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Part I — The Shadow at Court

What if it wasn’t an asp?

What if it wasn’t suicide?

What if it wasn’t death at all?

They wrote that I died for love. They were wrong. I have never died for anyone.

He came to court at dusk, when the sun turned the columns the color of old honey and the courtiers grew soft with wine. He did not drink. He watched. Always from the edge of the room, where the breeze off the water could not quite reach and the lamplight made a halo of smoke. When fools pushed cups into his hand, he lifted them and let the wine wet his lip without swallowing. That is how I knew him. Men can pretend anything they like; bodies tell the truth.

I let him watch me. That is a kind of leash.

Antony glittered then—loud, generous, as golden as the city I gave him. He loved the noise of conquest and the quiet of my bed, and I loved him for both. But love is not a crown. I had seen too many crowns traded for a softer bed and a shorter life. Rome was a tide; it never stopped coming. To stand against it, you needed something that did not drown.

The stranger moved like a thought you cannot shake. I felt him before I looked—an attention, focused and cool, drawing the heat out of the air around me. He did not bow like the rest. He inclined his head a fraction, as if acknowledging an equal. It was flattering. It was useful. I smiled back because I wanted him closer.

“My queen,” he said the first time I let him speak to me alone, in the garden where the papyrus rustled and the lamps stuttered. His voice carried no country. Sanded smooth by centuries, perhaps. “Your city outshines Rome.”
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