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For Johanna, with love.

You are the strongest, bravest woman I know.
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PART ONE

Alexandria, 56 BC




Chapter One

JANUARY 56 BC

‘People of Alexandria, all hail, your future rulers – Princesses Berenice, Cleopatra and Arsinoë, and Princes Ptolemy-Theos and Ptolemy-Philopater: the Sibling-loving gods.’

‘Pah!’ Berenice spat over the roar of the crowd. ‘By Isis’ arse, I’ll never love those bastard boys.’

‘Berenice, hush!’

Cleopatra, standing on the royal platform between her two sisters, looked nervously across the cheering people on the Canopic Way. The vast street, the centrepiece of Alexander the Great’s favoured city, ran from the Temple to the sea and was wide enough to take eight carriages abreast, but today it was packed with people. Everyone had turned out for the presentation of the new royal baby and, no doubt, to make the most of the wine that would soon run from the fountains in celebration. The Alexandrians were in the mood to love their royals but their mood could turn on a golden deben and there was no point giving them cause for discontent.

‘Why should I hush?’ Berenice demanded. ‘You should hate those damned boys too.’

The eldest of the royals turned her gimlet eyes on Cleopatra. The only one of them born to King Ptolemy XII’s true sister-wife Cleopatra-Tryphaena, Berenice had a statuesque magnificence that was emphasised today by a clinging gold dress, the jewelled collar of the heir, and a righteous fury to match.

‘They’re just babies,’ Cleopatra protested, looking down the platform to four-year-old Ptolemy-Theos, sat stolidly in a golden chair, and baby Ptolemy-Philopater in the arms of his proud concubine mother, Neferet, whilst Queen Tryphaena glowered beyond.

‘They’re boys!’ Berenice spat the word onto the marble platform where it glistened a moment before evaporating in the ferocious sun creeping beneath the silken canopy.

‘Does it matter?’

Berenice glared at her, hawk-like beneath her royal headdress. ‘Does it matter?! What sort of a fool are you? It should not matter, sister dear. It should be an irrelevance. Clearly I am the heir and clearly I am the one most fit to rule, right, Arsinoë?’

‘Of course, Berenice,’ their younger sister said sweetly. ‘You are every inch a queen already.’

Berenice preened, then shot Arsinoë a suspicious glance. The youngest princess, although only twelve, was already showing all the signs of a delicate beauty as great as Jamila, her celebrated concubine mother – and all Jamila’s calculated charm as well. Berenice chose to take her at her word.

‘I am. And only need Father to die to take my true place.’

‘Berenice!’

‘Ideally before those bastard princes grow much more.’

Cleopatra’s head was reeling at Berenice’s reckless words. They were on the royal platform, before the whole of Alexandria, with their father, the king, just a few steps away. He was too busy waving to the crowd to pay any attention to his daughters but there were others around. Potheinos, the narrow-eyed vizier for one, and Charmion, keeper of the princesses, for another. Responsible for their day-to-day nurturing, she was the closest thing any of them had to a true mother and was tender in her care – and stern in her discipline. Cleopatra glanced nervously across but, although Charmion’s intent stare told her the older woman knew exactly what was being said, she was at the lowly end of the platform and could not challenge them. Not yet at least.

‘Why so fast, Berenice?’ Arsinoë was asking.

‘Because, fool girl, due to a huge injustice in Egyptian law’ – this word, too, sizzled fat and wet onto the marble – ‘when they reach fourteen, that mewling newborn and his podgy wretch of an older brother, will stand above me in the line of rule.’ She gestured contemptuously to the baby as King Ptolemy took him in his hands and raised him above his head like a trophy in a chariot race. ‘Look at the damned people cheering that weak bundle of limbs, when I am stood here in royal glory. It is surely the mind that counts in a ruler, not what’s between his legs?’

Cleopatra frowned, considering this. She’d been raised, with her royal sisters, to prepare for rule. Accidents happened, especially in the Ptolemaic family where people regularly met early ends despite the best medical care in the known world, but she had not truly considered the order of precedence before.

‘You think you should remain heir even when Ptolemy-Theos comes of age, Berenice?’

Berenice threw her hands to the skies.

‘Gods be praised, she works it out! I thought you were meant to be clever, Petra, with your fancy books and your fifty languages.’

‘Not fifty, Berenice. Egyptian is only my thirteenth—’

‘Egyptian!’ Her elder sister stared down at her in horror. ‘Why on earth are you learning Egyptian?’

‘It is the language of our country, Sister.’

‘It is the language of the peasants, Sister, and therefore below your royal dignity – if you had any. It’s a good thing that Father has me because you’d be a useless heir, forever running off down the Museon to chat to scholars when you should be learning how to rule.’

‘The scholars tell me the history of Egypt. That is important.’

‘If you wish to rule over the tombs. The people are alive, Cleopatra – look.’

She gestured across the Canopic Way where, already, the crowd was restless with the ceremony and looking to the fountains, waiting for them to gush ruby-red wine. Alexandria was a city bursting with nations. There were a hundred more languages spoken here than Cleopatra could ever hope to learn. Jews worked shoulder to shoulder with Namibians, Syrians, Cypriots and Ethiopians. Traders sailed in from every land within a thousand miles, their ships docking in either the shining harbour on the Green Sea side, or the busy inland port on Lake Mareotis, leading down the Nile into the heart of Africa. It made this surely the most vibrant city in the known world, but also the most unpredictable. Cleopatra could see that King Ptolemy would do well to signal the fountains to flow, but first the new ‘Sibling-loving’ god must be blessed.

The High Priest stepped forward, imposing in his ceremonial garb, and the people stilled. Berenice bowed her head in a show of reverence that hid her words from all but her two sisters.

‘You rule people, Petra, not ideas. There is nothing to be gained by burying yourself in learning. Or in worship, whatever your priestly mother might think.’

Cleopatra’s fists clenched at the jibe. Before them, the High Priest was chanting, his voice amplified by his conical headdress so that it rang out across the heads of the people and all the way down to the Green Sea.

‘Mother is given to Isis,’ she hissed.

It was a glory of which she was proud. The Priestess Safira was from the much-revered line of the High Priests of Ptah further up the blessed Nile at Memphis. She’d been dedicated to the service of Isis at a young age but when several babies had failed to inhabit Queen Tryphaena’s womb after Berenice, the king had been granted use of her sacred body. Once Cleopatra had been born, Safira had returned to serve the Goddess and Cleopatra knew her only as a shadow.

‘Your mother is more devoted to Isis than to you,’ Berenice sneered.

‘Of course she is,’ Cleopatra shot back. ‘As are we all. Isis is the Earth mother, the giver and protector of life. We owe Her our absolute duty and it is a joy to me that my mother is granted a place at her high altar.’

‘Not high enough to be seen from Alexandria,’ Berenice sneered, waving to the glorious monuments of the capital – the Serapeum holding Alexander’s tomb, the vast palace complex, and the giant Pharos lighthouse, acknowledged wonder of the world.

‘There is more to Egypt than Alexandria,’ Cleopatra said tightly.

Berenice gave a shrill cackle, barely covered by the High Priest’s chant even as it reached its apogee.

‘You think so, sister? That proves your stupidity. Alexandria is Egypt. The hinterland is only there to provide us with grain and history.’

Cleopatra gasped. It was true that the elegant capital city was where most of the country’s communication and trade went on but Upper Egypt, with its temples and pyramids, was what gave the country its prestige and the riches it needed to keep that high.

‘If that is what you believe, Berenice, you are not fit to be Egypt’s queen.’

Berenice gave a low growl.

‘If that is what you believe, Petra, then you are not fit. You think people worry about a bunch of old monuments these days? You think the ravenous Romans care that we had kings and culture long before their little nation was even thought of?’

‘Yes!’ Cleopatra said defiantly. ‘That culture is what sets us apart. It’s what underpins Egypt in ways that the likes of the Romans will never understand.’

‘The Romans kill cats,’ Arsinoë whispered, pressing in close.

‘Exactly,’ Cleopatra agreed.

Just two months ago they’d watched from one of the myriad royal balconies as the mob had set upon a Roman envoy who’d carelessly kicked a cat aside, little knowing the febrile creatures were sacred in Egypt. The enraged people had torn him limb from limb and Cleopatra could still hear his screams, still picture the animal fury on their faces as his blood had splattered across them in a fierce red arc. That’s how important culture was. Berenice, however, gave a sly smile.

‘That man will be the first of many to die. The Romans have devoured their way around the coast and Egypt is alone in resisting their disgusting locust march. They have their eyes on taking Cyprus from us, you know, and if they succeed, they will come for Alexandria and all your precious hinterland with it. You think that not understanding our “culture” will stop the march of their damned armies, Petra?’

‘If I have anything to do with it,’ Cleopatra said fiercely.

‘You?!’ Berenice gave her high-pitched laugh again. ‘Little priestly you with your tiny dark-skinned body and your backwater mother and your peasant’s tongue?’

‘Berenice, enough.’ The voice was low but firm and they turned to see Charmion had edged around the platform and was standing behind them. ‘I brought you up to stand shoulder to shoulder with your royal sisters, not tear each other apart before the very crowd here to adulate you.’

Cleopatra hung her head.

‘Sorry, Charmion. We were just discussing precedence.’

‘Precedence?’ Charmion’s eyes narrowed. ‘You know who has precedence, do you not?’

Her eyes flashed challengingly along the line of her royal charges.

‘Isis,’ Cleopatra supplied, head still low.

‘Isis,’ Charmion confirmed, gesturing to the great Temple behind them. ‘Isis and the other gods who do you the good grace to inhabit your royal bodies and permit you to rule.’

Berenice ground her teeth so loudly that the scrape of them echoed off the marble columns.

‘Then tell me, Charmion, why they choose to inhabit men’s bodies above ours?’

She gestured contemptuously to the wailing baby and his toddler brother, kicking petulantly at his golden chair just along the great platform. Charmion leaned in.

‘In truth, I do not believe they do. Many of Egypt’s most successful rulers have been queens. Look at Hatsheput. Look at Nefertiti, Ahhotep and Cleopatra II. They achieved great things for this country and you girls can too.’

‘But these boys of Father’s, these tiny Ptolemies … ’

‘Are young yet, Berenice. We cannot know the intentions of the gods and should not presume to try. All you can do is to be the best you can be so that if they come calling, you are ready.’

‘Maybe it is not enough to wait for them to call,’ Berenice shot back as the priest, thankfully, wound up his chanting. ‘Maybe, sometimes, you need to knock on their door.’

Cleopatra glanced nervously to Arsinoë and saw her littlest, prettiest sister looking up at Berenice, drinking this in. She glanced to the two princes, fed up with adulation and ready only for milk and cuddles. Then she looked to her portly father as he finally gave the signal to Sosigenes, the brilliant royal engineer, to turn the wheel that would let the wine flow.

It burst from the pipes like the richest, darkest blood and, as the Alexandrians dived ravenously upon it, she was grateful to be ushered back to the palace. If she was lucky, Berenice would be distracted by the many visiting lords and princes, and Arsinoë by her own reflection in the myriad pools within the lush grounds, and she would be able to escape to the scholars of the Museon and relax at last. Being a goddess was hard work and there was much to ponder on, not the least how Berenice planned to secure her throne and what that meant for the royal siblings she was sworn before the whole city to love.




Chapter Two

FEBRUARY 56 BC

‘And finally, Princess, a gift from your sacred mother.’

Mardion gestured to the shining ebony doors at the end of the grand chamber and guards stepped forward to open them. Cleopatra leaned eagerly forward on the throne. It was her fourteenth birthday and, to Berenice’s ill-disguised disgust, she had been granted the privilege of sitting on her father’s golden seat as her gifts were presented.

There had been many as rulers sought to curry favour with the richest country in the Greek world. Cleopatra was surrounded by golden chains, bejewelled cups, soft furs and rolls of the finest fabrics. Some had been more unusual. She was especially pleased with the manuscript of the Iliad presented by the scholars of the renowned library here in Alexandria, and with the giraffe sent from Ethiopia, which was currently eating hay in the outer courtyard. The gift from her priestly mother, however, was always the one she treasured the most.

The doors slid back to reveal a young woman, tall and slim, with skin the colour of honey, a golden collar emphasising a stunningly long neck, and a protrusion of curls worn proudly around her head in a dark cloud. Cleopatra heard whispers ripple across the gathered courtiers, but the woman’s dark eyes fixed on Cleopatra and she began to walk towards her with such grace and poise that even the most determined gossips were silenced. When she reached the throne, she knelt and prostrated herself, bowing three times with unhurried reverence, before rising with the same fluid grace and giving a quiet smile.

‘I am Eiras, Princess Cleopatra, sent to serve you by your gracious mother, the Priestess Safira, devotee of Isis in the Great Temple of Ptah.’

Cleopatra’s heart clenched at her mother’s name and she looked in wonder at the proxy-companion she had sent her.

‘And I thought your hair was unruly, sister,’ Berenice scoffed at her side. Cleopatra threw her a contemptuous look and rose to offer her hand to the new arrival.

‘Welcome, Eiras. I am honoured to accept your service. Where are you from?’

‘The land the gods forgot,’ Berenice snickered but Eiras ignored her too and focused on Cleopatra.

‘I am from the lands where the Nile begins.’

‘A fine homeland indeed, for does not the Nile bring us everything that is fertile and strong?’

Eiras bowed her head in acknowledgement and around the room the courtiers hastily did the same. Beyond the grand chamber, a gong rung out, low and sonorous, as if sounding a blessing on the great river – though in truth it was simply calling the royal household to their midday meal. It meant Cleopatra’s brief reign on her father’s throne was over but she cared not, for it also meant she was released to enjoy her gifts before the celebratory dinner this evening and could get to know Eiras alone. King Ptolemy waved a hand to dismiss the crowd, pressing Cleopatra’s shoulder as she rose before sliding firmly back onto his throne behind her.

‘Happy birthday, my gecko.’

He always called her that. Berenice taunted her as ‘little lizard’ but Cleopatra cared not, for her father had told her that geckos were nimble and sharp-witted and clever. He loved her lizard tongue that could already speak twelve languages and, if she could only master tricky Egyptian, would soon speak thirteen. He loved her glossy onyx hair, apparently so like her mother’s, and he loved the questions she always showered him with when they got rare time alone.

‘My clever little gecko,’ he would say, doing his best to answer her queries on the nature of kingship, though he ruled more by force of entertainment than philosophy. The courtiers called him ‘Auletes’ – the flute-player – for his love of music and dance but he said simply that a happy country was a peaceful country. Cleopatra could understand the point but thought perhaps it was more that a peaceful country was a happy one. They all knew the Romans were snapping at their heels and she feared musicians would be little defence if the red and gold armies landed in Alexandria’s elegant harbour. But it was her birthday and such concerns were for another time.

‘Come,’ she said, taking Eiras’ hand, ‘let me show you where you’ll be living.’

The courtiers dropped to their knees as she headed down the chamber, Eiras at her shoulder with Berenice chuntering indignantly behind. Arsinoë, well trained, held her own place at the rear of their procession until they were through the ebony doors, then instantly skipped forward, staring up at Eiras.

‘You have so much hair.’

Eiras smiled.

‘Where I come from, hair is to be celebrated not hidden.’

Cleopatra saw Berenice put a self-conscious hand to her gauze-covered locks, held in place by her diadem, the deceptively simple white ribbon that they all wore as the symbol of royal power. She smiled.

‘Are you truly from where the Nile begins?’ she asked Eiras, shepherding her around the vast fountain, gushing water from gilded statues of seahorses, and west towards the women’s quarters. Eiras did not even look at the riches around her, but kept her eyes on her new mistress.

‘I am.’

‘Have you seen her birthing place?’

She shook her head.

‘No one has. It is the Goddess’ mystery from whence she conjures the great waters and anyone who has gone to try and penetrate it has never come back.’

Arsinoë gasped.

‘Killed?’

Eiras shrugged.

‘Taken up, perhaps? Maybe those brave souls live in ecstasy with the Goddess but I, for one, am happy with this life, especially now I am here with the Princess Cleopatra.’

Cleopatra felt herself blush under the girl’s steady gaze and was glad when Mardion, their eunuch, bounced into the women’s quarters.

‘Look at you!’ He turned a circle around Eiras, openly scrutinising her. ‘This long neck, this honeyed skin, this glorious hair! You are truly the most handsome woman I have ever laid eyes on.’

Cleopatra was astonished to see a blush lighten Eiras’ cheeks.

‘I was selected from many by the Priestess Safira to please her daughter,’ she said quietly.

‘And you do!’ Cleopatra told her. ‘Don’t embarrass her, Mardion.’

The eunuch shrugged easily. Given to the royal family as a small boy and fully castrated long before he grew to manhood, he was still short and round well into his twentieth year, with skin as smooth as a baby’s and a childish bounce to his step. After the troubling presentation-ceremony for Ptolemy-Philopater, Cleopatra had asked what it was about the penis that made this royal baby higher than those without and he’d just laughed and said he’d lost the power of his far too long ago to answer but didn’t seem to have suffered without it.

‘In losing two little flaps of flesh, Princess,’ he’d said cheerily, ‘I gained a palace, so who am I to complain – or to comment on their worth.’

Cleopatra had supposed he spoke true but it hadn’t answered her questions and few others seemed keen to engage in the debate. Sosigenes, the royal engineer based at the Museon, the renowned centre of research in the heart of the palace complex, had told her ancient wisdom held that a man’s brain was superior but even as he’d said it, he’d grimaced at the unscientific nature of the proclamation and suggested she take it to the philosophers. She must do that soon but today was a day for joy not philosophy and she was glad of Mardion’s enthusiasm for her new companion.

‘How old are you?’ she asked Eiras.

‘Fifteen, Princess.’

‘You are very tall.’

Cleopatra looked at her enviously. Berenice was as tall as a man and carried her height with imperial pride. Arsinoë too, had recently grown, her body as lithe and elegant as a giraffe’s, and Cleopatra had no idea why Isis had not chosen to bless her with similar royal stature.

‘It is not the size of your body that counts, but of your soul.’

Berenice, feeding herself apricots from a couch, gave a bark of a laugh.

‘Your mother has sent you a walking platitude, Petra,’ she scoffed. ‘Try asking a Roman army the size of their soul and see how far that gets you.’

Cleopatra turned her back firmly on Berenice and led Eiras over to a secluded alcove.

‘You have been with my mother?’ she asked eagerly. She knew Safira could not leave the Temple but she still missed the shape of a mother in her life. Berenice had imperious Tryphaena and Arsinoë beautiful Jamila and, whilst both women were too busy to spend much time with their daughters, they were at least here in Alexandria.

‘The Priestess Safira sends you her most fond love and bid me tell you she prays daily to Isis for your health and good fortune. She asks that, now you are of age, you journey to Memphis to see her.’

‘Yes!’ Cleopatra snatched at this. Her father took the vast royal barge up the Nile at least once a year to see his subjects in Upper Egypt and surely now that she was fourteen, she would be allowed to accompany him. She would ask tonight at the feast. He always granted a birthday request and this would be hers – the chance to see the Temple and her sacred mother. Her body thrummed with excitement.

‘Do you speak Egyptian?’ she asked Eiras.

‘I do, Princess.’

‘Perfect! I need help mastering its coils.’

‘And I would be honoured to give it.’

From across the room Berenice groaned.

‘This is all we need,’ she said to Arsinoë, who’d crept closer to curl tentative fingers into Eiras’ cloud of hair. ‘Peasant-speak in the palace. Ridiculous!’

Cleopatra opened her mouth to contradict her sister but caught sight of Eiras’ calm smile and resisted.

‘What do you like to do with your time, Eiras?’ she asked instead.

‘If it pleases you, I like potions.’

Arsinoë leapt back as if stung and Berenice sat up with new interest.

‘Potions?’ Cleopatra asked, alarmed.

‘Oh, nothing that will cause harm. I am interested in the plants in Isis’ rich garden and the properties which can be mixed to help cure ailments – to heal wounds, cure fevers, help women in childbirth and older people when their joints ache.’ Cleopatra stared at her, fascinated, and she went on. ‘I confess I am also interested in how they can make skin smoother, hair glossier, lips redder.’

Berenice was suddenly all ears.

‘You have potions that can do that?’ she asked.

Eiras grinned.

‘That and much more. I can show you, if you’d like?’

‘Yes please.’

Eiras went to a chest that had clearly been delivered whilst the princesses were in the great chamber, opened it up, and took out a large wooden box, carved around the sides with blossoming vines. Unlocking it with a key from a golden chain around her neck, she began lifting out calcite jars and glass pots, setting them in a careful line across a side table.

‘Would you like to take a seat?’ She gestured to a chair and, as her sisters drew close, Cleopatra sank onto it. She eyed the potions nervously but her mother had sent this girl, so she must surely be trusted and she sat tightly as Eiras untied her diadem and ran her fingers through her hair. It caught in the knots that always seemed to twist so easily into it and Cleopatra jerked away.

‘Apologies, Princess. We will soon have these out.’

Eiras cracked the seal on a jar and a smell of jasmine and lotus blossom filled the room, as if the plants themselves had sent tendrils shooting around their feet. Cleopatra closed her eyes as Eiras began working the scented oil into her dark locks and within minutes her long fingers were passing through it as easily as if her stubborn hair was oil itself. She opened her eyes to see that Berenice had drawn closer, fascinated, and now Eiras was twisting and curling, teasing her hair into immaculate ringlets around her face. Arsinoë clapped and as Eiras replaced her diadem, Mardion ran to fetch the big bronze mirror. Cleopatra dared to look and saw her long, boyish face, framed with soft curls that drew attention from her sharp chin and straight nose, focusing it instead on her eucalyptus-green eyes.

‘Your mother has sent you a magician,’ Berenice breathed and her envy was the best birthday present of all.
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