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For my sisters 




But even on her the Fates 


the gray everlalsting Fates road hard


Sophocles, Antigone 
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YOUNGER


She soared over the city, parched and desolate. Commoners writhed and withered on the boulevards. Rats scurried past their parents’ corpses toward the dearer dead. Dipping between the temples, she traced their path. Alexander the Conqueror, stern in deathless marble, loomed, his sword thrust in the air. Blood leaked from his eyes, his lips, his thighs. The children cupped their greedy hands to drink.


“Arsinoe.” 


Wings stretched against the sun, she sailed onward, over bright sands, far from the arid Nile and its sins. Her feathers bristled in the breeze. The desert flamed beneath, and then folded to the sea. 


“Arsinoe.” 


Thirst stung her throat. She circled down, toward the crashing waves. Her beak snapped against the salt. 


“Arsinoe, my sweet. Awake.” 


She did not fly over the wine-dark sea. She lay small and shivering in her bed. 


“Another night terror?” A gentle hand wiped damp hair from her brow. 


Eyes sealed, Arsinoe clung to the wisps: her wings spread over the sands, the sticky seawater on her tongue. Had it been a tongue? Or did vultures taste by other means? 


“No, it was … not a terror, no.” She was nearly nine. Too old for fears that came at night. 


“You could’ve fooled your old nurse.” Myrrine clucked. 


Arsinoe opened her eyes. Her nurse perched at the end of the bed, a few wisps of hair escaping her customary bun. With her full cheeks and unlined eyes, the woman had long preserved an almost ageless air—but now Arsinoe noticed the flecks of gray gathered at her temples. Beyond, the room was calm. The sewn muses danced about her walls in reds and golds, her silver basin brimmed with water, her clothes smoothed out for the coming day. But something was wrong. The light pouring through her windows was brash and dazzling. It was late. Long past dawn. She must have slept through the early hours. And on this day, this day—


Arsinoe sprang up from her bed. Her legs were weak and wobbly, as though her soaring dreams had stolen all landlocked memories. 


“What’s come over you, my child?” 


She ignored her nurse’s words and raced to the door. Knees cracking, Myrrine followed. 


“Calm yourself, my dear. Where are you running off to?” 


“I must go to the docks—or else I’ll miss Cleopatra.” She needed to say good-bye. She always said good-bye. That was the rule. “What we share is different, you and I,” Cleopatra told her time and again. “We are sisters, and that bond cuts deeper than ordinary blood. No one—not Father, not anyone—will ever come between us.” And so, since Arsinoe had been old enough to totter, she’d trailed her sister down to the river, and watched and waved as Cleopatra was borne away on their father’s adventures. To witness the incarnation of the new Apis bull at Memphis, or to oversee the festival of Ammon-Re at Thebes, or as now to cross the waves to Rhodes, perhaps, or even as far as Rome. And then, alone, she would weep. 


“You can’t run to the ships in your underthings.” 


“My sister won’t care what I wear.” 


“Your father will,” her nurse said. “You must dress as fits a princess.” 


Dressing, bathing, combing—all that took too long. This wasn’t some idle voyage up the Nile to check the river’s rise; Cleopatra sailed over the sea. No one would tell her where. Or when her sister would return. It could be months. Arsinoe didn’t have time for braids, and jewels, and other niceties. Grown-ups never understood these things. 


“If you say I must…” She took a step, slow, tentative, toward Myrrine—and then she turned and bolted from the room. 


“Arsinoe!” Myrrine’s voice chased her. “Arsinoe!” 


She slipped past her pair of sentries and ran down the stairs. Soldiers swarmed the small piazza below—the Sisters’ Courtyard, she and Cleopatra called it. That ran in her favor. Their numbers would only swell when she reached the great courtyard. Achilles and Agamemnon, as she had named her two guards, were men grown; they’d catch her quickly in an open race, but they had no skill for obstacles. Weighed down by heft, by armor, and by age, they couldn’t follow as she weaved through the gaps and bays of the crowd. She darted through the private porticoes onto the public ones, past beaming dryads and mauled lions, ax-wielding hunters and sneering sphinxes, until she raced through the eastern gate, and the whole world opened on the sands. 


Breathless, she gazed over the beach, the docks, the sea. Against the squinting sun she spotted her prize: her father’s round ship, crimson sails unfurled against the blue. At its prow, Thessalonike, the great Alexander’s sister, transmuted to mermaid form, rose and fell upon the waves. The sand burned her soles, spurred her on. 


Ahead, the docks stretched into the unending sea. The shore lay barren. Where were the dancers and pipers, the priests and soothsayers, the nobles and vagrants to see off the voyage? Only a tangle of aging soldiers, too old and worn to tend the king, stood by, spitting whispers over wooden posts. 


“Wait!” Arsinoe cried out. 


No one listened. A gruff man, fifty if he was a day, set his blade against the rope that bound her sister to the shore. Arsinoe ran to him, and yanked his hand away from the cord. 


“Get off me, girl.” Snarling, he wiped her fingers from his arm. 


“I am no girl. I am the king’s daughter.” 


“King Ptolemy’s daughter is already on board. With the king.” 


Stunned, she fell silent. No one spoke to her that way. As though she wasn’t even born of her father’s seed. As though her blood counted for nothing. She wasn’t the favorite—had never been, would never be; the king’s third daughter and his last, she knew where she stood among her siblings. But commoners, courtiers, soldiers—they always treated her with deference. 


“I’ve orders, girl,” the man spat. His knife split the twine. 


“Clea!” she screamed. “Cleopatra!” 


Arsinoe scanned the ship. Guardsmen lingered by the prow, and farther aft a pair of sailors hastened to set the sheets to the wind. The deckhouse curtains were drawn; she couldn’t see inside. Below, three sets of oars stroked the sea as one. All along the docks, the old men spurred their posts against the hull. 


“Cleopatra!” 


The waves crashed against her ears. On board, they’d sound all the louder against her sister’s. There was no use in screeching. She wouldn’t be heard. 


“Arsinoe!” 


And there she was, her sister, a vision on the prow. Clothed in rich sapphire, Cleopatra looked more a goddess than a girl. Even at eleven, she’d begun to take on the contours of a queen. At once, Arsinoe was ashamed of her own soiled garb, the clothes she’d slept and sweated in the preceding night. 


“I wanted to come early, but Myrrine didn’t wake me,” she said to her sister in Macedonian, the private, ancient tongue of their family. Cleopatra had told her once that no one else spoke it anymore. Not anywhere in the wide world. They were the only ones who carried on the language of Alexander, the greatest of all kings. “I had the strangest—” 


“I can’t hear you,” her sister yelled over the waves. 


“Last night,” Arsinoe shouted, “I had the—” 


“Don’t fret, little one. I’ll return for you.” 


Cleopatra pressed her palm to her lips and blew a kiss along the breeze. Arsinoe caught it on her fingertips. And then she waved, and waved, and waved until her sister shrank into the sea. 


“Arsinoe.” A familiar voice greeted her. Her guard, her favorite. Her Achilles. 


She could picture him behind her; his curls tumbled in the wind. She liked to pull on the one that always slipped out from beneath his helmet, liked to watch it spring back into place. But she wouldn’t turn to face him—not now. Not with tears threatening. 


“You’ve worried poor Myrrine half to death,” he told her. 


“I had to say good-bye.” 


His shadow dwarfed her own. But she didn’t look back at him. She couldn’t meet his eye. The water had escaped, streaming down her cheeks. Tears were for children. 


“Come, princess. I must return you to your chambers.” 


She wiped the damp from her eyes and followed, but her mind lingered at the docks. It had been no king’s departure. No trumpeters, no flamethrowers, no priests to spill sacrifices before the ship. The gruff man’s words rang in her ears. “King Ptolemy’s daughter is already on board.” 


The return trip was slower, though this time the soldiers parted to let her through. She couldn’t make sense of their numbers: why did so many of them linger, clogging the courtyards? Usually, her father took the better part of his troops with him on his journeys. “A cautious man,” her tutor, Ganymedes, called him, but she could catch a hint of mockery in the eunuch’s voice. 


Even the porticoes looked somehow dark and shrunken, though the sun burned as bright as ever. The laughing satyrs who graced the walls of the family colonnades had shed their customary joy. She could have sworn that the jolly red-maned one had sprung a tear on his bearded cheek. When she turned to check, she saw that it was only a glimmer, a trick of the light. Still, she felt that they, too, mourned Cleopatra’s loss. Her sister’s absences sucked the joy from the palace. Sometimes she wished that her own might have the same effect. But no one would notice if she vanished into air. 


Myrrine chided her on her return. “Arsinoe, you mustn’t run off like that!” 


“I only went down to the docks.” 


“Only down to the docks? You could have been—there’s no telling what might have happened.” 


“But nothing did. Nothing ever happens.” 


“Of course it didn’t,” the nurse’s voice quavered. She knelt beside Arsinoe. Her eyes were red and swollen. She’d been weeping too. “But promise me that you won’t go rushing off like that again.” 


“I promise,” she lied. 


Myrrine kissed her brow and folded her into her bosom. The nurse hugged Arsinoe so tightly that she could scarcely breathe. 


“What is the matter?” she gasped when the woman released her. “Why have you been crying?” 


“What nonsense, child,” Myrrine said, laughing. “I haven’t been crying.” 


Arsinoe didn’t believe her. She’d borne witness to her mother’s tears often enough, before her little brothers came screeching into the world, to recognize the signs. As her nurse bathed her, Myrrine filled the air with foolish tales of drunken gods and mistaken identities. But Arsinoe wasn’t so easily fooled. She could feel the wrongness all around. The massing guards, the abandoned docks—none of it added up. And no one would tell her the truth. If only Cleopatra were here, she would help make sense of the goings-on. 


By the time Achilles and Agamemnon trailed her to her lessons, the guards along the colonnades had thinned. She wondered where they’d all scurried off to; it was too late for them to follow her father across the waves. A second seafaring vessel hadn’t even been prepared—at least she hadn’t seen one on the beach. Around each bend, she expected to come across some new mass of armed men. But she never did, not even once she’d reached the library and turned off into the small reading room where Ganymedes waited. Usually, her royal companions would be gathered, gossiping and giggling around the table. But today she found only the eunuch, a hulking silhouette against the westward windows. 


“Where are Aspasia and Hypatia?” Her voice trembled. It had been a dream, she reminded herself, only a dream that the statue of Alexander the Conqueror bled, that corpses lined the streets; it didn’t mean anything at all. 


“Elsewhere, it seems,” Ganymedes answered. Cleopatra had first noted this, his calculated air of mystery, and now Arsinoe heard it in his every word. “But that’s no excuse for wasting precious time. Go on, open your scroll.” 


With care, she stretched the papyrus across the table. Too many times she’d been admonished for tearing some musty work of Archimedes. Histories, it read. Polybius. 


“I thought we were going to read Antigone.” She preferred the tragedies. The stories that unfolded in her mind and invaded her dreams. While epics and plays pulsed with life, histories were for the dead. “And besides, Polybius was a traitor. He betrayed Arcadia for Rome.” 


“Now isn’t the time for stories.” The eunuch’s tone was sharp. “It’s time for you to learn the truth about the world. And the importance of taking action in it. ‘Can anyone be so indifferent or idle as not to care to know by what means, and under what kind of polity, almost the whole inhabited world was conquered and brought under the dominion of the single city of Rome, and that, too, within a period of not quite fifty-three years?’” Ganymedes knew the historian’s words by heart, and Arsinoe had to dart her eyes down the page to keep up. “Are you idle, Arsinoe, or indifferent? Because you shouldn’t be. Not on this day of all days.” 


“What’s today?” She’d known something was the matter—her dream, the empty docks, her nurse’s tears. 


“Today is the day when it all changes. When you begin to learn why, after a hundred years—after Rome has fought and conquered a hundred more enemies—Polybius’s words ring truer than they ever have.” The eunuch paused and his voice grew gentle. “Tell me, child: have you noticed anything strange about the palace?” 


She had noticed so many strange things, from the moment she awoke and rushed down to the sea. 


“This morning,” she began eagerly, “when I went to see Cleopatra off, the halls were swarmed by soldiers, but when I walked to the library, there were hardly any left at all.” 


“You were right to note that, because something strange is happening in the palace. You remember the fate of your uncle in Cyprus?” 


She remembered her uncle well, though she’d seldom had the chance to see him. He’d seemed a good sort of man, jovial and gentle, easy with a smile. On those occasions when he came to Alexandria for feasts and other rituals, he’d paid her the attention her father never did, asking after her schooling and remarking on how she’d grown. It hurt to think of him dead. To think how that loss must torment her father, how it would destroy her if she lost Cleopatra. 


“My uncle was killed fighting the Romans, defending the island my forefathers have ruled since the time of Alexander,” she told the eunuch proudly. 


“That’s the story your father tells, but it is a lie. Your uncle poisoned himself rather than face Rome’s legions. Marcus Cato, the one the Romans call the Younger, stole the island and its treasures without shedding a drop of Ptolemaic blood. Neither your father nor your uncle lifted a finger to stop him. Your father, I’m afraid, is a coward.” 


The words didn’t sting; instead, Arsinoe felt a sort of dull ache in her belly. Shame, not anger, or even hurt. Too late, she opened her mouth to defend him: “My father is no such—” 


“Your father is many things, but he’s never been a brave man. Even you know that, in your heart of hearts.” 


She nodded. She did know. She’d heard enough servants whispering along the corridors, seen enough noblemen smirking at the sight of her father’s pipe playing to know he wasn’t revered, not as he should be. Not as a king. Not as a god. 


“Don’t follow his mistakes. It’s always better to act than to do nothing. Even when your actions are futile, even when the Romans—as Polybius teaches—would still have conquered in the end. Which would you rather do: succumb to fate, or fight for your house, your dynasty?” 


“I’d fight. Of course I’d fight.” She and Cleopatra spoke of this at times, this need to fight, to defend what was theirs. After all, Rome had stolen the lands of Alexander’s other generals. Even Mithradates, whose name still cropped up in murmurs, had lost the Pontic kingdom to that poisonous city. Theirs was the only one left. 


“Good, because while you might forgive your father for his idleness, the Alexandrians never will. For weeks now they’ve been in near open revolt, clashing with his soldiers, setting fires in the street, though you wouldn’t know it from how your father’s carried on within the palace walls. Your sister Berenice, along with her mother, has enlisted the discontents in a coup—against your father and his womanly, Roman-appeasing rule. That’s why your father flees, unattended, over the sea, to seek Rome’s aid, and your mother has snuck her own path from the palace.” 


“My—my mother too?” Her father was forever whisking Cleopatra off, stealing her away on his escapades. She was his chosen one, his heir, and so she had to go see to the kingdom’s concerns. One day they would be hers. But their mother usually remained, busying herself with her sons, sparing a small smile when Arsinoe passed her. Sometimes even a halfhearted kiss. 


“Yes, my dear, your mother too. This morning she slipped away with your brothers.” 


Arsinoe’s heart thudded in her ears. Her mother had forgotten her as well. Once again, her brothers had come first, as they came first in everything but birth. But couldn’t her mother have taken her too? Would it have been so much more difficult, then, to sneak three children to safety instead of two? And besides, she might have helped with her little brothers. She sometimes played with them, and even though Ptolemy was a sullen, ill-tempered boy of three, she could always make him giggle. Her mother would even praise her for that. “How he loves his sister,” she’d say with that strange smile playing on her lips. 


“Is that why Myrrine didn’t want me to go to the docks? Because my mother planned to bring me with her?” she asked, even though she knew better. But she wanted to hear, to be told fully and completely that her mother had abandoned her. To drink in the hurt. 


“Perhaps that was the reason,” the eunuch told her gently. But she heard another answer: No. She swallowed hard. She’d begged for this; she wouldn’t weep. 


“You do not cry. Most girls would shed tears over a mother’s loss.” 


She answered—quietly, almost to herself—with the mantra that Cleopatra had seized on years ago, when her first brother had been born and their mother had lost interest in her girls: “‘The one named mother is not the child’s true parent but the nurturer of the newly sown seed. Man mounts to create life, whereas woman is a stranger fostering a stranger—’” 


“Those are your sister’s words, not your own.” 


“Those are Aeschylus’s words, not Cleopatra’s,” Arsinoe quipped, blinking away her tears. Bereft of mother and father, sister and brothers, she felt a stab of loneliness. Only the eunuch and the nurse remained to her now. 


“You have me, my dear.” Ganymedes squeezed her hand. She pulled away. His kindnesses alarmed her. He wasn’t one for tenderness; he was harsh, impenetrable. And so when he reached for her, she knew how wholly her world had changed. 


“Ganymedes.” She took a deep breath. She couldn’t mourn her mother, or her father, or the others who’d cut her away, leaving her untethered here in Alexandria. Not now, when she wanted so very much to be brave. “What must I do?” 


“My dear, dear girl.” His face softened. “You must return to your chambers at once. Tonight, after the moon has risen over the palace, I’ll come for you. Make no preparations for our departure, and don’t breathe a word of this to anyone.” 


“Not even to Myrrine?” She’d kept secrets from her nurse before, but they’d always been of her own making. Like when she and Cleopatra had broken the Minoan vase that had been gifted to her great-grandfather, and they’d blamed it on their baby brother, too young to speak up for himself. 


“No, not to Myrrine, nor to your guards. Remember now, my dear: you can no longer distinguish friends from foes.” 


“Like Odysseus, when he returns to Ithaca and sees that many of his former friends court the faithful Penelope?” It helped to imagine herself as Odysseus, as a man grown and strong. 


“Yes, precisely like that, Arsinoe.” 


She didn’t smile at her guards as they escorted her back to her chambers. Usually, she’d make jokes, teasing them and trying to crack their stone faces with laughter. She’d tug at Achilles’s curls or poke at the gaps in Agamemnon’s armor, the place where his breastplate latched on either side. “I could pierce you with an arrow there,” she’d giggle. But today she was quiet. They, too, might be enemies. With Myrrine, she was so taciturn that her nurse declared she must be ill and tucked her into bed long before the sea had swallowed the last rays of the long summer sun. 


After Myrrine’s steps had faded into the antechamber, Arsinoe rose. Quiet as a wildcat, she slipped across the room and pried open her great clothes chest. Her fingers lingered over the soft fabrics before she snatched one and yanked it out. Her pick wasn’t poor: a sky-blue tunic edged in silver. She hurried about the chamber, grabbing a few treasures to tie up in the cloth: the first book of The Odyssey, which she kept furled by her pillow; the jade necklace Cleopatra had given her from far-off Nubia; the stuffed doll she slept with every night. This last item she labored over—she was too old for such toys. For years, she’d hidden the doll beneath her bed during the day, shielding her even from her closest friends. But she couldn’t bring herself to part with her. Penelope had stayed with her always; Arsinoe couldn’t abandon the doll to Berenice’s men. She knotted the corners of the tunic’s skirt to each sleeve as she had seen her friend Aspasia do once when she had explained how the children in the Upper Lands hawk their wares. 


And then Arsinoe waited. She knew she should lie in her bed, pretend this night was the same as every other. But she couldn’t trust herself to stay awake, and she didn’t dare sleep. Instead, she sat on the hard floor and stared out the window, willing Selene to climb the sky, to pass beyond the palace gates and up over the roof. Her eyelids grew heavy, but she stayed vigilant, blinking them open every moment or two. 


The door squealed on its hinges. Arsinoe jumped up in fear, bundle clutched to her chest. She let out her breath: it was Ganymedes. 


“Leave that,” the eunuch commanded. “I told you to bring nothing.” 


She opened her mouth to object, but she held her tongue. Gently, she placed the blanket on her bed. “Farewell, Penelope,” she whispered. In silence, she followed the eunuch out into the antechamber. And there—there she met with horrors: Myrrine’s divan lay empty, and Agamemnon was sprawled across the stone, his head wrenched to one side and his lips stained with wine. Drugged or dead, she couldn’t tell. There was one goblet spilled, another upright, untouched. Her stomach turned and roiled, and she wanted to look away. He’d died. He’d died for her. And then she saw her other guard: Achilles stood upright, awake, alert. She gasped. 


“It’s all right,” the eunuch told her. “You can trust him.” 


Ganymedes led her past the royal chambers and into the servants’ passageways. Behind, her guard’s familiar step assured her. At each corner, the eunuch held his hand to bring their retinue to a halt until he’d peered around the end. She didn’t know how far they wandered through these lesser twists and turns. 


The three fell into a marching step. Achilles, a soldier through and through, matched her eunuch’s stride; it took her three paces to equal each one of theirs. And so their drum sounded its quiet, bleating rhythm: hard, soft, soft, hard, soft, soft … A second hard cut between her two softs. She strained her ears to listen. It was nothing, she promised herself, the chasings of a forgotten dream. 


But then she heard the sound again—louder, closer, near at hand. And Ganymedes’s step quickened. She raced to meet his new stride, but Achilles did not. His footfalls halted. The false ones did as well. 


“Ganymedes,” she breathed. A sword whistled through the night air. 


“Don’t look back,” the eunuch whispered. Steel clashed against steel. She hurried on. A man groaned in agony—was it Achilles? Another clash. The squelch of metal into flesh. A body thudding to the stone. A second, darker moan. She turned—and there in the flickering candlelight lay her guard, her hero, her Achilles, twitching, a gash of blood spurting from his throat. The eunuch’s hand covered her mouth, choked her bile and her scream. 


“Stop!” one of their pursuers cried out. “Hand over the girl, or we’ll kill you both.” 


“Run, Arsinoe,” Ganymedes whispered. 


And so she did. She ran through the servants’ corridors, on into the workrooms and the kitchens, and out again into the great courtyard. Blood stained these walls, and bile too, but she didn’t look at the faces of the dying men. She leapt over their bodies, and pretended they’d stir again in the light of day. But as she raced, a dark realization came to her: she didn’t know where to run. And so her feet carried her back along her steps, back to her family’s private plazas, back to her own rooms. Within: emptiness. Either Agamemnon had awoken or his body had already been cleared away. Discarded like refuse on the street. As though he’d never been a man, but some thing, some waste, to wash away. She almost wished that he remained; even a corpse was better company. And perhaps if his flesh lingered, his spirit would too. 


Her bedchamber was in disarray. Her scrolls were strewn like so many corpses across the floor, and her bedclothes torn aside; her jewel box had been flung across the room, and her tunics tugged from their cypress chest. She searched for the bundle of her possessions, the one she had gathered with such care. But she could find no sign of it, nor of the riches she’d stowed within. Footfalls slammed behind her, and she slipped beneath her bed. 


Shaking, she listened to the angry steps pace the colonnades. It sounded as though a thousand guards patrolled the royal halls. She’d been a fool to return here, a frightened, childish fool. She wondered what had happened to Ganymedes, whether the eunuch had lived or died. He lived, she reassured herself; he must. He was far too clever to be caught. He was the only one left to her. And he would come back. He had to. 


The night was dark. The moon had sunk; only the gleam of Pharos, the great lighthouse of her forefathers, pierced the blindness. But Arsinoe refused to sleep. 


The stale stench of urine stung her nose when she awoke. Stiff robes stuck to stiff limbs. With disgust, she realized she’d wet herself in the night, like some child of five. Even her brother Ptolemy hardly did that now, and he wasn’t even four. Twisting her slight frame this way and that, Arsinoe struggled to peer out from beneath the bed. 


Dawn had peeled away the night’s terrors, painting the chamber rose. The nine muses danced along her bedside tapestry as they did each morning. She caught Kalliope’s eye, gray with hints of blue and green and wine. The goddess of epics and adventures, she stroked her lute, her gaze intense and clear. She’d been spun into the cloth before she’d learned of her son Orpheus’s death. No woman, not even one born of Zeus, could bear the loss of a boy. That’s why Arsinoe’s own mother had slipped her brothers away, and left her here alone. A daughter was disposable. 


Still, that small part of her, the shrinking part, wanted to cry out for that woman who’d forsaken her. To weep and beg to be swept away as her brothers had been. To have the comfort of the warm embrace she’d known when she was small and sick, and her mother had not yet forgotten her. But more often, she knew, her nurse had been the one who had dried her tears and kissed her bruises. What good had a mother’s love ever brought? 


“Myrrine?” Arsinoe said, testing. No soft shuffle came in answer. 


“Myrrine?” she tried again, louder this time. Quiet. 


And once more: “Myrrine?” 


The name rebounded off the stone. She clutched her knees to her chest, hands to her ears; she would shrink away to nothing. The Ptolemy who disappeared. But the ground didn’t swallow her up. Soldiers didn’t come. Only her stolen voice broke the silence: “Myrrine, Myrrine, Myrrine.” 


“Ganymedes?” she tried. But there was no sign of him either. 


She sucked back her stomach’s bile. “Better up than down,” Myrrine always said. But the nurse had been taken from her too. No one would clean away her vomit or bathe her or dress her or change her coverlets. 


Boots pounded beneath her bones. Each set kept a steady rhythm. None paused by her door. Her stomach growled angrily. Perhaps Berenice had forgotten her. After all, she’d never had much to do with her eldest sister. The daughter of Tryphaena, Berenice was already a woman grown. Too old to be her playmate, or even Cleopatra’s. Some days from now, Arsinoe would be found, her body stained and rotting beneath the bed. 


She wondered who would mourn her loss. Cleopatra would weep, of course. But would the others? Would her mother regret not stealing her away? Would that cruel guard remember barring her from her father’s ship? 


New feet shook the stone. A hand fumbled at the lock. The bolt screeched; the door swung wide to reveal a solitary guard. Her father’s man. Or so he’d been once, guarding the king’s person day and night. His beard bristled red; Arsinoe would have recognized it anywhere. Menelaus, she’d called him. She thought he’d sailed across the sea with Cleopatra and the rest. She couldn’t trust him now; her father’s men were turned or slain. Achilles’s throat split open, blood draining to the floor, his curls dashed against the onyx. She shook the image from her mind. 


The guard’s gaze roamed from her writing table, to her hanging mirror of glinting silver, to her scattered scrolls, to her golden bed. Now was the time to scream. She opened her mouth but no sound escaped. She’d learned enough of war, of Troy, of Carthage, of Thermopylae, to know the fate of girls, even young ones, who met with men drunk on battle’s haze. She held her breath until she thought her chest might burst, until her eyes and tongue bulged and begged for mercy. And then she held it longer. 


The fire-bearded man removed his helm, a red crown rimmed with redder hair. He lifted a corner of his tunic to wipe his brow. Bloodstained, the cloth returned to his side. He crouched low, balancing his elbows on his knees, and waited. She wouldn’t speak; she couldn’t scream. 


Some part of her, a crazed and agonizing part, wanted him to find her. It would be easier that way, and someday, after all, she’d have to be found. She was so weary, so very weary of hiding. And then, as though she’d spoken the words aloud, his eyes seized on her. He breathed easy now, and so did she. There was a relief in being caught. He removed a small parcel from his robes and placed it on her dressing table. Then, glancing about the room one final time, he stepped outside, and the creaking sound of iron against iron bolted her in. 


Once his footsteps ebbed, Arsinoe struggled free and raced to the table. Unwrapping the bundle revealed a loaf of bread, a pair of dates, a cluster of green grapes. Her mouth watered. How she longed to stuff herself with bread and fruit. But she didn’t dare. She’d never eaten anything that hadn’t been tasted first, except for a few berries she and Cleopatra had picked from the garden on their own. She remembered how Democrates, her father’s taster, had died, gasping and clawing at his throat. She wouldn’t bring on her own death, not when she’d already survived that first night alone. She should throw the gifts out the window. But she couldn’t do that either. Instead, she retreated beneath her bed, the guard’s poison clutched tight against her chest. 
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ELDER 


The crowds screamed. They screamed for her. For her, the least loved of Ptolemy the Piper’s daughters. The shunted child of the shunted bride. For her, the humble phoenix rising from Egypt’s smoldering ash. “Berenice Epiphaneia”—they cried her coronation name. “Berenice the Shining One.” 


Even as she drank in their chants, she couldn’t shed her fears. Her coup had been too quick and too seamless. It had shown nothing of her strength. Her father had fled before real blood was drawn. The piping fool would have reached Rhodes by now. And where to then, Father? Even as her subjects shrieked for her, she knew that, in truth, they shrieked against him, against him and his brother, against their loss of Cyprus. That last, vanished vestige of her once great house. 


Besides, it shouldn’t be Alexandria that stretched before her but Memphis, the Balance of the Two Lands, with its sandstone halls and sphinx-lined avenues. That coronation would yoke her dynasty to the ones that had come before, to the ancient pharaohs who had ruled these lands as gods. In time, she promised herself. Her father had sat the throne for four years before he’d sailed up the Nile to the white-walled city to be blessed by Ptah and assume the double crown. And it was his priest, his beloved Psenptais, his so-called first prophet of the Lord of the Two Lands, who held sway there. It was too soon; she knew that. Better to let the dust settle. To secure her power here. The white steps snaked up the hillside, above the adoring crowd that flanked the city’s sweeping boulevards. As she climbed, her breath ran thin and her heart pounded in her throat. Alexandria had seen kings, of course, who didn’t deign to ascend on foot. Her great-grandfather had been among them. Ptolemy the Benefactor—or the Potbelly, as he’d been less kindly known—had commanded his litter bearers to hoist him up on their shoulders when he’d been restored to the throne. One had collapsed beneath his weight, sending king and litter in a tumbled heap on the marble. Another example that Berenice was eager not to emulate. The Potbelly had been the first to entrust Egypt’s welfare to Rome, preferring to sign away his bloodlines’ rights in a will rather than see the wrong son inherit. No, she’d follow in the footsteps of her first forebearers, the ones who’d expanded the realm’s holdings, not stripped away the kingdom bit by bit. 


Still, despite her plans, there was an emptiness to her victory. Now that she’d won, and easily, her hatred of her father grew worn, as though all the years of tending it had eroded the bile of his betrayal. When he’d cast her mother, cursing, into the streets, and turned his love to his younger, lesser children begotten on his concubine—then she’d thought she’d cling forever to her loathing. But what was left now, when she thought of him, was a mere man, not a monster—a foolish, selfish man who’d fallen in love with a woman who was not his sister. She almost pitied him. 


The top of the temple pediment soared into view: bearded Serapis enthroned with three-headed Cerberus at his feet. As she climbed upward, the frieze opened to reveal the two nymphs, golden cornucopia in hand, flanked by a pair of splotched bulls. She should have been laughing at this cobbled-together god—part Osiris, part Dionysus, both Hades and Apis—but her skepticism failed her. Once she’d passed into the first colonnade, myrrh foiled the summer breeze. She could only imagine how the stench must already clog the inner sanctum’s air. The priests rejoiced in this addling. She could see why: it stoked her own terrors. Some deformity in the animal itself would taint her, no matter that these holy men tried to twist the omens in her favor. If the entrails were so perverted that any buffoon could see their ruin, she might lose the Alexandrians’ support before she’d even had time to clinch it. Then she’d have no choice but to sail up the Nile at once—tomorrow, even—to fight to receive her blessings in Memphis and Thebes, and she’d need a military triumph to prove that the gods smiled on her reign. No, that was weakness: to fear things beyond her control. The incense had muddied her mind—no man would tremble before spilt entrails if his nostrils filled only with ocean breeze. 


But tremble they did. Nobles clad in violet and coral and vermillion cluttered the courtyard, crowding among the statues to assess their peers, each keen to note who had arrived to greet the new queen, and who had stayed away, praying for the Piper’s return. Stone and flesh both, these creatures remained aloof, untouched by the passion of their plebeian counterparts. Whatever allegiance they now pledged, they’d belonged to her father to a one. She hoped their loyalty to him would be as flimsy as his was to them. 


As the sea of tunics parted, doubt nicked her heels. You dare offer your name to the deathless gods? Her mother’s voice. She batted it aside. Why should she be plagued by misgivings? For all his faults, her father had no qualms about assuming the crown—a crown he wasn’t owed. He’d never met a man or god who required his explanation. In his arrogance, he’d even named himself the New Dionysus, the most pompous of the Ptolemy epithets for the least impressive of its kings. And then she was at the altar steps, its ivory gates at last thrown open to her. 


Steeling herself for whatever omens might come, she ascended to the sanctuary. Through the sodden air, she could make out only the god Serapis, glaring down from the altar, his beard and fruit basket trimmed with gold. He judged her harshly; perhaps he could smell her feeble faith. A shadow rippled beneath his gaze. She blinked until the high priest, his seven-pointed star dull in comparison, emerged from the incense-laden mist. 


“Berenice the Shining One, daughter of Ptolemy the New Dionysus, son of Ptolemy the Savior, of the line of Alexander the Great, son of no lesser deity than Zeus Ammon himself,” the voice boomed. “On this day, you stand before Serapis, who is called both Dionysus and Osiris, to be crowned Queen of the Upper and Lower Kingdoms.” 


She bent to kneel; the cold stone throbbed against her bones. In the corner of her gaze, a white heifer jerked her head against the lead. Dragged to her fate, the cow whined, wheezing through her nostrils. Berenice softened; dread rose in her throat too. So much rested on this moment. The twisting entrails might bless or damn her claim. Only the gods could curse her now and cast blackened guts in which any man would read poor fate. And then the city folk might turn against her rule—a woman’s rule against which they might already chafe. Weak, she looked up to the gap-mouthed god, eyes blank, lips parted to reveal a fleshy tongue. Serapis, first among the immortal ones, she loathed herself for pleading, don’t let this priest of men stand between me and my birthright. 


“Great Serapis. We offer you this heifer, the loveliest of the royal herd, to bless your daughter’s rule. We, your humble suppliants, pray that you might accept our sacrifice.” 


The cow strained her neck away from the silver blade; she moaned as her blood spilled to the stone. While her corpse still twitched, a white-robed attendant cut the beast’s belly from sternum to udder, from left fore to right, from right hind to left. Skin peeled away, the entrails squirmed free. Berenice squinted at the pink coils; she could discern nothing unusual in them. Her clenched gut loosened. She’d heard of gruesome tellings, animals missing hearts or guts or ribs, but all the offerings she’d witnessed looked much like this: remarkable only for what was said about them. 


The priest cleared his throat and cast his eyes around the columned court. He looked to the heavens, and then down at the gathered fools. Finally, he spoke: “Glory to the gods. Serapis smiles upon this rule! The entrails are lush and red, the color of the bold, of the brave, of the great. Berenice the Shining One shall return Egypt to her days of glory!” 


Relief flooded her veins; despite her mother’s warnings, she would indeed be crowned—with blessings. Amid the smoke and guts, a second attendant entered from the inner sanctum bearing the insignia of rule: the white diadem and the golden scepter. She could still picture her father wearing his as he disembarked from his royal barge. He was younger in her vision, she no more than a girl of six. And overjoyed, she’d leapt into his arms. 


“In the name of Serapis, I crown you, Queen Berenice the Shining One, Queen of the Two Lands.” 


The priest knotted the ivory ribbon tight about her brow. Her twin braids dug into her skull; she felt no pain. When she stood, she stood as queen. 


The other ceremony, the one in Memphis—she wouldn’t fret over that. The Upper Lands had lain quiet for a generation. Her grandfather had crushed their hopes of uprising once and for all, burning Thebes to ruin; the dangers were here in Alexandria. The city folk had torn more Ptolemies from their thrones than the natives ever had. 


As she crossed the outer court a second time, she met with murmurs that coalesced into halfhearted cheers. That didn’t worry her: the nobles would stand behind her. Their priest had blessed her claim, and besides, they’d no other choice. Her father had abandoned them. And when she descended back into the city, her subjects roared anew. Free of priests and nobles, entrails and omens, she delighted in this return march, in the drunken shouts of revelry, in the cool breeze lapping at her throat. She refused to be a cloistered queen, shut away in a gilded litter. 


In the palace, her mother would be pacing the upper corridors; from time to time, her eyes would glint over the bloated crowds. The unflappable Tryphaena, too weak to join her daughter’s procession. “We can’t have you hacking blood upon the queen’s robes,” her unyielding eunuch had chided. And her mother had groused, “Why not? It’ll hardly add to the stain.” Berenice knew her mother hadn’t always been this way. There’d been a time, she reminded herself, when Tryphaena had held herself proud. Before her father had turned her out and bitterness had coalesced into fury gnawing away at her soul. 


As Berenice passed through the royal gate, the world quieted. The palace, for one, looked unmoved by the day’s events. The twin sphinxes that guarded either side of the marble entrance stared ahead with blank human faces. Above, the cobalt frieze of Alexander’s defeat of the Persians gleamed in the sun. The great man himself, Medusa’s head writhing on his breastplate, appeared as eager as ever to strike his opponent from his horse. She could divine a single welcome difference: one of the four statue nooks stood empty. Where her father’s form had piped in marble remained only a barren block of granite. That was something, at least. 


A gruff voice interrupted her thoughts. “A moment of your time, my queen.” 


“Dio.” Berenice named the man before she turned. She was a great reader of voice and accent; the trick had often stunned her father’s advisers when she was a girl. Sometimes he’d bring her out, blindfolded, to guess the origins of his guests. At the time, she’d nearly burst with pride at the attention, but now it seemed nothing more than another of his foolish capers. Still, it proved a useful gift. Even if she’d overheard just a whiff of a sentence, nineteen times out of twenty she could name the speaker, along with his city of origin. “It is a pleasure,” she told Dio. “Walk with me a turn.” 


“Perhaps this isn’t the proper time?” her adviser asked. He was a stout man, her Dio, with a bald pate ringed by a few dogged curls that refused to admit defeat. He had the look of a soldier gone to seed, the sort of man who enjoyed indulging in life’s finer offerings as he worked his way through middle age. There must have been a powerful frame somewhere beneath that barrel of a belly, but only traces of it remained. She trusted him, more fully than she did any other man. After all, he’d been the first of the Alexandrian nobles to defy her father and sow discontent in the city streets. 


“This moment suits me as well as any other,” she told him as they passed along the public colonnades. Here and there, she’d catch sight of a servant shrinking from her sight. But perhaps she’d only imagined it. “Tell me, Dio: what is it that troubles you?” She slowed her pace, and looked him in the eye. “Your Alexandrians can’t be displeased with me—not yet. The diadem’s scarcely been knotted on my head.” 


“Oh, no, my queen. I assure you that my men are all quite content on this happy occasion. It’s the culmination of all our prayers.” His smile strained; his pate burned red. With Dio, that was the telltale sign of nerves. 


“And yet?” 


“And yet … your mother is proving difficult. It’s been heard, my queen, that she intends to purge all those who were once loyal to Ptolemy the Piper. I don’t need to tell you what damage that might do—” 


“Then you have friends who support my father,” she answered. It didn’t surprise her. 


“I might have friends who supported your father. But my friendships matter little. What matters is that nearly every man in this city has, at one point or another, tied himself to every Ptolemy who has sat the throne. It would be cruel indeed to cut off heads for such casual affiliations.” 


So he looked to her for assurances. Dio worried too much; she wasn’t bloodthirsty. She could afford to be generous in victory. “Tell your friends that I don’t intend to kill men who merely nodded in support of my father’s reign.” 


“I knew you didn’t, my queen, but it will soothe many hearts to hear the words all the same.” He pressed her hand gently. As she watched him shuffle away, she wondered if there was some deeper root of his affections. She felt her face flush. 


Upstairs, she returned to the Piper’s—her chambers, the chambers of the king. The gold-framed mirrors, set at angles along each wall, blinded her, fracturing the finely wrought furniture into countless iterations. Everywhere she looked, a dozen sets of eyes stared back at her. The writing table, with its inlaid pearls blinking against its ebony slab, was the only surface unsheathed in gold. The Piper sleeps in gilded chains. And Berenice had thought her mother had exaggerated. 


“I imagined I’d find you here.” Pieton startled her as he often did. The eunuch had an uncanny way of entering rooms unnoticed. 


“And I imagined my guards would block uninvited guests and leave me a few minutes of peace to enjoy my chambers.” Despite herself, Berenice took comfort in his familiar presence. With him, at least, she knew what to expect. Teasing aside, he cared for her. And his regard couldn’t be muddied. 


“Your chambers? How quickly you appropriate your father’s things. The diadem becomes you. No wonder you spend your hours in this hall of mirrors.” 


She smiled at the eunuch’s mocking tone. 


“These rooms must satisfy for a time,” she answered. 


“Meanwhile,” Pieton trundled on, “Egypt accrues countless costs: your guards, your coins, your emissaries. And word from Memphis is that the Nile doesn’t rise.” 


“Nor should it. Thoth doesn’t start for another ten days. The Season of Inundation hasn’t even begun.” 


“But it nears. And the priests of that city fret over the river’s low measure.” 


“No doubt Psenptais stands first among the fretters.” Her father had vanished across the sea, but his allies might still act in his name. Surely his prophet would be eager to stir sentiment against her. 


“He does, my queen, but his provocation doesn’t mean there’s no cause for concern. A low flood means—” 


“I know what a low flood means, Pieton.” Children starving in the streets, men fomenting their hunger into rebellion. She would have to visit the Upper Lands and bring grain and comfort to the dying. “But let us, for the moment, celebrate. On this day of all days…” For too long, she’d waited for this. She snapped her fingers at the serving girl waiting by the door. “Wine for the queen and her adviser, her chief adviser, her minister of coin.” 


She found herself aching for the eunuch’s smile, and he rewarded her. Even now, his moods pulled at hers, like the moon tugging at the tide. Throughout the long middling years of childhood, after her mother had been shunned and her father had forgotten her for Cleopatra, Pieton’s grins, his kind words, proved her only nourishment. To the rest of the world, she’d shrunk away, an ungainly girl of nine, then ten or thirteen, discarded by the king. To everyone but Pieton. He’d coaxed her mind to fruition, stoking her interests and her hurts. His unyielding confidence had fueled her hopes, had persuaded her that someday, somehow, she might be queen. And now she was. 


“To the double kingdom.” She raised her glass. When she met Pieton’s gaze, she saw no joy behind his smile. His mouth curled, but his eyes were dull slits in his girlish face. He twisted the goblet’s stem between his fingers. The satyrs piped round and round. 


“What else troubles you?” she asked quietly, doing her best to mask her disappointment. “Have you news of my father?” 


“As far as our spies can tell, his course is set for Rhodes. He seeks a particular favorite of ours: Cato.” 


Cato—that stinking thief. He had stolen Cyprus in his Roman greed, and now her father would kneel before that man, beg for Roman arms to defeat her claim. She shouldn’t be surprised: the kingdom had never mattered to the Piper. He’d been raised as a spare, she reminded herself, a bastard in far-off Syria, drinking in the favors of whatever king glanced his way. He’d viewed the throne as a gift, not an obligation. The loss of Cyprus still burned as salt in a wound, and her familiar fury sated the emptiness she’d felt. She couldn’t undo her father’s misdeeds in a day, but she had hoped he’d have pride enough not to seek aid from the very man who’d destroyed his legacy. 


“Tell me: who else knows of the Piper’s plans? Have your rats begun to spread the poison around the city?” This aspect of Pieton’s power had long impressed her, his way of consorting with all manner of men, of blending seamlessly into palace and alley alike. 


“Not yet, my queen. It’s better to leave his friends in the dark a little longer. They think him fled; they know not where. Let them wonder at his cowardice for a time.” 


“There’s much of it to wonder at.” Her skin bristled. Her father’s weakness baffled her. And how long she’d remained blind to it. She’d endured years of his scorn before she’d recognized the truth. It made no sense: her father had been born of Ptolemy the Savior’s seed, just as her mother had been. But she couldn’t imagine two dispositions more opposed. Did that same thinness run in her blood? 


“You’ll never be like him.” Sometimes, the eunuch seemed to read her thoughts with disturbing ease. “You’re cut from your mother’s cloth, not his.” 


“I’m not sure that’s a compliment.” She grinned. 


The wiry eunuch paused, assessing her. His teeth wore at his lower lip. “There’s one more matter, of a rather delicate nature. The question of your sister.” 


Her sister. She thought she’d accounted for the children. The eldest, Cleopatra, would be with the Piper, and the concubine would whisk away the rest; she always imagined that would be the plan. The boys were barely out of changing clothes. And even Cleopatra was scarcely eleven—which would make Arsinoe younger still. Berenice tried to recall the child’s face. The two daughters her father begot on his concubine blended in her mind. They were close in age, a scant two or three years apart. True siblings, the sort that had been stolen from her. 


“I thought her mother took her from the palace.” 


“I thought so too. But it seems she has only the boys. This younger daughter appears less loved by both parents. A guard found her quaking beneath her bed during first watch last night.” 


“Surely she has some nurse or tutor who cares for her.” It took Berenice a moment to realize why the eunuch was troubling her with this, to remember how her mother would react to find one of the Piper’s younger children within her grasp. Her mother would want the girl dead. 


“My mother, I presume, has other plans for the child,” Berenice went on. 


“She never did take a liking to your father’s lesser children…” 


“And what do you think, Pieton? What are your plans?” She hadn’t wanted to involve the children—not if she could avoid it. But kindness, softness—she couldn’t betray those either. They weren’t the province of queens. 


The eunuch’s finger teased the fuzz along his upper lip. After all these years, he still needed to flaunt his vestigial traces of manhood. It saddened her. “I bear this Arsinoe no love,” he said. “But the child is not universally disliked; among the servants she is something of a favorite. And there are those who worry that a city under Tryphaena’s thrall will be a bloody one. The murder of an innocent girl would confirm those fears.” 


Berenice smiled. He had answered perfectly. This ability to cast her decisions in the most politic light was a special talent of his. “Perhaps, then,” she answered, “it would be wiser for me to intervene on her behalf. Saving this poor, abandoned child might endear me to my subjects.” 


“I think it would reflect some wisdom, yes, and kindness too. That can work to your advantage.” 


Not a sentiment Tryphaena would ever credit. To her mother, kindness was softness, and softness was death. 


After Pieton quit her chambers, Berenice let her thoughts wander to Arsinoe. The girl would be alone and terrified. At that age, she would have scarcely spent a night apart from her nurse, and now she’d measured two. And what could this child know of hunger pains and fear? The girl must be nine or so, the same age she’d been at Cleopatra’s birth, when she’d watched her own mother cast from the palace and lain quaking in her room, waiting and wondering what would become of her. A stitch of sympathy twisted in her gut for the forgotten child. 
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YOUNGER 


Arsinoe had run out of tears. Her fingers clutched the damp blanket, cold evidence of the recent flood. Now her eyes were dry as sand; she could hardly believe she’d authored such a deluge. 


Half naked, shivering, she clutched her knees to her chest. She’d removed her soiled tunic and changed her underthings, but she’d no idea how to dress herself. That was never her job; that’s what servants were for. A fool, she still hoped for Myrrine’s return, for lavender-scented water, for cleansing hands. But no servant came to bathe or feed her, nor perfume the air or strip away her clothes. Even though she’d bundled them off in a corner, she could still taste their stench. 


How she longed to creep from her chambers, and cross the corridor to her sister’s rooms, to curl up beside Cleopatra in her bed. Her sister would whisper all the court’s secrets in her ear. She would know what to do, and what to say, when to beg for mercy and when to stand with pride. But those chambers would be stripped and empty. That sister was far across the sea. In Rhodes? Athens? Rome? Arsinoe didn’t even know where her father sailed. And what difference did that make? If he’d worried after her, he would’ve taken her along too. King Ptolemy’s daughter is already on board. 


Her palms cradled the fire-bearded soldier’s gifts. Yesterday, her hunger had ebbed to a dull roar; hours had passed when she’d almost forgotten it entirely. But today her famine returned with a vengeance. Each breath brought a new pang in her gut. Starvation, too, could kill a girl, and not nearly so quick as poison. Democrates’s end, when she thought of it now, didn’t seem such a wretched one. Her left hand toyed with a grape, twisting it back and forth between her thumb and index finger. She brought the fruit to her lips. She kissed its cool skin. And so this was how her life would end: alone, abandoned by her mother and her father, by her sister and her friends. She clung to this moment, her very last, and then she sank her teeth into its flesh. The room spun as the juices dripped down her chin. 


Death seemed a fair price to pay for such pleasure. So she ate another grape, and a third. She couldn’t help herself. Soon she no longer ate them one by one but in handfuls, stuffing her cheeks until only a barren stem remained. A minute passed. And then another. She wondered what it would feel like as she died, whether it would be like falling asleep, or if—instead—it would hurt like something wretched. Like the time she’d caught the burning fever when she was six. How she’d shrieked and shivered in her bed, her head flaming and her mind possessed by dizzying dreams. Cleopatra had insisted on sleeping at her side, cradling her sweating form in her arms and whispering tales of Odysseus to soothe her each night. When their father had tried to banish Cleopatra from her chamber, fretting over the older girl’s health, she’d fired back, “You have sons, Papa, and I won’t live anyway, not without Arsinoe.” But this felt different. No flames licked her cheeks; no hands cloyed at her throat. She could see straight and steady enough to count the Seven Sisters in the sky, fleeing from Orion’s wooing sword. Her clenched fists uncoiled. She would live. 


But rather than be sated, her hunger grew more forceful. She yearned for bread, as she’d never yearned for anything before. Only a bite, she promised herself, perhaps two, enough to tide her over to tomorrow’s dawn, no more. Her teeth attacked the stale crust. And though she had to gnaw and gnash and tear, it tasted better than the softest, sweetest loaves in her father’s hall. Before she knew it, she was licking the last crumbs from her fingers. The dates she wrapped up in the guard’s cloth, and she slipped them beneath the bed. 


That night, a hyena chased her through the palace halls. Her feet slipped against stone; she’d lost her sandals and the floor was cool beneath her toes. Her eyes scanned the walls for a door—any door—but there was none, only endless sheets of marble lined by statues: Apollo drawing back his bow, Athena helmed for war, the Three Gorgons struggling over a single eye. She rounded the corner to find shadows, shadows lurking, windows black. Ahead: nothing, nowhere to run, only solid stone. The beast snarled at her heels, and when she turned to face her enemy, she saw it was no natural animal. Instead, a bristled creature stood before her with a human face, the most wretched she could imagine: the bulging, bulbous eyes of Tryphaena glinted with hate. She gnashed her sharpened teeth. Arsinoe screamed. 


She awoke, trembling. But slowly her panic recoiled as she took in her surroundings. The morning that greeted her wasn’t so very different from ones that had come before her father fled: a tidy room cleared of soiled robes, blankets folded by the bed, even the curtains thrown open. And when she approached the window, she could see that a dark rain had washed away the bloodstained stones. And beyond, the light of Pharos called sailors to Alexandria’s dawn. Perhaps Myrrine might even be returned to her. Eager, she paced the room to pass the time. Once, then twice, then thirty times. The sun inched higher on his path, but no servant came. 


Arsinoe’s stomach growled in protest, even after she’d eaten the dates. But someone had been in to tidy her room. That made her bold. She could demand food as well. She crossed to open the door, but it was bolted shut. Her fingers balled into a fist and rapped against it. She waited, but no one answered. Once more, she knocked, tightening her grip. Still silence. She banged a third time; her right fist joined her left, flailing harder and harder against the cedar. Her hands prickled with pain, and her right one snagged a splinter, but the hurt spurred on her fury. She beat against the door, against her father and her nurse, against her tutor and her mother, against her departed sister and the reigning one, until her hands were bruised and bloody, and her eyes stung with anger. Then she banged harder still. At last, defeated, Arsinoe sank to the floor, hunger consumed by rage. 


When the sun had long since passed his apex and begun his slow descent into the sea, the door creaked. An unfamiliar maid, a girl perhaps a year or two her elder, darted in, bearing a plate of cheese and bread and olives. 


“What’s your name?” Arsinoe asked. There was a power in naming people and things. Cleopatra had taught her that too, when they’d encountered a strange woman lurking in the library. A vagrant of some sort, rooting through the scrolls. Arsinoe had shrunk away in fear, but Cleopatra had smiled sweetly and asked the woman’s name. “If you call people by name, Arsinoe,” she’d explained afterward, “they’ll answer you.” Arsinoe believed those words—fervently. The natives of this land even held that the first god, their Atum, spoke himself into existence, that he came into being from the water by conjuring his own name. 
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