behalf and for their futures.

      


      After their lovemaking, Caesar had lain on his back, eyes closed, recovering from what was surely the last task in his long

         and demanding day. Kleopatra had snuggled to his side, wrapping an arm around his chest so that his underarm hairs tickled

         her chin. Another remarkable thing about Caesar-he had no disagreeable body odor. He used only the most delicately scented

         oil, one that would not have disguised the masculine effluvium. Though he had exerted himself in pleasure, and though she

         had a nose like a tiger, Kleopatra could detect only the faint 

         aroma of myrrh on his body. Was this yet another of the ways that the gods had blessed him?

      


      “In a few days I shall leave you.”


      He did not open his eyes to deliver this news. Kleopatra was afraid to sit up. She refrained from tightening her grip around

         his chest.

      


      “Oh?” She wondered if she sounded authentically curious, or if the shock and desperation she felt infiltrated her tone.


      “I’ve received word that Mithridates of Pergamum is marching toward us from the east with the Jewish legion. They say Antipater

         is escorting the high priest of Judaea himself. I must go to meet them.”

      


      “I see,” she said. “Will you be coming back?”


      He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Darling,” he said. And then he chuckled.


      “Perhaps I am becoming too much trouble,” Kleopatra said. “Perhaps it would be easier to leave me to face my sister’s army

         on my own.” She despised the anxiety that had crept into her normally confident tone. I sound like some pathetic courtesan,

         she thought. Is this what pregnancy did to women? If so, she would never do it again.

      


      “I’m leaving a small garrison here to protect you. I’ll be back in a matter of days if all goes well.”


      “What is your plan?”


      “You’ll have to trust me, my darling,” he said, kissing her forehead.


      “If Arsinoe has me killed, will you call an end to the war and support her as queen?” she asked, feeling bile rising into

         her throat.

      


      He did not respond, but exuded exasperation without uttering a word or a sigh.


      “It would certainly be an easier solution than maintaining a war machine,” she said.


      Was this the time to tell him about his son?


      “Kleopatra, you are so dramatic these days. What is wrong with you? I believe you are proving Aristotle’s claim that a woman

         is irrational and incapable of reason.”

      


      “Men are rendered irrational in the presence of women and falsely conclude that it is the female who is irrational,” she retorted

         quickly. She had not spoken to Caesar this way in months, and she wondered if he had grown lax in his treatment of her. Did

         he mean to treat the queen of Egypt as an ordinary mistress?

      


      

      “Nonetheless, you are not yourself. What is the matter?”


      “I believe it has to do with my condition. They say it causes a woman’s humors to descend and her emotions to rise.”


      “Are you ill, my child?” he asked, and she wondered if he contrived the worried look on his face. “Should I be concerned?”


      “Not unless one considers carrying the child of Julius Caesar a cause for alarm.”


      “I do not consider it so,” he said evenly, no change in his calm expression. She waited, but he said no more.


      “Have you nothing further to say on the matter? Are you not even surprised? Do we mean nothing to you?”


      “I have known for some time, Kleopatra. You can keep nothing from me.”


      “Why is that? Are you all-knowing like the gods?” She wanted to antagonize him. If he did not commit to one emotion or another

         she would go mad.

      


      “I have lived two and one-half times longer than you, dear girl. There is nothing I haven’t seen. I have thought your thoughts.

         And if I have not, I have observed others thinking them. But no matter. You need not surprise me to please me.”

      


      “Are you pleased?” She held her breath, trying not to look at him in anticipation. Unable to resist, she shot him as cold

         a glance as she could summon, but inside, her stomach churned. She hoped her anxiety was not harming their child.

      


      “What man would not be pleased?” he asked. He sat up a little, turned on his side, and held out his long arms, waiting for

         her to sink into his chest. When he wrapped his arms around her, she felt him shudder.

      


      “You are unhappy.”


      “I am thinking of Julia,” he said. He looked away, but she could see that his eyes were watery. “If she and her son had lived-my

         grandson- Pompey would not have come to such a humiliating end.”

      


      “Then let our son be that force for unity,” she said, and she hoped that she did not sound as if she were pleading.

      


      He said nothing, but continued to hold her to his chest.


      “Think on the meaning of it, my love,” she said. “Think of what he might represent to the world.”


      

      “I have considered all that,” he replied with none of the rapture that reflected her own thoughts. “But it will not be so

         easy as you think. You do not know the obstacles that await you in my country. They won’t take it well.”

      


      “Opinion can be changed.”


      “Ah, but not so laws.”


      “Laws are made by mortals. You have passed enough interesting legislation to know that,” she said.


      “I must go to sleep now,” he whispered in her ear.


      “Shall I have an artist sketch your likeness so that I may someday show it to our son?” She allowed a bit of coyness to invade

         her question.

      


      “You must learn to eradicate doubt, Kleopatra, or you shall not make a good mother to our boy.”


      “May I still not know your plan?”


      “Now more than ever, it is crucial that you do not. But mark the words of Caesar. By this time next week, we shall be rid

         of at least a few of our most pressing problems.”

      


      He drifted off to sleep, leaving her vulnerable, ignorant of what he would do next, and praying to the gods that she had not

         been a naive girl all along, believing the tender words of an inveterate diplomat and seducer.

      


      She did not sleep that night, or the next, or the next. She lay awake stroking her stomach and praying to the goddess. After

         Caesar had gone, she roused the priest in the middle of the night, and had him make a small sacrifice. Alarmed at her urgency

         and groggy with sleep, the priest had his attendants light the torches in the temple and bring in a small goat. Its entrails

         were the image of good health, he assured her, and so Her Majesty’s intentions were honored by the goddess.

      


      Kleopatra tried to be consoled by this analysis, but she had never felt so alone. Her supporters and Charmion were trapped

         behind enemy lines. She was entirely dependent upon Caesar’s goodwill and authority, and besides his cryptic word and his

         good but implacable humor, she had no solid assurance that she might rely on him. His men might as easily murder her in her

         bed as protect her if her sister’s soldiers burst through the barricades and into the palace. Why should they stop an assault

         on her? Some would consider it a service to Rome to slay 

         Caesar’s foreign mistress-especially if it were known that she was carrying his child. If Caesar had already guessed, others

         may have, too.

      


      She passed the rest of the night with her hands on her stomach talking to the boy, calling him young Caesar, telling him her

         plans for his future, who his mother was, who his father was, his ancestors. She recounted tales of Alexander, from his boyhood

         through his conquests of kingdoms and nations. From the library she sent for a copy of the story of Alexander hunting the

         lion and read it to her unborn child.

      


      “Alexander’s father, too, was a great warrior, but never forget that Alexander surpassed him in achievements. So might you,

         difficult as it may be for your tiny self to apprehend. And Alexander’s mother struck fear in the hearts of men, as apparently

         your own mother has done to her own brothers and those who advise them. And I shall do so even more and with greater ferocity

         when you are a grown man and rule at my side.” Kleopatra smiled at the thought of inspiring fear in men. Roman soldiers thought

         they held dominion over everything, including the sowing of fear in the hearts of others. “They may have to share their domain

         with us,” she said, hoping her son already had a sense of humor, of irony, that would put him in good stead with his father.

         “And do not forget, Alexander’s detractors said the same awful things about him that they say of your father, that he was

         mad for power and that he ruled Fortune. Those were the jealous Greeks, the Spartans and Athenians who had to abdicate their

         power to the greater man. Those on the decline always criticize those on the rise.” She promised to take him to Alexander’s

         tomb and get his blessing as soon as he was old enough to be taken out of the palace. She hoped his little spirit was ready

         to take on the weight of his earthly mission. If the philosopher is correct, and all knowledge is but remembering what the soul already knows, then you must come into this

            life with full memory of all that has gone before you.


      She calmed herself this way, communicating with her son so easily that she was certain his soul was present with her in the

         room, until finally, her aloneness and her fears were lifted. She thought that she might be a fine mother, one with the power

         to inspire greatness in her offspring, for what else might be the purpose of a queen who out of necessity would pass along

         her throne? She patted her stomach until she believed she had calmed the child as well as herself, and then she drifted off

         to sleep as the vaporous light of dawn floated lazily into the room.

      


      

      Days later, Caesar burst into their chamber with the news that her brother was drowned, Ganymedes dead, and her sister in

         chains. Caesar had outfoxed Ganymedes, of course. He had made a great show of sailing out of the city with his legions to

         join Mithridates. He did meet up with the reinforcements, but in the middle of the night, when the Egyptian army was deep

         in slumber, they sneaked back through the western gate, taking them by surprise and easily vanquishing them.

      


      Caesar smiled more broadly than ever before. Kleopatra’s first thought was not thank the gods, but rather, now I shall owe Caesar everything.


      Unless the gift of a son was equal in his mind to the gift of a throne.
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Arsinoe looked at her brother’s death mask and felt nothing. The artist had improved his features, making him appear a bit

         thinner and more secure than he had ever looked in his short lifetime; nonetheless, there was nothing to miss in that round

         and vapid face. Never again would she have to see the ridiculous expressions he made as he reached for his pathetic moment

         of ecstasy. The awful contortions of an already disgusting face. The moaning and groaning as he struggled with something inside

         himself, or so it seemed, struggled against his own horrible pleasure. And then the inevitable mess at the end. She would

         never have to do that again, which was the thought she had held firmly in her mind as she and Ganymedes had forced her brother

         and his men into the boat that would take them on the long trip down the Nile; that was, if they made it, what with human

         cargo twice the weight the vessel could support. Either way they would have perished-by the hands of the Egyptians who would

         be furious at the king who had capitulated to the Romans, or by nature herself as she dragged them to the river bottom.

      


      There was nothing here to mourn, and yet the Roman soldiers kept looking at Arsinoe as if she was supposed to have a certain

         kind of reaction. She had cried her tears over the serene death mask of Ganymedes, who had been executed by the Romans for

         political expediency. Arsinoe had begged for his life to the Roman commander, but was told that the eunuch had too many militaristic

         ambitions to be spared. She knew that he was being killed merely because he had almost outsmarted Julius 

         Caesar, and undoubtedly the crafty old Roman could not tolerate the existence of one who had almost bettered him in battle.

         If it had not been for the late arrival of the Jewish forces-bullied into joining their conqueror’s cause-Arsinoe would at

         this moment be queen of Egypt and Ganymedes her Prime Minister. And Kleopatra’s head would be on the executioner’s block,

         and it would be Julius Caesar’s filthy Roman armor and not her brother’s displayed in the marketplace, though she would have

         undone her brother anyway.

      


      Arsinoe remembered the first time Ptolemy came to her chamber. It was right after the death of their father, when the eunuch

         Pothinus- dead now as well-had insisted the marriage between Ptolemy and Kleopatra take place. Kleopatra had agreed to the

         ceremony, but afterward she refused to let Ptolemy into her bed. The boy, red with humiliation and anger, came rushing into

         Arsinoe’s room, calling her his true wife and queen and promising that he would see Kleopatra if not dead, then in exile.

         And he had made good on that promise.

      


      Arsinoe had had no choice but to comply with his salacious wishes. She had no one to look after her interests but the unsavory

         boy who removed his clothes and slipped under the blanket beside her. And so she succumbed, playing the role of lover with

         all the passion of an actress, for she remembered what sweet love had felt like and she could enact it for this fool who actually

         believed she enjoyed touching his putrid flesh. She could not tell him that compared to the body of the fair and taut Berenike,

         it looked to her like uncooked, milk-fed veal.

      


      She turned away from the sarcophagus and met the faces of her captors, Roman soldiers who eyed her leeringly, staring at her

         body. She was not afraid, and returned their gaze with an imperious and defiant stare like the one Berenike had given at her

         trial. She had heard that Caesar had given strict orders to the men not to harm her in any way. Surely he had disobeyed the

         wishes of his mistress in that regard, for she knew that Kleopatra wanted nothing more than to see her dead. Then and only

         then would that whore of the Romans be safe.

      


      Well, let the Roman-lover try to have her executed. Arsinoe would face her death bravely and with dignity, just as Berenike

         had done when their own father demanded her death. And she would leave behind her a trail of animosity against Kleopatra and

         the Romans that would 

         destroy them all, for she knew that many of the tribes of Alexandria were disappointed that Kleopatra had prevailed.

      


      She dared not hope for life. Alive, she was of no earthly use to her sister. She could be nothing but a threat, because there

         was still the younger brother who was already twelve years old, and Kleopatra would soon have to face the reality of his existence

         and of her own position. And at any point in his life, under the influence of an ambitious courtier or of his own volition,

         Ptolemy the Younger could decide that Kleopatra was not his ally, and he could have her murdered in her sleep and replaced

         with the seemingly compliant Arsinoe. After all, the two of them had grown up together in the nursery, and after his mother

         and Berenike were dead, who had mothered him but herself? To him, Kleopatra was a half sister, an inconvenience, a threat,

         or all of these things, whereas Arsinoe was a full and true sister, an affectionate sibling, the closest thing to a mother

         the boy would ever know.

      


      She knew the reason she was presently kept alive, and it had nothing to do with Kleopatra. She had heard it from those within

         the palace who attended her and who secretly still supported her. Julius Caesar had told Kleopatra that he would not execute

         a girl. Not that he cared who lived or died, but he did not wish to mar his reputation for mercy. And that was that. Apparently,

         Kleopatra had shut up for once and did not argue with Caesar to do her bidding. Arsinoe doubted that Kleopatra was trying

         to follow her lover’s example for mercy. Julius Caesar could afford to be merciful; a Ptolemaic queen fighting for the throne

         could not. Kleopatra probably had an alternative plan for Arsinoe’s demise and was not yet ready to reveal it to Caesar. If

         Arsinoe’s sources were correct, Kleopatra must have revealed quite a bit of news to Caesar in recent weeks. Unless Kleopatra

         had suddenly taken to doing her own laundry, there was only one reason for a woman to go two months in the palace without

         sending bloody linens into the baskets for cleaning.

      


      Arsinoe’s women could not help but to notice this discrepancy. And Arsinoe had laughed and replied that she had always suspected

         Kleopatra was not a real woman. Perhaps she did not bleed like one.

      


      With a Roman sentinel flanking her on either side, Arsinoe stepped out of the mausoleum and into the light. The winter air

         had dried out the city, and the sky was as gray as the metal of a sword. It was as if the whole of Alexandria had taken on

         the color of war. The young princess 

         looked down the long colonnade that lined the Street of the Soma. The vines that snaked up its columns had shriveled up for

         the season, leaving those tall, elegant Greek flutes wrapped in dead brown leaves. She did not know if she would ever see

         her city again. She was to be taken prisoner in the palace, and then sent to Rome to be marched in Julius Caesar’s victory

         parade. His prize. How she wished she might find a way to take her life before that humiliating moment. But something kept

         Arsinoe from pursuing that line of thought. Surely she could have a servant sneak in a vial of poison or a dagger. How complicated

         could that be? On the other hand, she might gain something from this long voyage to the city of her enemy. She had spent her

         life pretending to be one thing or another-a compliant lover, a nurturing sister, an ally. Only with Berenike had she passed

         those rare and early moments of authenticity in her short life. She would now rely on her ability to dissemble. She would

         allow herself to be paraded in front of the Roman vermin, because that was the price to pay for access to the Roman mind.

         Once given that access, Arsinoe would fill eager ears with stories of her sister, of how Kleopatra’s ambitions were only seemingly

         in line with those of Rome. She would tell long tales of how Kleopatra had deceived her father, her brothers, and her sister,

         only to serve her own ambitions to be queen. It was all Arsinoe might manage in the way of revenge. She knew that Kleopatra

         would continue to call for her demise, and she could not blame her. If the gods had been good to Arsinoe and if she had been

         in Kleopatra’s place, she would do exactly the same.
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      Dear Your Majesty,


      It has come to my attention that you no longer require any of my services. Therefore, forgive me if I do not return to my position as your adviser and to the Order of the Brotherhood

         of the First Kinsmen. As you recall I am a partner in a very lucrative import business with our friend Hammonius, and I am

         needed in Rome. I shall go where I am needed. It was a pleasure and an honor to serve you. If I was not assured that you were

         receiving equally good service in my stead, I would return to you immediately. But it does appear that you are well taken

         care of in all regards.

      


      

      I am leaving all further matters of the army to the discretion and administration of Hephaestion, a man equally loyal to you

         and, given his physical condition, perhaps more suited to be part of your new regime.

      


      I shall always honor the memory of your father and the kindness he bestowed upon me. If Your Majesty finds in the future that

         she needs me, I shall return to her immediately and without question. Until then-

      


      Your Cousin and Kinsman, 
Archimedes


      She could not say that the sight of his penmanship and the hurt and bitterness that bled from the words did not go straight

         to her heart and wound her. She had disappointed him and injured his pride, and he had deserved much better from her. He had

         been loyal, he had been willing to lay down his life for her, and he had loved her. For those sacrifices he willingly made,

         he received in return the news that she had become the lover of Rome’s dictator.

      


      Why is it that a man might have had such a liaison and thrown it off as either necessity or dalliance? Why is it that a man,

         particularly a king, might have arranged to keep them both? Caesar-indifferent, implacable Caesar-might have tolerated an

         alternative lover in her bed, but Archimedes, with his Greek passion and temperament and masculine pride, would never play

         the lover to another man’s mistress, especially if she were carrying his child. She was glad Archimedes was going straight

         away to Rome. She could not bear to look upon his face, his keen, moist eyes that undressed her even before he laid his hands

         on her body, his beautiful long neck, his brown locks that tickled her face when he was on top of her. Sometimes she could

         hear his laugh inside her head, or remember the way he bit her neck with hot teeth, and she would thrill to her core, blushing,

         covering her face with her hands lest she have to explain this sudden color to anyone, especially Caesar.

      


      She missed him. But she did not have the luxury of wallowing in that sorrow. Caesar had planted inside her belly the course

         for a different kind of future.

      


      At least she was spared the ritual of mourning for a husband. She had had the foresight to rush a divorce through the Egyptian

         court as soon as her brother left the palace. She argued that she could not stay married to someone with whom she was at war.

         That fact, combined 

         with a word of encouragement from the Roman dictator, and the divorce was quickly granted. She did not have to go to his tomb

         and beat her breasts or enact any such nonsense over the brother-husband for whom she felt not one iota of affection or even

         respect.

      


      With Ptolemy the Elder interred and Arsinoe in prison, Kleopatra went to her last sibling, Ptolemy the Younger, and explained

         to him the situation. He was the youngest of a fairly large family and had the characteristics of one who was positioned as

         such. He had been indulged in some ways and kept ignorant in others. Too young to have a keen sense or memory of the coups

         of his mother and eldest sister, he had been allowed to play the role of prince in the nursery. He had grown accustomed to

         Arsinoe and the older brother calling him “King of the Seleucids,” for they, with Pothinus’s ample encouragement, had promised

         him they would conquer the lost empire of Seleucus for him and allow him to rule over it. Kleopatra told him that the Romans

         had long since conquered the lands once ruled by Alexander’s companion, and that they were fighting the Parthians now to keep

         their domain. The boy seemed surprised.

      


      “That doesn’t mean that I shan’t have it in the future,” he said. “Pothinus always said that Rome would destroy itself, either

         with or without help from us.”

      


      “Whether that is true or not, only the gods know,” she replied, trying to be patient with this pudgy boy, this ugly reminder

         of her stepmother, Thea. “In the meanwhile, the papers are being drawn up for our marriage. Caesar wishes us to follow the

         traditions of our ancestors and the terms of our father’s will.”

      


      “I am to be king, then?” he asked.


      “Yes.”


      “Then I shall have a Regency Council? Like Pothinus and Achillas and Theodotus were to my brother?”


      “Julius Caesar and I are your Regency Council,” she said.


      “But he is your lover!” the boy said. “If you are to be my wife, then how is it proper that your lover be my regent?”


      “Dear Brother, listen to me. Despite the foolishness you have heard all your life from your brother and sister and their silly

         eunuchs, you must adjust to the present situation, to the order of things as it exists, not as you wish it to exist in your

         fantasies. Now, if you simply follow 

         the wise counsel of Caesar and myself, you shall not fall victim to the same Fate as your elders.”

      


      “And if I do not?”


      How tedious was this conversation. The boy did not know how fortunate he was to be alive at this moment, to be free, and not

         to be chained to Arsinoe, waiting to be paraded through Caesar’s triumphal arch and into Rome. She had suggested it, but Caesar

         declined to follow her advice. To rule Egypt legally, she required a male consort. Neither Rome nor Egypt was prepared for

         that man to be Julius Caesar, at least not yet. Since the time when Ptolemy I had married his son to his daughter in imitation

         of the pharaohs, the pattern had been the same. To change it so quickly, on the tail of a civil war, would not be wise. “One

         thing at a time, darling,” Caesar had said. “You mustn’t be impatient. It’s the surest road to failure.”

      


      Kleopatra accepted the judgment of Caesar, but she was already tired of explaining things to this preposterous boy. Did he

         really think she would allow him to reign with her once her son was born?

      


      Perhaps she would banish Ptolemy the Younger to a faraway island, letting him rule it in name while someone loyal to herself

         kept an eye on him. Hephaestion would find such a place, and this boy was probably deluded enough to be kept contented in

         such a situation. Once the people of Egypt saw the son of Caesar and Kleopatra and realized the honor and power the boy brought

         to their nation, they would quickly forget about this last male Ptolemy. It would be Kleopatra’s union with Rome that would

         restore the empire of her ancestors. Why could the members of her family, not to mention the majority of the Egyptian people,

         not realize that fact? For it was stamped all over the earth by the boots of Roman soldiers.
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