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            DIVINATION

          

        

      

    

    
      It was dark in Alexander’s tomb. The glow coming from the great conqueror’s crystal sarcophagus barely reached the marble walls but it was enough to light up the faces of the three girls leaning on it. The youngest of the three, Kleopatra, held a silver pendulum over a small round tile decorated with intersecting lines on the coffin’s lid over the Macedonian’s shiny gold breastplate. The fourteen-year-old studied it with a look of great concentration on her high-cheek boned face, now mostly hidden by a fall of heavy blonde hair. It was utterly silent in the burial chamber except for the soft hiss of the bronze oil lamps burning in the bottom of the pedestal beneath the translucent coffin.

      “Is this my ka’s guide?” Kleopatra watched the silver teardrop shaped pendulum drift across the round tile. The pendulum’s pointy tip followed one of the lines until it got to the word Yes. It hovered there a moment then swung back to the center.

      “What’s it saying?” Tryphaena whispered from the other side of the coffin.

      Kleopatra looked up, her slanting green eyes two warnings. “She doesn’t like being called it.”

      “Sorry,” Tryphaena said, instantly regretting her carelessness.

      “But how do you know?” Berenike asked, snickering.

      “Must you always be so difficult?” Tryphaena asked, turning and looking at her.

      Berenike shrugged. “What? I just asked a question.” She drew her himation tighter around her shoulder. “I don’t know why we have to do this here anyway. It’s creepy.”

      Kleopatra’s steeply arched blonde eyebrows drew together into a frown. Her older sisters could be so dense sometimes, especially when it came to hiera mageia, the sacred magic. How many times had she explained that her spirit guide preferred to be summoned here in the royal tomb?

      “Put some more kyphi on the charcoals, and be silent or she will ignore us,” she said, and backed it up with a meaningful look.

      Tryphaena took a fat pinch from the alabaster jar sitting beside the tile, the oracle as Kleopatra called it, and dropped it in the small portable brazier they’d set up on the lid. Kleopatra had just gotten the kyphi, the same incense used in the native temples to honor the gods, that day from a shop in the Portico of the Perfume and Unguent Sellers, and it was still damp. It hissed on the crust of white and red charcoals then tendrils of smoke rose into the air. The room seemed to grow darker a moment then the light coming from the coffin shone on Kleopatra’s high forehead, on her arm resting on its lid, and on the pendulum. The oracle was a round, dark shadow against the glowing coffin lid.

      “Are you ready, Great One, to answer my questions?” Kleopatra asked, solemnly.

      The pendulum swung across to Yes.

      “Will my eldest sister, Tryphaena, daughter of Ptolemy, basileos of the Two-Egypts, win the contest to be next year’s kanephore?”

      Kleopatra bit the corner of her full-lipped mouth. One had to be very specific when talking to spirits. They had no concept of time or space, and the name Tryphaena was not rare, since parents often honored the royal family by naming their offspring after its members, so it was best to make it as easy for them as possible to give an answer.

      Kleopatra knew her sister, Tryphaena, the eldest of the three of them at eighteen, wanted the prestigious priesthood more than anything, but their father had decided to hold a music and poetry contest in which girls from Alexandria’s wealthiest families would compete for that honor.

      Please, Golden Aphrodite, make it so . . .

      Smile upon Tryphaena and grant her wish . . .

      She would make a fine sacred basket-bearer . . .

      In her heightened state, Kleopatra watched the pendulum track along a line to the word Maybe.

      Tryphaena’s face fell but she considerately held her tongue. Then it began to creep toward the word Yes. She made little clapping sounds with her hands. “I may still have a chance, after all!” she blurted out then put a hand over her mouth when she recalled Kleopatra’s admonition to be silent. “Sorry,” she whispered.

      Now it was Berenike’s turn to have her question put to the oracle. Kleopatra drew a deep breath and waited for the pendulum to come to a standstill in the oracle’s center. “Will my sister, Berenike, second daughter of Ptolemy, basileos of the Two-Egypts, attain her heart’s true desire?” A mysterious question but Berenike had stubbornly refused to be more specific. That usually meant trouble for someone, but for whom? Kleopatra wondered. The pendulum swung to the word Yes at once.

      Berenike’s sapphire eyes gleamed with greed. “Yes!”

      Her sisters looked at her.

      And now it was Kleopatra’s turn to ask her question. “Will I, Kleopatra, third daughter of Ptolemy, basileos of the Two-Egypts attain my heart’s desire and teach in the Mouseion when I grow up?” She watched the pendulum begin to swing on its long chain.

      Please be merciful to your servant, Holy One!

      When it stopped at the word No, Kleopatra’s heart plummeted.

      Her oracle was rarely wrong.

      She drew a heavy sigh. At least Tryphaena had a chance to realize her dream.

      Berenike suddenly spoke up. “Let’s ask one more!”

      Kleopatra shook her head. “No!”

      “Why not?” the black-haired sixteen-year-old persisted.

      “We’re not supposed to,” Kleopatra said baldly.

      “What is the matter? Is the great magician afraid?” Berenike’s eyes issued a challenge her younger sister could not ignore despite her better judgment.

      Kleopatra’s proud chin came up. “All right then, just this once.”

      Berenike smiled. “Ask your friend who will be queen of the Two-Egypts.”

      Tryphaena gave Berenike a sharp look. “Berenike . . .”

      Kleopatra set the pendulum down. “Our sister will be basilissa, as you well know,” she said at once. She would have no part in helping Berenike needle Tryphaena, her favorite sister and best friend. Berenike could be such a harpy, but Kleopatra held her tongue because there had been an uneasy truce between them ever since their papa, annoyed at last by their squabbling, had threatened to take a belt to their backsides. Before that, they often got into fist fights, and Kleopatra emerged victorious from few of them. Certainly, no crown of laurels had awaited her after their last fight—only a strong poultice for a black eye.

      Berenike spread her arms. “Of course she’ll be queen, so what’s the harm in asking?”

      Tryphaena nodded. “Go ahead and humor her, Kleopatra.”

      Berenike leaned across the coffin. “Just for laughs, ask about each of us.”

      Kleopatra took up the pendulum. “Are you still there, Great One?”

      Yes, came the reply at once.

      “Will Tryphaena, eldest daughter of Ptolemy, be basilissa of the Two-Egypts?”

      The pendulum traversed the oracle and stopped at Yes.

      Kleopatra smiled inside. Thank you, merciful Isis!

      “Will, Berenike, second daughter of Ptolemy, be basilissa of the Two-Egypts?”

      The pendulum rocked back and forth then settled on Yes.

      Bang! The whole room shook. The girls jumped at the sharp metallic sound.

      “I am afraid, Kleopatra,” Tryphaena cried.

      “What was that?” Berenike asked, looking around the gloomy room. She called out, “Hello?” An echo off the deeply carved marble walls was the only answer she got. The girls looked at the heavy bronze door, but not a sliver of daylight marred its surface in its heavy cedar doorjambs.

      Kleopatra shook her head. “Nothing like that has ever happened before.” Then she looked down and her eyes widened and her hands flew up to her mouth. In her haste she had dropped the pendulum and now it was whirling around the edge of the oracle.

      All three girls turned and stared at it. Kleopatra whispered, “Isis, Osiris and Horos, will you look at that!” The heavy piece of metal was going faster and faster.

      “It’s your turn,” Berenike reminded her from across the coffin lid.

      Kleopatra knew it was a mistake, knew she should have scooped up the pendulum and oracle, put them in their black pouch, and ended the divination, but Berenike’s smirking face impelled her to tempt fate. “Will I, Kleopatra, third daughter of Ptolemy ever be basilissa of the Two-Egypts?” she asked in a quavering voice.

      The pendulum became a blur as it raced along the edge of the tile. Three sets of eyes watched over mouths opened wide in shock. It stopped suddenly on Yes, the chain sticking straight up in the air as if held by some invisible hand. Then Alexander’s armor-clad fist slammed into the bottom of the heavy transparent lid.

      The girls screamed and bolted for the door and burst into the bright clear summer sunlight like a bevy of startled pintails exploding from a papyrus swamp at the approach of beaters. But instead of nets waiting to ensnare them, the girls’ sword-bearers were there with concerned faces and swords drawn to defend their young royal charges against any and all harm. Berenike rounded on Kleopatra. “You little ibis shit! I know trickery when I see it!”

      Kleopatra looked from Berenike to Tryphaena. “As Isis lives in Philae, I swear I don’t know what happened. I am sure it was just a mistake,” she stammered.

      “Of course, it is a mistake! Everyone knows I’m destined to rule . . .” Berenike stopped, her pale face turning red.

      Tryphaena looked at her. “You were saying, sister?” she said quietly.

      Berenike recovered quickly. “I meant to say that everyone knows that you will be basilissa of the Two-Egypts and I am to rule Cyprus with our uncle.” She jabbed a finger at Kleopatra. “But you will be sent to Parthia to marry some stinking Persian where you’ll pinch off stinking Persian half breeds! So don’t get any ideas, or I’ll beat them out of you!” Berenike punctuated each word with a sharp jab into Kleopatra’s chest.

      “That’s enough, Berenike!” Tryphaena grabbed her younger sister’s wrist.

      Berenike glared at Kleopatra. “She’d just better watch herself.”

      Tryphaena released her hold and Berenike stalked off. “Hurry up, you blockheads,” she shouted at her sword-bearers and the litter-bearers waiting patiently beside her litter. Berenike angrily waved away the soldier who tried to hand her into her litter and clambered inside, but not without a last glowering look at Kleopatra. The litter-bearers grabbed the litter’s poles, hoisted them onto their shoulders and trotted away with their unhappy cargo. Neither Kleopatra nor Tryphaena were sorry to see her go.

      Tryphaena gave Kleopatra a sympathetic look. “Are you all right, little sister?”

      “One of these days I am going to beat her ass,” Kleopatra said, shaking her head.

      “You’ve lost every time you’ve tried,” Tryphaena smiled.

      Kleopatra dipped her eyes to hide her embarrassment. What her eldest sister said was true. Tryphaena took one of Kleopatra’s hands in hers. “Let me know if she bothers you, but I would stay out of her way for awhile.” Kleopatra knew good advice when she heard it. She would avoid Berenike’s part of the palace or places where she went.

      Tryphaena gave Kleopatra a sisterly hug. “I want you to know that I don’t hold you responsible for what the oracle said, but I will be keeping an eye on our sister.”

      “The fact that she said Berenike would be queen is proof enough that something wasn’t right. I should have never allowed her to goad me into asking more questions.”

      Tryphaena rolled her eyes. “Berenike has always thought highly of herself—though only the gods know why—and I’d have done the same thing in your place.”

      “Why is she always such a serpent’s egg?” Kleopatra asked.

      Tryphaena sighed. “I think it is our mama’s death that changed her.”

      “That was hard on all of us,” Kleopatra said, glumly.

      “Death affects everyone differently.” Tryphaena climbed into her litter which had been brought up. She stuck her head out and gave Kleopatra a warm smile. “You stay out of trouble.” Her litter was carried from the royal nekropolis escorted by a dozen soldiers.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      The Great Library looked out over Alexandria’s eastern harbor, a large marble building with long colonnades and deep porticos fanning out from a temple of the muses. It was Kleopatra’s favorite place in the city and where she spent the most time. The previous day’s misadventure with the oracle was still fresh in her mind when she went to see her tutor. With her lone sword-bearer following, she went down a covered marble colonnade connecting the Mouseion with an adjacent stately building, also in creamy white marble and limestone. The building, as befitting a place of learning and creativity, was dedicated to the Muses. It had been founded three hundred years earlier by the first Ptolemy on the advice of Demetrios of Phaleron.

      Here, in thirteen great halls, whose ample walls were lined with spacious armaria, numbered and titled, were housed the thousands of manuscripts containing the accumulated intellectual wealth of the Greek people. Each of the Halls was assigned to a separate department of learning. Here was Kallimachos’ famous all-encompassing catalogue of Greek literature, the Pinakes. The halls were used by the scholars for general research, although there were smaller separate rooms for individuals or groups engaged in esoteric studies. It was a busy place and on any given day there were thousands of students. Typically, instruction took the form of masters reading from texts while students listened. And, as this was a distinctly Greek institution, disputation was an essential element for both faculty and students. Kleopatra thrived in its rarefied air like a well-tended rosebush in the royal gardens.

      “That was very foolish,” Sosogines said, after hearing Kleopatra’s account of what happened in the tomb. “Magic should never be used lightly, especially by initiates.”

      “You speak the truth, Foster Father,” she said, using the honorific accorded to royal tutors. “I regretted it as soon as I did it.”

      “As well you should, young lady.” He nodded, satisfied. “Good, then let’s go up to the roof and see if you pass the test.” They left the hall and went along the portico to the stairs that would take them to the roof, Kleopatra’s sword-bearer following at a discreet distance. They got to the staircase and Kleopatra followed the elderly man up the steps. He talked as they climbed the stairs. “You are meant for great things, Kleopatra, and that requires much knowledge. By learning all we can, the more useful we are to ourselves and others, and that makes us better able to serve the gods. Don’t waste your energies on frivolities or you’ll end up like Berenike pursuing pleasure and power for its own sake. The highest good is serving our fellow men and the gods in any way we can.”

      Kleopatra looked up at him with eyes the color of wet papyrus leaves and a smile that showed that she was being playful. “Papa says that we are gods, and we are the ones people should serve and pay all manner of tribute and honor to.”

      Sosogines stopped and half turned and looked down at her, his eyes narrowing in his parchment toned face. “What do you believe, Kleopatra?”

      She hesitated then said, “Although my family is worshipped as such by our subjects, I do not think we are gods. Great Isis is Queen of Heaven and ruler of those who wander in the dark lands beyond the river in desolate Tartaros. In olden times, she ruled the Two-Egypts herself but she doesn’t dwell among mortals any more. Sometimes I see her wings flashing in the gray east when snake Apophis flees before her shining face and daylight returns to the world of men. She is far away, but she is very near as well.”

      Sosogines smiled at this from such a young girl. “The basileos is entitled to his opinion, of course, but note all the many fine temples he has built or restored in his kingdom.  Come along now, we don’t have all day.”

      “Not even half a day!” Kleopatra quipped, as he turned and lead the way.

      “What a fine day it is,” Sosogines exclaimed when they stepped out onto the broad flat tiled roof beneath a high clear sky unmarred by even a whisp of a cloud.

      “The birds are enjoying themselves, at any rate,” Kleopatra said, with a ripple of laughter. And it was true, too. The sky was full of birds flying circles high overhead, or chasing each other among the masts of the freighters tied up alongside the quays. From here, high on the roof of the royal library, she could look down into Alexandria’s busy harbors.

      Kleopatra’s eyes flickered over the Heptastadion, the causeway that connected the mainland to nearby Pharos Island. Even as she watched, a steady stream of wagons crawled along its wide boulevard laden with bulbous clay jars filled with kiki oil for the Great Lighthouse’s thirsty lantern. The tall building on Pharos Island’s northeastern tip loomed over the mouth of the Great Harbor. By day there was no need for the lantern because a massive mirror caught Helios’ nurturing rays and flashed them far out to sea so ships could find their way to the harbor of Happy Returns. Long lean warships lay in their covered ship-sheds not far from the warehouses where copies of books for sale abroad were stored. Freighters glided into the eastern harbor with their sails full-bellied and their decks crammed with passengers eager for their first glimpse of the fabled city. The traffic leaving the Great Harbor on the near side of the Heptastadion was even heavier, for Egypt’s exports far exceeded her imports. The Emporion, Alexandria’s seaside marketplace, sprawled by the busy waterfront, crowded with merchants selling goods from all over the world.

      Kleopatra sighed heavily. The Roman barbarians will try to steal this from us one day. Only papa’s bribes have kept them away so far. A gloomy thought she quickly pushed aside as she nodded at her sword-bearer. The hulking soldier’s shadow fell over her when he came up with her small bronze box.

      “Thank you, Timoxenos,” she said, and he moved off a little.

      Kleopatra went over to a stone pedestal and placed the box on it and flipped open the lid emblazoned with a Macedonian star. She took out a small square of ebony wood with a hole drilled in it, and a metal rod. She inserted the rod into its wood base then positioned it on the pedestal.

      “I’m ready now.” She smiled up at Sosogines, squinting against the brightness of the sky behind him. He walked around her science project, studying it with the gravity of one studying the latest groundbreaking experiment. “That is very good work, young lady, but now we have to assure ourselves that the instrument is truly vertical.”

      He began to ask how she would accomplish that, but the words died in his throat as she took out a string weighted on one end with a silver coin bearing her father’s portrait on one side and an eagle on the other. It was an ugly coarse-grained lump of metal. Not lustrous silver like a coin from an earlier reign, but dull gray and struck off center so that the king’s nose skipped off the edge into infinity.

      Kleopatra’s father had debased the kingdom’s coinage so much it had more lead in it than silver, and the artist that had cut the die hadn’t done him any favors, either. The portrait depicted a hook-nosed man with the low-brow profile of a rude barbarian, whereas the king was in fact a handsome Hellene of culture, if of somewhat dubious parentage being the bastard son of the ninth Ptolemy.

      While Sosogines watched approvingly, Kleopatra peered at the plumb line and gnomon to see if they lined up. Her white byssus cloth himation slid off her shoulder revealing a slender pale arm with a stack of gold bangles decorated with scarab- and acorn-shaped bells. She gave the brass gnomon a tap until it lined up perfectly with the plumb line. “Thank Great Isis for my allowances!”

      “I’d say that your allowance has more to do with your father than with Isis, great as the Goddess is, of course. How did you know to use a plumb line?”

      “My papa’s workers do the same thing when they check the uprightness of obelisks. You see, once the coin stops swinging, it always points straight down.”

      Sosogines stroked his goatee. “Very observant of you, young lady. One can never go wrong with direct observation.”

      Kleopatra’s tutor was a diminutive, bandy-legged man who used beeswax to twist his snowy goatee into a sharp point. The young scientists at the Mouseion called him Old Beeswax—to his back. His commission by the king to be Kleopatra’s tutor raised him automatically to the rank of Kinsman of the Order of First Friends, an honorific dating back to the days of the fifth Ptolemy a century earlier. He was entitled to wear a purple gown, gold headband, and a gold eight-pointed star brooch.

      Of course, all this meant resigning the directorship of the Great Library, but he was glad to be rid of the heavy tedium of library work. Just after being named prostates of the library three years ago, he concluded that accepting the job had been a huge mistake. Very little original work was done in there anymore. Instead, the scholars worked like sedulous apes on the same books, rarely seeking to create anything new and exciting, dissecting the same dusty scrolls containing boring derivatives or dissertations of the same old Homeric shit. Never anything new! Whole papyrus scrolls were dedicated to pronunciation of words in The Iliad. Pronunciation, the gods save us! Sosogines had suffered like a convict doomed to toil in the royal gold mines, pretending to be interested in the tasteless porridge being ladled out by the Great Library’s time-serving scholars. There wasn’t an original thought in any of their heads. All they ever did was pick at the scraps clinging to poor old Homer’s bones. Well, that may have been an exaggeration, Sosogines thought, guiltily. But his frustration had indeed been great. Then the gods had sent him Kleopatra and bored, jaded Sosogines had begun to see the world through her big eyes, and it once again seemed a wondrous place. How her face lit up when he taught her about the Golden Mean or PHI and how it was Thrice-Great Hermes’ design for all things in nature and in the heavens. Aside from all that, he now had plenty of free time to pursue his true passion: astronomy. Almost every night, with Kleopatra following closely behind, he coaxed his creaking stiff legs up the steep steps of the tall, square tower that Auletes had built for him on the wall overlooking Alexandria’s vast complex of lakeside wharves. Lake Mariut effectively separated the city from the Egyptian hinterland even as it accommodated the steady stream of freighter traffic pouring in from the Kanopic branch of the Nile. Far from any distracting oil-fed streetlamps, Sosogines and Kleopatra conducted their observations on all but the cloudiest nights. Sosogines was happy to have her with him and he did not want to think about her every going away. It was good to be a royal tutor, especially with such a willing pupil.

      Apart from the prestige that came with the position, there was the joy of watching his talented young pupil grow into a true intellectual. He was fond of the slender, self-contained, young Greek girl with finely sculpted features; a straight, slightly upturned nose, rosebud mouth, and long, straight, gold hair that fell to the middle of her back like gleaming silk. Her startling eyes gazed out at the world with the unblinking stare of a watchful kitten. And, like the half-tame cats that freely roamed the temples of Egypt, she moved with a natural grace that some said she had inherited from her late mother. However, it was her blond hair and pale skin tinged with blue undertones that revealed her Macedonian and Greek descent. It was evident to all that the girl got her good looks and manners from her late mother. Her papa’s marriage to Kleopatra Tryphaena, a younger half-sister, had been arranged with a view to expediency rather than marital suitability, and it had been obvious to the whole court that they rubbed each other the wrong way. She found Auletes loud and uncouth. And Auletes would, too often, offend her sense of propriety by publicly playing his flute, by his loud easy laugh and by his backslapping familiarity with even the lowliest pike man guarding the palace. Sosogines had liked the woman well enough and had even been genuinely sad when she died under questionable circumstances that still had some tongues wagging. She had crossed the river Styx leaving behind three daughters and a toddler son. Sosogines didn’t have much use for the late queen’s two eldest daughters, and hadn’t had any contact with the boy, either. He didn’t envy the other royal tutors, who were obliged to teach the other royal children, or the suntrophi, the royal children’s aristocratic companions.

      Kleopatra’s lilting voice brought him back to the present. “The tip of the shadow marks the end of a line that connects the shadow’s tip, the top of the gnomon and the sun.” She watched the shadow crawl across the top of pedestal.

      Sosogines’ eyes twinkled. “That is exactly right, Kleopatra. Now, can you tell me how high the sun is relative to the horizon?”

      Just before the sun reached its zenith Kleopatra measured the shadow’s length, then she sat back on her heels and, using a sharp bronze kalamos, scratched her calculations on an ostrakon, a piece of broken pottery. When she was done she handed the pottery fragment to him.

      “Well done, Little Scholar!” he smiled.

      Kleopatra bowed her head. “Thank you, Foster-Father.”

      He called me a scholar! Wait until I tell Tryphaena!

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      “I am sure there are worse things for a girl to be called but I can’t think of any.” Tryphaena paced the room with a basket on her head. “How do I look?”

      “Like the Star Goddess rising at the start of the New Year!” Kleopatra replied, a little hurt by her sister’s apparent blithe indifference to her good news. She had flown on winged feet to her sister’s chambers as soon as she had returned to the palace, her heart brimming with pride over her achievement.

      “Right now I’ll settle for looking like the next sacred basket-bearer.” Tryphaena glided across the room, vanishing behind a big fern growing in a pot by a granite pillar. She re-appeared a moment later, arms at her side. “This is harder than it looks.”

      “It usually is,” Kleopatra replied from the couch where she lay petting Tryphaena’s pet hare Lagos, named after the founder of their dynasty Ptolemy Lagos—a hugely amusing joke in Tryphaena’s mind, if not in the mind of their father.

      Tryphaena swept the basket from her head, went over to Kleopatra, flounced on the edge of the couch and joined her in petting Lagos. “Berenike ran right to Papa on her little cloven hooves and told him what happened in the Sema.”

      Kleopatra blanched. “Zeus’ balls!” she cried. “What should I do?” Her father most certainly would not be pleased to hear that she had used divination to inquire about the succession. Only he could decide who would succeed him after the gods took him up to their bosoms. To even ask such a question could be construed as treasonous. Kleopatra wondered if even now her father was preparing to banish her to some strange land for her crime. She tried to cut off the thought: fear and doubt was almost always fatal. One attracted what one feared most. Better to hope for the best.  What a stupid thing for me to have done, she thought bitterly.

      Tryphaena dismissed her fears with the wave of an elegant hand. “Oh, don’t worry; I talked to him, too. He wasn’t upset at all. In fact, he said that the sooner Berenike is carted off to Cyprus the better off we’ll all be.”

      Kleopatra let out a long sigh of relief. So her eldest sister had, against all hope, turned aside their father’s legendary wrath. She dipped her head and said, “Thank you, Tryphaena.”

      Tryphaena pulled out a silver hairpin, and her long hair, copper colored and perfectly straight, tumbled down past her slender shoulders. “What are sisters for?”

      “It’s hard to imagine Berenike married to our uncle,” Kleopatra said, thinking that the day her bad tempered older sister sailed from Alexandria with her new husband would be a great day indeed.

      “It won’t be the first time a girl in our family has married an uncle,” Tryphaena pointed out, “or a brother, although that’s by far more common.”

      “But our uncle is so nice and Berenike is…well, you know.” Kleopatra smiled at Tryphaena. Like all the other girls in Alexandria, she admired her sister’s regal bearing, heart-shaped face and amber eyes. Only last year a Bactrian ambassador on a diplomatic mission to Egypt had gone mad with passion for her. Throughout Egypt she was famous for her lilting singing voice and skill on the lyre.

      Kleopatra thought her the most beautiful girl in the kingdom, a view shared by many. “Have you decided what you’ll wear for the competition?” Kleopatra asked.

      “I’ll tell you if you promise to keep it a secret,” Tryphaena said with the barest trace of a smile.

      “Who would I tell?” Kleopatra asked, one gull-wing-like eyebrow soaring.

      “Stratonike for one,” Tryphaena laughed. Kleopatra nodded. “Stratonike is a good friend but she is the worst of gossips, so I am careful about what I tell her. Don’t worry, sister, your secret is safe with me.”

      Tryphaena turned to a slave dusting the furniture in the room. “Senmonthis, bring me my new gown.”

      “Yes, Mistress.” The old woman left the room, her shoulders drooping.

      Kleopatra shook her head. “Poor Senmonthis seems so sad.” It struck her how vulnerable the woman seemed. She had been with them as long as she could remember.

      Tryphaena sighed. “It’s that hellhound sister of ours. She’s very hard on her.”

      The elderly slave returned a moment later with the gown draped in her arms.

      “How lovely this is!” Kleopatra cried. “I can’t even tell what the material is.” Kleopatra touched the nearly transparent fabric with reverent fingers.

      “It’s silk from China. See how some of the panels are embroidered with ivy vines?” Tryphaena glowed with pride over the fine garment.

      “You’ll be the envy of everyone!” Kleopatra said, breathlessly.

      “It cost me ten talents of good gold,” Tryphaena said, smoothing the filmy material. She gave the dress to Senmonthis who took it from the room. Tryphaena turned to Kleopatra and said in a wistful voice. “I don’t know what I’ll do after you’re gone.”

      Kleopatra gave a little start at her words. “I’ll never leave,” she replied with rather more confidence than she felt with her oracle’s pronouncement still fresh in her mind.

      Tryphaena touched Kleopatra’s chin and turned her so that Kleopatra looked into her eyes. “You’ll have to someday,” she said with her red glossed lips. “You’ll be sent to Parthia, Bactria, or Mauritania, where you will marry and be a fine lady at the court of some foreign king, and you’ll forget about Alexandria and the Two-Egypts.” Tryphaena looked at her shrewdly.

      Kleopatra laughed. The idea was so absurd and adulthood so far away that nothing could shake her belief in a future as a teacher. “I won’t marry. I’m going to teach in the Great Library and be on hand to look things up for you when you are basilissa.”

      Golden One! Please don’t let me be sent away . . .

      Kleopatra felt like tearing her hair out. She’d rather die than leave Alexandria.

      “All I’ve ever wanted is to teach in the Great Library,” she said miserably.

      Tryphaena bowed her head.  “By all the gods, that is my desire, too, little sister, but until I am basilissa it’s up to papa.” Tryphaena looked up and smiled at her, a loving smile, and Kleopatra felt better. Her sister’s eyes told her that she would do what she could to make sure Kleopatra wasn’t married to some foreign prince. They then spent the rest of the afternoon talking about cosmetics, the upcoming competition for the two high priesthoods, and clothes. But the possibility of Kleopatra being sent away to a strange land hovered over them like a black cloud.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      The next morning, as yellow beams of sunlight spilled through the cedar shutters in Kleopatra’s modest bedchamber, she was awakened by muffled screams. She sat up in bed blinking the sleep from her eyes, relieved to see Timoxenos at his usual place sitting on a stool by the door. No one in her family dared close his or her eyes without a sword-bearer watching over them; depending on the person’s rank, as many as a dozen.

      “Do you hear that?” Kleopatra asked, looking over at Timoxenos.

      He nodded and said one word. “Berenike.”

      She pushed off the covers, skipped out of bed and walked across the room. Pressing her ear against the wall, she listened. “She’s beating someone.” Kleopatra moved a painting aside and pressed a switch. A section of the wall slid open. She stood at the mouth of the passageway listening. Someone was talking quickly in Egyptian-accented Greek—the voice plaintive, muted, and pleading. It was abruptly cut off by the dull thud of a blow. Kleopatra’s head whipped round over her shoulder and nodded at the lamp on the nightstand. “Bring the lamp.” She ducked through the opening.

      Gathering up the hem of her chiton, she hurried down the secret passage, her sword-bearer hard on her heels. Around a corner, over a pile of leftover bricks and mortar left by long-dead workers, another turn and then she stood in the passageway behind Berenike’s suite and heard the dull thud of a blow followed by imploring groans.

      Kleopatra puffed out her cheeks and blew out the lamp, removed the spy-hole’s plug then pressed her face against the wall.

      As Isis lives in Philae! No!

      Her eye flickered over the scene in Berenike’s suite, her stomach clenching into a hard knot. Her sister reclined on a dining couch eating breakfast while two whip-bearers plied their whips on a helpless victim. Berenike seemed to be enjoying the show, if the smile on her beautiful face was any indication. Long black hair framed a pale oval face with startling blue eyes and a full-lipped mouth that seemed to always be twisted in a smirk. Men eagerly followed her lush form with their eyes as she went about her business. But few dared to approach her. Berenike’s beauty was only surpassed by the ferocity and frequency of her tantrums. Battle-hardened soldiers quailed beneath the lash of her sharp tongue. A few had even been knocked down by her.

      And now she was in a fury. Bad luck for someone, but whom?

      Kleopatra heard Berenike’s icy voice. “I said beat her, not tickle her!” She leaped off the sofa and snatched a whip from one of the men and raised it high. “This will teach you to be disobedient, you miserable dung beetle!”

      “Mercy, Great One!” moaned the woman, raising her arms to ward off the blows.

      That gave Berenike pause. “Mercy?” she cried, her voice rising to a screech. “Was it merciful of you to spoil my breakfast by serving me a blemished peach?”

      The whip came down hard and fast. It struck with a hard, frightening sound.

      Berenike’s face was livid. “I told you I don’t like blemished fruit!”

      Kleopatra winced at this. Beating a servant for bringing you a piece of fruit with a blemish on it? This was a new low for Berenike. I hate you like the plague, you pig. She immediately regretted that; after all, one of her honorific titles was Philadelphos: Sibling-Loving Goddess. Kleopatra pressed her eye against the wall to see who Berenike’s victim was. She briefly considered trying to widen the spyhole but dismissed it as a bad idea to be shunned, even in these circumstances. What if Berenike or one of her whip-bearers saw a finger wriggling from Aphrodite’s left eye on the mosaic wall? Kleopatra didn’t even want to contemplate what would happen. Her secret knowledge of the passageway had been a boon—very little happened in the vast sprawling palace without her knowing about it. When the first Ptolemy built this fabulous palace, he instructed his architect to provide it with a network of secret passageways. Both Phillip and Alexander, men he revered and loved, had been brought down by palace intrigues and he wasn’t about to have that happen to him. But within two or three generations after his peaceful passing, the passageways were forgotten—until Kleopatra discovered them.

      One day she tried to remove an ugly painting of a baboon climbing through a window so she could replace it with a picture of her heroine, the great Egyptian queen Hatshepsut. While arranging the new picture, a section of the wall slid away suddenly. She tumbled backwards, landing on her bottom with a hard thud on the tile floor and stared in open-mouthed wonder at the portal. Timoxenos urged her not to venture into the maze, surely haunted by ghosts and evil daimons, if not assassins and venomous serpents. Heedless, she grabbed a lamp and darted headlong inside, followed by her exasperated guard. That was over a year ago. Now she was as familiar with the passageways as with the back of her hand. She had soon discovered the existence of other secret portals that opened into other rooms. Some of them had required a little oil and adjustment of the counterweights to make them work properly—and on one nerve-shredding occasion a portal had frozen half open in its tracks until a sweating Kleopatra and her sword-bearer got it moving again, after much shoving and cursing.

      “All I wanted was a peach! It’s not as if I asked for all the gold in Nubia!” Berenike cried.

      Kleopatra tried standing on tiptoe to get a better look. A shock passed through her when she realized who Berenike’s victim was. Senmonthis lay in a heap on the floor—not moving even when Berenike touched her body with a slippered foot. Kleopatra twisted her mouth, as if tasting something unpleasant. Why you stinky, cruel ball of dung!

      Berenike stopped plying her whip then stood with her ample breasts heaving and her eyes blazing. “Take this offal to the Akra and tell the warden to put her to death.” Berenike dropped the whip and stalked back to her couch. The men picked up Senmonthis and carried her limp slack jawed body from the room. Berenike called after them. “Have someone fetch me another peach, and it had better not have a blemish on it!”

      Kleopatra replaced the spyhole’s plug and turned to her sword-bearer then said in an urgent whisper. “We don’t have much time.”

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      Lais, the Akra’s elderly jail warden, was unhappy at the pounding on his door. One dull boom after another rolled down the spiral stone stairs and along the prison’s limestone galleries lined with small doors, all locked, of course, since many of them housed the basileos’ enemies. “Stop that god-cursed pounding!” Lais shouted as he climbed the steps, pausing a moment to catch his breath with a hand on the iron railing.

      More booms tolled down the stairs in somber tones. “I’m coming! Hold your horses!”

      When he got to the top, Lais swung the heavy wooden lock bar up from its cradle then opened the door cursing the harsh glare of rarely seen sunlight. When his vision finally cleared, he saw an elegantly dressed man standing before him.

      “Lais, the warden?” the stranger asked briskly.

      “Aye, that’s me. What do you want?” Lais coughed violently and spat. The spittle landed between the man’s expensive red leather boots.

      On any other occasion, Aegisthus would have slit the man’s throat for such an insult, but Tryphaena had told him to handle the matter with discretion, so he let it pass. It was harder to ignore Lais’ less-than-pleasant aroma and gap-toothed smirk.

      “I have come for the serving woman Senmonthis,” Aegisthus announced.

      Lais scratched his crotch through his stained tunic with a filthy hand then wiped his runny nose. “I have orders to put her to death. Not that there’s much left to put to death. Princess Berenike was in rare form today.” Lais laughed.

      Aegisthus suddenly held up a fat brocaded pouch and waved it in front of Lais’ cauliflower nose. “Then I guess you won’t be interested in this.”

      “Eh, what’s that?” Lais snatched at the pouch but Aegisthus was faster.

      “Do we have a deal?” Aegisthus asked, dangling the pouch beyond Lais’ reach.

      “If that’s what I think it is,” Lais replied, scratching his greasy beard.

      “See, you do know how to make a good decision,” Aegisthus said, handing him the pouch.

      Lais emptied it into a cupped hand and almost wet himself. Look at all them silver coins! At least a year’s wages in one sweet shiny pile! Lais grinned at Aegisthus. “She’s as good as dead already. What’s it matter if she dies here or somewhere else?”

      Aegisthus smiled. “You’re a philosopher and a gentleman. Now fetch the old woman before I put my foot up your ass.”

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      A short while later, Kleopatra dipped a sponge into a ceramic basin of warm water, wrung it out, then gently cleaned Senmonthis’ wounds. The elderly woman was lying on her stomach, her bruised and swollen lips moving as she mumbled in her sleep.

      “What’s she saying?” Timoxenos asked.

      Kleopatra bent down and put her ear close to the woman’s mouth. “She’s speaking in Egyptian.” Kleopatra frowned then went on. “Something about Wedjoyet forgiving her offence … I can’t make out the rest; it’s garbled.” Kleopatra sat up then went to work on the woman’s ruined back. Bloody welts crisscrossed it from top to bottom. If she survived, she would be scarred for life—her mind as well as her body. Kleopatra looked at Timoxenos standing guard at the door. “Keep her quiet if she wakes.”

      He nodded. “Will she recover?”

      “I don’t know… hope so.” She dropped the sponge in the basin, dried her hands on a towel in her lap then reached down and got the bronze box from the floor beside her feet and opened it. She chose a small jar from among the neatly labeled glass vials, beakers and alabaster tubes, and twisted off its cap. She scooped out some of the paste inside sniffing it to make sure it was still fresh then smoothed it on the wounds.

      Kleopatra spoke as she worked. “This is megaleion ointment, a compound of balanos oil, burnt resin, myrrh, cassia and cinnamon.”

      “That stuff you made a few weeks ago?” They had been in the little overgrown courtyard near Kleopatra’s rooms. He had watched while she squatted before a pot hanging from an iron tripod over a small fire and stirred in carefully measured amounts of essential oils and herbs. He recalled that she had worked on it all day.

      Kleopatra nodded. “Sosogines gave me the recipe. It’s good for cuts and bruises.”

      “I wondered what you were making, but you weren’t in a talkative mood.”

      Kleopatra’s cheeks flamed. “I wasn’t feeling well—” She stopped. She did not want to tell him that she had been so quiet because it had been the first day of her katamenia, and already the cramps that always came with it were making their first unwelcome appearance.

      Timoxenos nodded his rough-hewn head. “If Berenike finds out about this…”

      Kleopatra shrugged. “She won’t. Tryphaena and I were careful to cover our tracks with lots of silver coins.” After awhile she added. “One day Berenike will pay for all the evil things she has done.”

      “Some might say your elder sister was within her rights to punish a disobedient slave.”

      Kleopatra’s head came up and her eyes blazed with indignation. “The strong are supposed to protect the weak, not abuse them.” She reached for a roll of linen bandages and started dressing Senmonthis’ wounds. When the last linen bandage was tied, she sat back and looked at her sword-bearer. “Now we have to wait. The rest is up to the gods.”

      Please, Golden One . . .

      Spare this poor old woman’s life. . .

      Kleopatra chewed a corner of her lip. She’d done the best she could. She had attended medical lectures at the Great Library—Sosogines had insisted on it—and even read a few medical books, but she was no doctor.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      It was dim in the room with only one lamp burning beside the bed. Senmonthis slept with a rich coverlet pulled up to her neck. When she woke, the first thing she saw was Kleopatra’s smiling face.

      “As Wedjoyet watches over Pharaoh, I am alive!” she managed to get out through bruised lips.

      “And that’s a good thing too,” Kleopatra said with a ripple of laughter.

      “Where am I?” Senmonthis asked.

      “In my bedchamber,” Kleopatra replied easily.

      “But Berenike . . .” Senmonthis plucked nervously at her covers.

      Kleopatra laid a calming hand on hers. “. . . has no idea you are here, and my sword-bearer is guarding the door. You have been injured and need to rest.” She felt Senmonthis’ forehead. It was hot and clammy which worried her but she didn’t show it.

      “But my princess . . .” Senmonthis tried to sit up, but fell back on the pillow with a groan, defeated by a sheet of pain. “How did I get here?”

      “When I learned what happened to you, I went to Tryphaena and told her. She sent a friend to the Akra, who bribed the warden to release you. Then you were brought in secret to my rooms.” Kleopatra saw no need to tell her exactly how she had found out.

      Senmonthis stared at her. “What will become of me now?” she asked fearfully.

      Kleopatra leaned forward and smoothed the woman’s hair back from her bruised face. “When you are well enough to travel, I’ll take you to a safe place.” That seemed as good a plan as any, and Senmonthis was in danger as long as she was in Alexandria.

      Senmonthis closed her eyes. “Why are you so kind to me?” She clung to Kleopatra’s hand as if it was the last good thing in a bad world. Through the ringing in her ears she heard the reply.

      “Mercy is one of the four principles of religiosity.”

      Senmonthis smiled. “And truthfulness, cleanliness, and austerity are the others.”

      “That is exactly right, Senmonthis.” Kleopatra had wanted to ask her how she knew about the four principles, but the old woman had fallen asleep.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      A few days later Kleopatra peaked through a gap in the curtains as her litter was carried swaying through Alexandria’s Moon Gate, her lithe young body swaying with the vehicle on its long poles, which rested on the shoulders of eight litter-bearers. The crowds thickened in the barrel-vaulted tunnel, piercing the city’s thick walls. Kleopatra glimpsed clusters of tables piled high with merchandise. They were in a long line of litters, sedan chairs, and wagons—all making their way through the tunnel to a tall blue portico; the entablature over its Corinthian columns was adorned with a big silver moon, and beyond that lay the coast-hugging road that would take a traveler all the way to Libya.

      When Kleopatra saw the guards standing by the thick columns, she drew the curtains together and turned to Senmonthis. “We’re almost through,” she whispered.

      The litter stopped and she heard her sword-bearer’s deep-toned voice.

      “This is princess Kleopatra’s litter.”

      “We gotta search it anyway.”

      “Not if you want to keep your head on your shoulders.”

      Kleopatra felt Senmonthis stiffen beside her. She slid an arm around her thin shoulder and said. “Don’t worry, they always check litters and wagons in case someone is trying to smuggle out merchandise without paying taxes. They wouldn’t dare look in mine, though, so we’re safe. And Timoxenos can be a real ape when he has to be.”

      She smiled when the litter started moving forward again. “See what I mean?”

      Senmonthis relaxed and nodded. “Thank you, Mistress.”

      Kleopatra laughed. “I am not your mistress anymore, Senmonthis. No one is, except maybe Aphrodite.”

      “Huh, what do you mean…?”

      Kleopatra reached into her leather bag and withdrew a diptych, two wooden tablets tied together with papyrus string. Less common than scrolls of papyrus, diptychs were used for memoranda, accounts, drafts of literary compositions, and for many kinds of legal documents. Kleopatra had inscribed an emancipation order, forming each Greek letter with pen and ink. Since it was a legally binding document, she had written the order in duplicate—on the inside in wax, on the outside with pen and ink on the bare wood—then tied it and written her name on the seal. If Senmonthis’ status was challenged, the seals could be broken and the order compared to the writing inside. Kleopatra gave Senmonthis the precious document.

      “When we Hellenes free a slave, we have only a few ways to do it. Usually it’s done after we have journeyed to Hades, with a testamentary disposition declaring the act before a notary public, who collects a fee for the king’s enkylion office. A bad idea in this instance, because the notary would have to make a public announcement, and Berenike would almost certainly find out you are still alive. But if your emancipation is consecrated to Aphrodite, we avoid such problems. What the Goddess does with her property is her business.” Kleopatra grinned, pleased by her own cleverness.

      “You mean I am free?” Senmonthis asked in surprise.

      “Have I not said so?” Kleopatra asked, smiling into the woman’s scarred face.

      “I can hardly believe it.” Tears started rolling down Senmonthis’ careworn cheeks.

      Kleopatra looked embarrassed. “It’s the least we can do after how you were treated.”

      They then rode in silence as the litter passed through the nekropolis, just outside the city’s wall. They passed by brightly painted tombs set among fruit trees and parkland.

      The litter turned off the road and followed a small track along the top of an irrigation basin filled with a sea of green barley and headed south. By midday they were in the desert, with Alexandria’s cultivated fields and orchards far behind them.

      Sometime later, the litter stopped then was lowered to the ground.

      “We’re here!” Kleopatra cried with much excitement. She shoved the curtains aside, let a slave hand her out, then she helped Senmonthis exit the litter. “This is the farthest I have ever been out in the desert!” Kleopatra said when Timoxenos came up to them.

      “Your father would be displeased if he knew,” he replied, looking around. “There’s not a god-damned thing out here but scorpions, serpents, and bandits.”

      “I know, isn’t that great?” Kleopatra beamed up at him.

      Timoxenos cursed himself. He had just inadvertently made it more appealing to her by listing all the dangers. He looked at Senmonthis. “If you follow this track south it will take you to the Faiyum in about six days. I would get as far from here as possible.”

      Kleopatra pointed at a donkey tied to the back of the litter. The beast was laden with food and clusters of water bags that looked like fat brown grapes. “This donkey and the supplies it carries are for you, Senmonthis. I made sure there is plenty of food.”

      Senmonthis bowed. “How can I ever thank you? By your kindness, I have been delivered from certain death.”

      A horned viper suddenly emerged from a nearby bush.

      Kleopatra sprang back, frightened. “Timoxenos!”

      He started toward it with his spear but Senmonthis, in an amazing display of speed, considering her injuries and usual stiff gait, got there first. The viper went smoothly into her outstretched hands and coiled itself around an arm.

      “Never fear, Kleopatra,” Senmonthis said. “This little creature means you no harm!” She inclined her head, and the serpent rose until its horned head was perilously close to her ear, its tongue flicking out.

      Kleopatra’s heart was in her throat. Senmonthis was dead as a mummy in its tomb if the snake struck.

      Senmonthis set the creature down gently, and it slithered away. She returned to Kleopatra. “Will you walk with me?” she asked with a smile on her face.

      Kleopatra looked at Timoxenos. “I am going for a walk with Senmonthis,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t forbid her. It was best to act as if his approval was taken for granted. Most of the time it worked, but not this time.

      Timoxenos shook his head. “No, you’re not.”

      “What can happen?”

      “Didn’t you just see what happened?” Timoxenos cried. “She picked up a horned viper and it didn’t bite her. No, let’s get you tucked all nice and cozy in your litter and head for home.”

      For a moment Kleopatra was afraid he was going to pick her up and carry her to the litter. Ah, this would clearly require some finesse….

      Kleopatra crossed her arms and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “I can go for a walk with her if I want to, and you can’t stop me. What harm can come of it, anyway?”

      Timoxenos’ resistance melted. He recognized the beginning of a long argument that would finally end, as it often did, with his losing. His flinty eyes flicked over to Senmonthis. “I will hunt you to the ends of the earth if she is harmed.”

      Senmonthis nodded. “I promise no harm will happen to her.”

      “Your life won’t be worth a bronze nail if it does,” Timoxenos replied. “I’ll be watching.” He turned and stalked toward his horse muttering under his breath.

      Kleopatra allowed Senmonthis to lead the way. It was hot, certainly hotter than it ever got in her father’s palace, which lay astride the mouth of a peninsula thrusting far out into the Great Green. Kleopatra squinted at the molten sun then looked around, marveling at the desert’s vastness and the emptiness of the place. Other than a few high-flying birds and a lizard on a large rock, there was no sign of life—just yellowish sand and clear blue sky. Kleopatra helped Senmonthis over the shallow dunes.

      “What happened back there?”

      “My people are servants of the goddess Wedjoyet,” Senmonthis replied.

      Kleopatra nodded. “Is that why the viper didn’t bite you?”

      “Partly, Mistress, I mean . . . Kleopatra,” Senmonthis replied. “My people are serpent-handlers. It was we who taught the old pharaohs about the uraeus, and a very long time ago I was a high priestess of Wedjoyet.” Senmonthis looked very old as she said this, and fragile, and her skin seemed thin and transparent like a serpent’s discarded husk.

      Kleopatra gaped at her. The uraeus was the symbol of Wedjoyet, fierce flame-spitting protectress of Pharaoh. Her cult was ancient, at least as old as the land itself.

      “I didn’t know you were one of them!” Kleopatra said in surprise. All this time, we have been served by a priestess of Wedjoyet! Wait until Tryphaena hears about this! It seemed to be getting hotter by the moment. Sweat trickled between her breasts, dampened her gown at her underarms, and poured down her back. She longed for a drink of water. Her throat was burning almost as much as her feet. It hadn’t occurred to her to wear boots or shoes, and the sandals provided little protection from the hot sand.

      “We will stop here,” Senmonthis said, letting her hood fall back.

      Kleopatra turned around and gasped. Isis, Osiris and Horos! Timoxenos and the others were tiny figures.

      The princess whirled on Senmonthis. “How have we come so far?” she cried fearfully.

      Senmonthis smiled and nodded. “Now, I will show you everything.”

      Kleopatra was petrified. Something terrible is going to happen. Another thought struck her. Timoxenos had obviously realized better than she the potential for the situation to get out of hand. She was sorry she hadn’t listened to him.

      Holy Aphrodite . . .

      Protect me from all harm. . .

      Her mouth felt dry as dust.

      Senmonthis suddenly passed a hand over Kleopatra’s stunned eyes. “Sleep, and with baby’s heart slumber deeply. Pay no attention to the sunlight or the sound of the wind, lying in your purple blanket.”

      Kleopatra slipped into blackness then fell down a swirling vortex, and her last conscious thought was, Now I’ve really stepped in it...!

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      Kleopatra woke besides a small fire crackling under the cold stars. Slowly, eyes wide with fear, she pushed herself up on one elbow and looked around. She was on a high hilltop in a dark strange place. And it was cold, too, far colder than she had ever been in her whole life. She drew her cloak closer around her. The place was utterly alien to her: No black and white sea lapped the nearby white beach, and absent were the thin calls of seabirds lost in the night. No shaft of icy light from the Great Lighthouse lanced the black underbelly of the night sky. Kleopatra began to tremble then she felt tears prickling under her eyelids. She was in a strange place and she really had to pee. And where was Timoxenos? If only she had listened to him. She got to her feet to have a look around—maybe she could find a bush while she was at it—then cupped her hands on either side of her mouth and shouted, “Timoxenos! Senmonthis! Where are you?” Kleopatra strained her ears for the sound of their answering cries, but could not hear them.

      “It is good that you’ve set your ka on becoming a woman of knowledge.” A woman’s voice, not loud, was clear and brief with all the authority of one used to being obeyed.

      Kleopatra spun around. Her hand flew up to her mouth, and her heart skipped a beat.

      Great Goddess!

      I must be dreaming . . .

      …Or perhaps even dead. . .

      A young golden skinned woman with startling violet eyes sat cross-legged on the other side of a campfire. She was naked except for the tall, tapering red crown of Lower Egypt, and a menat collar of blood red garnets curving above her breasts in a deep semicircle. She sat with her hands folded in her lap and a smile on her face.

      Kleopatra waited, poised warily.

      The young woman spoke again in the same tone. “It takes courage to pursue such a goal. Most mortals are incapable of such a difficult path, especially at your age.”

      “I thank you, My Lady. Where is Senmonthis?” Kleopatra asked, voice calm, but her frame as tense as a drawn bow and arrow.

      “Senmonthis is with her kind,” replied the woman, mysteriously. Her eyes twinkled in her golden hued face.

      “Are we in Hades?” Kleopatra asked uncertainly.

      “No.”

      “I am not dead?”

      The strange woman chuckled. “You’re as alive as you were this morning when you rose from your bed and used the chamber pot before taking a bath.”

      “You were there?” Kleopatra asked, her face flaming.

      The woman’s laughter was like the tinkling of wind chimes on a blustery night. “I am never far from you, Kleopatra. When you play ball with your friends in the courtyard, I am coiled under a bush in a dark corner where not even the peacocks preening themselves in the golden sunlight can see me. Sometimes a cat will wander by then pause to hiss at me before wisely moving on. When you sleep in your bed at night with the big man standing guard by your door, I am lying along the top of a rafter in the shadows, seeing and hearing everything going on in your room and the palace, too.”

      Kleopatra bowed her head. “I had no idea you were there,” she said quietly.

      Wedjoyet laughed. “Of course not, why would you?”

      Kleopatra looked away to hide her embarrassment. The thought that someone had been watching her, observing her even during her most intimate moments when she assumed she was alone was almost more than she could bear. The color rose to her cheeks when she thought about some of her sleepovers with Stratonike.

      Isis, Osiris and Horos—

      The things she must have seen!

      Kleopatra wanted to tear her hair out. She wanted to bury her head in the sand like an ostrich. This amazing being, a goddess to be sure, had seen her at play with herself and sometimes her friend, turquoise-eyed Stratonike. How embarrassing!

      If the woman sitting on the other side of the fire noticed Kleopatra’s embarrassment, she gave no sign of it. “I have brought you to this place of power so I could talk to you. How do you like it?”

      Kleopatra looked around. The moonless blue-black bowl of sky was crusted with an icy rime of stars. She had star-gazed with her tutor during every time of year and never seen any as beautiful as these. Come to think of it, none of the constellations were familiar. “It’s amazing!” Kleopatra breathed.

      The woman chuckled. “I am glad you like it. Do you know who I am?”

      Kleopatra could put two and two together. “With a fervent heart, I praise you, mighty guardian of Pharaoh. If I could, I would offer you frankincense and tender green shoots of papyrus. But since I don’t have these with me in this magical place you have brought me to, please accept my humble devotion in their place.” She fell to her knees and did obeisance. “I hope you’re in an understanding mood today, Great Wedjoyet.”

      “Attend me, Little Princess,” Wedjoyet said gently.

      Kleopatra sat back on her heels with her hands on her knees and her watchful eyes on the goddess. A smile played across Wedjoyet’s lips. “You silly thing, you’ve brought a far greater offering, much as I adore those things: you restored my servant to me.”

      Kleopatra bit a corner of her lip. “You’re not mad at me, then?”

      “On the contrary, I am exceedingly pleased with you. Because of the mercy you showed a lowly slave, I have come with three gifts for you.” Wedjoyet fell silent and her eyes went to the campfire crackling between them.

      Kleopatra crossed her legs and rested her chin in her palms then studied Wedjoyet. The Goddess gleamed in the darkness with the flames flickering in the reflecting golden curvature of her apple-like breasts, fine woman’s belly, and well-formed limbs. Kleopatra had never seen anyone or anything so beautiful and utterly perfect. The Goddess’ eyes were as violet as two amethysts with no whites or pupils. Kleopatra wondered how she would ever be able to look upon mortals ever again without disappointment and regret. Wedjoyet looked like a statue that had come to life just as legendary Pygmalion’s creation had done. He had pined for Aphrodite, but because she wouldn’t lie with him, he fashioned a golden image of her. The goddess, much flattered by his adoration, brought it to life as Galatea, and Pygmalion lived happily ever after. Kleopatra had loved that story when Tryphaena read it to her one night at bedtime.

      Wedjoyet continued to gaze silently into the flames.

      Just as silently, Kleopatra gazed at her. It was quiet except for the crackle of fire and the soft, soughing hiss of wind across the sand. She scooted closer to the fire and warmed her hands then shoved them under her armpits.

      Wedjoyet looked up and smiled. “Under the flat rock by your foot is a deck of papyrus cards in a box.” Kleopatra turned over the rock and discovered a small, ivory-inlaid, cedar box. She held it out to the goddess.

      “No, I can’t touch them before your ka enters the cards. Remove them from the box and shuffle them well.”

      While Kleopatra shuffled the deck, Wedjoyet snapped her fingers, and a small, elegantly formed silver table popped into existence.

      “Use your left hand to cut the deck three times toward the left side. Choose a stack, count off ten cards, and give them to me.”

      Kleopatra did as instructed, and Wedjoyet continued.

      “These cards show people who mean a lot to you, Kleopatra. We are looking for court cards like a basileos or basilissa.”

      She turned over the first card, a Three of Goblets, and discarded it, as she did the second, the Nine of Thyrsi. The third card was the Basilissa of Swords. “Your ka has entered the cards, Kleopatra,” she said softly. “This one is you, Little Princess. It is a good card. It means that you are quick, confident, and can bear sorrow. You will attain your goal and grow into a woman of power.”

      She discarded the next three cards, but the seventh was the Hipparch of Wands. “This man has a strong, resilient nature. He will be generous but impatient. His comings and goings will be of great interest to you.”

      “Who is the man? Is it Timoxenos?” Kleopatra asked.

      “The cards describe him, not I.”

      The final card was the Basileos of Goblets, a king wearing a crown bearing the twelve zodiacal signs sitting on a throne with a gem-encrusted goblet in his bejeweled hand.

      “Oh, look at this!” exclaimed Wedjoyet.

      “Is it something bad?” Kleopatra’s eyes were riveted to the tarot cards.

      Wedjoyet laughed softly and shook her head. “This card is far from bad. The Basileos of Goblets is wise, calm, and diplomatic. He offers wise counsel and has a deep understanding of human nature. He maintains his composure in the face of adversity while steadying the resolve of others, and achieves his goals through a subtle influence. This card represents a man who dwells far from your father’s city, in an ancient place where he is custodian of something of great value. He is kindly and wise and just.”

      “Will I meet him soon?”

      “I cannot say.”

      Kleopatra stared at the card on the table, trying to peel away its secrets. “Great Goddess, are there any other influences for me?” she asked in a small voice.

      “Be patient, child.” Wedjoyet placed the Basilissa, Hipparch, and Basileos in the upper right corner of the table. “Give me the next four cards from the middle of the stack, one at a time. They will reveal your future.”

      Kleopatra did as she was told.

      “This first card, a woman betrayed by her sister, shows a sudden violence in your future. It is the most powerful card of hatred.”

      “I don’t want to see any more.” Kleopatra knew it meant something dreadful. Maybe someone would harm Tryphaena! She felt a ripple of fear race up her spine. If anything happened to her sister, she’d just die. O’ Goddess, please protect my sister from all evil and harm. It didn’t occur to her that anyone might want to harm her. “Please stop, Great  Wedjoyet! I don’t want to know anymore!” Kleopatra buried her face in her hands. “I can’t stop, Kleopatra. Some of the prophecies may be painful but not necessarily aimed at you.” She tapped the second card. “The Ace of Thyrsi means many things, including a successful journey or a new life. The pictures speak the truth because you will have both. Now this card, the Seven of Thyrsi, shows your great strength in facing enemies. And this card is the High Priestess, a card of feminine wisdom, and because she comes from the Hall of Judgment, she speaks for past, present, and future.”

      Kleopatra peeked through splayed fingers. “What is her advice?”

      “It is always the same. Keep secret what is supposed to be secret. It is wise to heed the High Priestess’ warning or you risk changing the future in a bad way. You must obey your father in all things and trust no one with your secrets.”  Wedjoyet laughed softly when she saw the next card, aware of the impact it would have on Kleopatra.

      “Ah, so here he is, Kleopatra, in your future. The Basileos of Swords, an enemy seated on an ebony throne. Your destinies will cross, but I won’t say more.”

      Kleopatra lowered her hands and looked at the card Wedjoyet held out to her. The Basileos of Swords was surrounded by clouds and seated on an ebony throne with a sword in his left hand. She would have to be vigilant to avoid this danger.

      Kleopatra longed to know more but felt that Wedjoyet would not tell her.

      “Two cards remain.” Wedjoyet turned over the next card and made the sign against the evil eye. It was the Death Card, a mummy standing on severed heads.

      The blood drained from Kleopatra’s face. “Not my papa!”

      Many rulers had been slain by jealous relatives, not all of them siblings. Her papa lived under the constant threat of assassination. It dangled over his head like Damokles’ sword.

      Wedjoyet shook her head. “Sadly, the card does not reveal exactly to whom it refers. It is someone present in your life, and it is a lingering death. Perhaps a relative, perhaps not, but it is someone close to you. The last card will tell us more.”

      Kleopatra turned it over slowly.

      Wedjoyet clapped her hands and cried, “Kleopatra, open your eyes. Look! You have turned over the best card! The world! It means triumph. But the sword is a symbol of great danger, of conflict—and five of your cards are swords.”

      Kleopatra wanted to tear her hair out. It was all so confusing and beyond anything she had read in her books or learned by listening to the wise men who often congregated on the steps of Alexandria’s Great Serapion to engage in learned discourse. “I can’t decide if this has eased my mind or not. Can the prophecy be changed?”

      Wedjoyet shook her head. “No, your future was set before you were born, but your choices help to shape it. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Great Goddess.” Kleopatra nodded slowly.

      “I know it’s hard to accept, but the cards never lie.”  Wedjoyet waved her hand. Cards and table vanished. “I have one more gift for you.” She held up a large brown cobra whose body was decorated with dark bands. “Isn’t she beautiful?” She stroked the serpent’s shiny skin and cooed gently to it. “They surround us. Look around you.”

      Kleopatra did so, and the blood in her veins turned to ice water. Just beyond the firelight she saw that the ground in the shadows moved. The princess bounded to her feet, her head whipping around wildly. The firelight was reflected in thousands of golden eyes. Then she heard the hisses. She wanted to scream but her voice was frozen in her throat and her feet rooted to the ground as solidly as an obelisk. It looked as if there were thousands of them! Like most city dwellers, Kleopatra was terrified of serpents. It was all she could do to keep from peeing on herself! Why was Wedjoyet doing this?

      “What is wrong, child?” the Goddess asked, gently.

      “I am afraid!” Kleopatra stammered.

      Wedjoyet stood and came round the fire with the cobra coiled around a golden arm. “There will never be enmity between you and my subjects. You will take up serpents and no harm shall come to you.” She took Kleopatra’s hand and Kleopatra felt the Goddess’ strength flow into her, calming her fearful heart.

      Kleopatra’s face brightened with her new understanding. “I will not fear a serpent.”

      Wedjoyet unwound the cobra gently from her arm and held it out. Kleopatra reached out and was startled when it began to spool itself around her arm. It was heavier than it looked, with powerful muscles rippling beneath its silky scales. One bite and she would be dead instantly, but she was no longer afraid. She raised her arm a little and the serpent reared up partway to unfold its dappled hood. Its breath came out like a small but powerful bellows, and the long bundle of muscles gripped her arm hard.

      Wedjoyet reached out and the cobra unspooled itself and went back into her arms to be cradled like a baby. “They are very wise creatures and worthy of much respect.” She took Kleopatra’s small slender hands in her golden ones and looked at her earnestly.

      “Keep what you have heard here today to yourself, or you will be in grave danger.”

      “I’ll keep secret what you have revealed to me,” Kleopatra promised with all the power of her word.

      Wedjoyet leaned forward and gave her a sisterly kiss on the lips. “Another will come with a fourth gift for you, but now it is time for you to return to your own place.”

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      When Kleopatra awakened, the sun was high overhead and Timoxenos stood over her. “I knew it was a mistake to let you go alone,” he said.

      She sat up and looked around. The litter and the donkey were a few feet away. “Where is Senmonthis?”

      “In Tartaros I hope. When you didn’t return, I went looking for you. I found you lying here, and the old hag was gone. Are you all right? Are you missing anything?”

      “Yes, I am fine. Senmonthis wouldn’t harm me.” She stood and they both looked down when something fell from a fold in her gown. She picked up a gold scarab lying half-buried in the sand. The talisman was a stylized replica of a dung beetle. Kleopatra sucked in her breath. The third gift!

      “Is that yours?” Timoxenos asked, puzzled.

      “I’ve never seen it before.” She turned it over and gasped. “No!”

      The bottom of it was decorated with a royal cartouche. She held it up so Timoxenos could see it.

      “That looks like Egyptian writing. What’s it say?” he asked, squinting down at it.

      “It’s a queen’s cartouche with my name,” Kleopatra said.   Wedjoyet’s words tolled in her mind again and again: You will attain your goal and grow into a woman of power….ou will attain your goal and grow into a woman of power… But how much of Wedjoyet’s prophecy did she truly understand? Kleopatra wondered.

      Timoxenos was staring at her. “Are you sure you are right about what it says?”

      Kleopatra looked admiringly at the finely wrought cartouche. “Oh, yes, I am sure,” she said, her voice a thread.

      Timoxenos looked off into the distance then his eyes came back to the scarab. “Don’t show this to anyone,” he said warningly.

      “My lips are sealed, Master Sword-Bearer,” she promised solemnly. That was the second time that day someone had told her to keep quiet about what she learned.

      He nodded. “Let’s head home before there is any more trouble.” He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. He knew trouble when he saw it, and a gold scarab with Kleopatra’s royal cartouche was bound to mean the kind of trouble that could get her killed. He was relieved when she put the glittering thing into a pouch and tucked it into her sash. He turned and led the way back to the litter and its bearers sitting on the ground. “I wonder where that old woman disappeared to?” His mouth twisted as if he had bitten into an apple and discovered that its core was rotten. They made a wide detour around a viper that slid away at their approach.

      Kleopatra followed it with her eyes. Farewell, Senmonthis . . . May Wedjoyet always be with you . . . Kleopatra looked at her sword-bearer. “Senmonthis has gone home.”

      Kleopatra’s gull-wing shaped eyebrows drew together on her high forehead as she reflected upon her recent adventure. Wedjoyet had come with truly startling news. What had she meant when she said that another would come with a fourth gift? Kleopatra couldn’t say, but one thing she did know. Her future would be full of adventures. She just wondered if she would be equal to them.
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      It is good to be alive, she thinks, surfing on the powerful thermals rising up from the rippling sea of sand dunes, coasting from one shimmering blue column of hot air to another. Her long, broad wings are perfectly suited for this type of flight—she can coast like this for hours. The widely spaced feathers on her wingtips provide the precise control that allows her to make a small course correction—and then she heads toward a high-hanging yellow curtain in the distance. With an ululating cry and the flash of scarlet and gold feathers, she catches another thermal, and she is borne ever upwards until the dome above darkens and the curvature of the yellow orange land increases as it falls away. Then she comes swooping out of the top of the upwelling column. Wings outspread and head thrust forward she soars through the high, deep blue sky. She is still far from the tall, yellow curtain when she sees with the keen sight of her kind what lies beneath it: a long caravan of camels, tied nose-to-tail, plod along a desert road urged on by little stick figures. It is their yellow dust she has been seeing. Curious, she cuts a broad figure eight over the caravan. Tearing through the diaphanous yellow curtain, with her powerful shoulders thrust forward and her wings angled back just enough to increase airspeed, she swoops into the sparkling air beyond and back again until she loses interest and moves on.

      The caravan is soon left behind and forgotten.

      Abruptly, the yellow-orange sand vanishes, replaced by green fields laced with a delicate tracery of silver irrigation ditches and high earthen embankments. The thermals here are less powerful, so she flaps her wings in slow, lazy movements that keep her going at a reasonable pace while she scans the ground far below. Over a dark blue lake, she marvels at the long line of barges streaming into it from a canal which vanishes over the distant horizon. There are more stick figures on the boats.

      Her shadow slides over tall, white walls studded by square watchtowers, over the red tiles of a covered road, over the place where the road intersects a larger covered thoroughfare that runs east-west toward the twin harbors. Over ten-story buildings with broad pastel faces, through clear air spiced by plumes rising from a thousand smoking altars and perfume factories. Over buildings with windows open to the breeze and window boxes blazing with color and everywhere people. She takes it all in, tilting her head from side to side to get a better view of the busy seaside city of stick people.

      She flies so fast she nearly misses the beehive-shaped hill with its Greek temple dedicated to the god Pan. She studies it as she flies by, approving of the tall, white Ionic columns and bronze-tiled roof. A flip of metallic wingtip feathers and she goes into a tight turn that takes her directly over the Paneum. She breathes in deeply, making the feathers on her chest expand as her lungs fill, intoxicated by the aroma of burning incense carried up in dark blue ribbons of smoke. With another flash of red and gold from her wingtip feathers, she makes a lazy arc around the lighthouse. When she finally comes abreast of the white marble tower with its bronze statue of Poseidon, she loses her beat with a screech at the glittering thing that sears her eye with the sun’s borrowed fire.

      A few more strokes and she . . .
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      “Kleopatra!” Her eyelids fluttered open and she stared at the ceiling for a moment. Someone knocked on the door softly. She rose and opened it for Timoxenos and a slave girl with a small covered plate in her hands and a smile on her face.

      She stood aside and they came in. She followed, yawning and stretching like a kitten.

      “I have brought your breakfast, Princess,” said the slave, carrying the plate to a small table. Kleopatra took her seat and waited patiently while the slave tasted the food. And then she ate, and the food was good but the dream was still in her head so she didn’t taste most of it. She’d been dreaming the same dream every night since her encounter with Wedjoyet.

      What does it mean to have flying dreams? she wondered, uneasy now about the whole notion of flying, anyway. But somehow it seemed as if there was more to it than that. Perhaps she’d consult one of the court dream interpreters. There was always Sosogines, of course; he came from golden Heliopolis in the south where he had once been High Priest of the fabled Temple of the Sun.

      Timoxenos was inspecting the shutters in her room making sure they were still locked and had not been tampered with. A couple of times she caught him looking at her, but his rough face never gave anything away, so she didn’t know what was on his mind. He would speak in his own good time, and she’d be his willing audience when he did.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      After breakfast, Timoxenos escorted Kleopatra to the baths. He pulled the door open and went inside with Kleopatra on his heels. He stopped in the short entrance hall and listened. Running water. A woman’s voice barely audible above the water. A man’s voice answering—not a man but a eunuch: One of the neutered wretches that infested the whole palace like cockroaches in a larder. Timoxenos sucked his teeth, conscious of the eyes of the young girl behind him staring at his back. The thin clink of coins being counted into a jar made his eye twitch. “Wait here,” he said over his shoulder. He went into the room and the look on his face was anything but sociable. “What’s going on here?”

      The attendants came up to him and bowed low. “Greetings, Great Lord…”

      Timoxenos’ hand came up palm out. “Shut up and listen. Is anyone in here besides you two?” His eyes were as inviting as two chunks of grey granite.

      The attendants looked at each other briefly before the eunuch chose to speak up first, “Why no, Great One.”

      “Just us two,” added the woman, her round face all smiles. She assessed him the way a woman might examine a choice leg of lamb at a butcher’s stall on market day.

      The eunuch’s smile had more honey in it than a beehive. “Same as always.”

      Timoxenos quirked his mouth. “It’s never ‘same as always.’” He turned and nodded. Kleopatra came into the room with her robe shushing around her ankles and a smile on her face.

      “Don’t mind Timoxenos,” she said with a ripple of laughter. “All morning he’s been as grumpy as that old tiger in papa’s zoo. I think I’ll make him listen to some of my poetry later. That should make him feel better.”

      “Your fencing could use some work,” Timoxenos observed.

      “You said I was better!”

      “We’ve got in more of that patchouli oil you like, Princess,” said the eunuch.

      “I’ve seen play actors fence better,” Timoxenos scoffed.

      “And those Iberian sponges you asked for are here,” offered the woman, helpfully.

      “That’s a horrid thing to say, Timoxenos!” Kleopatra stamped her foot. “I am not moving from this spot until you apologize, Master Sword-Bearer.”

      He smiled at her. “Good. Wait here, Little One.”

      He leaned his javelin against a wall while he ransacked the changing closet: ripping the tops off baskets, fanning a stack of neatly folded purple towels in his big hands, banging the brass chamber pot on the floor to dislodge any lurking scorpions, inspecting the walls for hidden panels—he knew a thing or two about those, by all the gods—and checking for spyholes. He came out of the dressing room thinking it was looking to be a nice routine day. Nothing wrong with routine. He had had plenty of its opposite in his life. He’d take routine any day. Perhaps he’d even have time to sharpen his javelins—not that they weren’t razor sharp already, but that was beside the point, wasn’t it?

      “Your technique has gotten better, Princess Kleopatra,” he allowed.

      Kleopatra drew her air sword and lunged. “Ha! Thank you, Master Sword-Bearer.”

      She came out a moment later wrapped in a large, white towel, and went up to where Timoxenos swirled the pool water with his javelin.

      “No snakes in there.”

      “Even if there were, they would not harm me,” she said, confidently.

      “Where your safety is concerned, Little One, I don’t have the luxury of faith.” He shoved aside huge feathery ferns and looked behind their hulking terracotta pots. Their voices bounced around the blue-tiled room, careening off frescoes and half a dozen squat columns decorated with mosaic images of the kingdom’s famous landmarks. One side of the room was open to a private courtyard. On his way out, he glanced up. No assassins or serpents on the gilded cedar rafters poised to strike at the first opportune moment. Kleopatra padded after him when he took his inspection out onto the lawn.

      “I think faith is very important.” She sat on the edge of a fountain’s pool and studied her reflection in its shimmering surface awhile before disturbing it with her fingertips. A dark shape passed overhead and the courtyard went dark sepia for a moment, as if all the life had been sucked out of the place and everything in it. She momentarily shivered in the thin sunlight filtering through the palm fronds and roses in full bloom on their overarching trellises. Then the color returned as if life had just flowed back into everything like the sea returning during high tide, and her chills departed. A moment later the memory of them went, too. The peacocks that lived in the courtyard, descendants of those brought back from India by Ptolemy III Euergetes two hundred years earlier, ignored them. Occasionally one or two twittered resentfully at Timoxenos as he searched every bush and behind every decorated column. Not a nook or cranny escaped his attention. And all the while he had been chewing on her words.

      “Faith is important,” he conceded, “but we still have to be careful. A determined assassin with a knife . . .”

      “No knife can kill me, Timoxenos.”

      He turned and looked at her.

      “Now, how by Hades do you know that?”

      “Wedjoyet told me.”

      Timoxenos nodded. Who was he to say otherwise? All he knew was on that day in the desert, he had sat on his horse watching his charge and the old woman amble off into the distance.

      “How long do we have to be here? It’s hot out here.” one of the litter-bearers had complained.

      “Shut your hole,” Timoxenos had said without bothering to turn around in his saddle. And the man of course had done just that. He may have been a litter-bearer but he was no fool. Timoxenos had silently agreed with him, though: it was hot but things could always be far worse. That had been the very first lesson he’d learned as a young man beginning a career as a professional soldier. Things could always go from bad to worse—in a heartbeat. With his eyes still locked on the two figures in the distance, he had reached for his water bottle and uncorked it.

      It’s hot as Hephaestus’ hammer, he had thought, tilting up his face and pouring a little of the precious stuff onto it before taking a healthy swallow. Then he had almost gagged. Kleopatra and Senmonthis were gone. He’d put spur to flank and pounded across the desert following their tracks, then skidded to a stop where they ended. He’d looked and looked, but there had been no sign of quicksand, and the dunes weren’t even knee-high in this part of the Great Western Desert, so there was no chance of them having been swallowed or buried in a slide. And he’d scanned the horizon in all directions. No sign of them anywhere. He’d swung off his horse and torn off his helmet, sweeping armloads of sand into it. In a few moments he had dug a small hole, and in a few moments more, the hole was knee-deep. The sun had seared his flesh, perspiration stung his eyes and his throat was dry as mummy dust, but he kept digging. He had no idea why he was doing what he was doing, but it made as much sense as anything he’d seen that day. And one thing every soldier worth his pay knew was that in time of crisis it was better to do something than to do nothing. It had always worked for him.

      An errant cool breeze had caressed the back of his neck, which had quickly taken on the appearance of a well-basted ham. He had stopped mid-toss to look around. Kleopatra lay on her back with an arm thrown across her eyes. He dropped his helmet and sprinted over to her with his heart in his mouth.

      No, he didn’t doubt this strange child’s claims of talking to gods, or anything else she ever said. But there was more to it than she had let on, and the gold scarab was somehow part of it—a big part, unless he missed his guess, and he didn’t think he had.

      “You’re not going to tell me, are you?” he asked, his flinty eyes on her face.

      “I’ve told you all I can.”

      She wasn’t about to break her solemn word to Wedjoyet, but she felt bad about keeping a secret from Timoxenos. He knew all her secrets, but he couldn’t know this one—not if she wanted them to stay on Wedjoyet’s good side, the side where she wasn’t running after you with her mighty war axe because you disobeyed her.

      Kleopatra looked up at him defiantly, crossed her arms, and said, “I mean I won’t.” Her face took on the color of a peach. “I mean . . . I would tell you, but I can’t,” she said, miserably.

      And then Timoxenos looked away and was silent and she was silent, too. Only the twittering of the peacocks, the water pouring from the gaping bronze jaws of lions standing on either side of the bath and the soft slap slap of a slave’s bare feet on the cool tile floor, with its mosaic of Aphrodite bathing in the sea, could be heard. The echoing silence between the two of them was broken by Timoxenos’ heavy sigh. “What would you have done if bandits had come along and carried you off?”

      “I didn’t worry because I knew you would come for me.” She put her hands behind her back so he couldn’t see them tremble. Absurdly, her eyes filled with tears and she couldn’t keep her lips from quivering. She risked a glance at his rocky face and caught his alert grey eyes on her.

      “At least you came out of it all right, Little One,” he said gently. Then he turned and left the bathing chamber, leaving her to the care of the bathing attendants.

      
        
        ✽✽✽

      

      

      Later that morning, Kleopatra stood at the back of the Chrematistikon Pylon, the cavernous throne room where the basileos’ business was concluded, foreign embassies received, judgment pronounced, petitions considered, and council with the basileos’ Friends held. Kleopatra peered through the forest of tall columns and people. In an apse at the front of the hall stood two massive griffins, their wings nearly met sixty feet over the two gold thrones on the dais. The second Ptolemy had brought them back from one of his Syrian campaigns, Kleopatra couldn’t remember which one, and they’d been there ever since—well over two hundred years. It was said that all the gold and silver, and there were hundreds of wagonloads of it, had not pleased the adventuresome king as much as these two statues which had graced the Syrian king’s porch. Today was the day Auletes reserved for the examination of special cases and petitions. Kleopatra could have walked right up to her papa’s throne if she’d wanted to. The archithyroros, the chief doorkeeper, would gladly have announced her but she bid him to not disturb her papa on her account; she’d just dropped by for a moment on her way to the Great Library. She liked to watch him work. Not that she ever expected to benefit from it.

      Auletes’ Council of First Friends sat in a semicircle behind the dais, each rank identifiable by his distinctive robe. In the first row were the ministers of the Order of Kinsmen of the First Friends, famous throughout the kingdom for their purple robes and gold eight-pointed star brooches. Behind them were the Leaders of the Bodyguard splendid in their sky blue gowns with the royal Macedonian star on their mantles. Lastly, the Kinsmen of the Order of Friends displayed their pride of rank in the imperial hierarchy with elegantly draped yellow robes of the finest brocaded Koan silk, and heavy gold chains with pendants set with a carnelian cameo of the king. All the ministers and court officials wore the broad brimmed hat, oblong mantle, and high boots of Macedonian nobles although most of them had never been to the fatherland, now a Roman province in any case.

      “I am ready to hear the next petition.”

      Kleopatra heard her father’s slurred speech and her heart clinched. Papa has been drinking early. I wonder what is worrying him.

      “A village headman has arrived from Kerkeosiris with a complaint against the komarch Akousilaos,” replied the dioiketes. Kleopatra’s eyes flickered over the chief finance minister, Lycarion. He was also one of the kingdom’s wealthiest bankers. He knelt on one knee before Auletes’ throne, his eyes averted respectfully from the god-king’s face.

      “Why wasn’t his petition handled by the strategos of his nome?” Auletes demanded. “The gods know he does little enough for us as it is.”

      “Lord Noumenios has referred it to you,” Lycarion replied smoothly.

      “Very well, let the Egyptian petition to us,” Auletes said. “Can he speak Koine?”

      “He will need an interpreter, Great King.” Lycarion snapped his fingers, and a Greek-Egyptian half-caste came forward, did obeisance then got to his feet.

      “Translate this man’s words for your king,” Lycarion ordered.

      “I am ready, Great One.”

      The headman from Kerkeosiris village was prostrated on the mosaic floor before the throne of the New Dionysos.

      “You may rise and present your petition to your king,” said Lycarion through the court interpreter. Kleopatra, who had studied the language and spoke it fluently, followed the Egyptian’s petition easily.

      The man got to his feet and, in a quavering voice, said, “Great King and God who causes all sorrow to cease, the komarch Akousilaos has taken more than the share you assigned us for taxes.” The Egyptian paused while his words were translated into Koine Greek, for Ptolemy knew only half a dozen lewd Egyptian words. “There will not be enough food left for our families. I have come to beg for your justice and mercy for my people,” concluded the Egyptian.

      The court interpreter made several mistakes, Kleopatra noticed, changing the man’s words from a respectful plea into a rude demand. The room went as still as a tomb.

      Auletes’ face darkened with anger and an evil note came to his voice. “This Egyptian demands justice? What do the god-cursed Egyptians know about justice? It was my ancestor, Alexander and his trusted lieutenant, the very first Ptolemy, who brought Greek laws to the Two-Egypts. How dare you come into my house and use insulting language to my face when I would gladly have relieved your village of its suffering. Great Alexander’s ghost! My sole aim has always been the welfare of my subjects!”

      The hall below the dais was thronged with slim, elegant eunuchs in bright flowing robes, white-robed priests with shaved heads, elaborately coifed priestesses of the city’s many shrines and temples, pale hetairai in filmy gowns, Alexandrian businessmen in elegantly draped robes, and well-paid mercenaries in their finest armor. To Kleopatra’s horror every single one of them—and there wasn’t one native Egyptian in the bunch—laughed at the headman.

      Kleopatra gasped. This is wrong. Papa is being misled about this poor man! She started forward but stopped when Timoxenos touched her arm. “Don’t, Little One.”

      She looked up at him. “That man needs my help, Master Sword-Bearer!”

      Timoxenos shook his head. “And you need to be still.” He pointed with his chin across the room. “Look who is here.”

      Kleopatra turned, met Berenike’s cold stare, and blanched. “She’s never up this early!”

      “And yet, here she is,” Timoxenos replied evenly.

      As if to drive the point home, Berenike drew a finger across her throat. Kleopatra felt her heart seized by an icy hand. Any ideas about aiding the headman flew out of her head, replaced by dread that Berenike had discovered Senmonthis’ escape, and her role in it. But the poor Egyptian standing before her papa’s throne needed someone to speak up for him. Kleopatra wanted to tear her hair out. Golden One, please tell me what to do!

      “You think Berenike knows about Senmonthis?” Kleopatra whispered urgently.

      “I haven’t heard any palace gossip about it,” Timoxenos said, consideringly.

      Kleopatra chewed a corner of her lip. “Which is very strange,” she murmured. “We should have heard something by now.”

      “Not if Berenike assumes she’s dead,” Timoxenos suggested helpfully.

      Kleopatra nodded. “That could explain it,” she agreed, but she still had her doubts. Gossip was a fact of life in the royal quarter, which took up one third of the city with a monumental concretion of porticos, basilicas, audience halls and palaces, all set among well-tended parkland and gardens. Staffed by hundreds of eunuchs and servants, who loved nothing more than to engage in idle chatter about the king and his children, the utter absence of any mention of Senmonthis was a void Kleopatra could not ignore. And it wasn’t as if she hadn’t had her eye glued to the spyhole in Berenike’s rooms every single night. But even in the privacy of her bedchamber, Berenike never referred to the old woman. It was as if Senmonthis had never existed. Maybe that’s what happens when one got sent to the Akra, Kleopatra reasoned. She couldn’t think of anything worse than being condemned to the catacombs beneath the small fortress behind the palace. What an evil fate that would be . . . She glanced at Berenike, and the older girl bared her teeth.

      Kleopatra heard her father say. “Berenike, what do you think we should do?”

      Berenike turned to her father in surprise. “Did you say something, Papa?”

      “Attend me, daughter,” Auletes said sternly.

      Berenike dipped her head. “Yes, great king, you were saying?”

      “How would you respond to this rude man’s petition?” Auletes asked.

      Berenike gave a careless shrug. “I would have him flogged senseless, then send him home in chains as a warning for the other troublemakers.”

      Auletes pointed at her with his goblet. “Behold the viper I am nursing in my bosom to be a terror to the kingdom after I am dead and in my tomb! Believe me when I say you will all one day pine for the time when the Neos Dionysos sat on the throne!”

      Berenike laughed, outright. “Oh, Papa, how you go on! Surely you haven’t forgotten that Tryphaena is the eldest daughter, the apple of your eye, and destined for the throne only after Serapis has taken you up into his bosom?”

      From the back of the room, Kleopatra watched how her sister’s eyes flickered disdainfully over their father. She felt sorry for him. How awful it must be to have a daughter like Berenike, who could be a harpy even on a good day! If only the Goddess would bless him with peace and quiet. He deserved it after all he had been through: two dead wives and a kingdom menaced on all sides by powerful enemies. She petitioned Isis often, always accompanied by a generous offering, but her father continued to suffer.

      Oh, Papa, if only Mama were here to help you . . .

      To help all of us . . .

      The pain of longing pierced Kleopatra like a razor-sharp dagger. She missed her mother, still. At least she still had Tryphaena near—for now anyway.

      Auletes said thickly, “Berenike, you are evil to the marrow of your bones, but I love you no less than Tryphaena. How you turned out the way you did is a mystery to me. It would break your mother’s heart if she were still alive.” He drew a heavy ragged breath then drained his goblet. “Very well, let Berenike’s counsel prevail. Guards! Take this dog outside and give him a hundred lashes.”

      Two sword-bearers seized the Egyptian at once.

      Kleopatra shot forward, gesturing to Timoxenos to remain where he was.

      “Papa, wait!” Kleopatra cried, shouldering her way through the crowd until she stood before the dais. She heard gasps and mutters from the crowd. No one had ever dared to interrupt the basileos like this. It was unheard of.

      Auletes’ blue eyes, fierce as a hellhound’s, stared down into hers. “How does this matter concern you?”

      Kleopatra saw his fists clench on the throne’s armrests. She swallowed hard. It was like lifting a heavy granite block to keep her eyes level on her father’s fierce blue gaze. “It doesn’t . . . well, not exactly . . .” Kleopatra faltered.

      “Then why have you interrupted me at work?” Auletes swept a hand down in an impatient gesture.

      Kleopatra suddenly felt as if she were tiptoeing through a papyrus swamp full of crocodiles. But with every eye in the crowded throne room fixed on her, she wasn’t about to break into tears, although she felt her lips trembling. “The interpreter was wrong, Papa.” She turned to the frightened headman and asked in Egyptian. “What is your name sir?”

      “Imounthes, Great One,” he replied in a quavering voice, respectfully averting his eyes from the princess.

      Kleopatra gave him a reassuring smile then turned back to her father. “Imounthes wasn’t being rude, Papa. His words to you were courteous as befitting a loyal subject addressing his basileos, and all he asked for was your help so the people of his village will not starve before the next harvest.” Now the silence in the Great Hall was so thick it could have been cut with a dagger.

      Berenike stormed forward, flinging her arms upward. “This is outrageous! No one can contradict the king!”

      Kleopatra spread her hands. “It wasn’t my intention to contradict you, Papa. But I know how much care you take to rule justly, so I thought you would want to know that a mistake had been made.”

      Berenike looked at Kleopatra. “And you made it, little sister. You should be whipped, too, for your impertinence.”

      Auletes’ voice cut across her. “Berenike, be still! Whether or not your sister deserves to be whipped is for me to say and not you.” His eyes went to Kleopatra, sharp as a drawn dagger. “How do you know what this Egyptian said?”

      Kleopatra drew herself up. All the while she was conscious of the stir and mutter of the crowd. “I have learned their language, Papa.” From the corner of her eye, she saw Berenike’s face turning to the color of raw liver. Kleopatra was shaking inside and full of fear about what would happen to her, but she had to speak on this man’s behalf no matter what it cost her, so she stood her ground and lifted her chin to face her father’s wrath.

      Then a new thought came to further annihilate her already frangible nerves. Berenike must have found out about Senmonthis! I have to warn Tryphaena!  Kleopatra’s guts started turning somersaults.

      Auletes’ blue eyes narrowed. “You’ve studied the Egyptian language . . . ?”

      “For several years now,” Kleopatra confirmed.

      Auletes leaned forward on his throne and looked at her closely. “Now why did you do that?” The way he asked made goose bumps rise on her flesh. Maybe something was wrong with learning Egyptian…

      Kleopatra’s eyes widened slightly. “Since we live in Egypt, I thought I should know the language.”

      That brought a few titters from the lords and ladies in the court. Imagine a Royal learning how to speak like a native. How eccentric! Kleopatra’s face reddened, but she held her head high. She was proud that she could understand Egyptian almost as well as Greek, and had devoted much time studying the sacred characters used by the native priests to decorate their temples with hymns and prayers to the gods.

      “Are you sure you are right?” Auletes asked quietly.

      Kleopatra nodded quickly. “Oh yes, Papa. I am very certain of what he said, and of how he said it.”

      Auletes beckoned to Lycarion. “Order Noumenios to arrest the komarch then send him here in chains.” He looked at the guards holding Imounthes. “Release him!” They did so. The Egyptian fell to the floor in obeisance, a torrent of words pouring from his mouth.

      Auletes looked at Kleopatra. “What’s he saying now?”

      “He says he knew the Neos Dionysos would save his people,” Kleopatra said, after tilting her head and listening carefully. “An oracle of Isis at the temple near his village foretold it.” She paused to let the man speak some more, then added, “He says that when he returns to his home he will make many offerings of thanks to Isis.”

      Auletes gave a short hard laugh like a dog’s bark. “He should make offerings of thanks to you instead.”

      The basileos pointed at the court interpreter. “As for you, because of your carelessness, I almost punished an innocent man. Guards, take him outside and give him Imounthes’ one hundred lashes.” The sword-bearers seized the interpreter and dragged him away. Moments later came the crack of a whip, then ululating shrieks that echoed off the marble walls in the throne room’s barrel-vaulted antechamber.

      Auletes’ piercing gaze returned to Kleopatra. She thought she saw a flash of amusement come and go on his face. “Thank you for preventing me from committing an injustice, daughter, but don’t ever contradict me again.”

      Kleopatra bowed from the waist, and said in a small voice. “It shall be as you command, Papa. May I have your leave to go to the library now?”

      Auletes inclined his head, his eyes suddenly hooded.  “Give my greetings to Old Beeswax if you cross his path.”

      Kleopatra turned and went down the Great Hall’s central aisle, conscious of the curious stares of the crowd.

      Berenike caught up with her and Kleopatra stopped.

      “What do you want, Berenike,” she asked, quietly.

      Berenike’s smirk told her that it was something unpleasant. “You got away this time, you little ibis shit, but I haven’t forgotten about your trickery in the Sema.”

      Kleopatra’s heart leaped in her chest. So, Berenike still didn’t know about Senmonthis! Kleopatra met her sister’s icy blue eyes with a calm stare then said in a voice she hoped sounded calm, “There was no trickery, Berenike. You asked the oracle a stupid question and she gave you a stupid answer.”

      That seemed to mollify Berenike, a little. She drew closer to Kleopatra. “That may be, but I have my eyes on you, and don’t you forget it. Now, get out of my sight!”

      Kleopatra nodded then went from the room with Timoxenos on her heels.

      Berenike followed her with her eyes. I’d like to burn every one of her books right in front of her miserable little face then feed her to the crocodiles! The notion of Kleopatra’s elevation to the throne made her mind go cold and hard. Over my dead body! I’ll be basilissa as surely as the sun rises every morning…

      Auletes saw Kleopatra leave through the big double doors at the far end of the Great Hall. Strange, he thought, that my daughter should speak of Egypt as if she were Egyptian. Then he remembered the thieving komarch.

      “Has the whole world gone mad?” Auletes cried. “No one can do whatever he or she desires or say whatever he or she wishes to say. I am pharaoh to the Egyptians and basileos to the Greeks, and only I can do those things.” He pointed to the niches lining the walls, where busts of all of the kingdom’s Macedonian rulers stared blandly out at a world that was very much different from the one they had lived and died in. “My ancestors didn’t tolerate dishonest officials and neither will I.” An exaggeration perhaps—thieving officials had always been an unwelcome feature of Egypt’s bureaucracy. They were as common as fleas on a dog.

      Auletes drained his goblet. Look at this pond scum, he thought, acidly. Any of them would gladly turn on me. He sat erect on his hard-won throne, the royal filet on his head and wearing a dark red robe under an elegantly draped purple himation that didn’t do much to disguise his paunch. He noticed his goblet was empty. “Eromenos, you little monkey!” he bellowed.

      Auletes believed he had a right to be plastered. The last sixteen years hadn’t exactly been a stroll in Arcadia: while smiling blandly at each fresh torment that dogged his footsteps, he’d put down multiple uprisings, using force most of the time and diplomacy some of the time. He had dodged three assassination attempts one of which prompted him to import a specialist to make him an antidote for poison. And not a year went by without an Egyptian ship sailing for Italy stuffed to bursting with amphorae filled with gold and silver coins. How he loathed the upstart Italian barbarians with their superior airs and grasping hands. Was it worth it? It had seemed so sixteen years earlier. Now, he wasn’t so sure.

      When Auletes’ father, King Lathyrus, died, the Roman dictator Lucius Cornelius Sulla had interfered sharply in Egyptian affairs. While he didn’t annex the kingdom, he did set a new king on its throne, King Lathyrus’ nephew Ptolemy XI Alexander. With typical Roman arrogance, Sulla had compelled the boy king to marry his elderly stepmother-cousin, who had ruled since her husband died. Twenty days after the wedding in Alexandria’s Serapion, she was being mummified by the taricheutai, the undertaker priests in the royal nekropolis.

      The reaction of the Alexandrians was swift and decisive. Loudly citing their ancient Macedonian right to participate in the selection of kings, they dragged Ptolemy XI Alexander from his palace and strung him up on a tree in front of it. It was then that Auletes, called The Piper because of his flute playing, had gained the throne. His other nickname, Nothos—bastard—was right on target, too, since he was the illegitimate son of King Lathyrus by an Athenian concubine. Then in his late twenties, Auletes was summoned from Antioch in Syria and made king. To his immense resentment, most of his reign had been spent raising money to pay off the Roman officials who often squeezed him for gold. It had taken six thousand talents to buy off the three warlords who had recently overthrown Rome’s Republican government.

      Perhaps the vultures will fall out with each other and destroy themselves, he thought hopefully. I’d offer hecatombs of the finest bulls in every temple in my kingdom. By Great Alexander’s ghost! I’d build a temple to Greek freedom! He savored the idea like the last swallow of a particularly fine vintage wine or the sweet seed juice of a new male lover. In any case, whoever comes out on top, that man will make himself king of the Romans. This will happen as assuredly as I am the New Dionysos! The thought of the severe Romans being ruled by a king filled him with much happiness.

      The king’s favorite cupbearer, wearing only an ivy wreath garland and a short cape called a chlamys, skipped up to the dais and refilled the empty goblet. Auletes’ eyes roamed the tousled black hair, delicate Phoenician features, slender shoulders and smooth, hairless chest.

      “It took you long enough to get here, Eromenos.”

      “I was mixing your wine, Great King,” the cupbearer replied with a quick smile.

      Auletes rolled his eyes. “He was mixing my drink! By Zeus-Ammon’s horns! A cupbearer takes his time bringing our drink, and our court translators render unreliable service to his basileos! The world is upside down, I tell you! It’s upside down.”

      Eromenos poured then gave the pitcher to another slave at his elbow. He held up the king’s goblet. “Let any evil in this cup befall me rather than Basileos Ptolemy, the Father-Loving God who causes all sorrow to cease, the Brother-Loving God, the God who comes forth, the New Dionysos.” He then sipped the wine.

      Auletes inhaled Eromenos scent, powerfully aware of his own body, feeling the caress of the crimson robe’s silk brocade against his oiled skin. Suddenly his desire manifested violently and he reached out and patted Eromenos’ firm backside. The cupbearer grinned at the idea of a little extra spending money. Perhaps he’d earn as much as ten silver drachmas for servicing his king later that day.

      Auletes sighed heavily. It’s a fine thing to be a king, he decided contentedly, patted Eromenos affectionately and then sent him away reluctantly. A few titters in the Great Hall reminded him he wasn’t alone.

      “Is he not worth our consideration?” Auletes called out, rising from his throne on unsteady feet. “We tell you, there are few enough delights for a basileos these days. Sweet Eromenos enchants me thoroughly. We are generally immune to long hair, or by needless ringlets, fostered in the school of art than of nature. Give us rather the dusty grime of an athlete fresh from the Gymnasion with the gloss of oil on his smooth limbs. Our love is sweetest when unadorned. An artificial beauty holds no attraction for us.” Auletes was delighted when the crowd in the throne room erupted in applause. He turned quickly to speak to Lycarion standing at his elbow, and the room spun. He sat down heavily, dazed, blue eyes wide, breathing fast, his stomach lurching.

      Lycarion was at his side at once. “Sire…?”

      “Dismiss the court.”

      “But there are still petitions to be heard, and the Ambassador from Nabatea has been waiting for a month to see you.”

      Auletes put a hand to his head; it was aching fiercely, and his eyes swam, half blind. He glared at the Grand Dioiketes. “Then he won’t mind waiting another day, will he! Dismiss the god-cursed court!” The words came out through clinched teeth like iron darts flung from a bolt-thrower. He just had to get out of there—if only for a few hours so he could clear the cobwebs from his reeling mind.

      Lycarion nodded then turned to the Great Hall and called out. “My friends hear me! His Majesty, the Neos Dionysos, has decided to cut short the Audience today! The basilikoi paides will show you out.” Auletes rose from his throne and went from the room with his ministers filing after him. The royal pages herded the crowd from the room.

      

      A lavish tent-like pavilion had been erected in the royal garden against the harsh Egyptian sunlight. It was a large structure, richly embellished, held up by fifty cedar wood columns thirty feet high, each fluted support gilded and set with precious stones. On three sides were vaulted porticoes, from which liveried servants brought the food for the banquet, and these were separated from the main hall by rich purple hangings. Silver and gold goblets and bowls gleamed on ebony tables inlaid with tortoise shell and gold trim. The carpeted floor was strewn with rose petals. There was room for a hundred guests in the main hall, one side of which was open to the outside to catch the sea breeze, and many flowers and plants to provide a pleasant view to the basileos and his guests. It wasn’t as large as the palace’s dining hall, but Auletes loved dining there far more, especially on warm days like today. Some of his predecessors had only erected pavilions on holidays. In Auletes’ scroll, every day he kept his throne was a holiday—or it damn well ought to be. The pavilion was filled with people. His council of First Friends and the cream of Alexandrian society had come trailing in his wake, right behind his escort of fifty sword-bearers. Auletes had a rule—never to be broken upon pain of expulsion from his presence—that no official business was to be spoken of during his midday banquets. No one ever dared to break it. He directed a smile and a friendly nod to the Parthian ambassador reclining on a sofa on the left wing of the u-shaped space. Auletes thought he had a pretty good idea of what the man wanted to tell him, and he wasn’t even remotely interested. He had his own troubles.

      Auletes reclined on a klinai, one of the one hundred dining sofas that marched around three sides of the room. His dining sofa was at the head of the room where he could look out toward the tent’s large forecourt with its mass of plants and statues. He held a goblet in his large hands, smiling at his guests. Servants moved among the tables set before the couches with silver and gold platters piled high with roasted suckling pig, lamb, goose, and baked fish. Cupbearers went from guest to guest refilling their goblets.

      A troupe of dwarves in play actors’ masks bounded into the tent and began to perform acrobatics, tossing each other high in the air. Three of them balanced on each other’s shoulders with the dwarf at the top twirling two flaming hoops with long sticks. A naked female contortionist bent herself into impossible poses before the basileos’ table. As a finale, she dropped her torso forward with her backside to the basileos’ table, her smiling face between her thighs and her forearms wrapped around her shins. One hand reached up to splay her backside open. The guests waited to see how Auletes would react. Much depended on his mood that day. Auletes clapped, and the room filled with applause and the buzz of appreciative comments from his guests.

      Auletes’ eyes fell on Berenike who reclined on the sofa to his right—a place of honor to be sure, but also where he could keep a watchful eye on her. She was propped on both elbows, her face in profile, staring down into her goblet.

      The archedeatros’ voice rang out. “All hail basileia Tryphaena, daughter of Basileos Ptolemy!” A cascade of silver throated trumpets took up the call. His eldest daughter swept into the tent with her ladies. Auletes saw Berenike follow her older sister with her vivid blue eyes.

      “All glories to you, Father,” Tryphaena said in her rich contralto voice so much like her late mother’s. The princess bowed from the waist. Her red hair was piled high on her head beneath her gauzy purple veil. The basileos patted the cushion next to him. “Recline with us, Daughter.”   From the corner of his eyes, Auletes saw Berenike staring at them from her sofa. Tryphaena came and lay down beside him. She leaned over and planted a quick kiss on his cheek. “I came as soon as I got your message, Father.”

      “It seems strange, does it not,” Auletes said levelly, “that your sister has learned to speak in the Egyptian tongue?”

      Tryphaena gave a careless shrug. “She has always had a lust for learning.”

      Auletes turned to look at her full in the face. “And for anything else that you know of…?”

      Tryphaena lifted her slender shoulders. “She is always nattering on about how she wants to teach in the Library, be its director someday, or found a Stoa of her own.”

      Auletes nodded but said nothing. Somewhere outside, seabirds cried their shrill cries. Auletes said, “That can perhaps be arranged. It is Berenike I am worried about, though. She has a jackal’s vicious heart.”

      Tryphaena laughed. “Her bark is worse than her bite. Besides, she will cease to be a problem once she is married off to uncle Phillipos.”

      Auletes’ brows drew together in a terrifying frown, and the scroll hidden in his robe’s folds seemed as if it would burn a hole through the fine Koan fabric. A messenger had arrived from Cyprus that morning and been ushered right in to Auletes’ private apartments. The basileos had listened to the man’s disturbing report coldly and sadly. Cyprus, part of the kingdom since the days of the founder, Ptolemy I Soter, had been seized by Rome. Worse still, Auletes’ brother was dead. Auletes’ heart plunged to new depths of despair. Then his lips tightened into hard line.

      There would be trouble with his subjects when word of it got out. Many people in Alexandria had relatives or knew someone who lived on the island. Many of Cyprus’ officials came from Alexandria’s leading families. He was already unpopular with his Greek subjects because of the conciliatory attitude he took toward Rome, and the harsh taxes he imposed to raise the money to bribe its senate.

      Auletes took a long bitter tasting pull from his goblet.

      Tryphaena reached over and touched his arm, her beautiful heart-shaped face suddenly a worried mask. “Father, what is wrong?” she asked urgently.

      Auletes shook his head like a boxer trying to recover from a bad blow to the head. “It is nothing,” he choked out.

      “But you look so feverish…”

      “I am fine.”

      The hum of conversation was all about them. Eromenos refilled his goblet, tasted it, and then handed it back. Auletes drank and ate in silence, staring out the tent. The Pharos Tower rose from the island at the mouth of the Great Harbor. Its mirror was flashing in the bright Alexandrian sunlight. Auletes leaned toward Tryphaena and said, in so low a voice she had to strain to hear him over the crowd, “Have you noticed, my daughter, how much smaller our world has become?”





