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‘But the queen had long since been suffering from love’s deadly wound, feeding it with her blood and being ­consumed by its hidden fire.’ 


Virgil, The Aeneid 4.1–2 (trans. David West)






Chapter 1

TYRE 

Elissa rolled the dice sticks between her palms. She liked the crackle they made, that woody clatter she could produce with just a glide of her hand.

‘Are you going to roll, Little Jackal?’

Her father’s voice was impatient, but she could see the smile in his lips. She warmed at the sound of her new nickname. Her father had begun using it these past months, but only here. Only in the quiet, incense-filled air of his chamber. Only when it was just the two of them – as if it were their secret.

Elissa had to share so much of her father. She had to share him with the whole city. The people needed his love, his protection, his warm and wise words, just as much as she did. Every day, they came to the palace demanding these things. But he always saved a little of himself just for her. When she was younger, he had told her stories by lamplight, or picked flowers with her in the garden, or held her hand as she stepped across the rocks at the shore.

Now they played games. He enjoyed teaching her, and she enjoyed learning – for the most part.

Let it be a five, she thought, with eyelids pressed shut. She threw the sticks, and when she looked down, only two had their white bellies showing. Elissa let out a sigh and studied the board. The ivory heads of her jackal pieces stood alert, ears pricked.



‘I needed a five,’ she muttered. ‘To get this piece to the end.’

‘And you have a two. That is the way of it. Now, what will you do?’ Her father looked at her with a familiar attention. The one that made her feel pleased and annoyed at the same time. He was testing her, and all she wanted was to impress him. For Elissa, there was nothing worse than being made to feel a fool.

‘Which piece would you move?’ she asked tentatively.

Her father was silent, as if he hadn’t heard her, his bearded chin resting on his fist. ‘Don’t let yourself be trapped, Little Jackal,’ he said eventually. ‘You must be wily. Put yourself into the mind of your opponent. Know when to guard yourself, and when to act boldly.’

The same advice he had been giving since he’d started teaching her this game. A few months ago, he might have touched one of her jackals, or at least given her a meaningful look, but now he sat still as a stone.

Elissa studied the board once more. ‘There are no safe moves!’ she complained.

‘Then you must make a dangerous one. There is no standing still.’

She glanced between her white jackal heads, and finally lifted one from its hole, placing it down again two holes further along.

Her father’s face revealed nothing as he rolled the dice sticks. A four. He picked up one of his own hound-headed pieces and removed hers from the board. Elissa felt her cheeks burn and ­sullenly rolled the sticks. She would never win now.

‘Well done, Little Jackal,’ her father said when he had brought his last piece inevitably home.

‘I lost,’ Elissa grumbled, avoiding his eyes as she put the dice sticks roughly back into their box.

‘But you played well.’ When she looked up, he was smiling. ‘You sharpen yourself with every game. You are so very clever, my Little Jackal.’



She couldn’t help beaming at that, though her brow did not fully unfold. ‘You always win.’

‘Not always.’

‘Usually,’ she insisted.

‘I have played a great many more games than you. You are young yet, my daughter. Do you think I was born with the wits of a king?’ He held her gaze in a curious way then, which somehow dampened the burn of her defeat. He looked as if he would say more, and she waited for it. But instead, he pushed himself up from his seat. ‘Kiss your brother goodnight before you go to bed.’
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The baby had already been laid down when Elissa’s clacking steps reached the chamber. She softened them, creeping towards the ­cradle with a penitent smile that made Barce, the nurse, chuckle.

‘He is sound asleep. Don’t worry yourself,’ she whispered, moving aside so that Elissa could look down into the cot.

Her brother was swaddled in soft wool, and perfectly still apart from the occasional wrinkle of his nose. She studied his face, trying to find something of her father’s features there, but it was still too early to tell. Perhaps he would take after his mother, with her high forehead and her flat little nose. Elissa hoped not. She wanted to share something with her brother, a resemblance that would make people smile and say, ‘There go the children of the king.’ They already admired her arched nose. ‘A daughter of King Mattan and no mistake,’ they would say. And every time she would beam, holding her chin just a little higher as if to display her inheritance.

She did not remember her own mother’s face, not as anything more than a warm smile framed in dark curls. She could not know which parts of her were owed to that woman; if there were any, nobody seemed to speak of them. Nobody seemed to speak of her mother at all. Her father was the anchor of her life, and her identity. He was what joined her unbreakably to that soft, dreaming face in the cradle. She liked to feel that connection, branching out from her in two directions now, instead of one.

‘May I kiss him goodnight? Father said I should.’

‘Go on, then,’ said Barce. ‘But don’t fuss him.’

Elissa leaned down and brushed her lips against his downy forehead. ‘I’m here, little brother,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll keep you safe. I won’t let anything happen to you. Not ever.’

She knew he was not her full brother, not her mother’s son. But Pygmalion was the only sibling she had ever known, and she loved him fiercely.

When she straightened up, Barce was smiling. ‘He is lucky to have you for a sister.’ She put an arm around Elissa’s shoulder and squeezed her. ‘You have ten more years of life than him. He will need you and that clever mind of yours. Even if he does not know it yet.’

Elissa felt her cheeks glow from the nurse’s praise.

‘And especially with that fool mother of his . . . ’ Barce sucked her teeth, then shook her head. ‘Asherah, forgive me. I shouldn’t say such things. Not of the queen.’ And yet as her tongue slid over that word, she seemed to find it distasteful.

Elissa remained quiet, enjoying the feeling of the woman’s arm around her. She had spent less time with Barce since Pygmalion was born. She knew her brother had more need of a nurse than she did, but that did not stop her feeling a little abandoned.

They stood like that for a while, watching Pygmalion’s sleeping face. 

When Barce spoke again her words were slow, as if carefully chosen. ‘It is good for you, too, Elissa, to treat your brother well. To make sure that he cares for you, as you care for him.’



Elissa felt the nurse look down at her, but she kept her eyes on the cradle. Why shouldn’t her brother care for her? Father always spoke affectionately of his sisters, recounting the mischief they had made together in their youth, before they had gone away to be married.

‘He will have great power one day,’ her nurse continued. ‘Power over Tyre, and over you. Your father rules your life now. He makes decisions for you, and he keeps you safe. One day he will be gone – Melqart preserve him – and you will look to your brother instead. Do you hear me, Elissa?’ The nurse moved her hand along the ­cradle edge, pressing it over the young fingers that were gripped there. ‘You’ll do well to be sweet to him. A brother’s love is a valuable protection, for any woman.’

Elissa’s face wrinkled and she tugged her hand away. She already loved her brother. She did not want to be told to do so. And she didn’t like Barce’s talk of a future without her father in it.

‘I’m going to bed now,’ she said simply, turning her back on the cradle. She felt the nurse’s hand brush her dress sleeve, but knew she would not follow. Barce had a more important charge now, and Elissa was too old and too clever to be lectured to as if she were a know-nothing fool.







Chapter 2

CARTHAGE 

Loss had become a part of Dido. It was a hole that filled her with its emptiness, pressing up against her insides. After so many years the feeling had joined with the rhythm of her body, like the slow sucking of air into her chest, the uncommanded beating of her heart. So natural as to feel unconscious, and yet so conscious, when remembered, as to consume her.

It had not always been that way. At first, her loss had torn and seared, howling like a beast. Then it had sat like a jagged thing within her, possible to ignore if she kept herself still enough, until an unexpected movement would send a jolt of agony and a thunderous message from her own soul: Do not let yourself forget. It was her penance, she told herself, to let the loss reside within her, even after all this time. She could not banish or forget the pain of it. Not entirely. And when she felt it receding, when its edges began to lose the last of their sharpness, she would reshape them. Just enough to know that it was still there, still pressing against her, still keeping her company. To not feel the loss at all would be a new bereavement, a fresh guilt. It would be a betrayal.

The grove was where Dido came to remember. There was a quiet to the place, away from the city. A solitude. And yet the rustling sighs that came from the leaves overhead were enough to remind her that she was not alone. There was a piece of him here. Not a body, and not even ashes. The earth was as untouched as when she had found it. But of all the places that made her kingdom, Dido knew this was where his spirit would choose to be.

‘I thought I might find you here.’

Dido did not like to be disturbed when she came to the grove, but she smiled to hear Iarbas’s voice.

‘If you’d rather be left alone, I’ll go,’ he said, holding up his palms and taking half a step back.

‘No. No, stay,’ she said. ‘The sun is getting low. I should be returning to the city anyway.’ Dido looked up at the blushing sky. ‘I hardly realised how long I’d been here.’

He nodded respectfully. The black locks of his hair were braided, as usual, falling past his ears and almost touching the dark, smooth skin of his shoulders. ‘Shall I walk with you, then?’ he asked, letting a little of his habitual smile fill his cheeks. ‘Even Queen Dido may need an escort when the hyenas start to roam.’

She scoffed. ‘Cowardly creatures. A fierce stare and they go on their way.’

Iarbas laughed. ‘A stare from you?’ He pretended to shudder. ‘I don’t blame them. Well, then, perhaps it is you who should escort me.’

He put out an arm, bare apart from its tattoos, and Dido linked her own around it.

‘Hyenas or not, I shall be glad of the company.’

They fell into a familiar step, smoothed by years of friendship. The silhouette of the city lay ahead, a huddled crowd of roofs and towers. Dido knew every line of it.

‘What is that new building there, on the east side?’ Iarbas asked.

‘A granary,’ she said. ‘We needed another, now that the fields are producing better.’

‘Producing well, I should say.’ 



Dido smiled to hear how impressed he was. 

‘You know, when you first arrived, I thought you a little mad,’ he said.

‘You have told me so. More than once.’ She squeezed his arm playfully.

‘And you may still be mad,’ he carried on. ‘But I cannot deny what you have built here. Your husband would be proud.’

Dido felt herself stiffen, and Iarbas must have felt it too, for he fell quiet. For a while they walked in silence, their elbows suddenly jostling with one another in a way they hadn’t before.

‘And are you . . . happy?’ Iarbas’s voice was thin, hesitant. So unlike his usual rich timbre. He kept his eyes on the city ahead.

‘My people are thriving,’ she replied.

‘That’s not what I asked.’ He stopped, and Dido had no choice but to stop with him. She unlinked herself from his arm and turned to look at him, to prove to him – or perhaps to herself – that she was not afraid to meet his gaze.

‘I know what you are going to say,’ she said shortly. ‘You have said it so many times, even though you know my answer. You’ll say that I should remarry. That I cannot mourn forever. That I should marry you.’ She thrust her hands on to her hips, ignoring his step forward. ‘You know why I cannot. I have made a vow, Iarbas, to my husband and to myself.’

‘I know,’ he said softly. The regret in his voice took some of the tension from her arms. ‘I’m sorry. Please. I should not have said anything. Come, let us go on as we were before.’

She considered him for a moment, while the evening breeze whipped strands of black hair across her cheeks. She should be flattered, she knew. Iarbas was handsome, well-respected, a leader among his people. She had known him for as long as she had been in Libya, since before the first stone of her city had been laid. Over those years, she had appreciated his friendship, and – more than once – his advice. But his talk of marriage only made her feel guilty. Guilty that he had not taken another woman as his wife. He must have had opportunities. Did he hold back because of her? And guilty, too, that she might ever have entertained the idea of saying yes to him. That she might still entertain it. If not for his own happiness, she wished for her sake that he would marry someone else.

‘It is forgotten,’ she said, forcing a smile. He smiled too, and though she saw genuine relief cross his face, there was a shadow of sadness behind it.

Eventually, they regained some of their usual ease, and by the time they reached the city, Dido’s chest was feeling light once more.

‘Will you join me for dinner?’ she asked.

‘I cannot,’ Iarbas replied with a dip of his head. ‘My tribe must begin the journey south tomorrow. We go to Lake Triton for the winter.’

Dido felt something within her sink. She ought to have expected his departure. The Auseans only ever brought their flocks as far as Carthage during the summer months. Now that they were finished grazing and trading, she would not see Iarbas again until the spring. She wondered, though, whether he had brought forward their day of departure due to her sharp words.

‘Carthage will miss you,’ she said, swallowing her regret.

‘And I shall miss her,’ he said, with a smile.







Chapter 3

TYRE 

Pygmalion’s nose did not grow to be arched like his father’s. The prince was now nine years old, and in almost every regard he resembled his mother. Elissa wondered that she had heard no whisperings about his legitimacy, but then again she doubted anyone at the palace would believe such rumours, even in idle speculation. Pygmalion’s mother was only a few years older than Elissa herself, brought to Tyre from Egypt as a wide-eyed child. At the time Elissa could not understand why her father should choose such a bride, but now she understood that the queen had brought much wealth with her, through trade and through gifts. And she had produced a son. What other purpose was there for a queen? She had played her part and earned her title, but the idea that she might have had the gall to conduct an affair was laughable. Even now, as a grown woman, she seemed to do little but nod her perfumed head and smile her vacant smile.

It was not her fault, Elissa had to remind herself. Queen Meret had been taught to recite pretty verses, and to play the flute sweetly, but little else. She had been sent off to her husband without the time to form a sense of herself. It made Elissa grateful to be not yet married. With no children to mind, nor a husband to mind her, she spent her days as she pleased. She could pass a morning in the palace archive reading tales and histories, an afternoon browsing the markets with Barce. And she still played Hounds and Jackals with her father – he insisted on it – whenever he could spare an evening.

She sat in on his audiences, too, not only because he liked her to, but because they were the best way to know what was happening in the city and in the world beyond Tyre. Every petitioner brought a new story, a new puzzle to be solved. She had watched her father give so many rulings that she often knew what his answer would be before he had given it. She made a game of it.

That helped on days like this one, when the air of the petition hall sat thick and still, and the summer heat made Elissa’s chin, slick with sweat, slide from her hand each time she propped it up. Despite the soporific mood of the chamber, Elissa remained alert, studying each petitioner, listening with attention to the details of their case. She studied her father’s face too, his wrinkles of concern, the puff of his cheeks when he grew frustrated. But she had learned not to be misled by these signs. Feeling and rightness were cousins, not twins. 

The man who stood before her father now had a voice that droned like a fly you have given up hope of swatting. Its volume rose and fell, punctuated by a laboured clearing of the throat, and just when Elissa thought his speech had ended, it would begin again.

‘ . . . and you surely know, King Mattan, that my family has provided grain for the city for three generations – good grain, and always without pests or rot – and that we have always been fair in our dealings, even when disasters strike us or when Tyre’s need has been great. We have behaved with all honour under the gods. And I know that the gods have granted you a fair mind – praise be to you and to Melqart who preserves you – and that you, King Mattan, will not allow such injustice to take place in the noble city of Tyre, when my family has—’

Her father waved a hand for silence. Elissa had been watching as his bearded jaw grew stiff with impatience – something the petitioner seemed not to notice. Now the man stood open-mouthed, held in suspense as he wrung a crumpled hat between his hands. 

‘You shall have the compensation you ask for,’ said King ­Mattan curtly. ‘Speak with the harbour master. He will see to it.’

The man blinked with astonishment, before rushing a clumsy bow. ‘I thank you seven times and seven times more . . . ’

‘Once will be enough,’ said the king.

As he was led away and the next petitioner was brought forward, Elissa smiled to herself. She had known her father would grant the man what he had asked for, even if he had done himself little favour in the asking. Words could be sweet or stale, but truth was truth and fair was fair. If there was one thing she had learned through all her hours in the petition hall, it was that a citizen’s charm was not equal to his need.

The latest supplicant – a thin woman with a babe in arms – had begun to speak, but Elissa’s attention was dragged away to her right as Pygmalion let out a loud sigh.

‘Another one?’ he whined. ‘I thought we were going to go and see the ships. Mother said I could see the ships today.’

‘Hush, now,’ Barce whispered, as eyes were drawn in their direction. 

Elissa saw her father frown as he tried to hear the thin woman’s petition. Between her own fussing child and the dissatisfied huffs of Pygmalion, the woman’s words had been lost.

‘I will take you to see the ships later,’ Elissa murmured, keeping her face forward so as not to bring further attention to the disruption. ‘First we must listen to father and his visitors.’

‘Why must we?’ Pygmalion grumbled.

‘Because he has asked us to. Because you must learn how things are done, for when you are king.’

‘When I am King of Tyre, I shall do nothing I do not want to do. I will send all these people away.’



He waved a flamboyant hand in the air, but Elissa snatched it and pulled it down by his side.

‘Ow!’ Pygmalion cried out, though she knew she had not hurt him.

All eyes were upon them now, including her father’s. They looked darker than usual, shaded under his heavy brow. Elissa cringed under the weight of his displeasure.

King Mattan rose to his feet and clasped his elegant hands together. He swayed a little as he stood before the throne, and there were beads of sweat on his forehead. He must be as tired of the stifling hall as they all were, Elissa thought, but her father was ever dutiful to the needs of his people. It was one of the things she admired most in him.

‘My apologies,’ he said, addressing the thin woman, who looked to be almost on the verge of tears. ‘Please, come forward and begin your tale again. You said your husband drowned . . . ’

But then he stopped. The next word, half-formed in his mouth, seemed to choke his tongue and make his eyes grow wide. Then his face creased in pain and he clutched at his chest, the purple cloth of his tunic slipping beneath desperate fingers.

There was quiet for a moment, as if the room were waiting politely for the king to regain himself. But then he staggered forward, and shouts of panic erupted. Elissa barely heard them. Climbing over the bench before her, she pushed through shoulders and elbows, and stretched out her arms just in time to catch him as he fell.

‘Father?’ she gasped, as they lay crumpled together. But his eyes were pressed tightly shut, and the shudder of his breath made her shake with terror.







Chapter 4

TYRE 

King Mattan had lain in his bed for three days. Elissa spent most of her waking hours beside him, hunched over on a carved cypress stool so that she could be close enough to hold his hand and hear his thin voice. He was lucid when he spoke, though the words came slowly sometimes and seemed to require an effort that made Elissa’s chest tight with fear. His breaths were long and rattling, leaving little flecks of saliva about his lips that he either did not feel or could not summon the energy to wipe away. Elissa grew to hate their glistening – an indignity that looked so wrong on his once proud face, that made his mouth look so slack and aged despite the perfect black of his beard.

‘I wish I had done more,’ he said to her on the third evening. The two of them had been silent for some time, and Elissa had thought that he’d fallen asleep again. But now she leaned in, her body aching from hours sitting on the stool. ‘I wish I had had more time. With you, with your brother.’

And there again came the fear she had been fighting for three days, pressing at her throat. She swallowed. ‘Don’t speak like that,’ she said. ‘You are not old yet. You have plenty of time. You will beat me at Hounds and Jackals a hundred times, and I will beat you a hundred times more.’ She brought his hand to her lips and kissed it. ‘You just need to rest. You have been doing too much, Father. Let Urumilki handle things for a few days.’



Urumilki was her father’s secretary. A reserved man, his taci­turnity made him seem austere at times, but Elissa knew there was no one her father trusted better. Urumilki would make sure that everything was kept in order for when the king was well enough to continue his duties.

‘Yes. Urumilki,’ her father muttered.

Elissa was pleased by his agreement, thinking that she had succeeded in putting his mind at rest. But then her father began to shift beneath his gold-embroidered covers, face creasing with effort as he tried to push himself upright.

‘Would you send for him, Elissa? Yes, I must have Urumilki here. Ask the guard to bring him.’

Elissa did not want her father to overexert himself, but it was a relief to see his eyes looking less dim. She did as she was asked.

When Urumilki arrived, he had his usual leather bag slung over one shoulder – so much a part of his silhouette that Elissa could not picture him without it.

‘Good,’ her father said as he saw the short-statured man. ‘I need a fresh tablet. You have one?’

It was more a statement than a question. Urumilki opened the flap of his bag and drew out a neat wooden frame. Elissa could see the soft red clay pressed flat against the wood, and turned to tell her father that he shouldn’t be bothering himself with decrees and missives. But before she could speak, a long-fingered hand was waved in her direction.

‘Come, sit close,’ her father rasped to his secretary.

Elissa stood without needing to be asked, and shuffled backwards, away from the bed, so that Urumilki could take her place on the stool. The king had closed his eyes and seemed to swallow with great concentration. When he was finished, his eyes snapped open again, and were as sharp as Elissa had ever seen them.



‘Urumilki,’ he began, ‘you have been my secretary for two decades. You have been the hand that fixes my words in clay, the mind that remembers what I have forgotten. You have been my servant and my friend for all these years, and when I tell you that what I say here in this room now must be recorded with perfect fidelity and exactitude, I know that I am speaking needlessly.’

Urumilki only nodded, his wedged stylus already gripped and hovering above the clay.

Her father took a deep breath and closed his eyes once more, as if to focus on gathering his words.

‘I, King Mattan of Tyre, servant of the gods and of his people, by the authority of earth-nourishing Melqart and of bow-breaking Ashtart, hereby give my final and binding testament.’

The pressure that had been building in Elissa’s throat became an icy hand, its squeeze so sudden that she choked.

Her father paused as though he had heard it, but he did not open his eyes.

‘First and foremost,’ he went on, ‘my will is that, upon my death, rule of Tyre is to pass to my son, Pygmalion, and to my daughter, Elissa. They shall be called King and Queen respectively, and will share in equal dignity and power. However, until such time as my son reaches his maturity, rule of the city is to be conducted by my daughter, who shall be recognised in the words and in the hearts of every citizen as Queen Elissa.’

Her father opened his eyes now, but Elissa could not imagine the tangle of emotions he found on her face. Surprise. Disbelief. And, wrestling them both, pushing tears into her eyes, an overwhelming love.

‘You would trust me with this?’ she asked him.

‘Like no other.’

She sucked in a breath and briskly wiped away the tears that were hanging from her eyelashes. Queen Elissa. His words resounded in her mind, giving life to a future she had never considered. Visions of it rushed at her like a river breaking its dam. She saw herself sitting upon her father’s throne, rapt faces awaiting the solutions and solace that her words could bring. She imagined Pygmalion at her side, growing under her care, becoming a king worthy of his father, someone with whom she could one day share the burdens of power. But to let that image live within her, to let it run away and fill her up, was to push her father out. She was not ready to accept the truth he seemed so sure was coming.

‘But this is only a precaution,’ she said. ‘This testament. You are only saying this because you feel tired and afraid. We will not need it. You will have more time. Pygmalion will be strong and grown before you leave us.’

She came towards the bed, brushing against Urumilki on his stool so that she could clasp her father’s hands.

‘You are right,’ he said, and Elissa felt herself loosen a little in relief. ‘I do speak from fear. I fear for the future of Tyre, for the hands that it will fall into once I am gone. Your brother is young – only a child. And his mother cannot be given power as his regent. She would not know what to do with it, would pass it off to the noble with the most charming smile or the hungriest hands.’ He looked weary and bitter, the sides of his mouth dragged down. ‘But do not mistake me,’ he continued, raising his eyes to meet hers, and clutching her hands with sudden vigour. ‘I have not made this decision because Pygmalion is weak. I have made it because you are strong, Elissa. You are clever. You are wise. You have a heart that beats for this city. You are my daughter, the daughter I have raised. And you will succeed me not as your brother’s regent, but as a true ruler. Do you understand?’

She nodded, but his grip remained desperate.

‘I understand,’ she said. 



And she did. All the years of her youth, all the hours playing games in his chamber, all the long days he had insisted she spend in the petition hall. The way he would watch her, guide her, ask her strange and challenging questions. All these memories began to take on new meaning. It was as if he had known all along that he would need her to take his place. That Tyre would need her. He had shaped her like a tool, tempered her to withstand the task, sharpened her edges until they gleamed. But she did not feel used by him. She felt valuable. Worthy. All her life, he had told her how clever she was, how she would do great things. And here was the proof of his faith in her. She had lived up to all he’d hoped she would be – for why else would he entrust the city to her? Elissa’s chest was full with that thought.

‘I will not disappoint you,’ she said, fighting to keep her voice solid. ‘When the time comes. When you need me to rule, I will do it. I will remember all that you have taught me.’ She forced a smile and reached out to stroke her father’s cheek. ‘But that time is far away.’

He said nothing, though he looked relieved. The deep creases of his mouth and brow seemed to smooth as he pressed her hand. ‘You must allow me to finish my testament now,’ he said, speaking to her as if she were a child again, bursting in on one of his meetings with Urumilki.

‘Of course, Father.’ Elissa drew herself away, letting her hand linger on the embroidered coverlet as if it were an extension of the man who lay beneath it. Once she was standing at the edge of the room, her father resumed his formal manner, rattling off instructions about the palace, the temples, about trade shipments and foreign affairs. And all the while, Urumilki’s stylus pressed its little shapes, and her father’s words became everlasting. The permanent potential of the clay, its ability to turn mere mortal breath to stone, made her feel cold.



When his words were finished, her father took up the small onyx cylinder that hung at all times around his neck and rolled it along the bottom of the clay tablet. Elissa could not see its printed design from where she stood, but she knew it well from memory: a string of lions processing among delicate lotus flowers.

‘See that it is fired immediately,’ he said as Urumilki took the tablet frame from him.

‘Of course, my lord,’ the secretary said, before he stowed the tablet carefully in his bag, bowed deeply, and left the chamber.

‘And will you get some sleep, Elissa?’ her father asked gently. A little warmth seemed to return to his cheeks as he smiled at her. ‘I have the guards if I should need anything. Please, child. Rest yourself, for my sake. I will be here when you return.’

As ever, she could not deny her father. She kissed his head before she left, and smelled his hair, and squeezed his hand.

She did not see him alive again.







Chapter 5

CARTHAGE 

It was a grey day, good for walking. The night’s rain had left a freshness in the air and Dido breathed deeply as she made her way along the wooded cliff. There was a secret path she took sometimes, out here toward the north of the promontory, that she tracked by certain rocks and forks. She knew she would never get lost here, but also that she was unlikely to be found. It was necessary to extricate herself from the city every now and then, to allow herself the space to remember who she was without it. She never walked too far, though, always felt its distant energy behind her. She strode away with the comfort that Carthage would always be there when she turned back.

The wind was high but the trees sheltered her, and she enjoyed the rippling rush of their leaves. Dido had only just begun to wear her heavy shawl again, as the autumn twisted towards winter. She wondered whether Iarbas and his flocks had reached Lake Triton yet, and whether his journey had been easy or difficult. She thought of their last conversation and told herself that all frictions were worn smooth in friendships as long as theirs. They would talk as easily as ever when he returned.

Dido’s mind was far ahead in spring when her eyes came upon a shape they did not expect. She stopped and stood still, but the man had already noticed her. He had a bow across his back, but his hands were busy with hauling a whole stag by its hind legs. The creature still had one of his arrows sticking from its neck.

The man let go of his quarry, but did not reach for his weapon. His hands were out in front of him, open and peaceful. He was not one of her people – she knew that immediately. But since she did not feel threatened enough to run, she decided the best thing would be to step confidently toward him.

‘What is your name?’ she asked in Akkadian, the language of diplomacy. It was a good choice, for the man’s face broke with relief.

‘Aeneas,’ he panted.

His hair and beard were dark, tangled black by water and speckled with sand. His tanned brow was beaded with sweat and his tunic stuck to his chest. The overall effect was of a man who might have just stepped out of a heavy mist. He did not seem old – no older than she was, at least, perhaps in his mid-thirties – but his face had a worn quality, and his eyes looked out from beneath his fringe with a fearfulness that put her own worry to rest.

‘How did you come here?’

‘By ship. Through a storm.’ He was still out of breath from hauling the stag, and by the way he spoke, she knew that Akkadian was no more his true tongue than it was hers.

‘It is late in the year to be sailing,’ she said with a frown.

‘We had . . . no choice.’ The man paused to gather his voice. ‘We were forced from our home by war. We have spent many months upon the sea, and found hospitality on Sicily for a time. But we could not expect our host to keep us through winter. We meant to sail north to Italy, to the fertile lands they say are found there, but the storms tore us from our bearing and now . . . Now I do not even know what land we are in.’ He spoke with bitter exhaustion, and when he wiped his brow, his hand left behind a streak of blood and dirt.



‘How many of you?’ Dido asked. ‘Where are the others?’

‘A boat full when we left Troy. Overfull. But we have lost some since then.’ His lips were tight. ‘Those who are left wait on the beach. I said that I would go ahead and look at the land from higher ground. And the stag . . . That would be something, would it not? Something I could do for them. If I could take away their hunger, at least?’

He looked at her as if he were truly asking for assurance. But at the same time he seemed distracted, perhaps pulled away by his fatigue, or by his evident grief, or by something else she did not understand. 

She spoke gently. ‘Troy. Is that your city?’

‘It was. No doubt there is little left of it.’

She thought of the woes that had beset her own homeland, the cities attacked or burned, the fate of once-rich Ugarit. She could not remember if she had ever heard the name of Troy, but she let the stranger’s loss affect her as if she had.

‘Your countrymen are fortunate to have a scout like you to serve them. They will appreciate the meat, I am sure.’ She nodded at the great limp body at his feet and hazarded a smile.

The man seemed to come out of himself. ‘I am not their scout. Today, perhaps.’ He shook his head. ‘Today, I am whatever they most need me to be.’

‘Then what are you, to your people?’

‘Their prince.’

Dido had a rare feeling of embarrassment, but the man – Aeneas, he had called himself – did not look offended.

‘And what are you, to your people?’ he asked, looking over her finely embroidered shawl as if seeing it for the first time.

‘Their queen.’

He nodded as if he had no energy for surprise. ‘Then it is you I must beseech. Do not drive us from this place. We could not leave if we wanted to. Our ship is wrecked. My men are tired and injured. Please, tell your husband that we will be no threat to him. We only wish to recover ourselves, and then we will be away as soon as we are able.’

Dido smiled with a mixture of irritation and satisfaction that she had tasted before. ‘I have no husband. There is no king at Carthage. Nor has there ever been.’

This time, Aeneas’s surprise was strong enough to overcome him, and she saw his eyebrows rise. ‘Indeed? Well, it is good fortune that we have met.’ He bowed, and she could see his strong body tense at the effort. He straightened stiffly.

‘Come back with me to the city,’ she offered. ‘You can rest there, and I will send men to escort your people after you. You are all welcome for as long as you need to stay. We have food enough harvested for winter, and timber to repair your ship. Come, you have dragged that stag far enough. My men will collect it for your welcome feast.’

Aeneas’s face quivered. ‘Thank you.’ His head dropped as if it had been hanging on a thread. ‘Thank you, sincerely. We will make our way to your city if you only show me the direction. I cannot come with you now. I must return to the beach and speak with my men. They are waiting for me.’

‘You are already exhausted.’ She recognised his sense of duty, and admired it – just as she admired a prince whose hands were soiled and shaking from a determination to provide for his people – but she also felt a need to protect him from it. If anyone knew the weight of duty upon a grieving soul, she did. ‘Your men will be well cared for – you have my word. They will join you in the city.’

‘No.’ Aeneas shook his head. ‘You don’t understand. My son waits for me at the beach. He is only young, and will be afraid if I do not return.’

It was Dido’s turn to be surprised, though she didn’t know why she should be. He was old enough to have a host of sons. But the stranger’s identity was being made with every word they passed, and she understood now that his duty and hers were not entirely the same.

‘Of course. Yes, you must go to him. I understand. When you are ready, my city is only a few miles to the south. Follow the coast, and you will not miss it.’ She pointed back toward Carthage and smiled warmly. ‘We will have food and beds waiting for you.’







Chapter 6

CARTHAGE 

It was early evening by the time the Trojans arrived. They brought with them the stag that Aeneas had hunted, strung over a broken ship beam. They brought other things, too, the objects of their former lives carried with them across the sea, strapped across their backs or tucked away in boxes. This must have been what her own people had looked like, Dido realised, a decade ago when they had spilled on to this shore. She looked around at her fellow Carthaginians, who were at their doors to watch the stream of new faces. Did it feel as strange to them as it did to her? As if they were watching their own history played out again?

Thinking back to that time did not make her sad, only resolved. She and her people had been met with friendship then, and she would give out the same now.

‘Set your things down in the palace porch,’ she called as the line of men and women approached. ‘They will be safe there. Rest, now, for you are guests of Carthage.’

Some of the Trojans smiled gratefully, or thanked her as they passed. Others were mute with exhaustion, and looked about them with dull eyes. They were in need of refreshment, and Dido was well prepared to offer it. Meat had been roasted and stewed, bread baked, and wine jars unsealed.

She spotted Aeneas among the file of refugees. He looked less storm-washed than he had earlier, but his face was still lined with cares as he took in the buildings of the city and carried his young son upon his shoulders. The boy was squirming to get down and his father obliged, leading him by the hand for the last steps towards the palace. Dido smiled at them, but Aeneas did not see it.

There was no woman walking beside the prince, she noticed. Perhaps the boy’s mother was one of those lost on the journey. It was a cruel pity, Dido thought. And yet the boy was fortunate, too, to have survived all that he had and to have a father who so clearly loved him. The boy jumped over the palace threshold with all the lightness of one so young in years, for whom each moment is new and separate, unweighted by the past.

Dido made a show of having the stag taken away to be cooked. The Trojans had carried it with great effort, and she knew that they had brought it as a gift of sorts, a contribution to the feast of friendship.

What she did not anticipate were the further gifts that Aeneas brought to her table. When all were seated and the food was about to be served to the hall, the prince approached with his son trailing behind him. In his own arms he carried a sumptuously woven dress, with a border of yellow acanthus flowers. Resting atop it were a string of perfect pearls, and a fine-bladed dagger with an ivory handle and case of silver. Dido gasped at the beauty of the gifts, but before she could speak, Aeneas ushered his young son forward.

‘This is Ascanius,’ he said proudly. ‘My son and heir. He has his own gift to present.’

He nodded at the boy, who raised up his doughy arms. In his hands was a gold diadem, delicately wrought and gleaming with polished amethysts. It was the first time the boy’s shy eyes had met hers, and she felt a tender part of her unlock.

‘It’s for your head,’ he said simply, and she beamed.



‘Oh, it’s wonderful. These are all marvellous gifts.’ She found her hand absentmindedly touching the ruby-studded fillet that already sat across her black hair. ‘But your generosity is too great. I cannot take these treasures of your homeland. You have carried them so far. They are too precious.’

To her dismay, Aeneas’s expression darkened. ‘It is right that a guest should give gifts, and a host receive them.’ He looked at her pointedly. ‘We are not without wealth, though we are without a home. It is my honour for you to have these things, which are as fine as can be found in any land.’

She knew then that she had hurt his pride, and hurried to amend her mistake. ‘Of course. I only wished to express my appreciation of their value. As precious as they have been to you, they will now be to me.’ She smiled smoothly and laid her hand across the bundle to indicate her acceptance. ‘Now come, sit at my table. The food is being brought. Let us feast together as friends and allies.’

The dark cloud cleared from Aeneas’s face as he took a seat along from Dido. He put his son Ascanius between them, but she did not feel affronted. She was pleased to have the child’s lively energy beside her, novel as it was, and laughed as he began to take enthusiastic fistfuls of food from the plates within his reach.

Between watching Ascanius and seeing to her own appetite, Dido let a few of her glances go sideways to the prince of Troy. She noted how he half-filled his plate, how he picked at what he had taken, how his own gaze seemed to cast restlessly about the hall. The men and women who had come with him from the beach seemed well contented with her hospitality. They ate heartily, laughed and sang with one another as their cups were refilled. She was pleased to see their aching bodies relaxing, their eyes brightening gradually under the torchlight. But Aeneas watched them as if he were a shepherd far from home with clouds closing in above him. His noble face was alert, his mouth chewing distractedly.

Dido wanted to say something that might ease him, but she didn’t trust herself to find the right words. She did not know him well enough, and had already pricked him once. Before long, he rose from his seat and took a position in the corner of the room, leaning against a pillar and half-obscured in shadow. His eyes continued to trace over the convivial benches, but Dido could not tell whether what he saw brought him any solace. She could tell little at all from that face, in truth. The cares she imagined were woven from what he had said, and embroidered by her own experience.

Her preoccupation with the half-shadowed prince was disturbed by an unusual sensation – the warmth of a small hand clasping her arm. She looked down in surprise as Ascanius leaned himself against her. His eyes were battling to stay open, and his little body sighed contentedly. No wonder he was sleepy, she thought, now that his belly was full of bread and baked quince.

She smiled and tried to keep still in her seat, to avoid unsettling him. Perhaps he had forgotten that he sat in an unknown hall, that the woman beside him was a stranger. Or perhaps, in the little time that had passed since their meeting, he had decided that she was no longer a stranger, that the gentleness of her voice and the soft cloth of her dress were all he needed to know about her. It was enviable, she thought, to trust so easily, to take comfort simply because it was desired and because it was there to be taken. She found herself relaxing into this new intimacy that Ascanius had granted, accepting it as freely as she was accepted. The two of them sat in joint comfort as the child fell asleep against her.
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When all the platters had been cleared and the wine jars were empty, Dido sat alone in the hall. The Trojans had been shown to their beds, and her own people had sloped away to theirs. Dido was sitting with a cup of dregs, trying to summon a will to follow them, but her chair was comfortable and she was savouring the success of the feast.

‘Still here?’ Anna appeared around the doorpost, wearing the grin that always made Dido want to smile too. 

She sank more deeply into her seat and spread her arms. ‘May a queen not enjoy her hall?’

‘She may,’ said Anna. ‘Though perhaps a humble subject such as myself will be permitted to join her?’ She gave an exaggerated bow, which made Dido laugh.

‘I do permit it. Indeed, I insist upon it.’ She pulled out the empty chair beside her, the same one on which Ascanius had lately fallen asleep.

Before Anna took her seat, she peered into the cups that scattered the table. ‘No wine left?’

‘Afraid not. It seems the Trojans are as fond of it as any sensible people. Did you have some earlier? And some food?’

‘Yes, I came in for a while. I was as curious as anyone to get a look at our guests. There were some handsome ones among them, I’d say.’

Dido rolled her eyes.

‘Don’t pretend you’re above noticing such things.’ Anna pushed her arm playfully.

‘We are too old to act like gawking maids.’

‘Tch. You talk as if we ought to be stepping into our graves. And besides, one should never outgrow the appreciation of beauty.’

‘You may appreciate all you like. My care is for the wellbeing of my guests.’ Dido assumed her formal voice. Her queen’s voice. But if there were anyone at Carthage who was impervious to it, it was Anna. They had been friends for as long as Dido had had her city, for as long as she had been Queen Dido. Ten long years, in which so much had changed, and in which Anna’s tongue had grown no less irreverent. Dido was glad of that.

‘You had the prince at your table, I noticed.’ Anna’s look was casual in design, but curious in intention.

‘Is it not right that I should?’

‘I caught your eyes on him more than once.’

Dido scoffed. ‘Would you have me stare at my plate?’

‘No.’ Anna’s voice softened. ‘I would have you look at that which pleases you.’

‘You’re speaking nonsense.’

‘Admiring a man is no shameful thing.’

‘I did not say that it was.’

‘It is not a betrayal, Elissa.’

Dido stiffened on her chair, the carved wood suddenly pressing uncomfortably against her thighs. She picked up her empty cup. ‘Don’t, Anna. I don’t want to talk about this.’

‘I never knew your husband,’ Anna persisted. ‘But I know that he loved you. He would not chain you as you chain yourself.’

‘Stop. Please. I am too tired. This wine has made my head spin.’

Anna fell thankfully quiet, readjusting her dress in the corner of Dido’s vision. Dido leaned her head against her palms, pressing them into the ruby studs of her fillet.

‘You told me you and your husband had no children,’ Anna said eventually. ‘Not even ones that didn’t survive?’

Dido was confused by the new path of the conversation, and shook her head without looking up. ‘None. Not even the stirring of one. I would have told you if I had lost a child.’ She heard the sharpened edge that had entered her voice. 



But Anna, as always, was unperturbed. ‘It’s just you seemed so natural with that little boy. The way he warmed to you. I thought . . . Well, it was a silly thing to ask. I know you would have told me something like that.’

‘The boy has lost his mother, I think.’ That was how she had explained it to herself. It allowed her to put all her pity upon the child, and not to think about the feeling he had stirred in her own heart. She had never been a mother, though she had often helped to care for children – Pygmalion included, when he was young. For many years, she had thought this would be practice for her own, but many more years had passed since she had given up that imagining. Her people were her children, in a way. She liked that thought, and it had fed her well. But she was pleased, too, by Anna’s observation, and by the memory of Ascanius resting against her. ‘He is a sweet child,’ she said simply, and kept her other thoughts to herself.
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