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  NOTE ON DATES




  

     

  




  By the year 48 BC, when this novel takes place, the flawed Roman calendar had drawn some two months ahead of the actual seasons. Thus, although the story begins on 27 September by the Roman calendar, the season is actually high summer, and the date, by modern reckoning, is closer to 23 July.




  




  

    

  




  CLEOPATRA:




  I am fire, and air; my other elements




  I give to baser life.




  Shakespeare, Antony and Cleopatra, V, ii: 289–90
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  ‘There! Can you see it? The lighthouse!’




  Bethesda gripped my arm and pointed to a sparkle of light on the dark horizon. It was the hour before dawn. The deck of the ship rocked gently beneath our feet. I squinted and followed her gaze.




  All night Bethesda had stayed awake, awaiting the first glimpse of the great lighthouse of Alexandria. ‘It could be any minute now,’ the captain had told us the previous day at twilight, and Bethesda had staked a place at the prow of the ship, her gaze set on the southern horizon, where blue-green sea met azure sky. Slowly the blues darkened to deepest purple and then to black; the sky was pierced with stars, and starlight lit the face of the deep; a sliver of moon traversed the sky, and still the lighthouse did not appear. It seemed we were not quite as close to Alexandria as the captain thought, yet I trusted his navigation; the voyage from Rome had so far been quick and uneventful, and even I could tell from looking at the stars that our course was now due south. The steady breeze at our backs was taking us across a calm sea directly toward Egypt.




  All night I stood beside Bethesda, joining in her vigil. The night was warm, but occasionally she shivered, and I held her close. Many years ago we had departed from Alexandria by ship, watching the flame atop the lighthouse for hours as it gradually dwindled and finally vanished from sight. Now we were returning to Alexandria, and again we stood together on a ship, scanning the horizon for a first glimpse of that same undying flame.




  ‘There!’ she said, this time in a whisper. I squinted uncertainly; might the glimmer of light be merely a star twinkling just above the water’s edge? But no, the light was too steady to be a star, and as we watched, little by little it grew brighter.




  ‘Pharos,’ I whispered, for that was the name of the lighthouse, as well as the name of the island upon which it was built – the oldest and by far the greatest lighthouse in all the world. With the brightest flame ever produced by men, set atop the tallest tower ever built, for hundreds of years it had guided ships to Alexandria.




  ‘Alexandria!’ Bethesda whispered. She had been born there, and there I had met her during my travels as a young man. After I took her home with me to Rome, neither of us had ever returned. But no one forgets Alexandria. Over the years I had dreamed often of the city’s broad avenues and magnificent temples. In the last few days, as the ship brought us ever nearer, memories had come flooding back in overwhelming profusion – not only sights and sounds but also flavours and smells and tactile sensations. I swooned, remembering waves of heat from the paving stones of the Canopic Way on a hot day, the dry kiss of a desert breeze through the palm trees, the cool refreshment of a swim in Lake Mareotis under the looming skyline of the city.




  During the journey, Bethesda and I made a game of sharing memories, trading them back and forth like children playing tag. Either of us had merely to say a word to spark a memory that sparked yet more memories. Now, with the light of the Pharos twinkling in the distance, she squeezed my hand and whispered, ‘Scarab.’




  I sighed. ‘The jeweller with that little shop just down the hill from the temple of Serapis.’




  Bethesda nodded. ‘Yes, the one with the crooked nose.’




  ‘No, that was his assistant. The jeweller himself—’




  ‘—had a bald spot and a wattle neck. Yes, I remember now.’




  ‘How could you forget, Bethesda? He accused you of stealing that scarab pendant from right under his assistant’s crooked nose.’




  ‘The assistant’s nose wasn’t the only thing crooked about him. He was the one who took the scarab!’




  ‘As I eventually discovered. The poor fellow should be finishing up his sentence in the salt mines about now.’




  ‘Poor fellow? He should never have allowed the blame to fall on an innocent girl.’ Her eyes flashed, and I saw a glimmer of the mischievous spirit that still dwelled in her, despite the terrible illness that had befallen her. I squeezed her hand. She squeezed it back, and my heart ached at the feebleness of her grip.




  Bethesda’s illness was our reason for coming to Egypt. For months it had plagued her, sapping her of strength and joy, eluding every cure propounded by every physician we consulted in Rome. At last Bethesda herself proposed a cure: She must return to Egypt. She must bathe in the waters of the Nile. Only then could she be made whole again.




  How did Bethesda come to this knowledge? I had no idea. One morning she simply announced that we must be off to Alexandria. Having come into a bit of money, I had no excuse to refuse her. To act as our bodyguard, and because he originally came from Alexandria, we took with us the newest member of my household, a hulking young mute named Rupa. We also brought along my two slave boys, the brothers Mopsus and Androcles; their quickness and cleverness would hopefully outweigh their penchant for getting into trouble. We were the ship’s only passengers. In such troubled times, few travelled who could possibly avoid it.




  Rupa and the boys slept, as did most of the ship’s crew. In the stillness of that final hour before dawn, it seemed that Bethesda and I were the only two people alive, and that the beacon of the Pharos, growing gradually, steadily brighter, shone for us alone.




  Little by little the sky lightened. The sea’s black lustre faded to the colour of slate. A faint red glow suffused the eastern horizon. The light of the Pharos seemed to grow fainter, outshone by the sudden flicker of red flame that announced the rising of Helios in his fiery chariot.




  I sensed a change on the ship. I looked behind us to see that the deck was now swarming with sailors tending to ropes and riggings. How long had they been there? I seemed to have dozed while watching the dawn, yet I could have sworn that I never closed my eyes. The light of the Pharos had bemused me. I blinked and shook my head. I looked more closely at the sailors. Their expressions were grim, not joyful. Among them I saw the captain; his face was grimmest of all. He was an affable fellow, a grizzled Greek about my own age, sixty or so, and we had become friendly over the course of the voyage. He saw me staring and strode close by me on his way to bark an order at some of his men. Under his breath he muttered, ‘Red sky. Don’t like it.’




  I turned towards Bethesda. Her eyes narrowed; her lips parted; she continued to stare at the beacon of the Pharos, oblivious to the commotion behind us. For the first time I could barely discern the tower of the lighthouse itself, a tiny sliver of pale stone beneath the bright point of light.




  ‘So close!’ Bethesda whispered.




  We had only to stay on course and maintain a steady progress, and the tower of the Pharos would little by little grow larger and more distinct – to the height of a fingernail, a finger, a hand. We would begin to make out the fluted stonework that decorated its exterior; we would see the statutes of gods and kings that ornamented its base and the balconies of its upper reaches. Beyond the Pharos, we would see the crowded ships in the great harbour and the jumble of rooftops that made up the skyline of Alexandria.




  I felt a tug at the sleeve of my tunic and turned to see little Androcles staring up at me. His slightly bigger brother, Mopsus, stood behind him, and looming over them was Rupa, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.




  ‘Master,’ said Androcles, ‘what’s wrong?’




  From amidships the captain spared a glance at me and barked, ‘Keep those two boys out of the way!’ Then, to his sailors: ‘Down the sail! Raise your oars!’




  A sudden wind gusted from the west, ripping a loose flap of sail from the hands of the sailors who were attempting to furl it. The deck abruptly pitched and rocked beneath us. The hull beneath the prow slapped the waves, and we were covered with salty spume. Bethesda blinked and shivered and at last took her eyes from the Pharos. She looked at me dully. ‘Husband, what’s happening?’




  ‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘Perhaps we should take shelter aft.’ I took her arm, intending to guide her and my other charges to the small cabin at the stern of the ship. But it was too late. The storm, arising from nowhere, was upon us, and the captain made a frantic gesture ordering us to stay where we were, out of his sailors’ way. ‘Grab hold of whatever you can!’ he shouted, his voice barely audible above a sudden shriek of wind. Raindrops stung my face and left grit in my mouth. Sand grated against my teeth; I cursed and spat. I had heard of such storms when I lived at Alexandria but had never experienced one – whirling desert sandstorms that swept out over the sea, combining with furious rainstorms to pelt wind-tossed ships with both water and earth. Once after such a storm a ship had sailed into the harbour at Alexandria weighted down with sand, the broiling sun having burned away the water to leave miniature sand dunes piled high on the decks.




  The red light of the rising sun became a memory, banished by howling darkness. Bethesda pressed close to me. I opened my eyes just enough to see that Rupa was nearby, clutching the boys with both arms, yet somehow managing to hold fast to the ship’s rail. Mopsus and Androcles hid their faces against his broad chest.




  As quickly as it had struck, the lashing wind died down. The howling diminished but did not cease; it seemed merely to draw back in all directions, surrounding us but no longer touching us. A hole opened in the sky above us, showing an incongruous patch of blue amid the swirling darkness all around.




  ‘Can you see the lighthouse?’ Bethesda whispered.




  I gazed beyond the prow into a mist of deepest purple pierced by flashes of opalescent grey. I saw no hint of the horizon, much less a glimpse of the Pharos beacon. I had the uncanny sensation that Alexandria no longer lay off the prow, anyway; the ship had been so spun about that I couldn’t begin to guess which direction was southward. I looked at the captain, who stood amidships, breathing hard but otherwise stock-still, gripping a taut length of rigging with such force that his knuckles were white.




  ‘Have you ever seen a storm like it?’ I said, lowering my voice instead of raising it, for the circle of stillness around the ship was unnerving.




  The captain made no answer, but from his silence I knew that he was as confounded as I was. ‘Strange days,’ he finally said, ‘in the heavens as on earth.’




  The comment required no explanation. Everywhere and at all times men were on the lookout for portents and omens. Since the day that Caesar crossed the Rubicon River and marched on Rome with his army, drawing the whole world into ruinous civil war, not a day had passed that could be called normal. I myself had witnessed battles on sea and on land, had been trapped in cities under siege, had been nearly trampled by starving, desperate citizens rioting in the Roman Forum. I had seen men burned alive at sea and men drowned in a tunnel beneath the earth. I had done things of which I had previously thought myself incapable – killed a man in cold blood, disowned my beloved son, fallen in love with a stranger who died in my arms. I had deliberately turned my back on Caesar and his mad ambitions, yet Caesar continued to call me his friend; I had done a better job of alienating Caesar’s rival Pompey, who had tried to strangle me with his own hands. Chaos reigned on earth and in the heavens men beheld its reflection: Birds were seen to fly backwards; temples were struck by lightning; blood red clouds formed visions of contesting armies. In the days just before we left for Alexandria, word had reached Rome of a momentous turn of events: Caesar and Pompey had met at Pharsalus in Greece and, if the reports could be trusted, Pompey’s forces had been utterly destroyed. The world held its breath, awaiting the next gambit in the great game. It was no surprise, then, that in such an uncanny storm, a man like our captain could not help but see yet another manifestation of the chaos that had been loosed by the dogs of war.




  As if to confirm this superstitious dread, the circle of blue sky above us abruptly vanished, and the ship was again lashed by rain. But this rain carried no grit; something larger struck my face, startling me. Bethesda slid downward, eluding my embrace. She knelt to pick up the thing that flopped about on the deck. It slipped from her fingers, but she nimbly retrieved it. I gave a start and shuddered, expecting Bethesda to squeal and cast the wriggling creature away from her, but instead she cradled it in her hands and cooed with delight.




  ‘Do you see what it is, husband? A tiny Nile frog! From out of the sky, and miles from the Delta. Impossible, yet here it is! It must be a sign from the gods, surely!’




  ‘But a sign of what?’ I whispered, grunting in disgust as another of the clammy creatures fell from the sky and struck my face. I looked about and saw that the deck was alive with the leaping creatures. Some of the sailors laughed; some wrinkled their noses in disgust; some jumped to avoid being touched by the frogs and bellowed in fright.




  A flash of lightning split the sky, followed almost at once by a peal of thunder that rattled my teeth. The frog in Bethesda’s hands leaped free, over the parapet and into the void. The deck spun beneath our feet, making me dizzy. I was overwhelmed by a strange illusion that the wind had borne the ship aloft and that we were skimming above the waves, flying through the air.




  I lost all sense of time, but hours must have passed while we clutched at one another and braced ourselves against the power of the storm. Then, at last, the sea abruptly grew calm. Black clouds receded in all directions, tumbling back upon themselves so that they seemed to pile up at the distant horizons like mountain walls, steep, polished, and black, tipped along their ragged crests with fire, and opening ever and again with flashes of intolerable splendour, while the bases were scrawled over with lightning like a written scroll. The sun above our heads was small and as red as blood, obscured by a thin, black shroud of vapour. Never in all my travels on land or sea had I beheld anything like the uncanny light that suffused the world in that moment – a lurid glow that seemed to come from no particular direction. But before us, far in the distance, there was one break of clear blue sky on the horizon, where yellow light shone upon a sparkling emerald sea. The captain saw the opening in the gloom and ordered his men to sail towards it.




  The sail was unfurled. The oarsmen returned to their places. The break on the horizon was so distinct that I almost expected to emerge from the gloom all at once, as one emerged from the mouth of a cave. Instead, as the oarsmen made steady progress, raising and dipping their oars in unison, we moved gradually from a world of darkness into a world of light. Above our heads the black mist thinned and dispersed, and the sun turned from blood red to gold. To our right, a strip of low brown land appeared on the horizon; we were proceeding eastward, and the westering sun, warming our rain-soaked shoulders and backs, was at least a couple of hours past midday. I looked over the parapet and saw that the water was a confluence of green and brown, the brown being mud from the Nile. The storm had blown us well past Alexandria, to some point beyond the broad, fan-shaped Delta of the Nile.




  So set was the captain on reaching calmer waters that he took no notice of the several ships that lay dead ahead of us, their sails as bright as ivory in the glaring sunlight. Some of the vessels appeared to be warships. Such a group, encountered closer to Alexandria, would have given no cause for alarm, for there the harbour and its guardian fleet would have offered protection from vagabonds and pirates. But our location appeared to be far from any port or harbour of consequence, so that we might as well have been on the open sea. We were acutely vulnerable to robbery and attack. Even as I was considering this, the captain finally appeared to take notice of the vessels ahead of us. He gave an order to veer southward, towards land, even though that arid, featureless strip of shoreline appeared to offer very little in the way of succour or concealment.




  But the other ships had already spotted us, and whatever their intentions, seemed unwilling to let us go without an encounter. Two smaller vessels struck out towards us.




  The captain maintained a cool expression, only a slight squint betraying his anxiety as he peered towards the pursuing ships; but in his command to the rowers to accelerate, a note of fear rang out as clearly as a trumpet’s call. They doubled their speed so abruptly that the deck gave a slight lurch beneath us.




  ‘Rupa!’ I said, intending merely to gain his attention; but the hulking mute anticipated my query, and reached into his tunic to discreetly show me that his dagger was readily at hand. Little Mopsus, seeing the glint of Rupa’s blade, swallowed hard. His younger brother seized the occasion to give him a teasing nudge. I found myself jealous of Androcles’ naive courage. There are few fates more dreaded by travellers than the prospect of being boarded at sea by hostile sailors, far from any prospect of rescue. Even the mercy of the gods is rarely known to be dispensed at sea; perhaps the glint of sunlight on water obscures their view from the heavens. I reached into my tunic to test the grip of my own dagger. If worse came to worst, I might at least be able to spare Bethesda the degradations of capture at sea. With streaks of silver in her black hair, she might no longer be young, but even in her weakened state she was still desirable, at least to my eyes.




  We made good speed, but the pursuing ships were faster. As the shoreline drew only slightly closer, the pursuers bore down on us, their white sails full of wind. Armed men populated the decks. They were warships, not trading vessels.




  It was no use attempting to elude them, but the captain panicked. Having kept a cool head throughout the storm, which might have capsized the ship and killed us all in an instant, he lost his head when confronted with a human menace. I scowled at his misjudgement; if an encounter was inevitable, forcing the pursuers to give chase would only stir excitement in their blood, making even men with innocuous intentions more dangerous to deal with. He would have been wiser to trim sail and turn about to meet them with whatever dignity and bravado he could muster, but instead he gave a hoarse order to row at full speed.




  The shoreline grew nearer, yet showed no more features than before; it was little more than a dun-coloured smudge along the horizon, without even a palm tree to betray any sign of life. That hopeless shore mirrored the hopelessness I felt at that moment; but Bethesda squeezed my hand and whispered, ‘Perhaps these are Caesar’s ships, Husband. Didn’t you say that Caesar himself might head for Egypt next, if the reports of his success in Greece were true?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘And Caesar has always been your friend, hasn’t he, Husband – even when you’ve been less than friendly to him?’




  I almost smiled at this sardonic jibe; Bethesda was still capable of needling me, despite the malady that plagued her. Anything that gave evidence of her old spirit was cause for hope.




  ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘Those fellows pursuing us have the look of Levantines, but they could well be Caesar’s men, or men he’s won over from Pompey, if in fact Pompey is vanquished or dead. If that fleet does belong to Caesar, and we’ve encountered him on his way to Alexandria, then . . .’




  I left the thought unspoken, for Bethesda knew what I was about to say, and to actually speak his name aloud would be too painful; if he had survived the travails of battle, very likely my adopted son Meto would be by Caesar’s side. I had seen him last in Massilia, in Gaul, where I had upbraided him and publicly disowned him for the intrigues and deceits he had practised on Caesar’s behalf. No one in my family, least of all Bethesda, quite understood why I had turned my back on a son I had adopted, who had always been so dear to me; I myself did not quite comprehend the violence of my reaction. If these were Caesar’s ships, and if Caesar was among them, and if Meto was with Caesar – what a jest of the gods that would be, to snatch me from a quiet arrival in Alexandria and set me down in the midst of Caesar’s fleet, faced with a reunion I could not bear to contemplate.




  These thoughts, as gloomy as they were, at least served to distract me from imagining a more dreadful alternative – that the ships pursuing us were not from Caesar after all. These men could be pirates, or renegade soldiers, or something even worse . . .




  Whoever they were, they were practised sailors with considerable skill at pursuit and capture. Coordinating their movements with admirable precision, they drew apart so as to pull alongside us both to starboard and port, then slowed their speed to match ours. They were close enough now so that I could see the leering faces of the armed men on deck. Were they bent on our destruction, or merely exhilarated by the chase? From the ship to our starboard, an officer called out, ‘Give it up, Captain! We’ve caught you fair and square. Raise your oars, or else we’ll get rid of them for you!’




  The threat was literal; I had seen warships employ just such a manoeuvre, drawing alongside an enemy vessel, veering close, then withdrawing their oars so as to shear off the other ship’s still-extended oars, rendering it helpless. With two ships, such a manoeuvre could be executed on both sides of us simultaneously. Given the skill our pursuers had so far displayed, I had no doubt that they could pull it off.




  The captain was still in a panic, frozen to the spot and speechless. His men looked to him for orders, but received none. We proceeded at full speed, the pursuers matching us and drawing closer on either side.




  ‘By Hercules!’ I shouted, tearing myself from Bethesda to run to the captain’s side. I gripped his arm. ‘Give the order to raise oars!’




  The captain looked at me blankly. I slapped him across the face. He bolted and moved to strike back at me, then the glimmer of reason lit his eyes. He took a deep breath and raised his arms.




  ‘Lift oars!’ he cried. ‘Trim sail!’




  The sailors, heaving with exertion, obeyed at once. Our pursuers, with flawless seamanship, mimicked our actions, and all three ships remained side by side even as the waves began to brake our progress.




  The ship to our starboard drew even closer. The soldier who had ordered us to stop spoke again, though he was now so close that he hardly needed to raise his voice. I saw that he wore the insignia of a Roman centurion. ‘Identify yourself!’




  The captain cleared his throat. ‘This is the Andromeda, an Athenian ship with a Greek crew.’




  ‘And you?’




  ‘Cretheus, owner and captain.’




  ‘Why did you flee when we approached?’




  ‘What fool wouldn’t have done the same?’




  The centurion laughed. At least he was in good humour. ‘Where do you sail from?’




  ‘Ostia, the port city of Rome.’




  ‘Destination?’




  ‘Alexandria. We’d be there now if not for—’




  ‘Just answer the questions! Cargo?’




  ‘Olive oil and wine. In Alexandria we’ll be picking up raw linen and—’




  ‘Passengers?’




  ‘Only one party, a fellow and his wife—’




  ‘Is that him, beside you?’




  I spoke up. ‘My name is Gordianus. I’m a Roman citizen.’




  ‘Are you now?’ The centurion peered at me. ‘How many in your party?’




  ‘My wife, a bodyguard, two slave boys.’




  ‘Are we free to sail on?’ said the captain.




  ‘Not yet. All ships without exception are to be boarded and searched, and the names of all passengers passed on to the Great One himself. Nothing for you to be alarmed about; standard procedure. Now turn about, and we’ll escort you to the fleet.’




  I cast a wistful glance at the bleak, receding shore. We had not fallen into the clutches of Caesar, or pirates, or renegade soldiers. It was much worse than that. Only one man in the whole world presumed to call himself Magnus, Great One: Pompey. The Fates had delivered me into the hands of a man who had vowed to see me dead.
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  The ‘fleet,’ as the centurion had called it, was a more ragtag assembly than it had appeared to be at a distance. There were a few warships, to be sure, but all seemed to be in varying degrees of disrepair, with threadbare sails, battered hulls, and mismatched oars. The other ships were transports. The soldiers loaded on their decks had the distracted, ill-disciplined look of conscripted slaves; I had seen enough of those since the outbreak of the war, for both sides in desperate bids for advantage had drafted gladiators, farmhands, and even clerical slaves into their ranks. These soldiers, with their squints and blank expressions and dented armour, were certainly not the crack troops whom Pompey had gathered for his campaign in Greece; those presumably had vanished at Pharsalus, either slain by Caesar’s legions or else pardoned and absorbed into Caesar’s ranks.




  Pompey had escaped from Pharsalus with his life, but not much else. Rumour had it that his defeat had caught him completely by surprise. The engagement had begun at daybreak; as the battle commenced, so certain had Pompey been of victory that he withdrew to his command pavilion to relax and enjoy a midday repast. But Caesar’s forces abruptly overran the opposition and sent them fleeing. When they reached Pompey’s position, they stormed the ramparts and went streaming into the camp. Caesar himself was the first to reach Pompey’s pavilion; when he entered, he found sumptuous furnishings strewn with pillows still warm to the touch, a banquet table set with silver plates piled high with steaming delicacies, and amphorae of fine Falernian wine not yet unsealed. If Pompey had intended a victory banquet, the celebration had been premature; at the last moment, learning that all was lost, the Great One threw off his scarlet cloak and the other badges of his rank, mounted the first horse he could find, and rode through the rear gate of the camp, barely escaping with his life.




  And now, here was Pompey with a ragtag fleet of warriors anchored off the coast of Egypt; and here was I, in Pompey’s power.




  My stomach growled, and I realized that I had grown hungry pacing the deck of the little ship and waiting for word from the centurion, who had diligently recorded my name before rowing off to his commander’s ship for further orders. The Andromeda’s captain sat nearby, giving me sidelong looks. At last he cleared his throat and spoke up.




  ‘Look, Gordianus, you’re not . . . I mean to say, you’re not dangerous – are you?’




  I smiled. ‘That depends. Do you think I could take you in a fair fight, Cretheus? We’re about the same age, the same build—’




  ‘That’s not what I meant, and you know it.’




  ‘Am I dangerous to know, you mean? Am I dangerous cargo?’




  He nodded. ‘This is Pompey we’ve run into. I’ve never had dealings with the man myself, but everyone knows his reputation. He’s used to getting what he wants, and stopping at nothing to get it.’




  I nodded, remembering a famous comment from early in the Great One’s career, when he ran roughshod over the Sicilians. They complained of his illegal tactics in bringing order to their island. Pompey’s response: ‘Stop quoting laws to us; we carry swords!’ Pompey had always done whatever was necessary to prevail, and throughout his long career he had never tasted defeat – until now.




  ‘Considering what happened at Pharsalus, I imagine the Great One must be in a rather foul mood,’ I said.




  ‘So you do know him, Gordianus?’




  I nodded. ‘Pompey and I are acquainted.’




  ‘And will he be pleased or displeased when that officer tells him you’re on my ship?’




  I laughed without mirth. ‘Displeased to learn that I’m still breathing. Pleased that he has a chance to do something about that.’




  The captain wrinkled his brow. ‘He hates you that much?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Because you’re a partisan of Caesar?’




  I shook my head. ‘I am not and never was in Caesar’s camp, despite the fact that my son – my disowned son . . .’ I left the sentence unfinished.




  ‘You have a son who fights with Caesar?’




  ‘They’re closer than that. Meto sleeps in the same tent, eats from the same bowl. He helps write the propaganda Caesar passes off as memoirs.’




  The captain looked at me with fresh eyes. ‘Who’d have thought . . . ?’




  ‘That such a common-looking fellow as myself would have such a close connection to the world’s new lord and master?’




  ‘Something like that. What did you do to offend Pompey, then?’




  I leaned against the rail and stared into the water. ‘That, Captain, is my own business.’




  ‘My business, if it means Pompey decides to confiscate my ship and throw me overboard, to punish me for taking you as a passenger. I’ll ask you again: What did you do to offend the Great One?’




  ‘Even as Caesar was marching on Rome and Pompey was scrambling to escape, a favourite young cousin of Pompey’s was murdered. Just before he left Rome, Pompey charged me with finding the killer.’




  ‘And you failed to do so?’




  ‘Not exactly. But the Great One was not pleased with the outcome.’ I thought of Pompey as I had last seen him – his hands around my throat, his eyes bulging, determined to see me dead. He had been in the process of fleeing Italy by ship, disembarking from the port of Brundisium even as Caesar stormed the city. I’d barely managed to escape, wrenching free from Pompey’s grip, diving into deep water, surfacing amid flaming flotsam, dragging myself to the shore while Pompey sailed off to fight another day.




  I shook my head to clear it. ‘You’ve done nothing to insult the Great One’s dignity, Captain. He has no reason to punish you. If Pompey confiscates your ship, it’ll be because he needs more room for that sad-looking bunch of soldiers crowded on these transports. But he’ll need someone to sail this ship, so why throw you overboard? Ah, but perhaps we’ll know the Great One’s intentions soon enough. I see a skiff approaching, and I believe it’s carrying our friend, that centurion who detained us.’




  The skiff pulled alongside. The centurion called up to us. ‘Ahoy, Captain.’




  ‘Ahoy, yourself. Your men finished searching my cargo an hour ago. What now? Am I free to go?’




  ‘Not yet. That passenger you’re carrying . . .’




  I leaned over the rail to show my face. ‘Are you referring to me, Centurion?’




  ‘I am. Are you the same Gordianus who’s called the Finder, who lives in Rome?’




  ‘I suppose there’s no point in denying it.’




  ‘You must be a rather important fellow, then. The Great One himself would like a word with you. If you’ll join us here in the skiff, we’ll escort you to his galley.’




  Bethesda, who had been standing to one side with Rupa and the boys, drew near and gripped my hand.




  ‘Husband—’




  ‘I’ll be alright, I’m sure,’ I said.




  She squeezed my fingers and averted her eyes. ‘We’ve come so far, Husband.’




  ‘All the way back to where we first began, you and I. Well, almost all the way. We didn’t quite make it to Alexandria, but we did see the lighthouse, didn’t we?’




  She shook her head. ‘I should never have insisted on this journey.’




  ‘Nonsense! These days, no place is safer than any other. We came to Egypt so that you could bathe in the Nile and cleanse yourself of the malady that plagues you, and so you must. Promise me you will, no matter whether I’m there to see it or—’




  ‘Don’t say such a thing!’ she whispered.




  I took both her hands, but only for a moment. ‘The Great One doesn’t like to be kept waiting,’ I said, reluctantly letting her fingertips slip from mine. ‘Look after her while I’m gone, Rupa. And you boys, behave yourselves!’ Androcles and Mopsus both looked at me uncertainly, sensing trouble.




  A man of my years should never be obliged to climb down a rope ladder into a skiff, but I managed the difficult descent with more grace than I thought possible. Perhaps the gods were watching after all, and thought it fitting to allow an old Roman to retain a shred of dignity on the way to meet his destiny.




  ‘A beautiful day,’ I said to the centurion. ‘Not a sign of that storm that blew us here. You’d never know it happened. Nothing but blue skies.’




  The centurion nodded but did not speak. His reserves of bonhomie were apparently spent. His face was grim.




  ‘Not a very cheerful group,’ I said, looking at the rowers. They kept their eyes straight ahead and made no response.




  We rowed past warships and transports to the centre of the little fleet. Pompey’s galley stood out from the rest. Its sail was trimmed with crimson, its armoured hull gleamed in the sunlight, and the soldiers on the deck were by far the best outfitted of any in sight. It was clearly the handsomest ship in the fleet, and yet, in some intangible way, the gloomiest. Was I only imagining the air of dread that seemed to thicken around us as each stroke of the oars brought us closer?




  I was spared the challenge of attempting an ascent by ladder, for the galley was equipped with a ramp that unfolded from the deck. I stepped onto it, swaying a bit. When the centurion gripped my elbow to steady me, I turned to thank him; but the way he averted his eyes, as if the very sight of me might contaminate him, unnerved me. Mustering my courage, I turned and ascended the ramp.




  The moment I stepped onto the deck, I was searched. My dagger was discovered and taken from me. I was told to remove my shoes, and those were taken as well; I suppose an enterprising assassin might find some way to conceal a deadly weapon in his shoe. Even the cord I used to belt my tunic was taken. Armed guards escorted me to the cabin at the stern of the galley. Its door stood open, and well before we reached it, I heard Pompey’s raised voice from within.




  ‘Tell the brat and his pet eunuch that I’ll expect to meet them ashore tomorrow at noon – not an hour earlier and not an hour later. I’ll be able to judge how subservient these Egyptians intend to be by what they feed me for lunch. If they spring for crocodile steak and swallows’ tongues with a decent Italian wine, I’ll tell the boy-king to wipe my bottom for me as well. If they think they can get away with serving Nile mullets and Egyptian beer, I’ll know I have my work cut out for me.’ This was followed by a harsh laugh that made my blood run cold.




  Another voice replied, in lower tones, ‘As you command, Great One,’ and a moment later an officer emerged from the cabin, wearing full regalia and carrying a plumed helmet under his arm. He spied me and raised an eyebrow. ‘Is this the one called Gordianus, Centurion Macro?’




  ‘It is, Commander.’




  ‘Well, Citizen Gordianus, I don’t envy you. But then, you probably don’t envy me, either. I’m off to the mainland to parley with that haughty boy-king and his insufferable advisers. The Great One expects to receive a fitting welcome when he goes ashore tomorrow, but one gets the distinct impression that the boy-king had rather be staging another battle against his sister and her rebels in the desert.’ The officer shook his head. ‘This sort of thing was so much easier before Pharsalus! I had merely to snap my fingers, and the locals cringed. Now they look at me as if . . .’ He seemed to realize he had said too much, and scowled. ‘Ah, well, perhaps I’ll see you again when I get back. Or perhaps not.’ He gave me a nudge in the ribs that was much too hard to be friendly, and then he pushed past me. I watched the officer descend the ramp and disappear from sight.




  While I was distracted, one of the guards had apparently announced my arrival, for without further preamble Centurion Macro pushed me towards the cabin. I stepped inside, and he shut the door behind me.




  The little room seemed dark after the bright sunshine. As my eyes adjusted, the first face I saw was that of a young woman, a strikingly beautiful Roman matron who sat in one corner with her hands folded on her lap, fixing me with a condescending stare. Even at sea, she had managed to take considerable pains with her appearance. Her hair was tinted with henna and piled atop her head in a complicated coif. Her wine-dark stola was belted about her shapely torso with chains of gold, and more gold shimmered amid the jewel-encrusted pectoral that adorned her throat and the lapis baubles that dangled from her earlobes. Pompey’s young wife had no doubt taken a great deal of jewellery with her when she fled from Rome with her husband; she must have lugged that jewellery from camp to camp as the arena of battle moved. If any woman had learned to look her best while on the move, and if any woman felt she had earned the right to wear her best jewels for any occasion, it was the long-suffering Cornelia.




  Pompey was not her first husband. Her previous marriage had been to Publius Crassus, the son of Marcus Crassus, the lifelong rival of Caesar and Pompey. When the elder Crassus set out to conquer Parthia some five years ago, he took his son with him; both perished when the Parthians massacred the invading Romans. Still young and beautiful, and famously well versed in literature, music, geometry, and philosophy, Cornelia had not remained a widow long. Some said her marriage to Pompey was a political union; others said it was a love-match. Whatever the nature of their relationship, through good times and bad she had remained steadfastly at his side.




  ‘So it is you, Finder!’ The voice, so harsh it gave me a start, came from another corner. Pompey stepped forward, emerging from the deepest shadows in the room.




  On the last occasion I saw him, he had been possessed by an almost supernatural fury. There was a glint of that same fury even now in his eyes. He was dressed as if for battle, in gleaming armour, and carried himself stiffly, his chin high, his shoulders erect – a model of Roman dignity and self-control. But along with the glint of fury in his eyes, there was a glimmer of something else – fear, uncertainty, defeat. Those emotions, held carefully in check, nevertheless undermined the stiffly formal facade he presented, and it seemed to me that behind his gleaming armour and scowling countenance, Pompey the Great was a hollow man.




  Hollow, I thought – but hardly harmless. He fixed me with a gaze so intense that I had to struggle not to lower my eyes. When he saw that I refused to quail, he barked out a laugh.




  ‘Gordianus! As defiant as ever – or merely stupid? No, not stupid. That can’t be, since everyone credits you with being so very, very clever. But cleverness counts for nothing without the favour of the gods, and I think the gods must have deserted you, eh? For here you are, delivered into my hands – the last person on earth I should have thought to see today. And I must be the last person you expected to encounter!’




  ‘We’ve followed different paths to the same place, Great One. Perhaps it’s because the gods have withdrawn their favour from both of us.’




  He blanched. ‘You are a fool, and I shall see that you end like a fool. I’d thought you dead already when I left Brundisium, drowned like a rat after you jumped from my ship. Then Domitius Ahenobarbus joined me in Greece and told me he’d seen you alive in Massilia. “Impossible!” I told him. “You saw the Finder’s lemur.” “No, the man himself,” he assured me. And now you stand before me in the flesh, and it’s Domitius who’s become a lemur. Marc Antony chased him to ground like a fox at Pharsalus. Damn Antony! Damn Caesar! But who knows? Mark my words, Caesar will yet get his just deserts, and when he least expects it. The gods will abandon Caesar – like that!’ He snapped his fingers. ‘One moment he’ll be alive, plotting his next triumph, and the next moment – dead as King Numa! I see you scoff, Finder, but believe me, Caesar will yet receive his due.’




  What was he talking about? Did he have spies and assassins close to Caesar, plotting to do away with him? I stared back at Pompey and said nothing.




  ‘Lower your eyes, damn you! A man in your position – think of those travelling with you, if not of yourself. You’re all at my mercy!’




  Would he really harm Bethesda to take vengeance on me? I tried to steady the quaver in my voice. ‘I’m travelling with a young mute of simple intelligence, two slave boys, and my wife, who is not well. I find it hard to believe that the Great One would stoop to exact vengeance on such—’




  ‘Oh, shut up!’ Pompey made a noise of disgust and looked sidelong at his wife. Some unspoken communication passed between them, and the exchange seemed to calm him. I sensed that Cornelia was his anchor, the one thing he could count on now that everything else, including his own judgement, had failed him so miserably.




  Pompey now refused to look at me. ‘Go on, get out!’ he said between clenched teeth.




  I blinked, not ready to believe that he was dismissing me with my head still on my shoulders.




  ‘Well, what are you waiting for?’




  I turned to leave. ‘But don’t think I’m done with you, Finder!’ Pompey snapped. ‘At present I have too much on my mind to fully enjoy seeing the life torn out of you. After I’ve met with young King Ptolemy and my fortunes have returned to a firmer footing – then I’ll summon you again, when I can deal with you at my leisure.’




  Centurion Macro accompanied me back to the skiff. ‘You look as pale as a fish belly,’ he said.




  ‘Do I?’




  ‘Mind your step, getting into the boat. I’ve been given orders that nothing untoward must happen to you.’




  ‘The dagger that was taken from me?’




  He laughed. ‘You won’t be seeing that again. Pompey says you mustn’t hurt yourself.’
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  Night fell. The sea was calm, the sky clear. Far away to the west, beyond the low marshland of the Nile Delta, I imagined I could descry the Pharos, a pinpoint of light upon an uncertain horizon.




  ‘There!’ I said to Bethesda, who stood beside me at the ship’s rail. ‘Do you see it? The Pharos.’




  She squinted and frowned. ‘No.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘My vision is dim tonight.’




  I held her close. ‘Do you feel unwell?’




  She grimaced. ‘It seems such a small thing, now. To have come so far for such a petty purpose—’




  ‘Not petty, Wife. You must be well again.’




  ‘Towards what end? Our children are all grown.’




  ‘Eco and Diana both have given us grandchildren and now Diana is expecting another.’




  ‘And no doubt they’ll do a splendid job of raising them, with or without their grandmother. My time on this earth has been good, Master . . .’




  Master? What was she thinking, to call me that? Many years had passed since I made her free and married her. From that day forward she had called me Husband, and not once had I known her to slip and address me as her master. It was the return to Egypt, I told myself, calling her back to her past, confusing her about the present.




  ‘Your time on this earth is far from over, Wife.’




  ‘And your time, Husband?’ She gave no sign of noticing her earlier error. ‘When you came back today, I gave thanks to Isis, for it seemed a miracle. But the centurion forbade the captain to sail on. That means the Great One isn’t done with you.’




  ‘The Great One has far greater concerns than me. He’s come to seek King Ptolemy’s assistance. All Pompey’s other allies – the Eastern potentates and moneylenders and mercenaries who gave him their allegiance before Pharsalus – have deserted him. But his ties to Egypt are strong. If he can persuade King Ptolemy to take his side, then he yet has a hope to defeat Caesar. Egypt has grain and gold. Egypt even has a Roman army, garrisoned here for the last seven years to keep the peace.’




  ‘Something they’ve singularly failed to do, if Ptolemy is engaged in a civil war with his sister Cleopatra,’ said Bethesda.




  ‘So it’s ever been in Egypt, at least in our lifetimes. To gain power, the Ptolemaic siblings intermarry, conspire among themselves, even murder one another. Sister marrying brother, brother murdering sister – what a family! As savage and peculiar as those animal-headed gods the locals worship.’




  ‘Don’t scoff! You’re in the realm of those gods now, Master.’ She had done it again. I made no remark, but sighed and held her closer.




  ‘So you see, Pompey has far too much to think about to be bothered with me.’ I said the words with all the conviction I could muster.




  When sleep is distant, the night is long. Bethesda and I lay together on our little cot in the cramped passenger cabin, separated from Rupa and the boys by a flimsy screen woven from rushes. Rupa snored softly; the boys breathed steadily, submerged in the deep sleep of children. The ship rocked very slightly on the calm sea. I was weary, my mind numb, but sleep would not come.




  Had it not been for the storm, we would have been in Alexandria that night, safe and snug in some inn in the Rhakotis district, with a steady floor beneath our feet and a proper roof above our heads, our bellies full of delicacies from the market, our heads awhirl with the sights and sounds of a teeming city I had not seen since I was young. Come the dawn, I would have hired a boat to take us up the long canal to the banks of the Nile. Bethesda would do what she had come to do, and I would do what I had come to do – for I, too, had a reason for visiting the Nile, a purpose about which Bethesda knew nothing . . .




  At the foot of our sleeping cot, where it served each morning as a dressing table for Bethesda and each evening as a dining table for all five of us, was a travelling trunk. Inside the trunk, nestled amid clothing, shoes, coins, and cosmetics, was a sealed bronze urn. Its contents were the ashes of a woman called Cassandra. She had been Rupa’s sister, and more than that, his protector, for Rupa was simple as well as mute, and could not make his own way in the world. Cassandra had been very special to me, as well, though our relationship had very nearly proven fatal to us both. I had managed to keep the affair secret from Bethesda only because of her illness, which had dulled her intuition along with her other senses. Cassandra and Rupa had come to Rome from Alexandria; Rupa wanted to return his sister to the land of their youth and to scatter her ashes in the Nile, restoring her remains to the great cycle of earth, air, fire, and water. The urn that contained her ashes loomed in my mind like a fifth passenger among us, unseen and unheard but often in my thoughts.




  If all had gone well, tomorrow Bethesda would have bathed in the Nile, and Cassandra’s ashes would have been mingled with the river’s sacred waters: duties discharged, health restored, the closing of a dark chapter, and, I had hoped, the opening of a brighter one. But that was not how things had turned out.




  Was I to blame for my own fate? I had killed a man; disowned my beloved Meto; fallen in love with Cassandra, whose ashes were only a few feet away. Was it any wonder the gods had abandoned me? For 62 years they had watched over me and rescued me from one scrape after another, either because they were fond of me, or merely because they were amused by the peculiar twists and turns of my life’s story. Had they now grown disinterested, distracted by the grander drama of the war that had swept over the world? Or had they watched my actions, judged me harshly, and found me no longer worthy of life? Surely some god, somewhere, had been laughing that afternoon when Pompey and I met, two broken men brought to the edge of ruin.




  Thus ran my thoughts that night, and they kept sleep far away.




  Bethesda slept and must have dreamed, to judge by her low murmurs and the occasional twitching of her fingers. Her dreams appeared to be uneasy, but I did not rouse her; wake a sleeper in mid-dream, and the dark phantoms linger; but let a dream run its course, and the sleeper wakes with no memory of it. Soon enough Bethesda might have to face a nightmare from which there would be no waking. How would I die? Would Bethesda be forced to witness the act? Afterwards, how would she remember me? Above all else, a Roman must strive to face his end with dignity. I would have to remember that and think of Bethesda and the last memory of me she would carry, the next time the Great One summoned me.




  At some point in the middle of that very long, very dark night, Bethesda stirred and sought my hand with hers. She twined her fingers with mine and squeezed them so tightly that I feared she must be in pain.




  ‘What’s wrong?’ I whispered.




  She rolled towards me and pressed a finger to my lips to silence me. In the darkness I could see the glimmer of her eyes, but I could not make out her expression. I murmured against the finger pressed to my lips. ‘Bethesda, beloved—’




  ‘Hush!’ she whispered.




  ‘But—’




  She removed her finger and replaced it with her lips, pressing her mouth to mine in a deep, breathless kiss.




  We had not kissed that way in a very long time, not since the onset of her illness. Her kiss reminded me of Cassandra, and for a brief moment I experienced the illusion that it was Cassandra beside me in the bed, her ashes made flesh again. But as the kiss continued, my memory of Cassandra faded, and I was reminded of Bethesda herself, when she and I both had been very young and our passion was so fresh it seemed that such a thing had never before been known in the world – a portal to an undiscovered country.




  She pressed herself against me and slid her arms around me. The smell of her hair was intoxicating; neither illness nor travel had stopped her from the ritual of washing, combing, and scenting the great mane of black shot with silver that cascaded almost to her waist. She rolled atop me, and her tresses enclosed me, sweeping across my bare shoulders and over my cheeks, mingling with the tears that abruptly flowed from my eyes.




  As the boat swayed gently on the waves, with Rupa and the boys and the urn that contained Cassandra very close, we made love, quietly, slowly, with a depth of feeling we had not shared in a very long time. I feared at first that she might be expending herself beyond her limits, but it was she who set the pace, bringing me quickly to the point of ecstasy and then holding me there at her leisure, stretching each moment to exquisite infinity.




  The paroxysm wracked her body, and then again, and on the third occasion I joined her, peaking and melting into oblivion. We separated but remained side by side, breathing as one, and I sensed that her body had relaxed completely – so completely that I gripped her hand, fearing there might be no response. But she squeezed my fingers in return, even as the rest of her remained utterly limp, as if her joints had loosened and her limbs turned as soft as wax. It was only in that moment that I realized just how stiffly, for month after month, she had been holding her body, even when she slept. She released a long sigh of contentment.




  ‘Bethesda,’ I said quietly.




  ‘Sleep,’ she whispered.




  The word seemed to act as a magical spell. Almost at once I felt consciousness desert me as I sank into the warm, boundless ocean of Somnus. The last things I heard were a high-pitched whisper followed by a stifled giggle. At some point Androcles and Mopsus must have awakened and been richly amused by the noises in the room. In other circumstances I might have been angry, but I must have fallen asleep with a smile on my face, for that was how I awoke.




  The smile faded quickly as I remembered exactly where I was. I blinked my eyes at the dim light that leaked around the cabin door. I sensed movement. From outside the cabin I heard the sailors calling to one another. The sail snapped. The oars creaked. The captain had set sail – but to where?




  I felt a thrill of hope. Had we somehow, under cover of darkness, escaped from Pompey’s fleet? Was Alexandria in sight? I scrambled from the cot, slipping into my tunic as I opened the door and stepped out.




  My hopes evaporated in an instant. We were in the midst of Pompey’s fleet, surrounded by ships on all sides. They were all in motion, taking advantage of an onshore breeze to draw closer to the coast.




  The captain saw me and approached. ‘Get a good night’s sleep?’ he asked. ‘I figured you needed it. Didn’t have the heart to wake you.’




  ‘What’s happening?’




  ‘I’m not entirely sure, but I suspect it has something to do with them.’ He pointed towards the shore. Where on the previous day the beach had been a featureless smear of brown lacking any sign of life, this morning it was thronged with a great multitude of soldiers arrayed in formal ranks, their spears casting long shadows and their armour gleaming in the slanting, early-morning sunlight, the plumes atop their helmets appearing to shiver as the leaves of certain trees shiver in the slightest wind. Brightly coloured pavilions with streaming pennants had been erected atop the low hills. The largest and most impressive of these pavilions was at the centre of the host atop the highest of the hills. Beneath its canopy a throne sat atop a dais – a shimmering chair made of gold ornamented with jewels and worthy to seat a king. At the moment the throne was vacant, and though I squinted, I could not see beyond it into the royal tent.




  ‘King Ptolemy’s army,’ said the captain.




  ‘And the boy-king himself, if that throne is any indication. He’s come to parley with Pompey.’




  ‘Some of those soldiers are outfitted like Romans.’




  ‘So they are,’ I said. ‘A Roman legion was garrisoned here seven years ago, to help the late king Ptolemy hold his throne and keep the peace. Some of those soldiers once served under Pompey, as I recall. They say the Romans stationed here have gone native, taking Egyptian wives and forgetting Roman ways. But they won’t have forgotten Pompey. He’s counting on them to rally to his side.’




  The captain, receiving a signal from a nearby ship, called to his men to raise their oars. The fleet had drawn as close to the shore as the shallow water would permit. I turned my eyes towards Pompey’s galley and felt my heart sink. The small skiff that had transported me the previous day was headed towards us.




  The skiff drew alongside. Centurion Macro did not speak, but merely cocked his head and motioned for me to board.




  The captain spoke in my ear. ‘I hear the others stirring,’ he said. ‘Shall I wake them?’




  I looked at the cabin door. ‘No. I said my farewells yesterday . . . and last night.’




  I descended the rope ladder. Spots swam before my eyes, and my heart began to race. I tried to remember that a Roman’s dignity never matters so much as in the moment of his death, and that the substance of a man’s life is summed up in the manner in which he faces his end. Stepping into the skiff, I stumbled and caused the boat to rock. Centurion Macro gripped my arm to steady me. None of the rowers smiled or sniggered; instead, they averted their eyes and mumbled prayers to ward off the misfortune portended by such a bad omen.




  As we rowed towards Pompey’s galley, I was determined to not look back. With that uncanny acumen a man gains over the years, I felt eyes on my back, yet still I kept my gaze straight ahead. But as we pulled alongside the galley, I could not resist a final glance over my shoulder. Quite tiny in the distance, I saw them all standing along the rail – not only the captain and all his sailors, but Rupa, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, and the boys wearing only the loincloths they slept in, and Bethesda in her sleeping gown. At the sight of me looking back, she raised her hands and covered her face.




  Centurion Macro escorted me aboard. A crowd of officers had gathered at the prow of the galley, clustered around Pompey himself, to judge from the magnificent purple plume that bristled atop the helmet of the man at the middle of the group, who was hidden by the surrounding throng. I swallowed hard and braced myself to face Pompey, but the centurion gripped my elbow and steered me in the opposite direction, towards the cabin where I had been received the previous day. He rapped on the cabin door. Cornelia herself opened it.




  ‘Come inside, Finder,’ she said, keeping her voice low. She closed the door behind me.




  The room was stuffy from the smoke of burning lamp oil. Against one wall, the coverlet on the bed that Pompey and his wife presumably shared was pulled down and rumpled on one side but untouched on the other.




  ‘You slept well last night?’ I said.




  She raised an eyebrow. ‘Well enough, considering.’




  ‘But the Great One never went to bed at all.’




  She followed my gaze to the half-made bed. ‘My husband told me you’re good at noticing such details.’




  ‘A bad habit I can’t seem to break. I used to make my living by it. These days it only seems to get me into trouble.’




  ‘All virtues turn at last to vices, if one lives long enough. My husband is a prime example of that.’




  ‘Is he?’




  ‘When I first married him, he was no longer young, but he was nonetheless still brash, fearless, supremely confident that the gods were on his side. Those virtues had earned him a lifetime of victories, and his victories earned him the right to call himself Great and to demand that others address him thusly. But brashness can turn to arrogance, fearlessness to foolhardiness, and confidence can become that vice the Greeks call hubris – an overweening pride that tempts the gods to strike a man down.’
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