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  TO ISIS, my mother, my refuge, my compassionate companion and keeper all the days of my life, from their beginning until it pleases you that they come to their end, I

  commit these writings, a record of my days on earth. You, who granted them to me, will guard and preserve them, and look kindly and with favor upon their author, your daughter. For as you gave me

  the formless days—and I marked them with my deeds, and thereby am truly their owner—so I have recorded my life that I might offer it entire and without falsehood to you. You must judge

  all the works of my hand and the worthiness of my heart—both the outer deeds and the inner being.




  I submit them to you, praying you to be merciful, saving my accomplishments, and the very memory of them, from the destruction of my enemies.




  I am the seventh Cleopatra of the royal house of Ptolemy, the Queen, the Lady of the Two Lands, Thea Philopator, the Goddess Who Loves Her Father, Thea Neotera, the Younger

  Goddess; the daughter of Ptolemy Neos Dionysus, the New Dionysus.




  I am mother to Ptolemy Caesar, Alexander Helios, Cleopatra Selene, and Ptolemy Philadelphos.




  I was wife to Gaius Julius Caesar and Marcus Antonius.




  

    Preserve my words, and grant them sanctuary, I beseech you.
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  Warmth. Wind. Dancing blue water, and the sound of waves. I see, hear, feel them all still. I even taste the sting of the salt against my lips, where the fine, misty spray

  coats them. And closer even than that, the lulling, drowsy smell of my mother’s skin by my nose, where she holds me against her bosom, her hand making a sunshade across my forehead to shield

  my eyes. The boat is rocking gently, and my mother is rocking me as well, so I sway to a double rhythm. It makes me very sleepy, and the sloshing of the water all around me makes a blanket of

  sound, wrapping me securely. I am held safely, cradled in love and watchfulness. I remember. I remember . . .




  And then . . . the memory is torn apart, upended, overturned, as the boat must have been. My mother gone, and I tumbling through the air, caught by other arms, rough ones that grip so hard

  around my middle that I can hardly breathe. And the splashing . . . I can still hear the splashing, hear the brief, surprised cries.




  They say I could not possibly, that I was not yet three years old when my mother drowned in the harbor, terrible accident, and on such a calm day, how did it ever happen? was

  the boat tampered with? did someone push? no, she just tripped and fell in while trying to stand up, and you know she couldn’t swim, no, we

  didn’t know that, until it was too late, why then did she go out on the water so often? She liked it, poor soul, poor Queen, liked the sound and the

  colors . . .




  A bright blue ball seems to envelop all that terror, that thrashing and the arcs of water flying all over, a sweeping circle, and the screams of the ladies on the boat. They say that someone

  dived over to help and was dragged down, too, and that two died instead of one. They also say that I clawed and kicked and tried to fling myself after my mother, screaming in fear and loss, but my

  strong-armed nurse, who had caught me, held me fast.




  I remember being pushed onto my back and being held flat, staring up at the underside of a canopy where dazzling blue water was reflected, and unable to throw off my captor’s hands.




  No one comforts me, as one would expect someone to do for a frightened child. They are too concerned with preventing me from escaping. They say I cannot remember that either, but I do. How

  exposed I feel, how naked on that boat bench, torn from my mother’s arms and now forcibly held down, as the boat hurries for shore.




  

    Some days later I am taken to a large, echoing room, where light seems to come in from all sides and wind sweeps through, too. It is a room, but it feels as if it is also

    outdoors—a special sort of room, the room for someone who is not a person but a god. It is the temple of Isis, and the nurse is leading me to a huge statue—pulling me, rather. I

    remember digging in my heels and having to be almost dragged across the shiny stone floor.


  




  The base of the statue is enormous. I can barely see over the top of it, to where two white feet seem to be, and a figure standing above it. The face is lost in shadow.




  “Put your flowers at her feet,” the nurse is saying, tugging at my fist with the flowers I am clutching.




  I don’t want to let go of them, don’t want to put them there.




  “This is Isis,” the nurse says gently. “Look at her face. She is watching you. She will take care of you. She is your mother now.”




  Is she? I try to see the face, but it is so high and far away. It does not look like my mother’s face.




  “Give her the flowers,” the nurse prompts.




  Slowly I lift my hand and put my little offering on the pedestal at the end of my reach. I look up again, hoping to see the statue smile, and I imagine that I do.




  So, Isis, it is thus, and on that day, I became your daughter.




  

    

  




  2




  My mother the late Queen’s name was Cleopatra, and I was proud to bear her name. But I would have been proud of it in any case, for it is a great name in the history of

  our family, going all the way back to the sister of Alexander the Great, to whom we Ptolemies are related. It means “Glory to her Ancestry,” and all my life and reign I have tried to

  fulfill that promise. All that I have done, I have done to preserve my heritage and Egypt.




  All the women in our line were named Cleopatra, Berenice, or Arsinoe. Those names, too, went all the way back to Macedonia, where our family had its origins. Thus my two older sisters received

  the names of Cleopatra (yes, there were two of us) and Berenice, and my younger sister the name of Arsinoe.




  Younger sister . . . there were others after me. For the King needed to marry again, and soon after the untimely death of his Queen Cleopatra, he took a new wife, and she straightway produced my

  sister Arsinoe. Later she gave birth to the two little boys to whom I was briefly “married.” Then she died, leaving Father a widower again. This time he did not remarry.




  I did not care for my father’s new wife, nor for my sister Arsinoe, who was only a little more than three years younger than I. From her earliest days she was sly and deceitful, a whiner

  and complainer. It did not help that she was also quite beautiful—the kind of child that everyone exclaims over, and asks, “And where did she come by those eyes?” and not

  merely out of politeness. It gave her an arrogance from the cradle, as she saw it not as a gift to be appreciated but as a power to be used.




  My sister Cleopatra was some ten years older than I, and Berenice eight. Fortunate sisters, to have had our mother for that many years longer than I! Not that they seemed to be grateful for it.

  The eldest was a dour, drooping sort of creature; I fear I cannot even recall her very well. And Berenice—she was a veritable bull of a woman, big-shouldered, raw-voiced, with wide, flat feet

  that made even normal walking sound like stamping. There was nothing about her to recall our ancestor, the delicate-featured Berenice II, who had reigned with Ptolemy III two hundred years earlier

  and passed into legend as a strong-willed beauty to whom court poets dedicated their works. No, the red-faced, snorting Berenice would never inspire such literary outpourings.




  I basked in the knowledge that I was my father’s favorite. Do not ask me how children know these things, but they do, no matter how well parents try to hide it. Perhaps it was because I

  found the other Cleopatra and Berenice to be so peculiar that I could not imagine anyone being partial to them rather than to me. But later, even after Arsinoe with all her beauty came along, I

  retained the leading place in my father’s heart. I know now it was because I was the only one who showed any concern for him in return.




  I must admit it, honestly but with reluctance: The rest of the world (including his own children) found Father either comical or pitiful—perhaps both. He was a handsome, slight man, with a

  diffident and dreamy manner that could turn quickly to nervousness when he felt threatened. People blamed him both for what he himself was—an artist by inclination, a flute player, and a

  dancer—and for the situation he had inherited. The first was his own doing, but the second was an unfortunate legacy. It was not his fault that by the time he managed to climb onto the

  throne, it was practically in the jaws of Rome, necessitating any number of undignified postures to retain it. These included groveling, flattering, jettisoning his brother, paying colossal bribes,

  and entertaining the hated potential conquerors at his very court. It did not make him loved. Nor did it make him secure. Was it any wonder that he sought escape with the wine and music of

  Dionysus, his patron god? But the more he sought it, the more disdain he reaped.




  

    Father’s Magnificent Banquet for Pompey the Great: I was almost seven then, and eager finally to see Romans, real Romans, the Romans (that is, the

    dangerous ones, not the harmless merchants or scholars who showed up in Alexandria on personal business). I pestered Father to let me attend, knowing well how to persuade him, since he was

    susceptible to almost everything I asked, within reason.


  




  “I want to see them,” I told him. “The famous Pompey—what does he look like?”




  Everyone had trembled about Pompey, since he had just swooped down on our part of the world. First he had put down a major rebellion in Pontus, then he had continued into Syria and taken the

  remnants of the empire of the Seleucids, turning it into a Roman province.




  A Roman province. The whole world was turning into a Roman province, so it seemed. For a long time, Rome—which was located far away, on the other side of the Mediterranean—had

  confined itself to its own area. Then gradually it had extended its grasp in all directions, like the arms of an octopus. It grabbed Spain to the west, and Carthage to the south, and then Greece to

  the east, swelling and swelling. And the larger it swelled, the more its appetite grew to feed its bulk.




  Little kingdoms were just morsels to it—tidbits like Pergamon and Caria, easily swallowed. The ancient realms of Alexander would be more satisfying, stave off its hunger better.




  Once there had been three kingdoms carved out of Alexander’s domains, ruled by his three generals and their descendants: Macedonia, Syria, and Egypt. Then two. Then Syria fell and there

  was only one: Egypt. There were reports that the Romans now felt the time was ripe to annex Egypt as well, and that Pompey himself was particularly keen on it. So Father had decided to do

  everything in his power to buy Pompey off. He sent cavalry units to help Pompey in crushing his next victim, our nearest neighbor, Judaea.




  Yes, it was shameful. I admit it. No wonder his own people hated him. But would they rather have fallen to the Romans? His choices were those of a desperate man, between bad and worse. He chose

  bad. Would they have preferred worse?




  “He’s a big, strapping man,” Father said. “Not unlike your sister Berenice!” We laughed together at that, conspirators. Then the laughter died. “He’s

  frightening,” he added. “Anyone with that much power is frightening, no matter how charming his manners.”




  “I want to see him,” I insisted.




  “The banquet will go on for hours—it will be loud, and hot, and boring for you. There’s no point to it. Perhaps when you are older—”




  “I hope you never have to entertain them again, so this is my only chance,” I pointed out to him. “And if they do ever come here again, it won’t be under pleasant

  circumstances. No lavish banquets then.”




  He looked at me oddly. Now I know it was because it was a strange way for a seven-year-old to speak, but then I was just afraid he was displeased with me and was going to refuse me

  permission.




  “Very well,” he finally said. “But I expect you to do more than just stare. You must be on your best behavior; we have to convince him that both Egypt and Rome are well served

  by our remaining on the throne.”




  “We?” Surely he did not mean . . . or did he? I was only the third child, although at that point I had no brothers.




  “We Ptolemies,” he clarified. But he had seen the hope that had briefly flared up in me.




  

    My First Banquet: Every royal child should be required to write a rhetorical exercise with that title. For banquets play such an inordinately large part in our lives; they are

    the stage where we act out our reigns. You start out dazzled by them, as I was then, only to find that after a few years they all run together. But this one will remain forever engraved in my

    mind.


  




  There was the (soon to become dully routine) act of dressing, the first stage in the ritual. Each princess had her own wardrobe mistress, but mine was actually my old nurse, who knew little

  about clothes. She outfitted me in the first dress from the stack; her main concern was that it be freshly laundered and ironed, which it was.




  “Now you must sit still, so it won’t wrinkle,” she said, smoothing out the skirt. I remember that it was blue, and rather stiff. “Linen is so easy to wrinkle! None of

  that romping, none of that acting like a boy that you sometimes do, not tonight! Tonight you must behave like a princess.”




  “And how is that?” I felt as encased as a mummy in its wrappings, which were also usually of linen. Perhaps going to the banquet was not such a good idea after all.




  “With dignity. When someone speaks to you, you turn your head around, slowly. Like this.” She gave a demonstration, letting her head swivel smoothly around, then lowering her

  eyelids. “And you look down, modestly.” She paused. “And you answer in a sweet, low voice. Do not say, ‘What?’ Only barbarians do that. The Romans might

  well do it,” she said grimly. “But you must not follow their example!”




  She fussed with my collar a little, straightening it. “And should anyone be so rude as to mention an unpleasant subject—like taxes or plague or vermin—you must not reply. It is

  unfit to discuss such things at a banquet.”




  “What if I see a scorpion about to sting someone? Suppose, right on Pompey’s shoulder, there’s a bright red scorpion, its stinger raised—can I tell him?” I must

  learn all the rules. “Wouldn’t it be rude not to? Even though it’s an unpleasant subject?”




  She looked confused. “Well, I suppose—” She snorted. “There won’t be a scorpion on Pompey’s shoulder! Honestly—you are an exasperating child,

  always thinking of something like that.” But she said it affectionately. “At least we should hope there isn’t a scorpion to bother Pompey, or anything else to ruin his good

  mood.”




  “Shouldn’t I wear a diadem?” I said.




  “No,” she said. “Where did you get that idea? You aren’t a queen.”




  “Aren’t there any for princesses? We should be able to wear something on our heads. Romans have those laurel wreaths, don’t they? And so do athletes.”




  She cocked her head, as she did when she was thinking hard. “I think the best ornament for a young girl is her hair. And you have such pretty hair. Why spoil it with anything

  else?”




  She was always very attentive to my hair, rinsing it in scented rainwater and combing it with ivory combs. She taught me to be proud of it. But I longed to wear something special tonight.

  “But there should be something to mark us out as the royal family. My sisters—”




  “Your sisters are older, and it is appropriate for them. When you are seventeen, or even fifteen like Berenice, you can wear such things.”




  “I suppose you are right.” I pretended to agree. I let her comb my hair and pull it back with a clasp. Then I said, “Now that my forehead is so bare—not even a

  fillet?” A small, discreet one, a narrow band—yes, that would be fine with me.




  She laughed. “Child, child, child! Why are you not content to let things rest?” But I could see that she was going to relent. “Perhaps a very small gold one. But I want you to

  use it as a reminder, the whole evening, that you are a princess.”




  “Of course,” I promised. “I won’t do anything rude, and even if a Roman belches or spills or steals a gold spoon by hiding it in his napkin, I’ll pretend I

  don’t see.”




  “You may well see some spoon-stealing,” she admitted. “They are so hungry for gold, they drool at its sight. It’s a good thing the artworks in the palace are too big to

  be tucked into the fold of a toga, or some of them would be missing come morning.”




  

    I had been in the banqueting hall before, but only when it was empty. The enormous chamber, which stretched from one side to the other of a palace building (for there were

    many palace buildings on the royal grounds) and opened onto steps overlooking the inner harbor, had always seemed like a shiny cavern to me. Its polished floors reflected my image when I ran

    across it, and the rows of pillars showed me passing. High above, the ceiling was lost in shadow.


  




  But tonight . . . the cavern was ablaze with light, so much so that for the first time I could see, far above, the cedar beams overlaid with gold that ran the length of the ceiling. And the

  noise! The sound of a crowd—which was to become so familiar to me—assaulted my ears like a blow. The whole chamber was packed with people, so many people that I could only stop and

  stare at them.




  We—the royal family—were standing at the top of a small set of steps before entering the room, and I wanted to take my father’s hand and ask him if all the thousand guests were

  here. But he was standing in front of me, the place beside him occupied by my stepmother, and there was no opportunity.




  We waited for the trumpets to sound, announcing our entrance. I watched intently, trying to see what Romans looked like. Which ones were the Romans? About half the people were wearing the

  common sort of loose-flowing garments, and some of those men had beards. But the others . . . they were clean-shaven, with short hair, and they were wearing either a voluminous sort of draped cape

  (which looked like a bedsheet to me), or else military uniforms, made up of breastplates and little skirts of leather strips. Obviously those were Romans. The others must be Egyptians and Greeks

  from Alexandria.




  The trumpets blasted, but from the other end of the hall. Father did not stir, and soon I saw why: The trumpets were heralding the entrance of Pompey and his aides. As they filed toward the

  center of the chamber, I beheld the full regalia of a Roman general of the highest order, in which the plain breastplate of the soldier was replaced by one of pure gold, decorated with artwork. His

  cloak, too, was purple, not red, and he wore some sort of special enclosed boots. It was altogether splendid to look upon.




  Pompey himself? I was disappointed to see that he was just a man, with a rather bland face. There was nothing about him as dazzling as his uniform. On each side of him were other officers, their

  faces harder and more set than his, and they served as a frame to set him apart.




  Now a second set of trumpets sounded, and it was our turn to descend, so that Father could greet his guests and welcome them officially. All eyes were upon him as he carefully stepped down, his

  royal robe trailing behind him. I made sure not to trip on it.




  The two men stood face-to-face; Father was so much shorter and smaller! Next to the husky Pompey, he looked almost frail.




  “You are most welcome to Alexandria, most noble Imperator Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus. We greet you, and salute your victories, and declare that you honor us by your presence here this

  evening,” said Father. He had a pleasant voice, and normally it carried well, but tonight it lacked power. He must be terribly, terribly nervous—and of course that made me nervous, too,

  and nervous for him as well.




  Pompey gave some reply, but his Greek was so accented I could hardly understand him. Perhaps Father did; at least he pretended to. More exchanges followed, many introductions on both sides. I

  was presented—or was Pompey presented to me? Which was the proper order?—and I smiled and nodded to him. I knew that princesses—let alone kings and queens!—never bowed to

  anyone else, but I hoped it would not offend him. He probably did not know all these things, being from Rome, where they had no kings.




  Instead of his previous response—a tepid smile—he suddenly bent down and stared right into my face, his round blue eyes just level with mine.




  “What an enchanting child!” he said, in that odd Greek. “Do the children of kings attend these things from the cradle?” He turned to Father, who looked embarrassed. I

  could tell he regretted allowing me to come; he did not wish to do anything that might call unflattering attention to us.




  “Not until the age of seven,” he improvised quickly. I wasn’t quite seven yet, but Pompey would never know. “We believe that that age is the portal to understanding. . .

  .” Tactfully he indicated that the banquet tables were waiting, in the adjoining, almost equally large, chamber, and steered the Roman commander in that direction.




  Beside me, my older sisters were smirking; they seemed to find my discomfiture amusing.




  “‘What an enchanting child,’” Berenice mimicked.




  “Look, there’s another one,” the elder Cleopatra said, indicating a boy who was watching us pass. “The banquet is turning into a children’s party!”




  I was surprised to see him, and I wondered why he was there. He looked completely out of place. Would Pompey stop and single him out, too? But luckily he seemed more interested in getting to the

  food in the next room. Everyone said Romans were most fond of eating.




  The boy, who was dressed as a Greek and holding the hand of a bearded, Greek-looking man, must be an Alexandrian. He was studying us the way I had studied the Romans. Perhaps we were a curiosity

  to him. Our family did not make many public appearances in the streets of Alexandria, for fear of riots.




  We walked slowly, and—I hoped—majestically past him, and entered the transformed room where we would dine. Some late afternoon rays of sun were stabbing almost horizontally across

  the chamber, just at the level of the tables, where a forest of gold goblets and dishes was waiting. It seemed like magic to me, lighted up like that, and it must have to the Romans, too, because

  they were all laughing with delight, and pointing.




  Pointing! How rude! But then . . . I had been warned to expect it.




  Pompey was not pointing, nor were his companions. He did not even look particularly interested; or if he was, he hid it well.




  We took our places; all the adults were to recline, while only the lesser folk would sit on stools—and there were very few lesser folk present. My nurse had told me that in Rome both women

  and children were relegated to the stools, but neither the Queen nor the older princesses would ever tolerate that here. I tried to figure out how many couches were needed for a thousand people to

  recline, and knew it was over three hundred—and yet they fitted into this enormous room, with ample room left over for the servers to pass between them easily with their trays and dishes.




  Father was motioning me to a stool, while Pompey and his companions spread themselves on the couches clustered for the highest of the high. Was I to be the only one on a stool? I might as well

  have worn a huge sign calling attention to myself. I watched while my sisters and stepmother settled themselves, daintily twitching their gowns and tucking one foot under the other. How I wished I

  were only a little older, and could be on a couch!




  I felt myself to be so conspicuous that I wondered how I would ever get through the meal. Just then Father ordered the bearded man with the boy to join us; I saw him sending for them. I knew he

  was doing it to alleviate my embarrassment; he was always very solicitous of others, seeming to sense their distress even if they did not voice it.




  “Ah! My dear Meleagros,” Father addressed the man. “Why not seat yourself where you can learn what you wish?”




  The man nodded, seemingly unperturbed at being assigned to our exalted midst. He must be a philosopher; they were supposed to take all things with equanimity. And of course the beard confirmed

  it. He propelled his son forward, pushing him before him, and a stool was quickly brought for him. Now there were two of us. I suppose Father thought that would make it easier. Actually, it just

  drew more attention.




  “Meleagros is one of our scholars,” explained Father. “He is at—”




  “Yes, the Museion,” said a square-faced Roman. “That’s where you keep the tame scholars and scientists, right?” Without waiting for an answer, he poked his

  companion in the ribs. “They live there, but then they have to work for the King. Whenever he wants to know something—oh, say, how deep the Nile is near Memphis—he can just summon

  someone to tell him, even in the middle of the night! Right?”




  Meleagros stiffened; he looked as though he wanted to smack the Roman. “Not exactly,” he said. “It is true that we are supported by the generosity of the Crown, but our King

  would never be so thoughtless as to make such outrageous demands on us.”




  “In fact,” said Father, “I have brought him here in order that he might question you, Varro. Meleagros is most interested in unusual plants and animals, and I understand

  that several of you have been observing and collecting near the Caspian Sea—after you ran Mithridates off, that is.”




  “Yes,” the man called Varro admitted. “We were hoping to learn more about a reputed trade route to India by way of the Caspian Sea. But Mithridates was not the only one to be

  run off—so were we, by deadly snakes. I never saw so many—all different sorts, too. Of course, what can you expect, at the edge of the known world like that—”




  “The geography there is puzzling,” one of the other men said, a Greek-speaker. Someone addressed him as Theophanes. “It is difficult to map—”




  “You have maps?” Meleagros looked interested.




  “Newly drawn. But perhaps you would like to see them?”




  And so on. The polite conversation continued. The boy by my side was silent, just looking. What was he doing here?




  The wine flowed, and the talking grew louder, more animated. The Romans forgot to speak Greek and lapsed back into Latin. What an odd, monotonous sound it had if you did not understand it. And I

  had not studied it. There was little to recommend it; nothing important was written in it, and there were no famous speeches in it. Other languages, such as Hebrew, Syriac, and Aramaic, were much

  more useful. And lately I had even decided to try to learn Egyptian, so that I could go anywhere in my country and understand the people. But Latin? That could wait.




  I watched my sisters, who were hardly bothering to hide their disdain for the Romans; when the conversation fell back into Latin, Berenice and Cleopatra just rolled their eyes. I was worried

  about it; what if the Romans saw them? I thought we were supposed to be careful about giving offense.




  Suddenly trumpets sounded and an array of servers appeared, as if from out of the walls, and snatched the gold vessels away, replacing them with more gold vessels, even more heavily engraved and

  jeweled than the first set. The Romans just stared—as I supposed they were meant to.




  But what was the point? Why was Father so anxious to show off our wealth? Would it not make them want to appropriate it? This confused me. I saw Pompey looking dreamily at the enormous cup

  before him, as if he were visualizing melting it down.




  And then I heard the word Caesar, and it was linked with something to do with greed and needing money. I thought Pompey was saying to Father—I strained very hard to

  overhear—that Caesar (whoever he was) had wanted to take Egypt and make it into a Roman province, since it had been willed to Rome. . . .




  “But the will was false,” Father was saying, and his voice sounded as high as a eunuch’s. “Ptolemy Alexander had no right even to make such a bequest—”




  “Ha, ha, ha!” Pompey was saying. “That depends on who is interpreting—”




  “So you are intending to be a scientist, too?” Theophanes was speaking to the boy next to me, politely. “Is that why you came with your father?”




  Curses! Now I could not hear what Father and Pompey were saying, and it was terribly important. I tried to blank out the voice right beside me, but it was hopeless.




  “No,” the boy said, his voice drowning out the ones farther away. “Although I am interested in botany and in animals, I am more interested in the most complex animal of all:

  man. I wish to study him, therefore I will be a physician.”




  “And what is your name?” asked Theophanes as if he were really interested. “And your age?”




  “Olympos,” he said, “and I am nine. Ten next summer!”




  Oh, be quiet! I ordered him in my mind.




  But Theophanes kept asking him questions. Did he live at the Museion, too? Was he interested in any special sort of medicine! What about pharmakon, drugs? That was a way to combine

  knowledge of plants and medicine.




  “Well, yes,” Olympos was saying. “I was hoping I could ask some of you about the ‘mad honey.’ That’s really why I came tonight. Or persuaded my father to

  bring me, I should say.”




  Theophanes lost his smile. “The mad honey—meli maenomenon—don’t ask Pompey about it. It grieves him still. You see, the area around the Black Sea where Mithridates

  held sway—it’s known for its poisonous honey. Some of his allies put out combs of it near our route—our soldiers helped themselves, and we lost many. Many.” He shook his

  head.




  “But why did you eat it, if you knew it was poisonous?”




  “We didn’t know; we only found out afterward. It seems the bees feed on azaleas there, and there is something in the nectar that poisons the honey. The plant itself is poisonous;

  people in the area call it ‘goat-bane,’ ‘lamb-kill,’ and ‘cattle-destroyer.’ That’s a clue we shouldn’t have missed.”




  “But what about the bees? Does it kill them, too?” Olympos asked.




  “And Caesar tried to get a measure passed in the Senate,” Pompey was saying, “so that Egypt—”




  “You, too, friend!” Father was wagging his finger, as if it was all just too, too funny, and not threatening at all, and Pompey his great and good comrade, instead of a vulture

  trying to eat us.




  Pompey was smiling disarmingly. “True, true, but—”




  “No, the bees are immune,” said Theophanes.




  “The good honey is all mixed up with the bad.” Varro had joined the discussion. There was now no way that the faraway conversation could prevail over three close voices; I might as

  well give up trying to listen. “It seems that only part of the comb can be poisonous.”




  “But doesn’t it look or taste different?” asked Olympos. He sounded so solemn, so professional.




  “It can be a little redder, or more runny,” said Theophanes. “But not so markedly that it would always warn us.”




  “Honey made in early spring,” added Varro. “And when it strikes—then you know! The soldiers were overtaken with tingling numbness, then started seeing whirling

  lights and tunnels, they swooned, then started vomiting and became delirious—that’s what the ones who recovered described later.” He paused dramatically. “Their pulses

  slowed, and they turned blue.”




  “Oooh.” Olympos looked impressed at last. He seemed very difficult to impress, or even ruffle.




  “Did you know that Xenophon’s troops fell victim to it, too? Four hundred years ago! Thousands collapsed. In the same area. We historians busy ourselves with such data,” Varro

  was saying. “Now that I’m here, I’d like to consult some of the scrolls in the famous Library. Where supposedly all written knowledge resides!” He shouted over at Father.

  “Isn’t it so? Don’t you have a half-million volumes in the Library?” he bellowed.




  Father broke off his conversation with Pompey—the conversation I was longing to hear, although I did find the “mad honey” interesting. But not as interesting as the will giving

  Egypt to Rome. Had one of our ancestors actually done that? Isis forbid!




  “Eh?” he said, cupping his hand over an ear.




  “I said, don’t you have half a million scrolls here in the Library?” yelled Varro.




  My sisters rolled their eyes again at more Roman boorishness.




  “So they say,” said Father.




  “Yes, it’s true,” said Olympos’s father. “Every manuscript ever written—or that a Ptolemy managed to lay hands on, rather.”




  “Yes, we kept the originals and sent the owners away with copies!” said Father.




  “Ah, the glories of Alexandria,” said Pompey, considering them. He smiled.




  “Shall we arrange a tour?” asked Father. “Tomorrow, if the most noble Imperator would like?”




  Before Pompey could reply, another blare of trumpets sounded, and the gold service was changed yet again, with much ceremonial clanging and clatter. At each round, the implements became more

  ornate.




  The eating proper could begin, and it did, with a profusion of dishes totally unfamiliar to me—certainly they were not the fare even royal children were served. Sea urchins in mint . .

  . baked eel in chard . . . Zeus-acorns . . . mushrooms and sweet nettles . . . Phrygian ewe’s-milk cheese . . . Rhodian raisins . . . and fat, sweet dessert grapes—along with

  honey-cakes. Unfortunate choice! Pompey and all the rest pushed them aside; the sight and smell of honey were not pleasing to them now.




  “But this is from Cos!” Father assured them, in vain.




  And there was wine, wine, wine, different for each food—Egyptian red and white, the famous apple-scented wine of Thasos, and, the sweetest of all, Pramnian.




  “It’s made from partially dried grapes,” explained Varro, smacking his lips as he downed it. “That concentrates the sweetness, so . . . ummm . . .” More

  lip-smacking.




  Since my wine was so diluted, I could barely tell the difference among all these, but I nodded anyway.




  Would that Father’s wine had been equally diluted! For, in his nervousness, he drained cup after cup of it, and soon was wearing a strange half-smile and leaning overfamiliarly toward

  Pompey. And then—I shall never forget it!—he suddenly decided to call for his pipes and play. Yes! To entertain the Romans, as he said. And because he was the King, there was no one to

  say, No, stop it! You must not!




  I longed to jump up and do it, but I was frozen in my place. I had to watch while his steward brought him the pipes, and while he lurched off the couch and made his way unsteadily to an open

  space where he could perform.




  I watched in horror, acute embarrassment, and shame. The Romans were staring, dumbfounded. Father took a deep breath to fill his lungs and then started playing his melodies. Although the sound

  was not loud, such a deep hush fell over the entire hall that every note quavered on the air.




  Olympos turned and gave me a pitying look, but it was kind, not condescending. I wanted to shut my eyes and not have to behold the painful sight of the King performing like a street

  musician—or a monkey for its master.




  It was the wine that had done this! I vowed, in that instant, never to bow to wine or let it overcome me—a vow I believe I have kept, although Dionysus and his grapes have caused me much

  grief nonetheless.




  Suddenly one of the Romans at another couch began guffawing, and that had a ripple effect; soon even Pompey was laughing, and then the whole hall was roaring. Poor Father took it as approval and

  applause for himself, and even bowed. Then—oh, the shame of it!—he executed a little dance.




  What had he said? You must be on your best behavior; we have to convince him that both Egypt and Rome are well served by our remaining on the throne. How could he have forgotten

  his own mission, and Egypt’s danger? Was wine that strong?




  As my father wove his way back to his place, Pompey patted the cushion, as if the King were a pet.




  “The Romans feel dancing is degenerate,” Olympos leaned over and whispered in my ear. “They have bad names for people who dance.”




  Why was he telling me this? To make me feel worse? “I know,” I said coldly, although I did not.




  We have to convince him that Egypt is well served by our remaining on the throne. We Ptolemies . . .




  Berenice and Older Cleopatra were just staring; there was no help from those Ptolemies, either. Why did they not do something, say something, to offset it?




  Tonight you must behave as a princess . . . with dignity. . . . What an enchanting child. . . .




  Perhaps there was something I could do, something, anything. . . . Pompey had seemed to like me, had singled me out for his attention. . . .




  I left the stool and walked over to him. He was leaning on one elbow, and as I came closer I could see that the wine had affected him, too. His eyes were a little unfocused, and he had a fixed

  smile on his face. A wide gold cuff gleamed on his forearm, and he was running his fingers over it.




  “Imperator,” I said, willing myself to feel the gold fillet on my forehead and remember that I was royal, “there is much more to Alexandria than a banqueting hall, or music.

  Tomorrow, in the daylight, let us show you its wonders: the Lighthouse, and Alexander’s Tomb, and the Museion and Library. Would you like that?”




  One side of his mouth twitched up as he gave a crooked smile. “An enchanting child,” he repeated, as if that phrase were stuck in his brain. “Yes, yes, of course . . . and you

  will guide us?”




  “My father will show you the Museion,” Olympos suddenly volunteered, leaping to his feet. “And I personally know the Lighthouse master—”




  Meleagros joined in, to help. “Yes, Varro was most interested in both the Library and the Museion. I will be honored to conduct you—”




  Thus we all rushed in to save the King—and Egypt.
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  Alone in my chamber that night, my nurse having prepared me for sleep, all the lamps extinguished save one, I huddled under my covers, praying to you, Isis.




  Help me now! I begged. Tomorrow . . . tomorrow I have to try to erase what was done tonight. And the truth was I had no idea of how to do it; I did not even know why I had

  suggested the excursion to begin with. What did it have to do with Pompey, with Father, with Egypt’s fate? What could I, a child, hope to do? But I must try; and I enlisted the help of Isis,

  my mother, she who has all power. . . .




  Shivering, I stole out of the bed and watched the glowing top of the Lighthouse, a sight that I had always found comforting. For as long as I could remember, the huge tower had stood, partially

  filling the view from my western window. I had grown up watching it change color with the day: pearly pink at dawn, stark white at heated midday, red at sunset, blue-purple at dusk, and finally, at

  night, a dark column with a blazing tip: the fire roaring inside, magnified by the great polished mirror in its lantern. It sat out on the end of its island, the Pharos—although it was an

  island no longer, since a long breakwater connected it to the mainland.




  I had never actually been inside it, though. I was most curious to see how it worked. Its base was square; two-thirds of the way up it changed to octagonal, and beyond that it became circular.

  At the very top was a statue of Zeus Soter, which turned, following the sun; from just beneath Zeus shone out the marvelous beacon. Its mighty base was surrounded by a colonnade of marble, and to

  one side was a gracious temple of Isis Pharia.




  Alexandria, being on the sea, has a winter. From December to February it is cold, with sea storms blowing in, sweeping the streets with salty spray. Ships do not put out to sea then, and the

  Lighthouse stands sentinel over empty seas and boats moored safely in our magnificent harbors. In the other seasons it presides over the enormous number of voyages that begin and end here; our two

  harbors can hold over a thousand ships.




  Tomorrow we would try to amuse the Romans, to cajole and please them, the Lighthouse and I.




  

    I awoke surprisingly eager for the venture. Partly that was because it was an opportunity for me to see things I was curious about. Although I was a royal princess, and one

    might think that I had the entire city of Alexandria open to me, I was kept confined, for the most part, to the grounds of the palace and all its many buildings. Visitors came from all over the

    world to admire our city, a vision in white marble glinting against the aquamarine of the Mediterranean, but we, the royal children, saw less of it than anyone else. Oh, what we saw from our

    vantage point was very lovely. Out of my window the first sight I beheld was the Lighthouse, which stood like a pale finger in the early dawn, the waves breaking around its base. Closer to me I

    saw the eastern harbor, rimmed by flights of broad steps that descended into the beckoning water, where you could wade and gather seashells. And within the palace grounds themselves, there was

    the small Temple of Isis overlooking the open sea, where the wind blew through its columns and whispered around the statue of Isis in her sanctuary.


  




  Within the grounds, the gardeners brought forth a profusion of blooming flowers—red poppies, blue cornflowers, scarlet roses—which showed dazzlingly against the stark white of the

  buildings. Everywhere there were pools filled with blue and white lotus, so that the mingled perfume of all these flowers made its own peculiar and indescribable blend. We could call it Scent of

  the Ptolemies. If it could be bottled, it would fetch a high price in the bazaars, for it was both heady and refreshing at the same time: the fresh sea air kept the flower-perfume from growing

  too cloying.




  Having been built over a long period of time, the palace buildings varied a great deal. The grandest of them had floors of onyx or alabaster, with walls of ebony. Inside was a feast of richness

  like a merchant’s display: couches ornamented with jasper and carnelian, tables of carved ivory, footstools of citrus wood. Hangings of Tyrian purple, adorned with gold, hid the ebony

  walls—richness blotting out richness. The silks of the far east, by way of India, found their way to be draped over our chairs. And in the polished floors were reflected the slaves, who were

  selected for their physical beauty.




  I should have had no need to go beyond these bounds, but when you are brought up around such things, they seem routine. What aroused my curiosity were the dwellings and people outside. We always

  want what is forbidden, off limits, exotic. To the young Princess Cleopatra, the ordinary was most alluring. Now I would act as a guide to these sites for the Romans, when the truth was, they were

  also new to me.




  

    An alarmingly large number of Romans had elected to take the tour. It required a company of chariots and most of the horses from the royal stables. Meleagros and Olympos

    arrived early, clearly nervous; and Father, shamefacedly, made his appearance as well. Meleagros had enlisted some of his Museion colleagues, and the Macedonian Household Guards would guide

    us—while acting as discreet bodyguards.


  




  I was grateful for Olympos’s company; he seemed to know everything about the city, and prompted me as we went along. Of course he had the run of it, being a free Greek citizen, but

  nonroyal. And he had made the most of his opportunities to explore.




  I was beside Pompey in the large ceremonial chariot. Olympos was at my side, and Father clung to the rail, looking a little green. Behind us were all the rest; the captain of the guard

  drove.




  As we left the palace grounds and clattered out into the wide streets, cheers went up. I was relieved to hear that they sounded friendly; in Alexandria, one never knew. Our crowds were volatile,

  and could quickly turn on you. These people were smiling, seemingly happy to have a glimpse of their rulers. But the sight of so many Romans might turn sour on them at any moment.




  Father and I waved at them, and I was gratified when they cried out to us and threw flowers. Then I heard them calling Father by his nickname, Auletes, “the flute-player.” But they

  said it affectionately.




  We turned down the broad marble street that led to Alexander’s tomb. On both sides it was bordered with wide colonnades, making the street as beautiful as a temple. Where this north-south

  street crossed the long east-west street, the Canopic Way, stood Alexander’s tomb. Our first stop.




  Everyone who came to the city did obeisance at Alexander’s tomb; it was a sacred site. It was he who had laid out the plan for the city itself, and named it after himself, and thereby

  conferred some of his magic on it.




  Now even the loud, joking Romans fell silent as they approached it. The Invincible himself, lying in his crystal sarcophagus . . . who could not be awed by the sight?




  I had been here only once before, and I remembered it as a frightening place, with its descent into a dark hollow surrounded by flickering lamps, and then the mummified body with its gold armor,

  distorted by the crystal dome around it.




  Olympos kept up a low murmur of explanation as we walked along. Brought here instead of to Siwa . . . preserved in honey . . . the gold sarcophagus melted down when money was scarce . . . the

  priests at Memphis refusing him burial, saying wherever he lay would never be quiet . . .




  “How do you know so much?” I asked him, in a whisper.




  “I don’t know nearly as much as I would like to,” he said, as if he thought my question very ignorant.




  Pompey was staring at the recumbent figure. His round eyes were even rounder. I heard him mutter something in Latin that sounded humble.




  “He wants to be the new Alexander,” Olympos whispered in my ear. “People have told him he looks like him; and he does affect the hairstyle.”


That was not good; Alexander had conquered Egypt.


  “Well, he doesn’t look like him!” I said.




  “And people keep drawing comparisons,” said Olympos. “They harp on his youth, and call him Magnus, the Great . . . the only Roman ever given the title! And at twenty-six, too.

  But they say,” he leaned over and said so softly that I could barely hear him, “that he gave the title to himself! And that he forced Sulla to allow him to have a

  Triumph.”




  Pompey was still staring worshipfully at his idol.




  I stood next to him and said (Why did I say it? Did you, Isis, give me the words?), “I share Alexander’s blood. We Ptolemies are of his family.”




  Pompey seemed startled out of his reverie. “Then you are blessed, Princess,” he said.




  “He will preserve us, and his namesake city, to his eternal glory,” I said. “He is our protector.”




  Behind me, Father was wringing his hands and looking ineffectual.




  Pompey looked down gravely at me. “In you he has a noble champion,” he finally said.




  

    On to the Museion—so called for the Nine Muses of creative thought—where the Romans were given a detailed tour, being introduced to the leading scholars and shown

    the reading rooms. Then the Library, the biggest in the world, with its huge inventory of scrolls. Ptolemy II had started the collection, and each succeeding king had avidly added to it.


  




  The head librarian, Apollonius, greeted us. “My most exalted King, and Princess, and honored Roman magistrates,” he said, bowing low. I could almost hear the bones in his aged back

  crackling. “Let me show you this temple to the written word.”




  He led us through several high-ceilinged rooms, each connected, like links in a chain. Daylight entered through a series of windows running around the perimeter of the room, just beneath the

  ceiling. Marble tables and benches were arranged around the open floor, and readers of all nationalities were hunched over opened scrolls. I saw the Greek in his tunic, the Arab in his voluminous

  robe, the Jew in his mantle and hood, the Egyptian, bare-chested with a leather skirt. They all looked up with a jerk as we walked in.




  They followed us with their heads as we passed through, turning like sunflowers before drooping back down to their manuscripts. We were ushered into what looked like a private room, but was

  actually one of the storage rooms for the library. Shelves ran all around the walls, with labels at neatly spaced intervals identifying the scrolls. It looked like a beehive, with the rolled

  scrolls each making a cell. A wooden name tag dangled from the knob of each scroll.




  “So this is how they are organized,” Pompey said. He looked at one label, which read “Heraclides of Tarentum.”




  “Medicine, Imperator,” said Apollonius.




  Next to that was another label, “Herophilus of Chalcedon.”




  “The unrivaled master of Alexandrian medicine,” said Apollonius proudly.




  “Two hundred years ago,” said Olympos, under his breath. “There are more recent writings.”




  “Everything is here.” Apollonius gestured proudly. These manuscripts were his children. “The multi-scrolled works are all in these baskets on the floor, with their labels on

  the basket handles.”




  Pompey was clearly impressed. “The organization is an inspiration to those of us who have archives and records of our own to manage,” he said.




  The Romans busied themselves unrolling scrolls; the resulting noise gave me the opportunity to whisper to the all-knowing Olympos, “What is all this business about a will that gives Rome

  rights to Egypt? I wanted to hear about it last night, but you were talking too much!”




  Now let him tell me, if he could.




  “Oh.” Olympos thought for a moment. Then he whispered back, “Your great uncle Alexander the Tenth made a will that gave Egypt to Rome. So the Romans claim! But no one is sure

  whether he really did, or, if he did, whether it was legal or not.”




  “Why can’t they just read it and decide?” That seemed the easiest way to find out.




  “It seems to have mysteriously disappeared,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “How convenient!”




  For us, or for them? I wondered.




  Suddenly the scroll-noises around us ceased, and so must our conversation.




  

    Leaving the Library, we gave the Romans a quick look at the enormous Gymnasion, where our athletes trained. And finally, to the Lighthouse.


  




  “Welcome!” The master of the Lighthouse was standing in the wide doorway, waiting for us. “King Ptolemy, Princess Cleopatra, come and show the Imperator Pompey what your

  glorious ancestor, Ptolemy Philadelphos, built over two hundred years ago.”




  Once inside, he indicated the enormous store of fuel; it looked like a mountain and took up the entire room.




  “The light must burn night and day, and to do that it consumes wood, dung, paper, charcoal—anything that will catch fire. We store all our supply here, and then it is hauled up, four

  hundred feet, in these baskets.” He bade us follow him to a central well, where dangling ropes disappeared upward into what seemed the sky itself.




  “Stairs go up around the perimeter,” he said.




  “Can’t we ride up in the baskets?” asked Olympos.




  “No,” said the Lighthouse master. “For you would emerge right next to the fire; and if you did not, still I would not entrust the pride of Egypt and Rome to a fraying

  rope.”




  It would be a long trudge to the top. There were windows all along the ascent, and as we wound around and around, I saw the harbor growing smaller and the boats beginning to look like the toy

  ones children sailed in lotus ponds. The higher we got, the more I could see of flat Alexandria stretching out behind the harbor; finally, near the top, I could see past the Hippodrome on the

  outskirts of the city and almost all the way east to the pleasure-city of Canopus, where that branch of the Nile ended.




  I had aching legs and was short of breath when we finally rounded the last turn of the stairs and emerged at the top.




  The beacon-master waited, framed by his fire. It roared behind him, curling up like the snakes in Medusa’s hair, and the sound of the sucking fire, combined with the wind outside, made a

  fearful howl. Behind it I could see something shimmering and wavering, and then a slave, clad in wet leather, appeared. He was turning the polished bronze mirror-shield that slid in a groove around

  the fire’s perimeter, so that it could be reflected and seen far out to sea. The shield would also catch and throw back the sun’s rays at the same time, adding to the brightness. It was

  said that the fire-beacon could be seen as far out as thirty miles, but that from that distance it twinkled like a star and could easily be mistaken for one.




  The fire was a monster, hardly to be contained. Only then did I notice that the beacon-master was wearing thick leather armor, and had a helmet tucked under his arm—obviously removed in

  honor of us—that had an iron mesh veil for the face. He knew his monster, and would dress to protect himself. In spite of the heat, the high wind blowing in would keep him from becoming

  faint.




  “I heard there was a glass lens here,” said Olympos.




  “How could there be? The heat would melt the glass,” said Pompey.




  “We tried to make one, once,” said the beacon-master. “But we could not cast a piece of glass large enough to serve our purpose. It would be an excellent idea, though. If we

  could magnify the light we have, we would not need such a large fire. And no, the heat would not melt the glass, unless it was thrust right into the flames.”




  “It seems to me,” said Olympos, “that if we had a lens, we could use sunlight instead of a fire.”




  “Good enough in the daytime, Olympos,” said his father, “but what of the nighttime?”




  Everyone laughed, but Olympos persisted. “Ships don’t sail at night.”




  “But they sail in cloudy weather,” Meleagros said. “And get caught in storms. Your sun-lens would fail then.”




  Ships . . . sailing . . . the thought of being on the water was unnerving for me. Just walking across the seawall toward the Lighthouse today had been difficult. I hated the water, because of

  that stabbing memory of the boat, and my mother. But I was forced to live by water, and look at it every day. I had yet to learn to swim, and I avoided boats whenever possible. Even the little

  lotus pools in the palace seemed threatening to me. I dreaded being called a coward, should anyone notice how I avoided the water.




  “Your city is fair,” said Pompey, turning slowly to see the entire panorama. “White . . . fair . . . cool and cultured . . .”




  “No one could love it as we do,” I said suddenly. I knew they were the right words, exactly the right words. “We will guard it for you, and it will always be waiting for

  you.”




  He looked down at me and smiled. “I know you will, Princess,” he said. “It is safe in your hands.”




  Was it then I felt—or discovered—the strange power I have in personal encounters? I do not do anything extraordinary, I say no special words, but I seem to have the ability to

  win people to my side, to disarm them. I do not know how. And it works only in person. In letters I have no special magic. Let me see someone, talk to him—or her—and I have persuasive

  powers I cannot explain. It must be something granted me by Isis herself, who has ever been my guardian. And she alone knows how I have tried to use her gift to bend the world to my vision and

  spare Egypt from Roman destruction.




  

    Mercifully, the Romans departed the next day, but not before extracting more money and aid from Father for their campaigns. But they were gone, gone, gone . . . and Egypt had

    been spared. Pompey and his retinue sailed away, to grapple with politics in Rome. I hoped never to see him, or another Roman, again.


  




  But it seemed our fate was inextricably entwined with that of Rome. Three years later, a visiting Roman accidentally killed a cat—an animal sacred to Egyptians. The

  population of Alexandria rioted, and tried to murder the Roman. The city was in a tumult; it was all our guards could do to protect him and quell the mob. All we would need was such an incident to

  invite Roman intervention, which was always a threat.




  During those years my two youngest brothers made their appearance. Both were named Ptolemy; if the women in our family have few names to choose from, the men have even fewer. There were eighteen

  years between Older Cleopatra and Older Ptolemy, and the same number between Berenice and Younger Ptolemy. Were they supposed to marry each other? Strange thought.




  As Isis, most Egyptian of gods, married her brother Osiris, so in the process of becoming Egyptian—that is, becoming the ruling house of Egypt, although by lineage we were pure Macedonian

  Greek—we Ptolemies adopted some ancient Egyptian customs that others found shocking. One was brother-sister marriage, as the Pharaohs had done earlier. Thus my mother and father were actually

  half-siblings, and I was forced in turn to marry my brothers—although it was a marriage in form only.




  Perhaps it was time we searched in other royal houses for our mates. The age difference in this generation was too great for us to continue our former practice.




  

    Then my whole world changed, and again, it was because of the Romans. Father had finally succeeded in getting the questionable will set aside and himself recognized as

    undisputed King by Rome. It had cost him six thousand talents, or the entire revenue of Egypt for one year. He had had to pay it to the three unofficial, but actual, rulers in Rome—Pompey,

    Crassus, and Caesar. In exchange, they had acknowledged him as King, and conferred upon Egypt the formal title Socius Atque Amicus Populi Romani, Friend and Ally of the Roman People. That

    meant they recognized us as a sovereign state, one whose boundaries they would respect. The price of this respect was very high. But not paying it was higher still, as my uncle found out.


  




  My father had a brother, also known as Ptolemy (how monotonous), who ruled in Cyprus. Once we had controlled vast areas of land, but we had been losing them steadily for generations. Some thirty

  years earlier, yet another Ptolemy, a cousin—with less fight in him than we had—had willed the province of Cyrenaica, which included Cyprus as well as the African coastal land, to Rome.

  After his death, Rome took it, but left Cyprus, part of the territory, still in the hands of our cousins. So my uncle Ptolemy still ruled there, until the Romans decided to annex it anyway. He did

  not have enough money to dissuade them, and was powerless to stave them off. They offered him the high priesthood in the temple of Artemis at Ephesus—a sort of honorable retirement—but

  he preferred suicide.




  We were greatly saddened by this, but the people of Alexandria turned against Father because of it. They were angry about the huge payments to Rome anyway, and what they saw as my father’s

  lack of support for his brother infuriated them. They seemed to feel that he could have rescued him somehow, although what he could have done is a mystery. Was he supposed to take on the Roman

  legions? It was hopeless; but perhaps it was touching that the Alexandrians ascribed more power to us than we actually had.




  But Father had to flee! His own people drove him from the throne, sending him to Rome, as a beggar. He came to my rooms the night he fled, his eyes wild and his manner distracted.




  “At midnight I leave,” he said. “I hope to return in two months, with legions to back me up.”




  How could he leave? Who would govern Egypt? As if he read my mind, he said, “My ministers will oversee the government. And I will not be gone long—just long enough to secure the

  military aid I need.”




  “But . . . if the Romans come here with troops, will they ever leave?” By now I had studied enough to know that when the Romans were called in to “help,” they stayed.




  “I have no choice,” he said, miserably. “What else can I do? They are bound to back me up—they have to, if they ever want to collect their bribe money!” Now he

  laughed bitterly. “They have quite a vested interest in keeping me on the throne.”




  This was awful, awful. I felt shame flooding me. But was my uncle’s suicide preferable? What vicious, degrading choices the Romans forced on us!




  “May all the gods go with you,” I wished Father. “May they watch over you.”




  And thus he departed, making his way to Rome to beg for protection and restoration.
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  Alexander the Great became my friend while my father was away. Strange that a mummy can be one’s friend, but I was desperate. I was eleven years old, and as the days

  passed and Father did not return, I began to fear for him and for Egypt.




  Day after day I would descend into the crypt beneath the gleaming white marble dome of the Soma, and gaze upon the Conqueror where he lay in his alabaster coffin. Each day it was the same: As I

  reached the bottom of the stairs and could see him, the flickering candles set all around made this seem, for a moment, like the night sky, turned upside down. And in the midst of the stars, like

  the sun itself, lay Alexander of Macedon. I would approach slowly, and then when I reached him I would stare long and hard.




  He didn’t look alive—I must say that straightway. He looked like a painted statue, and his features were rigid. He was wearing a polished breastplate, but no helmet, and his golden

  hair had not faded. His hands were crossed on his breast.




  “O Alexander,” I would murmur, “please look down on your earthly descendant and relative. We are the last of your empire to survive, we Ptolemies in Egypt. All the rest have

  been swallowed up by Rome. And even now my father is there, begging them to keep him on his throne. We have become renters of our own kingdom, our own throne, with Rome as our landlord!




  “What must you think of this, Mighty Alexander? Help us! Help us to extricate ourselves! Do not let us go down into those Roman maws!”




  Of course he never answered; he just lay there serenely. Still, being in his presence brought me comfort. He had existed, and had faced great problems too, and had overcome them.




  Coming back out into the dazzling sunlight always felt strange, the journey from the land of the dead back to the living. The tomb sat at the crossroads of our city where the wide Canopian Way,

  running the whole length of the city from east to west, intersected the street of the Soma as it ran from the south lake of Mareotis to the sea in the north. Always when I looked down that wide

  white street, with its marble colonnades stretching as far as the eye could see, I knew it could not be given up—that whatever Father had to do to keep it, that was what he must do.




  In his absence, the people continued to cry out against him. How could he stand by and see Cyprus taken away? What sort of weakling was he?




  It was all his fault—the helpless, pitiful king, the one they called Auletes because he was so fond of flute-playing and music. Once it had been an affectionate name, bestowed with

  indulgent love; now it became a slur.




  The drunken little flute-player . . . filthy weakling . . . effeminate musician, reeling in wine . . . these were all the names I heard as I passed through the streets of Alexandria on my way

  back and forth to the Soma. Once the people had enjoyed the festivals of Dionysus he provided for them, but now they derided him for the very same. They had drunk his wine readily enough

  themselves, but their memories were short. Those who say I do not know what the jeering crowd at Rome would be like are wrong. I know jeering crowds.




  It was always a relief to be admitted back into the palace grounds. (Would Alexander have felt relief? Would he be ashamed of me that I did?) Inside the Palace, peace and respect were always

  shown—outwardly, at least. Always, that is, until the day I returned from Alexander’s side and found that a revolution had taken place.




  

    Everything looked the same. There was nothing to make me suspect that anything had changed: The gardeners were busy at their tasks, watering and pruning; the servants were

    washing the marble steps of the main building, the one with the audience chamber and banquet hall, with slow, languid movements. I passed by on my way back to the smaller building where we royal

    children lived, when suddenly a tall guard yelled “Halt!” at me. His voice was rough and peremptory. He stood blocking the entrance to my quarters, scowling.


  




  I recognized him; he was one whose guarding had always been somewhat careless. Now he glared at me. No one had ever spoken to me like that.




  “You may not enter!” he barked.




  “What do you mean?” I asked. Was there some danger in there? A fire? Or even an animal on the loose? Perhaps one of my sister’s pet panthers had slipped its leash and run

  away.




  “Until your loyalty is ascertained, I have orders to detain you. And where have you been? No one could find you.” He made a step toward me. But he dared not actually touch me; no one

  was allowed to lay hands on a member of the royal family.




  “My loyalty? My loyalty to whom? To what?” This was very odd. “I have been at the tomb of Alexander, which I have always been free to visit.” Even as I said it, I

  realized I could not prove it, as I always went alone.




  “Your loyalty to the new rulers,” he said smartly.




  New rulers? Had the Romans seized power, then? Had warships landed? Troops invaded? But there had been no tumult or fighting in the streets, and—I quickly glanced toward the

  harbor—no foreign ships there.




  “I don’t understand,” I said simply. I did not know what else to say. But I felt a great fear for Father.




  “The daughters of the former King have been elevated to sovereignty,” he said. “Come and do homage. Their Majesties are waiting.”




  My sisters! My sisters, taking advantage of Father’s absence and his unpopularity, had seized power. Now I also felt fear for myself. They could do away with me, with Arsinoe and the boys,

  and there was no one to prevent them. It could all be done swiftly, this morning, before word got out in the city. It was an old family custom of the Ptolemies—murder of rivals, siblings,

  mother, father, children.




  “So you refuse!” he said, taking another step toward me, reaching for his sword. He might have been instructed to strike me down if I showed the slightest hesitation. Or perhaps he

  might just strike me anyway—after all, there were no witnesses. I looked quickly and saw the servants still scrubbing the steps. Whatever they observed, they would keep to themselves. There

  would be no help from them.




  “No—” How long did I stand there, thinking? It seemed many moments, but that was impossible. I prayed quickly to Isis, to help me. “No, no, I do not. I am their obedient

  sister, now as always.”




  “Then prove it.” He motioned to another guard to take his place while he marched me toward the main building—again, not actually touching me, but walking so close beside me it

  was even more threatening. I tried not to betray my fear.




  I was taken to one of the larger rooms of the palace, a room that my sisters evidently felt befitted their new status, as our father had held his audiences here. I stood before the outer doors,

  which were ornamented with tortoiseshell from India and studded with emeralds, but today their magnificence was lost on me. Slowly the doors swung open and I was admitted to the chamber, where the

  ceilings were fretted and inlaid with gold. At the far end sat Cleopatra and Berenice, on chairs encrusted with gems. They were consciously seated in the same pose as Pharaohs in carvings.




  To me they did not look at all like queens or Pharaohs, but only my two older sisters, as always.




  “Princess Cleopatra,” Berenice spoke, “we have been raised to the honor of the throne. We are now to be known as Cleopatra the Sixth and Berenice the Fourth, rulers of Upper

  and Lower Egypt. We wish you to proclaim yourself our dearest sister and loving subject.”




  I tried to keep my voice steady, to sound calm. “Of course you are my dearest sisters, and I, your most loyal sister.” I would avoid the word subject unless I was forced to

  it. Saying it was treason to my father. Would they notice it missing?




  “We accept your allegiance,” said Berenice for both of them. “The people have spoken. They have made their wishes known. They do not want our father the King to return; they

  will not admit him if he does. But there is little chance of that! The Romans will not restore him because it seems that one of their prophecies forbids it; something to the effect that

  ‘under no circumstances must arms be used to restore the Egyptian King to his throne, although he may be received with courtesy.’ Well, they have done that: feasted and pampered him.

  But that’s all. Oh, and taken his money. He owes so much to the Roman moneylenders that, were we ever to take him back, our country would be bankrupt.”




  “Yes, and is that any way to love your country? He called himself Philopator, ‘lover of his father’—his fatherland?—but he has sold us to the Romans!” cried

  Older Cleopatra, her voice full of self-righteousness. “Egypt for the Egyptians! Let us take care of our own affairs! Why pay Rome to give us a king, when we have queens available for

  nothing?”




  “I am to be Queen of certain districts, mainly in Upper Egypt, and Berenice will be Queen of Middle Egypt and the Moeris Oasis,” she continued. “We will begin negotiations for

  marriages.”




  “We have brothers,” I suggested, as if I were trying to be helpful. “Do not we Ptolemies marry within our own family?”




  They burst out laughing in unison. “Those little children? One is three and the other an infant! It is a long time until they’ll father any heirs. We need men in our

  beds,” said Berenice.




  “To wed a baby—why, it would be like wedding a eunuch!” Cleopatra laughed cruelly. Then she stopped, pointedly. “Oh, I forgot; you like eunuchs. Busy yourself with

  them and your horses, then,” she said grandly, waving her arms over the jasper arms of her chair. “Do not meddle in things of state, and you shall do well. Do you still have your

  horse?”




  “Yes,” I answered. My horse, a white Arabian, was truly my best friend at that age. My horse took me away from myself and the palace and out into the desert.




  “Then keep to them. Ride, hunt, and study. Do not concern yourself with things that do not concern you. Do this and you will prosper. We mean to be gentle with all who are gentle with

  us.”




  “Yes, Your Majesties,” I said. I inclined my head, but did not bow and did not fall to my knees. And as for calling them majesties, that was no treason. Were not all the King’s

  children recognized as gods? And are not gods majesties? I acted calm as I took my leave.




  But once in the safety of my own rooms, I shook with shock and fear. They had turned on their own father, seized the throne. They had committed a most grave sin; it was the curse of the

  Ptolemies. Their blood was compelling them to it.




  For we came from a very murderous and bloody line, with such familial killings as sickened the world. Brother had killed brother, wife, mother . . . it was a hideous legacy. I had prided myself

  that we, this generation, were made of finer stuff. Now it seemed that I was horribly mistaken.




  Father! Father had been deposed by his own daughters. And what would they stop at? Me, Arsinoe, the two boys—would they destroy us all as well?




  I had no one to confide in. I was long since too old for a nurse, and no confidant had replaced her. I felt utterly alone.




  There was only, as always, Isis.




  

    I was safe, for now. They would allow me to live as long as I kept myself in obscurity, was young enough to be harmless, and did not attempt to build up a following. As if I

    could have!


  




  And so I contented myself with my “eunuchs and horses,” as they had contemptuously described them. There were, in those days, flocks of eunuchs around the royal grounds. Eunuchs were

  important in nearly every sphere of life; it is impossible to imagine palace life without them. In a world in which dynastic ambition ran riot, the eunuchs alone were exempt from suspicion. They

  served as tutors to the royal children, as confidants to both kings and queens, as ministers and generals. A man whose earthly fortunes would end with himself was devoted to his master. Curious how

  much we do for our posterity, and how our behavior would change without descendants. And the popular, sneering prejudice about their condition meant that they could never seize open power, but must

  always remain hidden, shadow-figures behind their masters. Ideal servants, then, for such as the Ptolemies.




  Obviously, one could not come from a long line of eunuchs—no one ever claimed his father and grandfather were eunuchs—but the practice of designating one’s children to be

  eunuchs seemed more prevalent in some families than in others. Only the most promising boys were selected—for what was the point in making that sacrifice if the boy did not have much hope of

  attaining worldly success? Therefore, when one said “eunuch,” one was also implying “talented, clever, and diligent.”




  Most eunuchs in Alexandria were Greek, or Egyptians who had become quite Greek in their thinking. There were also Cappadocians, Phrygians, Bithynians, and such, likewise Grecophiles. In Egypt

  there was no forced castration, or any castration of slaves. It was entirely voluntary, which made it a little less guilt-laden for those of us who employed the eunuchs.




  Usually the operation was done at a fairly early age. Not in infancy, of course, because it was best to wait until the child had proved healthy. Sometimes, in special circumstances, it was done

  later, even after a boy had started turning into a man, and then the eunuch was different from the usual kind. His voice would be deeper and he might be easily mistaken for any other man.




  I thought little about eunuchs, taking them for granted. It was only after I went to Rome that I discovered what it was like to live in a world without them.




  

    I discovered Mardian not long after I embraced Alexander as my comfort. Whenever I went to the tomb, I hoped to have it to myself. But for several days in a row, a bulky

    little boy was always there when I went. He would be kneeling before the sarcophagus, motionless—he must have had knees of iron—his head bent reverently. Or he would be bending over

    the coffin, a mooning sort of look on his round face. Truth to tell, he annoyed me. I wished he would go away. I could have ordered him removed, but I hoped he would go away without having to be

    asked. Day after day he was there. My patience wore away. I began to think he was deliberately interfering with my time with Alexander. When at night I closed my eyes and tried to think of

    Alexander, this boy’s head would always be sticking up somewhere in the picture. It was not noble or inspiring.


  




  The next day, as I descended into the crypt, I prayed he would not be there. And for a moment I thought he was not. Then I saw—again!—that round form hunched over, guarding the

  coffin. It was too much.




  “Leave!” I cried, running over to him. “Or come some other time! Come in the early morning!” I could never get away in the early morning; that was one of the busiest

  times in the children’s quarters. He could have Alexander all to himself then.




  He stood up. “I can’t,” he said with quiet dignity. He was taller than I was. I had no idea he was a eunuch. It does not become apparent until later.




  “Why not?” I demanded.




  “This is my only free time.”




  “Do you know who I am?” I said. Could he not recognize an order from a princess?




  “Yes,” he answered, again with that strange dignity. “You are Cleopatra the younger. If you were Roman you would be called Cleopatra Minor, which would be wrong. You are no

  slight personage.”




  “And who are you?”




  “My name is Mardian,” he said. “I live in the Royal Quarters, Princess. I am studying, hoping to be of use someday to the King.”




  “Oh . . . you are a eunuch,” I said, suddenly understanding.




  “Yes,” he said, without flinching.




  “Why do you come here, day after day?” I could ask him that, whereas he could not ask me.




  “Because I wish to be like Alexander.”




  I burst out laughing at his answer, then felt bad when I saw his face. He had not expected that blow from me. “There is no one like Alexander.” I tried to cover it up. “Anyone

  who attempts it would seem laughable to others. Think of all the pitiful kings who have called themselves Alexander, tried to emulate him, had themselves carved in his poses with his flaring hair,

  his turned neck. No, we can never be Alexander.” I was talking too fast, trying to apologize without actually saying the words.




  “So you, too, wish to be Alexander? You said ‘we.’”




  He had caught me. “Yes,” I admitted. “I would like to be like Alexander. I suppose you would say a woman is an even more unlikely Alexander than a eunuch. And you would be

  right. But I can attempt to be like him in character. And sometimes he seems more alive to me than to the people walking around the palace grounds.”




  Alexander lay silent and golden in his coffin while our words flew back and forth over his head.




  “Yes! To me also!” Mardian said. “He helps me to bear it all. When I’m teased or taunted, I just tell myself, ‘Tomorrow you can take it all to

  Alexander.’” He looked a little embarrassed that he would admit such a thing.




  “Tell me where you live in the Royal Quarters,” I asked. “Perhaps I can visit you there.” I had almost forgotten I had considered him a pest only a few minutes ago.




  “I am in the big building directly across from the Temple of Isis, the one that overlooks the eastern sea.”




  I knew it well: it was a busy place, with a school for scribes as well as the archives for war records.




  “Are there others—” I wanted to say “like you,” but I hesitated.




  “No, I’m the only eunuch in my study group,” he answered cheerfully. “There are about fifteen of us. Our mathematics tutor, Demetrius, is a eunuch; for the rest, we have

  a grammatician from Athens and a rhetorician from Chios.”




  “So do we,” I said, making a face. “Our rhetorician is named Theodotos, and I hate him! He’s sneaky and mean—like a snake.”




  “Snakes aren’t sneaky, and they certainly aren’t mean,” said Mardian gravely. He looked offended.




  “What do you mean?” Everyone knew that snakes had that nature, even if the cobra-goddess Wadjyt protected the Pharaohs and rulers of Egypt, and the royal crown showed her with hood

  spread.




  “I have studied snakes,” he said. “They are different from what the snake-charmers want you to think. You should see my animals; I have several pens of them near the stables.

  And I built a big enclosure for my snakes.”




  “What other animals do you keep?” My curiosity was stirred.




  “I had an ostrich for a while,” he said. “It grew too big for me. So now I have only small animals—lizards and tortoises and hedgehogs. I’d like to get a baby

  crocodile.”




  “I’d like to see your menagerie, Mardian,” I said. And we left Alexander, not having paid much attention to him on this visit.
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  It was not many days before I found myself drawn to where Mardian took his lessons, and found him and his schoolmates with their tutor. My arrival caused much stirring and

  curiosity, but the lesson—on geometry, an Alexandrian specialty—continued. I waited, watching, from the back. There were mainly boys there, but I saw five or six girls, and then—I

  recognized Olympos.




  He was hunched over his paper, concentrating on it so hard that it seemed it might take fire from his scrutiny. He was bigger now, and he had lost whatever roundness had still been in his limbs

  and shoulders when I met him at that memorable banquet . . . was it five years ago already? Now his face was very lean, making his riveting eyes even more noticeable. He must be fourteen now, at

  least.




  When the class was over, I waited for Mardian to greet me. But he ignored me and continued talking to one of his companions. Finally I went over to him and said, “Are you ashamed to know

  me, Mardian?”




  He looked terrified. “No, no, Princess!” His companion withdrew as quickly as possible. “I did not wish to presume—to make any claims of knowing you, since it was only by

  accident that our paths crossed. It would have been impudent—”




  “Nonsense!” I said, while knowing that others in my position might well have seen things that way. A chance meeting did not constitute a friendship. “Are we not brothers in

  Alexander?” Even as I said it, I realized that brothers was an odd word to use, when neither of us was male in the physical sense. Still, brothers meant more than just the

  body.




  “If you wish us to be, then so do I,” he said.




  “Good, then that’s settled.” I put my arm around his shoulders. “I wish you to show me your animals. Then I’ll take you to our royal menagerie. And

  then—”




  

    Mardian turned out to be such a delightful companion that I found myself missing him a little the next day. Our friendship grew as we did our lessons, picked flowers,

    constructed miniature walled cities out of tiny baked mud bricks. Together we built a chariot that could be pulled by black she-goats, and we felt very grand as we were carried in triumph around

    the grounds.


  




  The next time I visited the class, the teacher was drilling them on the Ptolemies, and looked truly alarmed when he saw me.




  “And the eighth Ptolemy, when he was officially entertaining Scipio Aemilianus from Rome, was forced to walk—” He blanched as I appeared. “That is, his gown—it

  was—”




  “It was transparent,” I finished for him. “And the sight was very comical, because he was so immensely fat, and gasped for breath after walking only a few steps.” Yes, I

  knew all the embarrassing stories about my ancestors. I must not flinch from them, or make the teacher change his lesson on my account. The obese glutton was my great-grandfather, nicknamed

  Physcon—“Fatty”—by the Alexandrians, who love nicknames. “And the haughty Roman said, ‘I have given the people of the city a novel sight: their King actually

  walking and getting some exercise.’”




  The students laughed.




  All these humiliations at the hands of Rome—they went back a long way. And Physcon was not the only fat man in my family tree; many others were huge. In consequence, I was always careful

  of what I ate, determined to stay slim, although the women in our family seemed not to be afflicted with obesity.




  “Yes, Princess,” said the tutor, flustered. I was sorry I had barged into the lessons; it seemed I could never do a normal thing without calling attention to myself. I must not come

  there again. But to leave now would cause even more disturbance, so I had to remain until the hour was over.




  Afterward Mardian came over to me, followed by Olympos.




  “I am pleased to see you again,” I said. “But have you studied here all these years, and never let me know?” I scolded Olympos. Was being a princess so intimidating that

  it drove people to flee from us?




  “Mostly I am taught at the Museion,” said Olympos. “But it is good to escape from the shadow of one’s parents—as you doubtless know. My father, with his scholarly

  reputation, casts a long shadow at the Museion.”




  “Not as big as the one my fat ancestor casts!” I said, laughing. “It is difficult indeed to move out from under his umbrella.”




  “You know one another?” Mardian looked surprised.




  “We met long ago,” I said. “When Pompey came to Alexandria.” I paused. “Both of us wanted to go to a banquet that we had no business attending.”




  “Olympos probably impressed all the adults—he usually does,” said Mardian.




  “Not any longer,” said Olympos. “I am now too old to get by on precocity. It stops working around the age of thirteen.”




  “Yes,” said Mardian. “Everyone likes a witty child, but beyond a certain age they’re considered tiresome.”




  “Well, I certainly wouldn’t want to be that,” said Olympos, raising his eyebrows.




  

    We three began to spend time together; Olympos seemed lonely, although he would never have admitted it. Perhaps his intellect and adult demeanor put others off. His interest

    in medicine had not waned, and he was preparing to study here in Alexandria, where the medical school was the finest in the world. Mardian was also a lone figure, as he approached the age where

    his condition would make him visibly different from others. And I? I was the princess whose future was in severe doubt, an object of curiosity and speculation and whispers. People kept their

    distance.


  




  And then the feared day came, the day I had braced myself for all my life. Olympos announced with pride that he had acquired a little sailboat, and wished to take us out in the

  harbor. Would it be permissible for him to use the inner, royal harbor to practice on? The water was much calmer there.




  “I know all Greeks are supposed to be born with the skill of Odysseus coursing through their blood, but it missed me,” he said. “Still, I love the water.”




  The water: now I would have to confront it at last or admit that I was afraid, and stay on the shore for the rest of my life. Until now it had not mattered. No voyages had beckoned, no friends

  had issued invitations that involved boats.




  “Of course,” I said. “Take all the time you like to train yourself there. You can tie the boat up at the foot of the palace stairs, the ones that go right down into the

  water.”




  “Thank you,” he said. “I will practice as much as possible, so I can take you out soon!”




  Unfortunately, I knew he would. By that time I knew him well enough to know he always honored his promises—and his timetable.




  

    High summer, just like . . . that day. Sun riding overhead, pouring its warmth out, heating the water in the shallow sandy-bottomed harbor to a lulling temperature. The

    colors, too, were the same—milky blue-green, gentle waves wearing a rim of white foam.


  




  “Come.” Olympos had waded waist-deep in the water, and was holding the bobbing boat. He expected us to wade out, too, and clamber over the sides. I looked at the water lapping at my

  toes, seeming innocent. But farther out it got deeper and deeper.




  I knew sometimes people learned to swim by hanging on to an inflated animal skin. They paddled around and got used to the water that way. Now I wished I had done that. But it was too late

  now.




  “Come on!” Olympos was growing impatient. Out of courtesy, Mardian was waiting for me to go first. I had to do it.




  I had worn a tunic that stopped halfway down to my knees, and had no extra material to tangle itself around me. Gingerly I took one step out into the water, deliberately making it a long one.

  The water came halfway up my calf. I picked up the other foot and walked farther out, so that the water now swirled around my knees.




  I could feel the tug of the current, gentle though it was. Under my toes the sand eroded, making me sink a little deeper. The water covered my knees. A wave came, lifting me a little, then

  subsided, settling me back down. I did not like it; it felt like being in a strong wind.




  “Are you trying to be as slow as possible?” Olympos sounded irritated. “I’m tired of holding this boat.”




  I moved again, and this time the water was growing so deep—up to my waist—that I had to fling both arms out for balance. I hated the feel of it, cooler than it had been on my legs,

  encircling me. Another step and it was up to my chest. But now the boat was near. All I had to do was move sideways.




  Which proved surprisingly difficult. The water felt thick, and the waves—small as they were—pushed against me, seemingly wanting to make me lose my footing. At last—just as a

  wave sent spray into my face—I grasped the sturdy wooden side of the boat and hauled myself over the side. Behind me, Mardian was wading resolutely through the blue enemy, unsuspecting.




  When we were both in, Olympos climbed over the prow, the tie-rope in his hand. “There! I thought you would never get here!” He looked at me sternly. “If I didn’t know

  better, I would think you had never set foot in the water before!” Then he laughed to show how ridiculous that idea was.




  Happily he busied himself with the line and sails, settling himself by the steering-oar. The breeze was coming from the west, and the sail caught it, pulling us over to the right side. I

  clutched onto the side as I felt the boat lurch, and my own stomach plummet. Olympos was laughing, enjoying the sensation. Even Mardian had a broad smile on his face.




  To them it was a pleasurable outing. What is one person’s diversion may be another’s supreme test. And so often we sit beside one another, unknowing.




  We were heading out into the harbor, toward the larger boats. I looked down and saw the bottom disappearing beneath us. At first it had been visible, and the sun-dappled spots played on the

  sandy bottom, where I could also see fish and seaweed. Now the depths were shadowy.




  I felt a cold panic rising up in my throat. We were going to retrace that entire journey of long ago, and were on our way to the very spot where the boat had overturned. I shut my eyes and tried

  to concentrate only on the sensations of the little slaps of water under the boat.




  “Whee!” Olympos gave a squeal as we hit some large wave; it felt like running over a barrier, as hard as dirt. Salt spray slapped me across the face, coating my mouth. I licked the

  crust and swallowed hard.




  We sailed around the harbor for what seemed hours, in and out of the wake of the larger ships, and some part of me noted how delighted Olympos was, how his spirits soared. He had ceased paying

  any attention to me—for which I was grateful. Mardian was absorbed in looking down into the water to try to see squid or sea urchins or even a dolphin. He peered over the side, not minding

  when waves smacked him full in the face.




  There was no canopy here, so there were no reflections. There were no attendants, screaming and jumping about. Those memories were not stirred. But the sounds, the taste of the salt spray, the

  piercing colors, all assaulted me. This time I was not helpless, not held down, not torn from anyone. I had the strength to hold myself erect, to make sure I was not dislodged from the boat. I was

  determined to endure this ordeal.




  At last—at long last—Olympos turned the boat for the palace dock. The sun was halfway down the sky, and the tide was coming in. I could feel how it bore us to shore. The rocking of

  the boat was not unappealing; the terror of it had subsided, become manageable.




  “Now let’s swim!” Olympos suddenly announced, tossing the rope-encircled stone that served as his anchor out into the water. It sank with a gurgle and jerked the boat to the

  left when it hit bottom.




  Not this! I had thought the torture—which had been gradually abating the whole time we were out—was over. But swimming . . . I could not swim.




  Olympos dived overboard, cleanly and neatly disappearing into the water. My stomach turned over, even though I knew he would bob up a few feet away. Or rather, I hoped that he would. And

  sure enough, he emerged on the other side of the boat and slapped the water, drenching us with a wall of spray.




  With injured dignity, Mardian, already soaked, leapt over the side of the boat, landing like a catapult stone, sending even more water on my head. Then both boys started a water fight, yelling

  and trying to sink each other. It took them some time to notice that I was still in the boat.




  “What are you waiting for?” Olympos shouted. “You act as if you’re afraid of it!” Clearly he thought that was the most insulting, as well as unlikely, accusation he

  could make.




  How deep was it? Was it over my head? I peered over the side, trying to see the bottom, but it was all in shadow.




  “Just jump in!” called Mardian. “It isn’t cold!” He was paddling near me, enjoying himself.




  I looked at the blue liquid surrounding me, and felt the purest form of aversion I have ever experienced. It was waiting—no, lurking, lying in wait, ready for me, ready to devour me at

  last. It would not be balked of its prey.




  You escaped me once, it seemed to murmur. But not forever. Don’t you know that water is your destiny?




  An odd sort of insouciance—I cannot call it courage, it was too offhanded and fatalistic for that—stole over me. Yes, it was waiting. The water, my foe. But I would grapple with it,

  perhaps take it by surprise. It would not expect that.




  Without further thinking—which would have stopped me—I flung myself overboard. In the instant when I hung, poised, above that blue surface, I felt both terror and victory. And now

  the water was rushing up at me, and I struck its unforgiving face with a hard force. My body sliced into it and I plunged into the depths, hurtling down so fast that I struck the bottom and bounced

  up again. All this time I had not breathed, and then my head was shooting out above the surface again, and I took a great, gasping lungful of air.




  I was flailing about, my arms completely ineffectual. I sank again, then somehow got my head out so I could breathe. I could not feel anything solid beneath my feet. Then my swirling arms

  succeeded in keeping me on the surface, and instantaneously I sensed how to coordinate my legs so they could assist in buoying me up.




  “You’re about as graceful as a hippo on land,” teased Mardian. “Stop thrashing so much! You’re going to attract sea monsters!”




  “You know there aren’t sea monsters!” said Olympos. But I saw his dark eyes watching me carefully.




  I was able to paddle around without worry of sinking. The water had been unexpectedly vanquished as an enemy. Now it was just something warm and tidal. I felt lightheaded with relief and

  surprise. Surprise that the dreaded moment had come at last and I had survived it, and surprise at how easily it had happened.




  As the sun was setting, we returned to the dock and tied up the boat. Our wet clothes clung to us, and now I could see the beginning of the differentiation between Mardian and other males.

  Olympos, at almost fifteen, was more compact and muscled; Mardian had shot up, but his limbs—both arms and legs—seemed disproportionately long. And he did not have the beginning of the

  musculature that was revealed on Olympos; Mardian’s shoulders remained thin and slight.




  Olympos returned to his home in the Greek section of the city, thanking us for the outing. Behind us the sun was setting, and Mardian and I sat on the harbor steps.




  The sun made a shining red path across the gentle waves, and the ships at anchor were reflected in the flaming reflection.




  “You never swam before, did you?” Mardian asked quietly.




  “No,” I admitted. “But I had meant to learn. It was time.” I hugged my knees and rested my head on them. My wet clothes were chilling me a bit, but they would soon

  dry.




  “It is no accident that you did not know how to swim,” he persisted. I wished he would stop. “You must have gone out of your way to avoid it.”




  He saw too much! I merely shrugged. “I had no one to go out with,” I said lightly. “My older sisters were too grown up, my younger one too far behind me.”




  “Oh, I imagine you could have found a way. If you had wanted to.” He paused. “It seems that you find a way to do whatever you wish.” There was admiration in his voice.

  “How did you dare just to jump in like that? Weren’t you afraid you would sink?”




  “Yes,” I admitted. “But I had no choice. It was the only way.”




  “Then you must have wanted to,” he insisted. “Because you didn’t have to. By the way, you did very well. The first time I tried to swim, I sank three times!”




  “I wanted to, because I had to,” I said. “My mother drowned out here—in this very harbor.”




  He lost his color. “I knew—she had died. I did not know how. I am sorry.”




  “I was with her.”




  He lost still more color. “And you . . . remember?”




  “Only colors, tastes, noises. And the loss. And that water caused it.”




  “Why did you not tell Olympos? He would never have forced—”




  “I know that. But the truth is . . . how much longer could I live in Alexandria, a sea-city, unable to venture out onto the water?”




  He bowed his head, choosing his words carefully. “May all the gods preserve our city in that glory,” he finally said. “In her independence.”




  “May my father the King return and take command.” There—I had said the forbidden words. Was anyone listening? “In the meantime I must keep faith. And tackle all fears,

  everything that would cripple or compromise me. Fear of the water, for an Alexandrian princess, is a grave handicap.”




  “So you banished it.” He seemed very impressed.




  “Not without hesitation,” I admitted. No one must ever know how much.




  

    It was good to have friends who lived a safe and uneventful life, because in our children’s palace quarters it was anything but that. The four of us were guarded and

    watched constantly, and doubtless everything suspicious we said or did was reported back to Their False Majesties. I, as the eldest, had the most freedom, but was also the one likely to incur the

    most criticism. Arsinoe, true to her fretful and spoiled nature, constantly tested the guards and caused trouble in little ways—ways that seemed designed merely to get attention for

    herself, since they served no other purpose. It struck me as very stupid, for the best way to behave around enemies is unobtrusively.


  




  The two little boys, Ptolemies both, were too young to merit much watching, as they played in their adjoining rooms. There was no treason in them, no plots, just balls and wooden toys.




  

    Age began to work against me, calling attention to my impending adulthood—and potential as a political tool—as nature began to reshape my body. All my life I had

    been slight, with arms and legs that had little meat on them, and what there was, I ran off with all my activity. My face, too, was long and thin, my features fine as children’s always are.

    But at about the time Father left for Rome, subtle changes started in me. First I stopped growing taller, and as if in response to that, the food that would have gone into added height now filled

    out my arms and legs, and plumped out my cheeks. I stopped being sticklike and became softer all over. At the same time, my muscles became stronger, so that I could finally wrench things out of

    sockets that had been too difficult for me, move furniture that I could not before, and throw balls farther.


  




  And my face! My nose, as if it had a will of its own, began to lengthen, and my little lips expanded, until I had a large mouth. The lips were still nicely shaped, curved and fitted together

  pleasingly, but they were so . . . wide. The face looking back at me from polished silver mirrors was rapidly becoming an adult’s. An adult face, which might harbor adult thoughts. Treasonous

  thoughts?




  The changes took me by surprise; I had never watched anyone’s looks alter as they matured. I suppose I had always pictured a miniature version of an adult when I thought of someone’s

  childhood. Our unpleasant tutor, Theodotos, would have kept the same looks, in my mind, but shrunk down tiny. Now I would see what I was truly going to look like; I had to watch myself being

  reconstructed day by day. I was most anxious for the answer, because I had got used to myself one way and now would have to see myself another.




  Of course I wanted to be beautiful, because everyone wants to be. Failing that, I wanted to be at least pleasant to look at. But what if it was worse? What if I turned out to be ugly? It seemed

  so unfair to have started out one way, in one category, and then, at twelve or so, be reassigned to another.




  I had overheard a merchant once, talking about his wife’s expected child. Someone asked him what he hoped for, and I had assumed he would say that the child be healthy, or that it be

  clever. Instead—I shall never forget it!—he said, “If it is a girl, I just pray she won’t be ugly.” I always wondered if it was a girl, and if she was ugly.




  So I peered anxiously in mirrors (when I knew no one would catch me), trying to divine the future in my face.




  My breasts and waist started changing, too. At first it was just a hint that things were different, but after Father had been away for a year, the changes were unmistakable. I wished my breasts

  would stop growing, for that was the most telltale sign of all. I had to wear looser and looser clothes, and even took to wearing a tight garment underneath to squash myself down whenever I had to

  see my queenly sisters; I wanted to look young and innocent as long as possible. But in my own quarters I could not bear to wear the binding garment; it was terribly painful.




  I had no “wise woman” to help guide me in all this. If I had had a mother . . . but she might have been too shy to discuss it. What I really needed was a bawdy nurse or attendant.

  The male guards placed on me by my sisters would definitely not serve the purpose.




  Had things been normal, I might have been able to talk to those very same older sisters. But they were Ptolemies first and women and sisters second and third.




  And then it came, the great dividing line between childhood and womanhood. I became capable of bearing children, that summer I was twelve and Father away for over a year now. I was prepared for

  it; I did not think I was dying or any of those things that ignorant girls sometimes do. I knew well enough what had happened, but still it was a momentous change in the way I thought of myself.

  Never again could I feel there was little essential difference between me and other children, boys and girls alike; that the category “child” applied to us equally and was the most

  important designation, the most descriptive term, that fitted us all.




  Now I would have this element—this fundamental, awesome element—to me for the rest of my foreseeable future. Marriage . . . I could be married, they would say I was ready. I could be

  sent away from Egypt! I might have to make my home in a foreign court, wife to some prince. Have children . . . worry about them . . . and the cycle so short, myself so recently a child. . . .




  The possibility frightened and threatened me as nothing else had—not my sisters’ illegal rule, not the Romans, not even the cruel water in the harbor. It was nature that had done

  this to me, not another person, and nature could not be pleaded with or dissuaded.




  Only Isis, my kindly guardian and wise guide, could understand. During the first days after the great change in me, I spent hours in the temple by the sea, looking at her statue.




  She was all these mysteries taken together—womanhood, wifehood, motherhood. Little wonder that women adored her; she personified all their aspects. I could only beg her to protect me in

  this voyage into the unknown, the frightening land of adulthood, of woman, that lay before me.
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  Partly to stave off these thoughts, partly in rebellion against the role nature was assigning me—without my permission!—I determined to form a group composed of

  people of my own choosing. I would call it the Society of Imhotep, after the legendary physician and master builder of Old Egypt. In order to belong, someone had to be interested in Old Egypt, in

  what lay far back both in time and distance. They had to wish to study the Egyptian tongue, and learn the old writing; above all, they had to feel the spirits of those long departed, and listen to

  what they might want to whisper to us.




  A surprising number of students from Mardian’s class wanted to join, as well as both boys and girls who were the children of various palace officials. I suspected it was because a princess

  was leading it, but as time went on that was forgotten. No one stayed in the group unless he or she was genuinely interested, because we worked so hard that the fainthearted fell away. We wanted to

  be able to read the inscriptions on the old monuments by ourselves.




  One of the great inducements of belonging, though, was that the group, and its outings, had to be secret. Why? I suppose because children—and I was determined not to relinquish my

  childhood without a fight—love secrets, and it made us feel important and daring. In a palace rife with spies, we took pride in having our impenetrable secret society. (It never occurred to

  us that no one considered our doings weighty enough to spy on. Also, time and complacency had made my sisters relax their vigilance toward me.)




  So for the next two years, while Father’s exile stretched on and on, we sneaked contentedly around Alexandria, studying the ancient language as contained in the scrolls in our great

  Library, occasionally having a recital of poetry in Egyptian. We also—extremely daringly, we thought—went into the Jewish Quarter and observed their synagogue, the largest in the world.

  (Was everything in Alexandria the largest in the world? To me, at the time, it seemed so.) So large was it that a man had to be stationed midway down the auditorium to signal with a flag what part

  of the ceremony was taking place, as those worshipers in the back were too far away to see or hear.




  Alexandria had a very sizable Jewish population; some said there were more Jews in Alexandria than in Jerusalem. That always puzzled me, since their great leader Moses had led them out of Egypt

  long ago, and they were ecstatic to be delivered. Why had they wished to return? In the Greek translation of their holy book—written here in Alexandria—it said that their god had

  forbidden them to return to Egypt. Why did they disobey?




  We went fishing in the papyrus marshes of Mareotis, the great lake that extended all along the back of Alexandria and then many miles to the west. Another time we got permission to visit one of

  the lesser embalming shops that clustered like flies outside the western walls of the city, near the tombs. Although Egyptians no longer had the elaborate monuments of former days, people who could

  afford it still preferred to be embalmed. Greeks had traditionally been cremated, but here in Alexandria these customs, like so many others, mixed, and many Greeks sought the embalming table of

  Anubis. The shops were busy, and on the day we went, the jolly proprietor had three mortal remains to make ready for the journey to the west.




  “It should properly take seventy days,” he told us. “Forty for the natron-drying, and then there is the wrapping, and—but now we have a quicker service. Everyone is in

  such a hurry now. Especially the Greeks. The pace of Alexandria extends even to her dead.”




  He showed us the various styles of coffins; many were covered with hieroglyphics, and I was proud that I could read much of it.




  Oh, we did many other things—we collected perfumes and unguents, which Alexandria exported. There was Balm of Gilead, crushed and incorporated into a jelly; a perfume from Mendes called

  “The Egyptian” that had balanos oil, myrrh, resin, and cassia; one called “Metopion” that had oil of bitter almonds scented with cardamom, sweet rushes from the sea of

  Gennesareth, and galbanum. Oil of lilies was strong, and combined with other oils and fats to make a popular ointment. We tried to make our own by melting fat and adding crushed roses and a few

  drops of lotus dew, but it did not smell very strong. The perfumers of Egypt have no equal in the world, and they guarded their secrets well. No shop admitted us to look on as they worked.




  All these preliminary activities were leading up to what we really hoped to do: visit the pyramids. They were situated not far from Memphis, where all the branches of the Nile come together and

  the Delta ends. It was a long journey from Alexandria, some hundred Roman miles down the Canopic branch of the Nile. We should have asked permission, and notified someone. We knew that, even at the

  time. But such is the nature of children longing for adventure that they would rather die than invoke the safety and protection of an adult. And it gave me such pleasure, for once, to give them the

  slip.




  Of course it was necessary to have an adult along, and Mardian’s uncle Nebamun, a low-ranking chamberlain at court, reluctantly agreed to take us, but only because he wished to return to

  Memphis himself and see his relatives.




  We told our attendants that we were to be going away, on a safe, quiet visit to see the Nile as it began its flooding. Living in Alexandria, we were not on the Nile itself, but some fifteen or

  twenty miles from its westernmost branch. My chamberlain, who was in reality my keeper (the guards having grown more lax as time went on), deemed it proper, and harmless enough, for me to go.

  Quietly, all over the palace grounds, the other five young, stalwart explorers were saying the same thing, and their attendants were likewise agreeing.




  We set out in the early dawn, being driven in three royal chariots down the broad street of the Soma until we reached the docks of Mareotis. The docks were busy; fishing boats had already made a

  run on Mareotis and were unloading their catch. Other vessels, which plied their way bringing the produce of Egypt, by way of the Nile, were crowding in and awaiting their turn to dock. Wine from

  the vineyards of Mareotis and the Delta, dates, papyrus, precious woods and spices from the lands of Punt and Somalia, porphyry from the eastern desert, obelisks from Aswan—all converged on

  the lake docks of Alexandria.




  Nebamun had hired a small boat to take us all the way to Memphis. It was large enough that we could sleep on it, for it was several days’ journey there. The prevailing wind at this time of

  year was in our favor, blowing exactly the way we wished to go, south against the current.




  We set sail eastward over the lake, just as the sun was rising. He—Re, the glorious sun—was emerging from the papyrus thickets and the rushes that bordered the shore, green and

  bristly. The early breeze swept across the water and filled our sail. We sailed straight toward Re.




  It was late in the afternoon before we reached the far side of the lake, where the canals connect to the Nile. The boatman cast a look at the sky, and indicated that we should drop anchor,

  sheltering among the reeds and the huge, cup-shaped leaves of the bean plants. It seemed a holiday sort of thing to do, and so we agreed.




  I awakened once in the middle of the night, hearing the gurgle of the water gently slapping the sides of the boat, the rustling of the papyrus stalks all around us, and the cry of a night heron

  somewhere in the thicket. I had never slept so well on my gilded bed in the palace.




  With the dawn, mists rose from the swamp as if they were night-spirits fleeing. As soon as Re appeared, they scattered. We were soon on the Nile, or what was called its Canopic branch.




  One of our school exercises was to memorize all seven branches of the Nile, and all educated Egyptians can do so: Canopic, Bolbitinic, Sebennytic, Phatnitic, Mendesian, Tanitic, Pelusic. They

  fan out from the main Nile and (to an ibis flying over them) have the shape of a lotus flower blooming from a stalk.




  The Canopic Nile is small. Date palms and vineyards dotted the fields surrounding it, where all was moist and fertile, with the lush greenness that comes only with living things; the malachite

  in the palace inlays and the emeralds that glowed in bracelets were dull beside this. Green is the most precious color in Egypt, as it is so hard-won against the desert.




  The river took on a greenish hue, which I was told is actually called “Nile green,” because there is no other shade in the world exactly like it.




  “But as the Nile rises, the color changes,” said Nebamun. “The life-giving material is brown, and Hapi, the Nile god, brings it from the source of the river far to the south.

  When it settles on our fields, it mixes with our old soil and rejuvenates it, by a miracle. Soon the rise will begin. It always happens just after the rising of Sirius in the eastern

  sky.”




  I smiled. Did he really believe in Hapi, the Nile god, with his pendulous breasts? I knew that one of my ancestors, Ptolemy III, had tried to discover the source of the Nile. Greeks believed in

  science, not gods, to explain things. Or, rather, they tried science first, and gave credit to the gods only when they could not find out the answers for themselves. Ptolemy III had failed in his

  quest. So perhaps it was Hapi after all.




  I lay back, trailing my hand in the water as we moved gently along, a boat seemingly sailing in green fields. As far as the eye could see, it was flat, and so fertile it looked like paradise. A

  thousand irrigation canals spread the Nile water everywhere, and the slow turns of the donkeys pulling the water wheels kept bringing the water up.




  There were clusters of mud-brick houses here, there, everywhere. The fields were full of people. It was all so different from Alexandria, with its blue sea and white marble; here the colors were

  green and brown. It was different in another way as well: the people looked all alike. They had the same skin color, the same hair, and wore the same type of clothes, whereas in Alexandria we had

  so many different nationalities that every street resembled a bazaar.




  The river was full of boats of all sizes: little reed ones with curved prows; wide, workaday barges carrying grain and building-stone; fishing boats with tiny sails; and cabin-boats with reed

  awnings for shelter from the sun. There was a holiday air on the river, as if we were all at the same party.




  Suddenly, Nebamun pointed to a trampled area of a vineyard. “Hippopotamus damage. Look!”




  A big swath indicated the path of something as big as an oxcart. “How do you know?” asked Mardian.




  “Ah, my nephew, I see you are now truly a creature of the court. Had you grown up alongside the Nile, where you began, you’d know a hippo’s tracks well enough! Look how it came

  out of the water, see the path—it headed straight for the fields. Then you can see it doubling back again, turning—it must have been chased. Then, far ahead of us, see where it returns

  to the water. We’d best be careful. This means it could be waiting for us up ahead. I hate hippos! They make river travel so dangerous!”




  “Aren’t crocodiles worse?” asked Olympos.




  Nebamun looked amused at our ignorance. He pointed to where some brownish green shapes were lying, half invisible, in the reeds by the riverbank. I also saw some eyes looking out above the

  waterline; whatever was attached to them was well hidden. “Look where they lie, sunning themselves. They are dangerous for swimmers, or for anyone walking along the riverbanks, but not for

  boats. But the hippos! They lie half submerged, and suddenly rise up and overturn a boat! And when they are disturbed, or perhaps only hungry, they decide to go marauding in the fields! A croc will

  gobble up a swimmer, but he doesn’t invade your territory and wreck your boats and your crops. Give me a crocodile any day.”




  “If a hippo is so nasty, why then did you Egyptians make a hippo the goddess of childbirth?” asked Olympos, the young scientist-mind.




  “Taueret,” said Nebamun. “I really don’t know. I must admit, I don’t think of a hippo, even a pregnant one, as very motherly.”




  “Then what about the crocodiles?” Olympos persisted. “Isn’t there a crocodile god?”




  “I think there’s even a place where they’re kept, and worshiped!” cried Mardian. “Tell us!”




  Nebamun had to think. “That’s near Memphis, in the Moeris Oasis,” he finally said. “I have never been there. I have heard, though, that pilgrims go to make offerings at a

  lake with sacred crocodiles, where some of the animals wear gold and jewels on their forelegs and head-bumps.”




  We all began to laugh, uproariously.




  “Sobek is the name of the god who is manifested in the sacred crocodiles,” said Nebamun. “And the name of the landing where the temples are, and where the sacred creatures are

  fed, is Crocodilopolis.”




  Now we began to scream with laughter. A crocodile bedecked in jewels—imagine its crafty eye peeping out from under a golden bauble—its wrinkled, crooked legs wearing bracelets! And

  living near Crocodilopolis!




  “You are teasing us,” I finally said. “There is no such thing as a place called Crocodilopolis.”




  “I swear, by Amun himself, that it is true!” cried Nebamun.




  “Then you must promise to take us there!” said Mardian. “Yes, prove it to us!”




  “We won’t have time,” he said.




  “You just said it was near Memphis!”




  “The place where the Nile has a small branch going to the Moeris Oasis is more than fifty miles upstream, and then one has to go to the far side of the oasis. It would be almost as far as

  going back to Alexandria. We do not have that much time. People will begin to question our absence.”




  “But if we do have time?” said Olympos.




  “We won’t,” said Nebamun. “And once you see the pyramids and the Sphinx, you won’t care about Crocodilopolis.”




  At the sound of the name, we burst out into laughter again.




  

    We stopped that evening by the banks of the river, near a waterwheel and a well-trodden pathway leading down to the water. It looked as though it would be safe from

    crocodiles, for there was too much human activity. The hippo Nebamun had been on the lookout for remained submerged.


  




  Just at sunset, we clambered over the side of the boat to swim. In the past year I had become a respectable swimmer. The water was moving slowly past us as it made its unhurried way to the sea;

  we floated little reed boats on it and then tried to outswim the current. It was easy enough going downstream, but coming back up took all our strength. We played hiding games in the reeds, and

  pretended to be Horus attacking the evil Seth in the papyrus marsh, disturbing a large number of ducks and kingfishers in the process. The whir of their wings felt like gigantic fans as they flew

  away.




  Once again we were on our way before dawn, and before the day was over we had come to the place where all the branches of the Nile knitted themselves together and the river became one. The

  setting sun—Re in his form as Atum, the decrepit old man sinking in the west—bathed the wide bosom of the river in his magic gold, and as we sailed on it I felt a divine stirring.




  “We will rest here tonight, and then tomorrow—you will behold the pyramids!” said Nebamun.




  “I hope I won’t be disappointed,” said Olympos, echoing all our thoughts. It would be so unbearable if they were not worth the journey. Something would die in me, and I might

  never undertake a long journey again for the sake of the unknown.




  “Always the Greek,” said Nebamun. “Never willing to believe, always holding back, worrying in advance that something will not be what it claims to be.”




  “Yes, that is our curse and our glory,” Olympos said.




  “The Romans just take things as they are, and figure out a way to use them,” I said, thinking out loud.




  “Destroy them, you mean,” said Mardian.




  “I don’t think they decide that in advance,” I said. “I think their actions are pure that way—not bound by prior decisions.”




  “Yes, they just decide each time, independently, to destroy. There’s no suspense there. Look what they did to Carthage—leveled it and sowed the ground with salt.”




  “But, Olympos, they didn’t destroy Greece.”




  “No, only in spirit.”




  I laughed. “As if anything could destroy the Greek spirit! You are hardly spiritless!”




  “Something of the Greek spirit survives around the world, and a little may even have seeped into some Romans, but—what was truly Greek has perished. Except in Alexandria, which has

  more of the Greek spirit than Athens itself now.”




  “All things pass away,” said Nebamun. “Except the pyramids.”




  Very early, before there was any stirring on the boat, I was awake. Excitement had kept me from sleeping much all through the night; now that I was on the brink of seeing the pyramids and the

  wonders of Old Egypt, I was seized with trembling expectation. We were famous the world over for our enormous monuments and statues, the size of which made it seem we once must have been a race of

  giants, to have created them and set them up. They made us seem different from all other people, with a secret knowledge or power.




  But when it came down to it, what secrets did we possess? And of what use would they be against Roman power? Whatever knowledge had raised the pyramids that might still reside in Egyptians

  today—how did that help against Roman legions, Roman siege machines, Roman catapults?




  Only the power of the gods could stand against them. I knew that even then, O Isis. Only you, and Amun, and Osiris. And yet they had Jupiter, and Hercules . . .




  

    In the fresh morning gold of sunshine, thin and without heat, we sailed up the Nile, looking to the western bank for our first glimpse of the pyramids. The seemingly endless

    green of the Delta fields had been replaced by a narrower ribbon of green on either side of the river, and just beyond that, as if someone had drawn a line, the desert began. The golden sand lay

    flat and expressionless, like the face of a god, stretching into eternity beyond our eyesight.


  




  The sun rose higher; the air on the horizon shimmered. Then, from a great distance—their tips caught the light and flashed. Three of them, winking in the sun.




  “Look!” cried Mardian. “Look! Look!”




  At first they seemed to be supernaturally huge, or we could not have seen them from afar. But as we glided upstream, coming closer, they shrank into just large buildings, like the Lighthouse. As

  we made for the landing, and the pyramids were framed behind farmers with donkeys and carts, they seemed to shrink still further, becoming almost ordinary.




  We hired donkeys to take us the three or so miles to the monuments, and very glad we were to have done so, for as the sun rose higher and there was no shade anywhere, the sands heated to a

  foot-burning temperature. We were plowing through the golden sea of sand to what looked like piles of exactly the same material, except that the corners were very sharp. There was no wind, just the

  stillness and the heat.




  The pyramids grew until they seemed to fill the sky; and when at last we stood at the base of one and looked up, it seemed entirely possible that the tip touched the sun. I know now that it

  looked like a mountain; but then I had never seen a mountain, and it staggered me. I knew only flatness, only the horizontal—the smoothness of the ocean, the straight, wide streets of

  Alexandria, the level fields surrounding the river—and this mound, this vertical thrusting, I could not understand.




  The polished stones gleamed, reflecting the sun like an amber mirror. It was hard, vast, impenetrable. Nowhere was there a single ornament, facing, detail, window, ledge—just this sloping,

  shining ramp of stones, vanishing into the sky. I felt dizzy. The heat, rising from the sand and blazing down from the sun overhead, and the fierce light made my head spin. Suddenly I knew it was

  dangerous to remain there. The pyramid wanted to do us harm, strike us down.




  “Shade!” I said. “Is there no shade anywhere?”




  The sun was almost directly overhead, and the giant structures cast no shadows.




  Nebamun brought forth parasols. “Only this,” he said. I gave thanks that he had thought of them. “There is shelter under the chin of the Sphinx,” he said. “We can

  wait there.”




  He mounted his donkey and set out toward the Sphinx, its head peering above the sand. We should have felt the same awe and fear in its presence, but it seemed almost friendly in comparison to

  the pyramids. It offered us shelter, and it looked like a person, and it did not house anything long dead and hostile.




  We spread out our blankets on the sand between the creature’s paws and kept the parasols over our heads. There was little talking; it was as if the vast silence of the place forbade it. We

  could see a raised causeway off to one side, and knew it was an abandoned road to a pyramid, perhaps used to push stones along in the building of it. But no one walked it now.




  We watched the day pass from under the shadow of the Sphinx. Occasionally a black shape would fly through the deep blue sky—a vulture. Or the sands would move a little, and we would see a

  small snake burrowing deeper to escape the heat. But other than that, there was no movement. This was a place in the grip of death.




  I wondered who lay inside the pyramids, and what was there with them. There must surely be jewelry, food, books, and instruments. Somewhere in that utter darkness and isolation in the heart of

  the pyramid would be paintings of stars and Nut, goddess of the sky, as if to fool the dead Pharaohs into believing they lay outdoors under the night sky, rather than imprisoned in stone and

  surrounded by stale, stifling air for eternity.




  The pyramids gradually began to change color. At noon they had been almost white, but that softened to a tan and then, as the sun sank lower—Atum again—they took on a warm glow with

  a rosy tinge. Little creatures—lizards, snakes, mice—began to stir and leave their hiding places all around us. We also emerged from the paws of the Sphinx and walked around the

  pyramids again. Now great, long shadows stretched on one side, and the slant of the light showed all the irregularities of the surfaces. Here and there the stones were crumbling; time was eating

  away at their fabric. Even they, the most immortal things anyone knew of, were not proof against the relentless enmity of time.




  The setting sun picked out the pebbles and ripples of the sands all around, showing the pyramids to lie not in a featureless frame but in a richly textured one, whose writing is invisible except

  under certain light conditions.




  The sky was pink and purple, a twisted mixture of colors spreading upward from a bright red spot at the horizon. A breeze suddenly sprang up out of nowhere, warm like melted ointment, and as

  sweet as a long-ago death.




  “Come,” said Nebamun. “We should leave. It grows dark very quickly, and we should not be here when the light fades.” He hopped on his donkey with surprising speed.




  What would the pyramids be like at night? Darkness against darkness?




  I wanted to stay. But I was young, and must obey.
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  Nothing is ever the same twice. I expected that the journey back would be exactly like the one coming. And for a while it was—the same riverbanks, the same canals, the

  same clumps of date palms. But as we neared Alexandria and saw the white towers of the city walls blinking in the sun, we saw an unusual amount of movement, and crowds of people. Nebamun called

  out, “What’s the news?” as we approached the dock.




  “Cleopatra’s dead!”




  Although I knew it was not I, it is chilling to hear the death of someone with your name announced so nonchalantly.




  “Poisoned!” cried another man on the dock. “I’m sure of it!”




  “Where is Berenice?” asked Nebamun.




  “In the palace. Where else should she be?”




  “She hasn’t fled, if that’s what you’re asking,” his companion added. “But she might well have to. One of the other children already has—the younger

  Cleopatra. They’re out looking for her everywhere. The Romans are coming.”




  “The Romans? What Romans?” I cried.




  “The Romans from Rome,” said the man with sarcasm. “What other kind are there?”




  “Not true,” said his companion smugly. “These Romans are coming from Syria—three legions—to try to restore Ptolemy to the throne. He bought them, after

  all.”




  “But the prophecy? What of the prophecy?” I asked. By that time we were out of the boat and scrambling out onshore. “Supposedly the Sibylline books forbade any armed help from

  Rome.”




  “Money finds a way,” said the man. “Clever child, if you know about Sibylline books, you should know that money overrules all prophecies.”




  “Come!” said Nebamun, herding us toward the street of the Soma. He was alarmed, and realized he should return us to the palace as quickly as possible. As it was, he would probably be

  lashed as punishment for taking us.




  “Nebamun, don’t be afraid,” I said. “It was my idea to go; I will take the blame and the punishment.” My sister would be pleased enough to order mine, that I knew;

  but whether she would forgo Nebamun’s lashing as well was not so certain.




  Had she poisoned Cleopatra? Would she destroy me, and Arsinoe as well? I felt weak with fear.




  

    Once back in the palace, I did not wait for her to send for me, but went straight to her quarters. They were filled with professional mourners, weeping and beating on their

    breasts, and wailing in high, ghostly moans. I begged leave to go directly to the Queen’s rooms, and, flinging myself down in sorrow—and trepidation—awaited her. I heard her

    footsteps come nearer and stop.


  




  “Oh, sister!” I cried. “Is it so? Is Cleopatra dead? And have I added to your grief by being absent? Forgive me!” I did not have to feign my distress.




  “Get up; stop sniveling. Yes, our sister is dead. Mushrooms have been her entry into the realm of Osiris. One must be careful with mushrooms. I avoid them entirely.”




  I looked at her, stolid and seemingly unmoved by the death. No one should be unmoved by death, I thought. Then, as I looked closer, I saw that there was a half-smile on her face, which she was

  trying hard to keep under control.




  “Where have you been?” she shot at me. “How dare you leave the palace and stay away for days without informing me? You are only a child! Who is behind this?”




  “It was I who planned it, and forced Nebamun, Mardian’s uncle, to take me, and several others. We did it to him, not he to us.” Please let her believe me!




  “Take you where?”




  “To see the pyramids and the Sphinx.”




  I expected her to be angry, but she burst out laughing. Then I realized why. She had been afraid we were involved in something political, but this was innocent. I felt relief flooding me. She

  was not going to harm me. Not today.




  “I’ve never seen them myself,” she said. “I am a bit embarrassed to admit it.”




  “They were all I had dreamed of,” I said. “They made me proud to be an Egyptian.”




  “You aren’t an Egyptian, you are a Ptolemy—a Greek!” she reminded me.




  “The Ptolemies have been here three hundred years; we must be Egyptian by now.”




  “What a stupid thing to say! Another of your silly ideas! We don’t have a drop of Egyptian blood; it doesn’t matter how long we’ve been here!”




  “But—” I started to say that we could be Egyptian in spirit if not in blood, but she cut me off.




  “If a red piece of granite stands next to a grey piece of granite for a thousand years, does it change?” she bellowed.




  “People are not granite,” I insisted.




  “Sometimes they can be almost that hard.”




  “Not you,” I said. “There is a part of you that is kind.” I was trying to flatter her.




  The half-smile resumed. “I hope my husband may find me so.”




  “Husband?” I almost choked.




  “Yes. I had just married when our sister Cleopatra left us. She turned my house of joy into one of mourning. But such are the accidents of fate.”




  “Who—who is he?”




  “Prince Archelaus of Pontus,” she replied, and this time the smile became a full one. He must be handsome, and pleasing to her.




  “How much has happened in the few days I was away!” I blurted out.




  “And more besides,” she said. “We are making ready to defend ourselves against our father’s mercenaries! With Roman money—borrowed, of course—he has hired yet

  other Romans to invade Egypt and try to take back the throne!” Her voice shook with the effrontery of it all.




  “But what of the Sibylline prophecy?” I asked, yet again.




  “Cicero found a way around it! Yes, the great Roman orator, who prides himself on being so noble, is like any merchant making a deal in the bazaar. The only difference is that he trades in

  words, not deeds.”




  “But what words did he use?” Would no one tell me? I knew the prophecy: If an Egyptian king should come asking for help, do not refuse him friendship; but do not go to his aid

  with force, for if you do you will meet with dangers and difficulties. How to get around that?




  “Something to the effect that Gabinius, the Roman governor of Syria, should send the King on ahead of him, so that he won’t be accompanying him ‘with force’—only

  backing him up!” She snorted. “We shall be ready for them!” she said with certainty.




  Father was on his way back! The Romans would restore him to the throne! It was all I could do not to burst into cheers. “I shall stay in my quarters,” I assured her. “You need

  not worry again about my whereabouts. I am grieved that my absence caused you any concern.”




  She had forgotten about punishing Nebamun; the Roman army had banished all ordinary thoughts from her mind. I would hide in my rooms and hope she forgot about me, too.




  

    Things happened very quickly. It was your wish, O Isis—you who deliver the plotter of evil against other men into the hands of the one he plots against—that my

    father, Ptolemy XII Philopator Neos Dionysus, should be restored to his throne. It was you who brought the troops of Gabinius to the outskirts of Egypt at Pelusium, who let them overcome the

    garrison there, and march upon Alexandria. It was you who caused the confusion and overthrow of Berenice’s forces and the death of her new bridegroom, Archelaus. It was you who made

    Gabinius’s young cavalry commander show mercy to the defeated Egyptians, and give an honorable burial to Archelaus, and thus win the love of the Alexandrians. His Roman name was Marcus

    Antonius, and he was twenty-seven years old.


  




  It was you who arranged it all, moved all these events, in only a few days provided my entire future and revealed its form.




  

    Berenice must be publicly executed. Now I was the eldest surviving child, the one who would be Queen.




    Queen. I would be Queen. I kept repeating the words to myself, but I was not impatient for it before my time; unlike my sisters, I would let it happen when it was destined to. Their attempts

    to twist fate had merely given the throne to me. That made me smile.




    I—Queen. The third child, and a girl. Truly, this was the work of Isis, she who shapes fate.


  




  My joy at seeing Father again was unbounded. I threw my arms around him, realizing that now my eyes were almost level with his. He had been away three long years, years that had

  wrought many changes in me.




  “You are back! Safe!” It seemed impossible, as the answers to prayers often do.




  He was looking at me as if he had forgotten what he would see. “You have grown lovely, child,” he finally said. “You will be the Queen that Egypt deserves.”




  “I am fourteen now,” I reminded him, in case he had lost track. “I hope I will not be Queen for a long time—may the Pharaoh live for a million years, as the ancients

  said.”




  “Your smile is the same,” said Father gently. “I carried it with me in my heart the whole time.”




  

    Yet this same sentimental man forced us to witness the execution of his other daughter, Berenice. How can we be so many different people, all contained within the same

    body?


  




  I tried to excuse myself, on the grounds that it was an intrusion; a person should be able to die privately. But Father insisted.




  “Just as her treason was public,” he said, “so too must her punishment be.”




  And he insisted that the Romans be present, too. The Romans, who had restored him to power—for a price. Now they must see what their money had bought.




  We had to take our places before a barracks that housed the Household Guards; seats of honor had been hastily erected. Before leaving for the grounds, Father had presented the Roman officers to

  me. Aulus Gabinius was a square, stocky man, a no-nonsense sort, as one would expect of someone who defied a prophecy. And his star cavalry officer, Marcus Antonius . . . I found him a winsome

  young man, one whose smile was genuine.




  And, to be honest, that is all I remember of him from that first meeting.




  

    Berenice was led out before the barracks, her hands bound behind her back. She was not blindfolded, but forced to look at us all, her ghoulish audience.


  




  “You have been found guilty of treason, of usurping the throne in the absence of your rightful King,” intoned Pothinus, one of the King’s ministers, a young eunuch. His voice

  had the timbre of a child’s but the carrying power of an adult’s. “For this you must pay the penalty, and die.”




  “Have you any words?” asked the King. It was a formality only. Did he truly wish to hear any?




  “Slave of the Romans!” she cried. “There they sit!” She jerked her head toward Gabinius and Antonius and Rabirius, the moneylender who had financed the campaign.

  “There they sit, never to be dislodged from Egypt! Who, then, is the traitor to this country, Father?”




  “Enough!” said Pothinus. “This will be your last breath!” He motioned to the soldier who was to strangle her. The man stepped up behind her. His forearms were the size of

  most men’s thighs.




  Berenice was standing rigid, waiting. She closed her eyes as he brought his hands around her throat, then clasped them with a jerk. For what seemed a very long time she was obviously holding her

  breath, but then suddenly her body rebelled and she began twisting, trying to loosen his grip. Her hands were helplessly tied behind her, and there was little she could do. The soldier finally

  lifted her up by her neck and held her there as the life was snuffed out in her and her body at last stopped twitching. Her feet hung down straight from the ankles; one of her sandals fell off,

  making a loud plop in the still air. I saw that her face had turned a hideous dark color, and I looked away. Then I heard a noise of tramping feet, and saw her being loaded onto a litter and

  carried away. One of her feet—the one without a sandal—dragged along the ground; if she had been living it would have distressed her. But now she did not mind.




  Father’s face had lost its color, although he did not betray any open emotion. Next to him Gabinius had winced, and Antonius had looked away. Soldiers preferred battlefield killing to this

  formal, ritualized death. On either side of me sat my remaining siblings, taking in this cautionary lesson. Arsinoe had given a sharp gasp when the executioner stepped forward. The two

  boys—six and four—squirmed in unison. Even they understood that this was not a game, that Berenice would not jump up off the litter. We all saw, and learned, different things that

  day.




  As I watched the hideous ritual, I knew that she had bequeathed something to me, something she had not exactly intended. From her I knew now that a woman could rule alone—a strong woman,

  that is. The earlier Ptolemaic queens had come to power through their marriages, but Berenice had proved that a woman could seize her own power, and only afterward choose the man. Or choose no man

  at all, should she prefer that.




  Then, I was acutely aware that Roman troops had brought about this restoration, and that Roman troops were for hire for the promise of Ptolemaic money. Their forces, our money: a formidable

  combination. And last, in spite of the hatred of the Romans as a political fact, individual Romans were not demons. In fact, they could be quite attractive. Gabinius and this Antonius were

  personable, pleasant, and well mannered. All the pat jokes about Romans being barbarians—I remembered what I had believed about them before the Pompey dinner—were simply not true.




  And there was something else, something I had glimpsed in all this: The Romans were divided among themselves. One group was against restoring Father, another for it. One set of rules forbade it,

  but a clever rewording got around that. Everything in Rome was not set in stone, and perhaps one side could be used to counteract another. . . .




  These were ideas, formless at the time, but just beginning to reveal themselves to me. The Romans were not merely a force against which we were helpless, but were torn by factions and rivalries

  of their own, which could be turned to our advantage. I saw that our adversary had holes in his armor. Father had successfully exploited one—with Egyptian money. One must always have

  money.




  

    Father made it clear that the Romans were welcome to stay in Alexandria—for a short time. Then they should discreetly remove themselves. But first there was to be a

    Dionysian festival to celebrate the King’s restoration to the throne. He saw himself as the descendant of that mysterious god of wine, of joy and drama and life itself. In the great

    festivals of Bacchus—the god’s Roman name—he sought release and ecstasy and belonging: all the things he could not find in Alexandria in the broad daylight, dazzling though it

    is in that city of cities.


  




  

    In readying myself for the formal procession through the streets, I was acutely aware that I would be the object of intense curiosity. I, hitherto the third child and

    practically unnoticed, was now the heir. Everyone would want to assess me; all eyes would be upon me. I went through anguish in choosing my costume, having my hair dressed. And when it was

    finished, I knew I would look in the mirror and have the answer that had been so long in coming. Was I beautiful? Pleasing? Special? Would a timely jar of beauty from Persephone open itself for

    me?


  




  I settled on a hairstyle that hung down around my shoulders. I was still young enough to wear a girl’s hairdo, and I knew that my hair was pretty—no sense in hiding it before its

  time. It was almost black, thick and shiny, with a slight curl to it. And I chose for my dress a thin white linen, knowing that nothing becomes black hair like a white dress. I wanted to wear the

  tight style of older Egypt, since my shape was slim, but Grecian style fitted the occasion better, with all its floating folds.




  At least I no longer had to bind my breasts; the death of Berenice had ended that. I could let my body speak for itself. And my breasts—even in my critical eyes, I could find no fault in

  them.




  As I finished dressing, I saw Arsinoe reflected in the mirror behind me—Arsinoe, who had all the conventional beauty I longed for.




  I moved the mirror so her image vanished. And then I studied myself, tried to imagine a stranger seeing me. And I was not displeased.




  If I saw her, I thought, I would want to know her better.




  I shrugged, and put the mirror down, as I bent to select the appropriate jewelry. Perhaps that was the best verdict anyone could reasonably hope for: If I saw her, I would want to know her

  better.




  

    Now, as we rode at a stately ceremonial pace through Alexandria, I watched the crowd lining both sides of the wide streets. The procession had begun at the palace, then wound

    its way past Alexander’s tomb, past the long, colonnaded Gymnasion, past the Library, the Temple of Serapis, the artificial hill of the park of Pan, the theater—all the monuments of

    our great city. The vast, excitable crowd today was cheering, climbing on roofs to see us, shinnying up columns, straddling statues. Since we were following in the wake of Dionysus and his

    wineskins, by the time we came upon them, the people were flushed and merry and forgiving. These were the very same people who had rioted when a Roman soldier accidentally killed a sacred

    cat—unstable, violent. Today they were our devoted partisans. Tomorrow?


  




  Far behind us, to signify the end of the procession, walked a man costumed as Hesperus, the evening star.




  At length we reached our destination: the Stadium, transformed into a pavilion where the festivities would take place. The normal open-air field had been roofed over with a lattice of ivy- and

  grape-entwined beams, supported by columns shaped like Dionysus’s sacred wand. The brilliant afternoon sunlight filtered through the green leaves as we entered the cave of the god, to the

  rites of drunkenness and ecstasy.




  Or, rather, my father entered it. As a devotee of the god, he took it upon himself to seek union with Dionysus by way of wine. While the rest of us sampled the new vintage from the vineyards of

  the Canopic branch of the Nile, Egypt’s finest, Father gulped it. Then, as the dancing began—for actors and musicians were sacred to the god, and inspired by him—Father seemed to

  go into a trance. He had put on the sacred ivy wreath, and now pulled out his flute and started playing melodies.




  “Dance! Dance!” he ordered everyone around him. The Egyptians obeyed, but the Romans looked on, appalled.




  “I said dance!” the King demanded. He waved his pipes toward one of the visiting Romans, an army engineer.




  “You! There! Demetrius! Dance!”




  Demetrius looked as though he had been ordered to jump into a malarial swamp. “I do not dance,” he said, and turned his back and walked away.




  “Come back here!” The King attempted to catch the fold of his tunic, but tripped instead, and his ivy wreath slipped over one eye. “Oh!”




  A group of Gabinius’s soldiers was snickering. I felt deep shame for my father. I knew he was merely engaging in the time-honored behavior of the Bacchanalia, but those rites had been

  banned in dignity-conscious Rome. To the Romans, this was just a comic, drunken spectacle.




  “So that’s why he’s nicknamed Auletes—the flute-player,” said a voice nearby. I saw it belonged to Marcus Antonius—or Marc Antony, as he was commonly

  called.




  “Yes, but the people of Alexandria gave him the name in affection,” I said stiffly. “They understand about the rites of Dionysus.”




  “So I see.” He gestured around at the crowd.




  Here was another prissy, judgmental Roman—so proper, while imposing themselves on the rest of the world! I glared at him, until I saw that he himself was drinking from a silver goblet.

  “At least you don’t consider your lips too good to touch Egyptian wine,” I said. As I spoke, he held out his goblet for a costumed server to refill it.




  “Quite passably good,” he said, sipping it. “I’ve a great fondness for wine; I make it my business to test the vintage wherever I go. I’ve had Chian wine, Rhaetic,

  the undrinkable Coan and Rhodian, and the incomparable Pramnian.” He sounded like a father naming his children.




  “Is the Pramnian really all it is said to be?” I asked, as he seemed so happy to be talking about it.




  “Indeed. It is honey-sweet; they don’t squeeze it from the grapes of Lesbos, they let it ooze out of its own accord.”




  He really was quite relaxed and unpretentious; I found myself liking this Roman. He was handsome, too, in a bullish sort of way: thick neck, wide face, and a frame bulging with muscles.




  “Yes, I understand Dionysus,” he said, more to himself than to me. “I also like actors. In Rome I prefer them to the senators!”




  He broke off as the King came reeling through the crowd, chased by women dressed as Maenads, pursuing the god, shouting and laughing.




  “Dancing is considered immoral in Rome,” he said. “That is why Demetrius refused to dance. Please inform the King of that, when he’s—not the god any longer, but

  returns to himself.”




  How diplomatic of him to avoid saying when he’s sober again. I did like this young Roman, who seemed so very un-Roman.




  

    But he did not stay in Alexandria long; within a month he and Gabinius had departed, although the three legions were left behind to keep order. The one Roman who should have

    gone with them stayed—Rabirius, the infamous financier. He was determined to recoup his loan directly from the Egyptians, and forced the King to appoint him finance minister. Then he

    proceeded to extort huge sums from the populace. The Alexandrians, always with a mind of their own and virtually never subservient, drove him away. Father was lucky that they did not sweep him

    off the throne again in the process.


  




  In Rome, both Gabinius and Rabirius had to stand trial before the Senate: Gabinius for disregarding the sacred Sibylline oracle and the decree of the Senate, and Rabirius for serving in an

  administrative post under a foreign king. Gabinius was forced to go into exile, but the crafty Rabirius got off.




  Without his commanding officer, the young Marc Antony transferred his allegiance and services to a new general: Julius Caesar.
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  My life now took another of its abrupt turns; from acting younger than I was, and keeping myself hidden, I must now do the opposite. I must take my place alongside Father at

  all his official appearances—especially as he no longer had a Queen to stand beside him—and look worthy to step into his shoes. My tutors were reassigned to the younger children, and I

  was given real scholars from the Museion, as well as retired ambassadors to teach me the intricacies of diplomacy. In addition, I was expected to be present at all Father’s council

  meetings.




  In some ways I missed my earlier freedom and unimportance; it seems that even unpleasant states have a way of recommending themselves to you after they are over. My days of running about with

  the Society of Imhotep had ended; and even Mardian and Olympos seemed distant, as if they were unsure how to treat me now. Never had I felt more alone—solitary and elevated.




  Yet would I have wished to be other than I was? No.




  

    Learning how to govern, day by day, was a painstaking process. To have command of all the workings of the country, a king had to master a multitude of details. These were

    covered, tediously, in council meetings. While Father sat at the head of them, I took a place to one side and listened. To have the canals dredged . . . to collect the import taxes more

    efficiently . . . to ration grain in a poor harvest year . . . yes, the ruler must know, and have wisdom on, these things. He who did not would be at the mercy of his ministers.


  




  And the choosing of ministers—that was an art in itself. You wanted the most talented, the most dedicated, as nothing less was worthy of the country. Yet the more talented, the more

  dedicated, a man was—the more his loyalty might waver. Seeing all your shortcomings, he might be tempted to turn against you.




  But to have fools for ministers was also a recipe for disaster. There were so many pitfalls a ruler could fall into.




  During the first year after Father’s return, the infamous Rabirius and his debt dominated the council meetings. Father’s total debt to Rome was now sixteen thousand talents; Gabinius

  had demanded ten thousand on top of the six that had already been agreed on. Egypt was reeling under it. Small wonder that certain elements later rebelled.




  But at this time, the problem was being tackled straightforwardly.




  People were in a benign, welcoming mood, glad that their King had returned. But when they were presented with the bill for restoring him, the murmurs would begin. And maybe grow into a

  full-fledged revolt.




  Father tried to get Rabirius to forgive some of the debt. Other advisors suggested that we increase import taxes to cover it. Still others said we should ask for an extension.




  I could not help but think that countries were only groups of people, and that the answer lay in remembering how individuals thought. People are more generous after they have been granted a

  favor; then they are more likely to grant one in return.




  “It seems to me that the people should pay the debt, and it should be paid on time. Otherwise the interest on it will just increase,” I said, speaking up from the side of the

  gathering. “But it might be wise to announce a general amnesty before you announce the debt collection. Forgive bad debts and minor crimes and thereby appear magnanimous.”




  One of the advisors opened his mouth to disagree, but Father looked impressed. “A good idea,” he finally said.




  “It would create widespread goodwill,” I said.




  “Yes, at a loss of our income!” protested one of the financial councillors.




  “It is a small loss, to offset such a large collection. There is little likelihood of our collecting those old debts in any case,” I said. It seemed so obvious.




  “I shall think on it,” said Father. And he ended up following my suggestion. I was most pleased.




  

    Father was safe now; his throne was steady, supported by the might of Rome and the borrowed Gabinius legions. He was almost fifty, and purposed to enjoy his reign in

    peace—or, rather, in ease and comfort. He had his Dionysian revels, of course, his banquets and his poetry readings late at night to occupy him. And once he took us all hunting in the

    western desert, to emulate both the Pharaohs and the earlier Ptolemies.


  




  He had seen so many pictures of Pharaohs killing lions that he was minded to seek one; he had had so many depictions made of himself smiting enemies on the walls of the temples that he had come

  to believe it had truly happened. And so we set out in order for the King to slay a lion—two hundred beaters, slaves, kennelmasters, provisioners (for what was the King to eat while waiting

  to bag his game?). We rode camels—the best beasts for the desert, despite the pictures of kings shooting from chariots. The lions had been driven farther and farther back into the desert

  wilderness, and we must seek them there.




  For a piece we kept along the seashore, but after a bit we turned inland along a ridge where the hunters assured us that lions lurked.




  I was swaying along on top of the camel, enjoying the rocking motion, my head protected against the piercing sun by an elaborate headdress. I did not care whether we found a lion or not, but I

  loved seeing this dangerous and empty land. The terrain stretched out supine in all directions, colored every shade of gold and brown. The wind, still fresh from the sea, came whipping around us,

  sometimes murmuring, sometimes sighing, sometimes whining.




  At night we slept in luxurious tents. The fabric was embroidered with tiny, painstakingly sewn designs, and over our beds were unfurled curtains of lightest silk to keep out any grains of sand

  or insects. Lanterns flickered on little ivory-inlaid folding tables, and our attendants slept on pallets at our feet. The largest royal tent, where the King was, was large enough that he could

  gather all his remaining children around him after the evening meal.




  As the wind whistled around the tent ropes, we would sit with him, lounging on cushions at his feet. Sometimes we would play a board game, such as draughts or senet. Arsinoe would play the

  lyre—she was quite talented at it—and the two boys would sometimes be playing a board game of their own. I can see us in my mind right at this moment; I can even smell the light, dry

  scent of the desert air. Four little Ptolemies, each ambitious, each determined to rule when the benevolent King passed on—the King who would soon begin nodding in his cups.




  I watched Arsinoe carefully. By this time she was thirteen to my sixteen, and every year she grew more beautiful. Her alabaster-pale skin had a pearly glow to it, her features were almost

  perfect, and her eyes were the color of the sea at Alexandria. Her temper was not good, she was demanding and emotional, but beauty has a way of softening all hearts.




  My oldest brother Ptolemy, almost eight now and presumably my future husband—what of him? I wished I could like him, I thought, as I watched his dark head bent over his game of dice, but

  he was a nasty little character, devious and selfish—the sort who moved the mark in games and lied about it when confronted. He was probably using crooked dice even now. He was a coward as

  well. I had watched him running from the most harmless dogs, and even from cats.




  Little Ptolemy should have been born first, so I would have been matched with him instead. The child seemed to have a double portion of the things his brother was lacking: he was forthright,

  cheerful, and high-spirited. As a couple, I realized, he and Arsinoe would be more appealing than the elder Ptolemy and I.




  Isn’t that appalling? To be lying at our father’s feet, a supposedly happy family relaxing, and to be thinking those thoughts? But that is what it is to be a Ptolemy: all our family

  affections are subordinated to our own ambitions, which are never at rest. The only thing that distinguishes any of us is whether we will draw the line at nothing to achieve our goals, or whether

  some acts remain forbidden.




  On this particular night, Arsinoe was lounging back against the cushions, plucking at her lyre and murmuring some words. Her voice was not particularly pleasing, I was glad to note. The lanterns

  were winking, and Father was lifting another cup of wine to his lips, a dreamy expression on his face.




  “Give me some,” I suddenly said. “Anything that brings such an otherworldly contentment to your face must have been sent from the gods.”




  When the servant poured me some and I tasted it, it was truly sublime—heavy, sweet, and golden.




  “From Cyprus,” said the King. “They have long been famous for their wines, which keep a long time and don’t turn bitter.” A dark look came over his face.

  “Cyprus. Our lost Cyprus!” He reached for his pipes. He was about to start playing, and then weep.




  “Tell me more about Cyprus!” I said. I didn’t want to sit through one of his musical performances, followed by a bout of self-pity. I think that was what I liked least about

  him—the maudlin indulgences, not the wine itself. “What happened with you and Cato there?” On his way to Rome, Father had stopped at Cyprus, where Cato sat, inventorying the last

  Ptolemy’s possessions.




  “Cato! What do they call him in Rome? ‘The austere, hard-drinking Cato.’ How can they go together?” He laughed, a tinkling, drunken laugh. “The Romans took Cyprus

  from my brother! Just annexed it, and my poor brother had to drink poison.” Tears welled up in his eyes.




  “But Cato? What did he have to do with it?”




  “They sent Cato out to help himself to the treasury there, and to complete the annexation, make it part of the province of Cilicia.” He sniffed. “When I arrived,

  Cato—Cato—! He received me while—while—sitting on a privy!”




  I gasped. I knew Father had been insulted, but not to this extent. So we had truly fallen this low? A Roman official received a Ptolemaic king while seated on a privy? I burned with shame, and

  anger. Did everyone know about this? Had Gabinius and Antony?




  “It smelled bad,” added the King. “Very bad. So I suppose what he said was true—his bowels were upset, and he dared not move.”




  “Curse his bowels!” said Arsinoe suddenly. She had not even seemed to be listening.




  “I think, from what Father says, they were cursed,” I said. “I hope they continue to be so.”




  “He has enemies,” said Father. “He is very conservative; he tries to make a case for himself as a noble of the old Roman type, but his day, and the day of others like him, is

  passing. Caesar will sweep him from the board, as I sweep these draughts.” He gave an unsteady swat that knocked a few pieces to the ground.




  “The same Julius Caesar who took over Rabirius’s debt?” I asked. “When will he come to Egypt to collect it?”




  “Never,” said Father, “if we are lucky. He is busy conquering Gaul; they say he’s the greatest general since Alexander. Of course our patron, Pompey, doesn’t think

  so. Their rivalry grows every day. No, child, only if Pompey is put down by Caesar will Caesar ever come here. And if Pompey is vanquished, the fortunes of Egypt will vanish with him. So pray

  Caesar never comes here!” He hiccuped gently.




  “Caesar must be surrounded by enemies,” said Arsinoe. “Cato on the one hand, Pompey on the other.”




  “He is,” said Father. “But he seems to be made of iron; nothing bothers him. He trusts completely to his luck, to his destiny. At the same time, he seems to tempt it.” He

  began laughing—cackling, almost. “He has made Cato’s sister his mistress!”




  We all screamed with laughter.




  “Love as a weapon,” said Arsinoe. I knew what she was thinking: With my looks, it is a weapon open to me.




  “That is one we Ptolemies have never employed,” Father said. “Strange, when we’ve exploited all the others.”




  “Perhaps none of us were very lovable,” I suggested.




  “Nonsense!” said Father.




  

    Time passed; Father stayed on his throne; the Romans continued their bickering amongst themselves, which diverted their attention. There were many ceremonial occasions to keep

    us busy, in addition to the real, behind-the-scenes work.


  




  The Alexandrians wished to dedicate a newly laid-out precinct to us—a park that included plantings, statuary, and pools on the outskirts of the city. We attended in full royal regalia,

  presented by Father for the occasion, human statues in the midst of the stone ones. I was seventeen then, becoming used to such ceremonies.




  But on this day two things were different. The inscription—dictated by Father—carved on the stone called us all “Our Lords and Greatest Gods.” So we were all gods now,

  not just the ruler? He stood proudly as the stone was exhibited and the startling words recited.




  “O living gods, and goddesses, we throw ourselves at your blessed feet—” the magistrate was saying. One by one citizens came and bent their heads before us, then knelt. I

  looked down and saw people shaking, as if they were afraid of inhaling some deadly, divine mist. Who could know how much playacting went into it, or how much they were overtaken by the moment?




  And then Father spoke, saying, “Today my children, the gods, assume a new title: Philadelphoi, Brother-and-Sister-Loving. May they be locked together in the love that binds those who share

  the same blood.”




  Standing shoulder to shoulder with my siblings, I knew it could never be. But it was touching that Father wished it so.




  

    Afterward we gathered in Father’s private dining chamber to seal the ceremony with a meal. Arsinoe was the first to fling off her gold robe: Pronouncing it too heavy to

    drag around, she let it fall in a crumpled heap.


  




  “Should not the weight of gold sit lightly on a goddess’s shoulders?” I teased her. Underneath it she was wearing a thin blue gown that duplicated the blue of her eyes.




  She merely shrugged. Either she felt no different, or she had always assumed godhood for herself.




  Father took his place at the head of our family. He looked tired, as if he should be the one to find the heavy robes oppressive. It was only then that I saw the weariness in him; suddenly he

  seemed much older.




  He took up an agate cup and stared at it moodily as he motioned for wine. “This cup came from our ancestral homeland,” he said. “Macedonia. I wish you to remember that we

  started out drinking from stone cups, even though we have ended surrounded by gold.” He took a sip. Then another.




  “Did the ceremony please you?” he asked.




  We all nodded dutifully.




  “Surprise you?”




  “Yes. Why did you bestow the two new titles?” I finally asked, since no one else seemed willing to talk.




  “Because I wish you all to be treated as sacrosanct, by each other as well as by outsiders, after I am gone—”




  Was he just being foresighted and tidy, or was he aware of a reason to hurry?




  “Gone where?” asked the smallest Ptolemy, perched on his stool—it was padded and studded with gems, but it was a stool nonetheless—and leaning on his elbows.




  “After he’s dead,” said his brother, coldly, the nine-year-old realist.




  Arsinoe kept chewing languidly on an onion stalk, such was the warmth of our little family. “Oh,” she finally said.




  “It is kind of you to think so far ahead,” I said. “But surely that is not of immediate concern.” I meant it as a question. But he chose not to answer it.




  “A good ruler must take precautions. Now, I wish to inform you about my will. I have dispatched a copy to Rome, since they have such an . . . interest in our affairs, proclaiming

  themselves guardians of our welfare. It might give offense if I did not. And there is already a precedent for it.” He took several sips of the wine, each one closer to a gulp.




  “One copy remains here,” he continued. “That, too, is a precaution. Wills can be altered, lost . . . and to offset that, you must hear my provisions from my own

  mouth.”




  I noticed that Arsinoe had stopped chewing and was sitting up straighter.




  “Surely it will come as no surprise to you that Cleopatra will succeed me,” he said. He turned toward me with a smile. “She is the oldest, and has been trained for the

  station.” But his eyes said more; they said, And she is the child of my heart, the one I choose above all others.




  I did not look at Arsinoe, but I knew that she was sullen.




  “With her as co-regent will be her first brother, Ptolemy. In due time they must marry, as is the custom.”




  Both boys giggled, as if they found it all silly and odious. Well, it was odious, but too serious to be silly.




  “Father,” I said, “perhaps that custom should be allowed to lapse.”




  He shook his head, sadly. “Ending it would bring more trouble than observing it. Every fortune hunter of a prince would converge on our shores. It would be like one of the old myths, where

  suitors hung about, being tested by the father or the gods, having to perform impossible feats—I have other things to do than to preside over contests for your hand.”




  “I always wondered why the suitors came and risked themselves in the stories,” said Arsinoe. “The rejected ones always got killed.”




  Father laughed. “Princesses exert a deadly lure.”




  

    After the meal was over, Father asked me to remain with him. The others did not linger; the scowling Arsinoe picked up her robe and dragged it scornfully behind her as she

    left, as if to show that she disdained Father’s gifts, since he did not offer her the highest one.


  




  “Now, my child,” he said, as he took his seat on a cushioned bench beside me, with a fine view of the harbor, “there is something else.”




  I had sensed that there must be. “Yes?”




  “I think it would be wise to associate you in ruling with me now,” he said.




  “In ceremonies? But we already—”




  “No, to elevate you formally to co-regency. To proclaim you Queen.”




  Queen . . . now? It seemed too wonderful—to taste the joys without having to swallow the sorrow of Father’s loss at the same time. “I am touched by the honor you offer

  me,” I finally said.




  “There will be another ceremony soon, then,” he said. He gave a cough, then another, and I knew then that these arrangements were not premature.




  “Father, please don’t make me marry my brother!” I must say it now. “He’s a whining little tattletale! And he will grow up to be something worse!”




  But the King was not to be dissuaded, even by me. He shook his head. “You are fortunate I don’t just skip over you and name him as heir. It is unprecedented for the Queen to be first

  ruler.”




  “You wouldn’t dare.” But I said it affectionately, not angrily. I leaned my head on his shoulder, thinking how seldom I touched, or was touched, by anyone. Even normal human

  contact was shunned in our family.




  He sighed, then permitted himself to pat my head. “No, probably not. You are too strong-willed to be pushed aside. That’s good.”




  “I don’t like your minister Pothinus,” I felt obligated to tell him. “Perhaps you should replace him.”




  “Ah,” he said. “One strong-willed person to keep another in check.” He could be as stubborn as I—which is probably where I got it.




  “I don’t like him,” I repeated. “He’s untrustworthy.” The worst trait I could think of.




  “I plan to make him head of the Regency Council.”




  “I don’t need a Regency Council. I am already a grown woman.”




  “You are seventeen, and your future co-ruler, dear little Ptolemy, is only nine. Should I die tonight, he would need a Regency Council.”




  “Must you make it as disagreeable as he is?”




  Father sighed. “You weary me! Be happy! Stop arguing! Learn to like Pothinus!” He paused. “I plan to live so long Ptolemy won’t need a Regency Council, but a nurse for

  his old age!” He coughed again, and I took his hand.




  

    The first time I stood beside Father in robes of state, and heard the fateful words Queen Cleopatra, Lady of the Two Lands, I felt not as if a weight were laid on me

    but a hitherto unknown strength and readiness miraculously conferred. Whatever the task would be, this mysterious power would graciously be granted me to meet it. Nothing I had read or heard had

    hinted at this transformation, so it came as an unexpected gift.


  




  In the old tales, to question a gift too closely meant the gods could revoke it; it bespoke ingratitude and disbelief. And so I accepted it with all my heart, trustingly.




  In the thirtieth year of Ptolemy Auletes which is the first year of Cleopatra . . . So it began, as the gods would have it.
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  In the late winter of the next year, when the gales had quit lashing the sea and the waves did not dash quite so high against the base of the Lighthouse, I was spending a great

  deal of time reading poetry—both the old Egyptian poetry and Greek. I had interested myself in learning the Egyptian language, and I told myself that was why I was reading the poetry, but

  that was not strictly true. I was reading it because it concerned love, and I was nearly eighteen years old.





  

    The kisses of my beloved are on the other bank of the river; a branch of the stream floweth between us, a crocodile lurketh on the sandbank. But I step down into the water

    and plunge into the flood. My courage is great in the waters, the waves are as solid ground under my feet. Love of her lendeth me strength. Ah! She hath given me a spell for the waters.


  








  I would read the poetry late at night, when my attendants had left me and only the oil lamp kept me company. Then the poetry felt different from the way it did when I went over it with my tutor.

  In lessons I paid great attention to my translation, and to verb forms. Now, by myself, I could exchange all that and feel the faint, humming thrill of the words themselves.




  “Oh! Were I but her slave, following her footsteps. Ah! Then should I joy in seeing the forms of all her limbs.”




  I ran my hand along my leg, wondering how it would appear to someone else. To a young man. I stroked it with sweet-scented oil, feeling the long muscles under the skin.




  “Love to thee fills my utmost being, as wine pervades water, as fragrance pervades resin, as sap mingles itself with liquid. And thou, thou hastenest to see thy beloved as a steed rusheth

  to the field of battle.”




  I shivered. Such feelings seemed close to divinity, to madness.




  I put away the scroll. There were more poems there, but I would save them for another night.




  I was restless. The poems had made me so; I should be ready to lie down, and instead I paced the chamber. The sea outside was loud tonight, and I could hear the long, mournful sounds of the

  waves dashing against the rocks, then sliding away. Again. And again.




  And then, far away, a sound of music, of pipes and voices. It seemed to be coming from the east, but that way lay only the sea. It grew a little louder, and now there was no mistaking it for

  anything besides human instruments and exquisite voices. Was it in the palace? Now it sounded as if it were coming from under the ground, directly beneath the building. It swelled louder, then

  passed by, wafted away, faded. I lay down, hearing its last faint strains. I slept.




  The next morning, early, they awakened me. The King was dead. He had died during the night. And I knew then what music I had heard. It was the god Dionysus, playing his pipes, come to the palace

  to take his devotee to himself.




  

    I arose. Father dead! Only yesterday I had seen him, and he had seemed in fine spirits, although his health was obviously delicate. But he had not been ill. Father dead! And I

    had left him without a word of good-bye. We had bade only an ordinary good night. We were cheated; we always bid farewell after the simplest supper, and is it right to send those we love off on

    the greatest journey of all without a special word?


  




  I asked to see him. He was lying on his bed, eyes closed, looking asleep. His parting had not been violent; he had gone gladly with Dionysus.




  “He must be prepared for the Monument,” I said. There he would sleep surrounded by the kings of his line, near where Alexander lay. O to have to make these heavy plans!




  “The orders are already given,” said a distinctive voice behind me. Pothinus.




  “I am the one who should issue the orders,” I said. “I am Queen.”




  “Co-ruler, along with my charge, the most divine Ptolemy the Thirteenth.” He enunciated each word deliberately. “Queens do not attend to ordinary details.”




  “Queens that do not attend to ordinary details soon find themselves ignorant of the larger ones.” I glared at him. So here we were, so soon, crossing swords. “You may attend to

  the details of the announcement of the King’s death and my coronation.”




  “Your and Ptolemy the Thirteenth’s coronation.”




  This was going to be wearisome. “Yes.” I let him win that point. “Please let it be as soon as possible. We will have to address the people from the steps of the Temple of

  Serapis, and then be crowned according to Ptolemaic rites. Then I would like to be crowned at Memphis as well, according to the ancient custom of the Pharaohs. See to it.” Let that keep him

  busy.




  As he walked away, his tall frame swaying, I turned back to where my father lay. He seemed smaller, changed. My heart swelled with grief for him, and for all the hardships he had had to endure

  to retain his throne.




  It will not have been in vain, Father, I promised him. Your sacrifices will bear fruit. We will not end up as a Roman province!




  

    Thirty days later, on a brisk and windy day, Ptolemy and I rode together in the gilded ceremonial chariot at the head of the coronation procession that wound its way through

    the streets of Alexandria, past thousands of curious citizens. I had just had my eighteenth birthday, and he was ten. He had not grown much yet; he came up only to my chin—and I am not a

    tall woman. But he stood on tiptoe and waved at the cheering crowds, holding up his spindly arm and nodding his head.


  




  I looked behind us at the chariot carrying Arsinoe and little Ptolemy, followed by the retinue of the Regency Council: Pothinus, of course, and Theodotos the tutor and Achillas, general of the

  Egyptian troops. Pothinus, with his unusually long legs (which eunuchs often have), towered over the other two. They looked almost gleeful; clearly they saw their future as bright. Behind them rode

  the ministers of state and, marching in their wake, the Macedonian Household Guards. The turning of the chariot wheels made winks of gold all along the way.




  We wound our way out of the royal palace grounds and skirted the harbor, then turned at the Temple of Neptune and traveled through the Forum. Turning west, we passed by the Soma. Alexander,

  are you proud of me? I wanted to call to his tomb as we passed. I could almost believe I heard his reply in my mind: Not yet, for nothing yet has come to pass.




  Across from the Soma, thousands more spectators were standing in the shade of the porticoes around the Gymnasion and the law courts. Then, a little farther down, more people were thronging over

  the steps of the Museion, particularly the scholars and their students. I recognized the various schools of philosophy by the styles of beard on the faces of their adherents.




  The hill crowned by the great Temple of Serapis began to rear up ahead of us. This hill, the only natural one in all Alexandria, made a fitting site for our city god. His temple was known

  throughout the civilized world as something to take one’s breath away—huge, imposing, framed against the sky, with fast-moving clouds always in the background. Inside the marble

  building was the statue of the god himself, gilded ivory and, if not as large as the Zeus of Olympia, still a marvel of beauty and construction.




  The temple grounds sloped upward, and as we entered the sacred precinct, the crowds had to remain outside. But we were in view of all as we left the chariot and mounted the temple steps slowly,

  approaching the priests who stood, robed in scarlet.




  They draped purple mantles over our shoulders, then led us inside, to the cool, dark, echoing hall of marble. As we walked slowly to the statue of Serapis, the holy flame lit before him flared

  up.




  “A good omen,” said one of the priests. “The god welcomes you.”




  They brought a silver vessel with two carrying handles, and poured some of the water into a gold basin. We were to dip our fingers in the sacred water, and then touch our tongues with a drop of

  it.




  “The god has chosen you to rule,” the priests said.




  They went to a shrine behind the statue and brought out a little coffer, bound round with iron bands and sealed with a jeweled lock. One of them had the key on a band around his neck; he removed

  it, fitted it in the lock, and opened the coffer. With trembling hands he removed two plain strips of material: the Macedonian diadem. One priest handed mine to me. “You must fasten it

  yourself,” he said.




  I held it, looking down at it in the dim light. It was just a strip of linen, a piece of cloth! Yet the power it conveyed! This was what Alexander had worn, not a crown like other rulers, but

  this.




  I took the cloth, positioned it across my forehead, then tied the ends in a knot at the back of my neck.




  “It is done, Your Majesty,” the priest said.




  The cloth lay wide and heavy across my forehead, like no other cloth I had ever felt.




  The ceremony was repeated for Ptolemy.




  “Now turn to Serapis and say, ‘We accept the state to which you have called us; we pray to be worthy of your favor.’”




  Did the god acknowledge us? O Isis, only you know that. Do the gods listen to every word? Or are they careless sometimes, bored, preoccupied?




  We were back out on the loggia of the temple, the bright day hurting our eyes, blinding us to the screaming crowds below. The wind lifted our garments a little, as if giving us a blessing as it

  passed.




  I was Queen. I wore the sacred diadem, and the day, the people, the city, and Egypt itself were mine—to cherish and to protect.




  “O my people!” I cried. “Let us rejoice together! And let me always be worthy of your love, and be granted the wisdom to preserve Egypt for you!”




  

    Our crowning at Memphis was another thing altogether. For the second time in my life I was taken in a boat down the Nile—how different now! The barge was a royal one,

    with a gilded lotus flower at its bow, and banks of oars—not a little cabin-boat. The riverbanks were lined with the curious; everyone had left the fields. Only the donkeys remained, tied

    to their wheels. These people were all smiling, and there was no edge to their voices, only the lilt of delight. Ptolemy and I stood on the deck and waved at them, seeing them slide by behind the

    reeds and bulrushes.


  




  We passed the pyramids, and I felt as though I were taking possession of them. All Egypt was mine, all the monuments and the sands and the Nile itself. I could barely speak for emotion.




  Memphis was not far from the pyramids, and the landing stage was decorated for our arrival, hung with banners and garlands of lotus. Date palms lined the road, their dusty branches meeting

  overhead to make a canopy for us; people climbed them and shook the branches, making a rustle of welcome. Through their branches I could glimpse the limestone walls surrounding the inner palace and

  temples that had given Memphis its early title, “City of the White Wall.”




  Here the Pharaohs had had their coronations, and here Alexander had come to be crowned ruler of Egypt. His successors have done likewise, paying obeisance to the old forms, the old gods.




  Before Alexandria, Memphis had been the largest and most important city of Egypt. Here the Pharaoh dwelt, and here was the place where the mysteries of Osiris were enacted, the holy of holies

  for the Egyptian. Today we were to be initiated into those mysteries by the high priest of Ptah, who was clad in a long linen gown with a panther’s skin across his shoulders. The ceremony was

  in Egyptian, and I was proud that I could understand all of it—the only one of my family ever to have done so.




  In the dim light of the inner temple, we received the symbols of a Pharaoh: the golden crook, the flail, the scepter, robes of linen from Lower Egypt, and ceremonial leather garments. Upon our

  heads were placed the uraeus of pure gold, Egypt’s guardian serpent.




  I grasped the handles of the crook and flail, circling them firmly with my fingers, feeling them almost welded to my hands. I vowed never to release or relinquish them until death made me relax

  my grip. Until then, they were mine—and I was theirs.




  Afterward we had to perform the special rites of a Pharaoh. Dressed in ceremonial robes, we had to yoke the sacred Apis bull and lead him through the streets. This was to show our people that we

  were physically strong, and could be warriors; at the same time we had to chant a refrain promising never to be cruel to anyone beneath our sway, as the bull was beneath his yoke.




  At your temple, O Isis, we took more vows. Do you remember that day? The day I bound myself to you by solemn oaths? We promised the priest that we would not interfere with the calendar, neither

  adding nor subtracting days, nor changing feast days, but allow the three hundred sixty-five days to complete their round as instituted. We also swore that we would protect the land and the water

  given to our charge.




  Then the Memphis diadems were brought out, and we were crowned Pharaohs of Upper and Lower Egypt. They no longer used the heavy, hatlike double crown of the old kingdom, but had adopted the

  diadem. The cloth had been woven of flax grown in a field sacred to Ptah.




  This was my true wedding day, my wedding to that which, if it lay within my power, would live forever: Egypt. I have saved my diadems from those ceremonies, and the gowns. My four marriages to

  earthly men have not survived, because nothing that is human can last. But Egypt . . .




  

    The ceremonies over, all the rites observed, I set about taking power. The Regency Council tried to obstruct me, in the name of their protégé, Ptolemy XIII. They

    insisted I marry him forthwith. I demurred. Too many ceremonies, I said, are confusing. People enjoy ceremonies, but they should be doled out like candies, lest the appetite become cloyed. For

    now, the lavish public funeral of the King, followed by the coronation procession and citywide banquets, was enough.


  




  We were all in the throne room of the alabaster palace, the one where I had attended on my sisters not so long before; the one with the tortoiseshell doors and gem-encrusted chairs. I was not

  sitting, but pacing back and forth in front of these men. They were all much bigger than I, and I needed to remember that.




  Pothinus was taller than the others; his legs were spindly, but his chest was covered in rolls of fat where muscles should be. With his long nose and sharp, close-set eyes, he reminded me of a

  sacred ibis, except that he was not in the least sacred.




  “Your Majesty,” he intoned, with his child’s voice, which he had trained to be soothing, “if you believe that, you do not understand people. There is no such thing as a

  surfeit of festivities.”




  “And the people are anxious to see you married,” added Theodotos, once my tutor, then passed down to Ptolemy, a giggly little man with a large bald spot that he attempted to disguise

  by growing long curls he could fluff up over it. He had also taken to wearing a fillet, like a Gymnasion director.




  “I cannot imagine why,” I said. “It is not as if anything would change. Ptolemy is not a foreign prince, bringing an alliance with him. And we could hardly have an heir

  yet.”




  “It was your father’s express command!” barked Achillas. He was the Egyptian commander of the army, and came from Upper Egypt, where the soldiers are the best fighters.

  Dark-skinned and lean, he looked like a tomb painting come to life. I always imagined him wearing the pleated kilt shown in the old paintings; but of course he wore the latest military attire, with

  bronze breastplate and shin protectors. He had taken a Greek name, like many Egyptians who wish to ingratiate themselves with the powers that be. His real name was probably “Beloved of

  Amun” or some such.




  “And I shall honor it,” I assured him. “I esteem my father. Have I not added the name Cleopatra Philopator, ‘She Who Loves Her Father,’ to my other titles?” I

  looked up at my three enemies, for such they were.




  “Obedience is the best way to honor a parent,” said Pothinus.




  “And the best way to honor your Queen,” I reminded them. “You are my subjects as well as Ptolemy’s advisors.”




  I myself had no advisors, no older, wiser councillor I could consult. I was surrounded on all sides by enemies; my friends were all younger or less powerful than I. The trio in front of me

  seemed to grow larger, their penetrating eyes more feral.




  They glared at me. “We of course will obey and honor you,” said Achillas, with his flat Egyptian accent. “But you must not neglect your duty to your brother and

  co-ruler.”




  “I shall not,” I assured him.




  Ptolemy XIII was guaranteed a place at court and in history. But what of the others? What were Arsinoe and little Ptolemy to do while we ruled? Just wait in the palace—wait their turn?

  Circle like vultures? I shivered.




  “I have no wish for a civil war!” I blurted out. Best to let them know I knew where they were leaning. “But I will rule in my own court, and in my own land!”




  If only they were not so much bigger than I! Those who denigrate physical strength and power have never had to tilt their heads back to look an enemy in the eyes, or had to drag a

  stepstool over to peek out a high window.




  “The Romans are, as usual, setting us a bad example,” said Achillas with disdain, settling on the first part of my words and ignoring the second. “They are about to embark on

  another round of civil war, this time between Julius Caesar and Magnus Pompey. If we are very lucky, they will destroy themselves in the process.” He sniffed like a greyhound scenting the

  wind.




  “If Pompey sends an appeal to us, we will have to respond,” I said. He had been my father’s ally and now, if the tables were turned, might require our help. Caesar was

  responsible for collecting the money Egypt owed to Rome. I hoped he would be defeated. But Egypt would be the poorer even so, because we would have had to help equip Pompey to conquer Caesar. And

  someone else would just take over Caesar’s debt. . . .




  “Why? Egypt is a long way from Rome. We can ignore the appeal,” said Pothinus.




  Was this the man who thought himself a wise, sophisticated advisor? I had all I could do not to snort in derision. “Like a child pretending he does not hear his mother calling him

  to bed? No, Pothinus, that is the way of a coward. And Rome, the city, may be far from Alexandria—some twelve hundred miles—but the might of Rome, and Roman armies, is as near as

  Jerusalem, only three hundred miles away. Remember how quickly Gabinius and his troops arrived? No, we cannot pretend we do not hear when Rome calls. But we can frame our answer to our best

  advantage.”




  “And what might that be?” asked Theodotos. I had almost forgotten he was there, as the presence of the other two overshadowed him.




  “That we will comply—later.”




  “Exactly the answer you have returned to us about the marriage!” snapped Pothinus. “It fools no one!”




  “It is not meant to fool anyone,” I said, as grandly as possible. “There are true delays and diplomatic delays and obstructionist delays; there are as many types of delays as

  there are situations. Surely you don’t mean to imply that your request that I marry my brother forthwith is the same as a command from the Romans?”




  “It is not a command—” began Achillas.




  “This is a quibbling about words.” I cut him off. “You have made a request. I have refused it at present. That is enough. You may leave me now.”




  Their faces dark with anger, they bent low and backed out of the chamber.




  They had forced me to be curt with them. I sensed that the time of niceties was already past.




  I also sensed that I must set about finding myself devoted supporters.




  

    There were many small details to attend to, the sort of details that one can easily mistake for true action and important decisions. (Yet a leader must never lose grasp of

    them. So many things a leader must do, and be. No wonder most fail.) The King’s quarters, the most beautiful in the whole palace grounds, stood empty. I had shied away from occupying them,

    but now I realized that was foolish. Why not honor my father by living there? Who else was entitled to do so? In the alabaster palace, on the entire upper floor, the King’s apartments

    stretched from the north-west tip of the Lochias promontory, looking across the turquoise waters of the harbor to the Lighthouse, to the south-east, looking out over the open ocean. Breezes blew

    constantly from one open window across to another, keeping the onyx floors deliciously cool, like the flavored ices we ate in summer. Light played about all day, crossing the floor as the sun

    made his way from one window to the next, turning the entire apartments into one big sundial. At night the moon did the same. The sound of the sea was so satisfying that one hated to call

    musicians to compete with its distinctive voice. The royal apartments seemed a magic dwelling place in the air.


  




  As I walked through them, considering what to order or change for myself, I was struck by my father’s mania for collecting. He had beds made of ebony from Africa and inlaid with ivory from

  Punt; handworked metal tables from Damascus; embroidered cushions from Syria; woven carpets from India, and silk hangings from the far east. There were painted Greek vases and candelabra of Nubian

  silver and water clocks from Rome. From Egypt herself he had carvings of the gods, done in basalt and porphyry, and fine vessels of multicolored glass, a specialty of Alexandria. Entering his

  quarters was like entering a bazaar of the world, one where no ordinary merchants traded, but only artists. The transparent white silk window hangings billowed and flapped in the soft breeze, as if

  trying to shed different lights on the wares for me to appreciate them fully.




  His wardrobe room was as large as a normal palace audience chamber, and crammed full of robes and mantles, sandals and cloaks. I smiled, remembering how he had loved to dress for ceremonial

  occasions. His wardrobe, however, unlike his water clocks, could not be transferred to me. As I was staring at it, I became aware that someone else was in the room behind me. I whirled around and

  recognized a familiar face: one of the servants of the inner chamber, a woman.




  “I did not see you,” I said. “What is your name?”




  “Charmian, Your Majesty,” she said. She had a very deep, husky voice. “Forgive me. I did not mean to startle you.”




  “You were keeper of the King’s wardrobe?”




  “Yes. An enjoyable task.” She smiled. She had a very winning smile. I also noticed that she had a distinct Macedonian accent.




  “Are you Macedonian?” I asked. She had the coloring for it: tawny hair and smoky grey eyes.




  “I am. I was brought here to serve His Majesty after his stay in Athens.” There was a discreet pause. We both knew why the King had been in Athens; he was on his way to Rome after

  being deposed. “It was said that our families are distantly related.”




  I liked this Charmian, or else I was merely fascinated by her voice and bearing. It would take a little while for me to figure out which. “Would you like to return to Athens, or would you

  prefer to stay here and serve me as wardrobe mistress?”




  I was in sore need of one. My childhood nurse had no knowledge of clothing, beyond knowing that milk removed scorches, and that salt should be sprinkled on red wine stains as soon as

  possible.




  She gave a wide smile. “If you would deem me worthy, I would be happy beyond measure to stay with you.”




  “Worthy? Anyone who could select and oversee all this”—I gestured to the glittering piles of brocade and silks—“certainly can oversee whatever I will have.

  But what shall be done with it all?”




  “I would advise putting all this away until the day when you have a son who will wear them.”




  “That will be such a long time that they will be quite out of style.”




  “Things of this quality will not go out of style quickly.” That deep, intimate voice . . . it wrapped itself around her words, cradling them.




  

    So now I had the beginning of my staff. I would appoint Mardian to my household as chief scribe and administrator. I had seen little of him in the past year, but whenever we

    met, our friendship was still strong. And Olympos, who was now studying medicine at the Museion, would serve as my physician. I knew I could trust him not to poison me! But I needed a soldier, a

    strong, trained military man, to counterbalance Achillas, and I knew no one like that. I had at my disposal the Macedonian Household Troops who guarded the palace grounds, but the three Roman

    legions—composed mainly of huge barbarians from Gaul and Germany—had a Roman commander, and the Egyptian army was under Achillas’s control. Even if the Macedonians proved to be

    completely on my side, they were outnumbered by the legions and the native Egyptians. I would have to see what fate provided for me.
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  Long ago, Egypt had been protected by its deserts on the east and west. We had lain in our Nile valley out of reach of the rest of the world. But Bedouins on camels had

  breached our western frontiers, and armies could march over land, through Syria, to our eastern borders now. We were part of the larger world, and what happened elsewhere affected us directly. Thus

  the first crisis of my reign came not from something in Egypt, but from the happenings in other countries.




  To be brief: the Parthians (O Isis! How I was to learn to hate that word! The Parthians have been the scourge of all my hopes!) had troubled the Roman province of Syria, and the new Roman

  governor there, Calpurnius Bibulus, wanted the Roman legions back to aid in his revenge attack on the Parthians. He sent his two sons to command the troops and lead them out of Egypt. The soldiers,

  who had settled down, did not want to leave, and so they set upon the governor’s sons and, far from obeying them, killed them.




  Like foolish rebels everywhere, who do not think beyond the deed of rebellion itself, the troops were jubilant. The city of Alexandria rejoiced along with them, for any defiance of Rome sent

  them into fits of excitement. And Pothinus and his henchmen were pleased beyond measure. A blow had been struck against Rome! Never mind that this was the simple murder of helpless envoys.




  I called a meeting in the royal council chambers. I was seated in the Queen’s chair of honor when the Regency Council filed in, pushing Ptolemy like a hostage.




  “My brother may take his seat here, beside me,” I said, indicating the other royal chair. Let him separate himself from them, for once! “The rest of you, sit here.” There

  was a bench, albeit a richly gilded one, for all of them, including Mardian.




  “You know what I have called this council for,” I said. Outside, the day was glorious, brilliant and sparkling. The fleet was bobbing up and down in the harbor. “The Roman

  governor of Syria has had his sons murdered by the very troops they were sent to command.”




  ‘We didn’t do it!” crowed Ptolemy. “It was done by Roman troops! It’s not our fault!”




  Pothinus gave a smug nod.




  “Is this how you advise your Prince?” I asked. “His youth excuses him, but if you truly believe that, you are a child yourself and have no business serving on any council, even

  one to ration donkey dung!” I watched the smile drain from his face. Good.




  “The troops do not want to leave Egypt,” said Pothinus. “They have settled here, married, have children.”




  “In other words, they are no longer soldiers but civilians?” I asked. “Then we shall not miss them if they go, for they can no longer serve their purpose. We hardly want more

  civilians. We have a million in the city.” I looked at all of them. Now was the time to make things clear. “The murderers must be apprehended and turned over to Bibulus.”




  “No!” cried Theodotos. “That is acknowledging him our master! We are a sovereign state!”




  “Sovereign states, real ones, not pretend ones, observe civilized laws. It is not a sign of weakness, but of strength, to be able to control our own people and, when mistakes are

  made, to offer to set them right.”




  “The truth,” sneered Pothinus, “is that you are afraid of the Romans! So you cower before them and degrade yourself.”




  How dare he speak thus? Degrade myself! “It is you who degrades Egypt by advocating lawless and insulting behavior,” I finally said. “I see you have scant love of your

  country.”




  “I love Egypt more than you can ever understand!” he insisted.




  “Then do as you are ordered,” I said. “Discover the murderers. Bring them to me. If you have no appetite for sending them to Bibulus, let me do it.” I looked over at my

  brother. “Have you anything to say?”




  He shook his head.




  “Good. Then carry out my instructions, Pothinus.”




  The tall eunuch sat as stiff as a stone statue in a temple.




  

    After the council had departed, I found myself limp. I knew I was doing the honorable thing, but was it politically wise? I would alienate the Alexandrians. Yet to insult the

    Romans was to court worse danger; they never forgot a slight or a defeat. I had been caught, like a creature exposed on an open field, with no cover.


  




  The murderers—three very ordinary-looking men—were rounded up and sent to Bibulus to answer to him. The Roman magistrate surprised us by acting in strictest

  legality. Although his sons had been killed, he said, Roman law forbade his dealing with the murderers; it was rightly a matter for the Senate to judge. He himself would not take direct vengeance

  on them.




  O Roman law! If ever I saw the murderers of my children, I would forget all about the law, except the eternal one of vengeance for a dead child—the prerogative of a mother. Laws can go

  only so far, and at the crucial moment they fail us. They are a poor substitute for justice. The Greek gods know more about that than the Roman law.




  

    The Bibulus affair turned the people against me so certainly that I could almost believe Pothinus had engineered it. (I know this was not true, but, Isis, why did the gods

    favor him?) There was murmuring about “the lover of the Romans,” “the Roman slave,” and how I was truly my father’s daughter. They had ousted him from the throne for

    groveling before Rome, and I was the same. Away with her!


  




  It did not help that, shortly after this, the son of Pompey came to Egypt to request troops and provisions for the coming clash with Caesar. We had to yield them, and so the troops ended up

  serving Rome after all. Sixty ships were dispatched, along with hundreds of soldiers. Pompey and his followers had been ejected from Italy by this Caesar, who had defied the Roman Senate and acted

  as if he commanded his own destiny. It was said he was lucky above all men; it was also said that his main weapon was speed, for he could appear at a site before his enemies realized he had even

  started out. They said he covered a hundred miles a day, making lightninglike strikes.




  I must here refute a piece of Roman propaganda, heaped on me with all the rest of Octavian’s later abuse: that the younger Pompey and I became lovers on his visit to Alexandria. I met him,

  I entertained him at banquets, and showed him the city with pride, but he never even touched my hand. To do so would have violated every principle of protocol. I was a virgin, and as protective of

  my chastity as Athena. Besides, he was not very attractive!




  

    The other thing that worked against me at the time was the Nile himself. At the last flooding he had not risen up to the level required, and so a famine was inevitable.

    Scientists had worked out a table of the exact degree the Nile must rise to guarantee crops, and the levels below that they called “the cubits of death.” In that year, the great

    river’s level fell within that death range.




    The gods send the waters, or withhold them, but the rulers are blamed. I gave orders for the grain from the previous season’s harvest to be rationed, but what happened is what always

    happens: there was not enough, although profiteers somehow managed to get their own supply. People were starving. In Alexandria, the riots began. In the countryside, there were threats of

    uprisings. The farther one went up the Nile into Upper Egypt, the greater the disaffection of the people. Being so distant, they had never really been welded to the Ptolemaic state, and now they

    were starting to pull away.


  




  At about this time the sacred bull of Hermonthis died, and the installation of his successor was to take place. This was an elaborate ceremony in which the new sacred bull must

  be escorted on the Nile to his holy precinct. Pharaohs had taken part in the water procession in times past, but no Ptolemy had ever done so. Hermonthis was one of the hotbeds of disaffection, a

  few miles upstream from Thebes. I thought it would be politically wise to partake of the ceremony. It would remove me from the intrigues of the palace for a while, and strengthen my position by

  allowing me to cultivate support in a dangerous area.




  Accordingly I set out in the royal barge. I looked forward to the journey, expected to take about ten days.




  

    I sat in the shelter at the stem of the barge, protected by awnings, and watched my countryside slide by. I saw how low the Nile was as we plied our way upriver, past the

    pyramids, past Memphis, its white wall gleaming in the noonday sun, past green fields studded with palm trees, banks lined with red-black earth, donkeys and waterwheels and houses of mud brick.

    The strip of land near the river was always the same; what changed was the background.


  




  The desert was sometimes golden and sandy behind it, other times an ashy white, bleached wilderness, other times rocky cliffs. The size of the ribbon of green waxed and waned, from less than a

  mile to almost ten, but always it stopped somewhere within eyesight and the desert took over.




  When the sun set, a red ball sinking into the diminished Nile and making him run red, light did not linger. Night came swiftly, a black, inky night with a million stars. Silence reigned,

  brooding over the desert just beyond us. It got cold, even in high summer.




  We passed the ruins of a stone city about three days’ sail past Memphis, and I asked our captain what it was. “The city of the heretic Pharaoh, may his name be lost forever,”

  he muttered.




  Akhenaten! I knew a little about him, about his breaking with the old gods and attempting to found a new religion based on a worship of Aten as the one god. The priests of Amun at Thebes had

  made short work of him. We were gliding past all that remained of his life and work. I was profoundly thankful that my dynasty had never attempted to quash any religion. No, we threw ourselves into

  them all with relish! The Ptolemies, and my father in particular, had been avid builders of temples in Upper Egypt in the old style. As a result, our temples were the most beautiful still standing

  in the land—Edfu, Esna, and Kom Ombo were famous now. A little way past the ill-fated Pharaoh’s city we passed the Hatnub alabaster quarries on the eastern bank, where so many of our

  perfume and ointment jars have their origin.




  Two days later we passed the town of Ptolemais. It was founded by the first Ptolemy; almost four hundred miles from Alexandria, it was the last Greek city outpost on the Nile. From here on, the

  foreign influence faded away.




  On the ninth day of our journey, the Nile took a sudden bend and we were sailing due east. Near the very elbow of the bend, at Dendera, we passed the Temple of Hathor, the goddess of love. It

  was a very recent one, with new sections having been built by my father. I could see it from the water, its carved columns visible above its brown mud-brick guard wall. I wished I had time to stop

  and visit it.




  Directly across, at the exact place where the river turns back west, was the town of Coptos. I was familiar with it because it was an important trade route. At this spot, where the Nile comes

  closest to the Red Sea, camel caravans set out to the ports, to fetch goods from Punt and Arabia. My father had been very interested in this trade route; he believed that Egypt should be looking

  farther east, to India, for her trading partners, leaving the Mediterranean to Rome.




  The earlier Ptolemies had founded a number of cities up and down the coast of the Red Sea, naming them after their queens: Cleopatris, Arsinoe, Berenice. Berenice, the one farthest south, was

  the point at which the elephants captured in Africa were ferried. Lately the elephant trade had fallen by the wayside. They were no longer the novelty in warfare that they once had been. Julius

  Caesar had perfected the technique of routing them, and now they had lost their superior value as a weapon of terror.




  Julius Caesar . . . I wondered about him. As a soldier, he seemed formidable and infinitely resourceful. The business with the elephants—why had no one before him exploited their weak

  points so effectively? The animals are easy to stampede: If they are frightened by a volley of stones and missiles, they turn and run over their own troops. For centuries elephants were coveted as

  war machines. Yet Caesar had lately rendered them almost obsolete. How could Pompey stand up against him? I wished we had not had to take sides. It boded ill for Egypt.




  A day’s sail farther took us to Thebes, with its massive temples. This was the stronghold of Old Egypt, and here the priests of the temples of Amun still wielded great power among the

  people. The fourth Ptolemy had been faced with a rival native dynasty from this area, and so preoccupied was he with putting an end to it that he lost most of Egypt’s overseas

  territory—territory never regained.




  The priests and their retinues lined the steps at the waterside, and I could hear their sour, dirgelike holy music as they greeted us in passing. Gigantic temples reared behind them, dwarfing

  them. The smell of incense wafted over the water.




  Across from Thebes itself lay the desolate, baking cliffs and valleys where the royal tombs were sculpted out of living rock. Here Queen Hatshepshut had set up her mortuary temple, a long,

  horizontal series of terraces and chambers built into the hard, bone-dry cliffs. Now her myrrh trees and fountains had turned to dust. Not far away were the great mortuary temples of Ramses II and

  Ramses III, as well as the Colossi of Amenophis III, seated statues over sixty feet high. But the priests, paid to perform rites forever in the temple, were as dead as their masters. The rites were

  forgotten, and only the stones remained. The temples, bones of that belief, lay radiating heat under the desert sun.




  A little farther, and Hermonthis, our destination, appeared on the western bank of the Nile. It was a small town, with little there except the Bucheum Temple and its enclosure where the sacred

  bull, believed to be incarnated by Amun, resided. Under the temple are long catacombs where the mummified bulls were entombed.




  The people lined the riverbanks, and the priests, with their shaven heads and white linen robes, stood ready to receive us. There was intent curiosity on all their faces. Is this really the

  Queen? they thought. May we approach? Is she truly a goddess?




  In that instant I was profoundly glad I had come all this way to be welcomed unequivocally at last. Let my brother stay behind in Alexandria, where we were treated as all too human—and

  disposable. I felt a soaring joy and release, as if I could breathe for the first time in my life.




  “Your Majesty,” the oldest priest said, “the sacred bull rejoices that you have come to escort him!”




  Even though I disliked bulls, I rejoiced as well.




  When the previous Buchis bull died, a search was made all up and down the Nile for his successor. The right one had been found quite nearby, to his owner’s delight.




  The ceremony consisted of loading the beast—who had to be dun-colored, with white horns and a white tail—onto a specially constructed boat, which docked near the bull’s

  breeding grounds a few miles upriver. He wore a crown of gold and lapis lazuli, and a face net to guard against flies. He was festooned with flower garlands, and his hooves were stained red, I

  noticed as his keeper led him over the gangplank. He seemed a very gentle bull, as bulls go. I hoped he had a long and uneventful tenure in Hermonthis, with cows to satisfy his every urge. It is

  not easy, being a holy thing and set apart.




  The silver-tipped oars on the boat sparkled as they emerged with each stroke, sending sprays of water high in the air. The bull was going to his destiny, and he rode placidly as the boat rocked

  on the water.




  

    There was much feasting, as is customary. The priests had prepared public banquets for all the people from the surrounding area, as a new bull’s installation is an

    uncommon occurrence. Most live to be over twenty.


  




  The high priest held a private feast for us, spreading a table with the produce of the area: onions, leeks, garlic, lentils, chickpeas, spinach, lettuce, and carrots. Goat and lamb, and game

  such as gazelle and ibex, were the meats. Out of deference to the sacred bull, beef was not eaten.




  “We will raise a ceremonial tablet to commemorate your being here,” said the high priest. “Forever and ever, as long as there are men to read, this deed will live

  on.”




  I was served a platter of the vegetables, sprinkled with oil from the teak tree, flavored with herbs. “Your harvest seems plentiful enough,” I said. “How have you gathered all

  this food, to feed not just us but the multitude?”




  He looked downcast. “I am afraid—I must confess to Your Majesty—that it was most difficult. The harvest was scanty, the Nile stingy in his bounty this year. You saw how high

  the landing was above the water? Usually the boats ride at a level even with the platform. Now you need a ladder.”




  “How are the people faring?”




  “There is no starvation yet. We pray we can outlast the time of want until the Nile rises once more.”




  Although we were as yet three days’ sail from Nubia, I noticed a number of distinctively Nubian faces among his servants and priests. I asked about it.




  “Oh yes, we find the Nubians to be very spiritual. They are attracted to temple service, and faithful. We are always pleased to welcome them.”




  The woman serving me was a tall Nubian with very graceful movements, as if she had been trained as a dancer.




  The host shook his head when I commented on it. “No, it is just her natural way. Nubians are lithe and elegant in all they do, from setting a dish on a table to the way they turn their

  heads. They are born with a sense of bodily dignity.”




  “What is your name?” I asked her. Her movements had captivated me.




  “Iras, Your Majesty,” she said. When I looked puzzled, she said, “It means ‘wool,’ eiras, because of my hair.” Her Greek was very good. I wondered where she

  had learned it. She must come from an educated family, or have received her education in Thebes or Hermonthis. Her hair was indeed woolly, thick, and worn in Nubian style, with the sides short.




  “I will do all in my power to help future harvests increase,” I promised the high priest. “The irrigation canals need to be deepened, I know that. They have silted up. This

  will be corrected.”




  “I will pray daily to Amun that this shall be so,” said the priest.




  I guessed his unspoken thought: I will pray daily that you stay on the throne to carry out your promise.




  We rested after the day-and-night-long ceremony in the palace attached to the Bucheum. I had meant to return to Alexandria within two or three days, but at dawn a messenger came. He had traveled

  at twice our speed by combining rowing with sailing. His news was grim: The Regency Council had seized power in the name of Ptolemy XIII, and I was declared deposed. My absence from Alexandria had

  been my undoing.




  So soon a queen, so soon unqueened! I could hardly believe it. That they would dare—!




  “It is true,” the man said. “I beg your pardon for bringing you this unwelcome news. But I thought it best your friends told you before you were officially informed, and before

  the rest of the country knew. So that you can—make your plans.”




  Yes. Make my plans. For I would not submit meekly. No, never!




  “I thank you.” Calmly I bade him wait. I asked Iras, who had been assigned to our quarters for our brief stay, to bring him water to wash with, wine to refresh him.




  “Gladly,” she said, gesturing—in her exquisite way—for him to follow her into another chamber.




  Outside, the sun was beginning to penetrate the golden haze that lay over the river at daybreak, gilding the reeds along the bank. The royal barge was tied up, waiting for me. I took several

  breaths of air, steadying myself on the windowsill.




  What should I do? I was here in Upper Egypt, in the place traditionally most hostile to the government of Alexandria. But they seemed to like and support me. Should I attempt to raise an army

  here? The best soldiers came from this area, and Achillas himself had his origin here.




  But how could I pay them? I had no money with me. The usurpers in Alexandria were now in control of the treasury as well as the Macedonian Household Guard and the Egyptian army. I could not

  equip an army, let alone train one, with my resources here. My popularity with the people, and their obvious love for me, was gratifying but of little military use. If I attempted to stage a

  counterrevolution from here, all I would achieve would be bloodshed.




  These thoughts raced through my mind so quickly I was stunned to realize I had breathed in only once or twice while thinking them. I gripped the windowsill.




  “Your Majesty.” It was Mardian. I always knew his voice: it was soft and not—thank Hermes!—shrill. When he had passed the age at which the voice normally changes, his had

  mellowed and grown stronger, but not deeper.




  I did not turn. “You know that you may call me Cleopatra in private.”




  “Cleopatra.” He said it in a way that made it very pleasant on the ears. “What will we do?” He paused. “I know we will not give up.”




  “That much is decided.” I turned to him. “I will not even rant about treachery. I was brought up in a sea of treachery and deceit and betrayal. I swam in it like perch in the

  Nile. I am completely at home in it. I shall not drown.”




  “But what will we do? Practically, I mean. Similes are very poetic, but what specific course of action shall we take?”




  “Patience, Mardian! I have only known about the crisis for five minutes. Let me think!”




  It was then I prayed to you, Isis, to help me. To clear my head of all vanity and anger and folly, so that I might see clearly how things were and what you, my guide, would have me do. So often

  our human thoughts do not go far enough. We seize on first this and then the other, misleading ourselves. So I sat quietly, clasping the silver image of you I wear about my neck, and waited.




  The moments ticked by. I could feel (although my eyes were shut) the sun begin to enter the chamber as he rose higher. People were stirring out in the courtyard, and chanting priests were making

  their way to the bull’s stall to begin the day’s ceremonies. Still I waited.




  A sweetness pervaded me. That was when you came to me, and hushed all fears and uncertainties. I was your child, your incarnation on earth, and I was to rule. I was to leave Egypt and go to

  Ashkelon in Gaza. That city had been freed from Judaea by my grandfather and favored by my father. There I could gather an army. The kingdom of the Nabataean Arabs nearby, and the people of

  Ashkelon, would lend themselves to my cause. The neighboring province of Syria also looked favorably on me because I had complied with Bibulus’s orders. Yes. It was all very clear.




  “We will go to Gaza,” I told Mardian.




  He looked very startled. “Leave Egypt?”




  “It has been done before. I am not the first Ptolemy to have to retake my country from abroad. But it is the wisest course. Egypt is in the throes of a famine, and cannot support us.

  Ashkelon has more resources.”




  “But—how will we get there?” Practical Mardian.




  “We have the royal barge, have we not?”




  “Yes—a huge vessel, visible from miles away!”




  “They will not come looking for us on the Nile. They are content to hold Alexandria. If we wish to dislodge them, it is from Alexandria that they must be ejected. We must attack

  them.”




  “You have taken Alexander to heart.”




  “Of course.” I smiled. “We will double our speed on the Nile by adding rowers to help out the downstream current. When we reach the Delta, we will take the easternmost branch

  of the Nile, then leave the barge and follow the line of the old Necho canal over to the Red Sea and the Bitter Lakes. We will cross there.”




  “Avoiding the highway between Egypt and Gaza that passes along the coast.”




  “Yes. They are sure to have it guarded at the fort of Pelusium. But this way we will slip around behind them.”




  It would be several days before the official announcement even reached Thebes or Hermonthis. We would set out as soon as possible.




  But the high priest surprised us. He appeared at the chamber door, his staff in hand. “During the night I had a dream,” he said. “I fear that some evil has come to Egypt. I

  sought to warn you.”




  “Your dreams tell you true,” I said. “Indeed, a messenger has just arrived.” I explained the situation. “Therefore we will depart as soon as is seemly. I do not

  wish to alarm the people.”




  “Stay with us another night, then,” he said. And we did, glad of an excuse to rest a bit before the task confronting us.




  After the evening sacrifices had been made to the new bull and to Amun, the priest blessed me and my entire household. “As a parting gift, I wish to give you a part of us. Take our servant

  Iras with you. She has become dear to us, and therefore it is a sacrifice to give her up. She will be a living reminder of us. She is also”—he smiled—“more useful to you

  than a poem or a necklace or a blemish-free goat.”




  I was very pleased for I was already surprisingly fond of Iras.




  

    As I was being escorted ceremonially to my barge early the next morning, he pressed a paper into my hand. “So you will know,” he said. “It begins.”


  




  When I unfolded it and read it, I saw that an order had gone out to Upper Egypt from the Regency Council: All grain and foodstuffs that could possibly be spared were to be sent directly to

  Alexandria. No provisions were to be shipped anywhere else, under pain of death. They meant to starve me out.




  I laughed and tore the paper into bits. Too sure of themselves, they had miscalculated. Fools. They could not touch me in Gaza. And when I had ousted them from Alexandria, I would have a feast

  to end all feasts on the food they had stored. Yes, I and my followers would dine for seven nights running on dates, figs, melons, pancake bread, radishes, cucumbers, ducks, and geese. Simple fare,

  snatched from the mouth of an enemy, is more satisfying than any feast of dainties.




  

    We were unhindered in our journey downriver. The rowers strained and sweated to keep the boat moving as fast as possible. The current was sluggish because of the low water.

    Whenever we did have to stop, we found the people friendly and on our side. News had traveled faster than I expected, and people had already heard about the coup in Alexandria. Nonetheless they

    professed their loyalty to me, and wished me good fortune.


  




  When we neared the sacred site of Heliopolis with its sturdy obelisks, we knew we were approaching the place where the Nile splits. The green was beginning to widen as we entered the fertile

  area. We steered the boat onto the eastern, Pelusic branch of the Nile, and rowed toward the rising sun.




  This was the part of Egypt that was least Egyptian, because foreigners had come in this way for thousands of years. The Israelites had settled here, and the Hyksos had followed them.




  We had gone some way when we saw the remains of the old canal on the eastern bank. The stone entranceway, guarding the lock, was still there, but there was no need of gates or watchmen.

  Everything was overgrown with climbing weeds and reeds. Here we must abandon the barge and set out along the canal’s path on camels or donkeys. As we climbed up over the levee, I saw the few

  stagnant pools of water, choked with lotus, that were all that remained of the waterway. For a moment I felt overwhelmed by the task of keeping a country going: Everything molders, falls into

  decay; everything needs constant patrolling and repair, and that takes men and money. Upkeep, not conquest or expansion, drains us dry and makes us collapse into our graves as rulers who

  accomplished nothing memorable. Who wants as his only epitaph, “He kept the canals clean”? Yet they must be kept clean, almost offhandedly, while we pursue greater ends.




  The canal had followed a natural canyon, and we made our way along its rim. Once this had been fertile farmland, and I could still see the traces of field boundaries. But when the water

  vanished, so had the crops. The desert, with its dry scrub and pebbles of a thousand sizes, came right up to the trail.




  The canal had been about fifty miles long, connecting the Nile with the Lake of Timsah, one of the Bitter Lakes, which fed into the Red Sea. The port nearest it was Cleopatris, but it was on

  what was called “the foul gulf” because it was so treacherous with reefs and vegetation.




  “That is near where we will be crossing,” said the captain of my guard. “The Sea of Reeds will let us wade across, if the winds are right.”




  “Like that legendary Egyptian who took up with the Israelites?” asked Mardian.




  The soldier looked puzzled. “I don’t know who you mean,” he said. “But this crossing has been known since ancient times. It can be treacherous, so we must watch our

  footing.”




  “Moses,” said Mardian. “That’s who it was. It’s in that book of Hebrew legends. Moses is an Egyptian name; it has something to do with Thutmose.”




  The captain was not interested. “When we get to the banks of the Sea of Reeds, halt and we will test the waters.”




  “In the Moses story,” insisted Mardian, “the waters were so deep, all the army was drowned.”




  “They can be deep,” admitted the captain. “Let us pray today is not one of those times.”




  Glittering from afar we could see the waters, waiting for us. They were flat and a cruel shade of blue, indicating they were stagnant and filled with bitter salts. The reeds and vegetation in

  them would be different from those living in fresh water.




  As we finally reached the banks, I smelled the foul odor of slime and decay. I could see oily rings around the stalks of the reeds; a dull sheen reflected the sunlight upward. Yet there were

  birds in the thickets, twittering and flying from stem to stem.




  “The water is passable!” announced the captain with elation, as his scouts reported back to him. “The guides will lead us! We will hire reed boats, and have the beasts led

  across riderless.”




  And so we did. And I sat in the rocking little boat made of papyrus stalks lashed together, which was buoyant only up to a point, and the foul water seeped in all around me. We had to push

  through the tough, stringy roots and reeds and blades of the vegetation, which slapped our faces and cut our hands. And the stench! I thought I would vomit from the gases that were stirred up in

  our passing. When I put my hand into the water to grasp a stalk to steady us, it emerged with a coating of oil and foul salt.




  Never had banks of sand looked so pure and clean as when we reached the other side at last! It had been only about two miles, but it was the most unpleasant two miles under the Egyptian sun, of

  that I was sure.




  

    The rest of the journey was tame. We made our way across the thirty-five miles of sand separating the tip of the lake from the open Mediterranean, until we could see that sea,

    intense blue that reflected the sky, with its white waves also reflecting the clouds. Then we made sure to keep well away from the well-traveled road that ran alongside the coast.


  




  Gaza, the former land of the Philistines, was easy enough to reach. And in the rich city of Ashkelon I found welcome, supporters who were only too willing to take up arms against the usurpers.

  The word went out that Queen Cleopatra was raising an army.
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  Night; hot, windy night. I lay in my tent unable to sleep. I had my army, and we were camped just outside the borders of Egypt, near where we had passed months ago. I now had

  almost ten thousand men, some Egyptian and some Nabataean Arabs. They were good fighters.




  But my brother—or Achillas, rather—had more troops. He had what was left of the old legions of Gabinius as well as fresh Egyptian soldiers that he had been able to recruit. They were

  camped just opposite us, occupying Pelusium, the fortress that guarded the eastern borders of Egypt. We could not get past them, nor could we take Alexandria by sea, because they had closed the

  harbor with underwater chains and guarded it by fleet.




  Two months. Two months now we had been facing each other across the sands, and I had been barred from Alexandria for a year before that. I was well supplied from Ashkelon, and they from Egypt.

  How long would we sit here? Who would strike the first blow?




  I tossed on my folding camp bed. The strings underneath creaked. My hair was damp on my forehead, and when I slept, my dreams were vague but disturbing. The hot wind puffing in through the net

  around the door was like a feverish lover’s kiss—or what I imagined a lover’s kiss to be. I knew of them only from dreams, from poetry, and from my own imagination. The lantern

  flickered. On the other side of the tent, on her pallet, Iras moaned and stirred. There was a sighing sound as she rolled over.




  It was the middle of the night. Everyone slept. Why could I not? I shut my eyes again. More hot puffs of wind. I felt as though someone were standing at the entrance to the tent, lifting the

  net, stepping in. I started awake—or was I dreaming? I seemed to see a tall woman, holding a cornucopia. The emblem of our dynasty? She was silent. I could not see her face. Yes, I was

  dreaming. For in a moment a real visitor came, and the sound as he lifted the tent flap was entirely different.




  “Mardian!” I recognized his blocky shape.




  “Shhhh!” He bent down and crept over to my bed. “Something terrible has happened,” he whispered. His voice was shaking.




  I sat up and put my arm around his shoulder, then I murmured, “What? Spare me not.”




  “Our country is shamed before the world. O Egypt!”




  “What?”




  “Treachery! O treachery!”




  “In the name of Isis, stop lamenting and tell me!”




  “Ptolemy has slain Pompey!”




  “But how?” was all I could say in my shock. Little Ptolemy, with his tiny sapling arms, slay mighty Pompey?




  “They set upon him, it was lies—” He broke off suddenly. Iras was awakening.




  “It is all right. You may speak in front of her.” I had come to trust Iras completely, and to rely on her serene good judgment.




  “The defeated Pompey was making his way to Egypt.” Mardian decided to begin again.




  In all my own troubles, I had forgotten about the Roman ones. But during the time of my exile, Pompey and Caesar had met in full battle at Pharsalus in Greece. Caesar had won, but Pompey had

  escaped with his life and a handful of men. I had known that, but had not cared. Rome and its woes paled before my own.




  “He meant to raise another army. He was coming to Egypt to regroup his forces; as Ptolemy’s guardian—for so your father’s will named him, he claims—Ptolemy owed him

  that loyalty, and a base of operations. But they knew he was doomed, and so they wanted to be rid of him.”




  “Continue,” I said. “How did you learn this?”




  “A deserter from Ptolemy’s camp just arrived. I think he speaks truth. They will bring him to you in the morning, but I wanted to tell you first.”




  Dear, loyal Mardian. “I thank you.”




  “This man was watching from the beach. He saw what happened. Pompey was murdered by Achillas and two other men who were rowing him to shore, within sight of his wife on the warship. They

  stabbed him and cut off his head before her eyes!”




  Pompey—who had treated me so kindly as a child, whom I had met and gazed on in wonder—now beheaded! We had talked of Alexandria, and I had promised him, We will guard it for you,

  and it will always be waiting for you.




  And when at last he came, my evil brother and his men had given him a hideous welcome; they had given my promise the lie.




  “They are beasts,” I said. “It is beasts, not men, that I contend with. Then I myself need have no pity for them.” I shuddered at the thought of them. Calling them beasts

  was an insult to animals. Then I had a sudden thought. “What of Caesar?”




  “Their killing Pompey was to forestall Caesar coming to this part of the world. But they did not understand the likes of Caesar. Caesar came in hot pursuit of Pompey, following so swiftly

  that he arrived with very few troops. Our informer heard that Theodotos presented Caesar with the severed head and Pompey’s signet ring, thinking to earn his approval. Instead Caesar wept,

  then raged at them.”




  “Where is he now?”




  “Caesar is in Alexandria, so this fellow says. He has settled himself in the palace. He does not seem eager to move on.”




  “But what is he doing there?” Why was he lingering? Was Ptolemy with him? Caesar was a politician as well as a soldier. Might he become Ptolemy’s next

  “guardian”?




  “I do not know,” said Mardian.




  Iras spoke for the first time. “As long as Caesar is there, Ptolemy does not rule,” she said. “That is in your favor.”




  “It can never be in one’s favor to have a strong power occupying one’s home. It would be like a lion coming into this tent and deciding he wished to sleep on this bed,” I

  said.




  After Mardian had left, and Iras had lain back down, I stared at the ceiling folds of the tent. They were lost in darkness, and the jumping flames of the lantern only served to make the hidden

  parts of the tent seem blacker. The hot wind was relentless. The desert tribesmen had a name for that wind, for its pressing intensity. It was keeping me from thinking. All I could do was lie still

  and sweat. I was a prisoner in the oppressive night, shackled to my bed.




  Julius Caesar had defeated Pompey. Julius Caesar was master of the Roman world. Julius Caesar was in Alexandria, living in the palace—my palace! He was daily in the presence of my brother.

  Why? Why was he staying? What was his purpose?




  I would have to go there and present my case to him. Iras was right. As long as Caesar was there, Ptolemy and his nefarious Council did not rule. I could appeal to a judge over their heads. But

  I would have to go quickly. Every day that passed with Ptolemy having Caesar all to himself made them more likely to become allies.




  A fly was buzzing inside the tent, bumping from fold to fold. We had not used mosquito nets here, as we were not near swamps. Now I wished we had, for I hated flies. He was coming closer; I

  heard him approach and then saw, by the dim lanternlight, where he landed. I sat up quickly, grabbed my sandal, and, with one movement so swift the eye could hardly follow it, smashed him.




  Was that how Caesar smashed his enemies? They said he moved quickly and took his opponents by surprise. He had never lost a final battle, even when outmanned. And according to Mardian, he had

  come swiftly to Egypt with only a few troops, relying on surprise to win the day with Pompey. That must mean that he was now in Alexandria without many soldiers to protect him. Again the question:

  Why was he lingering?




  What did I know about Caesar? Precious little. Only that he was generally more popular with the people than with the aristocrats, that he had achieved his military successes relatively late, and

  that he was constantly involved with women, usually married women. Mardian had once told me that every fashionable divorce in Rome seemed to involve an adultery with Caesar. And his taste was not

  restricted to women, Mardian said; Caesar had also been involved with the King of Bithynia in his youth. He collected works of art as well, Mardian confided, and prized them above his romantic

  conquests.




  My heart sank. He would probably make off with some of our best artworks, then. He would strip the palace of our Greek statues and our Egyptian furniture and paintings. And that stupid Ptolemy

  would let him!




  Outside there was stirring, the first faint sounds of daybreak. I could tell the hour by a subtle shift in the way the air blew into the tent. Before long they would awaken me, and by the time

  the sun came over the sands, they would be bringing the informer to me to recount his tale. I was glad I had had time to prepare for his message.




  

    The man was Egyptian, an older warrior who had been in my father’s army before the troops of Gabinius had arrived. He looked ashamed, as deserters and spies and

    informers always do, even if they feel the cause of their erstwhile masters to be wrong or hopeless.


  




  I had prepared myself for him, wearing my most regal robes. After all, he should feel that he had deserted to a queen, not a vagabond. He prostrated himself on the ground, kissing the gravel,

  then lifted his head. “O great Queen of the east, my soul is yours and my body I lay before you to command.”




  Yes, as it was for others before me, I thought. Traitors might be useful, but they could never be trusted.




  It was as Mardian reported. The black deed was performed by Achillas and a Roman commander, Septimus, one of Pompey’s former soldiers. But it was at the urging of Theodotos, who had said,

  “Dead men don’t bite.” Loyalty, honor, and debt were all wiped out by that practical advice. And so Pompey was slain on the very shores where he had come to seek sanctuary and had

  every right to expect a welcome.




  His bleeding trunk had been tossed onto the sands and left there for his freedman to attempt to cremate. The poor man had been forced to go up and down the shores hunting for driftwood, and was

  not able to find quite enough. And so the body—




  I stopped him here. “I do not wish to know these details. It is demeaning to Pompey even to allow us to picture them. Tell me what happened when Caesar followed.”




  “I was not there. I was sickened by what I had already seen. I was watching and waiting for an opportunity to desert. I never saw Caesar. I only heard that he was in Alexandria. Theodotos

  had taken the . . . the head and ring to present it to him. Caesar punished him instead. I heard Theodotos ranting about Caesar’s ingratitude. But that was only a few hours before I

  left.”




  “Where is Achillas now? And Ptolemy?”




  “Achillas is still at Pelusium, facing your army. Ptolemy goes back and forth between the army and Alexandria. Caesar resides in the palace in Alexandria. The last thing I heard before I

  was able to escape was that he had angered the people of the city by landing as a Roman magistrate with his insignia and officials, as if he expected obeisance. And Theodotos was muttering that

  Caesar had claimed he had the right to arbitrate between Your Majesty and Ptolemy.”




  Could it be true? On what basis could he claim that? “What, to the best of your knowledge, is the state of the city? Is it well guarded?”




  “Very well. Achillas has seen to that. Every entrance is bristling with soldiers, and the harbors are blockaded.”




  “So Caesar is trapped?”




  “He does not see it that way, apparently. He does not seem alarmed.”




  So Caesar was locked in, and I was locked out.




  

    A week passed, then two. Nothing happened. Our armies continued to face each other across the stretch of desert, and neither moved. Then another deserter appeared, and his

    news was that Ptolemy had gone to Caesar and they were residing together in the palace. (What were our deserters telling Achillas? That we were disheartened? Tired of waiting, but with

    insufficient soldiers to force a battle?)


  




  Day after day we sat by the wells under the shade of the palm trees and waited. The camels dozed with their long-lashed eyelids closed, and the rocks in the direct sun gave off the

  characteristic smell of overheated stone. A sort of torpor overtook us. It was as if we had always been here and always would be.




  And then one day the light seemed dimmed, and the captain of the guard, a man from Gaza, came to my tent and said, “Sandstorm! Prepare yourselves!”




  Everything had to be covered several times over, the openings of tents and boxes and bags secured, and we must veil our faces. Soon the wind would come howling, bringing a mist of fine sand

  particles, and we could breathe only through gauze.




  “Hurry, Iras!” I said. “Put the jewel boxes and the money chests on a mantle, lest they sink into the sands. The water jars too. Then cover them over. And come and huddle with

  me under my cloak, with a blanket spread over that. A tent within a tent.”




  She did so, and we waited. The wind rose to a howl and we could see the sides of the tent straining. Sand got in through all the tiny spaces in the cloth, seeping in almost as if it were water.

  The air was hazy with it.




  The full force of it went on for hours, and then lasted into the darkness. We dared not stir. I was thankful that it had started during the day so we had seen it coming in time to prepare.




  I thought it had abated, but as I was preparing to lift off the covering, I saw the side of the tent bulging and straining. The wind was strong! But then it seemed to be focused on one area

  only, and feeling its way along. Suddenly hands appeared in the door of the tent, and I saw someone crawl in.




  “Here, sir,” said the voice of one of my guards.




  Another shape followed on its hands and knees. Both figures were completely swathed in cloaks.




  “Your Majesty,” said the guard. “Are you here?”




  I threw off the outer cloak but kept on the veil, and stood up. “Yes,” I said. “Whom do you bring to see me? Announce him.”




  “This is Rufus Cornelius, a messenger from Julius Caesar.”




  Caesar! I stiffened. “We will receive him. Pray you, stand up and show your faces.”




  The two men both got to their feet and unwrapped their head coverings. Under the hood of Cornelius I saw the Roman helmet with its decorative brush.




  “Welcome,” I said. “What has Imperator Caesar to say to Queen Cleopatra?” My heart was pounding.




  “My general and commander says he has come to Egypt to rectify the sad situation whereby King Ptolemy’s will is not being obeyed. This will, which was entrusted to Rome for

  execution, declared both Queen Cleopatra and King Ptolemy to rule jointly. Caesar finds, alas, that brother and sister are at war with each other. This grieves him.”




  And what did he plan to do about it? “It grieves me as well,” I said, choosing my words carefully. As I spoke, I could taste fine sand in my mouth. It hung suspended in the air, like

  lingering smoke. “Treachery is everywhere, preventing justice. Pompey was betrayed, as I have been. And by the same people!”




  “Caesar will hear the case, and decide.”




  “Caesar has not, perchance, already decided? The words of the little King must sound sweet in his ear.”




  “He wishes to hear your words as well. He suspects they will be sweeter.”




  I stiffened. What exactly did that mean? Bribes? Ceding part of Egypt to Rome?




  “He wishes us to bargain with him? Like merchants in the bazaar?”




  Cornelius looked truly insulted. “Caesar is more intelligent than that. And in order to bargain, you must have goods you can withhold. Such is not the case with you and Caesar.”




  He dared—! But he spoke the truth. Caesar was master of the world and could take what he liked. No need to bargain. But if he could be persuaded . . . that was a different matter,

  altogether different. . . .




  “Caesar requests that you come to Alexandria and meet with him and Ptolemy face-to-face.”




  “Will he give me safe conduct?” I asked. “I would need to pass through the lines of Achillas’s army.”




  Cornelius looked apologetic. “He has no means of doing that. He has no soldiers to spare.”




  “They will never let me pass.”




  “But perhaps if I spoke to them—”




  “You may speak, but they will answer no. Or, saying yes, they will take me captive when I attempt to go through.”




  He looked confused, as though he had not considered this suspension of courtesy.




  “This is Egypt,” I said, “home to treachery. But return to Caesar, and tell him that I will try to arrange a meeting with him.”




  

    We spent the next two days digging out the mess left by the sandstorm. In spite of our efforts, sand had found its way into all the stores of food and into the jars of water

    and wine. Every article of clothing was dusted with sand, so that the garments were scratchy when we put them on. Our skin was chafed and raw by the end of the day. And then we lay down on

    mattresses that were just as scratchy.


  




  My mind was constantly working on the problem of how to get to Alexandria. Since I could not enter openly, I would have to be disguised. And I needed to do more than just get into Alexandria

  proper; I also needed to gain entrance to the palace where Caesar was staying. That would be impossible.




  I thought of various schemes. Enter by a sewer? That was repulsive and dangerous. Pretend to be a maidservant? Too obvious. Put on a bearskin and amble in with a keeper? What if they set the

  dogs on me? What if they tried to get me to perform and stand upright? Or could I be smuggled in in a crate of food? But that still would not get me into Caesar’s chamber. There would be

  guards at his door.




  And then, as I lay on my bed, looking idly at the large patterned carpet that served as the floor of the tent, the idea came to me.




  

    “Too dangerous,” said Iras. “And not fitting for a queen.”


  




  “That is why no one will suspect it,” I insisted.




  “You might suffocate,” said Mardian.




  “Or be bitten by fleas,” said Olympos, as a joke. “That’s by far the greatest hazard. And how would Caesar respond to a queen covered with flea bites rolling out of a

  dusty rug?”




  “Perhaps he would kiss the flea bites away,” said Iras, raising one eyebrow.




  I attempted to smile. But the truth was, that was the most intimidating aspect of the plan to me. “You will give me an ointment to prevent them,” I said to Olympos.




  “What if Caesar cries out, and his guards rush in and stab you?” asked Mardian.




  “He will not. All reports say he always keeps his head in an unexpected situation. He is the least likely of all men to cry out in alarm.”




  “You deceive yourself. He will assume it is an assassin. It is the most likely thing, after all.”




  “I will have to trust to the gods, then,” I said firmly. “It is all in their hands.”




  And that was true. There was absolutely nothing I could do to predict Caesar’s reaction or to prevent him from acting exactly as he pleased at that moment, even though my fate depended on

  it.




  It was then, Isis, that I knew I trusted you. It is only when our fate hangs in the balance, when our very life depends on something, that we see whether or not we trust that the rope to which

  we are clinging will support us. If we do not, then we will not let go of the ledge and swing on it with our full weight.




  I trusted you, and you made good that trust, Isis. All hail to thee!




  

    It was a simple enough matter to find a willing, brave man to ferry me to Alexandria. He was already at hand—Apollodoros, a merchant of Sicily who had supplied us with

    rugs and tents. But as to what I might be called on to do once I was there—ah, that was a different thing. It called for an expertise I was entirely lacking.


  




  Caesar had only one weakness, indeed, only one aspect that seemed human in the midst of all his superhuman attributes. The gods are kind: They always leave some gap in us through which we can

  approach one another as equals. Caesar was partial to love affairs—or, to be more painfully honest, to sex affairs.




  The gods can also be cruel, for this was the one area where I could not hope to interest him. Had it been horsemanship—Caesar was reputed to be able to ride at a full gallop with his hands

  behind his back—I could have won his admiration. Had it been languages, I could have stunned him with my knowledge of eight—whereas he had only two, Greek and Latin, at his command. Had

  it been riches, my personal fortune and the palace treasures would have left him speechless. Had it been ancestry, I came from the oldest royal house in the world, whereas he was of ancient

  patrician, but still citizen, lineage.




  But love! Sex! He had been with men and women of all ages and types, and had acquired an expertise that marked him out even among his peers. Whereas I—I was a virgin, and knew nothing of

  the refinements or even the fundamentals of lovemaking, beyond what I had read in poetry. My closest friend was a eunuch! I felt helpless at the thought of facing Caesar.




  And then the question: Would I even be willing to give myself to him? No one had ever touched me in an intimate way. Could I allow a stranger to do so?




  I reminded myself of what was at stake: Alexandria, and Egypt. I pictured the Nile flowing in its flat green ribbon past the palm-lined banks. The granite obelisks reaching toward the sun. The

  bright, shifting sands under the aching blue sky. The dark, seated statues of ancient Pharaohs. Waiting. Yes. For Egypt I could do anything. Even give myself to Caesar.




  I shook my head. Then that was decided. Now I must prepare myself. Prepare myself as I always did for any venture. I almost said “prepare my body,” but I knew, instinctively, that in

  this case it was the mind that needed to be prepared.




  It was twilight, and it had been three days since the appearance of Caesar’s messenger. There was no time to waste. I sent for Olympos.




  When he arrived, I invited him to sit on the cushions and share a supper with me. Thanks to Apollodoros, the royal tent was furnished beyond the usual Spartan camp bed, folding table, and

  brazier. I had many hassocks covered in embroidery or tooled leather, brightly woven wool carpets, and curtains shot through with silver threads, which divided the areas of living and privacy.

  Overhead was suspended a fringed movable canopy that served both to cool us and to shoo away insects.




  We lounged on the cushions. We were served on brass platters from Damascus. Iras passed us baskets of plump, juicy figs and sweet dates, followed by the puffy round bread of Ashkelon. We sipped

  wine, and I waited until Olympos had eaten his first platterful before speaking of the matter at hand. I knew that men are always most approachable after their hunger has been appeased.




  “Excellent figs,” said Olympos, holding one up and inspecting it.




  “I remembered how partial you were to figs,” I said.




  He cocked one eyebrow. “Then you must have a favor to ask me!”




  “It is impossible to fool you, Olympos,” I said, using one of my foolproof flatteries. In my experience, there are only two things no one will admit to: having no sense of humor, and

  being susceptible to flattery. “Well, the truth is I need your medical advice. You are my personal physician, are you not?”




  “Yes, and honored to be so.” He waited.




  “If I became Caesar’s lover,” I said calmly, “what would that mean, medically, I mean?”




  He almost spat out the fig he was so contentedly chewing. I was startled; Olympos was usually impossible to shock or even ruffle. “It would—it would mean you would bear him a

  bastard!”




  “But why? His other mistresses did not. Servilia and Mucia and Postumia and Lollia. And his current wife, Calpurnia, has no children. In fact, none of his wives had children but his first.

  Perhaps he’s incapable of fathering them.”




  “Or has been careful not to, since all those women were married.” He shook his head. “Do you mean to go to the bed of that old libertine? The thought is repulsive!” He

  looked as if he were my guardian uncle, and ready to punish me.




  “Why? If he were that repulsive, he would find himself alone in his bed, which, from what I hear, does not happen!”




  “Power makes even the unattractive attractive.” He looked most severe.




  “Women went to his bed before he had power,” I insisted.




  “He’s old!”




  “He’s fifty-two.”




  “That’s old!”




  “He can swim a mile in his armor. That’s not old. Not many young men can do that. Can you?”




  “No,” he admitted reluctantly. “So you’re determined to do this?”




  “I am prepared to do it if necessary. There is a difference.”




  He sat pouting, almost as if he were a jealous lover.




  “I need your advice. I have no desire to conceive a bastard. I have heard there are herbs one can take . . . medicines. . . . ”




  “Yes,” he muttered. “From Cyrene, there’s the silphion plant to make Cyrenaic juice. And for emergencies, though it isn’t as effective, the pennyroyal, which grows

  everywhere. I suppose you want me to get you some!”




  “Yes, but more than that, I want you to get me something else. We have an army here, and wherever there are armies, there are prostitutes. I wish to speak to the most accomplished of the

  prostitutes, the queen of the prostitutes, as it were.”




  “One queen to another?” He could barely get the words out.




  “Yes. There are things I need to know.”




  “Well, then,” he finally said, “I think I know exactly the one you seek.”




  “Why, Olympos,” I said, “it sounds as if you have sought her already and can give her a personal recommendation!”




  He glared at me. “I will send her to you this very night.”




  “Caesar will be eternally grateful,” I said, lightly.




  Olympos grunted. He was dangerously near to having no sense of humor at that moment.




  

    The oil lamps were guttering low when there was a stirring at the door of the tent. I had given up expecting any visitor, and had put on my bedclothes. By the poor light I had

    been reading Caesar’s Commentaries, hoping to gain an insight into his mind. But it was written in a very impersonal style, and Caesar even called himself by name, as if he were a

    bystander. Was he really this self-contained? It boded ill for my venture.


  




  Iras poked her head around the curtain. “Your Majesty, a woman is here for you. She says her name is Jehosheba.”




  It was obvious to me who Jehosheba was. “Show her in,” I said, sitting up, and pulling on a robe. I was barely covered when Jehosheba, majestic in her calling, stepped into my

  quarters.




  First of all, she was beautiful, like a goddess of abundance. Everything about her was more so: She seemed to have twice as much hair as a normal woman, with color that was twice as rich and

  deep, and curls that were twice as strong and shiny. Her face and its features were exquisite, her teeth glistened like pearls, and were perfectly matched. As to her body—I could tell, by the

  way the taut skin moved on her well-molded arms, that it was perfect, too.




  “Thank you for coming,” I said. “I like to behold fine works of nature.” And indeed, that was what she seemed to be.




  “And I have longed to behold you close-up,” she said, with winning simplicity.




  Winning simplicity, I thought. Mark that down. Remember that.




  “I am in need of your help,” I said. “You have had much training in that in which I am but a novice.” I paused. “I mean, the art of making love to a man.”




  “I am pleased that you recognize that it is an art,” she said. “Just because anyone may indulge in it does not mean that anyone knows how to. Everyone knows how to walk, but

  only a few are pleasing to watch while walking.”




  “Tell me,” I said. “Tell me everything.”




  

    I cannot recount all she said. Much of it was common sense, of course. Do not take off your clothes in a cold room. Do not allow interruptions. Do not speak of any other

    matters. Do not, under any circumstances, speak of other women. And never, never ask, Do you love me? Second worst is, Will you come to me again? Only a fool says those things.


  




  “Each man has a dream image of himself and a woman, and it is your job to answer that dream. Inasmuch as you do, you will satisfy him,” she said. “The challenge is that it is

  not readily apparent which man has which image in his mind. He may not even know himself. It takes a genius to discover it. All great courtesans are geniuses that way. They pull out what is deepest

  in the other person and give it a face and form. Such is magic. Forget potions and perfumes. The spellbinding comes in summoning forth this deepest desire and dream, and making it live. And in

  becoming this, you will find yourself changed as well, and you may come to love him. For there is a possibility he may answer your own deepest secret dream. Always that possibility.”




  “Has this ever happened to you?” I asked this creature of inspiring love.




  “No,” she admitted. “But there is always the next time!” She threw back her head and laughed, a great, hungry laugh. Even in that, she was beguiling. She indicated my

  trunks. “Let me see your gowns,” she said. “They are your tools!”




  

    After she left, I felt more lost than ever. Before, I had not known what I did not know, imagining it a simple matter of assembly, like building a chair or cooking a stew. Now

    I knew it was much more than that, and something that was unteachable. I would have to face Caesar with neither knowledge nor experience in this realm, and by the time I acquired any, it would be

    too late. I felt like a human sacrifice.
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  I took special care in selecting the rug. I knew that, as a connoisseur of fine furnishings, Caesar must not disdain my gift. It also allowed me to distract myself by comparing

  the scarlet thread of Cappadocia to that of Arabia, and other such weighty questions. I took an entire day to decide between my two final choices, which served the purpose of postponing my meeting

  with Caesar a little longer. But the rug was finally lying in its canvas bag at my feet, and I was sitting forlornly in the fishing boat that Apollodoros was rowing—ah! all too

  competently—a safe distance from the shore, westward to Alexandria.




  I could see the dim glow of the enemy campfires, see the smoke drifting inland. But we soon passed them by, and the sands were empty. He raised the sail. Then, much too soon, the green of the

  Delta started. We were coming closer.




  I did not see the Lighthouse. Long before we came in sight of it, I had crawled into the rug and Apollodoros had fastened it around me. I was imprisoned in the dark, faintly sweet-smelling,

  threaded prison, and I could feel every shudder and thump as the boat bounced over the waves. I felt us shake as we passed a very rough spot, and I guessed that was the entrance of the harbor,

  where the waves dashed against the base of the Lighthouse even in good weather. As we bobbed and bucked, and I began to feel sick, I couldn’t help a faint smile; all that effort in selecting

  the rug, and I might end by ruining it!




  Now, that would impress Caesar, I told myself. How inviting, how alluring! I bit my lip and willed myself to think of flat horizons. Then, just when I thought I could not stand it another

  minute, the pitching stopped. We had entered calmer waters. In a muffled way, I began to hear voices. There were other boats nearby.




  Of course there would be. The palace still had to be supplied with food, linen, and firewood. Surely one more boat would not be noticed.




  I heard Apollodoros shouting good-natured remarks to the other boats. The water under the boat was quiescent now, and we glided along. Soon there was a gentle bump, wood against wood. Then I

  felt the boat bounce and ride higher in the water as Apollodoros stepped out. He was pulling it along a canal, most likely the main one that led south to the lake and north into the palace

  area.




  What was the hour? It must still be daylight, the normal hour for commercial vessels to be out, but I hoped it was near sunset. The later I got to Caesar’s quarters, the more likely he

  might be alone.




  We glided along the waterway and then came to an abrupt stop. This must be the entrance to the palace grounds. I heard, muffled and indistinct, the voices of the guards and of Apollodoros. What

  was he saying? O Isis, you must have given him the words, because next I heard the sound of the iron grate being lifted so we could float past. Apollodoros gave a cheery call of thanks.




  I felt us being tied up. Then nothing. No movement, no voices. I felt as if I were strangling. The tightly rolled rug prevented me from filling my lungs with air, and the lack of movement was

  disorienting.




  I must have either gone to sleep or become unconscious, because I have no memory of what happened until I was jolted awake. The rug was being carried. But was it by Apollodoros, or someone else?

  I tried to lie so naturally that nothing—except my weight—might betray my presence. I had told Apollodoros to explain the weight by saying there were gold goblets inside as a gift to

  Caesar.




  I lay as straight as I could, hoping that I did not make any suspicious bumps. Yet I mustn’t be so rigid that the rug looked as if it held a rod inside; I had to drape as if I had no

  backbone.




  My neck was about to be snapped, and with each footstep my head thumped against the inside of the roll. That, added to the lack of air, began to deprive me of my senses. I saw little shooting

  stars before my eyes at each jolt.




  Now we were stopped again. I heard low voices, then louder ones arguing. Then the creak of a door.




  I stiffened; I could not help myself. I heard more voices. Then I felt the rug being placed on the floor, and a tug as the bindings were cut away. Suddenly there was a yank, and the entire rug

  shot out from around me, propelling me out and onto the slippery onyx floor. I slid several feet before I could free my hands to stop myself. As I looked up, I saw two lean and muscular legs, their

  feet encased in Roman military boots, right before me.




  I sat up, my eyes following quickly up past the leather strips of the general’s uniform and then over the cuirass, and then I was looking directly into his face: Caesar’s face.




  I recognized it from his busts and his portraits. The features were the same. But what none of them had captured was the reserved, deadly power of the man.




  “Greetings,” he said, and his voice was quiet, almost a whisper. But not the sort of whisper that is afraid of being overheard; it is the whisper of one who knows others will strain

  to catch his every word, and he need not deign to raise his voice to conversational level.




  Still, I caught the shadow of surprise crossing his face; he was unsuccessful at hiding it entirely.




  He reached down to take my hand and pull me up. I was struck with his utter assurance; how easily I could have slashed at him with a knife. Instead I merely rose and found myself facing him.




  I forgot that I had been frightened, so puzzled was I by this man and by my surroundings. The hours inside the rug had left me dazed and unsteady on my feet. It was dark outside. Oil lamps had

  been lit in the room. Where had the time gone? How long had we waited in Alexandria? Caesar seemed to be alone. Could this be possible?




  “A gift from the Queen of Egypt,” Apollodoros was saying, gesturing to the unfurled rug. Caesar stepped on it.




  “But it is not Egyptian,” he said.




  “I am the Egyptian,” I said.




  He was staring at me. He looked as if he knew well how to smile, but was deliberately withholding it. “You are not Egyptian either,” he finally said, with virtually no expression. It

  was impossible to tell what he thought. Yet his lack of animation was not cold, but strangely teasing and luring.




  “My ancestry, as Caesar well knows, is Macedonian, but as Queen of Egypt I have taken the spirit of Egypt for my own.”




  “Is that so?” Caesar walked around me as though I were a tree, rooted and growing in his—my—chamber. For I now found myself as an intruder in my very own apartments.




  “Do you like the tortoiseshell doors in this chamber?” I asked, more boldly than I felt. “I was always most fond of them. Are you my guest, or am I yours?”




  Now he laughed, but his face still held that peculiar reserve of power and watchfulness. “We are both one another’s. You will have to educate me about these things. I am merely a

  Roman barbarian.” He sat, selecting a hard-backed chair.




  I chose not to answer that. “I am here, as you requested.” I waited.




  He raised one eyebrow. “In good time, too. I am impressed. Most impressed.” He nodded.




  “I was told you respected speed.”




  “Above almost all other things.”




  “And what are the other things you respect?”




  “Fortune, and the courage to grasp it.” He leaned back and crossed his arms. They were brown, lean, and sinewy.




  “I have heard you are a gambler. That you cried, ‘Let the dice fly high!’ as you crossed the Rubicon.”




  “You have heard much,” he said.




  “Your boldness was rewarded,” I continued. The truth was, I had not heard much, and had almost come to the end of my knowledge of him.




  “As you hope yours will be,” he said.




  “Yes.”




  Now, at long last, he almost smiled. “Boldness is its own reward. It belongs to only a select few.”




  It was as if I were hearing my own thoughts miraculously voiced aloud by another. “No, it brings rewards. For many rewards are grasped only by the bold,” I answered.




  “Enough words,” he said, and waved for Apollodoros to depart.




  He bowed and withdrew. Then Caesar turned to me.




  Now was the moment. He was going to reach out and take me, just as he took Gaul and Rome. I braced myself. I was ready.




  “Why did you send supplies to Pompey?” he suddenly asked.




  I had had my eyes downcast, waiting. Now I looked up to see him watching me, well aware of what I had been expecting, but not interested in pursuing it. He even looked disgusted, or possibly

  only amused. It was impossible to tell with him.




  “I had to,” I said. “Magnus Pompey had been my father the King’s patron.”




  “What about the son, Gnaeus Pompey?”




  “What about him?”




  “Is he your ally? What did you owe him?”




  “Nothing.”




  “Good. I mean to kill him. And I would not have you be my enemy thereby.” He said “I mean to kill him” as casually as a boy says, “I am going fishing.” Then I

  remembered hearing once that Caesar had threatened a Roman tribune with death if he continued pestering him with questions about treasury funds, and that Caesar had then added, “And this, you

  know, young man, is more disagreeable for me to say than to do.” Suddenly the story was absolutely believable.




  “Do as you like,” I heard myself saying.




  “Oh, are you giving me permission?” he said. “Kind of you.”




  “I am not here to discuss Pompey. I am here because I have been unlawfully deposed from my throne, and because you have the power to set it right. My brother and his advisors are

  evil—”




  He winced. “Please. That word is overused. Suffice it to say I don’t care for them or for their manner of operation: inept and without honor. You shall have your throne back, never

  fear. I shall see to it.” He paused. “As you said, boldness brings rewards. And you have proved most bold.”




  “I thank you,” I said. But could I trust his word?




  “Now all that is over,” he said, smiling at last, “do I have your hand, as my loyal ally?”




  I gave it to him. He grasped it in both his. I was surprised to find that he had small hands. “You will find my loyalty to be absolute,” I said.




  “A rare commodity. And even rarer among Ptolemies.”




  Now he seemed to have switched into another personality. His brittle demeanor had softened, but his dark brown eyes were still wary. He sat relaxed, and his hand was nowhere near his sword.

  “I wish to believe you,” he said with all sincerity. “I myself always keep my word, but until now I have found no fellow in that.”




  “You will see,” I assured him. And I kept that promise, being loyal to him until long after his dying breath.




  “Yes,” he said with that same smile, “I remember promising the Cilician pirates who kidnapped me that I would return and kill them. They didn’t believe me, because I sang

  songs with them and kept good company around the campfire. But I kept my word.”




  I shuddered. “Do you mean you keep your word only about killing? I mean more than that when I give my word.”




  “I keep my word in all things, good and bad.”




  “What about your marriage vows?” I blurted out. How could the notorious adulterer claim to always be loyal?




  “Well, where marriage is concerned, it is a different matter,” he admitted. “In Rome the marriage vows are trampled on. But I was faithful to Cornelia.”




  “The wife of your youth,” I said.




  “Yes. I loved her. Perhaps that is a capacity that one loses with age.” He said it regretfully, and I almost believed him. “Perhaps all that is left after the age of fifty is

  loyalty and love for one’s fellow soldiers.”




  “Do not think that way!” I heard myself saying. “That is worse than being defeated in a battle!”




  Now he broke out into a true smile, not a half one. “Wait until you are defeated in a battle before you say that. There is nothing worse than being defeated in battle.”




  “Spoken like the conqueror of the world,” I said, staring at him. He was the conqueror of the world, the new Alexander. Yet here he sat on a chair in my room, and he was not

  even a particularly large man. “I hope you will utterly defeat my brother and his army!”




  “Thus far nothing has happened. I have been sightseeing in your magnificent white city, going to the Museion, taking in lectures, reading in the Library. The Egyptian army is still

  guarding against you on the eastern frontier.”




  “When they find I have slipped through, they will be here soon enough.”




  “Then I shall have quite a challenge. I have only four thousand men with me, and thirty-five ships. I understand there are twenty thousand men in the Egyptian army. I am outnumbered five

  to one.” He said it cheerfully.




  “We shall defeat them!” I said fiercely.




  “But in the meantime I shall send for reinforcements,” he said.




  “Prudent,” I said. Then we both laughed. “Let me show you your quarters, Imperator,” I said. “I am familiar with them, as they were mine.”




  “And can be again,” he said. He crossed his lean arms.




  “I would appreciate that,” I admitted. “I can find you very comfortable quarters in the building adjacent to the temple of Isis.”




  “No, I meant that you should live here with me.”




  “With you? To share your couch?” Here it came, as I had expected. The conqueror must take all the spoils.




  “Couches are uncomfortable. I prefer a bed. Show it to me.”




  “Where have you been sleeping?”




  “On the couch. I was waiting for you before I used the bed.”




  “You were waiting for me?” I was disappointed. Had I not surprised him? Was he not astounded with my ingenuity in coming to him through enemy lines?




  “I was. I was informed that you were resourceful, clever, and passionate—at least that is what your enemies claimed! That made it a sort of test. I would have tried to find a way to

  get to Alexandria, were I in your place; I believed that you would, also, although I could not predict what method you would use. And so I waited. Knowing that if you came as I expected you to do,

  I would salute and admire you for it. And want you. And only then would I wish to use the bed. Show it to me.” He stood up, his powerful lithe frame rising instantaneously.




  The astonishing thing was, I wanted to. The terrible chore, the awful sacrifice—it was not to be that way. This was entirely unexpected. I could not explain it to myself.




  “Come with me,” I said. “Follow me wherever I take you.” I took his hand, liking the feel of it.




  “That is not something I am accustomed to: following.”




  We were traversing the rooms that lay between the general audience chamber and the innermost one of the royal bedchamber. Abruptly he stopped and pulled my hand.




  “I go no step farther until you swear to me that this is of your own volition,” he said in a very soft voice. “What I said in the audience chamber, about the bed, was a jest. I

  am no rapist, no pillager. I will support your claim to the throne regardless. You need not ever have anything to do with me personally.” He paused. “I have never touched a woman who

  did not wish me to.”




  “It is my desire and wish,” I assured him. It was true, but I could not understand it. This man was a stranger. I did not even know if he was right- or left-handed. Perhaps

  that was the thrill of it.




  But no, I deceive myself. It was Caesar himself. Just looking at him—at his powerful frame, his straight bearing, his lean and tanned face—made me want to touch him. I had never

  touched or lingeringly stroked anything besides an animal before—only my horse, my dogs, my cats. Now I wished nothing more than to touch the flesh of this man standing before me. Had I gone

  mad?




  As in a dream, I led him through the rooms. They were in darkness, except for a few corners where standing oil lamps had been lit.




  We walked on onyx floors, slippery beneath our feet, with the lamplight reflecting but faintly in them, past pale rooms covered in ivory panels. I could hear the low hiss and murmur of the sea

  outside the eastern windows. Still I led him on wordlessly, I Orpheus and he Eurydice, until we reached my chamber.




  It remained as I had left it months ago. The bed coverlet, steeped in rich Tyrian dye, looked brown, not purple, in the moonlight. A half-moon was setting outside the window, as if it hastened

  away and would not look.




  Now, suddenly, I was at a loss as to what to do. I had brought him here, but this was so formal, so abrupt. It almost seemed like an initiation ceremony, one of the mysteries that were

  celebrated in secret rites. And it was a secret rite of which I was ignorant. What was I thinking of?




  Caesar stood still, like a statue. And then I said—the thought suddenly came from nowhere—“You must wear the robes of Amun.” Opening an ebony-inlaid trunk, I took out the

  ancient robes that the ruler kept in readiness for ceremonies at the temples. This one was shot through with gold thread, heavy with encrusted jewels, and woven with rare glistening colors.




  “I am not a god,” he said quietly, as I draped the robe over his shoulders. “Yet in Ephesus I was hailed as one.” There was a wistfulness in his voice, faint, yet

  there.




  “Tonight you are a god,” I said. “You will come to me as Amun.”




  “And you? Who are you?”




  “Isis,” I said. My ceremonial robes were also at hand.




  “Can we not merely be Julius Caesar and Cleopatra?” I had to strain to hear his voice.




  “Tonight we are more than that, and we must embrace it,” I said. I was frightened at what I had embarked on; I was not even sure I could complete it. Perhaps the costumes would serve

  to disguise my confusion.




  He stood before me in the robes of the god. In the darkness his face was hidden, but his physical presence filled the robes and did them justice.




  He bent down to kiss me, the first time anyone had ever done so. I almost flinched at his touch, it was so foreign to me to let anyone come that close. He touched my hair, bringing both hands up

  to do so; he embraced me gently, he kissed my neck. Each action was so slow and deliberate that it felt portentous, as if he were unbolting a sacred door or unsealing a shrine. He took my hands in

  his and guided them to embrace him as well, as if he knew I needed to be taught. And touching him, even just his shoulders, felt as forbidden as his touch on me: unpermitted, shocking, alien. Not

  only was he a stranger, but now I seemed a stranger to my very self. And yet . . . it was as if I did know him, in some fundamental, reassuring way. My fear evaporated, its place taken by eagerness

  and excitement.




  He reached down and picked me up, more easily than Apollodoros had. I felt his arm bones, and I wanted them to be dedicated to me, to protecting me, to fighting for me. He took only two steps

  over to the bed.




  The robes of Amun were heavy and smothering. Now he must throw them off. But no; he insisted on stripping off his military gear in a ritualistic manner, and lying naked beneath the robes.




  I removed my gown in turn, and was glad to do so; once becoming, after the hard journey it was dirty and smelled of the rug and the bottom of the boat. With unsteady hands I drew the Isis robe

  around my shoulders and over my back.




  “Ah.” He put out a hand and touched me, as if in wonder. Had I not known better, I would have believed he had never seen a woman’s body before. “You are beautiful.”

  And I knew that tonight it was so.




  Bolder now, I touched him, feeling his muscled chest, so different from the eunuch Mardian’s—the only male I had ever embraced. I ran my hands over his shoulders, exploring like a

  child in a new room. He seemed amused.




  “You must teach me,” I whispered into his ear, freely admitting my lack of knowledge. I trusted him absolutely, a curious thing.




  “Can Amun teach Isis?” he said. “No. They are both fully knowledgeable. A god and a goddess.” Then he pulled gently and unfastened the clasp of my robe. The heavy costume

  slid off my shoulders. He kissed the place where the robe had lain. His lips made my skin rise in gooseflesh.




  He bent his head and kissed my breasts, first the right, then the left. He touched them almost reverently.




  “Even Venus is never portrayed with breasts this perfect,” he murmured. He held me gently, as if he were still undecided whether to pursue this course of action. After what seemed a

  long, quiet time, he said, “You are young and offer me a great gift. But I would not rob your husband of it.”




  “I’m free to offer it as I will,” I cried, suddenly afraid he would refuse me. “And fate is unlikely ever to grant me a husband I want!” Certainly not my

  brother—I had no wish to save anything of my person for him, or even to let him touch me. “You must be my husband!” I insisted. “Yes, Amun to Isis—” Let me hide

  my unbidden and impolitic desire behind the conventions of the costumes.




  “Then, for tonight—” At last he pressed himself against me, and we sank down together on the pillows. He was lying on me, the heavy Amun robes weighing us down. I was yearning

  for us to join together. Everything was gone from my mind but this desire. I did not remember that I had been afraid, or sought information from the prostitute or Olympos, only that I wanted to be

  physically possessed by Caesar.




  “—I will be your husband.”




  “So be it,” I said, with all my heart.




  And I gave myself to him, and our destinies merged. He became my lord and partner, I his queen and wife.




  He was gentle and patient with me; it was I who was eager and hungry, as if he had created an appetite in me that had never existed before. I was caught up in it, picked up and transported to

  another world, as I had heard happened to sages; afterwards they returned to earth babbling about the visions they had had, indescribable, ineffable, transforming. Sometimes these holy men claimed

  to have been sucked up into the clouds by whirling winds and carried great distances; sometimes they departed only from the utter quiet of their own chambers. Always they were changed when they

  returned, and so I was, as well. I had touched and been touched by another human being, had allowed someone beyond all my guarded gates of privacy, into my very self, so that there were no

  boundaries left. What I had dreaded all my life as annihilation I now experienced as completion. My world changed utterly in that instant. I clung to him as if I would never lose him. I wanted that

  revelation, that moment of transfiguration, never to fade. But it would; it did. So I learned two things that night, and the next day, from him: the perfection of a moment, and the fleeting nature

  of it.




  

    He slept. His body lay stretched on the bed, a linen sheet draped over his back as if he were just dozing from the baths. The Amun robe lay somewhere on the floor, discarded

    after it had served its purpose. I could tell from his breathing that he was asleep, his broad back moving slowly up and down, exposed to a dagger should I have one hidden. Pompey had been killed

    by the treachery of a Ptolemy, and yet here Caesar lay, sleeping peacefully at the mercy of another one. But he had gauged me right; not only would I never harm him, but I would kill anyone who

    tried to. I sat up for a long time in the bed, just watching him, listening to him breathe and move in his sleep.


  




  I felt profoundly bound to him. The lovemaking over, my heart beating only at a normal pace, the heat of the moment replaced by cool watchfulness, I saw him not as an abstract Roman, or even as

  the famous conqueror Caesar, but as a lone man, an exile like myself. In the faint lamplight I could make out the lines on his back, the little bumps where his spinal cord lay like a rope under his

  flesh, even some scars. He had had a hard life the last few years; months of being out in the field, leading half-starving soldiers to attack his once brother-in-law, now his foe. No rest, no

  safety, betrayed by the very city he had won victories for, having to risk his life just to have his rights recognized . . . he had said that only his troops had kept him from being sacrificed by

  the Senate, when all was said and done. A weary man, an unappreciated man . . . an exile, like me. But he had ended my exile. I wished to do the same for him—if there was any way I could.
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