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About the Book

Once there was a queen of Egypt... a queen who became through magic something else...

In 30 BC, as Octavian Caesar and his legions marched into Alexandria, Cleopatra, Queen of Egypt, learned that her beloved Mark Antony had taken his own life. Desperate to save her kingdom, her husband and all she held dear, Cleopatra turned to the gods for help. She summoned Sekhmet, goddess of death and destruction, and struck a mortal bargain. And not even the wisest scholar could have foretold what would follow...

For, in saving Antony’s soul Sekhmet demands something in return: Cleopatra herself. Transformed into a shape-shifting, not-quite-human manifestation of a deity who seeks to destroy the world, Cleopatra follows Octavian back to Rome. She desires revenge, she yearns for her children... and she craves human blood.

In Queen of Kings, meticulously researched historical fiction and the darkest of fantasy collide in this spectacular reimagining of a story we thought we knew so well.
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For Robert Schenkkan
Chief Wonder of My World,
On whose behalf I’d gladly negotiate with any Gods,
And battle any monsters.


PROLOGUE

I, Nicolaus the Damascene, once philosopher to a king, once tutor to the children of a queen, once biographer to an emperor, now live in exile. I move towards the tomb, whether to journey into Hades or to wander as a spirit lamenting on the shores of Acheron. I cannot say which gods will claim me, for I left behind Damascus and her gods long ago for those of Egypt and of Rome. My body will end its days here at Avernus, unmourned.

The one thing I know with certainty is that she will come for me.

By virtue of position, I have been witness to more than any other man. I have seen rooms filled with gold, and streets stacked with bones. I have seen lakes turn to blood. I have watched the moon dance on the fingertips of witches, and stars extinguishing their lights at the behest of immortals. I have seen the beasts of the wilderness commanded into war by a woman. I have seen a lioness become a queen, and a queen become a monster.

I have seen things I cannot say aloud, though I am bound to write them here.

I will recount the story the emperor forbade me to tell. I will write the truth as far as I know it, in desperate hope that this may be enough. I cannot fight alone. All I have are words.

May these words be enough to save you.

The old scholar paused in his writing, tracing his fingers over the twisting branch of scar that ran from his palm to his shoulder and down across his back. It had been there so long that it seemed an original part of him, but it gave him pain still, particularly when the thunder came. Outside the sibyl’s cave, the air smelled of storms, and Nicolaus’s scar lit with knowledge of the weather. There was a tremor in his hand that nearly obliterated his writing, and when he drew breath, it was with difficulty. He’d delayed almost too long. She walked the earth, and there was nothing he could do to stop her now, nothing but this.

He willed his thoughts back to the Egypt of his youth. The pale, marble-paved passageways of Alexandria, the flashing-eyed women, the feel of his sandalled feet against the road. The gilded barges and shining faces. He’d come to the centre of the world. All these things, in memory, held a sweetness, a tenderness that he knew would flee him as he wrote. That far-off past was a clear pool, and his sub sequent history was a measure of dark ink fouling the waters. Or blood, perhaps. His memories were stained with red.

He’d been an innocent back then, convinced of immortality, if not of the flesh, then of the words. He’d thought himself a writer of great truths, imagining his histories held in the hands of young scholars, his name inscribed on monuments, his tomb garlanded.

Those dreams were long gone. Nicolaus had seen the future, and it was not a place for poets.

He thought of the Museion, where he’d studied with his friends, working, so arrogantly, on what he believed would be the first and only true history of the universe. He’d finished it, a hundred and forty-four books of it, only to watch them burn. He’d written too much of the truth, where he ought to have written lies. He’d imagined himself a friend of the emperor and therefore untouchable, and he had been wrong.

Nicolaus was lucky. The Romans had never found his real work, and for this he was thankful. It was this work he held in his hands now, as he tried to summon the courage to finish writing what was necessary.

He thought of her, of the graceful beckoning of her jewelled hand, when she’d set him the task that would ruin his life as well as her own.

‘Find me a spell,’ she whispered, as alive in his memory as though she stood before him. He smelled the spicy perfume of her skin, the honey on her breath. ‘A spell for a summoning.’

It was not even a question that he would help her. She smiled at him, and he looked into her beautiful, dark eyes, seeing her hope, seeing her need.

The last time he’d seen her, her eyes had been changed into something quite different.

He promised then to do her bidding, and he did it willingly. How could he not? Nicolaus hadn’t been the first man to sacrifice his own life for hers, but he had also sacrificed the lives of countless others. For more than fifty years now, he’d watched helplessly as the prophecies came to pass, knowing she’d scarcely begun.

He’d seen the future in his emperor’s eyes. The ruler, in delirium, sleepless and haunted, had confided his visions to Nicolaus, swearing him to secrecy, but there was no point in it now. The emperor Augustus, he who had controlled the world, or thought he had, was dead, and Nicolaus was soon to follow.

The scholar shuddered, feeling frost skittering over his bones. His scar throbbed. Fatale monstrum, the Romans had called her. ‘Fatal omen’. Or, if one were to think of the double meaning of the word, and this had certainly been the intention, ‘fatal monster’.

Mistress of the end of the world.

And yet he knew her. Her heart had not always been dark. Perhaps it was not wholly dark even now.

Nicolaus wished that he’d died years before, knowing nothing of the things he was bound to tell today. His life had been long, and his memory remained perfect. This was his particular punishment.

Now he was the only one left who knew the truth. The only one, save her. Though it was sacrilege, though it was foolhardy to set down the words, he had to give warning to the world to come. To leave this life without doing so would be an irredeemable act, and his soul was already weighted with sins. They’d know more in the future. They’d learn. Perhaps they would learn enough to save themselves from the monster that Nicolaus, in his idiotic youth, had helped release into the world.

He looked into the sky above Avernus for a moment. The sun hung at the horizon, a fiery orb, and above it, the gathering clouds glowed copper and violet. Lightning slashed through one of them. The moon rose, yellow and ominous, even as the sun fell, struggling against the night and thunder.

Everything was at stake.

The people of the future would not know what was coming for them, not unless Nicolaus told this story. They’d have no defence. He thought for a moment of that world, the world he’d never see. It was a future so distant that almost nothing would remain of the things he had loved. Augustus had told him of his visions: buildings crumbling, cities disappearing beneath the waves, wars and bloodshed. Strange and shining machines, and untongued masses, all speaking the languages of barbarians.

The emperor had seen the future, and she was in it.

Fatale monstrum, Nicolaus repeated silently. Her name and her destiny. He would be gone by the time it came to pass, and yet he had a part still to play.

The scholar lit his lamp and picked up the stylus and tablet. He drew in a deep breath. This would be his last work. He must get it right.

Let this be the true and accurate history of the falsified death of Cleopatra, queen of Egypt, in the first year of the reign of the emperor Gaius Julius Caesar Augustus, and of the wondrous and terrible acts which followed thereafter.

Let this be the story of the rising of a queen and the falling of a world.
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BOOK OF RITUALS

For they report, also, that she had hidden poyson in a hollow raser which she carried in the heare of her head: and yet there was no marke seen of her bodie, or any signe discerned that she was poisoned, neither also did they finde this serpent in her tombe.

Some say also that they found two litle pretie bytings in her arm, scant to be discerned.

… And thus goeth the report of her death.

Plutarch, translation by Sir Thomas North

Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans
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The boy sprinted down the cobbled streets, leaping and dodging, trying to make up for the delay the chaos in the city had caused him. Alexandria was filled with the bruised and bloodied soldiers of Mark Antony’s infantry, and the boy flung himself between their bodies, here slipping alongside the flat of a sword, here ducking to avoid a flailing fist. This was his own city, and he knew the secret pathways to his destination. He flung open a street-side door and bolted through the household within, hoisting himself out of a window in the back and shouting his apologies to the old mother he’d disturbed. He somersaulted over the sill, landing on his feet and bouncing as he resumed his run, imagining himself at the head of a rushing army, a raider storming the gates of some exotic city.

No one pursued the boy, but he was employed today, a salaried messenger, and the man who hired him had emphasized that speed was necessary.

His heart swelled with pride as he felt the small purse clenched in his fist. He’d receive the other half of his fee when the message he carried was delivered. The assignment had been pure luck. They’d grabbed him by the shoulder as he was returning from the countryside, where he’d been visiting a friend without his mother’s knowledge.

Outside the city walls near the hippodrome, the Romans waited in their tents, and inside the city, the soldiers who still served Antony milled about, drunk with defeat, crowding themselves against all of the other civilians.

It was all the boy could do to keep from being trampled as he made his rushing way through the Jewish quarter near Cleopatra’s Palaces and into the Greek portion of Alexandria. He flew past the Museion, where the scholars could be seen bending over scrolls, still at their work despite the fall of the city. There was the scholar who tutored the queen’s children, standing in the middle of the courtyard, arguing with one of his cohorts, both of them red-faced and waving their hands in the air. The boy wondered if the physicians were still working in the Museion’s buildings. He’d heard glorious stories of dissections, corpses smuggled in through hidden doorways, blood pooling in the stones of the streets. It was a thrilling thought.

The boy made his way through the centre of Alexandria, where the markets were transacting business, as though this were not a city under siege. There was money to be made on warfare, and soldiers, even in defeat, thirsted. The boy dashed past the tempting stalls, the soothsayers and the makers of toys, the sellers of toasted nuts and the dancers stamping their feet and flinging coloured scarves in the air.

He gazed longingly into a brothel, pushing his chin into the doorway and inhaling the scent of perfume.

‘You’re bad for business, boy,’ said a scowling courtesan, and smacked him smartly on the ear, escorting him back out into the street.

The lighthouse still shone on Pharos island just offshore, and the boy grinned up at the glowing white limestone façade of Alexandria’s marvel. It was said that the light harnessed the power of the sun, that it could be directed to shine onto enemy vessels far out on the water, causing them to burst spontaneously into flame. The boy wondered why the lighthouse had not been directed to destroy the Roman ships that way. Perhaps there had been too many of them.

At last, the boy arrived at the alley in the Old City that would lead him to his destination. It was easily recognized, guarded as it was by armed legionaries, the only soldiers in the city who were not drunk, and the only people in the area who were not Egyptian.

A legionary appeared in front of the boy, his arms crossed over his chest. The boy looked up to meet the man’s eyes.

‘I have an urgent message,’ he said.

‘What message?’ the soldier asked.

‘I cannot speak with anyone but the general, Mark Antony,’ the boy said.

‘Who sent you?’ another soldier asked.

‘I come on behalf of the queen,’ the boy replied, reciting the words exactly as he’d been instructed. ‘I serve Cleopatra.’
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Twelve hours earlier, Mark Antony had poured wine for all his servants and soldiers, toasting their bravery and bidding them good fortune if they chose to leave him, and a good fight if they chose to stay for the final battle.

As the whores arrived to comfort those who had wartime wages, Antony walked the streets of Alexandria, making his way back to the palace, past the guards and slaves, past the sad-faced statues of former rulers, kings and queens, princes and conquerors. Past the bedchambers where his children slept, innocent of the coming fall. Antony looked in at their faces, those of the twins and of his youngest son. The two eldest children, one his and one his wife’s, had already been sent from the city. What would become of them? He dared not think of it. It was not the Roman way, to kill royal children, or at least it had not been thus far. He did not wish to think that things had changed since his departure from Rome’s service. Still, this was war. He’d been the conqueror in the past. It was strange to suddenly be the conquered.

Cleopatra awaited him in the doorway of their bedchamber.

‘It is not over,’ she said, breaking his trance. He shook off his thoughts and took her in his arms, relishing, even in these dark times, her shape against him.

‘It is,’ he told her. ‘It will be.’

He ran his hands down her back and over the roundness of her hips, pulling her tightly to his chest. Grief nearly overtook him then. If he did not win the next morning, the Romans – his own Romans – would tear her from him, and there would be nothing he could do to stop them.

Antony had been married three times before and had even thought he loved before, but he had been wrong. This woman was all he wanted. She was his general, his queen. The gods had willed it.

Antony put out a hand to run his fingers along Cleopatra’s throat and over her collarbone, and she tilted her head, watching him as he touched her. Her body had borne three children for him, another for Julius Caesar, and still, at thirty-eight, she looked like a young girl, with her smooth, bronze skin, her humorous mouth, her dark, long-lashed eyes. He could see the beginnings of lines around those eyes. The passage of time became her. Her curves had got softer, though she was still slender. She’d never looked more beautiful, even in her simple nightdress, her face without its customary paints, her fingers and arms stripped of their jewels. He untied the knots at her shoulders and let the gown fall.

She walked to the window and drew back the curtains to let the full moon shine in on them.

‘A good omen,’ Cleopatra whispered, smiling at him. ‘We will win this war.’

He looked at her as she stood naked in the moonlight. Her straight spine, her golden skin, her black hair still twisted up with glittering pins.

‘We will win this war,’ she repeated, her tone suddenly fierce.

‘I fear we’ve already lost it,’ he said.

‘Perhaps I know something you do not,’ Cleopatra replied.

‘Is there a legion hidden in the palace cellars?’ he asked, and laughed bitterly. He didn’t have enough men. He had known it from the beginning, and he’d fought anyway.

‘The gods are on our side. I can feel it,’ she said, her jaw tensing with determination. She suddenly leaned out of the window, looking at something passing on the street below, her brow furrowed.

Antony rose to see what she was looking at, but she whirled, guiding him away from the window and pushing him back onto the bed.

‘Don’t look out there,’ she said. ‘Nothing is wrong. The city sleeps. Look at me.’

Antony wondered for a moment what it was she kept him from seeing, but she stroked him, kissed him, swore to him that together they would prevail.

As ever, he was unable to resist her. In truth, he did not wish to. If this was the end, then let it be spent with his beloved, his hands memorizing the smooth hollow at the top of her thigh, his lips singing the silken folds of her. Antony marvelled at the miracle of it, feeling her take a breath in even as he cried out, her fingers clenching his shoulders and her muscles tightening around him.

‘Again,’ she whispered, and he saw that her eyes were full of tears. He kissed her face until they were gone.

They made love for hours, even as the sounds outside the window grew louder and louder, music and laughing, screaming and shouting.

‘I am yours,’ she swore again and again, and he believed her, took strength from her.

‘As I am yours,’ he told her. ‘Until we both are dead.’

‘And thereafter?’ she asked.

‘And thereafter,’ he answered, holding her tightly, feeling his heart beating, and feeling hers as well.

At dawn, he kissed Cleopatra good-bye and marched his remaining troops through the Canopic Gate and towards the hippodrome, resolved to meet his death with honour.

He watched from a hillside as his fleet, rowing in galleys from the harbour, threw themselves courageously against Octavian’s force. Maybe Cleopatra was right. They might win yet.

He drove his fist into the air, preparing a battle cry, when, out on the water, his men suddenly raised their oars to salute the enemy. A moment later, his Egyptian legion hoisted the Roman flag and joined with Caesar’s fleet. The two armies rowed back towards Alexandria, attacking the city together.

Antony spun to consult with the head of his Egyptian cavalry, and the man finished the war with a single sentence.

‘Cleopatra belongs to Rome now,’ the man said. ‘Egypt’s armies go where Cleopatra goes.’

‘What do you mean?’ Antony asked. The words did not make sense. Egypt’s armies served Antony, and Cleopatra’s only goal was to defend her city.

The man looked at Antony with a pitying expression for a moment. ‘Your queen has betrayed you, sir. We no longer serve you.’

‘Liar!’ Antony shouted, tearing his sword from its scabbard to strike the man for his impudence, but he was already galloping away with his company, leaving Antony and his last loyal soldiers hopelessly outnumbered by enemy Romans and by his own former men. Still, they did not take him prisoner. They did not kill him. Why not? Whose orders did they follow?

Surely not hers. She would never do such a thing. Never.

With the remainder of his infantry, Antony attacked Octavian’s forces near the hippodrome, but he was forced back into the city in retreat, even as the ghastly understanding sank into him. Antony staggered as he made his way into Alexandria, scarcely noticing the enemy forces pushing their way through the gates behind him.

Betrayed. The knowledge boiled inside him.

‘I am yours,’ she’d sworn, but she had lied.

There was no other explanation for what had happened.

Cleopatra had directed the Egyptian legions to leave him, commanded his own men to abandon him. She’d sold him to save herself.

What would she receive in return?

Had she done with Octavian as she had done with Julius Caesar when he’d marched into Alexandria? Smuggled herself into his camp and wooed him? Caesar had given her the throne. Octavian might let her keep it, given the right bribe. This was a personal war more than a political one. Octavian wanted Antony’s shame, and what better way than to take his wife and all of his loyal soldiers? To laugh as Antony stood alone and beaten?

His men surrounded him, drawing him into the warrens of the Old City and hiding his recognizable figure behind their shields.

‘What have you done?’ he screamed, again and again, and his guards, pressing him into a decrepit building, surrounding the building with their swords, could not tell whether he referred to his queen or to himself.
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The queen of Egypt willed herself to press the point of the knife deeper into her palm. Slowly, blood rose to the wound, and with it, a strange and terrible feeling. For an instant, she felt as though everything she loved was sealed away from her, forever trapped on the other side of the mausoleum walls. She stopped, her heart pounding.

No. They were only fears, and she was running out of time. Determined, Cleopatra cut more quickly until blood trickled over her fingers and into the goblet she held to catch it.

She glanced down at the incision from life line to heart line, trying not to tremble. She was doing the right thing.

There was no other choice. Her enemy was camped just outside the Gate of the Sun, his forces overwhelming the remaining resistance of Egypt.

Cleopatra must perform this spell or lose the kingdom. Her country had once been a place of magicians and gods. It would be again. She would not surrender.

She stood, her hair unbound, her feet bare and painted, her eyes rimmed in thick kohl, in the centre of an intricate, faceted symbol incorporating countless glyphs etched in pigments. At each locus, priceless pyramids of fine-ground ebony, cinnamon, and lapis balanced, ready to be dispersed with a breath. Here, a scarab drawn in dust of malachite, and here, a sun disc poured in saffron. Polished metal bowls placed at intervals around the room smoked with clouds of incense, a perfume both sweet and biting. Her crown, with its three golden cobras, shone in the lamplight.

Cleopatra shivered, noticing the chill of the marble beneath her feet. The blood welling over her fingertips was the warmest thing in the room. She was alone in the mausoleum she’d built with Antony, the safest and most secure location in the city, or so she hoped. One of Cleopatra’s two handmaidens kept watch over the stairs that led to the second floor of the structure, though there was little need for that. The crypt, designed not just for burial but as a fortress, was two storeys high, and the lower floor had no windows or doors to the outside world, just thick, smooth stone walls. The top floor had only one entrance, a barred window some forty lengths above a man’s head, accessible only from the interior. The place was unfinished – Cleopatra and Antony had not expected to need it so soon – but it was complete enough to be formidable.

All the treasures of Alexandria were piled around her, the entirety of Egypt’s war chest, along with firepots, papyrus, and wood, stacked from end to end of the chamber, the better to kindle the flames should things not go as Cleopatra planned.

Everything was ready. Everything but Antony, who was somewhere outside the city walls, stubbornly fighting a last, hopeless battle against the invaders. He belonged here, beside her, but time had run out. Two hours before, she’d sent a messenger running across the city to tell her husband that all was not lost, to bid him join her, but Antony had not come.

She could not let herself think about what that might mean.

She’d woken up beside him that morning, and for a moment, looking at the lines in his sleeping face, at the grey in his beard, at the scars and bruises on his body, she had felt more woman than queen. The past year had aged Antony, and where Cleopatra had always seen his courage and strength, she now saw his mortality. The time for hesitation was past, and yet, as she thought of the day ahead, of the power she planned to invoke, her heart raced with uncertainty.

Cleopatra had not told Antony what she planned to do. She knew he would not approve, and there was no time to argue with him. She was the queen. The decisions were hers alone. This was her home country, not his.

Looking at him beside her in the bed, however, she’d suddenly felt very foolish, wondering if this would be the last day she held her children, the last day she kissed her husband. She sought to summon powers unseen in thousands of years. What if she did not succeed?

Cleopatra nearly shook Antony awake with a plan to flee and take their children with them. As she put her hand on his chest to wake him, though, he opened his eyes.

‘We will win this war,’ he told her, and smiled.

His resolve brought her duties back to her, her responsibilities to the kingdom, to her people, to her crown. Of course she could not flee. She was the queen. She must save the kingdom.

She helped Antony don his armour, kissed him good-bye, and went to her throne room to meet with her advisors as though this were a day like any other, instead of a day on which she might lose everything.

The advisors urged her to send her ancestral crown out to the conqueror, but she refused. Instead, she made a public sacrifice to assure Octavian that she was on the verge of giving Alexandria over to him. Goat. Her nostrils curled at the smell of its blood. There was no question of surrender, but it was in her interest to suggest that there was.

Now Cleopatra felt like vomiting, whether from fear or anticipation she did not know. She’d be the first in thousands of years to perform this spell, such as it was. There were pieces missing from it, and Nicolaus, the scholar who’d translated the spell, had guessed at them. She only hoped he was right.

The scholar had refused to accompany her to the mausoleum, insisting nervously that there was no role in the spell for him. He was not wrong, she reminded herself. No one but she could perform this sacrifice. She was the ruler, the pharaoh. It was hers to do, reserved for royalty, and if it ended badly—

She must not lose courage now.

In the darkness of the siege, Cleopatra had remembered the stories of the time before Alexander. The old gods of Egypt had intervened frequently in the lives of men, savage instead of beautiful, bloodthirsty instead of thoughtful. They’d been born out of the waters of Chaos, and their natures – lust, rage, hunger – were undiluted by the rules of civilization. Cleopatra’s patron goddess was Isis, but Isis was not the right deity for this task. She’d evolved over the centuries into something too much a part of the new world, too much a part of Rome.

Sekhmet, Nicolaus suggested. An older goddess, and a darker one.

The Scarlet Lady some called her. That, or the Lady of Slaughter. Sekhmet’s breath was the desert wind, and her purpose was warfare. The lion-headed deity was a protector in battle, stalking over the land and destroying the enemies of the pharaoh. Death and destruction were her nectar. She was the goddess of the end of the world, the Mistress of Dread, and she drank the blood of her foes. Sekhmet would as easily drink the blood of the Romans. They would have no idea what had come for them. If Octavian thought to conquer Cleopatra, he could die trying.

Cleopatra surveyed her preparations. The goddess, in the form of an icon encrusted with coral, lapis, malachite, carnelian, bloodstone, and opal, occupied a new place of honour, enshrined near the tombs. The icon was older than anything else in the room, dating from a time long before the reign of Cleopatra’s family. As for the rest, Cleopatra had spent a lifetime acquiring these treasures. More than a lifetime. The portions she hadn’t obtained herself as offerings and gifts had come down from her father, and his father before him, from her queenly grandmothers and from Alexander himself. They had accrued over three hundred years, from all of Africa and Macedonia, from Italy, from India, from the waters and the deserts, from the sky and caves and stars, from the edges of the world.

All that time, Egypt had been ruled over by her family, beautiful, ferocious descendants of the gods.

It was fitting that it would be she who saved Egypt, using her own wits and talents. Her father had been a weak-willed ruler. The men before him were the same, fattening on the luxuries afforded them as kings. Cleopatra and her grandmother, on the other hand, warred and gained lands. They’d made alliances and brokered compromises. This was the culmination of Cleopatra’s work.

Why, then, was she so afraid? A droplet of blood flew out from her shaking hand, spattering on the icon. She quickly pulled her hand back.

‘Find me a spell,’ she’d ordered the scholars days before, when it had become clear that Octavian would not give up his claim on Egypt. ‘A spell for a summoning.’

Nicolaus the Damascene, tutor to Cleopatra’s twins, found this one deep in the collection, although he complained that it was not entirely complete. A part of the scroll had been lost in the fires at the Great Library of Alexandria, and what remained was unclear.

Cleopatra called upon another scholar, this one Egyptian, to assist in the translation. He startled when he saw the scroll.

‘Where was this found? It should not exist. The spell is not to be used lightly,’ he informed her indignantly.

‘Lightly?’ Cleopatra asked. ‘I do nothing lightly. Do you believe that Egypt is governed lightly?’

‘It is forbidden,’ he insisted.

‘I am a queen. Nothing is forbidden. It is not a spell for commoners. I will do it myself.’

‘Then you are a fool,’ the Egyptian said, looking her in the eyes.

She was shocked. How dare he speak so? She was still the ruler, though she did not know how much longer that would be true.

‘The lost portion of the text would contain spells to protect the pharaoh who summoned the goddess. Do not think that your station will force Sekhmet to obey your wishes. She destroys. That is her nature. Such a one will not be easily controlled.’

‘I thought you were a man of letters,’ she said. ‘Not a common villager. Translate the spell. What I do with it is none of your concern.’

‘I will not,’ he replied, his voice shaking. ‘I cannot.’

‘Then you will die,’ she warned him. How dare he delay Alexandria’s defence?

‘I would rather die by the hand of a queen than by the hand of this goddess.’

She stared at him a moment, impressed by his bravado but disgusted by his resistance. She had him beheaded, and Nicolaus nervously translated the remainder of the scroll himself.

Now, as her blood filled the goblet, Cleopatra felt the dread she’d banished that morning rising again. She placed the goblet beside the icon and lit a pyramid of incense, breathing in deeply. The scent of death, she thought, and instantly corrected herself. No. It was the scent of victory.

A year had passed since the Battle of Actium, and Octavian, the man Cleopatra still thought of as the child general, had spent it mocking Egypt while gathering his forces to invade it. The slight boy with the pale grey eyes was a child no longer.

It was sixteen years since she’d seen him last, during a visit to her then lover, Julius Caesar. She’d been twenty-two and the new mother of Caesarion, Caesar’s first and only son. Octavian had been stretched across a sickbed, a reedy, fevered skeleton by the time Caesar and Cleopatra had arrived at his mother’s house.

How she wished that she’d known then what she knew now: that the frail great-nephew of Rome’s imperator would one day besiege her city. She might have killed him and saved herself years of pain.

Instead, she’d sat beside him on the bed and smoothed his fine, curly hair from off his brow. Octavian had just turned seventeen, but he’d looked twelve. He’d opened his eyes to survey Cleopatra.

‘Am I dying?’ the boy had asked her. ‘They will not tell me.’

‘Certainly not. You will live a long life,’ she had promised, though she’d seen his heart racing beneath nearly translucent skin, and the edges of his bones protruding, birdlike, all over his body.

Poor little thing, she’d actually thought, tucking his coverlet more tightly around him before leaving the room.

Now that poor little thing wielded more power than anyone else in the world.

Cleopatra had spent every moment of the past year at his mercy, fruitlessly bribing and extracting promises of protection from her neighbouring rulers, all the while trying to comfort her husband. Antony was guilt-ridden, blaming himself for the defeat at Actium. Cleopatra did not blame her husband. She was the queen. She should have known better than to do what she’d done in that battle. Funds for the continuing war had seemed the most important thing, and so, when Actium began to look like a defeat, she fled for Alexandria with her gold. Her husband followed her, his ships shielding hers, and this armed Octavian with damning propaganda, painting Antony as loyal to a foreign queen instead of to his home country.

Antony’s Roman troops, some fifty thousand men betrayed by his departure, deserted him, leaving Egypt with a fraction of the legions it had previously commanded, and Octavian declared victory, shouting his triumph from end to end of the world.

Now he came nearly unopposed to the shores of Alexandria, held off only by Antony and his small remaining forces. He thought he’d already won the country.

He had not.

The ritual knife had been sharpened keen enough to kill without the victim noticing the wound. If the spell failed, however, it would not be Octavian who was killed. Cleopatra would never get close enough to him.

No. If the summoning failed, it would be she who died, and by her own hand. She could not let the Romans take her as their captive, a trophy to parade in the streets of Italy. She and Antony had long since agreed that if the city were taken, they’d both commit suicide. It would be the only honourable course of action left to them.

Where was he? Another jolt of panic ran through Cleopatra. It had been hours since the messenger was sent, hours since Antony should have returned.

She shook herself back to focus. She could not stop to worry. There was no time. Brilliant crimson filled the agate goblet, and Sekhmet would accept it.

She must, or Egypt would fall, and Cleopatra and Antony with her. The queen of Egypt was not ready to die.

Thus far, this war had been fought entirely between mortals.

Things were about to change.

Cleopatra threw her hands into the air as she’d practised, spinning like the desert winds, calling up the forces that lay stored in the sand. The guttural syllables of the spell twisted, clicking and melting from her mouth, her tongue tasting the bitter words and then flinging them out into the heavens.

The wall shook with a frantic pounding. Cleopatra stopped midphrase, the goblet poised over the bared teeth of the icon. Who was brave enough to interrupt the queen? She could think of only one person who would dare, and only one person who also knew how to access the secret passageway that led from the palaces to the mausoleum.

‘Antony?’ she called, relief flooding her body. She stepped out of the sacred circle and ran to the door.

It was not Antony but Cleopatra’s maid, Charmian, her eyes wild. She looked at Cleopatra’s bleeding hand and made a sound of dismay.

‘Where is Antony?’ the queen asked her, and when the maid did not answer, she shook the girl by her shoulders. ‘Where is he? Why has he not responded to my messenger?’

‘They say he’s retreated into the Old City.’ The girl paused. ‘Perhaps your message did not reach him.’

‘And?’ Cleopatra prompted, her skin prickling with fear. Something had happened.

‘They say he came through the gates mad with rage. His men joined with Rome and abandoned him in the battle. He swears that you betrayed him.’

Cleopatra felt the air in the room humming, the spell half complete.

Why was this happening? What had she done wrong? She was a goddess. The New Isis. And Antony was her Osiris and Dionysus. Yet here she was, barricaded in her own half-finished mausoleum, caged with her treasure. Everything would be worthless without his love, everything broken.

She looked down at the knife in her hand, at her blood already staining the blade. She felt the power in the room crackling in the air. She had not yet finished the spell, but it was begun.

There was no turning back.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

   
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/MyCoverImage.jpg
e...,; .

‘.Q—‘«f ..
J:".J“"J ., l
J KING

»Thete’s more thm one path to 1mmormlm

Marla Dahvana Headley

powerful work of the i ation, stalking
ory between Anne Rice’s Queen of the
wes’ I, Claudius? NEIL GATMAN






OEBPS/images/Fig-2.jpg
(QUEEN
OF KINGS

Maria Dahvana Headley

BANTAM PRESS

SO o SORA e






OEBPS/images/Fig-1.jpg





