

[image: image]




CHANTS TO 
PERSEPHONE


Jennifer Macaire




Published by Accent Press Ltd 2018


Octavo House


West Bute Street


Cardiff


CF10 5LJ


www.accentpress.co.uk


Copyright © Jennifer Macaire 2018


The right of Jennifer Macaire to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by the author in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


The story contained within this book is a work of fiction. Names and characters are the product of the author’s imagination and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, electrostatic, magnetic tape, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the written permission of the publisher Accent Press Ltd.


Octavo House


West Bute Street


Cardiff


CF10 5LJ


ISBN 9781786154613


eISBN 9781786154606




“The soul, at the moment of death, feels the same impression as those who are initiated into the Great Mysteries … first it is like being lost on a long, winding walk through eerie darkness. Then, just before the end, the terror, the cold sweat, and the horror are at their greatest. At once a marvellous light appears to the eyes: we pass into a green meadow where singing is heard …”


Themistius – Religious Chants to Persephone


Initiate: ‘I come from a virtuous people, O pure Queen of Hades … for I believe I belong to your kind, but destiny struck me down … I broke free from the circle of pain and sorrow and I leapt lightly toward my chosen crown; I took refuge in the arms of the Lady, Queen of Hades.’


The goddess replies: ‘O Fortunate One! O Blessed One! You have become a god, from the man you once were.’


And the initiate concludes with this mysterious reply: ‘Kid, I fell into the milk.’


Words which form the rites of initiation to the Cult of Orpheus
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Chapter One


Alexander looked across the waves toward the new city. The arms of the bay curved out from either side of the wide port. White marble buildings lined the shore. Behind them stood brightly painted stone houses. The sea was very blue, the buildings sparkled in the light, and he narrowed his eyes to slits as he stared.


‘It’s still not very far along,’ he said.


‘It looks wonderful.’ I took his arm and smiled. The sun was blinding. I wished I had a pair of sunglasses. Well, maybe I could invent them. The new city of Alexandria looked much better than I’d expected. I’d been there once before. Three thousand years in the future Alexandria, second largest city in Egypt, would be a steaming, sprawling, noisy, smelly city.


Right now, it was probably just smelly. I wrinkled my nose. We were arriving in the port and men were rushing up the wharves toward us. Someone had a basket of fish in his arms.


When we reached the dock, Nearchus leapt lightly ashore and tied the boat. I was impatient to disembark and walk on dry land. We’d been at sea for weeks.


In June 323 BC, we had sailed from the mouth of the Euphrates, down the Persian Gulf, into the Indian Ocean, and through the Red Sea. We’d taken a camel caravan across the desert to Gaza. Afterwards, we’d taken another ship to Alexandria. It had taken three months. I was tired of travelling, tired of boats and camels. I wanted to stay in a real house with a real bath and sleep in a real bed.


Alexander, my husband, felt the same. He didn’t much care for boats. Every time he boarded one, he was seasick. Unlike Nearchus. The tall blond admiral was more at home on a boat than on land. At this moment, he was reefing the sails as we got everything packed. We were planning to spend at least a month here. Then we would head to Memphis, where Alexander would meet Ptolemy Lagos and discuss what was to be done with the kingdom.


Not that Alexander had a lot to say in the matter. Officially, he was dead. Alexander the Great, King of Heaven and Earth, had contracted malaria and died after seven days of high fever and delirium.


Only he hadn’t died. I’d saved him.


I, Ashley of the Sacred Sandals, born three thousand years in the future, ex-time-travelling journalist, and kidnapped by Alexander eleven years ago in Arbeles, had cheated the Fates. I was reputed to be Demeter’s daughter, Persephone. At least, that’s what people had thought. Now they believed I’d returned to Hades, God of the Dead. A fitting end, I thought.


Yet here I was, on a beautiful morning, standing on a stone pier in Alexandria. By my side was my husband and in my arms a baby girl. Cleopatra was a tiny infant with dark grey eyes, a sweet smile, and a loud voice. When she was hungry, everyone knew.


My eldest child, Paul, was ten. He was helping Nearchus square the boat away. He was a tall boy, slender and blond as a young Viking. I thought he must look very much like my ancestors. We shared the same broad cheekbones and slanted blue eyes. The sun had bleached his hair almost white. He was big for his age and had his father’s proud nose and mobile mouth.


My other son, Chiron, was six years old. He was darker than Paul, with brown curly hair and bright hazel eyes. His face was triangular, with a mischievous expression. He looked very much like his father Plexis, better known as Hephaestion. Plexis was busy down below getting our baggage ready, not that we had very much. He was completely at ease on a boat, although he preferred horses. He had been Alexander’s cavalry general.


Nearchus had been Alexander’s admiral. And Usse, the thin-faced, dark man coming up on deck was Alexander’s doctor. He was Egyptian and stood very still and breathed deeply. I wondered what he felt like being back in the country where he’d been born, grown up, and sold as a slave. He was a slave no longer.


He caught me looking at him and smiled. When he smiled his teeth looked very white in his dark face. His hair was starting to turn silver at the temples. He was a handsome man. I thought perhaps he would marry Chirpa and settle here. Chirpa was Greek, from Athens. She had been a slave in Babylon. Now she was free, and as she came on deck the wind whipped her copper hair around her face and turned her cheeks pink.


‘This is beautiful!’ she exclaimed.


Alexander heard her and smiled. ‘I planned the whole city myself,’ he said proudly. ‘I can’t wait to go see it.’


I couldn’t wait either, but first we had to get settled in our new house. Plexis had found it, and assured us it was comfortable.


‘With a bath?’ I asked, suspiciously.


‘Of course.’ Plexis grinned. ‘You’ll love it. It’s one of the new villas beyond the city walls. There’s even a kitchen.’


‘Even a kitchen?’ I raised my eyebrows. ‘I certainly hope there’s a kitchen – and a decent bathroom as well.’ But in the general rush and excitement of arrival, my comments went unnoticed.


I wondered what the house would be like. I’d just spent ten years in a tent. The last house I’d lived in had two kitchens, fifteen bedrooms, ten bathrooms, a service elevator, and a ballroom. I didn’t think the houses here even had doors that closed. I imagined something along the lines of a mud-daub building, with all of us crowding into a smoky living room and sharing a cramped bedroom. Well, at least it wouldn’t rock under our feet.


At the waterfront, a horse and cart waited to take our baggage. Alexander put me in the cart and settled Cleopatra in my arms. Paul and Chiron clambered in the back, and Chirpa found a seat next to the driver. The driver touched his whip to the horse’s back, and we set off through the city.


We must have seemed a strange group. I was tall for a woman of that time, and with my white-blonde hair, stood out like a dove in a flock of crows. Chirpa was a redhead, and her penny-bright hair reached her hips.


Walking beside us were the men: Alexander, who caught the eye and held it because of his magnetism; Plexis, who was tall, dark and handsome; and Nearchus, who was even taller with a shining helmet of red-gold hair. Brazza and Millis were eunuchs. Brazza was an older man but graceful and walked lightly as a dancer. His head had always been shaved smooth and he had no beard. It was impossible to give him an age – only the wise look in his eyes made me think he was older than any of us even guessed. Millis was young. He was Darius’s son by a slave woman. He was the tallest of all the men, standing nearly one metre ninety. His long and straight hair was golden brown, and he had golden eyes. Brazza and Millis were mutes. A particularly horrible practice of the time was the cutting out of slaves’ tongues. Both men had been castrated and Brazza was deaf as well. Neither of them wanted pity from anyone. It would have been a terrible insult. Axiom, Alexander’s valet, was a Jew. A serious man, he had voyaged with Alexander for thirteen years now. He was also a philosopher and loved to discuss new ideas and theology. He had been Alexander’s slave until we set him free, as we had Usse and Brazza. Now, according to law, they were our godchildren. Most of all, they were our friends.


We looked around the city in admiration, commenting on everything we saw. Plexis pointed out particular features for us. He had been in Alexandria when the plans had been laid. He showed us the great library, the courthouse, the baths, and the gymnasium. Nearchus admired the deep bay with ample moorings for trading boats. Chirpa exclaimed over the market place, and Usse was thrilled to see a large hospital. I watched Alexander. As we drove through the new city his smile grew wider and wider. He turned to me, his cheeks flushed, and he laughed.


‘It’s just as I’d imagined it!’ he cried. ‘Look, over there. That’s where the sewage goes.’


‘I’m speechless,’ I teased.


He looked at me sharply, but nothing could ruin his good mood. ‘And see the road? See how there are crossings, so when it rains you don’t get your feet wet? The water all runs down to the harbour. There’s no garbage in the streets, did you notice?’ His voice was excited, like a child’s.


I nodded. ‘I did notice. This was your first city and I think it’s marvellous.’ Following the harbour’s curve was a waterfront main avenue, lined with tall date palms and classical-style buildings of golden stone.


He turned toward me again and I saw he was crying. He was always crying or laughing. Like nearly everyone of his time, he wore his emotions close to the surface. And his emotions were stronger than most. He reached up and grasped my hand, squeezing it tightly.


‘Ashley,’ he whispered. ‘I can’t believe I’m seeing my city again. By rights I should be a dead soul, fluttering like a dry leaf in the kingdom of Hades.’


‘I’m so glad you’re not,’ I told him gently.


‘Sometimes I have nightmares that I’m trapped in that darkness, and I wake up in a cold sweat all over. But today, with the sun shining so brightly, and the city new and sparkling all around us, I feel as if I’ve just been born. Like Aphrodite from the waves.’


Plexis cocked an eyebrow at his friend. ‘Aphrodite?’


Alexander grinned. ‘Don’t say it. I know I sound ridiculous, but I’m in such a good mood I feel like singing …’


‘No!’ we shouted at him.


‘No, don’t sing,’ said Plexis, shaking his head. ‘We’re very glad you’re so happy, and we’re happy too, believe me, but don’t sing, all right?’


Alexander looked at us, his head tilted to one side. ‘Fine, I won’t sing, but I would like some music. So you sing.’


We sang. The wagon rolled smoothly over the streets as our voices rose to the heavens. We sang the ‘sacred’ song I’d taught everyone on the boat as we sailed through the wine-dark sea. ‘Sailing, sailing, over the bounding main, oh, many a stormy wind shall blow ’ere Jack comes home again …’


Alexander held my hand as he walked alongside the wagon. The sunlight turned his hair to gold. He turned his eyes to me, one blue, one brown, and smiled. And when he smiled like that, I thought fondly, I would gladly follow him to Hades and back.



Chapter Two


Our villa was a pleasant surprise. It was built on the site of a spring. There was a well in the house and a fountain in the courtyard.


I was impressed. Not only by the proportions, but by the decorations as well. In the dining room, the entire floor was covered with tiny blue tiles, like an ocean, and brightly coloured fish of every kind seemed to swim and splash about. Frescoes depicting scenes from the Greek myths covered the walls, and even the ceilings were painted. The doors were double, opening at the top and bottom. The windows were large with latticed shutters, making it bright and airy yet cool when the sun was high.


The furniture was made of painted or gilded wood. Cushions of every colour lined the sofas. The bedrooms were furnished with large beds and dressers. It was as luxurious as a palace.


We stared, our mouths hanging open.


Plexis smirked. ‘Nice, isn’t it?’


‘It’s incredible,’ I admitted, sinking down on a sofa and looking around. ‘This house is beautiful.’


‘Well, it should be,’ Plexis said, ‘It’s mine.’


‘Yours?’ We gaped at him, and even Nearchus, always serious, looked surprised.


‘I had it built before leaving for Persepolis. I’ve been renting it out since then. Now there’s money in the bank for us here, and we won’t have to worry about a roof over our heads.’


The thought that we were practically penniless had crossed our minds. Only Plexis had seemed unconcerned, and now we knew why. He grinned.


‘And you haven’t seen the best part. Come.’ He led us out of the garden and down a shady path. There was a wooden door in a tall stone wall. He opened it with a flourish. We gasped. A swimming pool.


Alexander laughed shakily. ‘Well, perhaps I am dead after all, and this is the paradise Ashley spoke of.’


Chiron and Paul streaked by us and jumped into the cool water. The boys were soon splashing each other, while I sat in the shade and nursed Cleopatra. The boys played in the pool all afternoon, only leaving the water to eat the fruit and cheese Axiom brought us.


I sat on a cushion and held Cleopatra. I never grew tired of watching my children. Paul floated on his back and wiggled his toes in the pool. Chiron sat next to me, his curls full of sparkling drops of water. Both boys looked healthy. Paul had suffered from nightmares on the first half of our journey but was settling down now. Chiron was used to travelling, he had been born in the army.


I was so happy to have both boys close. I would sometimes burst into tears thinking of all the years I’d been separated from Paul. He was ten years old now, and I hardly knew him. He smiled at me; perhaps he sensed I was thinking of him. He rested his arms on the side of the pool, his chin in his hands.


‘Will we stay here long?’ he asked. His Greek was clear, with a faint Persian accent. He also spoke Sogdian and Bactrian, and I was teaching him Latin and English.


‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘A month, maybe two. We have to go to Memphis and meet one of your father’s generals.’ ‘I know, Ptolemy Lagos.’ Paul cocked his head to the side, his father’s gesture. ‘And then where will we go?’


‘I don’t know.’ I yawned. ‘Does it matter?’


He shook his head. ‘Not as long as I’m with you. Please, Mother, don’t ever leave me again.’


My eyes filled with tears, and I touched his cheek. ‘I will never leave you again, I promise.’


His face relaxed, and he slid back into the water. In an instant, he’d become a little boy again, shouting at his brother to watch him do a somersault in the pool.


I watched them until the shadows grew long. Then we dried off and went back up the path to the house. Axiom and Brazza had prepared dinner, and we ate together in the dining room. The garden’s flowers spread their perfume.


When the air turned navy blue, and the stars started to show on the night sky, we lit the lamps and I put my children to bed. Paul and Chiron shared a room with Brazza. Axiom slept in the small room next to the bureau, Usse and Chirpa took the two rooms facing his.


Alexander and I shared a room in the back part of the house with Cleopatra and Millis. Cleopatra had a new cradle, and Millis always slept at the foot of my bed – nothing would make him move. If I ordered him away, he’d look at me and his eyes would fill with tears. I had finally become used to having him sleeping on a pallet nearby.


Alexander didn’t mind. Actually, after spending ten years living in a tent with five other people, I didn’t mind too much either.


Hardly anyone slept that first night in our new house. Cleopatra, unused to her new surroundings, kept waking up and crying. When I got up to nurse and change her, I fell and sprained my wrist. Alexander leapt up to help me, forgot where Millis had put his pallet, and tripped over him.


Axiom was afraid he’d forgotten to dampen the fire correctly and got up in the middle of the night. Usse thought Axiom was a robber and tackled him in the dining room. Chirpa screamed because she thought Usse had been wounded. Nearchus ran out of his room, terrified that the house was being ransacked, and tripped over a toy nearly breaking his knee. He howled, waking the neighbours, who started yelling.


Paul and Chiron, frightened by the din, woke Brazza, who was deaf and hadn’t heard anything. He went out to investigate and managed to calm everyone down, including the neighbours, by bringing them a jug of wine with a note from Usse, apologising for the ruckus.


Plexis slept through everything.


Next day we staggered into the garden where Axiom and Chirpa were serving breakfast. Nearchus limped. Axiom had a black eye. Usse had a lump on his head. Chirpa had dark circles under her eyes, and the boys yawned widely. Alexander and Millis had bruises where they’d collided during the night, and I cradled my swollen wrist and yawned with exhaustion. Cleopatra had finally dropped off to sleep just as dawn was breaking.


‘Good morning everyone,’ I said wryly.


‘Good morning.’ Usse winced as he sat down. Chirpa made a clicking sound with her tongue and handed us cups of fresh orange juice.


‘What a terrible night. I can’t believe that we slept crowded on a tiny ship or squeezed into a tent, yet we can’t seem to sleep in a spacious house,’ I said.


Alexander shrugged. ‘It’s like getting used to civilian life after the army. It will take a while.’


Plexis stared at us, an expression of puzzlement on his handsome face. ‘What happened? You spend one night in a decent house, and you all look like you’ve been in a battle.’


When the sun was not so high and the city was cooler, Chirpa, Plexis, and I went shopping. I wanted to get clothes for everyone, Plexis had to stop at the bank, and Chirpa needed to go to the marketplace.


We went to the bank first, so we could get money. Plexis counted out his silver, giving some to me and Chirpa, and putting the rest in his belt. Chirpa put her money in her mouth.


At the market, the biggest news was about Alexander’s death. It was all anyone could talk about.


‘Great Iskander is dead!’ a newscaster called out loudly. We dropped a few coins in his pouch and stood back. The newscaster took a sip of beer and wiped his lips. ‘What do you want to hear first?’ he asked. ‘The prices or the latest news?’


‘The prices,’ said Plexis, always money-minded.


‘Very well. Silver and gold have gone up since the Great King Iskander’s death. Grain and cotton are stable. Bread is selling at a quarter of an obol, olive oil is five obols a jar, a goat will fetch two drachmas, and a suckling pig is three drachmas. Let’s see, there’s a sale on parrots by the temple, the hair ribbon stand is by the fountain, and a caravan from Tyre just arrived with fish.’


‘Fish?’ Plexis wrinkled his nose. ‘Why would they bring fish? We’re right on the water, and Tyre is two weeks’ march from here!’


The man peered closely his parchment and gave a laugh. ‘You’re the first to catch that one. I’m sorry, it says cedar planks.’


‘How can you confuse fish and cedar planks?’ Plexis asked with a frown.


‘Well, it’s an honest mistake. Look at this writing! It’s all over the place. How can you expect me to read that?’


‘It is illegible,’ conceded Plexis. ‘Who wrote it?’


‘I did. But it was after the party last night at the new consul’s house. I was invited so I could write about it in the Society column.’


‘The Society column? Will you read that too?’ I asked.


‘I’m afraid that all I wrote is “Party, consul’s house, and don’t forget your … something.”’


The man frowned at the parchment and turned it over. ‘Can you read that word?’ he asked Plexis.


‘No.’


‘Me neither. I must have had too much to drink. I don’t remember anything about the party. It must have been fantastic. Now for the news: the Great Conqueror Iskander is dead. The news from Babylon has been confirmed. His body was being taken to Greece, but rumour has it that Ptolemy Lagos hijacked the funeral cortège and is bringing his body to Egypt.’


I gasped and Plexis muttered. Chirpa looked at us with round eyes.


‘Go on,’ said Plexis.


The man nodded. ‘In Greece, the lawyer Demosthenes has offered a vote of thanks to whoever poisoned Iskander, and Demades, a Greek orator, said, “Iskander, dead? Impossible, the whole world would stink of his corpse.”.’


‘The bastards,’ I swore.


‘Do they believe he was poisoned?’ Plexis asked.


The man shrugged. ‘Some do. Sisygambis is dead. She starved herself. Olympias, the queen mother, has fled to Macedonia. Before leaving she had Iollas, Iskander’s cupbearer, killed.’


I gripped Plexis’s arm tightly. ‘He was just a child! He was Antipatros’s son!’


Plexis turned a pale face toward me. ‘Hush,’ he said, ‘let’s hear the rest.’


‘Stateira is dead, she was poisoned by Roxanne. It wasn’t proven, of course, but everyone knows it,’ the newscaster added in a confidential tone.


‘Oh, no,’ I whispered.


‘The goddess, Alexander’s wife Persephone, went back to Hades, taking her children with her. The poor harvest and cold spell are proof of this. The priests are sacrificing heavily, but to no avail. A famine is predicted for Babylon this winter. And for the latest news, Roxanne gave birth to a son she named Alexander.’


‘That’s enough,’ I said hoarsely. I turned away. ‘I can’t hear any more. It’s dreadful.’


Plexis put his arm around my shoulders. His voice was soft. ‘You knew what would happen,’ he said.


Chirpa put her hand on my arm. ‘Don’t think about it now,’ she said kindly. ‘I saw some pretty cloth over by the fountain. Let’s go see what we can get for the boys.’ Her eyes were dark with pity.


I nodded, and we turned away. What broke my heart the most was the general air of indifference everyone had for Alexander’s death. Perhaps, because his death was so recent, the full extent of his accomplishments couldn’t be appreciated. But the Greeks’ snide jokes chilled me.


Shopping took my mind off the news. I bought cloth for everyone. Then we went to the sandal-maker and gave him the villa’s address; he would come to fit shoes for us later that evening. Chirpa ordered a goat and jar of olive oil from a merchant. Plexis bought some wine and fresh fruit. When we finished shopping, we walked back to the villa on the hillside.


My thoughts drifted back to the newscaster’s stories. I had known beforehand everything that would happen. Well, almost everything. I didn’t know, for example, what we would do now. Alexander wanted to meet Ptolemy, and there were discussions about trading with Carthage or Rome. Right now though, I was glad to settle down in a real house and take care of my children. I wanted them to have a tutor, so Alexander said he’d find one. He’d had Aristotle as his teacher. I wondered if the old man would take Paul for a few years. He had an academy in Athens, but I didn’t know if Alexander would go back to Greece. After hearing the news, I was even more sceptical. The Greeks had always resented Alexander. They thought he and his father were barbarians and were mortified when they found themselves conquered by the Macedonians.


Back at the villa, I found Alexander in the pool with Paul and Chiron. Brazza was sitting on the lounge chair with Cleopatra.


Alexander grinned when he saw me. ‘What happened?’ he asked.


I sighed. He’d better hear it from me. I told him the news. He was shocked about Iollas and Sis, saddened by the news of Stateira, and furious that his mother and Roxanne had fled.


‘So who’s ruling Babylon now?’ he fumed. ‘Honestly, I die for two months and everything goes, what’s that expression you say? Down the train?’


‘Down the drain,’ I said, kicking my feet disconsolately in the pool.


‘The drain. Thanks. I knew about Ptolemy, by the way. I told him to hijack my funeral cortège.’


‘You told him to?’ I stared.


‘Well, yes. How do you think we’re going to live? I have no money; the only things I owned belonged to the state except my golden cup, my tent, and a rather nice glass lamp. I asked Ptolemy to bring the cortège to Egypt. That way I can get the gold it contains.’


I looked askance at my husband. ‘That’s sordid,’ I said.


He shook his head. ‘I inherited seven silver cups from my father along with eight thousand soldiers and no way to pay them. Plexis and I were not speaking back then, but he invested his family’s entire fortune in my army, enabling me to buy thirty thousand more men. With that, I defeated Darius and his one hundred and fifty thousand soldiers. That was just the beginning. Now that I’m dead, I have nothing again, except what Plexis wants to give me. But I can’t accept it. Ptolemy is just bringing me what’s mine. Think of it as pay.’


‘I’ll try.’ I smiled weakly. ‘There’s more.’


‘Oh, you mean, what Demosthenes and Demades are saying about me?’ He chuckled.


‘I think that’s terrible!’ I cried.


‘So do I, but, Ashley, you can’t expect them to mourn. They weren’t with us on our great adventure. No one else can really understand.’


Great adventure? I sighed and looked up at the sky. The sun was setting. Evening shadows crept over the garden. ‘We’ll talk about this later. Now I think I’d like to see about dinner.’


I rose and made to leave but Alexander got to his feet, picked me up, and tossed me into the pool.


‘Why did you do that?’ I cried, sputtering.


‘Just to see if I could.’


‘The same reason you conquered Persia or went to India?’ I asked, wading to the steps and taking my tunic off. It was soaking wet. I threw it at Alexander, who dodged.


His smile was blinding. ‘Why else do anything?’




Chapter Three


After a month had gone by, Alexander, Plexis, and I sailed to Memphis. I was uneasy. We were going to meet Ptolemy Lagos, the most mystic and ambitious of all Alexander’s generals. He’d been born in Macedonia, in Pella, but his grandfather had been Egyptian. He’d been sent to study in Egypt and worshipped the Egyptian gods. Like most Egyptians, he believed that Alexander was the son of Amon.


At the royal palace in Memphis, he met us wearing the crown of the Egyptian rulers and bearing the serpent sceptre, symbol of his powers. He was not yet officially king. Only the priests could anoint him by declaring him the son of Amon, their god. He’d taken over the government though, and was effectively ruling in Alexander’s stead.


I was nervous. I’d never trusted Ptolemy, but Alexander did, and I’d supposed he knew his generals. Ptolemy stood when we entered the throne room. He waited until we were nearly in front of him, then he removed the crown and laid the sceptre on the empty throne. He bowed very low, touching his forehead to the floor.


‘No, my friend, do not prostrate yourself. I am your king no longer.’ Alexander stepped forward and pulled him to his feet.


‘You will always be my king.’ He swallowed hard and touched Alexander on the arm. ‘It really is you. My heart is singing with joy and my eyes overflow with happiness.’ It was true. Tears rolled down his cheeks.


Alexander was crying too. He embraced his general and then held him at arm’s length. ‘I am so glad to see you. I was worried that you'd have trouble leaving Babylon.’


‘No, my men remained faithful to me. You were right to divide the army in the last days.’


‘And Seleucos, is he having any trouble?’


‘No. I didn’t have to fight him to get your funeral cortège. He escorted me as far as Tyre.’


‘Very good. I’m happy to hear that. So what will you do with it now?’


Ptolemy looked confused. ‘I’m giving it to you,’ he said.


Alexander nodded. ‘Very well. I will take what’s mine. I only want to be buried in Alexandria. Nothing fancy, just a little tomb.’


Ptolemy flipped his wrist and smiled. ‘I hear you, Iskander.’ He shook his head. ‘I can’t get used to seeing you again. When you died, it was as if the heart of the kingdom stopped beating. The man who took your place, who was he? I’d never seen him before nor had anyone else. He bore only a fleeting resemblance to you.’


‘He was a man from another world,’ said Alexander, shrugging. ‘My wife killed him.


Ptolemy blenched, but he smiled bravely. ‘He looked enough like you to fool most people.’


I was shaking now. I had tried to forget about the man who had travelled three thousand years through time to interview Alexander on his deathbed. I hadn’t touched him, but because of me, he was dead. I had ordered Usse and Millis to put Alexander into the cold beam of the time traveller, and the beam, regulated for only a certain mass, had rejected the other man, throwing his frozen body against a wall and killing him. I swallowed hard. The memory was making me feel ill.


‘Is everything going as planned?’ Alexander’s question to Ptolemy startled me. I raised my head and stared.


Ptolemy shrugged. ‘There is one thing that we didn’t count on,’ he said.


‘What’s that?’


‘Lysimachus. He’s allied himself with Roxanne and has declared war on Cassander.’


Alexander’s brows drew together in a fierce scowl. ‘If true, it is a surprise. And the child?’


‘Roxanne says he’s yours. She’s claimed half of Macedonia and Greece for him.’


‘What about my mother?’


‘A prisoner of Cassander. He will keep her alive as long as she behaves.’


Alexander was silent for a while, digesting this. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t be concerned, but it still hurts.’ His voice was bleak.


Ptolemy and I looked at each other. His bald head gleamed like polished wood. His dark eyes were hooded. I noticed a small twitch in his jaw. If I was wary of him, he was twice as wary of me.


‘I will not stay long in Memphis,’ said Alexander. ‘There is one more place I would go, and then I will head south. If you have any messages for me, you know where to find me.’


‘I want you to stay in the palace,’ said Ptolemy.


‘I thank you, my friend, but I will not risk being seen by those of your soldiers who knew me well. It would only confuse things for them, and you are now king of all Egypt. I wish you well in all your undertakings.’ Alexander stood very straight, his hands on Ptolemy’s shoulders.


‘I would never have taken Egypt except for your advice.’


Alexander smiled wryly. ‘Ah, well, I think perhaps you would have thought about it sooner or later, but I’m glad you acted promptly. You took the seal and you have the sceptre.’


‘I do, and I have your funeral cortège. I put aside what you wanted. I hope it pleases you. I added more.’


‘Thank you.’ Alexander sighed. ‘Now I will go to Siwa to consult the oracle of Amon.’


‘I will give orders to accompany you.’


‘No, I will go alone this time. I need no guards. I am simply Alexander, not Iskander, king of Greece, Egypt and Persia. That person has truly died.’


Ptolemy was sombre as he escorted us to the door. ‘Are you sure you won’t stay?’ He sounded almost plaintive.


‘I will not put your authority in jeopardy, and that’s what would happen if someone saw me here. So I will bid you farewell once more, my friend, and repeat what I said. May your reign be prosperous and your descendants many.’


‘I wanted to ask you one last thing,’ said Ptolemy, with a sideways look in my direction.


‘If it is mine to give you, I will give it to you,’ Alexander said with a smile.


‘I heard you had a new daughter. I would marry her to my son.’ He spoke in a rush, and I felt my cheeks grow hot.


Alexander stepped back a pace. ‘She is but three months old,’ he said, ‘I don’t know what to say.’


‘Say yes,’ begged Ptolemy.


Alexander cleared his throat. I was busy staunching a sudden rush of blood from my nose. I suffered from nosebleeds when something upset me, and this was very upsetting. Alexander had promised to give Ptolemy what he’d asked for – and he’d asked for our daughter. In those days, words were law. Especially from one king to another.


‘I gave my word,’ said Alexander. ‘But you must agree to wait until her eighteenth birthday.’


‘I agree.’ Ptolemy smiled broadly. He bowed once more to us and showed us to the door. The sight of my nosebleed, for him, was auspicious. He was emboldened to bid me farewell.


We walked out. The hallway seemed to stretch on for ever, and I thought we’d never get to the street and fresh air.


Once outside, I stood on the palace steps and glared at Alexander.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know he would ask for that. I’m sorry, I’m …’


‘Shut up!’ I cried. ‘Just shut up! I know you’re sorry. That doesn’t help. So now what? Do we leave Cleopatra here?’


Surprise showed on his face. ‘No! No, of course not.’ He frowned and looked at his feet. He flushed. ‘We just have to make sure she’s back here for her eighteenth birthday.’


‘And what if she falls in love with someone else?’ I hissed. ‘Are you going to be the one to tell her she has to marry a man she’s never seen?’


‘I didn’t think of that,’ he admitted.


‘Well, I did. What if Ptolemy’s son is a brute? Or if he’s cruel, or, or … oh Alex, how could you?’


He looked around frantically, but Plexis was nowhere to be seen. He’d dropped us off at the palace and said he was going shopping. Now we had to wait for him on the steps. Two of the guards watched us curiously. ‘Woman problems,’ Alexander said to them with a shrug.


I kicked his ankle, the one he’d broken. He yelped. ‘Will you stop it!’ he said. ‘You’re making a spectacle of yourself.’


‘I don’t care. You just gave our daughter away in marriage to someone we’ve never seen …’ I broke off with a gasp. ‘And what if he’s much older than she is?’


‘A difference in age? You're worried about a difference in age? They can’t be more different than you and I, and we get along fine. Most of the time,’ he added, dodging another kick. ‘Three thousand years is quite a difference, don’t you think? By the way, who’s older? You, or I?’


‘You are, you beast.’ I sank down on the steps and cupped my chin in my hands.


Alexander looked down at me, then smiled broadly. ‘I know what we can do, we can marry her to him when she’s twelve, then we won’t have to worry about her falling in love with anyone else, Hey! Stop kicking me, ouch!’


Luckily, Plexis drove up then and we climbed into the cart. He touched the horse lightly with the reins and off we trotted. Plexis looked at me, then at Alexander, but didn’t say anything about our thunderous expressions. Instead, he told us all about the marketplace and the news he’d heard, which was similar to what Ptolemy had said. Then he pointed out some graffiti on the walls as we drove by the city gates.


‘Do they have graffiti in your time?’ Alexander asked me, most likely hoping to change the subject from Cleopatra's engagement.


I gave him a look that told him the subject wasn't forgotten or forgiven. ‘In the future? Lots. Mankind has always loved drawing on walls.’


Plexis was whistling, his hands light on the reins. At the mention of the future, he cocked his head. ‘You never did tell me when you came from,’ he said.


‘You were ill for so long,’ I explained. ‘I didn’t want it to be a shock.’


‘And now? Can you tell me now?’


‘I come from three thousand years in the future,’ I said.


‘How? Did the gods send you?’


‘No, we have a machine that does it. It’s very complicated to explain.’


‘Try me.’ He grinned over his shoulder.


‘You won’t understand.’


‘Well, you told me about flying machines and chariots that rolled without horses.’


‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘And you weren’t even impressed.’


On the long voyage through the Red Sea, I’d told stories about the future. They had listened with interest, but they had been hearing stories since their childhood about men who flew – the gods flew all the time. And the god of the forge had two robots that spoke and helped him walk. The gods made magical things happen in most tales, and, as I’d discovered, magic and technology seem very similar. My stories had entertained them, but nothing more. This was a wee bit aggravating to someone who came from three thousand years in the future. If I thought I’d impress anyone, I was mistaken.


Plexis continued, ‘But you didn’t tell me about the machine that pushed you back in time. Why can’t you go back to your own time? Why are you still here? I don’t understand that. Does everyone travel in time? It must be very odd. What if you meet yourself as an old woman or a child? Can one go forward as well?’


‘That is against the law,’ I said. ‘No one can go into the future. We can only go to the past. The machine works with lightning and the earth’s magnetic field, and only one person can go at a time.’


‘I see.’ Plexis said lightly. ‘So, three thousand years from now, the people still speak of Iskander here? What do they say? That he was a great hero, like Achilles?’


‘Oh, much better than Achilles,’ I said seriously.


‘Really?’ he cocked an eyebrow. ‘And do they say he was a skinny horny bastard?’


‘No, they say that about you,’ said Alexander, chuckling.


‘They don’t!’ He looked amused. ‘They don’t say anything about me, I hope.’


‘They refer to you as Alexander’s alter ego,’ I said.


 ‘Alter ego?’ He was shocked. ‘How awful. I suppose they also said I died falling off a horse, and I never fell off a horse. Well, maybe once or twice, but nothing serious. It was a polo accident. Do they say that?’


‘No, they don’t. Nobody in my time knows how you or Alexander died.’


Plexis brightened. ‘I don’t care. Just think, I’m known three thousand years from now, and all because I hung around this fellow.’ He dug an elbow into Alexander’s side. ‘What a laugh. I suppose all your generals are famous too, and your trip to India was hailed as a big success.’


‘It was,’ said Alexander modestly. ‘They say I united East with West.’


‘Nice work. And they realized you were chasing a baby?’


‘No, they say nothing about that. They think I did it on purpose.’


‘Amazing,’ repeated Plexis. ‘I shall have to get used to being next to such a famous person.’


‘Do,’ Alexander said. ‘And while you’re at it, could you please never mention it again, or ask any more questions of Ashley? I hate hearing her answers.’


We both stared at him. Plexis’s face grew serious when he saw Alexander’s expression. ‘All right,’ he said. ‘I’ll ask no more. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. To me it seems so ridiculously far away.’
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