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Part I


Bactria
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I am Zoë, the fourth of that name in my family. My father was Alexander III of the house of Argead (sometimes called Alexander the Great) and my mother was the princess Roxanna, daughter of Oxyartes, satrap of Bactria. I was born in the satrapal capital city Bactra Balkhi nine months after my father met my mother. They married as an act of political alliance: my father wanted the vaunted Bactrian cavalry with him, not against him, but my mother was tall and beautiful. Not just pretty or attractive, with high cheekbones and a well-sculpted nose, but breath-takingly beautiful. Men claimed to not remember anything they said to her when she conversed with them. My friend Patela’s father told me that every man who stood before her was transformed into a gibbering schoolboy bringing flowers for the teacher. They met when my father stormed the fortress my mother and grandmother had taken refuge in. My grandfather had assured them that the place was impregnable, calling it the Rock of Sogdiana, and that they should not worry. My father, however, was cunning and attacked at night when the guards were unaware. His men scaled a nearby hill and built a bridge from it to the fort.

When he captured the fortress and entered the main hall, he met my mother. He was transfixed by her, claiming never to have beheld anyone so beautiful, and boldly offered her marriage, which she accepted. Love or lust swept them from their feet then and there. Because of this my maternal grandfather Oxyartes, who had been fighting my father in a series of bloody battles across Bactria sped to the fortress and a peace treaty was worked out, the centerpiece of which was the marriage of my mother and father. In addition, of course, my father wanted my grandfather as an ally rather than an enemy, especially his large force of excellent horse archers, who’d bedeviled the Macedonians in several recent encounters. They were quick, nimble, and could shower their opponents with arrows while they rode. The battles had been very bloody, and my father, though victorious, had lost many men. He wanted the Bactrians as allies, not enemies, and marrying my mother was an excellent way of achieving this.

That night in the fortress’ royal bedrooms my father and mother, passion overwhelming them, made scalding hot love on the bed, the dining table, the floor, and in the bath. Somewhere in that passion I was conceived. My mother later described it as a deep and powerful storm of sexual intensity unmatched by anything she’d ever experienced. She said they could not get enough of each other.

“It was like a mad hunger,” she told me, “and since both of us considered ourselves to be among the best sexual athletes in the world, we individually determined to outlast the other in bed. This contest resulted in a powerful attraction, beyond mere lust, between the king and his new queen.

After a few weeks my father assembled his army, reinforced by many of my grandfather’s horse archers and a big troop of Bactrian heavy lancers, and began his descent into the valley of the Indus River, his invasion of India. My mother told me she knew she was pregnant the second it happened. She also said that the moment she set eyes on my father she knew she wanted him and wanted a child with him.

“It was a strange thought,” she sighed, “I’d never imagined I’d think such a thing about a man I’d never met before, but he was magnetic, like a force of nature and I wanted him, and I knew he wanted me. I wanted a child with him.”

I was born nine months later with the aid of the Midwife Nana Ankasa, a woman of great skill and knowledge. I was a breach-birth and, according to my maternal grandmother Balkhi Azhamand, it was the art and training of Nana Ankasa that saved both my and my mother’s lives. 

I grew up in the palace at Bactra Balkhi, which was not a large place compared with Persepolis, Babylon, or Pella, but it was very beautiful. Bactra Balkhi was in essence a rectangle of buildings enclosing a large pear orchard. The buildings were built of mudbricks faced in polished marble and limestone. Inside the walls Bactra Balkhi had many verandas, pools, and private rooms, as well as a main hall, and a reception area. Cool air from the southern wind was cleverly deflected through the rooms by a series of vanes and ducts making it a delightful refuge from the hot Bactrian sun. My mother began my early education when I was four, undertaking it herself, as she told me it was her duty. She taught me Parsi (our native tongue), the history of her family, and the history of Bactria. Once we’d gone beyond what she could comfortably instruct me on ( I was six) she hired a tutor for me, a Greek man named Strabo. My tutor lectured for hours on everything from mathematics, to geography, to theater, to court life. He taught in Greek, so I had to learn that before anything else. Strabo was very inventive in his teaching techniques, avoiding the normal method of rote memorization and regurgitation and replacing it with what he called “Socratic dialogs” on a variety of topics, some of which I chose. In addition to Strabo my mother chose a Bactrian advisor on court etiquette named Kuti. She wanted to present her husband with a Greek-educated daughter who knew both Bactrian and Macedonian courtly rituals, and was thus valuable as a marriage alliance when he returned from his conquests. I was to be a gift to him. It was not because she saw methods of Greek thought as intrinsically better than those of Persia, it was simply that she wanted to please her man.

My mother was also quite disappointed, at first, that I was a girl. A male child would have constituted an heir to my father’s empire and cemented her place as his queen, thus she educated me to make me as worthy a bride-to-be as could be asked for. I was not an unattractive girl, but compared to my mother I was invisible. To be fair though, everyone was invisible when compared to her. I didn’t get her flawless brown skin or her penetrating, almondine eyes, or her sculpted jawline that even in middle age showed no sign of paunch or flab. Instead, I was thin, bony, white-skinned, with auburn winsome hair and freckles. I was told I looked like my father, a man I would never meet. My face was ovaline with round blue eyes, and had my maternal grandmother’s nose, thin and aquiline. Bactrian women place great store in physical beauty, regarding it as a divine blessing. “Uglier girls were to be pitied,” my mother told me, “unless their fathers are very wealthy, their marriage possibilities are less propitious, and they frequently find themselves the victims of philandering husbands.” She believed her beauty was a safeguard against her husband’s perfidy. I don’t think she was right, but being beautiful certainly helps. There were no other girls in the palace, or boys for that matter. I was alone as far as children went, however, despite being a child, I soon discovered that I was smarter than most of the people in the palace. Instead of showing off my smarts, however, I played a demur game, neither letting on my intelligence nor acting stupid.

This allowed me to overhear conversations I would not otherwise have been privy to and deepened my understanding of the complex web of power dynamics that I lived in. Who, for example, was in charge of the palace at Bactra Balkhi, the wife of Alexander III, conqueror of the Rock of Sogdiana, or my maternal grandfather Oxyartes? My mother’s new position as pregnant wife of the new king encouraged her as she asserted herself at court.

“Get her out of here,” shouted Oxyartes to his guards and they rushed forward to lay hands on my mother, “Who do you think you are telling me how to run my palace?”

“It’s not your palace, it’s my husband’s and I am his representative. If you touch me, I shall send word to him describing your actions. His wrath will protect me. You are not that stupid. You gave him your horse archers and half your cataphracts.”

“Do not threaten me, granddaughter, or I shall crush you after I beat you,” threatened Oxyartes, froth actually spewing from his lips, such was his rage, “Your husband cannot get here before I teach you the proper place of a Bactrian woman!”

“No, but my message will get to him and he will avenge me. He will wipe you and all our family off the earth.”

“You would destroy your own family?” raged Oxyartes, “What kind of sorceress are you? What dark god are you in league with?”

“That dark god is my husband, who you so willingly allowed me to marry because it suited your purposes at the time. Now, however, you are confronted by the results of that bond.”

“You are not Alexander of Macedonia,” growled Oxyartes.

“No, I’m his wife and his representative in Bactria. If you harm me or prevent me from performing my function I will write to my husband.”

“I am his representative in Bactria!” yelled Oxyartes, “Get her out of here!” The guards gently chivied my mother from the room politely requesting that she not report them for doing this act, which they found distasteful. My mother did indeed write to her husband who immediately sent a herald back with a letter for my grandfather. It read:

“Greetings Oxyartes,

You will respect my wife Roxanna as my eyes and ears. Though you command in Bactria, she is the instrument of my authority. Do not deny her access to those things which are fundamental to the governance of my realm.

Alexander.”

Unfortunately, this letter did not make things any clearer. If anything it seemed to legitimize two hierarchies of power: one around my mother and one around my maternal grandfather, which is exactly what happened. My mother set up a court centered around herself in the palace’s south wing and established her own spy network. She had eight serving women throughout the house who listened at doors and reported back to her daily. I sat in on many of these reports and saw firsthand my mother’s enjoyment of her position as royal wife and queen, and how this joy grew. As tensions in the palace increased my mother instructed her maids in methods of introducing poisons into foods and began planning a series of assassinations centered on her father, my grandfather.

“Where did you learn how to poison people?” I asked her.

“I learned what I know from a Syrian woman my aunt employed to get rid of her enemies.”

“Are you sure you want to kill grandfather?”

“Oh, I won’t kill him, my dear, I’ll just kill everyone around him. He’ll get the point, I think.”

“Why?”

“He will be coming after me soon, so I want to get him first.”

“Are you sure he’s going to come after you? You are his daughter.”

“Yes, I’m sure. My maids have collected a lot of information. My father is plotting to have me kidnapped when I leave the palace, and he is going to create a situation wherein I have to travel somewhere.”

“You know this?”

“Yes. His huntsmen will be prepositioned near each gate to make sure they get me. They will be wearing the clothing of commoners so no one can connect them back to my father.”

“You’re absolutely sure of this, mother? Because if your maids got it wrong, you’d be starting a war.”

“I am already at war, Zoë. I am a Bactrian woman but I am also the wife of the new Shah an Shah, King of Kings. Alexander, though not Persian, is certainly that. Xerxes’s wife ran his empire when he was in Greece fighting, and Cyrus’s wife did likewise when he was away at war. It is not unknown for the king’s wife to govern when the king is away, but your grandfather does not see how the situation changed when I married.”

“You certainly seem to be enjoying the role of queen,” I said quietly.

My mother looked at me, her eyes flashing irritation.

“When you are old enough, we should be able to arrange a good marriage for you, likely one that will make you a queen. If being a queen is not to your liking, be patient and do nothing. A new wife will replace you or you’ll be poisoned. Queens have to be nimble my dear child and they must know where and when to strike to blunt an enemy’s attack. They must protect their family above all else, especially their children, because that is where their true power lies. If you do not find that exhilarating when you are a queen, then I pity you. Before you go, I have some scrolls for you to read. They are my aunt’s notes on herbalism and pharmacology. Many refer to medicinal aids, to numb the body in case of injury, for instance, but many are poisons. Take note of them all, especially antidotes and any tell-tale warning signs which indicate a poison’s presence, for I shall quiz you on these things. Do not return to me until you’ve read the documents.” My mother motioned for a page to attend to her, and a slim young man in a linen tunic and wool pants approached, kneeled and bowed in the Persian proskynesis (prostrated himself on his hands and knees). He had the light brown skin of a Bactrian and wore his straight black hair in a ponytail.

“Besu, bring the chest I showed you.” He nodded and zipped off to fetch the chest, returning slightly out of breath with a hinged wooden box the size of a small pig. The wood was dark brown and inlaid with ivory flowers and leafy designs. Roxanna unlocked the box and opened it revealing five medium-sized scrolls on pristine vellum. She handed me the key.

“Do not allow this key to leave your possession at any time, understand?” I nodded. “Read them carefully, they are a queen’s tools of power.”

The next morning there was a disturbance at the palace gates as a herald and a troop of Macedonian riders arrived. They brought us a man in a cage on the back of a large cart. The herald requested entrance in the name of the king, and my mother, as his representative rushed to oversee the matter. My grandfather, also the king’s representative, hurried to the gate too. I watched them and the Macedonian troopers from a balcony room on the second floor. I chose this room because my grandfather had an ear trumpet, a neat bronze tube that acted as an aid to hearing what went on in the square below, installed in the room and I knew about it. I’d seen one of his viziers listening through the tube one evening when I was a small girl. He was listening in on a conversation taking place one floor below. I accidentally entered the room looking for a toy and surprised him. He good-naturedly escorted me from the room and locked the door, but my curiosity was piqued. I returned to the earpiece and played with it when no one was looking. I also discovered a moveable slat in the wall which allowed one to watch and listen. I doubt many people in the palace knew what it actually did and simply took it for an odd bit of sculpture. I entered the room, locked the door, rotated the listening tube outside to focus it on the gates below, bent my head to the earpiece, and opened the viewing slat. The herald read a letter aloud to my mother and grandfather.

“Greetings beautiful royal wife and queen Roxanna and Oxyartes, satrap of Bactria. I trust you are running Bactria honorably and justly in my name and that you two are cooperating well together. I am delivering to you a prisoner, Artaxerxes V Bessus, murderer of Darius III, previous king of the Persian Empire. He has been punished according to the royal laws and is remanded to you for the remainder of his sentence. He is to be taken to Hecatompylos, the place where he slew Darius, and crucified. Guards shall keep vultures and other birds from his corpse, preventing his transmission to the afterlife. These things I command.

Alexander III Argead.”

The herald then approached my mother and bowed.

“The king presents his wife and queen with this gift.” He handed my mother a leather bag. She opened it and pulled out a piece of polished jade the size of her hand which had been sculpted into the form of a charging elephant. It was a priceless gift and a public enhancement of her power since my grandfather received nothing except the key to the prisoner’s cage. This visibly angered him but he said nothing in front of the herald, who would surely report the entire exchange to the king. The prisoner was in a sorry state: his nose and ears had been cut off and his beard and hair shorn. Further, he was bound in chains about his legs and chest such that he could not move. It looked like he had not eaten in many days for he was gaunt and his bones showed beneath his skin. After he read his message, the herald bowed again to my mother and rode off through the gates with his company.

My grandfather looked at my mother. “Do you want to crucify him, or can I do that?”

“If you want to do it, I leave it to you, but if the task is too onerous for you, I will undertake it.”

“Ha! How would you drive the nails into his feet? You could not even hold the hammer.”

“I would have my guards do the work while I supervised, father, I’m not stupid.”

Oxyartes stared at her. “Then you may do it, daughter. Enjoy your first execution.” With that he turned away and walked back to the palace. I imagined steam rising out of his ears, he was so angry.

“Guards!” my mother called out, “We will attend to this matter at once. I need horses and an escort. How far is it to Hecatompylos?”

“A two day ride, my lady,” said the guard captain.

“Then prepare us provisions and horses. We leave in the morning. And get that man cleaned up and fed. I don’t want him dying on us before we can execute him.” I later learned that I was to accompany my mother on the trip to Hecatompylos. Her maid told me that participating in a crucifixion would help toughen me up and prepare me for my future as a queen.

The next morning my mother and nine of her guards arrayed in the courtyard, ready to go. My mother’s maids dressed me in riding gear before dawn, so I had been ready for a while. We set out just after dawn and made good progress in the crisp coolness of the desert morning. Our goal was Adlinz, a small town thirty miles from the palace almost midway between it and Hecatompylos. We arrived at the day’s end after a pleasant ride and lodged at an inn called the Desert Mousehole. I was put in a small room at the far end of the second story and took my dinner there away from the guards and my mother. Dinner, roast chicken in pear sauce with fresh-baked bread and butter, was excellent. While I ate, I pored over one of the scrolls my mother had given me. It read:

“I, Olynthos of Molossia, present to you this account of my understanding of the most common plants and their uses, both helpful and hurtful.” She listed one hundred and twenty-two plants in the opening prologue alone. The rest of the scroll was a series of descriptions of those plants, with painted illustrations, and explanations of their effects and antidotes. Much of it seemed overblown. Olynthos clearly thought very highly of herself and said so often enough in the text, but as one read through the scroll it became apparent that the details she gave were based on first-hand experience with the plants, so they were likely accurate. For example, she states, “Atropa Belladonna is a straight-leafed bush which bears a six petal, purple, bell-shaped flower with a yellow center. It is among the most powerful poisons in Nature and is, ironically, a common weed. Poisons may be made by slicing the root and draining off the resulting liquid into a glass cylinder. Take care not to touch the cut root when doing this. Wear gloves and make sure not to touch the face or body. Another way to prepare a poison from Belladonna is to dry the root or the flowers, then grind them with a mortar and pestle. These are but three methods; cooking, frying, and steaming, for example, are all said to yield effective poisons, though I have not tried them.”

“I thought these scrolls were going to be worthless prattle but the more I read the more I liked them,” I muttered to myself while I continued reading: “Though powerful and certainly deadly, the poisons made from the plant’s roots or flowers will almost always leave a dark red blotchy pattern on the victim’s skin. Anyone who investigates the death and knows this will uncover the poison quickly so only use Belladonna in emergencies.” That was quite interesting. I made a note to myself to inspect dead bodies when I got the chance to look for blotchy red skin. Before I noticed, it was very late in the evening.

After a quick breakfast of goat cheese, bread and dried fruit, we were on our way. Mother sidled up to her guard captain, Goas, a good-looking middle-aged Bactrian cavalry officer. I understood that he had served in my grandfather’s army, but his beauty attracted my mother’s attention, and she had him reassigned to the palace, where he was promoted and became her guard captain. My mother spoke to him. I was close at hand, so I overheard their conversation.

“Goas, have you ever crucified anyone?”

“No, my queen, however, I witnessed several when I fought the Sacae. They fought us viciously and Oxyartes tried to cow the populace by a show of force. He ordered us to randomly select twenty people to crucify in a town called Hoan, but the plan backfired, and we had to retreat. Oxyartes attacked them again later in the year, but that effort was also a fiasco.”

“What does a crucifixion involve?”

“Well, the soldiers who crucified the Hoan townsfolk tied the victims to trees and drove nails through their wrists and ankles to hold them in place.”

“Do we have such nails?”

“Yes, my queen, they arrived with the prisoner.”

“Very good. We will stay in Hecatompylos for two days. The first day we will find some lodgings, present the king’s orders to the city’s magistrate, then execute him in the morning.”

“Very efficient, my queen.”

“Goas, are crucifixions bloody?”

“Yes, my queen, they are ghastly spectacles.”

She was quiet at this, as if internally steeling herself.

They rode on together side-by-side for some time, as if they were friends on a picnic though tension seemed to exist just below the surface. By nightfall we arrived at Hecatompylos, a medium-sized walled city of some 5,000 people. The walls were of local rough-hewn granite and towered above us to a height of at least twenty-five feet. The gate was a large iron affair which slid down instead of opening out.

“Goas,” my mother said as if she read my mind, “why are the gates built like that?”

“There are two gates on either end of the gatehouse. In time of siege the city’s defenders allow the enemy into the first gate and trap him there as he rushes in, then the outside gate is slammed down behind them so they can be massacred by soldiers in the tower above them.”

“How clever. Why doesn’t the palace have such a gate?”

“I do not know, my queen, but I shall attend to it when we return, if you wish.”

“I do. Please make it so.”

We entered the gates and found a cramped city with houses of mudbrick built cheek by jowl in congested warrens punctuated only by several large granite buildings, presumably homes of the wealthy or government offices. The place had a clean smell, which I was told was because the north gate was opened each morning to catch the wind, which flushed bad odors from the city. The locals believe the bad smells are evil spirits that cause disease, so this is a way of purifying the city both physically and spiritually.

I rode just behind my mother to catch every word she and Goas said, but also because it was the best vantage point from which to observe the city. I had never been to another city before, Bactria Balkhi was all I knew, and I was curious.

We dismounted inside the gates on a small grassy area near the stables. The prisoner and our guards waited by the stable while a group of men in long white robes approached us. They bowed low to my mother, as was their custom, then led us to our rooms in a nice hotel. There we were treated to a sumptuous lunch of sweet breads, cheeses, fruits, and grilled goat meat marinated in a tangy sauce, which I ate far too much of. I sat next to Goas at lunch and, again, overheard everything.

“My lady,” said one of the men in white as we ate, “what is the purpose of your visit, that we should assist you? We were told that you were coming but not why.”

“We bring a prisoner, a regicide. The man who slew Darius III. He is to be crucified here by royal decree.” My mother produced the letter my father had sent with his royal seal on it. The men examined it and looked at her.

“We hope this prisoner’s actions do not reflect badly on us,” one of them said.

“Yes,” said another, “We support your royal husband and will assist in any way we can.”

“Please have the prisoner confined to a cell in your prison until tomorrow morning when we shall execute him. When he is secured, bring food and wine to my guards, as they are weary from travel.”

“Yes, my lady,” said one of the men in white, and he rose from the meal and walked quickly from the room followed by Goas.

“My lady, when in the morning do you wish to execute the prisoner?” said the second man in white.

“Before breakfast, I think.”

“Ah, then you can eat with us this evening. We will hold a feast in your and your husband’s honor.” He turned to a young man also clad in white and told him to alert the chefs.

“My lady,” said the third man in white, “Have you selected a tree for the execution?”

“I have not. Perhaps you could advise me.”

“We could give you a tour of the parks and public places. Were the king’s instructions explicit regarding an area?”

“No, he left the selection up to me. A tour sounds very good, but I must rest first, perhaps an hour, then I will be ready.”

“Excellent, my lady. Have you any interest in history?” asked the first man in white.

“History? A most interesting subject. Why do you ask?” said my mother.

“We have a library here with many old books which you might like to see. Also, we have a park and temple from the age of Kurush.”

“The park and temple sound inviting, though I’m too tired to read, so I think we’ll skip the library.”

“I’d like to see the library,” I said meekly.

My mother turned her beautiful neck and looked at me as if she’d forgotten I was there. It was clear I’d interrupted her. She wasn’t angry but she wasn’t pleased either.

“You’d like to go to the library?”

“Yes, please, mother.”

She considered me for a moment.

“Very well, you may go. A guard will accompany you. Do you have a librarian if she needs help finding a book?”

“I am a librarian,” said the second man in white robes excitedly, “I would be honored if the king’s daughter would allow me to show her our books.”

“I would also be honored and very pleased,” I replied.

The first man in white and Goas returned and resumed their places.

“The prisoner is secured, and our men fed?”

“Yes, my lady. They are in the Palace Hotel’s dining hall as we speak.”

“Zoë wants to see their library. This man,” she gestured at the second man in white robes, “is a librarian and has offered to take her there. A guard should accompany them. Please see to it.” Goas nodded to her, then smiled a rough battle-worn smile at me, which made the scars and wrinkles on his face stand out like ridges on a mountain. He got up and walked to the dining hall.

When lunch was finished my mother went up to her room to rest and touch up her hair and makeup. Goas stood guard outside her door. The second man in white robes and one of our guards approached me.

“You are ready, princess?”

“Yes. What is your name, librarian?”

“I am Amar, son of Ontes, princess.”

“What is your name, guard? I do not recognize you.”

“My name is Konto and I am new to the palace, princess.”

Amar began walking at a brisk pace and led us down several paths and thoroughfares that wove their way through the close-set mudbrick houses to a large granite building with three floors.

“Wow.” It was all I could say. The building’s entrance was flanked by two large carved porphyry statues of winged lions and above the door’s lintel was a massive stone bull’s head, painted black with gold eyes. Amar opened the bronze door at the front entrance and the three of us entered.

The library had a single hall running the length of the building with bookcases arranged back-to-back along either flank. Each bookcase was crammed with scrolls and boxes of parchment. Two young men approached us from a desk at the back.

“Do you require assistance?” said the shorter one.

“This is the king’s daughter,” intoned Amar importantly. This flustered the two men, and they bowed low to me.

“What do you wish to read, princess?” said the taller one.

“Do you have any books on plants and their uses?”

“We have many!” said the short man with enthusiasm, “Please follow me.” He led us to a staircase at the back of the building and we descended to the library’s basement floor. The tall man skipped forward and lit several oil lamps so we could see. The bookcases on this floor were in the same position but some areas were marked off limits with black ropes blocking their entrances.

“What are those areas?

“They are special access areas. Only certain people may use them,” said Amar, “as the king’s daughter you may certainly look through the shelves, but I doubt you’ll find much to interest you there.”

I looked at him as pointedly as I could, as if to say I will be the judge of what interests me and walked over to a black-roped section and began unrolling scrolls randomly. The short librarian attended me quickly.

“Princess, please note that each scroll and box has a small tag attached to it which indicates the scroll’s subject matter and author, as well as a short summary of the work. It is unnecessary to unroll them to find what you want.”

I nodded and began reading the small wooden tags that were tied to the scrolls. The tiny painted tags indicated hundreds of scrolls on sorcery, spell casting, astrology, and many other divinatory practices. There were books of curses, spells for summoning gods or monsters, and instruction manuals for how to tell the future by examining the liver of a freshly killed goat. I stared at the scrolls. It was startling to see so much writing on such a subject as magic.

“How did the library come by all these magic scrolls?” I perused more tags as I spoke.

“The great king Kurush, first of the Achaemenids and creator of the Empire, was campaigning with his army in this area against the Sacae. During the night he dreamt of a library which was a repository of magic and sorcery such that the Old Gods of the lands would be satisfied. When he awoke, he entered the city and commanded the people to begin building it, which we did. My predecessors collected scrolls, cuneiform tablets, sheets of parchment, and the like from across the Empire and beyond. Since then, we have maintained this place at the command of our first Shah an Shah.”

“So, it is a magical library. How interesting.” I looked through more shelves and at many more scroll tags until I came across one entitled “Pharmacopeia, or the Effects of Plants and Herbs on the Human Body.”

“I’d like to read this scroll, please, Amar.”

“Of course, princess.” Amar led me and Konto to a small wooden desk with a sturdy chair and bowed. The tall librarian lit three oil lamps for me so I could see, and I placed the scroll in the holder atop the desk and began turning the crank that unwound it. It was written by one Gorgias of Cyrene and claimed to have more than a thousand plants indexed throughout its length.

“Have water and food brought for the princess,” said my guard, “we may be here a while.”

Gorgias’s scroll added many plants to the scrolls my mother had given me to read. Briony, for example, could be brewed into a tea to calm the stomach, while Strychnos, a white-flowered plant, caused the heart to stop beating. Metals such as lead and arsenic had lethal properties as well. Nuts also could be deadly. The nuts of a tree called the Aesculus, when boiled, were particularly deadly, as were the pits of several common fruits. These could be dried and ground into a powder, then introduced to the target’s food. In addition, several feet of the scroll were devoted to animal, reptile, and insect poisons, including snakes of many types, and spiders. Hours passed as if they were minutes and soon a guard arrived from my mother to tell us that the feast would begin soon.

“Amar, could I borrow this book? It will be at Bactra Balkh, so I can return it by messenger post when I am finished with it.”

“Of course, princess. Ordinarily the books do not leave the library but one such as yourself can be trusted to protect the scroll.” Amar looked nervous. Apparently, no one asked to take out a book very often.

The feast was held in a large dining hall in one of the granite buildings. Hundreds of people arrayed in colorful finery joined us at the tables, though my mother, Goas, and two of the men in white robes sat apart from the rest of us on a raised dais. A priestess in bright red robes followed by a contingent of female acolytes entered the hall and danced to drive out any evil entities that may have been lurking in the shadows. Shortly after this, pages brought out dinner: roasted desert hare, honey cakes, carrots, and boiled nuts all washed down with a strong white wine. Konto cut mine by three-quarters with water but it still made my head spin. We were seated at a table with two affluent young women from the city who gossiped all dinner about other young women they knew.

“What books do you read?” I said between mouthfuls of boiled nuts.

“I don’t read anything,” said one young woman. “I don’t either,” said the other, “Do you read?”

“I do. I am currently reading a scroll about plants and their uses.” The two women looked at me with puzzled expressions.

“But you are a princess,” said the first young man.

“I am.”

“Then why are you reading about plants? Do you have a garden?”

“No, plants have many uses besides being salad or flowers.”

“For such a young girl you have adult hobbies,” said one of the young women, “I think you’ll make a good queen one day.”

I blushed and stammered, “Thank you.” We ate for a while in silence, eventually broken by Konto.

“Why are you interested in plants, princess? I find it unusual, and the young lady is right. It is an adult interest.”

I looked around the table. Everyone was looking at me. My strange fascinations apparently interested them.

“All of you stop eating and look at your food,” I said. They looked at me then stopped eating. “If your food were poisoned, how would you know?” They looked at me, surprised.

“What do you mean, princess?” said the first young woman.

“I mean, if someone were trying to kill you, could you recognize poisons in your food and drink?”

“No,” stammered the second young woman. Everyone, including Konto, shook their heads.

“But princess, why would someone try to kill me?” said the first young woman.

“It is likely no one ever will, my dear, but when I marry, I will likely be paired with a king somewhere, making me a queen. At that point I will become the target of court intrigues from many sources. If I cannot recognize poison I may die during one of these episodes.”

“Princess, that is why you have food tasters and guards,” said Konto.

“True, but they can be bribed or killed and replaced with assassins.”

“Who would try to kill you?” he gasped, in surprise.

“No one now, but in the future, I will probably be a target. If I can’t tell the difference between food that has been doctored with some kind of poison, be it plant, metal, or venom from food that is untainted, I will probably be murdered.”

“Princess, such thoughts are beneath you. You will be beloved by all,” said Konto.

“That would make me even more dangerous, Konto. I watch my mother and my grandfather wrestle with each other for power in the palace every day and I’ve learned a lot. One of them is going to kill the other.” The two young women stared at me for a moment.

“We were going to ask you to come tour the city this evening, but our petty interests would probably bore you,” said the first.

“Oh no, I’d love to tour the city with you. That would be heaven! What are your names?”

“I’m Ralik,” said the first young woman.

“And I’m Hamra,” said the second.

“Konto, will you escort us this evening?”

“Of course, princess, though I think we need a second guard.”

“Who do you propose?”

“Cynos is very attentive and has a good eye for danger.”

“Get him, please, and let Goas know of our plans. Ralik, Hamra, are you ready to show me the city?”

“Yes, princess!” they said together. We finished our plates and waited while Konto went to the guards table and spoke with Goas and Cynos, then the five of us filed out of the hall and into the street.

“Hecatompylos has several nice garden parks,” smiled Ralik, “We thought we would begin with a stroll. You can meet some of our friends.”

The three of us linked arms and laughed and giggled as we walked three long blocks to a large, walled public garden. We entered it through a stone arch with an iron gate and were confronted immediately with a long double row of flowering hedges.

“What beautiful dogwoods.” We strolled toward them.

“Do dogwoods have any powers?” asked Hamra as she pushed a stray curl behind her ear.

“You can boil the roots to make a tea which will help reverse lead poisoning.”

“Lead is poison?” said Ralik, “My house has lead pipes in it!”

“I read that as long as water is moving through the pipes and does not rest in them you will be fine. To work as a poison, lead has to be ground into a fine powder and worked into spicy food because its taste is strong.”

“Oh,” said Ralik, “So, I’m ok?”

“I’m pretty sure you are.”

We giggled and walked along the path between the dogwoods until it intersected an avenue of rose bushes, then we turned left and promenaded between them. The walk went on under the evening moon, a cool breeze rustling the leaves and cooling our skin. Our shoes crunched on the fine white pebbles of the path. I smiled and found myself happy and relaxed.

“Next we are going to take you to an astrologer we know,” said Hamra, “She’s going to tell our fortunes.”

“An astrologer? I’ve never been to one before. There are books on astrology in the library, but they seem to be mainly math.”

“I don’t know about the math part,” said Hamra giggling, “but we always have fun with her. She’s Ralik’s cousin.”

The five of them exited the garden and passed down a side street where they found a cozy mudbrick building, the door of which was propped open allowing a red light to spill out. They entered the small house and were greeted by a middle-aged woman with long dark hair and a narrow face. She wore a black robe with a silver chain at her hip as a belt. A red scarf held back her hair.

“Good evening my dears,” she purred as she bustled us through the door, “and good evening to you princess.” She bowed and smiled. “I’ve never told a princess’s fortune before. I must admit to a little nervousness.” She led them into a second, larger room which had six wooden chairs and a low table. Tapestries of fantastic and mythological beasts festooned the walls.

“I am Shara,” said the astrologer, “and I have the gift of foresight. Please sit and I will tell your fortunes.”

They sat and scooted around the table. Even Konto and Cynos were curious and huddled with us, though they did not forget they were guards.

“Tonight, since we have so many fortunes to tell, I will use very basic astrological calculations to determine each of your futures only out to a few months. Who wants to go first?”

“I think Zoë should go first,” said Ralik.

“Oh no, I want to see how it’s done before I take my turn.”

“Alright, I’ll go first then,” said Hamra laughing. Shara placed a piece of parchment on the table and drew a number of circles and lines with a piece of fine charcoal, then asked Hamra a few questions about things such as when and where she was born. I got the feeling that Shara already knew much of this information, but the spectacle of asking was important. Shara made some quick calculations on the parchment and drew a few more lines.

“You will be happy and fulfilled, and your father will get you a new horse.” Everyone laughed and Shara handed the parchment to Hamra.

“May I go next?” asked Konto.

“Of course. What is your name, and when and where were you born?”

“I am Konto, son of Philo and I was born twenty-two years ago in the village of Elone in Bactria.” Shara pulled out another piece of parchment and drew several circles and lines on it as she did for Hamra, then drew some new lines. She frowned and did some quick calculations, then frowned again.

“Are you the princess’s guard?”

“Yes, I am.”

“Be most vigilant in your duties. Danger swirls around you and death is not far off. Princess, I need to cast your chart next as I believe it is connected to Konto’s own fate.” There was no giggling or laughter now. “What is your name, princess, and where and when were you born?”

“I am Zoë and I was born nine years ago in Bactra Balkh.” Shara drew more circles and lines on a fresh piece of parchment and did some calculations, then drew some more lines. Her frown this time was even deeper and more anguished.

“Princess, you are in danger. Not now, but soon. When you return to Bactra Balkh. Someone is going to try to kill you.” Ralik and Hamra both inhaled deeply with shock. Konto and Cynos stood up and checked the door, looking up and down the street.

“Please, the attempt will not occur until she returns to the palace. This line intersects both Mars and Saturn. That is bad, but there is no danger around you right now. No reason to drop your guard, but no need for alarm.”

“Can you see where the danger stems from?”

“An older man who sees you as a threat. Do you know anyone like that?”

“My grandfather, perhaps.”

“Oxyartes?” said Cynos, “I suppose that makes sense. I’ve heard he’s terrified of your mother. He may go after you to get to her.”

“Yes. This pair of lines intersect both Venus and Mercury and then cross each other, which indicates a plot or plan against someone dear to you, but also that you are the object of that plot. Also, several suitors will try to marry you.”

“What?” I laughed out loud. “How can I be married if I’ll be dead?”

“The stars just show traces of what is ahead. It is up to us how we meet those things. You know your grandfather may be plotting to kill you, so you can adjust your behavior to meet that threat.”

“I see, and Konto is tied to this threat?”

“It seems so. He should be assigned to you as your personal guard if he isn’t already.”

“What do you think of that, Konto?”

“I will be your guard, princess. I will ask Goas to make the assignment.”

“Thank you, Konto.”

“I’m terrified for you, princess,” gasped Hamra, “I can’t believe someone is going to try to kill you!” Ralik, Konto, and Cynos all agreed. “What can we do to help?”

“Make sure she doesn’t sleep alone and that someone guards her door,” Shara said. Again, everyone agreed.

“Ralik and Hamra, would you like to sleep in my room tonight?”

“We’d love to, princess,” they said together.

Shara stood and ushered them out the door.

“Good night my friends. I’m sorry the readings were so frightening and dark, but life is often like that, especially at the top of society. Please be careful and go in peace.”

We went out into the night and wended our way back to the Palace Hotel. Each shadow and dark alley now seemed to contain potentially threatening figures and every corner the possibility of assault and death. I was sweating when we got to the hotel, my heart beating fast and fear rising in my gut. I tried very hard to suppress all this, to appear as if nothing was wrong. When we reached the dining hall, we found Goas and told him Ralik and Hamra were staying with me for the evening. He dispatched a messenger to tell their parents where their children were. I debated telling Goas and my mother about the astrologer’s predictions, as the outcomes likely involved them, but I decided against it for reasons I can’t really explain. Perhaps it was the marriage prediction that spooked me. Only my mother could be involved in that.
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