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The air inside the tomb was stale, fetid. Light from scattered torches cast an eerie glow. The few people inside seemed illuminated by the orange of the flames. My mother, Isis made flesh, stood near an altar with her advisor, Meskhenet, their heads close together, voices barely audible. 

Fear wound its way up my legs, threatening to take hold of my core. This sort of emotion was unknown to me. However, any feeling of terror must be kept to myself. Mother could not tolerate weakness, especially in me, the son she called the king of kings.

They discussed their next move. Moves were something we seemed to be out of, locked as we were in what was meant to one day be my mother’s place of rest. There was only a handful of us here; me, Mother, Meskhenet, and two loyal servants. We would all walk gladly toward the afterlife for her.

Mother’s shoulders moved up and down with a sigh. Looking toward me, she beckoned me to her with one outstretched hand. In an instant, I was at her side, grasping her warm, golden brown hand in mine, much paler by comparison. Physically, I was Roman through and through, the genes of my father being strong. Mother said the gods had touched me as a babe, turning my hair the color of the sun, as bright as Ra himself. 

I knew Mother had to be tired, but no one would’ve been able to tell by looking at her. She possessed all the regality, all the self-possession of a true queen. She was a self-contained unit, my mother; strong, smart, and more politically savvy than any man. Her inner self was hers alone. My little sister and brothers made a game once to guess how Mother was feeling. I judged the competition, handing the winner a plateful of honeyed dates. To see her come to this was a blow to everyone who loved her. 

She pulled me into a hug, the beads of her net dress biting into my skin. I inhaled her scent of spice and aromatic oils, uniquely my mother and one I would never forget. Almost as soon as she embraced me, she pushed me away, squaring her shoulders and looking me levelly in the eyes. 

“Caesarion, I must prepare for what lies ahead. It is my time, my destiny to ascend to the afterlife.” I began to interrupt her, but she silenced me with a hand. “I have no fear of death, and neither will you. My fear is not in dying, but in what that monster will do to me if I am captured. I will not find out. I am Cleopatra, Pharaoh, Queen of Upper and Lower Egypt, Isis made flesh, prisoner of no man. You, my son, will leave here. Meskhenet and I have a plan. You will not give any trouble. You will carry on as the living god you are. One day, you will come into your own. Until that day, you will remain safe out of Octavian’s clutches. There’s no one he fears more than you. You may never rule Egypt or Rome, but you are special, Caesarion, touched by the gods, and your day will come.”

I fell to my knees, pressing the back of my mother’s hand to my lips, squeezing my eyes shut to prevent the tears from falling. My mother’s will was iron. There was no use in trying to convince her to let me stay.

“Take this.” My mother slid her gold snake bracelet from her upper arm and passed it to me. She wasn’t a sentimental person and I wasn’t either, but this bracelet was a symbol of her. She always wore it, in fact, I teethed on it as a child. I slipped the gift onto my wrist. “There is no more time. Meskhenet will tell you the plan as you go. Stay safe, my son, and above all else, stay alive. I will see you again, one day.” 

I almost thought I detected a crack in her voice, but before I knew it, she’d turned away. I wanted to tell her I loved her, but Meskhenet was throwing a blanket over my shoulders and thrusting a bag into my hands. “This way, my prince. We must go, now,” he said with much urgency.

“Goodbye, Mother,” I said to Cleopatra’s back. She held her hand up in farewell.

I could hear the Romans outside, barely audible through the thick stone. They were trying to gain access to the tomb. It would take some time, but I knew they would eventually succeed. I steeled myself as the son of Cleopatra and Julius Caesar, determined to follow Meskhenet through a narrow doorway.

“How will we get out?” I asked the back of Meskhenet’s dark head. I noticed for the first time his once black hair was beginning to whiten. When had that happened? In the chaos of the last few months, there was much that had gone unnoticed.

He may have been older, but Meskhenet walked with the speed of the young. “There is a tunnel that will take us about a mile into the desert and out a secret passageway.”

“Surely Octavian will be scouring the country for me. He won’t allow us to get far,” I reasoned. I had as much, if not more claim to Rome than he had. Although, I would never want it. Egypt was where my true soul resided. But he wouldn’t want me to rule here either. I was nothing but a threat to him.

“We have sent a decoy out ahead to Berenice. That ploy should buy us all the time we need. The imposter will negotiate through messengers with Octavian. Then possibly return based on the outcome. If return is possible, we will be able to go home. You will take the place of the imposter and claim your throne.” 

Berenice was a seaport. The Romans would be watching all seaports like hawks. I didn’t see my return as likely, and I didn’t think my mother did either. I thought of my mother and her exceptional mind. A mind which would be lost now, for all time. A lump threatened to form in my throat. I swallowed it down. 

With the speed in which we traveled down the hot, dusty passageway, it wasn’t long before we reached the hidden entrance. I wouldn’t have been surprised to see Octavian, astride his warhorse, torch in hand, waiting for us as we emerged. When Meskhenet pushed open the small stone door and we surfaced into the nothingness of the vast desert, I breathed a sigh of relief. There was no one, only miles and miles of endless sand.

“Where will we go?” I asked as I pushed the slab closed behind me. “And why did Mother not try to escape this way?”

“We will go west, where we will wait in a village. When enough time has passed, we will see. We can be sure of nothing any longer. And as to the queen, she alone knows her mind. I would think you would understand this, having been her son for seventeen years.”

I understood Meskhenet, as I understood Mother. She did nothing that was not first expertly calculated, her moves more skillful than a Senet player. 

Crossing the desert was a hardship of the first degree. How we managed it was all due to Meskhenet. He kept us covered during the day and managed to find water when we needed it, almost as if by magic. He was a mystic, after all. Food was harder to come by. We endured several days together without solid sustenance. Mirage after mirage played on the horizon, only to be endlessly replaced by a new illusion.

By the time we arrived on the northwest coast of Africa, we were ghosts of our former selves, but we were alive. Meskhenet and I were taken in by a small village, where we were happy to stay put for the time being. Meskhenet assisted the local healer and I helped tend the animals. Life was pleasant, calm. I did my best to put the events in Alexandria behind me.

By winter, Meskhenet had grown so visibly old and weak, I knew he couldn’t last much longer. There was word that Roman soldiers were once again searching for the son of Caesar and Cleopatra. Octavian had been informed that the boy he’d executed in Egypt wasn’t the real Caesarion. How he found out, I never knew. Likely, we were betrayed by someone close. I knew the boy was being well rewarded in the afterlife for his loyalty and sacrifice. 

On a silent, cold evening, I entered the hut I shared with Meskhenet. “I’ve brought you some broth and I order you to eat it,” I said, putting the bowl into his shaking hands.

He pressed the bowl back toward me, sinking lower into his bed. “I need no more nourishment for my physical body. It will be cast off this night.”

“You’re just tired. You need to eat and to rest.” I felt a burning rise in the back of my throat. What would I do alone?

“No, my boy. It is time. There are things I must say to you.” He paused, swallowing with difficulty, his eyes watery, not from tears but old age. I sat on the stool next to him, grasping his hand. It was clear he didn’t have long, whether my heart would accept it or not. “I can’t see an obvious way for you to ever return. You are vulnerable as you are. Octavian has grown too powerful, with tentacles reaching every which way. You are a lost man, without an army to back you.”

“I don’t care. I don’t even want to rule anymore.” I didn’t want the throne. I wanted a simple, peaceful life no longer controlled by machinations for political gain. The months we spent in the village were the only quiet ones I had ever known.

He held up his hand. “This matters not. He will still pursue you. You must be made invulnerable.”

“How do you suggest I do that? I would have thought my mother invulnerable, but even she is gone,” I said with sadness in my voice. My gaze found the bracelet, entwined on my wrist.

“There may be a way. Cleopatra may punish me for it in the afterlife, but I will take the chance if it means you will be safe, always. You are too special, and you must continue.” 

I looked at him, perplexed, as he went on. “There is an old legend, passed down to me. It tells of a woman, a woman who has learned to trick death. She lives forever and is powerful. She was sent to live on the island of Kovos. You will go there and find this woman. For me...you must.”

“A woman who lives forever? It isn’t possible, Meskhenet.”

“It is. You will go there, and you will see. Give your word to a dying man.”

I looked down at the blanket covering the withering body of my friend. I felt this was foolish, but what harm could it do to go? I would have to move on at some point, and this island seemed as good a starting point as any. “I give you my word.”

He smiled warmly. “Good. I need your word in one more thing. Prepare my body in the Egyptian way.” 

I swore I would. It was a peaceful transition. I sat with my friend, holding his hand, as he slowly passed out of this world and into the next.

It took me several years, but I did eventually keep my word. I knew if I didn’t leave the village, once and for all, I never would. In the spring of my twenty-fifth year, I was on a barge, heading toward an uncertain future. 

The day we arrived on the mysterious island, with the sun at its midpoint, I was ready to start anew. Sweat trickled down the side of my face as I shouldered my bag, walking off the barge. A breeze would have been appreciated, but the air was oddly still. I didn’t feel there was any point in wasting time. I would do my best to find this phantom woman, then I could move on. 

I followed Meskhenet’s instructions, beginning my journey to the center of the small island. I had no money, so I was forced to go on foot. The deeper I moved inland, the thicker the jungle became. The cacophony of birds, insects, and skittering reptiles was deafening. This place didn’t seem like it belonged, somehow. I had the impression it was in the wrong part of the world. By the time I arrived at the island’s center, the sun was setting. 

Twilight winked out before I could find shelter, giving way to total darkness. There was no moon, no stars to be seen through the dense jungle trees overhead. It was when I began hearing things move around me that I realized I had made a horrible mistake. I should’ve waited until morning to come here.

A rustling to my left, followed by a low, predatory growl, almost stopped my heart from beating. I froze as a dark shape with glowing eyes moved slowly in front of me. It was a panther, and she was hungry. I could barely see the outline of her sleek body. She had a pungent, wild smell. There was nothing I could do. As we stood in the middle of the path, eyes locked on each other, another rustling from the opposite side won the panther’s attention.

What happened next was a blur. One moment, the panther was there, looking over her shoulder. The next, it was gone. I stared wildly, but I could see nothing. I could, however, hear. What I heard were the sounds of an animal being torn apart; a cry from the beast, bones snapping, ligaments tearing. Then, nothing. I stood petrified, frozen to my spot.

“I’ve never seen hair that color before.” A high, childlike voice startled me out of my skin. She was so close, I could smell the meat on her breath.

“Who’s there?” I whispered.

“My name is Layla. Who are you?” asked the voice in the darkness. This was her, I knew it. I didn’t know how I knew, but I did.

“I’m Caesarion Ptolemy, son of Queen Cleopatra and Julius Caesar,” I said firmly and with pride. “I’ve come to find you, Layla.” There was no point in hiding my identity from a woman who could take down a panther with her bare hands.

I jumped a little when small fingers took hold of mine. “Come this way, Caesarion Ptolemy.”

Surrounded by darkness, Layla led me through the jungle. How she could see was a mystery to me. Eventually, we came to a great cave. A break in the foliage overhead allowed light from the night sky to illuminate the opening. 

Dampness permeated the mouth of the cave. I could smell the water, the moisture seeping from the stone. I still couldn’t see much of anything in the darkness. She led me further and further into the deep recesses of the rock. Fear began to take hold of me like a fever.

She must have sensed my discomfort because in her small voice, she said, “Do not be afraid, my boy.”

“I’m not afraid,” I said, more to convince myself than her.

She said nothing more until I could see a soft light glowing up ahead. “Our destination,” she said. “You will be glad to rest.”

It would have been ridiculous to deny her reasoning. I felt like I could sleep for days. I was also hungry. I didn’t want to be rude and ask her if she planned on feeding me. There was some bread along with a skein of water in my bag, so that would do for now anyway.

As we neared the light, my eyes readjusted. I was finally able to make out the stone that surrounded us and the figure of the woman who led me. I noticed she was less of a woman than she seemed. She was slight, her figure immature. Looking down at her wrist, I noticed how delicately boned it was. Obviously, this being didn’t need bulk. Her power came from within.

“Here we are,” she said, releasing my hand.

The space, lit by two torches, reminded me of my mother’s boudoir, albeit dirtier. Rugs that had once been of the best quality covered the floor. They were now threadbare and stained with dark splotches. Pillows of all shapes and sizes were strewn about. These would have made the space seem luxurious if not for their filthy condition. Dozens of scarves had been tucked into cracks in the rock walls as a sort of decoration.

“What do you think?” asked Layla, who spun around the center of the room with her arms flung out.

“It’s very lovely,” I answered, feeling something was wrong, off. The smile hovering on this creature’s lips looked almost mad. Perhaps it was a trick of the light. Her smile frightened me more than her single-handed takedown of the panther.

“Thank you for taking me in,” I began. “How old are you, Layla? You look awfully young to be here all alone.”

She laughed a high-pitched child’s laugh. She couldn’t be more than fifteen. “I can take care of myself. Didn’t you witness my strength? You with your powerful body were helpless. Besides, it’s you who have come looking for my help.”

I suppose I had, but I wasn’t sure what I expected or wanted from this girl. Meskhenet said she was immortal. Other than taking down the feline beast and seeing in the dark, she didn’t look like my idea of an immortal godlike creature. She reminded me of my little sister with tightly curled, dark hair, and light brown skin.

Selene, my half-sister, had been the spitting image of our mother. A pang I thought long-buried ached in my chest. I heard the children had been sent to Rome, paraded in chains, and then given to Roman families. I didn’t know if they lived or died.

“I’m not sure if I require help any longer. I feel I am safe now. I only wanted to fulfill a promise.” Truth be told, I was beginning to feel panicked in the space. I needed fresh air. It was close and pungent in here.

“No, it is more than that. You cannot hide your thoughts from me. You believe the legend of me in your heart, no matter what your brain may try to make you think. You are special, Caesarion. There will never be another with your unique bloodline. Your mother was right when she said you were touched by the gods. You can rule greatly, if you so choose.” She paused, sinking down on the pillows. “And I’m sorry to tell you. They are dead. You are all that remains of the mighty queen.” Any trace of her crazy smile had vanished, and she appeared almost normal now.

“How can you know all that?” I demanded, anger flashing through my skull.

“I can hear what you’re thinking as clearly as if you spoke the words aloud. Sit with me, Caesarion.” She gestured to the pillows across from her. “Do you want to know more about me? About what you could become?”

A thought dawned on me. If I were like her, I could do whatever I wanted. Never again would I be afraid. “What could I become?” My curiosity was piqued.
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Chapter Two
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Caesarion may be who I was, but Alexandre was who I became. The name the long-ago villagers gave me stuck. Once I left the island, Alexandre became synonymous with decadence, egoism, and pleasure. I reveled in my new nature, never looking back.

After seeing Annie in the streets of Annecy, I retreated to the cabin I inhabited two centuries ago. Only a glutton for punishment would return to a place that could now hold only painful memories. Losing my head to the lover of the woman I thought was the love of my life made me question a lot about myself. I felt I deserved a little self-indulgent wallowing.

I never thought a woman would almost be the death of me. I was lucky I kept the important detail of destroying the brain from her and Annie. I never told them anything, really. My instinct was always that Mills could turn on me some day, turn on me if she found out the truth about Julien. Her love for that milksop, so disgusting and all-consuming. 

I certainly failed with her and it all began the night she came to me in this cabin. Part of me was amazed it was still here. The solid structure of stone and mortar would serve me for the next few days while I tried to figure out where Alexandre would go from here.

Never was I so struck by anyone, as I was by Millicent. She was beautiful, yes, but I saw inside her soul the night of her wedding party. She was good, truly kind at heart in a way that was rare. She had so much light and love to give. Her beauty and passion wasted on the fools around her.

I fell for her immediately. It took all of my strength not to snatch her up then and there. Millicent was too young that night for the change to be worked. I saw what eternal adolescence did to my maker; being changed so young and living so long. I would not send Millicent down the same path. I was patient and waited for her to fully mature, knowing when our moment came, we would love each other for an eternity. I had all the time in the world, after all.

Then, he came along as I was preparing to turn her, to make her my eternal companion. She would have loved me, I knew it, if not for him. How could I have predicted it? For her to fall so deeply in love, and with such haste, I couldn’t accept it. Not when I waited so long for her. It was maddening to think of, even now. Then to think the same soul would find her over 200 years later. It was too much.

Clearly, she was not meant to be mine. I could see that now, as much as my heart still ached. What comes next was the question. Would I find myself a new love, a new family? Or hide here for time immemorial? Hiding sounded like a plan I could live with.

Although the cabin was in remarkable condition, considering its age, some of the old, wooden shutters had rotted away. I would need to make my domicile safe for daytime sleeping. I went to work without delay, chopping fresh wood to cover the windows and seal the door from the inside. 

I felt like a lumberjack splitting wood in old dusty jeans and a flannel shirt. My expensive, fashionable clothes were left behind to rot, much as the wood inside the cabin. My limbs would find themselves in more casual fare for the time being. If only a damsel were to come along. She would see the bulge of biceps as I worked the ax. A little tryst against the woodpile may help my mood immeasurably.

The bed remained in usable condition, along with the small table and chairs I made myself two centuries ago. I was proud of the craftsmanship. The old feather mattress along with the ancient bedding, torn and fouled by woodland creatures, were tossed out back on a makeshift trash pile. A brand-new sleeping bag was unfurled onto the boards of the bed. Cobwebs and dust were swept away with a t-shirt from my pack. Not the luxury I was used to, but it would suffice for the soulful meditations to come.

I lit a fire, feeling almost cozy. Once the cabin was as tidy as I cared to make it, I lay down with my thoughts. I wasn’t a boy who grew up camping with family, but I imagined those sorts of memories must smell like the cabin did; of campfires and pine needles. 

A scent invaded my senses. I wasn’t alone. The smell of fresh, human blood drew me from my reveries. This blood was innocent, and it smelled sweet like pulled taffy. My mouth started to water. Could it be my damsel, lost in the woods at night? After moving to the door, I stepped outside into the dark clearing. 

Several raccoons, rummaging in my trash pile, scattered at my footsteps, leaving in their wake a musky odor. An unseen owl hooted from the treetops before taking flight.

A woman stood at the entrance to the forest, alone. I wasn’t born yesterday and didn’t trust this. One glance told me this was no maiden. She had come down the same path I had shown Mills so many years ago. Only it wasn’t her. This woman looked dressed for the zombie apocalypse in combat boots, a black military-style sweater, and a compact black vinyl backpack she dangled from a fingertip. Around her thigh was strapped a large hunting knife, and there was a bulge in the waistband of her pants I assumed to be a gun. She was also gorgeous. Color me intrigued.

“How fun. Please tell me I can be of service,” I said, raising an eyebrow and smiling at the fair-skinned, freckled beauty.

“Actually, you can.” Her Irish brogue was lilting. “Can I trust you won’t drain me dry?”

Well, this creature had me completely perplexed. She knew what I was, and she knew where to find me. This could either be amusing or end in disaster, for her, of course.

“I promise to be gentle...if that’s what you prefer.” I smiled my most wicked smile, getting nothing in return. It was dark, but the sky was brilliant with stars. I’d no doubt she could see me quite well.

“Is the inside of this hole habitable?” she asked. “This may take a while. Our discussion may take a while,” she emphasized, remaining in place next to the trees.

I stood aside, sweeping my arm toward the door. She trotted across the clearing. Deep red hair swished as she walked. When she entered the cabin ahead of me, the soft citrus scent of orange blossoms momentarily filled my senses. I followed this mysterious woman inside, claiming a spot at the antique, wooden table. 

“Please sit.” I indicated the only other chair. Who could this woman be? I thought of Annie, my spy. She could probably speak the redhead’s language better than I could.

My visitor’s hazel gaze swept the interior of the cabin. She must have been satisfied because she flung her pack onto the table, then took a seat. She moved with intention, not grace.

We sat for a moment, regarding each other. She wasn’t as young
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