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				1

				Escape from Alexandria

				My camel was dirty white, and stank of old pee, dusty dung and sun-roasted fur. It also spat gobs of greenish mucus backwards at every opportunity, spattering my robes with foulness. I didn’t care that it clearly hated me, though, nor that its gait was that of a lurching, one-legged beggar. The great city of Alexandria lay far down the road behind us. We had escaped, but we were still not safe. Even though the bright orb of Ra’s chariot was riding high in the sky, I could feel the gaze of the Pharos statue through the shimmering midday heat, accusing, judgemental, its eyes boring into my back like burning coals.

				Only one Pharaoh, it seemed to say. Your fault.

				It was my fault, too. A few hours before, both my half-sisters had been alive. Now one of them was dead, and I’d provided the means. The knowledge lay in my belly like a jagged-edged stone – hard, sharp and unavoidable. I’d managed not to think about it while we were running from the palace, and after that I’d had to concentrate on the practical things, like how we were going to get eleven people on seven camels. Once we were disguised in our merchant robes and through the Gate of Helios, though, I hadn’t been able to avoid it.

				Tryphena was gone, and Berenice was the only Pharaoh in Egypt.

				I hadn’t meant for Tryphena to die, at all. I wanted to believe it must be some terrible mistake, and I still couldn’t work out exactly how it had happened. I thought I’d been so careful. The potion was only meant to send her into a death-like sleep, not into death itself.

				‘Berenice must have added something extra to it,’ I muttered. Smelly Camel spat again, viciously. Maybe it felt the same about the one remaining Pharaoh as I did.

				‘What are you mumbling about?’ asked a voice in my ear. It was slurred with tiredness. Charm – best friend, body servant and all-round fount of everything amazing in my life – stirred behind me, clutching at my waist as the wretched beast stepped in yet another hole in the road, making both of us slide forwards on the covered wooden saddle. At least we weren’t galloping any more, though we weren’t dawdling either. I could feel blisters already rising on my inner thighs from the rub of the rough, nubbly wool padding. I didn’t want to think about how Charm’s thighs must be feeling. She was already battered and bruised enough.

				‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

				She leaned forward, digging her chin pointedly into the hollow in my collarbone. I could feel her breath on my cheek, smell the dried sweat in her hair, underlaid with the faint tang of herb ointment and roses.

				‘I can hear you thinking, Cleo. Don’t pretend you aren’t.’

				I never could fool her. We’d been together since I was a tiny child.

				‘It’s just…I don’t see how she’s dead. Cabar promised me the potion would work.’ I didn’t have to say which she. Charm had heard Tryphena’s death-horn as well as I had, and seen the people wailing and tearing their clothes in the streets.

				‘What are you talking about? What potion? What have you done?’

				With a jolt I remembered. Charm didn’t know about my earlier side trip to the poison expert, Sister Cabar, in the Pharos temple – none of them did. Not even Khai.

				Khai.

				My eyes slipped sideways to the camel just in front. There he was, with my former fan bearer, little Mamo, cradled tenderly in one arm. His long, black hair fell down his back, and I could see the crusted scabs on the ankles sticking out from under his brown merchant robes. I shivered a little, remembering just how he’d got those wounds, remembering the damp dungeon and how close he’d come to being eaten by the vile demon god Am-Heh’s vicious crocodiles. At least my bargain had had one good consequence. Khai was alive and with me, and he was no longer dressed in embalmers’ red.

				‘I…I promise I’ll tell you soon. I need to tell Khai too. There are things you both need to know.’

				As if I’d reminded it, the magical map tucked into my breastband gave a tug, startling me. Without any instruction from my brain, my right hand pulled hard on the rein, making Smelly Camel give a grunting hooaaaooor of protest as it swung round, its clumsy two-toed feet trampling and tearing the silvery-green gum cistus bushes which stretched out beyond the road. There was a shout from behind, and the thudding sound of a galloping camel. Captain Nail appeared beside me in a cloud of damp brown dust. He looked strange without his leather breastplate and silver-embossed warrior shield.

				‘Where are you going, Chosen?’ he asked. ‘Canopus is that way.’ He pointed to the left with one calloused finger. ‘We are nearly there, but we need to hurry if we are to hire boats before sunset.’

				‘Yes, what are you doing, Cl— Chosen?’ said Charm. ‘You nearly had us both off with your stupid—’

				‘I don’t know,’ I said crossly, interrupting her. ‘I don’t seem to be in charge here. It’s this Isis-blessed map. It’s telling me to go this way.’ I tried to tug on the left rein, but my hand simply wouldn’t move. ‘Let’s get off the road. I think there might have to be a change of plan.’

				By the time we’d all gathered the camels in a loose circle in the middle of a grove of withered date palms, among some dying vines, my fingers were dripping sweat, making the plaited leather between them slippery. After I’d explained what our goddess and the Old One had said to me down in the secret archives of the brotherhood, and where they wanted me to go, the whole of me was damp with remembered fear, and all my audience but one had their mouths open with amazement and awe. The one was Khai, of course. He had been there with me. I heard the words in my head again.

				We await you. Bring what you hold in your hands to us before the month of Mechir begins. You must hurry!

				All at once I wanted to urge Smelly Camel to gallop southwards till we both dropped. What if the map stopped guiding me? What if its power all drained away before I could get to Isis and the Old One? My two goddesses weren’t exactly known for their patience.

				‘Are we not to go back to Philäe, then, Chosen?’ asked Captain Nail. His black eyebrows were pulled down into a frown I knew all too well.

				The map pulsed against my breastbone like a second and more urgent heartbeat.

				‘I don’t know!’ I said again. ‘All I am sure of is that our goddess’s map is pulling me south and eastwards, so that’s where we’re headed for now.’

				‘We will follow where you and our goddess lead, then, my Chosen,’ said Khai, his voice soothing my frayed nerves like bee balm on a graze. For a second I wished I was on the other camel cuddled up against him. We had been through so much together in the past days, and I felt closer to Khai than ever. But then Charm’s hands tightened round my waist, clinging to me, and I remembered what she had suffered too. I reached back and clasped her cool, dry fingers with my sweaty ones.

				‘You’d better guide us right, O Great Mistress of Maps,’ she whispered in my ear as I booted Smelly Camel in the ribs, guiding it forward through the brown and diseased grape tendrils towards the blue-green sparkle of Lake Mareotis in the distance.

				‘I’ll do my best, but only if you let me breathe, O Most Worthy Waist Strangler,’ I said. Her breath huffed out in a tiny laugh, but she didn’t loose her grip on me.

				We would have to find shelter and make camp before night fell, but at least both my hands were obeying me now that we were moving in the right direction. Leaving the road meant that we had to pick our way carefully, taking detours to avoid marshy hollows and pockets of floodwater. The workers among the vines stared at us curiously, their reed baskets filled with wispy dry clippings, and their curved knives hanging limp at their sides. Their faces were pinched and old, and their eyes were hungry. The vines should have been green and vibrant at this time of year, the faces of the people fat with the eating of good grain. That they weren’t was a very visible reminder that my goddess was not able to protect Egypt as she should. I must restore her powers soon, or it would only get worse. One more season like this and half of Egypt would starve to death. That was what the map was not-so-subtly reminding me.

				I huddled into the brown hood of my robe, hoping that no one would remember my hair or eyes. I didn’t know whether Berenice would send her Nubian mercenaries searching for us. I hoped that maybe she would just be glad to see the back of me. Right now, though, she would be distracted, and her guards too. The Alexandrians would see Tryphena’s death as a bad omen – and there might be rioting in the streets. The first signs of unrest had already started as we left. The distracted guards at the Gate of Helios had waved us through with no more than a perfunctory glance in the misty dawn light. They had been too busy watching the crowds pouring into the city for signs of trouble to bother inspecting a train of merchants on their way out of town.

				By dusk, the light of the Pharos fire was a muted glow on the northern horizon behind us. We set up camp outside a small village above flood level, beside a huge pile of broken potsherds and smashed amphorae. It was still hot and humid, and the flies crowding round the camels’ eyes also buzzed around us, settling on our faces till we slapped at them. All of us were slightly unsteady on our feet after the long ride, and I could feel the liquid inside my thigh blisters slide and chafe as I walked.

				After a quick consultation with Captain Nail, we sent Dhouti, my one remaining eunuch, to knock on village doors to try and buy bread and wine.

				‘No sense in using up all the supplies just yet, Chosen – not if we don’t know where we’re going,’ Nail said, the very slightest edge of disapproval in his voice.

				I put back my hood and smiled at him, showing teeth. ‘Quite right, Captain. I’ll leave all that sort of thing to you to organise, then.’

				He scowled, taking my point immediately.

				I knew nothing useful about camel care or camps, but I attempted to help anyway, even though everyone tried to stop me. I waved away their protests with a smile and a few firm words. I might be a princess and the chosen of Isis, but we were all together on this journey – and I didn’t need to follow protocol here as strictly as I had in the palace. Nor did I need to wear my impassive princess mask. It was a relief to strip it all away, really, to go some way towards being ordinary Cleo again, for as long as I could. So I unbuckled straps and gathered firewood and unrolled blankets till Charm lost her patience with my ineptness.

				‘If you must do something useful, go and find some water to wipe that camel gob off yourself, Cleo. You smell like something died on you.’ She handed me a cloth and pointed off towards the edge of the camp. ‘There’s water over there. Use it.’

				I sighed. She was right about the smell, so I walked a little distance away from the bustle and hurry of unsaddling and firemaking till I came to a small irrigation channel. The emerging stars were like tiny white lamps overhead. Over the reek of camel, I smelt salt and green things on the air, as well as the sour tang of fermenting grapes, and heard the tiny high-pitched whine of mosquitoes. I bent over and wet the cloth, then wiped at the green streaks, but it didn’t make much difference. Now I just smelled of damp camel gob.

				As I finished I heard a soft, limping footstep behind me, but I didn’t turn. I knew who it was. He didn’t touch me, but he stood close enough beside me that I felt the heat of his body mix with my own like oil into warm water.

				‘Khai,’ I said, then stopped. I didn’t know what to say, and he remained puzzlingly silent.

				I reached for his hand, just as another footstep sounded – a lighter one this time. I knew who that was too.

				‘So, are you going to finally tell us what you’ve done?’ Charm asked, her voice soft. She knew I wouldn’t want the others to hear this. Khai still said nothing, but his fingers squeezed mine, the small pressure encouraging me.

				I didn’t want to tell them, but I knew I had to.

				‘I’ve broken ma’at,’ I said bluntly. ‘I didn’t mean to, but I think I have. I’ve killed Tryphena and made Berenice the only Pharaoh on the throne, and now that blood-drenched god of hers will have free rein to do whatever he wants until I go back and fix it.’

				There was no question that I would have to go back and undo the evil I had caused. I just couldn’t see the path to it yet.

				‘How did you kill her?’ Khai asked. I knew he wasn’t sad – he couldn’t be, given how he’d hated my eldest sister – but there was something in his voice that made me want to growl all the same.

				‘I didn’t do it myself,’ I said. ‘Cabar made me some stuff which was supposed to make her sleep, not die. I gave it to Berenice. She must have tampered with it somehow. Or Tryphena had a bad reaction. Or Cabar got the dose wrong.’ My voice rose. ‘I don’t know! But it was my fault she died, however it happened.’ I turned, gripping the front of Khai’s robes, trying to make him understand. ‘You know I only did it to save you and Charm. You were there when Berenice and I made that horrible bargain. I didn’t have a choice.’ My breath was catching and hitching in my throat now, and my heart rattled and banged in my chest like a pebble in a rushing river.

				Khai put his arms around me, just as Charm did the same at my back. Suddenly I was enclosed by the two people I loved most in the world. It felt safe, but only for a moment.

				‘All the gods will hate me now,’ I said, my voice muffled in the front of Khai’s robe. Charm’s hands moved to my shoulders abruptly and she stepped back a pace, pulling me away from Khai, giving me a little shake as I turned to look at her.

				‘I’m not going to let you wallow in self-pity,’ she said. ‘You did what you had to do. The gods, blessed be their names, will understand that. Count your own blessings for a second, Cleo. You’ve got the map, you’ve got a brand-new magical gift from the Old One, Isis is pleased with you, and we’ve escaped from Alexandria. What on Ra’s earth are you complaining about?’

				Khai stiffened slightly. He’d never heard Charm in full flow before.

				‘You can’t talk to the chosen like—’ he started, but Charm hadn’t finished.

				‘Yes, I can, and don’t you encourage her by bowing down like some palace flunkey, Spy Boy,’ she said. ‘She doesn’t need that from either of us. It’s about time she woke up and realised that Isis chose her for a reason. There’s a job that needs doing and only Cleo can do it.’ Her fingers dug into my skin so hard I could feel the pinch of her short nails. ‘You need to start believing in yourself, Cleo. We all believe in you, otherwise we wouldn’t be here, following you into Osiris knows where.’

				One hand left my shoulder to slap at a hovering mosquito as Khai laughed.

				‘Now, that I can agree with,’ he said. ‘And when Isis has her power back, she will protect you from the other gods. I’m sure of it, Cleo.’

				‘I wish I was,’ I said. ‘I keep expecting Horus or one of the other gods to send a falcon to peck out my eyes or something.’

				‘And what about me?’ Khai asked, his voice suddenly serious. ‘Do you think I don’t wonder if Seth is going to send his hyenas to tear me to pieces, or strike me with lightning?’ He opened the neck of his robe to reveal a bright red burn, blackened at the edges and weeping a clear liquid. It was where the god’s amulet had hung. ‘I think this is proof enough that he doesn’t like me very much, don’t you?’

				‘Yes,’ I said slowly. ‘Yes. I suppose it is.’ A wound like that could be very dangerous if it wasn’t properly cared for. It was another worry to add to the many I already carried.

				‘Well, if you two have quite finished moaning about which of you the gods hate more, I think Dhouti is back. I’m going to see about something to eat,’ said Charm, already on her way back to the fire.

				Khai’s arms tightened around me again.

				‘She’s quite something,’ he said.

				I laughed. He’d finally noticed how amazing my best friend was, then. ‘She’s been more of a sister to me than either of those two Evil…’ I stopped suddenly. There was only one Evil Sow now.

				‘Don’t worry about it, Cleo,’ he said gently. ‘What’s done is done. Now, come on, we’d better go back.’ He made a movement towards me, and then pulled away. Was it deliberate?

				I’d expected him to kiss me – had wanted it so badly that my lips began to part of their own accord. But instead he turned me round and gave me a little push in Charm’s direction, following closely at my heels. The disappointment was a jab of ice in my heart, but I was suddenly too tired to ask him what was wrong. Maybe it was just that he was worried about Seth’s vengeance. Maybe it was the smell of camel gob. I didn’t blame him on either count.

				Isis, Osiris, Ra! All you great gods. Please forgive me, and protect us, I prayed. It couldn’t do any harm to ask, could it?

				As I lay down after our meal, full of warm bread and sweet wine, Captain Nail ordered Warriors Sah and Rubi to take the first watch of the night. I could see Khai on the other side of the fire, sitting blanket-wrapped and gazing into the flames, a brooding look on his face. I wondered if he was remembering Tryphena. He had been her boy toy – and most probably her lover too. There had been a connection between them, however much I hated the thought of it.

				‘Stop staring so hard at His Gorgeousness,’ Charm whispered from the blanket beside me. ‘Your eyes will fall out.’

				I ducked my head, blushing. Had it really been that obvious? He was gorgeous, though – all shining dark hair, brown eyes deep enough to drown unwary girls in, and those slightly chapped lips whose roughness tempted me to rub my own against them. Why hadn’t he kissed me when he could? I fell asleep worrying about it.

				In the middle of the night, the Old One’s voice came to me in my dreams.

				Use my gift, Beloved Daughter. Unroll the map and let it show you the path you must take.

				Half-awake now, but not quite knowing what I was doing, I fumbled the map out from between my breasts. It was glowing with the pure white light I’d seen when I first took it from its hiding place in the ebony box down in the embalmers’ archives. Bodies lay peacefully asleep around me, some of them snoring, and I could just see the tall figures of the guarding warriors outlined by the risen moon. Their backs were to me. They wouldn’t notice this new evidence of a goddess’s favour, and I was guiltily glad. Being the chosen of Isis, being set apart from other mortals, was already enough of a burden. I didn’t think I could take any more awed looks from my warriors if they saw this.

				I sat huddled over the map scroll, hiding it with a fold of my cloak, and unrolled it with trembling fingers. At first, all I saw were old lines of ash and blood, clumsily drawn in by a finger – the marks of Tebu, the traitorous embalmer and priest of Seth who had murdered the priestess guardians of the Old One’s tomb and scattered most of my goddess’s power to the stars. Then, creeping in from the edges of the scroll, came a wash of light, which erased those shameful scrawls, replacing them with a shining line of gold, flowing across the page like a tiny river.

				Unfortunately, it made no more sense to me than the ash and blood daubs had.

				Use my gift…

				I stared at the map for a while, thinking hard, then closed my eyes, still holding it. Previously, the Old One’s gift had come to me when I was asleep. Maybe it would again. Holding the golden line of the map in my head, I drifted off again. Almost immediately I felt the tug in my solar plexus and found myself hovering above the camp, a silver cord anchoring me to my sleeping body. Next to it was a brighter line – a golden one, which stretched away into the distance. Quicker than a thought, I was flying along it, seeing a long lake; marshes; salt pans; the sinuous, still-bloated waters of the Nile; towns; small villages; cities at the Nile’s edges; night-green farmland with another lake at its centre; a mysterious building which thrummed with life underground; stony hills; leagues of desert; a huge oasis; more desert; another even bigger oasis – and then a great flat lake of sand with a mound in the middle of it that sparkled in the moonlight and into which the golden thread plunged and stopped about half way up. Each place, each landmark, seemed to pulse in my blood. I opened my eyes to find the map had disappeared. A wisp of light was all that remained in my hands and, as I watched, it formed itself into an arrow and plunged into my breast, just above where my heart lay. It didn’t hurt, just fizzed a little, like a blazing golden spark.

				You are our living map now, Beloved Daughter. Listen to the whisper within your blood. Come to us. Time is short. War comes on swift wings.

				I wanted to cover my ears, and yet the words hadn’t been spoken aloud. The voices of my goddess and her grandmother echoed through my head, the belling of hunting dogs, the sweetness of wild honey, and the cool of long-hidden waters all mixed together into a command I couldn’t ignore. I raised my palms in worship, bowing my head.

				‘I will come, Great Ones,’ I whispered.

				I knew that it would be a long journey, and that we would indeed have to hurry if we were to get there by the beginning of the month of Mechir. But I could have walked every step of it with eyes closed and blindfolded now. I was indeed their living, breathing map. The urge to start at that very moment was strong, and a restless energy filled my bones. I wanted to run, to leap, to never stop till I reached where I needed to be. But I was only human. I needed rest, and so did my companions.

				I didn’t close my eyes, though. Instead, I stretched out on my back, looking up at the immensity of the sky above me. The waning moon was lower now, and holy Thoth was doing cartwheels around it, pulling the occasional star out of his pocket and flinging it down to earth in a streak of silver-white light. It was the first time I’d been properly still since our flight from Alexandria, the first time I’d really had to think about something Isis and her grandmother had said to me at the moment I’d first held the map.

				We have great plans for you, Cleopatra Chosen. Have courage.

				What plans? What would I need courage for? Would what I had to face in the future be worse than Berenice, than Am-Heh and his crocodiles, than Seth and his red-robed priests? I shivered despite the warmth of the night air. When two of the greatest goddesses in Egypt had big plans for you, it was best to be prepared for anything. It wasn’t the most comfortable of feelings, but I knew there was nothing I could do now but accept my fate – whatever it was to be.
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				The Road to Naucratis

				‘Stop arguing,’ I said impatiently, standing by Smelly Camel, who lay saddled and ready, chewing cud and dribbling disgustingly. ‘I know where we’re going now, and how to get there. We’re wasting time here.’

				‘But Chosen,’ Captain Nail said, ‘if we go that way, towards Lake Mareotis, we will pass by the southern reed beds.’

				I shrugged. What was wrong with reed beds? They were everywhere around the lake. Before I could open my mouth again, Khai was speaking from beside me.

				‘It’s a well-known area for bandits, my Chosen. We don’t have any proper weapons now, remember? It would be hard to protect you with only our daggers and belt knives.’ He carefully didn’t say that I would be putting everyone in danger, but I heard it anyway.

				I sighed. It was no good. I would have to tell them about last night – make them understand that I was following the path the immortals had set out for us. I cleared my throat.

				‘Listen,’ I started, and felt the power of both our own goddess and the Old One tinge my voice with truth. It seemed that I couldn’t be just Cleo any more: I had to be the chosen of Isis and her grandmother – even with those I trusted most.

				When I’d finished, they looked at me differently – as I’d been afraid they would. I could see they believed me absolutely. A fragment of both Isis and the Old One was within me now and they had heard it. The awe in my warriors’ faces was coupled with a hint of fear, and little Mamo had turned a greyish brown, his eyes rounder than moon pebbles. I didn’t dare look at Charm on my right, nor at Khai on my left. If they too feared me, I didn’t want to know about it.

				‘Our goddesses will protect us,’ I said, more confidently than I felt. ‘They wouldn’t have marked out a path which meant our deaths.’

				There was no more to be said. Charm and I mounted Smelly Camel, which rocked to its feet, grunting and roaring as we leaned back and clung on. I felt a blister burst with a silent damp pop, and wondered fleetingly if it would be too much to ask Isis to heal my aches and pains. Then I felt that unmistakeable surge of gold in my blood, pulling me onwards.

				A few hours later, the southern reed beds lay misty and damp to either side of us. A stench of decomposing vegetation and wet mud rose from them, coating the back of my throat with a slimy layer of rot. There were small fishing boats further out on the lake, but I couldn’t see anyone close by. Only the jeet jeet jeet of a flock of yellow wagtails bobbing and flitting in the reeds broke the silence.

				On the camel in front, Captain Nail was turning his head from side to side like a dog shaking its ears, his whole body tense and ready for trouble. Despite my confident words, he wasn’t taking any chances, and he was right not to. Suddenly, the reeds to either side of us erupted with a rustling splash. All in a moment we were surrounded by about fifty black-encrusted, dripping figures, their heads wrapped in linen so that only their eyes showed. Each held a long spear with a curved hook on the end. All the spears were pointing at us.

				As Khai shouted a warning behind me, I just had time to notice that some of our attackers were women before Captain Nail and the two warriors in front of us wrenched their camels round in an attempt to protect me and Charm. The bandits were too fast for them, though. Some had immediately run to the camels’ heads, and now held all their collars in a tight grip, Smelly Camel included.

				One of the remaining bandits stepped forwards – a woman, I thought, from the way her hips swayed.

				‘Please to give us your valuables, dear travellers. There is a toll for using this little reed road of ours. Did you not know?’ Her voice was melodious but menacing, and her thick Delta accent hard to disentangle.

				Cold rage rose in my chest, and before anyone else could reply, I spoke, my voice icy.

				‘I am the chosen of Isis, bandit. Do you dare to interrupt the business of the goddess?’

				The bandit bowed low.

				‘But Great Lady, as you see, the goddess is not here to prevent us interrupting you, and we have many expenses. See it as a small matter of business between us. Hand over your money, and then you may be on your way.’

				I closed my eyes, the ice melting and turning to uncertainty.

				Great goddesses, I prayed. You have put these people in our path for a reason. Please – show me what to do.

				Above the reek of rotting reed, a small breeze brought me the scent of hot sand and wild desert places, caressing my cheek.

				Turn them to our service, my Chosen. They will be needed. They will be the first troops in my secret army. War is coming.

				Isis’s voice was muted thunder and the softness of rain inside my head. I was confused by her words. Secret army? What secret army? And what war? This was the second time she’d mentioned war. But then rage took me.

				‘Kneel before me,’ I said, my voice a whisper of fire. It was a whisper that could have been heard above the fiercest storm. ‘Lay down your weapons and swear to serve me. For I am Isis-on-earth. I am Cleopatra the Marked and Chosen and I will make you mine. I will have your loyalty now and forever.’

				I dropped the reins, slid down off Smelly Camel, and looked the mud-spattered woman in the eye, feeling the gold in my blood heat and focus, split into many small burning branches and shoot out of my fingers like tiny lightning bolts. Her eyes widened with sudden pain. Then she and all the other bandits let out small muffled shrieks and dropped their weapons, clutching their hands to their breasts. The haft of every spear smoked and glowed red in the misty light of Ra’s rays. They dropped to their knees as one, now raising their open hands in worship. The Knot of Isis was burned into each and every right palm, and as I saw it, I felt Isis leave me. I snatched my hands back and put them behind me, digging my fingers into the leather of the saddle girth, willing myself not to fall over. My goddess had just acted through me, and I felt the power of it like boiling lead in my bones. Charm trembled above me. I could feel her through the leather, shaking harder than an acacia leaf in a high wind.

				‘Swear to Isis!’ I said to the kneeling figures, the fire of rage still in my voice.

				‘We swear, O great Cleopatra, O Chosen and Marked,’ said the bandit leader, prostrating herself. ‘We did not know. We will make offerings to the goddess. We will serve you. Only let us go. Do not kill us.’

				‘I will not kill you. You too are marked by Isis now, and she is merciful and just to those who worship her.’ I looked down at the back of her head, still wrapped in black linen. ‘Get up. Uncover your face and tell me your name.’

				The woman went very still, then got to her feet, unwrapping the binding around her face. She was fairly young, not yet twenty-five, I thought, and her mouth was set firm and determined in a proud face – not beautiful, but very striking, with high cheekbones and flashing dark eyes.

				‘I am Shoshan of the Spear,’ she said, meeting my gaze. ‘And my weapon, and those of my people are yours, Holy One.’ I believed her.

				‘Hold yourselves ready for my word, then, Shoshan of the Spear. If I send a messenger, you must come.’ I hesitated for a moment. Should I tell her? Yes. It felt right. ‘You and your people will be the first troops in our goddess’s new army. Be silent and secret, but prepare. War is coming.’

				She nodded.

				‘I smell it in the air, Great Lady. Not yet, but soon.’

				I felt the gold in my blood move and stir again. I knew where it wanted me to go. ‘Now, Shoshan, will you guide us by the quickest ways to the city of ships? We must be silent and secret.’

				She nodded, giving swift orders, taking the bridle of Smelly Camel herself and leading it to the head of the line.

				I nodded to Corporal Geta and Warrior Haka, and to Captain Nail as I passed them. They saluted swiftly, but I noticed they all kept their eyes cast down, unable to meet my gaze. I knew Khai was on the camel right behind. I wondered desperately what he was thinking, wanting to reassure myself that he was still there, but fear kept me from allowing myself to turn round and look at him. What if he thought I was too different now – as untouchable as our goddess herself? I would show him that I was still Cleo underneath, I vowed – just as soon as we had a moment to ourselves again. But the memory of his stepping back from me last night left a small, cold spot in my heart.

				As the camels squelched forward again over the muddy ground, the silence around me was like a weighted blanket. Nobody spoke. Shoshan and a tall, thin bandit walked on either side of Smelly Camel, but the others had melted into the reeds as swiftly as they had come. Charm’s trembling had calmed a little, but now she clutched me again as if I was the only solid thing in her world. I unclasped her hands and moved them apart a little, stroking the soft backs with my thumbs. I could feel the small bones underneath the skin, tense and stiff with holding on.

				‘Don’t worry,’ I whispered. ‘I’m still me.’

				‘I know, Cleo,’ she whispered back. ‘It’s just…a little scary, that’s all. Hearing you speak like that – you sounded just like your father used to – just like a Pharaoh. It’s…it’s really happening now, isn’t it? What you said I couldn’t mention, I mean. Back in…in Philäe, that night the kite came.’

				I could hear her words as if they’d been spoken yesterday.

				If it’s the goddess’s will, how can you fight it? If Isis wants you to be Pharaoh, you will be – and you’d better start getting used to the idea.

				I wished I could turn round and see her face, but I spoke to Smelly Camel’s ears instead.

				‘Yes,’ I said softly, the throne mark on my shoulder throbbing and burning. ‘Yes, I still don’t want it to be, but I think it really is.’

				It made me feel sick, though, the thought of being Pharaoh. I couldn’t sit on the Double Throne with Berenice – but who else was there to share it with? My father was far away across the Great Green Sea with my little half-siblings Arsinöe, Len and Tol. If I wanted one of them beside me, I would have to go to Rome and fetch them. And when I came home again it would have to be with an army at my back, because Berenice and her hound-headed demon god would not give up the throne without a fight. Was that what Isis had meant by her warning that war was coming? I didn’t think Shoshan’s muddy bunch of reed-dwellers was going to get me very far against the trained Nubian guards in the palace – nor against the Pharaoh’s own battalions. But where could I find enough soldiers for a whole secret army to stand against them? How could I lead grown men and women into a bloody battle?

				I turned the problem over and over in my head all the way to Naucratis, but I was no closer to a solution as we came into sight of the port city. As we came near to civilisation again, I called down to Shoshan to halt, beckoning her towards me.

				‘We will leave you here. Remember!’ I said. ‘Come when I call you.’

				She bowed gravely.

				‘I will remember, Most High. War is coming. We will be prepared.’ And with that, she and her companion turned and slid back the way we had come, disappearing into the twilight like eels into mud.

				Captain Nail came up beside me.

				‘Where to now, Chosen?’ he asked. I was thankful that his voice sounded just as gruff as normal.

				‘We need to find boats to take us upriver past Memphis,’ I said. ‘And I for one will be grateful to get off the back of this horrible animal.’ My blisters had all burst now, and I was sure I could feel fresh ones forming underneath them. Smelly Camel grunted and spat ferociously. Then there was a pattering sound underneath us, and I smelt the acrid scent of hot, fresh pee.

				‘Disgusting beast,’ I muttered, and Charm laughed, the sound of it startling after the heavy silence of the last hours.

				‘Disrespectful, too,’ she said. ‘I don’t think it’s a worshipper of the goddess, do you?’

				‘No,’ I answered. ‘And I don’t think she’d want it to be. I’m pretty sure camel gob isn’t high on her list of desires.’

				The small town of Naucratis was busy, even at dusk. The sound of Greek voices filled the air as we passed temple after temple dedicated to Hera, Apollo and Aphrodite, and I could just see the flicker of votive lamps inside. The Greeks had been here centuries before great Alexander set foot in Egypt, trading silver and timber for linen and papyrus, and they had brought their gods with them.

				We got off the camels in a small square, and Dhouti went to seek out a merchant to sell them on to. It didn’t take long. They were healthy beasts, and soon his purse was heavy with silver and copper coins. I wasn’t at all sorry to see the hindquarters of Smelly Camel swaying off around a corner. I hoped it would be less revolting to its new owner than it had been to me.

				Just as I was about to go over to Khai, Captain Nail came up beside me. His face was stiff and his black eyebrows locked together in a deep frown. I saw his throat work, once, twice, and then he fell to one knee before me, bowing his head. One arm was outstretched, and in it was a dagger, sharp-edged and deadly.

				‘I have failed to protect you twice now, Chosen,’ he said, and I could hear the emotion choking him. ‘My life is forfeit. I am not worthy to be captain of your warriors.’

				I knew he meant it. The burden of guilt he was carrying must have been intolerable for my proud, capable captain to humble himself like this. I would have to tread very, very carefully to give him back a sense of his own honour. I took the dagger, weighing it, thinking, then I made a small nick in my index finger.

				‘Give me your hand,’ I said, as the blood began to run. He held it out wordlessly. I made a nick in his index finger too. He didn’t flinch as the blade cut. I didn’t expect him to. Then I pressed our two bloody digits together.

				‘There will be no death today, Captain. Isis knows your worth, and she binds the blood of her Chosen with yours to pay tribute to the warriors who serve us both. If you had failed in your duty, she would know it, and so would I. You did not.’

				I bent forward and pulled him to his feet. His black eyes were almost soft as they stared down at me, bemused, and I knew he had expected to die. Did he know me so little? I smiled, just a quick twitch of the lips to comfort him.

				‘If you want to atone for not protecting me, I know nothing of building armies, so you must do it for me. That is the path our goddess has laid out for you, Captain. She doesn’t waste the lives that belong to her. War is coming. I want you at the head of our troops – when we have some.’

				He straightened, shoulders back, and saluted me.

				‘As I said, Chosen – my life is yours, as is my blood.’ He looked down at his finger wonderingly. ‘It feels like molten gold. I…I never expected…’ He broke off and cleared his throat, his usual gruffness falling around him again like a familiar military cloak.

				‘Very well, then. First of all we must have new weapons and shields, Chosen. There are bands of mercenaries here who will sell them to us. Though they will not make us look like proper warriors of Isis again, they will at least give some protection if we need to fight. Will you come to an inn and let us order food and beds for the night while I and some of the others go and seek them out? There will be no boats till morning, I think and anyway, it will take time to find one big enough to take us all.’

				I nodded. It made sense, and the thought of lying down on a bed was very seductive. Especially if the inn was so small that Khai would have to be in the same room as me.

				I suspected that the hostelry we ended up at had a sideline as a brothel. The serving girls were suspiciously pretty, and the skinny innkeeper eyed Charm and me up as if we were tasty new merchandise. The room we were shown to had two well-worn pallets, and the telltale scent of cheap ambergris and patchouli lay heavy in the air. The wooden furniture was basic, and there were strings of blue pottery scarabs hanging everywhere on the walls, which were painted with vines and small birds. The captain ordered Warrior Sah to stand guard outside the door, and Corporal Geta to stay downstairs on the look out for any trouble, while he took the rest of my warriors on the search for weapons. Dhouti went to see about a boat to take us upriver, and I sent Am, my lanky food taster, and little Mamo to find food and bring it to us.

				‘And what would you like me to do, my Chosen?’ Khai asked. There was a slightly bitter edge to his voice. I didn’t like it. Something had been strange between us since last night, and I wasn’t going to wait to find out what it was for a minute more.

				‘I’d like you to stay here, please, Khai,’ I said. ‘I need to talk to you.’

				He folded his arms and leaned against the wall by the door while the rest of them went about their business.

				Charm took one look at both of us and tutted.

				‘I’ll just be getting some hot water,’ she said. ‘Try not to make her too angry while I’m gone, Spy Boy. I don’t want to have to scrub your blood off the floor.’

				I nearly laughed, but then I saw Khai’s face. He wasn’t amused.

				‘What is your problem?’ I asked, as soon as the door closed behind her. ‘You’ve been strange with me ever since last night in the village. Have I done something wrong?’ I stopped, a sob rising in my chest. ‘C-can you not bear…’

				With two long strides, Khai was across the room, his hands on my shoulders.

				‘Cleo…my Cleo. Don’t cry. Of course you haven’t done anything wrong. It’s just…’ He wrenched himself away from me and went over to the wall again, slapping his palms against it as if he wanted to punish it, then leaning his forehead against the painted wood. ‘It’s just that I don’t know who I am any more…what I am. I have no value to you here. I was useful in Alexandria. I was a spy. I helped rescue people. But what use am I now? I’m not a warrior. I’m a scribe, a librarian. But there is no Great Library here, and no scribing or spying to be done. I—’ He broke off, his voice catching as mine had done.

				I went over to him and wrapped my arms around his back, leaning into him as I spoke into his hair.

				‘What matters is that we’re here, together. Isn’t that enough for now?’

				‘I don’t know, Cleo,’ he said, and my heart shattered a little.

				I took my hands off him, very deliberately, and moved back across the room to sit on the pallet. Ice was moving outwards from my chest, spreading all along my arms and down into my belly.

				I wanted to curl up and die.
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				Up the Nile

				‘I’m sorry,’ I said, retreating behind my princess mask so as not to scream out loud. ‘Perhaps I misunderstood it when you said you loved me.’

				‘Oh, Cleo! I love you – of course I do – but…’

				‘There’s no need to explain, Khai,’ I said between my teeth. Buts were never good, and I didn’t want to hear any more. Had I really risked everything for this?

				He whirled round and came to me, squatting in front of me, seizing my hands. I tried to turn away, to pull them free, but he wouldn’t let me. He took my chin in one hand, made me look at him.

				‘I need to make you understand, Cleo, my Chosen. Love of my heart. I am a man, not a lapdog. I need a job. I need to have a purpose. I want to be your lover – more than anything – but that cannot be all I am. Do you see?’

				I did see. The spectre of Tryphena and what she had done to him stood between us. The ice melted into a flood of truth.

				‘I won’t make you my lapdog, Khai – not like she did. You are the one who understands my soul. If you can’t see that then you’re blind. You and Charm are the only people who can see beyond the Chosen to who I am underneath. Do you know how important that is? How precious? I need you to take me back to myself. To remind me that I’m Cleo.’ I leaned forward, pressing my forehead against his. ‘If Isis hasn’t shown you the path you are to take, it’s because she’s not ready to. But there is a path for you – a use, a task for you to do, and we will find out what it is together. I promise it in the name of our goddess’s sacred blood.’

				The ball of his thumb stroked my cheek, the roughness at the edge of the nail a tiny scratch on my skin.

				‘Together, then, if we can, and trusting in our goddess. I know you don’t break your promises, Cleo. You proved that back in Alexandria.’

				His lips touched mine, unsure at first, and then, as his arms went round me and we fell back onto the pallet, rougher and more demanding. I kissed him right back, locking my arms round him and pulling him down till he lay sprawled on top of me. I didn’t need gentleness from him. I just needed to feel real again.

				He lifted his head, wrinkling his nose.

				‘We’re both all camelly, but you still smell good right here,’ he said, nuzzling his nose into the hollow under my throat. ‘Like new grass and honey. It makes me want to bite you.’ He bared his teeth and his long fingers stroked down the tender inner skin of my arm, making me shiver, and then he lifted it to his mouth, nipping at the bend of my elbow, tasting it with the tip of his tongue.

				I couldn’t help it. I giggled.

				‘What?’ he said, raising his head. ‘Now you’re laughing at me?’ He grinned, and my heart nearly stopped dead at the gorgeousness of his dimples.

				‘It tickles,’ I complained. ‘Come back up here. Kiss me again.’ He did, driving all thought out of my brain till we were just Khai and Cleo, a boy and a girl in love.

				‘Ahem,’ said Charm’s voice from the doorway. ‘Not that I want to interrupt or anything, but Warrior Sah is right outside, and Am and Mamo will be coming upstairs with the food right after you’ve washed.’

				We jerked apart, frantically straightening clothes and hair.

				‘I’ll…I’ll just go and find my own water, shall I?’ said Khai, his voice hoarse and strangled as he leaped off the pallet and across the room like a thrown spear.

				Charm stood in his way deliberately, preventing him from leaving. Steam from the bowl of water she held rose in front of her face like a veil, so that she looked mysterious, like an oracle.

				‘Oh, no, you don’t, Spy Boy. Not yet. I’ve got a few things to say before you go and wash that camel stink off.’ She fixed him with a glare, set the bowl down, and advanced towards him. ‘First of all, if you ever hurt Cleo, I’ll kill you. Second of all, if you get her with child, I’ll strangle you. Slowly. And, third of all – your robe is all rucked up at the back and I’m not sure I’m ready to see what’s under there. You might want to sort it out before you go down.’

				Khai plucked at his robe, disentangling it from his loincloth. I’d rather liked the view, myself. The long line of his thigh and the taut roundness above was very distracting. Then he turned round to face me, his face serious.

				‘I’d never hurt you, Cleo. You know that, don’t you?’

				I nodded. I knew he wouldn’t – not intentionally, anyway.

				‘And…and…’ I could see a dark red tide rising from the neck of his robe. ‘Well…I wouldn’t…’ He made a confused gesture, then pushed past Charm and out of the door.

				‘Thanks a lot, Charmion,’ I heard him mutter.

				Charm shut the door behind him and brought the bowl over to me.

				‘You had to say it, didn’t you, O Empress of Embarrassment?’ I demanded, blushing just as hard as Khai had. ‘What are you? My mother?’

				She scowled, wringing out a cloth and handing it to me as I hastily stripped off my camel-stained robe.

				‘Someone needed to. You’ve never been with a man, have you?’

				‘No,’ I said. ‘You of all people ought to know I haven’t. And we didn’t…’ I stopped.

				‘Well, then, O Chieftainess of Canoodling,’ she said. ‘Next time you might. Or the time after that. And…and you need to think about it. I don’t think Isis would be very pleased to have a baby Chosen on the way. She didn’t choose you as a mother-to-be, did she? You’ve got a job to do. You need to concentrate on that, not on…you know. Sex.’

				My whole body was still tingling and buzzing from Khai’s kisses, so I did know.

				‘I promise,’ I said. ‘I will take care. We will, I mean.’

				‘It’ll have to be you, Cleo. Men don’t always stop. Even if you really, really want them to. They’re stronger than us, so even if you struggle they…’ She shut her lips tight and busied herself with getting another robe out of our bags for me.

				I suddenly realised what she meant. I went over to her, turning her round to face me, remembering the fingermark bruises I’d seen on her inner thighs. Gooseflesh stood out on my damp body – and not only from the cooling air.

				‘You know what happened to you when you were captured wasn’t your fault, don’t you?’

				Charm had been held by the priests of Am-Heh and badly beaten a few days before. Now I knew for certain that there had been more than a beating, and inwardly I cursed those monstrous sons of a hyena’s vomit with the vilest words I knew.

				She stiffened, but she didn’t shake me off.

				‘Yes,’ she said slowly. ‘I know. I still don’t want to talk about it but…’ Her hand went to her belly. ‘There’s a chance I might be… I won’t know till the moon is full again.’

				I wanted to hug her, but I knew it wouldn’t be a good idea right now. I squeezed her shoulders instead.

				‘Whatever happens, we’ll get through it together,’ I said.

				Her hands came up to meet mine, squeezing in their turn.

				‘I know,’ she said. ‘And that’s what keeps me going, O Bestest of Friends.’ She stepped back from me, pasting a smile on her face that made my heart nearly break. ‘Now get dressed. His Gorgeousness wouldn’t like it if Am and Mamo caught you in your undies, O Carefully Chosen of the Goddess.’

				The boat Dhouti had found for us was a high-sterned felucca of the old-fashioned kind with only one steering oar. Although it had a deckhouse in the centre, the acacia-wood planks that made up its walls were crooked and ill-kept, and the whole vessel smelled strongly of old fish. Most of its crew were scattered and drunk on barley beer after a long voyage downriver from Thebes, but Dhouti had bribed the helmsman to sail with only two of the more sober ones, telling him that the warriors would help out if they were needed.

				‘The wind will be with us, Chosen, however far upriver we need to sail,’ he said, wringing his hands as if they were wet washing, and apologising for the meanness of the accommodation. ‘That is the best that can be said.’

				I didn’t care what kind of boat it was, so long as we were on our way as soon as possible. I had woken, my muscles stiffer than sun-dried wet leather and my skin itchy from what I hoped weren’t bedbugs, with the all-familiar onwards tug pulling at me urgently. I could almost hear a whisper fading in the stifling air.

				Come to us, Beloved Daughter. Hurry. War unfurls its wings.

				I wish it would bloody well furl them again, then. I caught the thought just as it streaked across my brain, hoping my goddesses hadn’t heard it. If war was really coming, there was nothing I could do to stop it.

				It hadn’t taken long to rouse everyone, and we were down at the port just as dawn broke. The warriors were now armed again, and they’d bought substantial-looking knives for the rest of us, including a silver-hilted one for me, with a sheath made of embossed leather.

				‘Just in case,’ said Captain Nail, handing it to me with a bow.

				I weighed it in my hand. Charm had taught me how to strike – up and under the left-hand ribs, or into a kidney at the back – but I wasn’t at all sure I wanted to find out what it felt like to kill someone face to face. I belted it over my robe anyway, thanking him.

				As we clambered aboard, I noticed little Mamo, drooping and sad as he helped to bring our luggage into the boat. I beckoned him over to me when I was settled.

				‘How is it with thee, boy child,’ I asked in his native Amharic.

				He wiped a dirty hand across his nose, smearing a snail trail of slime over his upper lip.

				‘Mamo cannot say his sadness out loud, Great Lady,’ he whispered, shrinking back. ‘It is too hard.’

				The whip weals from where Berenice had struck him were still not healed properly. He would bear the scars till he died. Was he afraid of me? I guessed the answer was yes. He had every reason to fear the Ptolemy family – though I had hoped he would trust me at least by now. Perhaps seeing lightning come out of my hands had not exactly helped, though. Then I remembered. Berenice still held his brother – who was probably dead by now, or would be as soon as she found out her little spy had fled with me. Now I knew why Khai had cradled him so tenderly as we left Alexandria.

				‘Oh, Mamo,’ I whispered, holding out a hand to him.

				He looked at me like a frightened mouse, then straightened his back and picked up another bundle, scuttling into the stern with it as if one of Bastet’s fiercest cats was after him. I had ordered him drugged and taken with us so that he wouldn’t betray our plans to my sister. Now it was most likely I had the shadow of another death hovering over my conscience. I felt the weight of it settle on my shoulders, squared them, accepted the guilt. If there was to be war between Berenice and me, it would not be the last such shadow, and there was nothing I could do to change it now. All I could do was to make sure that my small fan bearer was safe, and hope that he was young enough that the grief would pass in time.

				I had travelled on this part of the river quite recently, on my way up to Alexandria. How long ago it seemed already. I was a different girl from the one I’d been then. I had faced down a god, caused a Pharaoh’s death, broken ma’at – and learned how it felt to kiss and be kissed. Now I was being pulled towards a fate I’d never asked for, filled with the gifts of two goddesses.

				I spent most of that first day, and some of those following, at the prow, listening to the flap and crack of thick linen behind me as the sail bellied and swung in the stiff breeze that carried us upriver. The gold in my blood pulled and pulled like a current, sweeping me onwards, causing me to curse on the many days when the wind dropped to nothing and the oars had to be used. I didn’t sleep much, but when I did, my dreams were full of flying ibis wings, dark underground mazes full of shining silver spears and, always, the flat landscape of sparkling sand that was our final destination.

				When I was awake, it was hard for me to be in such close quarters with Khai and not touch him or talk to him in the way I wanted to, and Charm’s constant whispered teasing about His Gorgeousness didn’t help. After I’d snapped at her a few times, and she didn’t shut up, I realised she was doing it to keep from worrying about other things, and so then I just let her carry on.

				I didn’t think Khai liked our situation much either. From the moment we got on the boat he was utterly correct with me, keeping a distance of at least two cubits between us at all times. We could never be alone, so at the beginning our eyes did the talking and touching for us when no one else was looking, which was hardly ever on such a crowded vessel. I noticed that he threw himself into rowing with a kind of fierce passion, which told me how frustrated he was. I understood that it was at least a job, something to do, something that made him feel less helpless. When the sail was up and the oars were shipped again, he stood near me, his hands grasping the rail till his knuckles whitened, gazing out at the ravaged land we passed with blank, unseeing eyes. But as the voyage went on, he looked at me less and less and then he began to avoid me, though he was often huddled in a small knot with Captain Nail and the warriors. I tried not to let it hurt.

				I was shocked at how much worse the land had got in the short time since I’d last seen it, and kept on wondering guiltily if the power Isis had had to expend helping me in Alexandria had contributed to the speed of my country’s decay. I’d been warned over and over again that her power was waning, that Egypt and its people were in danger – been told that I was the only one who could bring it back to her. Was it too late already?

				There was a constant miasma of rot hanging in the air. The groves of date palms we’d seen heavy with fruit were now showing signs of grey, fluffy mould on the orangey-green bunches. Fat crocodiles, having gorged on the bloated bodies of dead cattle and goats, lay on the banks, occasionally thrashing away in a flurry of stinking mud as an oar came too near. Towns and villages, built on ground normally immune to the floodwaters, lay damp and empty, the folk who lived in them having fled to higher places, or drowned.

				Even great Memphis, city of the old Pharaohs, with its towering pyramids and houses of the dead, had not escaped.

				There was a continuous wailing and praying in the streets and beside the old palaces, and all the temples were full of the smoke of burnt offerings rising to Ra, to Osiris, to Hathor, to Thoth. Charm and Dhouti came back from the market talking of a jagged bolt of lightning that had come out of a clear blue sky and hit a woman and her children, leaving them as smoking blots of death on the street. Khai, using his spying skills once more to listen at doorways and on the edges of small, frightened knots of inhabitants, told tales he’d heard of spirits rising in the night from the necropolises; of shrieking curses, of long-dead animals leaving their tombs; of trailing linen wrappings, clattering to bone and dust as the rays of Ra hit them in the morning dawn. He reported the stories as if to a senior officer, eyes looking somewhere over my left ear.

				Well, two could play at that game. If he wouldn’t look at me, then I wouldn’t look at him either. I turned an angry shoulder to him and began to issue orders.

				‘On,’ I said, urging them aboard again with their meagre bundles of bread, beans and beer. ‘We must go on.’ I could feel the green spaces of the Great Lake waiting upriver, beckoning to me, and I knew that it was there we must leave the river and travel out into the thirsty desert.

				What I wasn’t prepared for when we arrived at Herakleiopolis the Great was a reception party of priestesses, each with a silver Knot of Isis pinned to the cloth covering the outer slope of her left breast.

				I was even less prepared for the sight of High Sister Merit. The leader of the Sisters of the Living Knot stood silent and impassive at their head, and rank upon rank of warriors of Isis stood behind as far as my eyes could see, the silver knot emblems on their shields sparkling and their spear tips bright. There must have been two thousand of them at least. As I looked out of the deckhouse window and saw her standing there, I bit back a tiny whimper of shock. The Eye of Ra was dipping into the west, and its fading rays kissed the dark cobweb scars on her face and the pristine whiteness of her robes with pink. I was grubby from weeks on the boat, not dressed as a priestess of Isis, nor as a princess of the House of Ptolemy. I was entirely unready to meet the scariest woman in the world – the one who had commanded the loyalty of my warriors before I ever met them.

				‘Oh, no,’ breathed Charm over my shoulder. ‘What’s she doing here? And who are all those other priestesses?’

				‘I think they’re most of the sisterhood, given what they’re wearing,’ I said, answering the easy question first. ‘I’ve no idea what Merit is doing. But one thing I do know. I won’t let her trap me. Whatever spiderweb she plans to tangle me in is not as important as the job our goddess has given me.’

				I looked round for our bags.

				‘Quick, Charm. I must change. I’m not meeting her looking like this.’

				‘It’s me that’ll take the blame if you do, O Mistress of Messiness,’ she said. ‘Help me look in the bags for your priestess stuff.’

				Like whirlwinds we went through every bundle, throwing everything out onto the dirty floor. Then Charm gave a cry of triumph as she dragged out my best white robes – slightly creased from travelling, but clean. I stripped, then threw them over my head, smoothing the folds into place and tying the girdle. Working fast around me, Charm pinned the Knot of Isis between my breasts, coiled my hair into neatness and threw a gold-beaded net over it. I missed the jewellery I’d had to leave behind, hidden in great Alexander’s tomb. It was the only thing I had left of my mother. It would have given me comfort to have worn it. Instead, I folded back the shoulders of my robe, tucking them under, exposing the throne glyph that marked me as Isis’s chosen. I’d need all the authority it gave me if I was to tackle the woman Isis had picked to lead her secret sisterhood – the implacable, unyielding wall of granite that was Merit of the Pharos.

				Charm looked at me seriously.

				‘You can do this, Cleo,’ she said, as the boat glided into the almost-flooded dock.

				‘Maybe,’ I answered. ‘But it’s Merit…’

				‘You can do this,’ she repeated firmly. ‘Now go out there and be the Chosen. It’s time.’ She gave me a little push.

				Charm was right. I needed to face Merit, but there was something else I had to do first. I straightened my back, walked out with her comforting presence behind me and beckoned to Captain Nail and the warriors. They were hurriedly grouping themselves on the stern deck, putting on what armour they had, and retrieving spears and weapons. I looked for Khai but he was nowhere to be seen, avoiding me as usual – as were Am, Dhouti and Mamo. They must be helping the crew at the front. The flapping sail came slowly down the mast, hiding us for a moment.

				‘Are you mine?’ I asked the captain bluntly. It was a question for them all, really. They didn’t look like the neat rows of pristine warriors who waited for us on the dock any more. Their few pieces of armour were more a mish-mash of leather straps than proper breastplates, and their shields were just round pieces of hide-covered wood with a few metal studs. Their spears had sharp tips, though, and I knew the edges of their blades had been honed till they would cut through flesh faster than a striking cobra could spit.

				Five clenched fists thumped into five brawny chests.

				‘We are yours and our goddess’s, Chosen,’ said my captain, very softly, as the boat banged suddenly into the wooden pilings, making all of us lurch. ‘Whatever happens next.’

				The other four nodded.

				‘Yours and Isis’s till we die, Chosen.’

				I closed my eyes for an instant, relief flooding my bones. I’d been afraid they’d go back to Merit, revert to the proper warriors they’d been before they were assigned to me all those months ago in Philäe. But my powers were stronger than hers, I reminded myself. I held our goddess’s map inside myself. I had shot fiery lightning out of my fingers. Perhaps I was the scary one now.

				My captain stepped in front of me and Charm deliberately, with Warriors Haka and Sah to each side, and the other two falling in behind us, along with Khai, Dhouti, Am and Mamo, as we reached the prow. Then he led us ashore.

				That walk over the rough, slippery planks felt as if it took forever. My inscrutable princess mask was clamped in place only by my own will, and a brief churning in my belly made me clench myself inwardly for a moment, hoping I wouldn’t disgrace myself right there on the dock.

				My only true comfort was that I could feel the pulse of gold still beating in my blood, telling me that this was right, this was meant, this was Isis’s will. It made me ignore my roiling gut, stand even straighter, walk taller and more confidently. I was not the confused girl I had been when Merit and I first met, straight after my initiation into the Sisterhood of the Living Knot. I had passed through far worse than that now. I was stronger, harder, more powerful. Our goddess had spoken through my lips, used my fingers to channel lightning. I would not let the High Sister beat me down in the way she had before. The throne glyph on my shoulder began to glow gold as I stalked towards her.

				To say I was surprised when the head of the sisterhood dropped to her knees and raised her palms was an understatement. If the Eye of Ra had started travelling backwards in the sky, I could not have been more astonished. Every sister behind her did the same, and the warriors clashed spears on shields. It was a deafening sound of approbation. I held my jaw upwards and closed with extreme difficulty.

				‘Blessed be Isis. Hail to her chosen and marked,’ said Merit, her voice high and cold as ever.

				‘Blessed be Isis. Hail to her chosen and marked,’ echoed voices all around me, making the air shake with the sound.

				There was only one thing I could do. I stepped forward, past Captain Nail, took Merit’s hands and raised her to her feet.

				‘Hail, beloved and blessed High Sister,’ I said, pulling her round so that she stood beside me.

				Then I looked out at the kneeling bodies before me, all gazing at me with a devotion I was not sure I deserved. ‘I bring greetings from our goddess to you all. She sees you and marks your loyalty and devotion.’

				They cried out with joy, prostrating themselves.

				I turned my head sideways, as if to kiss Merit’s cheek.

				‘What in the name of Isis is going on here?’ I hissed.
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