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CHAPTER ONE

51 BCE

Ibit into the flesh of the fig, its skin warmed by the heat of the sun.

Charmion watched me through half-lidded eyes as I chewed. The wind tousled her linen dress and tugged the collar to reveal the sun-touched glow of her skin.

For all the years of my life, Charmion had been my companion and handmaiden. Her mother had been my nursemaid. And so, we were forever bonded by the milk that had strengthened us as babes. At eighteen years of age our eyes still sparkled with possibility, but our cheeks had slimmed from the plumpness of youth.

Though there were some remarkable moments in the years prior, my story for you starts here. The day I became Pharaoh.

The crunching of the fig’s seeds in my mouth were the only sound between us.

Then Charmion spoke, her voice solemn. ‘You cannot deny the inevitable.’

I placed the half-eaten fruit on the ground between us. With my other hand I lifted the playing sticks and clenched them in my fist.

‘I do not think your win is inevitable.’

We spoke to each other in Arabic, one of the nine languages we had been schooled in. Though we used both Egyptian and Greek in court, Arabic was just for us.

It had all started when a travelling hakawati had passed through Alexandria from the great city of Gaza. I was eleven years old and had already developed a fondness for stories.

I begged my father to invite the storyteller to the palace. For three nights the hakawati took up residence in the temple. And for all three nights that was where Charmion and I stayed. His tales filled us with wonder, so much so that I requested to keep him.

‘I am not yours to shelve like an ornament or trinket,’ the hakawati said. The guards by the temple entrance bristled but I paid them no heed.

‘Why not?’ I asked with genuine curiosity. I had not yet found something I could not make my own. I was a Ptolemy. My blood was lit with the spark of divinity.

The hakawati smiled politely, far more conscious of the guards at his back than I. ‘Would you ask a fish to stop swimming?’

I thought about it. The truth was, yes, I would if I wanted to eat it, but that wasn’t the answer I thought he was looking for. ‘No.’

‘Would you ask a hippo to stop smiling?’

‘Never.’

‘Then you cannot ask a hakawati to stop travelling. It is in our nature. Without it, we will run out of stories. And without stories I would have nothing to tell.’

Tears sprang to my eyes. That sounded very dire indeed.

The hakawati saw my distress and kneeled on the ground beside me. ‘Do not worry, there is another way to keep a part of me here. Tell my stories, again and again.’

My smile returned. I could do that.

For years Charmion and I had repeated the hakawati’s tales, every story blossoming into something new with each retelling. It was then that Arabic became the language between us.

I looked at Charmion now. The sincerity of her expression had melted away into something more playful.

‘Look at the markers – you may as well concede,’ she said.

I stood up with the pretence that I needed a better vantage point to view the senet board. I was cunning that way, always performing something or another. Manipulative, the unkind would go on to claim, but I did not see it that way.

From the moment my first cry rattled from my chest, I was taught to be something more than I was. I wanted to be a babe, but I had been born a pharaoh’s daughter. So they wiped the birthing ichor from my skin and swaddled me in gold-trimmed cloth. My cries were silenced by a polished amber stone, a poor replacement for a mother’s teat.

Despite being too young to remember the stone’s weight, sometimes I still imagined it lying heavy against my tongue. It tripped my words and filled out my cheeks, especially when I chose to be bold.

‘C-concede? I will not.’

We were playing on the balcony in the lighthouse, my place of serenity and solace. Close enough to the god Re to feel his gaze beating against my brow, and far enough away from my duties at the palace. Even with the furnace above us radiating heat, it was preferable to the burning of many eyes wherever I went. Sometimes, if the wind blew east, the smoke would wind its way to my bedroom window, seasoning my sleep with embers and ash.

The board game lay on the ground between us. Charmion was the better player, but I was too proud to admit it. Instead, I began each game with the same foolish hope that one day I’d best her.

I rolled the playing sticks in my hand in frustration. ‘Amun’s wrath,’ I cursed as a splinter pierced my palm.

‘Are you well?’ Charmion asked with concern. A light sheen of sweat glistened above her top lip.

I took the opportunity to brandish my hand towards her. But instead of displaying my wound, I surged forward and thrust the playing sticks over the balcony.

Charmion’s eyes met mine, one dark eyebrow quirked. ‘So, you do concede?’

‘Never,’ I said with a grin.

Charmion laughed and together we peered over the balcony’s edge.

Alexandria lay before me. The city had neither the beauty of Rome nor the grandeur of Babylon. No, Alexandria was not a city to be admired, it was far more than that. It lived and breathed like a beast.

Sailors called to one another across the harbour, the cacophony of many languages resonating throughout the city like a pack of wolves yipping and howling in the hunt. Though we were far above the docks, I could smell the brackish char of eels being cooked over fire. Boats undulated on the waves along the expanse of the coast, their many-coloured sails glittering like scales on a sea snake.

To the south, the Heptastadion causeway connected the light-house’s isle to the mainland. Beyond that, the awnings of market stalls lined the streets and though I couldn’t see them, I imagined the traders gesturing emphatically to their customers.

You could not separate the citizens from the city’s heartbeat; they were one and the same. Asiatic, Parthian, Greek, Egyptian; no matter their origin, the silt of the Nile Delta thickened their blood. It brought a wildness to the city, tamed only by the pharaohs who ruled over it – my family.

Soon to be me.

But I was not sure I had the fortitude to bridle the people of Egypt.

My doubts were not new, though they had grown more prominent since my father’s affliction. He did not have much time left before departing this world for the next.

As he got sicker and sicker, I became tormented by dreams of my own reflection; like the facets of a jewel, each side a different version of the pharaoh I was to be. One was cruel and callous, another gracious and gentle. Every echo of my being was a stranger to me, and I would awaken bathed in a chilling sweat, haunted by the outlanders in my mind.

I was not ready to be Pharaoh. Though I wonder if I ever would have reached true readiness. Without the skill of prophecy, I was always going to be ill-prepared for the years that followed. No one could have been prepared to live the life I would go on to lead. I must forgive my younger self this flaw, if nothing else.

Charmion leaned over the balcony, her brows pinched, unaware of my dark thoughts. ‘I don’t think we can see what you rolled from here, so we shall presume I won.’

A sudden breeze plucked a braid from the knot above my head. Charmion immediately moved to tuck it back into my diadem.

Her fingers grazed the mark on the back of my neck. Black, as if drawn in kohl, the three-stepped shape of the throne ran from the edge of my hairline to the top of my back. It marked me as chosen of the goddess Isis.

I shivered from her touch and Charmion drew away.

‘If we cannot see the sticks, then we will never know. So we must call it a draw,’ I teased her.

Charmion laughed, tossing her head back until her curling hair crested the tips of her shoulder blades. ‘Every time you do not win it must be a draw.’

‘I am a Ptolemy; we were not born to lose.’ Though I smiled, my words felt a little bitter. Like the rind of a pomegranate, the reminder of the duties that awaited me tainted the sweetness of the day.

Charmion heard the footsteps first. ‘Someone comes.’

‘Who knew we were here?’ I asked with a flash of annoyance.

‘I do not know. But since your father has been bound to his bed, I have long suspected Pothinus has been watching you.’

I felt my lips twist at the eunuch’s name. He lingered in my father’s shadow like a crocodile amongst the reeds of the riverbank.

For the last ten years he had been a tutor to my younger brother. But since the onset of my father’s illness, his interest in teaching had seemed to wane. Instead, he turned to politicking, circling my father in the murky shallows of the throne room.

I tightened my gold belt where I had loosened it from sitting on the ground. Charmion tutted behind me and moved to help.

She twisted the metal links until the belt bound my ribs like armour. I dusted away the sand that clung to the weave of my skirts and waited for the newcomer to present themselves.

The slapping of sandals on stone slowed as the servant approached.

He entered the balcony, his eyes averted, and then kneeled prostrate on the ground. ‘Cleopatra, chosen by the goddess Isis, second daughter to Ptolemy, twelfth of his name,’ he said, breathless from the long staircase.

The goddess’s name pricked at a raw wound in my mind.

Chosen by Isis but not yet gifted with her power. I dismissed the familiar disappointment and replied, ‘Yes?’

‘You are needed at the palace.’ The messenger’s shoulders slumped as if his life’s purpose was complete. Perhaps it was.

‘Death courts the Ptolemy name,’ my mother had once said.

I was little more than eight years old when she spoke those words to me. A man lay dying at my feet, his blood pooling between my small toes. I wriggled them, watching the blood ripple. I remember thinking how plain the knife at his throat was, no gold or silver embellishments.

My thoughts were those of an eight-year-old: If I were to kill myself, I’d be sure to do it with something finer than copper.

Though, as you know, it was poison in the end.

‘Why did he kill himself, Mama?’ I asked as the guards removed the servant’s body from the throne room.

She stood next to me, the hem of her priest robe now soiled with blood. The eyes she turned to me were sorrowful, like those of the heifers blessed by the goddess Hathor. ‘He could fathom no greater honour than serving a pharaoh’s daughter. There was nothing else to accomplish in this life that could eclipse it.’

He was the first servant to end their life after speaking with me.

And in a few decades, Charmion would be the last.

I turned to the messenger, shaking away thoughts of my mother and death. ‘What has happened that I am needed in the palace so urgently?’

He quivered and didn’t immediately answer. When he eventually mustered the strength to speak, his voice was a croak. ‘Your father. He has departed this life into the next.’

Charmion’s quick inhalation sounded like the hiss of a snake. I didn’t hear anything after that.

My eyes stung with the cinder of grief. Each breath came slow and laboured as if smoke choked my throat.

Father is dead.

Though I had known this was coming, nothing prepares you for the loss of all the unclaimed moments yet to pass.

I lifted my gaze to the top of the lighthouse where a statue of my ancestor crested the cylindrical tower just below the furnace.

The lifeless eyes of Ptolemy I, the founder of my dynasty, stared back at me. Sōter, he was called – saviour. Hundreds of years separated the two of us, and there was little to be seen of me in his Macedonian features. His chiselled alabaster chin dipped towards the mainland, looking over the empire he had come to rule.

‘Sōter, welcome my father to the field of reeds,’ I murmured quietly to myself.

Heavy tears blurred his image into that of my father. His brow became wider, his jaw softer. Even his stomach grew prouder.

My father had been prone to indulgence. His love of festivities was one of the many things that set us apart. I saw the frivolities of my status as a burden, he saw them as a joy.

‘We must live like gods to honour the gods, daughter,’ he would rumble. ‘It reminds our people that we reign above them. You will understand more when you are Pharaoh.’

Pharaoh. It had been a far-off thing to conceive of back then. Now, the title set my heart stuttering behind my ribs.

Sōter’s face wavered once more before my unshed tears. The alabaster distorted until I looked into one of the many faces of my dreams.

Is this a premonition of the future?

I tried to parse the vision I was seeing: was she wise? Was she merciless?

I had not the plays and sonnets and books that told me of my future demise. Though worry not, a demise you will still have.

I had the one thing we all have: time. And only that would reveal to me the pharaoh I was to become.

During our descent from the lighthouse, the sun had set. The god Re’s journey through the clouds had tarnished the sky from gold to a deep orange.

I picked my way down the cragged shoreline where the waves lapped at the rocks.

‘What are you doing?’ Charmion asked.

‘It’s quicker to swim to the palace from here. I cannot waste time taking a litter across the Heptastadion.’

‘Cleo.’ It was the nickname Charmion only used beneath the softness of our sheets.

‘Cleopatra,’ I corrected her with irritation. Glory of thy father.

As I began to remove my clothing, I wondered if I was quite fulfilling my name’s meaning in that moment.

Charmion sighed behind me before her fingers joined mine at the knot of my dress. She rested her hand there for a moment as she said, ‘All will be well. Osiris will grant him passage to the next realm.’

I felt some of the tension inside me loosen slightly as the layers of my clothing fell to the ground like petals. Charmion soothed me in a way that no other person could.

I turned and reached for her cheek. ‘I know, because you are by my side.’

Charmion leaned into my touch and brought three fingers up to her lips in turn. ‘One for the past and the happy years well spent, one for the present and the patience we extend, one for the future and the love that never ends.’

She recited the prayer we had composed as children. I felt the words give me strength.

We had been each other’s first lover, and for years that’s all we were. But then our love shifted, it grew outward, beyond our bodies into something more potent than the ecstasy of pleasure. Our friendship was celestial, greater than the two parts of us.

I turned away from her. I now wore nothing but my diadem, a single gold band that met in the middle of my forehead to form a rearing cobra. Charmion reached to remove it and I shook my head. ‘Secure it with my braids. When I arrive, they must see me as Queen.’

Once Charmion had finished weaving my hair around my diadem, I instructed her to make her way to the palace. Though she too could swim – we’d run off enough times to the Nile for her to learn – I knew she didn’t like it.

‘I will not leave you—’

‘Go,’ I commanded. Then, more quietly, I said, ‘This is my favourite dress, I do not want the seawater to harm its fibres.’

Charmion’s lashes fluttered. She heard the lie and saw the mercy in it. ‘I will be sure to have it washed and ready for you later tonight.’

Her shadow stretched across the shoreline as she walked away. The further she got, the hotter my breath felt in my mouth, until I shouted, ‘I-I can’t do it, I can’t be queen!’

‘You can!’ she called back.

Dread curdled my stomach. ‘Do you remember when Father asked me to lead the Ptolemaia procession?’ I said. It had been the first festival after I turned fourteen and Father had wished to present me as the future Pharaoh of Egypt.

‘I remember.’

‘Do you? Do you recall how I tripped and fell in front of the whole of Alexandria? All I had to do was lead the dancers. And I couldn’t even do that.’

‘Walking does prove difficult for some people.’

‘This isn’t funny, Charmion. I was never a good pharaoh’s daughter – how can I expect to be a good pharaoh?’

Charmion pointed to the ground. ‘Look.’

I followed her line of sight.

There, scattered between rocks and sand, were the throwing sticks.

‘You won after all,’ she said, smiling.

The odds had been so small. But by the angle at which the sticks had fallen, I knew she was right. The gods had guided my hand.

The dread within my belly eased.

‘A Ptolemy never loses,’ I repeated softly. This time the words held hope.

‘I will see you at the palace,’ Charmion said.

I turned back to the ocean with triumph in my heart.

The water was warm and refreshing as I lowered myself into the churning waves. It was late shemu season and the air was hot and dry. Though I preferred the rain and milder weather of akhet, I was glad for the warmth now.

My braids floated on the surface of the water for a moment as I dipped beneath the froth of waves. I opened my eyes. The sea-water was clear, despite the swirling currents. I wondered what it must be like to be able to breathe beneath the water like my younger brother. Blessed by the god Sobek, Lord of the Waters, he had received his gift as a babe.

At first his nursemaid had screamed as his fat little legs kicked him out of her grip and into the depth of the baths.

Guards were called, which in turn drew mine and Charmion’s own curiosity. I still remember the envy that coursed through my veins at his laughing face as he surfaced, perfectly fine. My father had called for three days of feasting.

The goddess Isis was yet to awaken my gift. Some thought it would never arrive. Others whispered that it was too weak to show. That I was tainted, unworthy of the throne.

I did not require a very great power. My own father’s blessing had been modest. As an acolyte to the god Ihy, he could play any instrument with flawless beauty. His preference had been the flute.

My lungs began to burn, and I kicked myself back to the surface. I reached my arms out in quick, even strokes, parting the waves with my hands.

Now I will never hear Father’s sweet music again.

The waves licked at my tears, but I didn’t stop swimming until I reached the shoreline of the palace.

When my feet struck sand, I stood.

The beach soon turned to the white tiled ground of Antirhodos. The small island looked out over the city of Alexandria to the south and the harbour to the west.

The isle boasted its own necropolis, menagerie, cistern and cultivated gardens. It was a city that I called my home, but it didn’t seem large to me. I had stood upon every rock and climbed every tree. There was no place on this earth that I loved more.

Antirhodos was too beautiful to survive the test of time; unlike my myth, which is a gnarly thing.

I heard it said that all the birds from the island flew away the day before the earthquake struck the palace.

But that happened many hundreds of years from now. Long after I had died.

On the pathway beside me, two servants had wrapped cloth around the bark of a palm tree and were swaying the trunk back and forth. Another was collecting the dates that fell into a woven basket.

They stopped as they saw me, clad in nothing but my crown.

All will be well. Charmion’s words came to me, and I straightened.

There was a thud as the basket fell to the ground and the servants threw themselves down beside the spilled dates.

I cleared my throat to ensure it rang out without a warble. ‘Lower.’

The servants pressed themselves further into the dirt. I reached for one of the strewn fruits and chewed on it slowly. My hand was still wet from the seawater, seasoning the sweetness of the date.

‘Have a basket of these sent to my rooms,’ I said with the same tenor of authority.

‘Yes, Pharaoh’s Daughter,’ the three said in unison.

‘Just Pharaoh,’ I corrected them.

I wiped the sticky residue of the date on the cloth that still bound the trunk of the palm tree. My hands trembled like I had seen my father’s do when he had used his godtouched power.

I had no such divinity surging through me. But I did have power of my own.

And now was the time to wield it.




CHAPTER TWO

51 BCE

I stalked past the stone sphinxes that flanked the entranceway to the palace. Basins filled with lotus flowers lined the hallway. The heat of the afternoon had turned their sweet scent sour, wilting and bruising their leaves.

From that day on, even the freshest of lotus flowers brought back that smell of decay, carrying my mind to this moment: legs slick with seawater, cold granite beneath my feet, the throne of Egypt ahead of me.

I left wet marks on the tiles as I made my way to the heart of the palace. I was careful not to slip. Pothinus would take advantage of any weakness to soil my reputation – a mere fall could burgeon into a rumour that I was born with a scorpion tail to bring poison to the heart of Egypt.

No, I would not let him tarnish my rule.

Father would not want that. At the thought of him, my steps faltered but I did not fall. Shock had not yet given way to the full extent of my grief.

There was a sound in the corridor ahead of me and I looked up to see an ibis in flight. Its white wings were tipped black as if it had flown through ink.

The ibis flew low enough that for a moment I thought it might strike me, its curved beak angled down as if to peck at my scalp. Ibis are not aggressive birds, but this one shrieked and cawed as it flew by.

A giggle fluttered through the corridor like the rustling of palm fronds.

‘Arsinoe!’ I called my younger sister’s name with mock annoyance.

For where Qar flew, Arsinoe was not far behind.

The ibis had come to her on her seventh birthday. Since then, she had become bonded with the creature as only one blessed by the god Thoth could. As the scribe of the gods, he had granted her the language of the birds.

I tried not to be jealous when I watched them, heads together. It was difficult, when once it had been my brow against hers as we spoke our secrets to each other.

It is not just sound, it is more than that, she said to me once when she caught me trying to parse Qar’s chitters. What more is it? I asked. But she only shrugged.

Arsinoe appeared at the end of the hallway. Though her laugh still lingered on her lips, I could see her eyes were red from crying. I opened my arms to her, and she ran to embrace me.

At fourteen, she was four years my junior, though she was taller than me by at least a palm’s width. She wore her curling hair in a twist at the side of her neck. The knot pressed into my throat as she held me.

We stood together for a little while before she said, ‘Where are your clothes?’

I released her. ‘Charmion has them. I swam from the light-house.’

‘So you were at the lighthouse.’

‘Did you tell Pothinus to find me there?’

Arsinoe tilted her head to the side. ‘Yes, he asked, and I thought you would want to know … about …’ Her words stuttered to a stop and her eyes filled with tears.

‘Where is he?’

‘They have laid him out in Ihy’s temple.’

I had suspected that I would find him there. The temple would soon become his tomb. ‘Let us go together.’

I looped my arm in hers with the pretence that I was lending her strength. But the truth was, it was I who needed hers.

We walked through the palace gardens towards the necropolis where Ihy’s temple rose up from the earth. As we approached the entrance, something scuttled across my feet and I jumped back.

‘Quell.’ Arsinoe’s voice rang out loud and clear. The command was for Qar and the ibis was quick to carry it out. He swooped down, his long beak snapping the neck of the rat before dropping the carcass at Arsinoe’s feet.

She picked it up as if it were no more than a fallen leaf and threw the dead thing towards the sea.

I watched her casually dispose of the rodent and my stomach roiled. I would like to say that my father’s death made me more sensitive to the sight of a corpse, no matter how small, but the truth was death had always unnerved me.

I see the irony in that now.

We reached the entranceway to my father’s tomb, marked by red granite pillars. The cool stone grazed my leg as we passed, and for a moment I stood between two hard things: my sister and the pillar.

‘You are too soft.’ My father’s words came to me like the unwelcome cloud of dust from behind an old chest. Musty and best ignored.

‘I am as the gods will it,’ I had retorted in response.

Father’s fever had been high, and his words looser than usual. It was rare he picked at the flaws of my character so deeply.

‘Soft and powerless,’ he had insisted.

‘I am not.’

And then, like a serrated knife drawn back against my skin, he said, ‘I should have dealt with you like I did Berenice.’ He had not spoken her name in many years.

‘Do not say these things, Father; you cannot mean them.’

‘Did you say something, sister?’ Arsinoe’s question brought me back to the present.

I shook my head, releasing the last plume of dust from the memory.

‘No, I am fine.’

Rushlight flickered in clay pots around the temple. The warm smell of the burning tallow thawed the cold that had crept into my bones.

Shadows shifted as the priests of the temple moved to the far corners of the room to grant Arsinoe and me privacy. I cannot say I was ever truly comfortable under the gaze of the priesthood. Even my mother, who was one of the few people who truly loved me as a child, seemed to see the entirety of my shortcomings through the eyes of her god.

I rubbed at the Isis mark on the back of my neck. The skin there was smooth as though unblemished, and I often asked Charmion to hold up a polished mirror so I could see Isis’s sigil. Every time, I let out a sigh of relief to see the mark still there.

I took the last few steps towards my father’s body. He lay upon a stone slab, cloaked in a linen robe. His hands were clasped across a stomach that had, in bygone days, been plump and full of laughter. Cheeks that had once budded with smiles were now emaciated and wan.

‘You will smile once more in the great beyond.’ My throat was hoarse and the words came out as a rasp.

In four days, my father’s body would be taken by the priests for purification before being interred in this temple seventy days from now. His body would be hollowed out, the fragile cage of his chest pulled apart to replace the vital organs with myrrh and cassia.

I placed my hand on the soft skin below his throat. Soon the flesh there would be marred with stitching, the skin drawn taut to keep the aromatics within.

He was a shadow of the great man he had been two years earlier. But day by day, season by season, Osiris had beckoned for him to cross into the afterlife.

‘The only other body I have ever seen was Berenice’s.’

I started at Arsinoe’s voice, having forgotten she was there. ‘You were so young, I did not think you could remember.’

She turned her cold brown eyes to mine. ‘It is hard to forget the bloodied neck of one’s sister.’

I grimaced. I was twelve when my father had killed my older sibling. You see, I was never meant to lead Egypt. Berenice was the one destined to follow my father’s legacy.

‘She would have been made Pharaoh today,’ I said.

If Berenice was still alive, I would not have to take the throne. I felt a wave of guilt as I realised my wish for my sister’s resurrection was rooted in my misgivings towards ruling Egypt.

Arsinoe snorted. ‘She was never going to be Pharaoh, not with the divine power gifted to her.’

When Berenice had been born, she had been marked with the swirl of a snake on the back of her calf. There had been much celebrating, as Hapy of the Nile was a generous god, and when a Ptolemy was marked by him the harvest was always plentiful.

But the soothsayer who had read the signs of Berenice’s mark had been wrong. It was not the blessing of Hapy but the snake of Apep, the Lord of Chaos.

Instead of a bountiful yield, the crops dwindled year on year and Father claimed Berenice’s power was wilting the plants. My older sister always denied her gift was to blame, but when a swarm of locusts ravaged the fields on her fifteenth birthday, she could no longer hide the truth of it.

Her feud with Father had incited a civil war, but the throne would not be taken from him easily. For as joyful as my father was, he was equally ruthless. He had Berenice’s throat cut in her sleep.

A day and a night I spent weeping amongst her bloodied sheets.

As I looked down on my father’s expressionless face, I recalled what he had said that day after he had lifted me from Berenice’s cold bed: ‘We are Egypt, and Egypt is us. Sometimes we must sacrifice what we hold dear. But Egypt must live. Always.’

Sacrifice was a new concept to me back then. I did not know what it was like to lose something I held so dear. Berenice had to die so Father could reign in peace.

And now the cycle continued. ‘Father, I will ensure that Egypt lives. Always.’

Arsinoe was still watching me, and I reached for her hand once more.

‘Come, sister,’ I said. ‘It is time for me to take my throne.’

I wish I could say that I intended to make the scene I did, but the truth is I had entirely forgotten that I was naked. I strode into the court with a singular purpose, to begin my rule as Pharaoh.

But as I reached the bottom of the dais, my feet felt laden with honey. Every step was harder than the last. I paused when it became too much.

The throne is three steps away. Three short steps.

They may have been short steps, but in my mind, each one might as well have been the height of a pyramid. Impossible to scale. I pressed my knees together to stop them from buckling.

Father was right, I am too weak for this. I cannot even rise to the throne.

Tears pooled in my eyes and I blinked them away in frustration. The thought of my father’s disappointment was more potent than my grief.

I may not want this, but I do it for him. For Egypt.

With a battle cry in my throat, I raised my foot. And when it struck the tiles, I felt my father’s approval from the realm beyond. The final steps came more easily.

I reached towards the armrests of the throne and clutched the gold lions that adorned their surface. I looked up and my father’s face stared back at me. Small tiles of marble and coloured glass inlaid carefully into the back of the chair made up his features. Depictions of four women surrounded his image, each identified by their crowns.

My mother, his second wife, was among them, wearing a religious cowl fashioned in black stone. In her arms she held a young baby whose eyes were made from carnelian studs. My fingers caressed the warm orange stones before I lowered myself onto my father’s throne.

To my left was another, equally decorated chair that was occupied by my brother. It had once belonged to my father’s first wife, Cleopatra V, Berenice’s mother.

Six Cleopatras had come before me. Aunts, mothers, even sister-wives. So many of your historians have trailed their fingers through the tributaries of my ancestors’ river, parting the water for any sign of my name – Κλεοπάτρα. Somewhere along the way, Cleopatra VI was lost in the currents.

Let me tell you of her now.

The babe with carnelians for eyes was yet another sister that no longer lived. Though her body had been born in this life, her spirit had been summoned by Osiris, and she did not take her first breath.

And so there had been yet another destined to lead Egypt before me. Was there any wonder I was reluctant to rule? The shadows of my siblings’ souls stretched from the field of reeds to darken my thoughts.

I leaned back in the throne and felt the carnelians press into my skin.

My brother sighed with relief upon seeing me take my seat next to him. Though we were both chosen by the gods to rule, until my brother came of age at fourteen my word would be absolute. His small chest was laden with gold and jewels. He tried to smile at me, but his headdress wobbled precariously and his young face – made for grinning – turned stoic once more.

My other brother, the younger, stood surrounded by his nurse-maids. At seven years old he still insisted on a retinue of servants to sate his appetite for breastmilk. His eyes lazily met Arsinoe’s as she went to stand by him before drifting to mine with the lack of interest that could only be mustered by someone unburdened by the weight of inheriting a kingdom.

The table in the centre of the room was covered with papyrus scrolls pinned down by the fingers of ambitious advisors of the court. All searching for their name within my father’s will.

Pothinus stood at the head of the procession, his slicked hair a shining beacon. The tree gum he used smelled foul, like fish left out in the sun, and I tried not to gag as a swift breeze carried the aroma around the room.

‘Pharaoh!’ Pothinus’s voice came out as a shriek. ‘My queen, this is not appropriate.’

I frowned, wondering what he meant, and then I realised that the throne was colder than it should have been. For there was no fabric between my legs and the gold.

Panic seized me. This was not proper. But what could I do now? It had taken so much effort to reach the throne, I could not bear to ascend it again. So I did what I had learned to do. I performed.

‘Not appropriate?’ I said. ‘Who among mortals dares question the blood of a god?’

Pothinus’s thin lips flapped but no words came out.

No longer was I the daughter of Ptolemy XII. Now I was his ruler, his pharaoh. His god.

I gripped the armrests of the chair tighter and sent a silent prayer to Isis: Light your divinity within me, great one. Let me be your vessel as I rule.

There had been three known blessings by the goddess Isis in the last few hundred years of the Ptolemy dynasty. Each had manifested different traits of her legend.

Isis was a talented healer, having brought her love, Osiris, back from the dead. So, two of my ancestors could heal with varying success. She was also known as a great mother, granting one of my forebears the strength to carry five children in her womb.

I did not wish for my gift to manifest this way, but I would sacrifice my body to my growing stomach if that was the blessing I received. It was far better than being powerless.

No Ptolemy had ever ruled without the gods’ divine sanction.

I would be the first, so I needed to secure my authority in other ways. ‘Is this how you greet a pharaoh?’ I said to the room.

The beginnings of a storm thundered across Pothinus’s features. But then his face shifted into a sickly smile.

‘May the gods bless your reign, Queen of the Two Lands, Cleopatra Thea VII,’ the eunuch said as he bowed.

‘Cleopatra Thea Philopator,’ I announced my new name to the room – father-loving. A tribute to my father, and a gentle reminder of my legacy.

Pothinus’s smirk was slight. Too slight to call out.

I pointed to the scrolls. ‘Is that my father’s will?’

‘Yes, Pharaoh – would you like me to read it to you?’ Pothinus asked.

‘No, I think eighteen years of schooling have prepared me enough for this moment.’

My brother snickered beside me, causing his crown to topple to the floor. Pothinus flashed him an angry glance.

‘Oh no,’ my brother whispered. He fumbled off the throne, his hands shaking as he reached for the fallen coronet.

I stood and laid a hand on his shoulder. ‘Do not worry, Mikro Theos.’ Little god. The name echoed my own secondary title, Thea – goddess in my ancestors’ tongue. Though my brother reigned now as Ptolemy XIII, my father had always called him Theos, a reminder that as the eldest-born son, he was destined to be Pharaoh.

His eyes shimmered in distress. He was so young back then. Oblivious to the horrors of his future.

I smiled at him. ‘Perhaps Pothinus could take you back to your rooms. It has been a hard day.’

Someone muttered darkly. Though my hearing was sharp, I didn’t catch who it was.

Theos nodded, his mouth turning down with misery. ‘I have been sitting on the throne for half the day. I would like to go now.’

‘Half a day, you say. On your own up here?’

Though Pothinus had known I was at the lighthouse, he had not called for me until the day was nearly over.

All expression had fled Pothinus’s face.

I sharpened my voice on my internal whetstone. ‘Take my brother to his chambers. I will continue with the reading of the will.’

Theos slumped, grateful for my intervention.

As Pothinus began to lead my brother from the room, his eyes flickered to mine briefly.

If only I had known back then that the flame in his eyes wasn’t just a mere spark, but a blazing coal ready to ignite those around me. Maybe things would have turned out differently if I’d known how Egypt would burn in the inferno of his betrayal.




CHAPTER THREE

51 BCE

I stood outside the entrance of my father’s tomb. Seventy days had passed so quickly.

‘You were a great king, but a greater father,’ I whispered. My throat was dry, as were my eyes. By then, I had cried enough to flood the Nile. I had nothing left.

The priests prostrated themselves across the temple steps behind me, their low prayers reverberating in my chest.

‘Many are the cries of your subjects here on earth. Osiris, King of Death, King of Eternity. May your judgement be swift and your favour true. Chief of Pharaohs, accept this new king into your realm,’ they chanted as one.

I stepped towards the tomb, breaking away from my sister and brothers. Mikro Theos was sniffling and Arsinoe held her hand out for him to clasp. The sympathetic action was at odds with her stoic expression. I had not seen her cry since the day Father died.

Qar circled the blue sky above us, his shadow weaving around my feet as I walked through the entrance of the temple.

The antechamber was full of offerings to Osiris and supplies my father might need in the field of reeds. Woven baskets filled with dried fish were stacked in rows beside barrels of palm nuts and pomegranates. A golden chest held a collection of gleaming yellow lemons, a gift from our allies in Rome. Then there was the treasure twinkling amongst the food: beaded necklaces and gold armour, painted rings and marble statues. And finally, likely to be valued the most by my father, clay pots overflowing with wine.

I walked past these riches to the main chamber where my father’s body lay within a black granite sarcophagus. I kneeled on the ground by his feet and reached into my sleeve for the tribute I had placed there. The wooden flute was small but finely carved, and I’d had my father’s name engraved on its body in hieroglyphics.

‘May your song never end.’ I placed the flute on the tomb floor. Each tile was flecked with gold leaf.

I pressed my forehead to the ground and said, ‘Egypt is safe in my hands. I will look after her, for she is me.’

I kneeled there for some time, feeling the silent heartbeat of my country underneath my skin.

After I rose, I beckoned my siblings forward. Each held their own final tribute to our father.

Both Theos and Ptolemy held scarabs painted gold, amulets to ease our father’s passing. They murmured their own quiet addresses before quickly leaving. The air in the chamber was hot and stifling, so I did not chastise them for their haste.

My sister lingered, withdrawing her own gift for our father. To my surprise it was a bronze-headed arrow, fletched with white feathers that I assumed were Qar’s.

‘I will always strike true, Father. Just like you taught me,’ she said as she placed the arrow beside the flute.

Arsinoe was a keen hunter, a skill Father had nurtured. My sister saw me watching her and nodded before retreating.

I stood beside the sarcophagus and watched the shadows stretch as midday approached.

‘Pharaoh.’

Black spots danced across my vision as I focused in on the administrator.

‘It is time to seal the tomb,’ he said, his voice like grinding stone.

I imagined for a moment how it would feel to be locked in. Relief, because no longer would I be required to play the part of Queen. Regret, because I knew that being Pharaoh wasn’t entirely a player’s performance.

‘We are not like the common man,’ Father had once said. ‘We may bleed and die like them, but when we bleed, so too does our land. And we never die, not truly. For there is always another Ptolemy to take our place.’

My father’s lesson hadn’t been meant as a threat, but with my siblings at my back, I would be remiss not to acknowledge how easily the throne could change hands. It had happened enough times in my family’s past.

Egypt is mine. I was surprised by my own conviction, but there was something potent in the air beyond the sweltering heat. Facing death, the thing I feared more than anything in the world, urged me to cling on to life.

‘Pharaoh?’ the administrator said again uncertainly. ‘We are sealing the tomb now.’

I nodded and followed him towards the temple entrance.

It took twelve men to slide the granite door across the opening.

Hands touched my waist and I looked down to find young Ptolemy pulling on my dress.

‘Is it time for the feast?’

I laughed. His callous words would have been celebrated by my father.

‘Yes, it is time for the feast.’

I had invited all the governors of Egypt to celebrate my father’s journey to the afterlife. Their ships filled the palace harbour while their voices filled the great hall.

The dining table was overflowing with food served on fine gold platters. Servants weaved between my guests, their faces adorned with copper jackal masks in honour of Anubis, the guide of the dead. Sharp ears, studded with lapis, rose up above their heads.

My father had always enjoyed dressing up the palace workers. Like they were pieces on a senet board to be cast and played with.

‘And me? Do you wish for me to wear this mask too?’ Charmion had asked earlier that night. Though she didn’t show it, I could feel her disapproval as I ordered the servants to change their garb.

‘I am not my father,’ I replied quietly. ‘I only wish to honour him with a feast he would have thrown himself.’

When she did not respond, I continued, ‘No, you are not required to wear it.’

Charmion reached for one of the masks laid out across the bottom of the throne. ‘But I am a servant, and by your command, all servants must wear this … uniform.’

My cheeks grew hot. At the time I had thought it was anger, but now, looking back, I recognise the feeling as shame. ‘Then wear it,’ I snapped. ‘But I have given you the choice.’

‘Choice,’ she repeated before picking up the mask and leaving.

I watched her now from across the room. She stood with her hands clasped by her waist, waiting to be called should I need her.

But I could not see her expression beneath the jackal’s coppery snarl.

I turned back to my plate, picking at the roast pigeon.

It was my first time hosting the ruling elite, and I found myself wishing the evening away.

My brother and I sat apart from the main diners on an ivory table set on a dais.

‘Eat something,’ I encouraged Theos, who had sat twisting his hands in his lap all evening. He was just as unhappy as I was, though less versed in hiding it.

‘I am not very hungry.’

‘Listen to your sister. She protects your wellbeing,’ Pothinus said from a stool by my feet. Though my brother ruled by my side, the eunuch, to my chagrin, had been named Theos’s regent in my father’s will. It incensed me further to see Theos follow Pothinus’s command and not mine as he took some food from his plate and began to eat.

The lyre player began a sweet melody and I paused to listen. Hailing from Thebes, she had been a favourite of my father’s. It reminded me of the task I had assigned to Pothinus.

‘Did I not send you to retrieve the latest tax report from Thebes?’ I asked the regent.

‘The tablet awaits you in your chambers, Pharaoh.’

It was a shame he was so effective in his role, or I would have had cause to put greater distance between myself and his foul-smelling hair.

‘Can I see the report?’ Theos asked with his mouth full.

‘No need, brother.’

He deserves a semblance of a childhood, I thought as he went back to his meal, his appetite clearly revived.

‘And this tax report, Pothinus, were the taxes short like the others?’

‘Yes, Pharaoh. But I must advise against doing anything indiscreet. The Governor of Thebes was a good friend to your father.’

‘Do you know what my father valued more than friendship? Money.’

Pothinus’s lips pressed into a line.

‘Bring him to me,’ I said.

The regent was still unused to the strength of my obstinacy, and so he opened his mouth to disagree, but I cut him off. ‘Go.’

Pothinus rose from his stool slowly, making his displeasure known. I could have dismissed him for such insolence, but the truth was, I was too scared to. Though I had been trained to take over the ruling of Egypt, Pothinus had been closer to the day-to-day activities that kept the country prosperous.

I watched as he made his way across the room and approached the Governor of Thebes. The man was of my father’s age, though he wore his years more proudly in the lines of his face and the greying of his hair.

He rose from the dining table and followed Pothinus to the dais. He bowed low by my feet.

‘Pharaoh. My thanks for this wonderful celebration. May your father find peace in the realm of the dead.’

I inclined my head, acknowledging his blessings.

‘A feast full of splendour and elegance, just like our gracious queen,’ he continued. A speck of oily food clung to the corner of his lip and I found myself dabbing an imaginary fragment from my own mouth.

‘My father deserved no less.’

‘Of course. He was truly chosen by the gods to have such a generous daughter.’

‘Generosity comes at a price, would you not say?’

His eyes crinkled. ‘Yes, that is true.’

‘I have noticed that during the last few years of my father’s reign, your tithe to the crown has lessened considerably.’

‘My queen?’

‘Your taxes, Governor. They are short.’

‘But Pharaoh, your father and I had an agreement. Half of my taxes would be paid in wine.’

‘Wine?’ I said doubtfully, though the deal sounded very much like something Father would do.

‘The finest of my batches have always been sent to the palace; I believe we are sampling some of them tonight.’

I looked to Pothinus, who nodded. And though his expression did not change, I felt the smugness ripple around him like a mirage.

He knew. Not once in all our conversations of Thebes did the eunuch mention my father’s dealings with the governor.

Was this my first hint of his betrayal? Or do I grant my past self too much clemency? No, I have promised you truth, so let me bare it – I was ignorant of Pothinus’s motives.

‘And the shortfall from the taxes you take from your people, where does that go?’ I asked the governor.

He looked abashed. ‘The vineyards require maintenance, Pharaoh.’

His coffers, then.

‘I had believed your father’s word would hold true in the after-life. If this is not so, then I will be happy to—’

‘No,’ I said, my breath fluttering in my chest. I would not go back on my father’s word. I couldn’t; it was sacrilege. ‘Let my father’s arrangement stand.’

I waved a shaking hand at Pothinus and he led the governor away.

When I brought my cup to my lips, I found the wine tasted more sour than it had before.

‘How many others had arrangements with my father?’ I asked Pothinus coolly when he returned.

Pothinus’s expression did not change as he listed five more instances of undocumented dealings with my father. I listened, identifying each of the governors dining at the table below me. All were indulging themselves heartily in food and drink.

Food and drink they had bartered with to tighten their fists around their coin. My coin. But if the corruption had been sanctioned by my father, who was I to question it?

Pothinus saw me looking. ‘Shall I bring them up to the dais?’

‘No. I think I will excuse myself for some fresh air.’

I had hoped to leave unnoticed, but when I stood from my chair, the whole room stood with me. I had had little enough freedom as a pharaoh’s daughter, but now as Pharaoh I was shackled to the land and people in a way I was unaccustomed to.

A cadre of guards followed me as I walked through the dining hall. Governors fell prostrate at my feet as I passed.

I fixed my eyes on the strip of night sky I could see through the doorway. I did not stop walking until the sea breeze tousled the gold beads on my dress, making them chime.

‘Leave me a moment,’ I said to the guards at my back.

Ahmose, the leader of my personal guard, stepped forward. ‘But Pharaoh—’

‘I will be fine,’ I reassured him. ‘I know you cannot leave me entirely, but please watch me from the palace doors. Let me pretend that I am alone.’

Ahmose’s eyes softened. He had been by my side since we were both young. My father had personally selected him from the gymnasium after he’d seen him win a wrestling tournament.

‘As you wish, Pharaoh.’ He thrust a fist in the air and the rest of the guards stepped back in unison. He nodded once in my direction before turning on his heel and leading them away.

I removed my woven sandals and sank my toes deep into the sand, looking across the ocean where the reflection of Alexandria shimmered on the waves.

‘I do not know how to rule,’ I admitted.

The ocean offered no judgement.

I knew some aspects of how to rule; my schooling had barely digressed from trade, taxes and agriculture. But I had very little skill in diplomacy.

I was wretched. ‘How am I to reign in your shadow, Father? Without a gift from Isis to aid me?’

A sound startled me and I turned, expecting it to be one of the palace cats. But the mewl had come from a woman. She clutched a hand to her mouth before sinking into the sand at my feet.

‘Pharaoh, my apologies, I was just taking some air before my next performance. I did not realise you were here.’

It was the lyre player.

‘Rise, musician.’ I was irritated that my meditations had been interrupted, and worried about how much she had heard.

‘Allow me to retreat and leave you to your solitude.’

I was about to agree when a thought occurred to me. ‘You are from Thebes, correct?’

‘Yes, Pharaoh.’ She had got to her feet as commanded but would not meet my eye, her dark hair covering most of her face.

‘The governor, does he manage the city well?’

She hesitated, then said in a rush, ‘Very well, Pharaoh. Very well indeed.’

‘Speak plain. My reports only tell me so much.’

She parted her hair and finally looked at me. I expected her gaze to be as timid as her demeanour, but her eyes were dark with fury. And I was about to learn the cause.

‘He has increased taxes every akhet season for the last five years. Famine spreads across the land. Your people are dying, Pharaoh.’

I flinched.

My coin, but also my people.

‘Thank you for your honesty, lyre player. Please, let my scribes know you have spoken to me. You may return to my court at any time. You are a courtier now.’

Her eyes widened and she lowered herself to the ground once more.

I thought I would never get used to the excessive bowing. But, of course, I did.

‘Pharaoh, if it is not too presumptuous, allow me to say one more thing,’ she said.

‘Speak.’

‘Do not chase shadows. Make your own light.’

So she had heard me after all. Her sage words stayed with me after she had gone.

I would never be my father, who led with charm. My talents lay elsewhere. I could not deny my father his faults, though they were harder to see when my grief was still so fresh.

But if I were to lead Egypt, I had to do it my way.

And I had to lead Egypt. For I loved her.

You speak of my many lovers but few of you acknowledge my first, and perhaps my only
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