
[image: Cover: The Goddess Queen, by Alice Roberts. The Number One Bestselling Author. Queen of Egypt. Warrior of Rome. The Fate of an Empire.]



[image: The Goddess Queen, by Alice Roberts. Gallery Boosk UK. London | New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | Sydney/Melbourne | Toronto | New Delhi.]




For Emma








Cast


	Cleopatra Thea Philopator – daughter of Ptolemy Auletes; crowned Pharaoh at the age of eighteen.

	Antonius – Marcus Antonius – a general serving in Caesar’s army in Gallia (Gaul).




The Others


	Achillas – epistrategos (governor-general) at Pelusium, a major fortress-city in the eastern Delta.

	Agrippa – Octavius’s admiral at the battle of Actium.

	Ahenobarbus – Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus – soldier and statesman; an enemy of Caesar and a supporter of the landowning aristocrats.

	Ahenobarbus (the younger) – Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus – son of Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, who fought with him and was also captured – but pardoned, to become a supporter of Antonius.

	Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene – Cleopatra’s twins with Antonius.

	Andronike – another female philosopher at the court of Cleopatra.

	Antiochus – king of the Commagene kingdom, in southeast Anatolia.

	Arius – Arius Didymos – philosopher, married to Themista, at the court of Cleopatra.

	Artavasdes – King of Armenia.

	Athanasius – Master of the Alexandrian mint.

	Arsinoë IV – Cleopatra’s younger sister, by one year.

	Brutus – Marcus Junius Brutus – politician and orator, concerned by Caesar’s autocratic tendencies and increasing control of the Senate.

	Caesar – Gaius Julius Caesar – Roman general, conqueror of Gallia and career politician.

	Caesarion – Ptolemy Caesar – Cleopatra’s firstborn son.

	Calpurnia – Caesar’s (third or fourth) wife; daughter of the statesman Lucius Calpurnius Piso.

	Cassius – Gaius Cassius Longinus – senator and brother-in-law of Brutus; another leading member of the plot against Caesar.

	Charmion – Cleopatra’s chief advisor and good friend.

	Cicero – Marcus Tullius Cicero – Roman statesman, orator and writer.

	Cleitus – high priest of Serapis at Alexandria and epistrategos (governor-general) of Lower Egypt.

	Commius – King of the Belgic nation of the Atrebates.

	Crixus – Antonius’s squire.

	Curio – Gaius Scribonius Curio – soldier and statesman, close friend of Antonius since they were teenagers.

	Curio (the younger) – Gaius Scribonius Curio – the son of his similarly named father.

	Cytheris – Volumnia Cytheris – actor and dancer.

	Decimus – Decimus Junius Brutus Albinus – general and politician, commanding fleets in the Gallic Wars and against Pompeius.

	Demetrius – epistrategos (governor-general) of middle Egypt, based at Memphis.

	Dioscorides – chief physician of Alexandria, responsible for public health.

	Dolabella – Publius Cornelius Dolabella – soldier and statesman from a leading Patrician family in Rome; fourteen years younger than Antonius.

	Fadia – Antonius’s first wife; daughter of a very rich freedman, Quintus Faius Gallus.

	Fulvia – born into a distinguished Plebeian family; a wealthy heiress and widow of Curio.

	Gaius Antonius – younger brother and staunch supporter of Antonius.

	Ganymedes – high-ranking Egyptian general; Arsinoë’s tutor and advisor.

	Gnaeus – Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus – son of his similarly named father (the Pompeius who fought Caesar).

	Heliades – kybernetes (captain) of the quinquireme Userhetamun.

	Herod – Roman client king in Judaea.

	Hirtius – Aulus Hirtius – politician and soldier; a legate of Julius Caesar’s.

	Iras – Mistress of the Robes and stylist; one of Cleopatra’s closest friends and advisors.

	Isidora of Taposiris – high priestess of Isis at Taposiris Magna; childhood friend and close confidante of Cleopatra.

	Kallimachos – high priest of Amun at Thebes and epistrategos (governor-general) of the Thebaid.

	Lepidus – Marcus Aemilius Lepidus – general and statesman; related to both Brutus and Cassius through his marriage to Junia Secunda; made magister equitum (Master of Horse) twice by Julius Caesar.

	Lucius Antonius – youngest brother of Antonius and supporter at first.

	Lucius Septimius – leader of the mercenaries known as the ‘Gabinians’ in Egypt.

	Marcus Octavius – soldier, senator and supporter of Pompeius against Caesar.

	Mopsus – a diviner (and spy) sent by Cleopatra to accompany Antonius on his Parthian campaign.

	Myro – a philosopher from Rhodes, at the court of Cleopatra.

	Octavia – the elder sister of Octavius and Antonius’s fourth wife.

	Octavius – Gaius Octavius – son of a moderately wealthy equestrian of the same name, who governed Macedonia and died when Octavius was four. He was raised by his maternal grandmother, Julia, sister of Julius Caesar.

	Philostratos – a philosopher and Cleopatra’s old tutor.

	Phraates – King of the Parthian Empire.

	Plancus – Lucius Munatius Plancus – soldier and statesman; a veteran of Caesar’s Gallic Wars.

	Pollio – Gaius Asinius Pollio – politician and military man; patron of Virgil and supporter of Caesar.

	Pompeius – Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, the general and politician who famously clashed with Julius Caesar in the civil war.

	Pothinus – a leading eunuch at court and Ptolemy’s chief advisor.

	Psherenptah – high priest of Ptah at Memphis.

	Ptolemy Theos Philopator – crowned as co-ruler with his sister Cleopatra, when he is just ten.

	Ptolemy Philadelphus – Cleopatra’s fourth baby and her second son with Antonius.

	Saxa – Lucius Decidius Saxa – ally of Antonius and latterly governor of Syria.

	Sejanus – commander of the Praetorian Guard; responsible for protecting consuls, praetors, senators and policing Rome.

	Serapion – a Ptolemaic admiral and strategos of Cyprus.

	Sextus – Sextus Pompeius – the younger son of Pompeius (Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus); Sextus ended up controlling Sicily, with a strong navy.

	Themista – a philosopher, married to Arius, at the court of Cleopatra.

	Theodotus of Chios – a teacher of rhetoric; Ptolemy’s tutor and close advisor.

	Thyrsus – an emissary sent by Octavius to negotiate with Cleopatra.

	Titius – Marcus Titius – a nephew of Plancus; a commander in Asia after the first Parthian campaign.

	Trebonius – another veteran of Caesar’s Gallic Wars and career politician.

	Tullia – Cicero’s daughter; marries Dolabella.

	Usermontu – priest of Montu; his name meaning ‘Montu is powerful’.

	Ventidius – a humble mule-driver who rose to become one of Caesar’s generals.

	Volusenus – Gaius Volusenus Quadratus – cavalry commander under Antonius in Gallia.









I Peret – Emergence




In the first year of her reign

In the House of Ptah
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‘You’re nothing without me,’ he said, his voice full of contempt, practically spitting the words out. Then he smiled at her. ‘My dear sister.’

The two of them were alone, just for a moment. They sat on their glittering, gem-encrusted thrones, weighed down with heavy collars of gold, lapis and carnelian. Cleopatra smoothed the fine white silk of her mantle down over her thighs, narrowing her kohl-edged eyes a little. She took a long, deep breath in. The air was thick with the scent of her wig – myrrh, cardamom, cinnamon. Powerful, protective aromas, but not enough to quell the unease in the pit of her stomach.

It was better not to respond to him, she thought.

A cool breeze blew into the great hall, stirring up dust motes into the beam of sunlight now pouring in through the huge open doors at the far end of the hall, and through the high, triangular window above them. Light infused with divinity. She reached out to it in her mind, silent, still, inviting it nearer.

Pothinus, her brother’s chief advisor, appeared. Standing in the tall entrance, backlit by the sun, he almost looked thin. The calm moment was about to be shattered.

‘The crowns,’ he announced, in his high, sing-song voice, with an overly dramatic wave of his hand. As he stepped to one side, a retinue of servants arrived to attend to the siblings. They approached cautiously, taking care to cast their eyes down. They laid the pieces of the composite crowns on jewelled silk cushions at the feet of Cleopatra and her brother. Then Cleopatra’s most trusted courtiers, her Companions – Iras and Charmion – came forward. She smiled at them, feeling the warmth of their friendship, wrapping her in another layer of protection. She needed it at this moment. Even a queen, even a goddess – as she was about to become, the moment that the beam of light reached her – needs her friends.

Iras stepped in to adjust Cleopatra’s wig, as Charmion lifted the Nekhbet vulture headdress from its cushion and placed it on the princess’s head, twisting it a little to make sure that the vulture’s head was perfectly aligned in the centre, with the wings embracing her head. It was heavy – made of small pieces of articulated lapis lazuli, held together by tiny golden links, hidden under the blue stones; another layer of armour, of protection.

Iras and Charmion turned to lift the Pschent, the double crown, from its golden, boat-shaped litter. This was the greatest crown of all – her father’s crown. And now, for the first time, it would be placed on her head. Cleopatra saw with satisfaction that it had been repainted for her – the Red Crown or Deshret at the base glowed brighter than she’d ever seen it; the white crown or Hedjet on top was gleaming. The Pschent was a powerful symbol of unified Egypt – the scarlet symbolising Lower Egypt, where the Red Land of the Deshret, the desert, stretched away to the east and west, from the richly fertile Black Land of the Nile Valley; the bulbous white Hedjet representing Upper Egypt, with its foaming cataracts and the pale sandstone cliffs of Khenyt. Now, all of this was her domain, her kingdom.

The double crown was thankfully much lighter than it looked, woven from palm leaves and fixed with resin. Charmion pressed the crown down firmly on top of the Nekhbet headdress, tying it in place with ribbons. Beside her, Cleopatra heard her brother hissing through his teeth. The three women exchanged glances – but Cleopatra maintained her composure and sat perfectly still. She could feel Ptolemy bristling beside her; his contempt, his jealousy, his antipathy were palpable.

She wouldn’t even glance at him. She wouldn’t give him that satisfaction. She knew, without looking, that he would be wearing the Khepresh, the blue crown, on his head. It was a much simpler arrangement – made of blue leather with a gold trim and a golden uraeus snaking up the front. She knew how much Tol hated it. Especially today, of course, when she was sitting next to him – wearing the crown of all Egypt. He was there as her consort, not her equal.

Finally, Iras lifted a jingling gold sistrum from a cushion and placed it in Cleopatra’s right hand. ‘Now – you are Isis,’ she murmured. Cleopatra broke protocol and glanced at her mistress of the robes, allowing herself a slight smile. ‘Almost,’ she whispered. She closed her eyes for just a moment. She sent up a silent prayer to the goddess. I am ready. Opening her eyes, the beam of light had crept a little closer, angling towards her. Pothinus emerged from the shadows.

‘It is time,’ he intoned. The Companions withdrew to the sides of the great hall and the servants gathered up the cushions and scurried away. The siblings were left alone in the centre of the hall. She heard her brother puffing out his cheeks and sighing, as though bored by the whole thing. Again, she resisted the urge to look at him, knowing that this would annoy him. He wasn’t about to spoil this day for her.

The highest priests and most noble courtiers arrived into the hall, into the sacred house of the ka of Ptah. The long shaft of light pouring through the entrance, cutting diagonally across the floor, was pierced with their shadows as they entered, but they quickly stepped sideways into the shadows. The light beaming through the aperture above the door formed a bright triangle: a pointed arrow that was edging ever closer; her destiny inching across the floor. She welcomed it. Ptah was the original Architect, who had spoken the world into being. And Cleopatra couldn’t wait to manifest his plan; to start building.

Suddenly, at some unseen, unheard signal, the assembled crowd fell quiet. Trumpet players on either side of the great entrance started up a reverberating fanfare, accompanied by much drumming and rattle-shaking. Cleopatra held her own sistrum high and shook it, too, as Psherenptah, the high priest of Ptah, appeared at the entrance – and began a laboriously slow walk towards the two thrones. He was so slow that Cleopatra’s arm began to ache.

Wearing a long linen gown, a panther skin and an unfashionably heavy wig, he walked up the shaft of sunlight until his shadow broke through the apex of the beam; then he stopped. Cleopatra lowered her sistrum. The music died away as Psherenptah started his hymn:


‘All gods of Upper and Lower Egypt come now,

All the regions are celebrating.

Ptah, beautiful of face, the water-carrier, the divine architect,

Lifts his hands,

The nine gods lie down before him.

When the land was in darkness,

And Ra would not rise

Ptah illuminated the heavens…’



This hymn – written for the Festival of the Lifting of the Sky – celebrated Ptah as the originator, the creator. Cleopatra was lucky that her father had died in the spring – that she could be crowned just as Ptah was being lauded for doing his heavy lifting, pushing away the heavens from the earth and making space for things to grow and flourish. It was an extremely auspicious time to be stepping into her destiny as queen; as pharaoh. Indeed, her diviner, Mopsus, had assured her that the cosmic indications were that her reign would be a great success.

She was about to become the highest priestess in the land; the closest to the gods: crowned as Pharaoh in Memphis, the ancient capital of Egypt, by the high priest of Ptah, just as the Great Alexander had been, and her ancestor, Ptolemy Soter – Ptolemy the Saviour – after him, all the way to this moment, when she, Cleopatra Philopator, was being inducted as the latest Ptolemaic ruler of Egypt. Psherenptah was still intoning the sacred words. Did his line reach back as far as Alexander? Perhaps. She knew he came from a very long line of high priests of Ptah.


‘… Ptah lets the light in.

Ptah lets the floodwaters rise.

Ptah fills the granaries.

Beginning of beginnings,

Ruler of rulers,

Light of light,

Stretch yourself over your land.’



The hymn was finished. Psherenptah stepped to one side, into the shadows.

One corner of the triangle of light was now touching Cleopatra’s toes. She moved them, ever so slightly, so that no one else would know. Her golden sandals began to sparkle. The hem of her white dress caught the light. The hall fell completely silent as the beam of light travelled up her body, and she let herself enjoy this sacred moment – as she became the focus of all their attention.

As the sunlight reached her waist, she stood up. Her brother coughed into his hand and she shot him a stern glance, but did not move her head. Up, up, the light spread, and the white silk shone as though the light was within it, enveloping her, inflaming the jewels of her menat collar, shining on her face, dancing off the glittering wings of the Nekhbet headdress and making the vulture’s eyes flash. For a moment, she was blinded by the glare and lowered her gaze slightly, but without shutting her eyes. She could feel the warmth, the power, flowing into her. Finally, the sunray reached up to illuminate the bright red-and-white double crown. There she stood, as their new pharaoh. Their goddess. Blazing. Triumphant. Stunning. The trumpets sounded again. Cleopatra was resplendent; bathed in sunlight, in the moment, feeling all those gazes upon her. Not all of them friendly, but she was ready for them. She would prove her detractors wrong. She would save Egypt, make it greater than ever before. She was stronger than they ever imagined.

She sat down, still glowing with an otherworldly intensity in that beam of light, her dress shimmering, sparkling. It was time for the high priest of Amun-Ra, from Thebes, to step forward. Ptah may have been more ancient, but Amun-Ra was more revered, more powerful in the eyes of the Egyptian people. He was the Sun, the life-giver, the king of the gods. And his Theban priests wielded a lot of power in the lands south of the Delta. She knew they still thought of themselves as the real rulers of Upper Egypt. Her own father, who hadn’t been the most strong-willed of men, had warned her against trusting these southern priests. And she knew they were all deeply unhappy that her coronation was taking place here, in Memphis; they had communicated this much to Charmion and Pothinus. Memphis had always been the traditional location for the investiture of new pharaohs, but the timing was difficult this year. Her coronation had to take place at the first major festival in the calendar after the death of the old pharaoh – and that just happened to be the Lifting of the Sky, the festival of Amun-Ra; celebrated across Egypt but with its principal focus at Thebes. This year, because of her, the Theban priests had been dragged downriver to Memphis. Pothinus had warned her that they’d taken it as a slight – even though there was nothing she could have done about it; it was simply the way the mortal and celestial rhythms had intersected.

She watched the Theban high priest approaching. He was silhouetted against the bright rectangle of light at the entrance, an indistinct figure. But as he came closer, she saw that this wasn’t the old man she’d been expecting. This was a new recruit. He was taller, walking with power and purpose as he approached her, carrying a small bronze statue of Amun. She’d not met him before, she was sure of that; she would have remembered. He had the most amazing kohl-edged eyes and high cheekbones. He was bare-chested, oiled. Golden armbands encircled his muscular arms. The Theban high priest was never just a religious leader; he was always also a military commander, an epistrategos. It wasn’t an inherited role – this man must have recently proven himself worthy in battle, as a war leader, to be elevated to this post. He reached the dais, and placed the bronze Amun on the floor before her. The figurine wore a white-painted, double-feather crown with a red sun disc, a broad collar inlaid with sparkling gems and a painted white kilt, just like the one his high priest was wearing. It was a beautiful statue, but Cleopatra was much more interested in the real man who had placed it at her feet. She stared at him, steadily, ever so slightly raising her brows, and he blinked and looked away for a moment. She saw his jaw clenching. Good, she thought.

She enjoyed watching the gleaming young warrior-priest visibly pull himself together. He addressed his new pharaoh and her consort: ‘Hail to the Loving Siblings, new gods of Egypt.’

Loving Siblings – the official epithet, yet so far off the mark, she thought. She’d almost forgotten about Ptolemy, and resented being reminded of his presence. But then the young priest fixed his gaze on Cleopatra – and sang. He had a sweet, low voice, with just a touch of earthiness:


‘Hail to you, who appears in the white crown,

It is white when you cross the sky.

Just as Ra crowned his son Horus,

He now crowns you.’



She received his song; enjoyed it, even. He sounded sincere. When he finished, there was a brief pause, then the whole crowd repeated the short hymn, filling the hall with their voices, accompanied by another blast of the trumpets, and joined by drums, cymbals and jangling sistrums. But the ceremony wasn’t over yet. As the young Theban priest backed away, keeping his eyes on Cleopatra all the while, two other figures were walking down the aisle to approach the thrones: the black-robed high priestesses of Isis, from the principal temples of the Goddess at Philae and Taposiris.

Cleopatra sat on her throne, graciously accepting their gifts. The older Isidora, from Philae, hundreds of miles up the Nile, passed her a sheaf of wheat bound with a blue ribbon, representing the water and bounty of the great river. The younger Isidora – her oldest, dearest friend, who now presided over the magnificent Temple of Taposiris Magna just west of Alexandria – handed her a bunch of five perfect, blue lotus blooms, symbolising rebirth, purity, immortality and Isis herself. And then the young priestess began her song:


‘O Queen of the gods, Hermouthis, Lady,

Greatly renowned Isis,

You bring us fortune and happiness,

Every city rejoices.’



Her voice was clear, bell-like, ringing through the hall. The other, older priestess of Isis, her own greying hair covered up with a ridiculously huge wig, mouthed the lyrics without voicing them; instead, she shook her silver sistrum, emphasising certain words:


‘O Queen of the gods, Hermouthis, Lady,

Most bountiful Isis,

You fill the gold-flowing Nile,

The harvest grows heavy.

O Queen of the gods, Hermouthis, Lady,

Deathless Saviour Isis,

Who strikes down our enemies, who saves us from war,

Bring us peace.

O Queen of the gods, Hermouthis, Lady,

Life-renewing Isis,

May our land, our people, our Pharaoh be fertile,

Send your blessings upon us.

O Queen of the gods, Hermouthis, Lady,

Most honoured Isis,

Worshipped by all, everywhere,

We ask for your mercy.’



Cleopatra had heard these words, this hymn to Isis, so many times. It seemed like second nature; its phrases and melody resided so deeply inside her, it was as though she’d known them since birth. But this time it was different – Isidora was singing this song for her. Cleopatra had been across the planning of this event of course; the details were important. She wanted everything to be perfect. She knew the shape and form of it; who would attend, who would sing. Nothing was a surprise – and yet the plan on papyrus was quite a different thing from the experience, here and now.

Listening to the hymn, in this moment as she became Pharaoh, she knew that its invocations and appeal for blessings were directed at her, as the incarnate Isis on earth. It was suddenly very personal. The jangling sistrum of the older priestess picked out certain words – Isis… happiness… rejoices… Nile… heavy… war… peace… fertile… blessings. Cleopatra’s crown suddenly felt very heavy. She was growing hot under the thick black wig and could feel a single golden pin sticking into the back of her head. She couldn’t tip her head to the side in the slightest, for fear that the entire thing – the wig, the Nekhbet headdress, the Pschent crown – might come tumbling down. And that would not be an auspicious sign. Indeed, it would be a disaster. It would signal her demise before she’d even begun.

Cleopatra took a few deep breaths and steadied herself, her mind, her breathing, her posture. And yet she knew she was, from now, to be held personally responsible: for the rising of the flood, for the success of the harvest, for Egypt’s military victories; for the fertility of all women, as well as for bearing royal children herself – unborn children whose future was already threatened, as indeed she was, by the existence of her brother and ‘husband’ on the throne beside her.

That pin was still sticking in her head.

All the elite nobles who attended the coronation would remember how the eighteen-year-old Cleopatra glowed like the sun that morning. The ceremony was epic, a once-in-a-lifetime occasion, they would agree. And they hardly noticed her brother – eight years younger than Cleopatra, and short for his age. Ptolemy sat at Cleopatra’s side and scowled while she was crowned queen of all Egypt and greeted as the incarnation of Isis herself, in that sacred ceremony inside the great hall. And all the while, with every hymn and gift and homage, he was seething with anger and plotting his revenge.





Sekhmet
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The ceremony in the great hall was over. She was Queen Cleopatra now, Pharaoh of all Egypt, a goddess in human form.

Now Psherenptah led Cleopatra and Ptolemy into the dimly lit, cave-like inner sanctum of the temple, to lay flowers, gold and frankincense at the feet of the ancient statue of Ptah. The figure glittered in the lamplight. It was twice the size of a human, almost grazing the ceiling of the chamber, and entirely golden, apart from a blue faience cap and piercing black eyes. This sparkling Ptah wore a robe of feathers, their details hammered into the gold and he held the Djed, an elaborate staff bearing crossbars symbolising stability, and topped with an ankh, for eternal life.

Finding confidence in her newly forged divinity, Cleopatra did something she’d always wanted to do. She reached out and touched the statue, her fingertips resting for a moment on the golden feathers over Ptah’s knee. She heard her brother’s gasp. Psherenptah said nothing. How could he? She was his Pharaoh now.

Those moments in the sanctum were a precious oasis of calm. The rest of the day was crammed with official engagements.

‘I can only apologise,’ Pothinus said in his wheedling way as they rejoined him in the great hall. He sounded completely unapologetic and she knew the packed itinerary was largely his handiwork. ‘But you have responsibilities now.’

She didn’t answer him, merely inclining her head. She knew her responsibilities full well. She’d been preparing for this her whole life.

The royal couple processed through the forest of painted pillars in the hypostyle hall, which glowed in deep blues, vibrant greens, ochre reds. They approached the western gate of the temple precinct, where the huge cedar doors between the twin towers were barred. Two guards escorted them through a small doorway in one of the towers, and up the stairs, until the pair stepped out onto the high platform above the great doors, framed by the tall towers. A huge crowd had assembled below to catch a glimpse of the Loving Siblings, of their new pharaoh. A cheer went up. People were throwing flowers, though none reached the platform. But there was a ripple of unrest as well. At the edge of the crowd, Cleopatra spotted two soldiers dragging off a protestor. A palm-sized stone hit the tower to her left and ricocheted off, skittering to a stop at her feet. Ptolemy looked alarmed. Cleopatra remained motionless, smiling down at her people with what she hoped was an untroubled expression. But it was enough to make the guards decide that the public show was over, and they stepped out of the doorway – a clear signal for the royal couple to quit the stage. Cleopatra and Ptolemy both raised their arms in a gesture of blessing, then retreated into the cool interior of the pylon.

‘They don’t like you much,’ whispered Ptolemy under his breath. Cleopatra ignored him.

They went on, surrounded now by a tight contingent of guards, to the Temple of Sekhmet. This was an appointment Cleopatra had insisted upon, despite Pothinus’s protestations that it wasn’t necessary, and that there really wasn’t time to squeeze it in. Missing out such a powerful goddess on the day of her coronation might have suited Pothinus and Ptolemy, but Cleopatra wanted to drape herself in female power. She wanted the goddess of war – and her high priestess – on her side. While she would pray for peace in Egypt and in the House of Ptolemy, she knew she needed to be ready to fight. To be a pharaoh was to be a warrior.

Ptolemy was not welcome in the heart of this temple. He waited outside, while Cleopatra entered the sanctum, alone but for the priestess and the goddess. She reached out to touch this deity, too. She rested her own hand on the hand of the seated, lion-headed divine being, silently asking for her protection. I need you with me, Sekhmet. She who is mighty. She felt stronger just looking up at those feline eyes.



That evening, after audiences with representatives from all over Egypt and beyond, after endless gifts being laid at her feet, after the sumptuous feast, laid out on golden platters, at which Cleopatra barely touched a morsel, she couldn’t wait to escape to her chambers.

‘I don’t ever remember being quite so tired,’ she confided in her Companions, as Iras and Charmion unpinned her wig, brushed out her own beautiful, dark hair and wiped the kohl from her eyes.

‘Well, you haven’t looked tired,’ said Charmion. ‘We can at least work that magic for you.’

‘People are already talking about your beauty,’ added Iras.

‘I want them to talk about my strength,’ replied Cleopatra. ‘I want to embody Isis and Sekhmet.’

She paused. ‘And I want those Theban priests to see how strong I am.’

‘Those Theban priests?’ Charmion smiled.

‘Alright,’ Cleopatra admitted. ‘That Theban priest.’

As Cleopatra closed her eyes that night, she prayed to Isis and Sekhmet. She was utterly exhausted, but kept awake with so many thoughts running through her head. There was that nagging worry about Ptolemy. And Pothinus – while he was a useful logistician, she was fairly sure that he’d already be scheming; he’d do everything in his power to diminish her and to raise up her brother, she was sure. She knew she couldn’t trust him; but it was best to keep him close. She had loyal friends at court, her Companions and others, who she could depend on. And then – someone new, who might become a friend; perhaps something more. As she finally drifted off, she was thinking about Kallimachos. She’d been sorry not to see him at the feast; had he headed back to Thebes already? She imagined him, travelling up the silvery Nile, standing at the prow of a ship, bathed in moonlight. Soon, she would follow him upriver.





Gallia
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Antonius wiped the dried blood from the blade. He loved this sword. It had been his father’s, and had helped to deliver many a pirate to a fittingly watery grave in the seas around Crete, before his father had been fatally wounded himself. Antonius had been barely ten years old at the time, the oldest of three sons. He remembered how his mother had struggled, eking out a living on the brink of poverty, while they stayed with relatives in Rome. His younger brothers had complained bitterly, and he’d rebuked them. ‘Stop complaining! Just do something useful.’ Those times had been hard, but had helped forge an unbreakable bond between the boys – and they’d all graduated from street-fighting to become fine soldiers. Lucius and Gaius were presently on campaign out west too: Gaius in eastern Gallia, Lucius somewhere in Hispania. But even when they weren’t right at his side, he felt the strength of that bond, and it sustained him.

Back in the day, it hadn’t been at all long before their mother had remarried, landing herself a senator, no less, and suddenly their fortunes had changed. There was food on the table, good food, and – as he grew up and acquired a taste for it – plenty of wine. The three brothers spent their teenage years cruising and carousing around the city and generally getting up to no good. Antonius found himself grinning at the memory.

As he polished the blade, he noticed a new nick in the edge. It would need sharpening out. He slid the trusty blade back into its sheath and hung it above his camp bed. He wasn’t ready to retire it just yet. There always seemed to be more rebellious Gauls keen on descending the bloody path to Hades.

He heard voices in the tented antechamber.

‘Dominus?’ called the soldier standing guard outside his quarters.

‘Yes?’

‘Volusenus is here for you,’

‘Come in, come in,’ Antonius rose to his feet and pulled back the heavy canvas. ‘Come in, my friend! It’s good to see you.’

‘I’m not bringing good news, I’m afraid,’ warned Volusenus in a grim tone.

‘Take a seat,’ said Antonius, clearing a heap of clothes from a folding chair. ‘And here – have some wine.’

He furnished the military tribune with a cup and filled it from a large flagon. Then he folded out another chair, and poured himself a cup too, filling it to the brim.

‘This is the good stuff! All the way from Campania. From the beautiful slopes of Vesuvius.’

Volusenus took a long draught. ‘That’s what I needed,’ he sighed.

‘So tell me – Commius up to his tricks again?’

‘Ugh, yes. He’s a wily bastard, that one. He’s still evading us – and still surging out of the woods and the marshes and attacking our supply trains. Very little is getting through.’

‘We’re running low on supplies.’ Antonius knew how important it was to keep his men fed. He puffed his cheeks out in exasperation.

‘I know, I know,’ replied Volusenus. ‘He’s just so hard to pin down. It’s annoying, the vast majority of the Atrebates are on side now, there’s no trouble among their farms and villages. But Commius has gone rogue and he has a decent mob with him. We tracked him down and set ambushes today – cavalry against cavalry – and cut down a good few of his brigands. But I lost two of my best men. And he’s still out there. The cunt.’

Antonius shook his head in sympathy.

‘My friend, it is hard. The battle at Alesia should have been the end of it. But you’ll catch Commius. I know you will. You’re too clever for him.’

‘I hope so. I just want to get the job done and get out. I mean, how much longer are we going to be stuck here, in miserable, wet Gallia?’

Antonius had to agree with Volusenus; Gallia was pretty dire. ‘I’ve never experienced such miserable, wet, resistant barbarians,’ he responded.

‘You’re forgetting the Britons, then.’

Antonius laughed. ‘They’re outrageous. But their kings are easily bought, as Caesar discovered. Anyway, I think we’ll soon be done here. We’ll finish the job for Caesar, despite the doubters in Rome.’

‘You can’t blame them getting nervous though, after what happened over in the east, in Syria – after rich-as-Croesus Crassus lost his head and all his armies to the Parthians. Losing the legionary standards, our precious eagles, too!’

‘He was too old to be leading armies again, the fool. He really should have hung up his sword long ago and retired to one of his palaces.’

‘Well, he was too ambitious for that!’

‘He was the richest man in the world, he owned half of Rome, he was consul twice. You’d have thought he’d have been happy with that.’

Antonius took another large swig of wine, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and refilled his flagon.

‘Volusenus, my friend – some people are never satisfied.’

‘Perhaps he thought he’d win Tertulla’s heart back if he won Parthia,’ Volusenus suggested, somewhat wistfully.

‘Well, now Caesar gets to shag the richest widow in Rome!’

‘Is he still…?’

‘As far as I know. I mean, you would, wouldn’t you?’

‘Not my type, Antonius. Now your Fadia, on the other hand…’

‘Ha! You wouldn’t have a chance, Volusenus. She’s out of your league.’

Volusenus laughed in mock outrage.

‘She’s a beauty. Best tits in Rome.’

‘If you weren’t my friend, I’d have to cut that tongue out of your mouth. But you’re right, of course.’

Antonius sighed, closed his eyes and lay back on the couch. ‘I would like to be laying my hands on her right now…’

‘I’d better leave you to your fantasies, then,’ Volusenus said.

‘Wait!’ Antonius commanded, sitting up and reaching for his wine cup.

‘It won’t be a fantasy soon. It shouldn’t take long now. Look – we have four whole legions here in the north, six others across the rest of Gallia. Come on! The might of Rome is… irresistible.’

‘To Caesar!’ Volusenus raised his cup.

‘Gaius Julius Caesar! Our general! Our Consul! Our king!’

‘Don’t say that!’ Volusenus spluttered. ‘That’s enough to get someone whacked!’

Antonius laughed heartily and poured more wine so effusively that he spilled some on the floor. A dark red stain spread on the matting, but the soldiers neither noticed nor cared.





Up The Nile
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‘I’ve been to see the bull,’ Ptolemy said. ‘He’s tied up on the other boat. He’s fantastic! So full of… male power. So primal.’

‘Why would you even do that?’ Cleopatra asked, exasperated.

‘Because he’s strong and dangerous. Because you wouldn’t dare.’

Cleopatra shook her head.

‘I’m not playing these games. I don’t need to. I’m Pharaoh.’

‘Keep the seat warm for me, dear sister.’

Ptolemy smirked at her, almost snarling, then turned on his heel.

Cleopatra was left sitting among the great pile of cushions on the deck, shaded by the awning, at the stern of the luxurious royal barge. Charmion came over and laid a hand on her shoulder.

‘Just ignore him,’ she said. ‘He’s only trying to needle you, you know that.’

‘Well, I am needled. Where’s Isidora?’

‘On the other boat.’

‘Why? She’s meant to be with me. I should have the priestess of Isis here with me.’

‘Well, Ptolemy said—’

‘What? Ptolemy said what?!’

Charmion hesitated, before replying carefully. ‘He said… that the priestess of Isis should travel with the bull.’

Cleopatra sighed. ‘Ugh, that’s not all he said, is it. What did he say? Charmion – tell me.’

‘He said… He said that the bull needed… female company.’

‘He phrased it that politely, did he?’

‘Well, no. He didn’t. But it’s done now. Isidora’s on the other boat and we can’t safely get her back over here until daybreak.’

‘I’m really not happy about that. She shouldn’t be alone with all those men on that boat.’

‘I know. But you were asleep…’

‘You could have woken me. Honestly, Charmion. We have to be on our guard – we have to watch out for Ptolemy’s games. You can’t let him get away with this. He’ll just keep doing it. He’s insufferable.’

‘He’s ten,’ said Charmion, ‘Of course he’s insufferable.’

She laughed, and Cleopatra relaxed, just a little. Ptolemy was only a child, after all. But then again, he was a pretty poisonous one, surrounded by even more poisonous advisors.

‘Alright,’ she said, still somewhat reluctantly. ‘Let’s sort this out in the morning.’

But as night fell, her thoughts were with her friend on that other barge, alone with the great white bull and the sailors and the soldiers. ‘Look after her, Isis,’ she whispered.



Soon after dawn the next day, the royal fleet was approaching the port of Hermopolis.

Halfway to Thebes. Halfway to Kallimachos. Cleopatra couldn’t stop thinking about him.

The barges were built to impress – they were huge, nearly three hundred feet long, twin-hulled and ornately decorated. The flagship of the fleet, the palace barge which bore Cleopatra and Ptolemy and their retinue, was built of cedar and cypress, the bows decorated with ivory. A towering, gilded statue of Isis stood at the prow, carrying a bunch of lotus blooms in one hand and an ankh in the other, while a golden Anubis strutted at the stern. The colonnaded deck was half-covered with a purple awning. Above that, the sails were full with the wind, propelling them upriver against the current. Below decks, the luxury continued with sumptuous apartments, a dining room, dedicated to Dionysos, with thirteen couches, bathrooms with running water, a small gym, a compact library, its ceiling painted with stars, and a shrine to Poseidon and Amphitrite, decorated with a mosaic of lapis lazuli, emeralds and mother-of-pearl. Towards the stern there were smaller cabins for staff – secretaries, servants and guards – and a well-fitted-out kitchen complete with a fish tank.

Cleopatra was up on the colonnaded deck, in the shade of the huge purple awning fringed with golden tassels, sitting on piles of cushions together with Charmion and Iras, and her sister Arsinoë. Her brother and his tutor, Theodotus, were leaning on the cedar and ivory balustrade; she peered over at them and strained to hear their conversation.

‘It should be Thoth-polis,’ said Ptolemy, peering out as the palace barge was smoothly rowed into position along the quayside. ‘Shouldn’t it?’

Theodotus sighed.

‘You have much to learn, sire,’ he said, barely able to disguise his disappointment. ‘Today it should be theology, then. Again. Thoth is the god of wisdom, writing, medicine and magic. He is known to the Phoenicians as Eshmun, and to the Greeks as Hermes.’

‘Why does he have the head of an ibis?’

‘An interesting question,’ replied Theodotus. ‘Some say it is because the curved beak of the ibis is like the crescent moon – and of course, Thoth is also a lunar god. But the real reason is the reeds,’ he said, pointing to the banks of the Nile, beyond the quays of the city. He warmed to his theme – he loved elucidating the connections that bound together words and knowledge, creating constellations of meaning. ‘The ibis lives among the reeds, protecting them,’ he explained, ‘but he also permits us to take reeds, to make mats and boats and baskets, and also – paper and pens.’ He spread his hands wide, very pleased at the tidiness of his explanation.

‘That settles it, then,’ announced Ptolemy. ‘I will visit the temple, I will take some lunch and then I will go ibis-hunting in the reeds.’ Theodotus shook his head.

‘You don’t have time to go hunting,’ called Cleopatra, standing up and joining her brother at the side of the ship. ‘We’re not staying here tonight. We’ll be back on the barge and headed upriver.’

‘Well, I’m going hunting after noon,’ said Ptolemy, stubbornly. ‘Arsinoë will come with me. Won’t you, Arsinoë?’

It was more of a command than an invitation, as he turned to his other sister, still lounging on the cushions.

‘Yes. I will. I’ve been cooped up on this boat far too long,’ Arsinoë replied, stretching out her limbs like a cat in the sun.

Cleopatra frowned at her younger sister. She didn’t appreciate her siblings ganging up on her. But this was a fight she didn’t need to waste energy on. She shrugged her shoulders. At least it would mean a couple of hours when she wouldn’t have to put up with her brother making snide remarks and generally being objectionable.

‘It’s probably a good idea,’ she said, hoping to sound magnanimous. Ptolemy tossed his head in annoyance.



They disembarked at the quay to be met by the great and good of the city – including, of course, the high priest of Thoth, who was strikingly tall and skinny, rather like an ibis. Cleopatra wondered if that was an explicit prerequisite for the job.

Isidora stepped ashore from the bull’s barge and Cleopatra rushed to greet her.

‘I’m so sorry you had to spend the night over there.’

‘It was fine,’ said Isidora, in a voice that said, It really wasn’t. There were too many eyes on them to discuss it any further.

They rode in covered carriages up to the city itself, through a landscape of parched fields desperately in need of water. At the city gate, they transferred into a little flotilla of palanquins, carried by slaves who looked like quarrymen, built like oxen. Cleopatra and Isidora climbed into one palanquin, Ptolemy and Arsinoë into another. Behind them, two more heavy palanquins were completely given over to caskets of treasures to be deposited in the temple. The procession moved off, rocking through the streets, towards the temple complex.

‘It’s just like being on the barge again,’ Isidora observed, faking retching.

And indeed, by the time they arrived at the temple, Cleopatra was feeling more seasick than she ever had on the water. Everyone alighted from their respective palanquins and processed past two enormous quartzite baboons into the hypostyle hall, where they were served with refreshments. The thick pillars inside were covered in painted reliefs of baboons and ibises, the sacred creatures of Thoth, as well as images of the more esoteric frog-headed and snake-headed gods of Hermopolis.

Cleopatra and Ptolemy were invited to enter the inner sanctum of the temple with the high priest, where Cleopatra once again reached out to touch the god. She was collecting their powers, their blessings. The long-legged priest seemed to approve, almost squawking in pleasure.

‘May the wisdom of Thoth be in you,’ he intoned. In me, she thought. Not with me, but in me. Such an odd way of putting it.

After communing with the god in his sanctum, it was time to meet supplicants from the city – bringing gifts but also asking for favours, of course. Ptolemy made himself scarce; he was happy to leave the bureaucracy to his sister. It was vexing work. The tithes were too onerous, the appellants claimed, but Cleopatra knew she couldn’t afford to lower them – at all. She just needed one or two years of good floods, good harvests, and then the royal coffers and granaries would be full enough for her to pay off some of what Egypt owed Rome. Then – Charmion had assured her – she would be able to lessen the burden on her merchants and farmers. The gods being willing.

She hoped she sounded gracious and generous in these interviews, promising the world to her subjects, without actually giving anything away. Charmion seemed happy with the way it was all going; Pothinus, acting as scribe, was morose but quiet enough. Cleopatra had started on some of this work while her father was still alive, but ailing and in need of help; she’d learned the ropes before she had to helm the ship. But now she was in charge: the decisions were hers to make; her word was law. She felt quietly confident in her abilities; she’d trained for this her whole life, after all. She knew that a tight control of the economy was what would keep her administration afloat. But pageantry was important, too.

After a heavily bureaucratic morning, she and her whole entourage attended an exclusive feast where servants carried in course after course of local delicacies served up on gold and silver dishes. Cleopatra could feel all eyes on her, their new pharaoh, and she was determined to dazzle them. But once the niceties were out of the way, the conversation quickly reverted to the knotty question of taxes. Cleopatra found herself listening so hard and talking so much she barely had time to eat a thing. In a way, she was grateful; there were many different varieties of river fish on offer, cooked in many ways – poached in milk, fried in duck fat, roasted on embers – but they always tasted muddy to her. She much preferred the fish landed on the quayside in Alexandria, fresh from the sea. She would rather eat tuna than tilapia, octopus than eel, any day. She noticed her brother, sitting at the head of another table, seemed to be making up for her abstinence.

‘We have brought Thoth gifts today,’ Cleopatra told her distinguished hosts, the assembled aristocracy of the city. ‘I hope, when the gods bless us with good floods, good harvests, I will be able to release you from some of the burden you feel so acutely. That is my sincere desire.’

Most of the officials and nobles seemed satisfied with this, but one elder statesman – brother of the high priest, with the same lanky frame – wasn’t about to let the subject drop.

‘But must we send so much wheat?’ he asked. ‘It is hard for our people to make it through Peret, the growing season, with empty granaries.’

Cleopatra glanced at Charmion and Pothinus. She couldn’t promise anything without assessing the implications for the royal granaries in Alexandria. Everywhere she went, she knew people would be asking for concessions. And she couldn’t possibly tell them just how indebted the country was, thanks to her father’s foolishness. In debt up to its knees, its waist; drowning in debt to Rome. But she wanted to offer them something – on this, her first visit as Pharaoh to their city.

‘We have heard your plea,’ she said, diplomatically. ‘We are most appreciative of the support of this whole province and Great Hermopolis itself.’

Pothinus, sitting at her left hand, leaned in. She thought he was going to whisper something to her, but then he turned to the room and addressed them directly.

‘We will make a careful assessment and let you know the outcome,’ he announced.

Cleopatra felt a little nauseous.

Ptolemy, Arsinoë and their companions made their excuses and left the feast early, having arranged to return to the Nile for their hunting party, before the fleet was due to set off again. They were late back, of course. Ptolemy returned garlanded with dead ibises, his gruesome trophies strung around his neck.

‘I am Horus!’ he announced, gleefully bounding up the plank onto the royal barge.

Cleopatra smiled, despite herself. Perhaps he wasn’t so bad, after all. Perhaps, with time, she could contain him, distract him, distance him. They departed just as the sun was disappearing in the west, gilding the water and setting the cliffs on the eastern bank ablaze. On board the palace barge, Cleopatra could finally enjoy a meal without a side helping of taxes, entreaties and diplomacy, relaxing with her closest friends, Charmion, Iras and Isidora. But the river fish, she complained, still tasted murky.



They stopped off at other cities, other temples, on their voyage up the Nile. Some were just small shrines next to the wharfs where, later in the year, mountains of golden grain would be loaded onto barges to travel downriver to the granaries of Alexandria – but Cleopatra wanted to grace even those humble places with her presence. When the royal granaries were running so low, she needed every nomarch, every local governor, to be her loyal subject; she needed every single sack of grain that would be loaded onto the barges at harvest; she needed the bountiful blessings of all their gods. And so she visited the sanctuaries and priests of jackal-headed Wepwawet, the Opener of the Ways, at Asyut, where she touched the god’s feet; of black-skinned Min at Khent-Min, where she touched the god’s penis; of Osiris at Abydos, where she touched his green hands; of Hathor at Dendera, where she caressed the goddess’s bovine ears; and Min, once more, at Koptos, where she once again stroked the erect phallus of the sexually powerful god.

‘I have so much divine power in me,’ she said that evening on the royal barge, as they left Koptos, the last port before Thebes. Isidora, Charmion and Iras were all with her, spreading their limbs out on the sumptuous silk cushions on the deck, concealed under the wings of the awning.

‘But you shouldn’t have to share it with that boy,’ whispered Charmion.

‘I don’t intend to,’ said Cleopatra. ‘Not for long, anyway. At the moment, he’s distracted enough by gaming and hunting not to get in my way. But Pothinus is really starting to annoy me. Did you see how he tried to sideline me at Dendera? To make a pact with the priestess about tithes – and then how obsequious he was when he realised I’d overheard him?’

‘At the moment, I think he is helping you,’ said Iras. ‘It’s in his interest to be playing the role of statesman, making genuine promises. I don’t think he would do anything to harm you or your reputation. Not at this time. He needs to be seen as trusted and trustworthy by all these priests and officials. To be making a good impression.’

‘Mmm. He doesn’t like me though,’ said Cleopatra, quietly, under her breath. ‘He never has. He’ll wait until Tol comes of age, I think, and then try to get rid of me.’

‘Don’t say that!’ Iras was startled, grabbing the scarab amulet on her necklace tight in her fist. It was something they’d all felt, certainly, but no one had said it out loud before now. It made the idea of treachery too real.

‘You three,’ said Cleopatra, ‘you three are the only people I truly trust in all the world.’

The four young women embraced each other.

‘We place our love, our trust, our lives at your feet,’ Isidora murmured.

Cleopatra slept well that night, tucked in silk sheets in her beautiful apartment at the prow of the barge, rocked to sleep by the rhythmic splash, splash of the oars, pulling her up the silvery Nile. Tomorrow morning she would wake up in Thebes.





Volusenus
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Antonius rode hard, through the night and the next day, to reach the Roman camp on the lofty hill above the river called the Aronde. This camp had been a Gallic stronghold before they’d seized it. The Roman legionaries had flattened the crude buildings that had stood inside the ramparts, levelling and burying the disgustingly gruesome barbarian shrines, with their stinking stacks of human bones, and putting up a principium on the spot. In just a week, they had re-cut the ditches, building up the banks; erected a new, much more substantial palisade; constructed stout watchtowers and gates. It was astonishing how quickly the Roman army could throw up a new fort. The same pattern repeated, again and again, right across the lands that Rome ruled, from Dacia to Africa, Syria to Gallia. And all those forts stood as powerful symbols of the potency of Rome. Resistance was futile. And eventually all the Gauls, even the most stubborn, would realise that. Antonius was sure of it.

The gates swung open to admit him and his small troop of cavalry. As soon as Antonius leapt down from his horse, he was met by a panicking camp commander who seemed to have forgotten momentarily why the cavalry had come. Antonius quickly dispatched with pleasantries – he just wanted to see Volusenus. But he made a mental note to recommend this commander for a less challenging position.

Volusenus’s thigh was wrapped in blood-soaked bandages.

‘He was always my Nemesis,’ Volusenus whispered, his voice hoarse and faltering. ‘I should have fucking killed Commius when I had him. When we first found out he was plotting against Caesar. I shouldn’t have let him go!’

‘What happened?’ asked Antonius. But the decurion had shut his eyes, grimacing with pain. The camp physician went to fetch more opion-laced wine. Volusenus’s deputy, a young man called Sextus, stepped forward.

‘We were chasing down a band of Atrebates rebels led by Commius, Sir,’ he said. ‘We’d had intelligence that they were intending to attack another supply train, so we set an ambush and intercepted them. We chased them up into the hills, but after several miles of hard riding they suddenly turned around. They rode straight at us.’

‘How many?’ asked Antonius.

‘Twenty, perhaps,’ replied Sextus. ‘We lost two men – but we took out ten of theirs. But the decurion was right in the melee. Commius broke through and struck him in the thigh with his spear…’

The physician had returned, and encouraged Volusenus to drink a cup of wine with two drops of ladanum mixed in. As Volusenus sank back on the camp bed, the physician turned to Antonius.

‘It’s bad,’ he said. ‘He’s lost a lot of blood. I’ll try to make him more comfortable, then I’ll attend to the wound.’

Antonius looked at the dark blood pooling on the floor under the bed.

‘I think you need to stitch it right now,’ he said. The physician nodded, grimly.

Antonius laid his hand on Volusenus’s shoulder. The decurion grunted, but did not open his eyes.

‘I’ll leave you now, my friend,’ Antonius said. ‘You’re in good hands. I’ll be back soon.’



In the morning, Antonius woke to hear shouting at the gate of the camp.

‘What the fuck is all that?’ he asked his squire, who was already up and about.

‘Some barbarians, I think,’ Crixus replied. ‘The sentries wouldn’t let them in the main gates. I think some guards are leaving by the postern gate and riding round to meet them.’

‘Where are my fucking boots?’

‘In the corner, sir. Where you threw them last night.’

‘Well, give them to me, then!’

Antonius was always bad-tempered in the morning; his irritability ran in proportion to the number of cups of wine he’d consumed the previous evening. Last night, that had been a lot. And he’d started to drink his wine the Gallic way, too – unmixed with water.

‘How’s Volusenus?’ he asked, his tone softening, as he laced up his boots.

The young man hesitated.

‘He’s… still alive,’ he offered, tentatively.

But there was no time to check on his wounded friend. With Volusenus incapacitated, the camp would expect Antonius, as Caesar’s general, to take charge.

In his armour, atop his horse, Antonius looked the part when the gates were finally opened and the small ragtag band of barbarians was brought in, flanked by Roman guards and cavalry.

‘What is your business here?’ he boomed at them.

‘We’re come from Commius,’ one of the band offered, in a wavering voice, his Latin heavily accented. The man looked absolutely terrified. Antonius’s horse pawed the ground.

‘Tell me why I shouldn’t execute you on the spot?’

‘We’re here to surrender to mighty Rome,’ the man continued, feebly. ‘Commius will come to a place of your choosing and surrender. He’s sent us as hostages so that you know he’s petitioning you in good faith.’

‘He nearly slew my decurion.’ Antonius spat the words out. ‘Why should I not hunt him down?’

The Gaul stared at the floor. Antonius’s horse whinnied, pawing the ground again. What would Caesar do? he wondered. What should he do? These Gauls; so full of guile and spite. They’d kept the Roman cavalry running around after them, across this godforsaken, boggy landscape, for months. Caesar had returned to Rome after his victory at Alesia, leaving Antonius in charge of mopping up. But the rebels here in the north had proved annoyingly persistent. Was this yet another pathetic attempt at a trap – or were they really, finally, giving up?

‘You’d better be telling the truth,’ said Antonius. ‘I’ll keep six of you here, in chains. You,’ he said, pointing to the seventh man, at the end of the line, ‘you can ride back to Commius and tell him to meet me at Caesaromagus – the citadel you called Bellovacorum. The day after tomorrow.’





The Buchis Bull
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It was very strange to be coming to Thebes out of season. Cleopatra was so used to the pomp and ceremony of Opet, much later in the year, when the whole of Upper Egypt seemed to converge on the sacred city; when its suburbs spread and merged into the huge tented camp that sprang up to house the festival goers.

Now she and her retinue were arriving into a city that seemed virtually empty, apart from the obvious military presence; soldiers had been sent ahead of the royal barges, to ensure security. As the royal barge was rowed, against the current, along that final stretch, the usual crowds lining the banks were conspicuously absent. Instead, just a few onlookers had gathered, waving and throwing flowers on the water as they passed. Cleopatra felt a pang of sadness as she gazed down at the sparse lotus blossoms, with their wilted petals, floating in the muddy water.

As they approached the quay of the northern temple, her heart lifted to see a reasonable turnout: the great and good of the city of Thebes gathered to greet her. Was he among them? she wondered. She leaned on the balustrade, scanning the mass of officials and priests all dressed in their finery, just as they should be. And then she spotted him. Right in the centre of the throng – the splendid Kallimachos – the military general and high priest and surely, she thought, more godlike than any man she’d ever seen.

He was wearing more formal military attire today; only the ankh hanging around his neck marked him out as a priest as well as an epistrategos. It made her slightly panicky to look at him. At the same time, she had a strong feeling of deep inevitability, as though things were playing out in a way that was somehow ordained; a pattern repeating. Thebes had been the place where she first felt herself becoming a sexual being. She had read all the books and learned all the skills long before she would ever need to employ them. But it had all seemed like so much theory until one late summer, when she had suddenly felt herself to be a woman. But it hadn’t been another human, built of flesh and blood, who had first ignited such feelings in her. It had been a hunk of grey limestone, carved into the likeness of the ancient king called Tuthmosis, in a temple at Thebes. She remembered the moment as though it were yesterday, when she had gazed at this statue, with its impossibly smooth cheeks and chest and its inviting lips, its pleated kilt lying so sleekly on the hips – and felt such a rush of energy in her body that she’d thought she might faint on the spot.

That night, she’d let herself imagine that body, the cold, hard stone growing warm and yielding to the touch. He was her first love, that ancient king, and from then on, he would visit her in her dreams. And every time Cleopatra had been to Thebes since then, she’d always sought out a moment or two with Tuthmosis, on her own.

She’d only ever told Isidora about Tuthmosis. Isidora had laughed but agreed that the statue was indeed beautiful. And now, it seemed, the universe, or Isis, or Amun himself, had rewarded her devotion and patience – and produced a real life Tuthmosis for her, even more delicious than the sculptured form. And yet, and yet, she mustn’t give him any indication of this lack of composure.

She prepared to disembark, a diaphanous silk robe veiling her body and the Nekhbet vulture headdress draped over her own gleaming dark hair, plaited and beaded so beautifully by Iras the night before. Ptolemy joined her on deck, wearing a typical Macedonian cap in regal purple with a gold ribbon, a cloak fastened on one shoulder with a scarab brooch, and his high-laced boots. The scarab seemed too much of an afterthought, Cleopatra observed, a tiny token of Egypt on an all-too-Greek prince. She found herself frowning. Three centuries had passed since Alexander and his general – the original Ptolemy – had bequeathed the kingdom to them; generations had passed since the first Cleopatra came from Syria to marry into the royal family. She certainly felt more Egyptian than Greek or Syrian; Egypt was her home. She believed this in her heart of hearts, and she knew how fundamentally important it was – if she were to be embraced by the Egyptian people as their queen. But she also knew that were dissenters, some of them in high places, who still, after all this time, saw her family, her royal dynasty, as outsiders.

Cleopatra had learned the language of Egypt, while her brother Ptolemy refused to debase himself, as he put it; he persisted in speaking and reading only in Greek. But Egyptian was the language that the scribes and priests still spoke, and sang; it was a language of history, religion and power. She could read the hieroglyphs on the pillars and stelae of the temples at Thebes – and that connected her with the ancient pharaohs and gods in a way that Ptolemy simply didn’t seem bothered about. And here he was, coming to Thebes to visit the greatest temple of the greatest of all the Egyptian gods, and he’d turned up looking about as Greek as humanly possible. She just hoped it wouldn’t reflect badly on her.

She stepped down from the broad gangplank, onto the marble quayside, ankle-deep in flowers. And there he was, to greet her.

‘Welcome to Thebes,’ Kallimachos said, bowing his head slightly. He led the way up into the great Temple of Amun-Ra. Cleopatra felt torn between her public persona and her inner feelings. She’d been waiting to see Kallimachos for so long, and now he was right there at her side, but impossibly far away at the same time. They were surrounded by other people, when she yearned to get him on her own. And yet she knew she had duties to fulfil, pageantry to perform, petitions to hear. All eyes were on her. She focused on her breath, keeping her gaze steady. But she couldn’t help wondering if he might be feeling the same.

They walked between the great towers, into the courtyard, and on into the lamplit darkness of the pillared hall. Here, Ptolemy and the rest of her entourage halted, while she continued on with Kallimachos. They entered the temple itself and Kallimachos placed a hand on the golden-studded door of the sanctuary, the holy of holies.

‘You’ve been here before,’ he smiled. ‘With your father. Today, you should go in alone. To be with Amun-Ra.’

‘Will you come in?’

‘No, I will wait here.’

She tried not to look disappointed. She pushed the huge door open and it creaked on its ancient hinges. She entered the chamber, closing the door behind her, as her eyes adjusted to the even dimmer light, with just a few lamps illuminating the windowless sanctuary. Golden stars glimmered on the lapis-blue ceiling above her. And there was the huge, glittering, golden god himself. As she reached up to touch him, his ivory and lapis eyes seemed to be gazing down at her, penetrating her soul. The god and his high priest were one and the same. She murmured her prayers. But when she emerged from the depths of the temple into the bright sunshine, it seemed that Amun-Ra was testing her. Kallimachos had disappeared.

Two older priests were there instead, and they guided her out through the temple, back out to the hypostyle court. She led the procession along the Way of the Sphinxes to the southern sanctuary, showered with petals as she went. And from then on, it was business as usual; there were, as ever, more duties to attend to.

She finished the day holding court while the priests and officials presented her with more petitions. So much bureaucracy. This time, Ptolemy sat at her side in the council chamber. He lounged across the arm of his chair, not even trying to hide his boredom. All the while, the Buchis bull was still cooped up on his barge. And all the while, all she could think of was Kallimachos.

They retired to the royal barge that evening, to be rowed through the night to Hermonthis, just upriver and round the bend from Thebes.

‘Do you know where Kallimachos went?’ Cleopatra asked Charmion.

‘He went upriver – we heard there was some trouble at the Bucheum. He wanted to secure the place.’

‘What sort of trouble?’

‘Just farmers, I think. Some kind of protest, but it’s nothing to worry about.’

‘Well, this is exactly why Ptolemy dressing like a Greek prince was a bad idea. Here, in Thebes, of all places,’ remarked Cleopatra.

Charmion shook her head.

‘I don’t think anyone noticed,’ she said. ‘Honestly. You eclipse him.’

Cleopatra felt somewhat reassured. And at least she knew why Kallimachos had so suddenly and mysteriously disappeared.



The following morning, they all disembarked at Hermonthis and Cleopatra and Ptolemy were carried in their palanquins to the entrance of the Bucheum, the great Temple of Montu and tomb of the sacred bulls. While the new Buchis bull was being prepared for his installation, the siblings went to pay their respects to his predecessor.

And there was Kallimachos again, dressed in long priestly robes this morning, waiting for her at the steps of the tomb – together with the elderly Usermontu, priest of Montu. The two of them made such an unlikely-looking pair, an allegory of youth and age. Cleopatra was working hard to conceal her emotions, drawing on her royal training in composure, perhaps more than she’d ever had to. She had sacred duties to perform, and she certainly didn’t want Ptolemy to suspect how much she burned and yearned for the younger priest. Focus.

They descended into the enormous chambered tomb, walking along a corridor past huge cells, each dimly lit by a hanging lamp, each containing a previous incarnation of Montu as a bull, the great mummified corpses covered in fresh garlands of flowers. There were so many. Cleopatra felt strangely mesmerised by the sheer depth of time and persistence of ritual in this subterranean labyrinth. It was as though ordinary life had paused, and she had slipped into a twilight world where time ran in great loops; captured in these echoing spaces, engraved and painted with faded ancient symbols and images, were the lives and deaths of so many bulls, so many priests of Montu, so many pharaohs – stretching back and back into the incalculably deep past.

The air was thick with heavy incense as they approached the final cell, where the latest incarnation of Montu as Buchis lay, wrapped in the finest linen, in a sitting position. Cushions were brought for Cleopatra and Ptolemy to kneel on, while Usermontu closed his eyes and sang his hymn to the dead bull. Cleopatra closed her eyes and listened to the echoing, lilting song, though this time, she could not understand the words – he was singing in the old dialect of Upper Egypt.

She focused her mind on the warrior-power coursing around this bull, leaving it, flowing along the corridors of the tomb like smoke, like incense, up into the bright air and down to the water’s edge, where the new Buchis bull, glowing in the sun, pure white with just a black nose, was stepping down from his barge. But her mind was also drawn to the man standing beside her. The godlike Kallimachos. The temptation was too strong, and she opened her eyes and turned to look at him. His eyes were closed, as was proper. She could see the rise and fall of his chest under his thin linen robe as he breathed. Then, as the song came to an end, he suddenly opened his kohl-edged eyes and looked
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