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          ALEXANDRIA, EGYPT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        January, 39 BC

      

      

      Lydia detached herself from the surge of chaos in the palace kitchens and slipped along the shadowed corridor, to a door in the south wall where a few coins would find their way into her palm. If she was not caught.

      The shouts had come thirty minutes earlier. The Idumean governor of the north-country province of Israel was navigating his ship into the royal port. Slaves assigned to watch the darkening harbor scuttled back to the palace.

      In the kitchens, Banafrit was barking commands at her frantic staff, her voice a whip-crack over slaves and servants alike who scurried to do her bidding. But Lydia’s presence was neither needed nor expected there, and her secret errand would not wait. She risked a beating, or worse. It was not the first time.

      From somewhere in the cavernous palace came a haunting melody plucked on lyre strings, but the gray walls of the darkened corridor tunneled away from the sound to the south wall. Lydia sped forward on sure feet, sandals scuffing the stone floors. She could navigate these halls in darkness, and often did, to be alone with her thoughts.

      The blue glaze of the jug she carried was smooth, but her fingers instinctively sought imperfections, any trapped air or roughened clay that would render the piece less valued. A figure in the narrow doorway ahead shifted, the moonlight outlining wide shoulders and brawny arms.

      At his sudden appearance, her back stiffened.

      “You are late.” He spoke in a whisper. The light behind him left his features undefined, but the voice was familiar.

      In the harbor beyond, the eerie sound of a cat yowling for its next meal raised the hair on Lydia’s arms. “I had difficulty getting away. We have a guest arriving—”

      “Yes, Herod. The entire city is aware. But one politicking Arab need not disrupt all of commerce!”

      Lydia bit back a sharp reply. Her small jug was hardly the stuff of exotic trade. She held the piece to the moonlight. “I gave this one shaded striations of blues and grays, and you’ll see that the neck is quite delicate—”

      “Girl, you know I care nothing about beauty.” He snorted. “The only beauty I know is the lovely color of the obols your pieces fetch me.” He jingled a pouch at her eye level. “Pity you can’t work faster. Your work is always in demand.”

      Lydia handed him the jug and took the pouch from his outstretched hand. “Someday.” She shook the coins as he had done. “When I have saved enough of this.”

      Though at the pace she found time to make pieces, she would be older than Banafrit by the time she broke free of palace service to open her own shop. If she survived that long. “Someday.”

      He shrugged and disappeared into the night with a disinterested wave and a muttered, “Until next week.”

      Lydia’s free hand lifted of its own accord, as if to bid farewell to the jug that was a part of her, as all her artwork became.

      She turned back into the corridor, and a flutter of white caught her eye. Her pulse jumped. “Who is there?”

      Silence met her question. She tucked the money pouch with its scant obols under the folds of her outer robes and hurried forward, sliding her fingers along the length of the damp wall. Around the first corner, a smoldering torch painted the corridor in a smoky half-light. Her quarry vanished around the next bend, but not before the jade-green robes and pale flesh had given her away. Andromeda.

      Had the girl been watching? Seen the transaction in the shadows? Lydia paused in the hall, one hand braced against the wall and the other clutching the meager pouch. Cleopatra’s anger knew no limits and was as unpredictable as summer lightning.

      The scent of smoke watered Lydia’s eyes and a chill breeze snaked through the hall and sputtered the torch, mimicking the beat of her heart. She swallowed against a bitter taste. She was so close to her goal of six hundred obols. She needed only to keep her head down and stay safe from Cleopatra’s wrath until she earned a bit more. But if Cleopatra found out…

      She would not follow Andromeda. Better to tuck the pouch’s dismal contents into the carefully concealed pocket of her sleeping mat, in the lower level of the palace she shared with two other servants, than to try to figure out the girl’s plan. Lydia passed the smoking torch, rounded the corner hesitantly, but Andromeda was already gone, off to spread gossip, no doubt. The girl was younger even than Lydia, perhaps only fifteen years old, but never missed a chance to outshine her. Lydia escaped to her bedchamber, secreted away the coins in the straw, and hurried to the kitchens to assess the damage.

      The palace kitchens bordered a spacious atrium with a central impluvium beneath the open sky, catching rainwater. Tonight, at the four corners of the impluvium, four large bronze pots were suspended by chains over cook fires. The overflowing pots pitched and heaved like ships on tempestuous waves of fire. Heat radiated through the courtyard, escaping into the night air. No expense, no effort would be spared to impress Herod. Cleopatra had made her desires clear.

      Around the fires, palace staff stumbled, shoved, and shouted. The raised arms of pretty serving girls rushed past with platters of delicacies, and new-muscled boys shouldered amphorae of wine in a parade of luxury marching toward the spread tables.

      Lydia weaved through the bedlam to the vast kitchen off the atrium, following the sound of Banafrit’s roar of impatience.

      “What do I care about such nonsense tonight, girl?”

      Lydia hesitated in the doorway, jaw tightening. Andromeda had already found her way to Banafrit, to pour her poison into the woman’s ear and try to curry favor. But Banafrit elbowed the girl away, bustling around a table littered with the remains of radish and carrot tips and greens and scowling at the noisy kitchen staff all at once.

      The woman’s gray-streaked hair was struggling free of its combs, and in the fire-heat, strands plastered her pink cheeks. Flour coated her left eyebrow, and she wiped the back of her hand across her forehead, the tan smudge like a scar.

      Blustering as she was, Banafrit was the closest thing to a mother Lydia had ever known, though Lydia would never admit to the woman that she had constructed the role for her. Lydia belonged nowhere, but at least in this kitchen, she was acknowledged.

      The older woman eyed Lydia in the door frame, glanced from her to Andromeda, and scowled once more. The younger girl seemed to understand where Banafrit’s loyalty lay and slunk off to complain to a servant boy who was always hanging about her.

      But it was another who greeted her, rising unsteadily from a chair against the wall. “Lydia, at last.” He ringed a table of servants arranging pale-green melons on platters and came forward to greet her.

      “Samuel.” She held out welcoming hands to her friend. The aging man’s usually laugh-crinkled face was somber, his white beard uncombed. “What brings you to the palace, on a night such as this?”

      “I—I need to speak with you—”

      Banafrit waddled between them and swatted at Samuel in a familiar gesture born of years of acquaintance. “Be gone, old man. We’ve no time for lessons and studies here tonight. Herod will be wanting his food and his comforts, and we’ve nothing but slow-witted servants and lazy slaves about.”

      She cast an evil eye over Lydia, though a fondness lay behind her expression. “And you—why is it everyone wants to speak about you, to you? Haven’t you duties of your own tonight? I should think that brat—”

      “Cleopatra is readying her son herself this evening.” Lydia idly rearranged some pomegranates and green grapes on one of the serving dishes into a more pleasing display, with complementary colors better balanced. “She wanted to remind him of the proper manners before a Jewish Galilean governor.”

      Samuel grunted. “He’s not Jewish. And as for proper manners…” He lifted his eyes to the ceiling and shrugged.

      Samuel’s hostility ran deep. Although he had been born in Susa, in what had once been the Persian Empire where his people had been exiled centuries ago, he was intensely loyal to all of Israel. And Lydia was equally loyal to him. If Banafrit was mother, then Samuel was father. Though it was best to remain independent, to keep some distance. A battle Lydia continually fought.

      “Banafrit is right, Samuel. I should make myself available for whatever is needed tonight. Our lessons must wait.”

      “Hmph, lessons.” Banafrit poked a servant girl and handed her the fruit platter. “Why you want to learn to be Jewish from this man, I’ll never understand. You’re not even a Jew.”

      Lydia raised her eyebrows. “How do you know?”

      Banafrit’s glance flicked to Samuel, then away, as though the two held a confidence between them. “I told you I’ve no time for chatter.”

      But Samuel grabbed her hands, dwarfing them in his own large grasp. “No lessons tonight, Lydia. I need to tell you something important. Something has happened—”

      “Ly—di—a!” The screech echoed through the kitchen chamber, familiar enough to freeze every servant and slave at his task.

      Cleopatra sailed into the kitchen, raven hair unbound and streaming, dressed only in a white sheath. Her dark eyes were wild with anger or excitement, perhaps both. “There you are! I have been calling for you all over the palace like a peasant woman chasing down a wayward husband! I need you at once. Caesarion has hurt himself, and I am not even close to being ready to meet Herod.” She gave a glance to Samuel, his hands still wrapped around Lydia’s, and frowned. Then she spun and departed, her expectation clear that Lydia would follow on her heels.

      Lydia tried to pull her hands from Samuel’s grasp, but he held firm. “Not yet, child. I have something vital I must tell you. Something of your future. It is past the time—I should have told you long ago.”

      Banafrit’s never-ceasing activity stilled.

      Lydia bit her lip at the intensity in his eyes. “What do you mean, past the time—?”

      “Ly—di—a!”

      She snatched her hands from his. “I must go, friend. I will find you later.” She fled the kitchen, but his declaration thudded inside her mind like an omen of destiny. Her future. And perhaps her past? She wanted to reach back for the knowledge, but it was like grasping at a wave and finding only sea spray. When would she have another chance? The deep ache, with her always and all the more these past months, swelled against her chest, full and yet desolate.

      She shook her head against the emotion and crossed the flame-lit kitchen courtyard. Her mistress was already gone. She hurried down the front hall of the palace, up the massive stairs, to the chamber suite of Cleopatra Philopator, reincarnation of Isis, Pharaoh of Egypt.

      The white-kilted Egyptian guard nodded at her approach.

      She rapped her knuckles twice against the wooden door but did not wait to be invited. Caesarion’s wailing penetrated into the hall, and Lydia’s instinct propelled her into the room.

      “What is it, little cub? What’s happened?”

      She pulled up short. The boy sat inconsolable in the lap of Andromeda. The girl’s green robes were smirched with wetness, and her dark and stringy hair hung over his head.

      Andromeda shifted her eyes toward Lydia and gave her a tight smile of challenge. It was no secret that Andromeda sought to replace her in Caesarion’s affections. Already the girl cared for Cleopatra’s newborn twins. Was that not enough?

      The thought of separation from the boy tightened Lydia’s throat. She should not have allowed herself to get so close.

      But at Lydia’s voice, Caesarion struggled free of the younger girl’s arms and sped across the chamber, arms high.

      Lydia caught him up in her arms. Tears sparkled in his dark lashes and ran rivers wide as the Nile down his cheeks. “Now there, what has happened?”

      “I fell.” He sniffed and pointed to a scraped knee.

      “I was about to dress the wound.” Andromeda’s voice was buttery soft for Cleopatra’s benefit.

      Lydia set the boy down again. At seven years old, he was too big to carry. She needed to get Andromeda out before she mentioned what she had seen in the corridor. She nodded to the girl, “That will be all. I’m sure Banafrit needs your service downstairs.”

      Andromeda narrowed her eyes, glanced at Cleopatra on the far side of the chamber, oblivious in her wardrobe preparations, then strolled from the room.

      For all the frenzied commotion of the lower-staff level, Cleopatra’s multiroomed chamber was an oasis of peaceful luxury, with flaming braziers scattered against the walls, warming the rooms and heavy tapestries at the windows to block the winter chill. The rooms were spacious and high ceilinged, the walls frescoed in golds and reds by the best Alexandrian artists.

      Cleopatra herself was a thing of beauty, draping herself in her signature eclectic mix of jewel-like Roman purples and crisp Greek whites, with the Egyptian’s cropped black wig, striped nemes head cloth, and rearing gold cobra shimmering at her forehead. Indeed, the meeting of these two leaders was a blend of nearly all the world—the Greek pharaoh of Egypt now sought by Rome, meeting the Arab governor of a Hebrew province.

      Caesarion was still crying, and Lydia dropped to the floor beside a warm brazier and pulled him to her. “Let us look at this knee. There, now that is nothing. Look. A scrape, and only a little blood clings to it. How shall you be a fine Egyptian soldier if you wail over such a slight wound?”

      He snuggled closer to her, head on her shoulder, and she sang softly to him, a favorite tune that always calmed his restlessness. Her voice carried, pure and gentle, across the chamber.

      “I swear by the gods, Lydia, that voice of yours could charm a monster.” Cleopatra laughed coldly and inclined her head toward Caesarion. “Or a monstrous child.”

      Cleopatra still fussed with the purple-edged toga she was arranging, and Lydia left the boy to cross the room and help. With deft fingers she draped the toga in the Roman fashion, tucked the ends snugly against Cleopatra’s slim figure, and turned the woman toward the bronze.

      Cleopatra surveyed herself and smiled. “Yes, as usual, everything you touch grows more beautiful, does it not? How could we possibly manage here without you?”

      The compliment should have warmed Lydia, but she knew better than to believe it was born of affection. Cleopatra allowed no one to feel secure. Though only ten years older than Lydia, since Caesarion’s birth, Lydia had seen her order the murders of both a younger brother and sister. And her second brother’s death—

      Lydia tried to refuse the memory, the soul-suffocating memory that crouched in waiting if she was not diligent in breathing it away. Cleopatra had followed in her father’s royal footsteps, having watched him order the execution of her older sister, Berenice, while Cleopatra was still a girl.

      Lydia returned to Caesarion, still cradling his knee, and pulled him to herself.

      Cleopatra turned to her, eyed the two on the floor, and tilted her head. “You always find a way to look prettier than your station should allow, don’t you? Is that one of my dresses you have pilfered?” Her mood had soured without warning, as it often did.

      “What? No!” Lydia smoothed the white linen sheath dress embroidered with delicate threads of blue. “No, I sewed this myself.”

      “Hmm. Well, you’re too elegant to be a servant. I am sick of you and your ideas. Perhaps it’s that troublemaker you spend time with. I’ve been meaning to get rid of Samuel. He’s far too old to do much good at the Museum.”

      Lydia opened her mouth, but there was nothing to be said. Better to ignore the threat and pray it was spoken with little thought.

      Cleopatra observed herself in the bronze once more, turning left and right. “Good enough to win Herod as a friend?”

      Friend? As the only living Ptolemy left, besides her son, she was a shrewd and wary ruler and no friend to anyone. Not even Marc Antony, who had fallen victim to her charms two years ago, after the assassination of his mentor and her lover, Julius Caesar. She had nothing left of Caesar but his son, and she quickly understood the need to ingratiate herself to the next man in line to rule all of Rome. Antony’s twins had been born to Cleopatra a few months ago, but she grown even more paranoid since.

      The queen floated from the room on a wave of perfume, leaving Lydia hugging Caesarion all the more fiercely, the younger brother she would never have.

      Often as a child, she had pretended that she was a princess too. Stolen from her parents, who even now searched the world for her. But such dreams were remnants of childhood, and there was nothing, no one, that was truly hers. No one to whom she belonged.

      She buried her face in Caesarion’s sweet-smelling hair.

      It was best to keep some distance.
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      Where would she find Samuel when Lydia finally got free from the demands of Cleopatra, to hear his important news? She would make her appearance with Caesarion as brief as possible and be on her way.

      The magnificent central courtyard of the palace, so recently a storm of preparation, was silent save for two huge braziers flanking the reflecting pool, their massive fires devouring dried dung chips and heating the chilly courtyard. Lydia entered from the south hallway, Caesarion in tow, and slowed to a stop under the columned portico.

      Cleopatra stood with her back to them, regal at the head of the stone pool, head high. Waiting. On either side of the queen, bare-chested Egyptian guards like sentinel sphinxes rested easy hands on sickle swords.

      And then, in a moment, the governor of Galilee swept into the courtyard, his retinue in his wake. Dressed in a tunic the color of mustard seed and a white robe tossed casually over his shoulders, Herod had the dark skin and oiled curls of his Arabic heritage, but the bearing of a Greek. He did not lower his head in respect to Cleopatra. At this, Lydia sucked in a breath. The queen would not be pleased.

      But Cleopatra extended her hands, as if Herod were an old friend come to visit. “At last we meet.” The honeyed tone was one she reserved for manipulation. “How could such a great friend of my Antony be a stranger for so long?”

      Herod gave a lift of the eyebrow and a small smile at the gracious greeting. He took her hand, brought it to his lips, and brushed her hand with the briefest of kisses. “My lady. It is indeed an honor to meet the woman who has so recently claimed the heart of one of my oldest friends.”

      Lydia ducked her head to hide a smile. Already the two were sparring—Cleopatra claiming Marc Antony as her own possession, and Herod reminding the queen that the two men had been friends for fifteen years, while Antony’s dalliance with Cleopatra only went back two.

      “How fortunate for me that you chose to make a stop here on your way to Rome.” Cleopatra extended a hand to a three-sided placement of cushioned couches. “Please, I hope you will not find our Alexandrian winter too cold for dining outdoors?”

      Herod eyed the couches, then the braziers, and smiled. “The heat of the fire is almost unnecessary within the warmth of your hospitality.”

      A chill breeze lifted Lydia’s hair and chased it around her face. At her side, Caesarion fidgeted and tugged on her hand. “I want to go to Mother.”

      Lydia felt his restlessness. The hieroglyphic-carved column was cold, and she wanted to move as well—off to find Samuel and hear this mysterious message about her past and her future.

      She pulled Caesarion forward, past the reflecting pool with its water black under the night sky and white lotus flowers straining at the edges as though wishing to break free. In the darkened portico surrounding the massive courtyard, several dozen servants loitered in silence, waiting to be summoned, the whites of their eyes like the lotus flowers. The occasional scritch of sandal or whispered word betrayed their watching presence. In a palace, even the staff schemed in alliances and competed for positions. Conspiracy was not just for royalty. Lydia glanced along the wings. Was Samuel among them?

      Cleopatra and Herod settled themselves onto opposing couches, a table laden with Banafrit’s efforts spread between them—flatbread and dates, sycamore figs and almonds, and filled cups of wine. Several young women clustered onto the couches around Herod, and two guards stood behind. Cleopatra’s guards likewise circled to her back. The braziers on either side blurred the air with heat.

      Lydia hesitated at the perimeter of the couches and waited for Cleopatra to acknowledge their presence.

      “And who is this, my lady?” Herod’s gaze traveled the length of Lydia, then rested on Caesarion. “Dressed as a little Roman?”

      Cleopatra waved them forward, and Lydia prodded the boy to take a step.

      “This is Ptolemy Caesar, Herod. My son and coregent of Egypt, and son of Julius Caesar. We call him Caesarion.”

      “Hmm, yes. ‘Little Caesar,’ is it?” Herod shrugged. “Or so they say.”

      Cleopatra pulled Caesarion to herself, pinning him under one arm on the couch beside her. Julius Caesar had been officially deified by the Roman Republic two years ago, and Herod’s casual reference was nearly blasphemy. Or would have been, if either of them were Roman.

      Lydia stepped back. Could she make her escape now?

      “And his nurse, I take it?” Herod’s gaze was on her again.

      “Yes, sit, Lydia.” Cleopatra jabbed a finger at an adjoining couch. “You may take the boy in a few minutes.”

      Lydia suppressed an exasperated sigh. Cleopatra needed her son as a prop, but it should only last a few minutes before she tired of his restiveness and sent him off. Lydia sat at the edge of the couch, fingers tapping against the fabric. As much as she wanted to find Samuel, Cleopatra’s mood was dangerous, and it would not be prudent to cross her tonight, not after the hostility and desperation she’d shown in her chamber.

      “And what of Antony’s brats? I am surprised you have not displayed them tonight.”

      Lydia cringed at the harsh reference.

      Cleopatra seemed unfazed. “So, you go to Rome to throw your lot in with those who would rule. It seems that Octavian, Antony, and Lepidus have formed quite the solid threesome, have they not? And you hope they will support you against those who would prefer to see a Jew on the throne of Judea?”

      Herod draped an arm around one of the women who lounged at his side. He was perhaps a few years older than Cleopatra, in his early thirties, and still exceedingly handsome, with an athletic build and the sensuous features of his heritage—warm, dark eyes and full lips. “I look forward to meeting Octavian.” He reached for a cup of wine and raised it to her. “As I have anticipated meeting you.”

      “I fear you will not find Octavian so easily won over as my Marc Antony.”

      Lydia watched Cleopatra’s eyes, the calculations that spun like a Persian astronomer studying the night. She lifted her own eyes to the black dome. A star tracked silver across the expanse. Tonight, even the heavens were restless.

      Caesarion pulled away from his mother and crawled onto Lydia’s couch, tucking his warm body against hers. She squeezed him to herself in silent acknowledgment of their shared discomfort.

      The queen did not appear to notice, but Herod’s gaze followed the boy and then strayed to her once more, lingering. “Your boy seems enamored of his nurse.”

      Cleopatra sipped at her wine. “Are not all boys? Soon enough, he will share the throne in more than name and need the strong arm of a pharaoh. Let him have his affections now.”

      Herod was still appraising Lydia. “Yes, well, his affections have found a worthy home.”

      At this, Cleopatra turned a fiery eye on Lydia. “Time to send these two on their way, I believe.” She nodded toward Herod’s reclining women, then gave him a sultry smile. “And others, as well. I should think two rulers would have much to discuss, in private.”

      Herod leaned forward and tapped his empty cup twice on the cedarwood table. “And I say it’s time for more wine.”

      Cleopatra’s eyes were like ice now at Herod’s decided lack of awe in her presence.

      As if she had anticipated his need, Andromeda was within the square of couches in an instant, amphora in hand.

      How did the girl always present herself at the right moment? She was so focused on pleasing people, would do or say whatever might gain their favor. In this, Lydia had to admit she recognized a bit of herself.

      Andromeda still wore the jade-green robe Lydia had glimpsed in the corridors after selling her jug. Would she choose this moment to report Lydia’s moneymaking scheme?

      “And yet another beauty.” Herod took the cup from Andromeda’s hand, letting his fingers brush hers. “I should have visited Alexandria years ago.”

      “Ah, we would have entertained you well, yes, Andromeda?” Cleopatra lifted her chin to the girl. “Tell Herod how well we entertain those who make a stop in our fair land.”

      Andromeda gave Herod a sly smile, almost flirtatious. “The queen is most generous to all her visitors. In fact, it would seem that any head of state who enters her palace also enters her bed.”

      Lydia sucked in a breath, shot a glance at Cleopatra. Was the girl only ingratiating herself to Herod, or did she purposely seek to humiliate Cleopatra?

      The queen’s expression darkened. She pulled herself upright on the couch.

      Even Herod’s perennially charming smile slipped. He cleared his throat and set the wine on the table.

      Cleopatra signaled one of the guards behind her with a flick of her finger. “Take her.”

      The guard circled the couch in a moment and grabbed Andromeda. The amphora dropped to the mosaic floor and cracked. Wine spattered the stones.

      Lydia pulled Caesarion backward.

      But Cleopatra’s wrath had been building all night, born of tension over Herod’s visit and perhaps her own scheming plan for Judea.

      “Kill her.”

      Lydia gasped, sat forward. “My lady!” She thrust Caesarion to the edge of the couch. “Think of your son.”

      Cleopatra turned cold eyes on her. “It is my son I am thinking of, girl. How will he learn to rule Egypt well, except to see the strength of his mother?”

      Lydia half turned to Andromeda. The girl’s eyes were wild with panic, and she struggled uselessly in the soldier’s grip. He reached for a short sword on his belt.

      Lydia clapped her hand over Caesarion’s eyes. The boy whimpered but did not pull away.

      A slight gurgle was the only sound Andromeda made before she fell, and her blood mingled with the spilled wine, seeping between the mosaics.

      Bile rose in Lydia’s throat. She released Caesarion and fell to the stones beside Andromeda. The light was already going out of the girl’s eyes. Lydia smoothed her hair with a shaky hand. Andromeda’s body twitched once and was still.

      Had the braziers eaten all the air in the courtyard, suffocating them all? Lydia struggled to take a breath, her chest constricted, her limbs trembling.

      Herod lifted her to her feet and guided her back to the couch to fall beside Caesarion. She rocked the boy against her chest, as much to comfort him as herself.

      Cleopatra’s gaze found hers and held. “This is what happens to servants who displease me, son.” Though she addressed the boy, the words were clearly for Lydia, there was no doubt.

      Neither did she doubt that Andromeda’s fate would eventually be her own.

      How much longer could she fashion pots in stolen moments, secreting away a few obols at a time, hoping to one day get free? Cleopatra’s jealousy spiraled faster than Lydia could spin pots.

      She must find out what Samuel had kept hidden about her family.

      And then she must leave the palace and find wherever it was she truly belonged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The palace halls were in an uproar.

      Lydia pushed past clusters of servant girls, yapping like hens in a yard, and threaded through enough low-ranking guards to quell a riot.

      Andromeda’s execution had fired panic in the chest of every servant. The girl’s virtues were praised, her shortcomings forgotten.

      Cleopatra’s patience with her son’s whimpering ran out while Andromeda’s blood still ran along the stones, and Lydia had fled with the boy, tucked him into his bed with a kiss and a whispered promise to return later, then hurried to the kitchens to seek Banafrit.

      Lydia breached the smoky room as the older woman snapped a thin reed against the bare legs of a servant. “Quit your gossip now, girl, and tend the lamps!”

      Banafrit’s voice was pitched high and strained, the only evidence that the courtyard execution had affected her. Cleopatra valued the cook’s skills highly, but the respect did not go both ways. The whipped girl ran past the kitchen slaves, bent over their tables. Banafrit turned on Lydia with a scowl.

      “I should think you would be hiding yourself in your chamber by now. Haven’t seen enough for one night, have we?”

      “I must find Samuel. Did he return here to wait for me?”

      “Pah!” Banafrit waved a meaty hand and shoved past Lydia to poke a servant at the cook fire. “I’ve no idea where the man keeps himself. Why ask me? Isn’t he about his prayers or some such thing, at this hour?”

      Of course. She had lost track of the time. But surely he would be finished at the synagogue soon. He had seemed as eager to speak with her as she with him.

      Lydia retraced her steps through the halls and avoided the questions tossed at her by servants, curious to hear an eyewitness account of Andromeda. She squeezed up the narrow stairwell from the servants’ level, then took the wide steps at the back of the palace to the expansive second level and along the greenery-covered balcony. She crossed to its end, where it overlooked the city, only one storey above the street level, down the length of Soma Street, to the Museum and Library of Alexandria.

      From here, she could see if Samuel returned to the palace from the stately synagogue of the numerous and respected Jews in the city. The night winds rocked boats in the harbor, slapping waves against their hulls, and across the half-moon of harbor water, high above the promontory, the bronze-reflected fires of Alexandria’s famed lighthouse sent a warning message across the sea to distant ships.

      Lydia stood at the half wall and watched the street for the shiny pate of Samuel as he hurried back from his prayers. Torches bobbed through alleys and the wide Soma Street, reflecting from the abundance of white marble buildings. The streets, like the harbor, led away to unknown destinations. Lydia had never been more than an hour’s walk from the palace. How many distant places the world contained.

      She had been to the synagogue with Samuel often, taking in the lessons of the Jews’ One God, so different from the magical and mysterious Egyptian gods and the lecherous and angry Greek pantheon. The beauty of all of it interested her in an academic way, though she did not identify herself with any of them religiously, since she did not belong to any of them.

      Her coloring seemed to indicate both Greek and Egyptian bloodlines, so perhaps she was a mongrel—like the Greek-Egyptian god Serapis, manufactured by the Greek Ptolemies to unify their Egyptian realm.

      There! There was Samuel. The fringed linen tallit he wore for prayers draped his shoulders and he bent, muttering to himself, but she would know that hunched walk from any distance, any height.

      She ran past the potted junipers to the balcony entrance and then was down the staircase before Samuel had a chance to reach the palace arch. Her sandals slapped a rhythm on the stones as she ran, and she breathed a prayer of thanks that he was still at the base of the outer stairs when she caught him.

      “Samuel!” Her whisper sounded harsh, seemed to echo against the relentless waves of the harbor.

      He jerked his head toward her, his eyes large. “What has happened? Have they found you?”

      “What?” Lydia followed his gaze left and right. “Who?”

      “You are frightened.” He took her elbow, then led her from the open staircase, past one of the sphinxes that guarded the stairs to the stone wall along the harbor.

      She took a deep breath to control her voice. “Have you heard what she has done?”

      At Samuel’s confused look, Lydia spilled the wretched tale.

      “I must get out of this palace, Samuel. I know I shall be next. If you could see the way she looks at me—”

      His fingers on her arm were like ice. “Why? Why should she see you as any sort of threat?”

      “I—I do not think she is threatened—only…” It seemed laughable to say the queen of Egypt should be jealous of her son’s nurse, so Lydia left off and shook her head. “She has executed her own family to protect her power. My death would not even give her pause.”

      But he was distracted, her teacher, looking out over the water as if searching for a ship or one of those distant ports. “Yes. Yes, I think it is best that you go.”

      “But I have not saved enough for a shop yet. I cannot support myself.” She shook his arm to regain his attention. “You said earlier that you needed to tell me something. Something about my family. Please, if I have a connection somewhere—anywhere—you must tell me so I can fall upon their mercy.”

      “Family? What did I say of family?” His eyes had gone dark again.

      Lydia leaned against the cold stone, suddenly tired and chilled. “You said it was something of my past. And my future.”

      “Yes. Hmm, I suppose it is your family. Your true family.”

      She bit her lip against the strange fear his words brought and tasted the sea and the salt in the air.

      “Lydia, you must hear me carefully.” He held her forearms in his own cold grasp. “We may not have much time. I have reason to think that secrets I have kept for too long are coming to light. Secrets I should have told you years ago, before there was such danger.”

      Lydia’s heart stuttered, but she did not pull away from his grasp. “Samuel, you are frightening me.”

      “Yes, it is right to be frightened, to be careful. But you must listen.” He stared into her eyes, as though waiting.

      She nodded, returned the intensity of his gaze.

      “I have taught you and trained you in the ways of the Law and the Prophets for several years now, as I have many others in my lifetime. But you are the first one I trust, though you cannot seem to trust others yourself. But perhaps it was meant to be this way, that it would be you…” His look had drifted, his words fading as if he spoke only to himself.

      Lydia squeezed his arms.

      “And anyway,” he resumed as if he had not lost his place, “a woman would be far less suspected.”

      “Suspected? Of what? Please, Samuel, you are making no sense!”

      Footsteps echoed along the harbor wall, and Samuel sucked in a breath and pulled her into a huddle against the wall. A dockworker, late to his night duties, strolled past and nodded a greeting.

      Samuel’s grasp around her shoulders relaxed only a notch. “I have no children, Lydia. You know this. And I should have. It was my duty and yet Abigail, she never conceived, and I gave up questioning God. And perhaps I gave up even the belief that it mattered if there was a son to inherit my calling and my duties, may HaShem forgive me.”

      His words were coming in a rush now, and though she understood little, she would not stop him.

      “When Abigail first sought you out, began to teach you her skill with the wheel, I thought she had only found the daughter we did not have, to pass on her potter’s art. But these last few years, I believed you could also be the son—” He shook his head violently, as if to dislodge unwanted memories.

      “Twelve generations, Lydia. For twelve generations, from father to son, the charge has been passed down, a sacred trust and duty not to be forgotten. And for much of that time, all was well. But then, when they were lost and my grandfather came to Alexandria as he was instructed, we lost touch with the others. And it all became like some nursery tale, the stuff of legend. Until tonight.” At this, he shuddered, and his eyes shadowed with that hunted look again.

      She stroked his arms, as though to warm him. “Samuel, you must give me more details. I am not—”

      “You are the one, Lydia.” His voice quivered. “After all this time, and among all those scattered to search, you must be the one to return them.”

      “Lydia!”

      The sharp voice rang across the harbor wall, and both Lydia and Samuel startled and drew back.

      “Lydia, you are wanted in the palace!” One of Cleopatra’s guards leaned over the wall. How did he think to search out here?

      Once again, she would be pulled from Samuel before she made sense of his cryptic words. She bent her neck to meet the guard’s call. “What does she need? Is it Caesarion? Is he still afraid?”

      The guard straightened and turned away, but not before she heard his answer.

      “Not the queen. It is Herod who summons you.”
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        * * *

      

      “What do you know of Judea, little Lydia?”

      The governor sprawled upon a green-cushioned lounge in the opulent chamber Cleopatra had assigned. On either side of the couch, narrow windows taller than a man afforded a view of the marble city and the lofty lighthouse, and the gold silks that hung at the windows rippled in the night breeze like the skirts of a palace dancer. All of it—the glittering gold-painted frescoes and the colorful glazed pottery—was familiar since Lydia herself had been tasked with crafting the room into a beauty the governor would appreciate. But tonight the chamber was cold, too cold, with only a small brazier lit.

      Lydia stood a few steps inside the door, hands fisted at her sides and heart racing. “I know a bit of Judean history, my lord. My… my friend Samuel, he is a Jew, though he has lived in Alexandria all his life and his family came from Susa.” She did not add that even after three hundred years of foreign rule by Seleucids, Greeks, and now Parthians, Samuel still called his homeland Persia. “But he has taught me of the Jewish holy books and the Jewish God and—” She bit back her rambling at the impatient wave of Herod’s hand.

      “Religion, bah. I am talking about leadership. Politics.”

      She swallowed against the dryness in her throat. “Samuel has taught me of King David, of his royal line.” No, this was the wrong thing to say to an Idumean, not of Jewish birth, who had been chosen to rule.

      Herod swung his legs over the side of the couch and leaned his forearms on his knees. A nearby servant girl started forward as if to help him to his feet, though why a man not yet thirty-five needed assistance to stand, Lydia could not see. Herod ignored the girl and remained seated, eyes on Lydia.

      “And what of my grandfather, Antipater, king of the Jews? Did your Samuel teach you of him?”

      “No. I am sorry.” Lydia flexed her tight fingers, grown numb in the cold room and under scrutiny.

      “All that brutal business with the Maccabees years ago?”

      At the familiar reference, she nodded. Scraps of knowledge from Samuel there.

      “Yes, well, the Maccabees freed Judea from the Seleucids and set up their Hasmonean dynasty. The Jews took over my Idumea and forced the Idumeans to convert, and nothing has been simple for my family since, though we have learned to make Rome our friend. Only a few years ago, Cleopatra’s dead lover, Julius Caesar, made my father chief procurator of Judea. Father gave my brother the prefecture of Jerusalem and myself the governorship of Galilee. Ever been to Galilee, Lydia?”

      Why was he asking her these questions? Her stomach roiled with the memory of Andromeda. Did Cleopatra lurk somewhere in the shadows of the room, listening for Lydia to misspeak? She shook her head. “I have never left Alexandria.”

      Herod got to his feet, unassisted despite the attendant’s lurch forward, and ambled to the window. He slid the silk aside with one finger and leaned against the open edge, his gaze lifting to the street of grand marble temples and, farther down, the Museum and the Library.

      “Galilee is a region of dusty rocks and dustier people. A people with more sheep than wits.”

      “Is your father not dead? Why retain the governorship of a region you seem to despise?”

      Herod turned slowly, a smile creeping across his thick features.

      Lydia studied the woven carpet beneath her feet. She had said too much.

      “You see, that is why I have called you here. I saw it in you, down there in the courtyard. Bold enough to challenge Cleopatra. And now I see a quick mind—one familiar with the Jews.”

      “My apologies, my lord. I spoke—”

      “No, no.” Herod waved a hand and strolled toward her, his charming smile still fixed. “So you know a bit about politics, after all. My father was assassinated three years ago. And that Jewish fox Antigonus was made High Priest by the interfering Parthians—yes, it is all quite a mess.”

      He was in front of her now and lifted a stray hair away from her face.

      She recoiled at the touch.

      “But you know what I want, I imagine. Don’t you, Lydia?” His voice was low, conspiratorial.

      Lydia pulled back farther. Her legs trembled under her, and she fought to keep her voice solid. “I should think you want to be king.”

      He leaned in, his lips at her ear, his voice a whisper. “Exactly.”

      With that, he spun and returned to the couch, dropping to the position of ease where she had found him upon entering.

      “I am on my way to Rome to gain Antony’s support. And his ally Octavian, I should hope. When I return to Judea, it will be in war against Antigonus. And when I have taken Judea as my own, I will also take the High Priest’s daughter as my own. Do you know of my betrothed, Lydia?”

      She shook her head. Samuel’s teaching only extended so far.

      “Mariamme is the granddaughter of Israel’s High Priest and a Hasmonean—a direct descendant of those popular Maccabees and both branches of Hasmoneans. When we marry, it will unite my kingship with the royal and priestly blood, and the Jews will have all they could hope for—a king who has become part of their precious noble families, who will rule them with all the intelligence gained from a Greek upbringing in a cosmopolitan world.” He patted the cushion at his side. “Come, sit. Tell me how old you are.”

      She paused only long enough to take a deep breath, then crossed the room to sit on the edge of his couch. “I am eighteen.”

      “Yes, I guessed it—the same age as my Mariamme. We have been betrothed two years.”

      And they were not yet married? But perhaps he was waiting until he had been made king.

      Herod ran a finger along the fabric across her upper arm. “You will be good for her, I believe.”

      “My lord?”

      “For Mariamme. She has your beauty, but she does not have your strength, your confidence. She needs someone to encourage her in that regard. A lady to wait upon her, one who has seen what it looks like for a woman to be a queen.”

      A coldness stole over Lydia’s limbs, climbed down into her belly. She met Herod’s gaze for the first time since seating herself beside him. The mustard-yellow tunic gave his skin a sickly pallor, despite his famed charm. “You want me to be lady’s maid to your wife?”

      He smiled and shrugged one shoulder. “Why not?”

      As if to punctuate the strange response, the door flung open.

      Herod’s two guards dove forward, short swords drawn, then fell back at the figure in the doorway.

      Cleopatra.

      Her gaze traveled the room, took in the two on the couch as though it were not strange to see Lydia with the Idumean governor, and passed to the open window. “You shall catch a fever, Herod, if you do not light more fires. Shall I send for tapestries to block the night air?”

      Herod smiled. “You forget I am from the desert, my queen. Your moist sea air is like a balmy breeze.”

      “And my son’s nursemaid? Is she also a fresh breeze?”

      He laughed, the low laugh of one engaged in a match of manipulation, and got to his feet.

      The couch shifted without his weight, and Lydia put out a hand to steady herself.

      “She is indeed. We were just discussing the good she could do in Judea.”

      “Judea!” Cleopatra’s hard glare shot to Lydia.

      Herod folded his arms and inclined his head to study Cleopatra. “Yes, I should think at his age, you would be eager to pass the young Caesarion from his nurse to a tutor. Since he is coregent of Egypt, that is.” He swept a hand toward Lydia. “And I could make much better use of her in Judea, as lady’s maid to my betrothed wife.”

      Cleopatra advanced on Lydia, her hand raised. “Why, you scheming little—”

      Herod took two quick steps and caught her wrist. “Careful, my lady. I should hate to report to Antony that his latest lover seems never in control of her temper. Not such a good quality for a ruler, would you say?”

      Lydia’s breath shallowed, but she did not speak. How could it be that she was being defended by Herod? What strange turn of the stars had positioned a servant girl of little worth between two powerful rulers?

      Cleopatra dropped her hand, but her eyes spit fire at Lydia. “Very well. She is nothing to me. Easily replaced. As easily as that whining Andromeda.” She lifted her chin and narrowed her eyes. “You think you are so special, with all your talent for beauty and art. But you are nothing. Palace servants are as numerous as palace rats, and you have no more idea of where you came from than a common vermin in the cellars.”

      Lydia rose to her feet, the condemnation echoing in her ears, echoing through the hollow parts of her as if she were no more than a used-up, dry husk.

      “I have tried… tried to be of value to you… to help…” Her chest shook.

      “Ha! Do you think you are the only one who can sing a pretty tune or sculpt a pretty pot? There are girls lined up to take your place. So go! Go with him!”

      Everyone—first Samuel, then Herod, and now Cleopatra—seemed to wish Lydia out of Egypt. But it was the only home she’d ever known. She had sworn by her independence, by her refusal to need anyone. But how could she leave Caesarion? Samuel?

      Herod patted her head as though she were a favorite pet. “There now, it is settled. I am pleased—”

      “No.” The word bubbled up from her chest unexpectedly.

      Both rulers eyed her in surprise, as if they had already forgotten her presence or perhaps her ability to have an opinion of her own.

      “No, I have no desire to leave Alexandria.”

      Cleopatra chuckled. “You don’t seem to understand. I have no desire for you to remain.”

      The fear, the cold fear of being ripped from the cobbled-together family she had created for herself, drove the words from her mind to her lips and into the air before she could stop them. Despite Andromeda, or perhaps because of her hideous undeserved death, Lydia spoke aloud what lay hidden in her heart.

      She stepped forward, hands tight at her sides. “Who will know which of the plants in your chamber must be kept well watered and which to keep dry? Who will remember which robes and jewels you wore for each city appearance and how to arrange the striped nemes and gold uraeus so they frame your face in a way both feminine and regal? Who will help you fool your visitors into believing that it is you who knows how to spread a banquet table or furnish a room with luxury?”

      Pathetic, all of it, and yet she kept on spewing, as if she could prove her worth with such a list. “And who, my lady, will sing your boy to sleep when he wakes up screaming nightmares of his murderous mother?”

      Oh, this last—this last she should not have said. Even Herod seemed to take a step backward, to abandon her there on the field of battle.

      Lydia had proven nothing, had won nothing. Only lashed out in pain, the desperate act of a condemned woman.

      And she saw her condemnation in Cleopatra’s eyes, though the queen held her tongue. Her lips remained sealed, her jaw tight.

      Lydia was empty now, empty like that dry husk waiting to be blown away in the hot wind of Cleopatra’s wrath.

      “That will be all for tonight, Lydia. I have business to discuss with our new friend. If it should please you to give us privacy, that is.”

      The sarcasm cut as sharply as any rebuke, but it was only the dull leading edge of what was to come.

      Lydia bent her head to Herod, then to the queen, and pushed toward the door. As she passed Cleopatra, she could almost feel the cold radiating from the woman’s body.

      Lydia reached the hallway alive, which seemed no small miracle.

      Andromeda had spoken out of a naïve foolishness, and had her throat slit for the indiscretion. What would Cleopatra do with a servant whose condemnation had been calculated with intent?

      Lydia hurried toward the steps, her hand stealing to her throat to feel the reassuring, though unsteady, leaping of her pulse.

      Whatever was to come, nothing would be the same.
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      Cleopatra watched with satisfaction as Lydia fled into the hall. The girl’s petite features and slight stature brought to mind a colorful butterfly. Indeed, she had been fluttering around the royal family for years now. If the girl weren’t such a favorite with Caesarion, Cleopatra would have rid the palace of her after Ptolemy’s death.

      She slammed the door on the girl’s flight, then turned in one smooth motion to smile at Herod. “I am surprised.” She crossed to a small table along the wall, set with a jug of wine and a platter of Alexandria’s finest cheeses. “I should not have thought you a man to waste your time on servant girls.” She tossed a coy smile over her shoulder. “Especially when there are women of more—consequence—who might claim your attention.”

      Herod was at her side in a moment and took the cup of wine she had poured for herself. “And you are indeed a woman of consequence.”

      Were his words flattery or mockery? She studied the fine lines at the corners of his eyes, the long lashes. The full lips as he brought the cup to his mouth. She could not read him, and it was unnerving.

      She poured another cup and raised it to his. “To our mutual concerns.”

      Herod eyed her over his cup. He had a way of holding one’s gaze for a moment longer than appropriate, then looking away with a smile, perhaps of amusement or perhaps simply pleasure. He crossed the room to the low couch. “Have we mutual concerns?”

      “But of course.” She joined him on the couch, sliding too close. He smelled of all parts of the world: deserts sands and Eastern spices and even the flora of his hilly Galilee. His powerful blending of Eastern and Greek influences made him more like her than any man she’d been with, and the attraction was too potent. She pulled away, tried to focus on her objective. “I remember your father well.”

      He chuckled. “I should think so. Without his help, Caesar would never have had the armies of Mithridates, nor the Nabateans, to give him success here in Alexandria.”

      She sipped her wine. “Hmm, yes, well, the Nabateans are no friends to either of us now, I hear.”

      Herod’s eyes flickered in surprise. “Your sources keep you well informed. I have only just come from Malik in Petra. I offered even to leave my nephew as security against my requests for soldiers and funds, but the Parthians got to him first, and he had me dismissed as a common enemy.”

      She tsked and shook her head. “Unthinkable. Was not your mother a noblewoman in Petra?”

      Herod’s fingers tightened around his cup. “I spent the better part of my childhood there, in protection against my father’s enemies in Judea.”

      Cleopatra hid a smile. Men were out of balance when their precious pride was wounded, and she liked it that way. “Well, he is no ally of mine either, I can assure you.”

      Herod leaned on one elbow along the couch, distancing himself from her. “And that is saying something, as you are a woman adept at gaining allies.”

      She gave him a quick, half-amused smile. “There have been some who found it advantageous to ally with me, yes.”

      “Come, don’t be modest. You are something of a legend in Rome. The way you charmed your way into Julius Caesar’s heart within hours of his landing on your shores. You put all your hopes into Caesar, I suppose? Thought perhaps your son would take the throne of Egypt and then be handed Rome as his birthright as well?”

      Cleopatra stood and strolled to the wine again but, noticing the shakiness of her hand as she lifted the jug, she thought better of it and took a bit of cheese instead. She kept her back to Herod. This interaction was not proceeding well. She was accustomed to gaining the upper hand from the start of the conversation. The room was chilly, and she crossed to the single burning brazier, lifted the leather-wrapped rod with the torch end in the fire, and used it to light two more braziers. The delay gave her time to consider her next words.

      “There was none more saddened than I by the brutal slaying of Caesar. His death was a loss to Rome, and to all the world.”

      “Yes, no doubt Antony said much the same thing when he found himself in your bed soon after.”

      “Two years!” She turned on Herod, the poker solid and hot in her hand. “It was two years before Antony… won my affection away from the memories!”

      His smile spoke more than words. He had bested her by wounding her pride—a point scored on his side now. They were too evenly matched for comfort.

      He stood and came to her, took the rod from her hand, replaced it on the edge of the brazier, but did not release her hand. “What is it you want, Queen of Egypt?”

      It was time to take back the power.

      She stepped closer to him, until the fullness of her diaphanous linen dress brushed his robes. “I want us to find a way to work for each other’s benefit, of course.”

      He touched her lips with his forefinger. “And what would such an effort look like?”

      She smiled under his touch. “Your support against our mutual enemies—Malik and the Nabateans. My support of you with Antony.”

      “Hmm. Perhaps for that support I would do better gaining the favor of one of Antony’s wives.”

      She laughed. “Antony’s marriages mean nothing. His latest wife is a step toward power, nothing more. It is I, and our precious twins, who hold sway over his heart.”

      Herod said nothing, and she flicked a glance at the guards at his door. “Perhaps we could consummate our… agreement without an audience?”

      With a cool smile, he ran his finger along her jawline, down to the pulse of her throat, then turned his head slowly to the guards and motioned with his chin. “Wait outside until the queen is ready to leave.”

      At their exit, Cleopatra focused on her power, her control. She would not allow him mastery of this night. She breathed a prayer to Mother Isis, Queen of Heaven.

      He turned back to her with an appraisal that was too cold. Too condescending. “It seems to me, my queen, that you have little to offer and much to gain by all your alliances.”

      She drew back, muscles tightening. “Egypt has more grain than Rome will—”

      “But Rome has Egypt.” He shrugged. “Rome has Egypt, and Antony has you, and even your people resent three hundred years of Greek Ptolemies on the throne since Alexander gave them up.”

      She was shaking now, with rage and something worse: fear. But she would not surrender so easily. She pulled him to herself, to the other side of the room, toward the bed surrounded by tightly woven tapestries and piled high with cushions. “Come, Herod, you know there is more at stake. I have Antony’s allegiance, and you would do well to make me your friend—”

      Herod yanked her to his chest, his breath hot on her neck.

      She could feel the pounding of both their hearts between them.

      He inclined his head toward the bed. “And what allegiance of Antony’s would I have, should I take his place there?”

      She tangled both hands in his wavy hair and pulled his mouth to hers. No man had ever refused her, and this grasping governor of an uncivilized province would not be the first.

      He returned her kiss, but his was a kiss of anger, of hatred, of punishment. He wrenched her hands from his head, then pulled away, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

      “I will give you ships for Rome”—she was grasping now, and hated herself for it—“you can enjoy the winter here in Alexandria—it is no time for sailing—and in the spring Antony will hear only good reports—”

      “Stop!” His chest was heaving, but not from anger nor repressed desire. No, he was laughing. Laughing! “Antony will hear reports, yes. But they will not be pleasant to his ears.”

      He mocked her? He dared to mock the Queen of the Two Lands of Upper and Lower Egypt?

      His refusal was like a plunge into the cold harbor waters, and it left her pulsing with fury. In this very room she had seduced Gaius Julius Caesar, the most powerful man in Rome. And this upstart Idumean who could not even gain the kingship of a tiny province would laugh at her?

      She grabbed the nearest thing, a gracefully painted pot—one of that worthless Lydia’s creations—and heaved it at his head with a curse.

      He dodged it easily and the pot smashed on the floor.

      The guards were through the door in an instant.

      “Ah yes, good.” Herod waved them in. “Please see the queen safely back to her chambers. We have nothing more to discuss.”

      She resisted the urge to spit upon him as she passed. It would only make her seem weak. Instead, she stalked down the hall with his guards trailing.

      No, she would find better ways to punish Herod. He could not be allowed to go to Rome with his poisonous words for Antony. She had seen already how Rome reacted to her alliance with Caesar. She could afford no ill will there. She must destroy him.

      Inside her own chamber, she slammed the door on his guards and collapsed against it.

      It would be a delicate business to destroy one of Antony’s closest friends without incurring her lover’s wrath.

      But she had not ruled Egypt alone for nearly twelve years without learning how to make convenient deaths appear as accidents.
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