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 Chronicles: Classical Era

 Cleopatra

 The Last Pharaoh

 
 A First-Person Chronicle

 
 HistorIQly

 



"I will not be triumphed over."

 — Cleopatra VII, attributed by Cassius Dio



Chapter One
 The Linen Sack

 The sack smelled of sweat and hemp and the salt air of Alexandria\u2019s harbour. I was folded inside it like cargo, my knees drawn to my chest, the rough fabric pressing against my face with every step Apollodorus took. He carried me on his shoulder through the palace corridors as though I were bedding for a visiting dignitary \u2014 which, in a sense, I was. The later storytellers would call it a carpet. It was not a carpet. It was a stromatodesmon, a sack for bedrolls, and I chose it because it was the one thing a servant could carry into the royal apartments without being searched.

My brother\u2019s soldiers held every gate in Alexandria. Ptolemy XIII was ten years old when he took the throne beside me, thirteen by the time I was smuggled back into the palace, and he understood nothing of governance. But the men who governed in his name understood everything. Pothinus the eunuch controlled the treasury and the administration. Theodotus of Chios, his rhetoric tutor, controlled access to the boy and shaped whatever passed for policy. Achillas, the general, controlled the army \u2014 twenty thousand soldiers, including a core of Roman deserters from the Gabiniani garrison that my father had maintained since his restoration in 55 BC. Together, these three had driven me from the throne I shared with my brother, declared me an enemy of the state, and exiled me to the Syrian border with nothing but the loyalty of a handful of courtiers and what remained of my nerve.

I had raised my own forces in the desert \u2014 Bedouin tribesmen, mercenaries, loyalists who believed a queen was worth more than a eunuch\u2019s puppet \u2014 but they were not enough. Not against Achillas\u2019s army, not against the walls of Alexandria, not against the full weight of the Ptolemaic state apparatus. I needed Rome. Specifically, I needed the Roman who had just arrived in Alexandria pursuing a dead man.

Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus \u2014 Pompey the Great \u2014 had fled to Egypt after Caesar crushed him at Pharsalus in August of 48 BC. Egypt had seemed a natural refuge: my father had been Pompey\u2019s client rex, his vassal king, and owed his restoration to Roman arms. But Pothinus and Theodotus calculated differently. They weighed the cost of harbouring a defeated Roman against the reward of pleasing a victorious one, and they chose murder. When Pompey\u2019s boat reached the shallows near Pelusium on the twenty-eighth of September, a centurion named Septimius \u2014 a man who had once served under Pompey himself \u2014 stabbed him in the back. They cut off his head, embalmed it in a jar, and kept it to present as a gift.

Caesar arrived in Alexandria days later, entering the city with his lictors bearing the fasces and his legionaries in formation. It was a provocation \u2014 a Roman magistrate asserting authority on Egyptian soil \u2014 and the Alexandrian crowd pelted his soldiers with stones. When Ptolemy\u2019s courtiers presented Pompey\u2019s head, Caesar wept. According to every account I have received \u2014 from Plutarch\u2019s sources and from those who were present \u2014 his grief appeared genuine. Whether it was sorrow for a man who had been his son-in-law and partner, or fury that Egyptian courtiers had presumed to execute a Roman consul, I cannot say with certainty. But he was angry, and anger in a man with four thousand legionaries at his back is a dangerous thing.

Caesar installed himself in the royal palace and summoned both Ptolemy and me to present our claims. My brother was already in Alexandria, surrounded by his army. I was two hundred miles away on the Syrian frontier, separated from the palace by the very soldiers who wanted me dead. A formal approach was suicide. I needed an informal one.

Apollodorus was Sicilian \u2014 loyal, resourceful, and strong enough to carry a twenty-one-year-old queen through corridors patrolled by hostile guards without dropping her or losing his composure. We sailed from my camp in a small boat, just the two of us, hugging the coast until we reached the harbour of Alexandria after dark. He slung me over his shoulder, the sack covering me completely, and walked through the servants\u2019 entrance of the palace. No one stopped him. No one searches a bedroll.

When he set me down in Caesar\u2019s quarters and I emerged from the sack, I watched the Roman\u2019s face with the precision of a woman whose life depended on reading it correctly. Surprise, certainly \u2014 he had not expected his petitioner to arrive folded in linen. Amusement, perhaps \u2014 Caesar was a man who appreciated audacity, having built his career on it. And something else, something cooler: the quick, calculating assessment of a man who has spent his entire life evaluating threats and opportunities. I was both.

I had rehearsed what I would say. In the desert camps along the Syrian frontier, I had run through the arguments in my mind a hundred times, adjusting the tone for every kind of Roman general I might encounter. A vain man would need flattery. A greedy man would need promises of gold. A cunning man would need to believe the alliance was his own idea. Caesar, I discovered within the first few minutes, was none of these. He was something rarer: a man who listened, who weighed every word against his own knowledge of the situation, and who made decisions with a speed that left lesser minds scrambling to keep up. I matched his speed, and I saw the flicker of surprise when he realised it.

I did not seduce him. That is the story Rome told, and Rome has been telling it for two thousand years, because it is easier to believe that a woman gained power through a man\u2019s bed than through her own intelligence. What I did was present him with a proposition, clearly and without flattery. I was the legitimate co-ruler of Egypt, deposed by a faction of eunuchs and mercenaries who had also murdered the Roman he had come to find. He was a Roman general in a foreign city with an inadequate garrison \u2014 four thousand men of the Sixth Legion, tired from a year of civil war \u2014 and enemies on every side. I offered him what he needed: legitimacy in Egypt, access to the treasury that would fund his remaining campaigns, and a stable government that would ensure the grain supply on which Rome\u2019s survival depended. In return, I needed what only he could provide: the military force to reclaim my throne.

It was a negotiation, not a romance. That the negotiation eventually became something more does not change what it was at its foundation: two rulers who understood power, meeting at the precise moment when each could give the other what they lacked. He was fifty-two, the conqueror of Gaul. I was twenty-one, a queen without a kingdom. Between us, we would reshape the eastern Mediterranean.

Caesar agreed. He summoned my brother and his advisors to a hearing the following morning. When Ptolemy saw me sitting beside the Roman \u2014 alive, free, and clearly allied with the most powerful man in the world \u2014 he tore the diadem from his own head and ran screaming into the streets, shouting to the Alexandrian crowd that he had been betrayed. He was thirteen. He understood nothing except that his sister had outmanoeuvred him, and he was right.

I had gambled everything on a single meeting. Had Caesar been a different kind of Roman \u2014 had he been a Crassus, interested only in plunder, or a Pompey, interested only in prestige \u2014 I would have been handed back to my brother\u2019s faction and executed before dawn. But Caesar was a man who recognised competence, who valued intelligence over lineage, and who understood that a stable Egypt under a capable ruler was worth more to Rome than a chaotic Egypt under a child and his handlers. He saw in me what I had intended him to see: not a desperate exile begging for restoration, but a sovereign offering a partnership between equals. Or as close to equals as the world would permit, given that he commanded legions and I commanded a kingdom temporarily stolen from me.

That night, while my brother\u2019s supporters raged and the streets of Alexandria seethed with rumour, Caesar and I spoke for hours. I told him about the Nile floods and the famine they had caused, about the grain reserves I had managed during my two years of effective rule, about the administrative reforms I had begun before Pothinus drove me out. I spoke in Greek \u2014 his preferred language for private conversation, as it was for most educated Romans \u2014 and I watched the way his mind worked: rapid, precise, constantly calculating costs and benefits. He was not a man given to sentiment. Neither was I. We understood each other perfectly.

The war that followed would last five months, burn part of Alexandria, and drown my brother in the Nile. But it began in that room, in that moment, with a woman climbing out of a linen sack and a Roman who was wise enough to listen to what she had to say.

 [image: Cleopatra and Caesar]Cleopatra and Caesar — Jean-Léon Gérôme, 1866. The painting depicts the moment Cleopatra reveals herself to Caesar in the royal palace of Alexandria.
 

Chapter Two
 The Mouseion

 I was born in the early weeks of 69 BC, in the city that Alexander had built and my ancestors had made the intellectual capital of the world. Alexandria was not merely a city. It was an argument \u2014 a declaration that Greek civilisation, transplanted to the banks of the Nile, could surpass anything the old world had produced. And for nearly three centuries, the argument was winning.

The city itself was a marvel of planning. Alexander had commissioned the architect Dinocrates to lay it out on a grid \u2014 broad avenues running east to west, cross streets running north to south, every block measured with the precision of a geometry theorem. The two main thoroughfares, the Canopic Way and the Street of the Soma, were each a hundred feet wide, lined with colonnades and monuments. The harbour was guarded by the Pharos lighthouse \u2014 built during the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, designed by Sostratus of Cnidus, and visible from thirty miles out to sea. It was one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, and its fire burned constantly, a beacon that guided every ship in the eastern Mediterranean to our shores. The lighthouse said: This is Alexandria. Come to us.

My father was Ptolemy XII, whom the Alexandrians called Auletes \u2014 the Flute Player \u2014 because he performed in musical contests at the palace. It was not a compliment. He was a weak king who held his throne through Roman bribes and Egyptian tax revenues that he spent as fast as he collected them. His legitimacy was questionable \u2014 he was probably the illegitimate son of Ptolemy IX, and he needed constant Roman patronage to keep the Alexandrians from replacing him. In 58 BC, when I was eleven, the mob finally drove him from the city. The cause was Rome\u2019s annexation of Cyprus, ruled by my father\u2019s brother, who killed himself rather than submit to Roman humiliation. The Alexandrians blamed my father for failing to prevent it, and their anger was justified.

He fled to Rome, spent three years begging the Senate for military intervention, and eventually paid the Roman governor Aulus Gabinius ten thousand talents to invade Egypt and restore him by force. Ten thousand talents \u2014 more than the annual revenue of the kingdom. The debt would cripple Egypt for a generation and bind us ever tighter to Rome. My sister Berenice IV, who had seized the throne in his absence and ruled for three years with reasonable competence, was executed on his return. I watched my father order his own daughter\u2019s death. It taught me something I never forgot: in the Ptolemaic dynasty, family was a word for rivals you had not yet eliminated.

My mother was almost certainly Cleopatra V Tryphaena, my father\u2019s sister-wife \u2014 for sibling marriage was the Ptolemaic custom, inherited from the pharaohs before us and practised with a consistency that horrified the Romans and perplexed the Greeks. We married our siblings not from depravity but from dynastic logic: it concentrated power, prevented the royal bloodline from being diluted by ambitious outside families, and maintained the fiction that the Ptolemies were gods incarnate, whose blood was too sacred to mix with ordinary mortals. I say \u201calmost certainly\u201d about my mother because the records are incomplete. The identity of my mother is one of many things the historians argue about, as though a woman\u2019s importance depends on which womb produced her rather than what she accomplished after leaving it.

What I accomplished began in the Mouseion. The great research complex of Alexandria \u2014 founded by Ptolemy I Soter, Alexander\u2019s general and my ancestor \u2014 was the beating heart of the ancient world\u2019s intellectual life. Scholars lived there tax-free, with stipends and meals provided by the crown, their only obligation to think. The complex housed lecture halls, laboratories, botanical gardens, a zoo, and an astronomical observatory. Euclid had written his Elements there. Eratosthenes had measured the circumference of the earth there, with astonishing accuracy, by comparing the angle of shadows cast by sticks at noon in Alexandria and Syene. Aristarchus had proposed, centuries before the European astronomers, that the earth revolved around the sun. Herophilus and Erasistratus had dissected human cadavers \u2014 the first in the ancient world to do so \u2014 and mapped the nervous system, the distinction between arteries and veins, and the workings of the human eye.

The medical knowledge alone would have justified the institution\u2019s existence. Egyptian physicians, building on the work of Herophilus, had developed surgical techniques that the rest of the ancient world would not match for centuries \u2014 cataract surgery, trepanation, the setting of compound fractures with splints and plaster casts. The pharmacological knowledge was equally advanced: hundreds of plant-based remedies catalogued and tested, their dosages refined through generations of clinical observation. When I later needed to understand poisons \u2014 their properties, their speed, their relative painlessness \u2014 the knowledge was there, in the medical texts that the Mouseion had preserved.

The Library was part of the Mouseion complex. Its holdings were staggering \u2014 somewhere between forty thousand and four hundred thousand scrolls, depending on which estimate you trust, though the Ptolemies themselves claimed seven hundred thousand. Every ship that docked in Alexandria\u2019s harbour was required to surrender any scrolls aboard for copying. The copies were returned to the ships; the originals stayed in the Library. It was magnificent and it was ruthless \u2014 not unlike the dynasty that built it.

I grew up among these scholars, studying under Philostratos, who taught me Greek oration and philosophy. But I did something none of my predecessors had bothered to do in nearly three hundred years of Ptolemaic rule: I learned Egyptian. My family had governed Egypt since 305 BC without speaking the language of the people they ruled. They issued decrees in Greek. They administered justice in Greek. They built temples to Egyptian gods \u2014 magnificent temples at Dendera, Edfu, Philae \u2014 and had the inscriptions carved in hieroglyphs they could not read. The Egyptians were subjects, not partners, and the Ptolemies treated their language the way they treated their culture \u2014 as something to be patronised from a distance.

I refused. I learned Egyptian first, then moved through language after language with a facility that Plutarch would later describe with something approaching wonder. He wrote that my tongue was \u201clike an instrument of many strings, which she could readily turn to whatever language she pleased.\u201d By the time I was twenty, I could converse without an interpreter in Egyptian, Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac, Median, Parthian, Ethiopian, and the tongue of the Troglodytes \u2014 the cave-dwelling peoples along the Red Sea coast of Africa. Nine languages, perhaps more. Each one was a key to a different people, a different court, a different set of alliances. When I received ambassadors from Parthia, I spoke to them in their own language. When I visited the temples of Upper Egypt, I addressed the priests in theirs. No translator stood between me and my subjects. No intermediary could distort what I said or shade what I heard.

The Romans would later claim that my power over men lay in my beauty. Plutarch, who was more honest than most, corrected this: my appearance, he wrote, was \u201cnot altogether incomparable,\u201d but my conversation had \u201can irresistible charm,\u201d and my presence, combined with \u201cthe persuasiveness of my discourse and the character that attended all her interactions,\u201d had \u201csomething stimulating about it.\u201d I was not the most beautiful woman in the ancient world. I was the most persuasive. And in a world governed by negotiations between men who underestimated women, persuasion was worth more than beauty could ever be.

My father died in 51 BC, leaving the throne to me and my brother Ptolemy XIII, whom I was expected to marry. He was ten. I was eighteen. The marriage was a formality; the power struggle was not. For two years, I ruled effectively alone, issuing decrees in my own name, managing a famine caused by failures of the Nile flood, and consolidating my authority. But Pothinus and his faction turned my brother against me \u2014 or rather, they turned his signature into a weapon and his name into a banner for their own ambitions. By 48 BC, I had been driven from Alexandria. I retreated to the Syrian border, raised an army from the Bedouin tribes and whatever mercenaries my dwindling treasury could buy, and prepared to fight my way back to the throne I had been born to occupy.

The court in which I was raised was a dangerous education in itself. My father had six children that we know of \u2014 Berenice, the eldest, whom he executed; Cleopatra VI, who may have been my twin and who disappears from the records so completely that historians debate whether she existed at all; myself; Arsinoe, who would one day try to steal my crown; and my two younger brothers, both named Ptolemy, both destined to die before they reached manhood. We grew up watching each other with the wariness of animals who share a cage. Every sibling was a potential rival. Every smile concealed a calculation. The Ptolemaic court did not produce happy families. It produced survivors.

The girl who had grown up in the Mouseion, surrounded by scholars and scrolls and the accumulated wisdom of three centuries of intellectual inquiry, was about to discover that the most important lessons could not be found in any library.

 [image: Bust of Cleopatra VII]Marble portrait of Cleopatra VII, c. 40–30 BC. Altes Museum, Berlin. One of the few surviving sculptures believed to depict the queen.
 

Chapter Three
 The Alexandrian War

 Caesar\u2019s alliance with me turned my brother\u2019s court into a war zone. Within days of that first meeting, Pothinus had sent word to Achillas, who marched on Alexandria with twenty thousand soldiers \u2014 a mix of Roman deserters from the Gabiniani garrison my father had kept and Egyptian regulars who hated the idea of a foreign general dictating their politics. Caesar had roughly four thousand men of the battle-weary Sixth Legion, supplemented by eight hundred cavalry and whatever marines he could draw from his ships. We were outnumbered five to one, besieged in the royal quarter, and surrounded by a city that was turning hostile.

The siege of the palace lasted from late October of 48 BC into the early weeks of 47 BC \u2014 nearly five months of fighting in one of the most densely populated cities on earth. It was a strange, vicious, claustrophobic war, fought in streets and harbours rather than on open fields. Caesar\u2019s soldiers fortified the palace district and the approaches to the eastern harbour while Achillas\u2019s forces controlled the rest of Alexandria. The fighting was constant \u2014 sorties and counter-sorties, fires set and extinguished, barricades thrown up at every intersection. The broad avenues that Dinocrates had designed for beauty became killing grounds, and the colonnades that had sheltered philosophers now sheltered archers.

The harbour was the key to survival. Whoever held it controlled resupply by sea and, therefore, controlled the outcome of the siege. Caesar moved swiftly to secure the island of Pharos and the great lighthouse, seizing the causeway \u2014 the Heptastadion, seven stades long \u2014 that connected it to the mainland. During one engagement for control of this causeway, Caesar\u2019s forces were pushed back so violently that he was forced to jump from a pier into the harbour and swim for his life. He was fifty-two years old, weighed down by armour, swimming through water that was red with the blood of his own soldiers. According to the later accounts, he held documents above his head with one hand to keep them dry while swimming with the other. Whether that detail is true or merely the kind of embellishment Romans loved to attach to their heroes, I cannot say. What I can say is that he survived, which is all that mattered.

During another engagement, Caesar\u2019s forces set fire to Egyptian ships in the harbour to prevent them from falling into enemy hands. The flames spread to the dockside warehouses. How far they spread, and whether the Great Library suffered damage, is a question that has consumed historians for centuries and generated more heat than light. I can say this with confidence: the Library survived in some form, for scholars continued to work there long after my death, and Strabo himself studied there decades later. But something was lost that night \u2014 warehouses near the docks containing scrolls awaiting cataloguing, or perhaps copies destined for export to other cities. The later writers inflated this into the destruction of the entire Library, which served their narrative purposes better than the truth. The truth is buried under two thousand years of competing accounts, and I will not pretend to certainty where none exists.

Pothinus was executed early in the siege \u2014 caught sending intelligence to Achillas through palace servants, which gave Caesar the justification he needed to remove the most dangerous man in my brother\u2019s faction. Achillas himself was murdered by Arsinoe, my younger sister, who had escaped the palace and declared herself queen in his camp. She was ambitious and reckless in equal measure \u2014 a Ptolemy through and through. She replaced Achillas with her own general, Ganymedes, who proved surprisingly competent. His most dangerous stratagem was poisoning the fresh water supply to the palace quarter by ordering the underground channels that carried Nile water to be flooded with seawater. For a day, Caesar\u2019s soldiers faced the terrifying prospect of dying of thirst inside one of the greatest cities on earth. But Caesar, who had bridged the Rhine and invaded Britain, was not a man easily defeated by plumbing. He ordered wells dug within the palace compound, and fresh water was found within hours.

The damage to the city wounded me in ways that the fighting itself did not. Alexandria was not merely my capital. It was my inheritance, the physical embodiment of everything the Ptolemaic dynasty had built over three centuries. Every burned colonnade, every shattered statue, every warehouse gutted by fire was a piece of my patrimony destroyed in a war caused by my brother\u2019s incompetent advisors and their fatal decision to murder Pompey. I swore that when the fighting was over, I would rebuild what had been lost. And I did \u2014 though the Alexandria I rebuilt was never quite the city it had been before the siege.

I watched all of this from inside the palace walls. I was not a spectator \u2014 I was a participant, negotiating with Alexandrian factions who might be persuaded to our side, managing the network of servants and merchants who provided intelligence on enemy movements, ensuring that the grain stores in the palace quarter were rationed carefully enough to last the siege. I also ensured that Caesar understood the political landscape in which he was fighting. A Roman general could win battles in the streets. He could not govern Egypt afterward without an Egyptian queen to interpret its complexities, its factions, its ancient and layered bureaucracy.

Reinforcements arrived at last in early 47 BC \u2014 Mithridates of Pergamum leading a mixed force of Roman and allied troops overland from Syria, joined by Antipater of Judaea, who brought three thousand Jewish soldiers and whose loyalty I would not forget. Caesar marched out of Alexandria with what remained of his garrison to join them. The combined force met my brother\u2019s army at the Battle of the Nile, fought in the marshy ground of the Delta. The fighting was decisive. Caesar\u2019s veterans, reinforced and fighting in open country at last, shattered the Egyptian lines. Ptolemy\u2019s forces broke and fled toward the river. My brother himself attempted to escape by boat, but the vessel \u2014 overloaded with panicking soldiers \u2014 capsized in the current. They found his body days later, still wearing the golden armour he had donned to look like a pharaoh. He was fifteen years old.

I did not mourn him. He had tried to kill me. His advisors had murdered Pompey on our shores and drawn Caesar into a war that need never have been fought. Ptolemy XIII was a child manipulated by dangerous men, and I might have pitied him if he had not spent his short life trying to ensure that mine would be shorter. The golden armour they recovered from the river was displayed in Alexandria as proof that the rebellion was finished. The Alexandrian mob, which changes allegiance with the tides, accepted the result with the pragmatism of a people who had survived three centuries of Ptolemaic family violence.

The cost of the siege was enormous. Sections of the harbour district were ruined. The economy had contracted. The grain stores were depleted. The diplomatic relationship with Rome, which had been merely transactional under my father, was now intensely personal \u2014 bound up with the child I carried, with Caesar\u2019s political ambitions, and with the volatile question of what Egypt would become in the new order that Caesar was constructing from the wreckage of the Republic.

Caesar installed my younger brother, Ptolemy XIV, as my new co-ruler. He was twelve, pliable, and understood instinctively that his survival depended on my goodwill. The arrangement suited everyone: it preserved the fiction of dual rule that Ptolemaic tradition required, while ensuring that real power rested with me alone. Arsinoe was captured and sent to Rome in chains, where she would walk in Caesar\u2019s triumph. I was queen of Egypt, unchallenged for the first time, with the backing of Rome\u2019s legions and the alliance of Rome\u2019s dictator.

What followed was a period the historians love to romanticise: the cruise on the Nile. Caesar and I sailed south aboard the Thalamegos, the magnificent royal barge built by Ptolemy IV \u2014 a floating palace three hundred feet long, with dining halls, colonnaded decks, shrines, and gardens planted with living trees. Four hundred rowers propelled it. Whether we sailed as lovers or as allies surveying a kingdom, or both, I leave to those who believe they understand other people\u2019s hearts better than those people understand their own.

What I can say is that by the time we returned to Alexandria, I was carrying his child. Ptolemy XV Caesar \u2014 Caesarion, the Romans called him, \u201cLittle Caesar\u201d \u2014 was born on the twenty-third of June, 47 BC. A stele at the Serapeion in Memphis recorded his name: Pharaoh Caesar. He was the son of a god-king and a woman who called herself the New Isis. He was also the only known biological son of the most powerful man in the world. Caesarion was not merely my child. He was a political reality that would haunt Rome for the next seventeen years, and in the end, it would cost him his life.

 [image: The Burning of the Library of Alexandria]The destruction of the Library of Alexandria — a scene that haunted antiquity. During Caesar’s siege, fire spread from the harbour to warehouses near the great library complex.
 

Chapter Four
 The City on the Tiber

 I arrived in Rome in 46 BC, and I hated it. Not for its power \u2014 power I understood and respected. I hated it for its pretensions. The Romans liked to call themselves the masters of the civilised world, but their city was a sprawl of brick and marble stacked on seven hills above a river that smelled of sewage. Alexandria had been planned by an architect on the orders of a king. Rome had merely happened, growing outward from its muddy forum like a tumour, each generation building on top of the last without thought for symmetry, sanitation, or beauty. The streets were narrow, crooked, and unlit. The apartment blocks \u2014 insulae, they called them, the same word as islands, which is what they resembled, rising six or seven storeys above streets too narrow for a cart \u2014 swayed in the wind and occasionally collapsed, killing their occupants. The great monuments were impressive in isolation, but they sat in chaos, surrounded by butcher shops and brothels and the constant noise of a million people living on top of one another.

But Rome controlled the world, and so I went to it. Caesar had invited me \u2014 or summoned me, depending on how charitable one feels about the distinction. I came with Caesarion and my brother Ptolemy XIV, installed ourselves in Caesar\u2019s Horti Caesaris \u2014 his gardens across the Tiber, on the slopes of the Janiculum \u2014 and prepared to navigate the most dangerous political environment on earth.

The villa was magnificent by Roman standards: colonnaded courts, terraced gardens stretching down to the river, collections of art and sculpture that Caesar had gathered from every corner of the Mediterranean. It was also, crucially, outside the pomerium \u2014 the sacred boundary of the city proper. A foreign monarch residing within Rome\u2019s sacred limits would have been an intolerable religious offence. Outside the boundary, I was merely scandalous. This was, by Roman logic, an improvement.

I held court as a reigning queen. I received senators, scholars, diplomats, and anyone else whose influence might prove useful. Rome\u2019s elite came to my dining table out of curiosity, calculation, or both. Among my visitors was Marcus Tullius Cicero, the great orator and the Republic\u2019s most persistent defender, who later wrote to his friend Atticus that he found me arrogant. He recorded that I had promised him certain books or documents \u2014 perhaps copies of rare texts from the Library of Alexandria \u2014 and that she had not delivered them. \u201cI detest the queen,\u201d he wrote. I, for my part, found him tedious \u2014 a man who believed that his ability to arrange Latin words in pleasing sequences entitled him to opinions on subjects he did not understand. He knew nothing of Egypt, nothing of governance beyond the narrow arena of the Roman Senate, and nothing of the pressures facing a woman who ruled an ancient civilisation while surrounded by men who believed that women should be ornamental.

Caesar placed a golden statue of me in the Temple of Venus Genetrix \u2014 his family\u2019s patron goddess, the divine ancestor of the Julii, housed in the great new forum he had built in the heart of Rome. A foreign queen, depicted as a deity, standing in the most sacred space of one of Rome\u2019s most important families. The gesture was unprecedented in Roman history. It linked me to Caesar\u2019s divine lineage, associated my image with the mother goddess of Rome itself, and implied a status that no foreign ruler had ever been granted. The Senate was horrified. The people were fascinated. Caesar, as always, did precisely what he wished and dared the world to object.

The scandal of my presence was a source of endless fascination to the Roman populace. A queen \u2014 a foreign queen, an Eastern queen, the mother of Caesar\u2019s child \u2014 living openly across the river, receiving senators and scholars as though Rome were a province of her empire rather than the reverse. The optimates, the conservative senatorial faction, were appalled. The populares, Caesar\u2019s supporters among the common people, were curious. The poets and gossips were delighted. I became, without intending it, the most discussed person in Rome who held no Roman office and possessed no Roman citizenship.

I spent nearly two years in Rome, watching Caesar accumulate power at a speed that made his own allies nervous. He was named dictator, then dictator for ten years, then dictator perpetuo \u2014 dictator in perpetuity. He packed the Senate with his supporters, expanding it from six hundred to nine hundred members. He reformed the calendar, replacing the chaotic Roman lunar system with a solar calendar of 365 days and a leap year every four, advised by my own Alexandrian astronomer Sosigenes, whom I had lent to the project. The year 46 BC was extended to 445 days to realign the seasons \u2014 the Romans called it annus confusionis, the year of confusion, though the real confusion had been their old calendar, which had drifted so far from the solar year that winter festivals fell in autumn. The calendar that emerged bore his name \u2014 the Julian Calendar \u2014 and it would order the days of Europe for the next sixteen centuries. It pleased me that an Alexandrian astronomer had given Rome its timekeeping. We had been measuring the stars while the Romans were still counting on their fingers.

But Caesar never publicly acknowledged Caesarion. He never denied him, either \u2014 and after his death, Mark Antony would tell the Senate that Caesar had accepted the boy as his son. Gaius Oppius, one of Caesar\u2019s closest agents, even published a pamphlet arguing that Caesarion was not Caesar\u2019s child \u2014 which suggests that the question mattered enough to require official denial. But the name in Caesar\u2019s will was not Caesarion. It was Gaius Octavius, his grandnephew, a sickly eighteen-year-old with a weak constitution and a cold eye who would become the most ruthless political mind in Roman history. Caesar chose a Roman heir over an Egyptian one. I understood the politics. I never forgave the choice.

The warning signs were everywhere, but Caesar chose not to see them. At the festival of Lupercalia in February of 44 BC, Antony three times offered Caesar a royal diadem, and three times Caesar refused it \u2014 but each refusal seemed slower than the last, and the crowd\u2019s applause for the refusal was louder than the cheers for the offer. Graffiti appeared on statues. Anonymous pamphlets circulated. The name \u201cBrutus\u201d \u2014 invoked because the original Brutus had expelled the last Roman king \u2014 was scrawled on walls. The Republic was dying, and Caesar was the physician who could not decide whether to save the patient or put it out of its misery.

On the Ides of March, 44 BC \u2014 the fifteenth day of the month \u2014 sixty senators attacked Caesar with daggers on the floor of the Curia of Pompey, at the base of a statue of the man whose death had brought Caesar to Egypt and to me. Twenty-three wounds. Only one was fatal, according to the physician who examined the body afterward. He fell at the base of Pompey\u2019s statue, which his killers no doubt considered poetic justice. The Republic they claimed to be saving was already dead. They were performing surgery on a corpse.

I was still in Rome when it happened. Within weeks, I had arranged passage back to Alexandria with Caesarion. The city was in chaos \u2014 Antony was seizing Caesar\u2019s papers and his treasury, the conspirators were barricading themselves on the Capitol, and the common people, who had loved Caesar with a fervour that terrified the Senate, were rioting in the streets. Rome was no longer safe for a foreign queen with a child whose very existence was a challenge to the new order. My brother Ptolemy XIV died shortly after our return to Alexandria. The ancient sources hint that I may have had him poisoned. I will say only this: he was no longer useful, and Egypt could not afford two rulers when one of them was a liability. Caesarion, at three years old, became my co-regent. I named him Ptolemy XV Caesar, and I governed Egypt alone in all but name.

Caesar was dead. The alliance that had protected Egypt was gone. The Roman world was about to tear itself apart in another civil war, and I would need a new Roman patron to survive it. I returned to Alexandria, reorganised my government, and waited to see which Roman would emerge from the carnage strong enough to be worth my attention.

The years between Caesar\u2019s death and my meeting with Antony were not empty ones. I stabilised the Egyptian economy, which had been strained by the cost of hosting Roman legions and the disruptions of the Alexandrian War. I invested in temple construction at Dendera and Hermonthis, binding the Egyptian priestly class to my regime with the currency they valued most: sacred architecture. I maintained the fleet, expanded trade contacts with Nabataea and the kingdoms along the Red Sea coast, and ensured that the grain convoys to Rome continued without interruption. Whoever won the Roman civil war would need Egyptian grain. I intended to be the woman holding the sack when the hungry victor came calling.
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Chapter Five
 The Golden Barge

 Mark Antony summoned me to Tarsus in the autumn of 41 BC. The summons was phrased as a request \u2014 would the queen of Egypt care to explain her loyalties during the recent unpleasantness? \u2014 but it was an order. Antony controlled Rome\u2019s eastern territories after defeating Caesar\u2019s assassins at Philippi the previous year. Brutus and Cassius were dead. Antony, along with Octavian and the inconsequential Lepidus, had divided the Roman world among themselves in the Second Triumvirate. Antony had taken the East \u2014 the richer half, the half that mattered \u2014 and he was now conducting a grand tour of his domains, dispensing justice, collecting tribute, and reminding client kings that Rome\u2019s patience was not infinite.

He had the legions, the authority, and the temperament of a man accustomed to getting what he wanted. He expected me to come as a supplicant, hat in hand, hoping for forgiveness for whatever ambiguities had marked my conduct during the civil war. There had been ambiguities \u2014 I had sent four legions to Dolabella, who was fighting for the Caesarian cause, but the ships had been scattered by storms and Cassius had intercepted some of them. My position had been defensible but not clean, and Antony wanted to hear me explain it in person. He did not know me.

I sailed up the Cydnus River on a barge that Plutarch would later describe with the breathless precision of a man who wished he had been there. His account, drawn from sources close to those who witnessed it, is worth repeating because the details matter. The prow was gilded gold. The sails were Tyrian purple \u2014 the most expensive dye in the ancient world, extracted drop by drop from the hypobranchial glands of murex sea snails, worth more by weight than gold. The oars were silver, keeping time to the music of flutes, pipes, and harps that drifted across the water. I reclined beneath a canopy of gold cloth, dressed as Aphrodite \u2014 the goddess of love, but also the divine ancestor of the Julii, Caesar\u2019s own family, and therefore the symbolic grandmother of Caesarion. I was not simply playing goddess. I was making a dynastic claim. Boys costumed as Erotes fanned me with ostrich plumes. Handmaidens dressed as Nereids \u2014 the sea nymphs \u2014 worked the rudder and the ropes. The fragrance of burning incense and perfumed oils was so thick that it reached the crowds lining the harbour before the barge itself appeared around the bend of the river.

Antony had prepared a formal banquet in the forum of Tarsus. He sat on his magistrate\u2019s chair, surrounded by attendants, waiting for me to present myself. Instead, the entire population of the city abandoned him and went to the waterfront to see the queen of Egypt arrive. He sat alone in an empty forum. The rumour that swept through Tarsus was that Aphrodite had come to make merry with Dionysus for the good of Asia \u2014 a deliberate echo of the divine pairing that flattered Antony, who styled himself the New Dionysus. I had staged the most theatrical diplomatic entrance in ancient history, and I had done it deliberately, because I understood something that Antony\u2019s Roman advisors did not: in the East, power was performance. A queen who arrived in a fishing boat was a vassal. A queen who arrived on a golden barge was a goddess.

By the end of the evening, Antony was at my table, not I at his. I had invited him to dinner aboard the barge, and the feast I provided was so lavish \u2014 the floor strewn with rose petals a cubit deep, according to Plutarch, the dining couches draped in gold-threaded fabric, twelve triclinia set for the guests \u2014 that he attempted to reciprocate the following night and, by his own admission, was humiliated by the comparison. The coarseness and meagreness of his entertainment, he joked, showed up in contrast. Roman military austerity could not compete with Ptolemaic splendour, and Antony knew it. He laughed at himself. I liked him for that.

Caesar had been brilliant but cold, a mind that operated at a calculated distance from its own emotions. Antony was different \u2014 warm, generous, impulsive, and brave in the simple, physical way of a man who had fought in the front ranks of battles and carried the scars to prove it. He had served under Caesar in Gaul and distinguished himself at Alesia. He had commanded the left wing at Pharsalus. He was a soldier\u2019s general who inspired devotion the way Caesar inspired awe. He was also, I quickly learned, a man who needed to be managed \u2014 prone to excess, easily distracted by pleasure, and dangerously susceptible to flattery. But managed well, he was formidable.

He drank too much. I knew this from the first night, and I never pretended otherwise. In Rome, his enemies called him a drunkard, and they were not entirely wrong. But the drinking was a symptom, not a character flaw \u2014 the outlet of a man who carried enormous physical courage and emotional intensity and no safe place to put them when the fighting stopped. Caesar had channelled his restlessness into writing memoirs and reshaping the Roman constitution. Antony channelled his into wine and extravagant gestures. It fell to me, over the years that followed, to direct that energy toward something productive.

He was also politically essential. After Caesar\u2019s assassination, the Roman world had split along predictable lines. Octavian \u2014 Caesar\u2019s adopted heir, barely twenty years old, with no military experience and a body so frail that he was carried in a litter during the Philippi campaign \u2014 controlled the West. Antony controlled the East. The uneasy truce between them could not last, and when it broke, Egypt would need to be on the winning side. Antony had the military reputation, the veteran legions, and the personal charisma. What he lacked was money. I had more money than any other ruler in the Mediterranean. The match was obvious.

The alliance was forged at Tarsus and sealed that winter in Alexandria. Antony stayed for months. We formed a drinking and dining club called the Amimetobioi \u2014 the Inimitable Livers, or Those Whose Lives Cannot Be Imitated \u2014 and we lived up to the name. Nightly feasts of extraordinary extravagance, games, hunts, elaborate pranks. We would disguise ourselves as commoners and wander the streets of Alexandria after dark, knocking on doors, teasing shopkeepers, getting into scrapes that would have horrified his Roman officers. He was boyish in a way that Caesar had never been, and for those few months, I allowed myself something rare: happiness without calculation.

There is a story Plutarch tells about fishing that captures the dynamic between us perfectly. Antony, eager to impress me with his angling skills, secretly ordered divers to attach already-caught fish to his hook so that he could reel them in to great applause. I caught on immediately \u2014 it was not a subtle deception. The next day, I had my own diver attach a salted fish from the Black Sea to his line. When he pulled it up to general astonishment, the entire boat erupted in laughter. I told him: \u201cLeave the fishing rod, General, to us poor sovereigns of Pharos and Canopus. Your game is cities, provinces, and kingdoms.\u201d

It was a joke. It was also a political statement, delivered with the precision of a diplomat and the warmth of a lover. I was reminding him \u2014 gently, affectionately, but unmistakably \u2014 of the scale at which we both operated. He was not a fisherman. He was the master of the Roman East. And I was not a companion for idle afternoons. I was the queen of Egypt, and I expected to be treated accordingly.

The alliance was political, but it was not only political. Caesar had been a man of the mind \u2014 disciplined, cerebral, always watching himself from a distance. Antony was a man of the body \u2014 physical, present, fully committed to whatever he was doing, whether fighting a battle or eating a fig. He threw himself into Alexandria with the appetite of a man who had spent years in military camps, and the city threw itself at him. The Alexandrians, who prided themselves on their sophistication and their sharp tongues, delighted in Antony\u2019s boisterous energy. He was popular in a way that Caesar, with his cool Roman dignity, had never been.

In 40 BC, I gave birth to twins: Alexander Helios and Cleopatra Selene \u2014 the Sun and the Moon. The names were a statement of cosmic ambition. Antony had already returned to Rome by then, where political necessity forced him to marry Octavian\u2019s sister Octavia Minor \u2014 a woman of genuine virtue, by all accounts, who bore him two daughters and managed his Roman household with a dignity that made my blood boil when I heard of it. I did not see him again for three years. I spent those years governing Egypt, managing a devastating famine caused by repeated failures of the Nile flood, reforming the currency to align Ptolemaic coinage with the Roman denarius, expanding trade routes, and raising my children. I was not idle. I was never idle. A queen who waits for a man to return is a fool. A queen who builds a kingdom while he is gone is a pharaoh.
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Chapter Six
 Queen of Kings

 Antony returned to me in 37 BC, at Antioch, and this time he came not as a lover on holiday but as a Roman imperator in need of an empire. His planned invasion of Parthia \u2014 the great eastern power that had humiliated Rome at Carrhae, where Crassus and his legions had been annihilated twenty years earlier \u2014 required Egyptian gold, Egyptian grain, and Egyptian ships. I provided all three. In return, he gave me what generations of Ptolemaic rulers had dreamed of: territory.

At the Antioch conference, Antony formally granted me vast swathes of the eastern Mediterranean. I received portions of Phoenicia, including the great shipbuilding ports of Tyre and Sidon. I received Coele-Syria, which secured the trade routes between Egypt and Mesopotamia. I received parts of Cilicia, the island of Crete, and Cyrenaica in Libya, which protected my western flank. Most lucrative of all, he gave me the balsam groves of Jericho \u2014 the most profitable agricultural land in Judaea, producing aromatic resins essential for perfumes, medicines, and religious ceremonies throughout the Mediterranean. I promptly leased these groves back to Herod the Great at an extortionate rent, ensuring a steady income while keeping Herod in my debt.

Josephus, the Jewish historian writing decades later, records that I demanded all of Judaea and the entire Nabataean kingdom as well. Antony refused. It was one of the few things he ever denied me, and it was wise: annexing Judaea entirely would have created a direct conflict with Herod, who was useful to Rome as a client king, and would have stretched my own administration beyond its capacity. The Dead Sea bitumen fields, which I also gained access to through these arrangements, supplied the embalming industry that was central to Egyptian religion and commerce. Each territorial grant was strategic. I was reassembling, piece by piece, the Ptolemaic empire at its greatest extent \u2014 the domains that my ancestors had held in the third century BC, before Rome\u2019s shadow fell across the eastern Mediterranean.

Antony\u2019s Parthian campaign was a catastrophe. He marched east in 36 BC with roughly one hundred thousand men \u2014 the largest Roman army assembled in the East since Crassus had led his legions to destruction at Carrhae. The plan was sound: invade Media Atropatene from the north, through Armenia, avoiding the open desert where Parthian horse archers had destroyed Crassus. But Artavasdes II of Armenia, nominally Antony\u2019s ally, betrayed him. The Armenian king withdrew his forces at the critical moment, and the Parthian cavalry destroyed Antony\u2019s supply train and siege equipment in a devastating ambush. Without his siege engines, Antony could not take the Median capital. Without his supply train, he could not sustain the campaign. He was forced into a gruelling winter retreat through the mountains, harassed by Parthian raiders, losing men to cold, starvation, and dysentery. He lost thirty thousand soldiers \u2014 more than Crassus had lost at Carrhae.

The retreat was horrific. Antony\u2019s soldiers marched through mountain passes in Armenia, harassed day and night by Parthian horse archers who appeared on ridgelines, loosed their arrows, and vanished before the Roman infantry could close with them. The men ate roots, bark, and in desperation, a wild herb that produced madness before death \u2014 those who consumed it lost their memory, crawled on the ground digging up stones, and died in convulsions. Plutarch records these details with the specificity of a man drawing from eyewitness accounts, and I have no reason to doubt them. Antony held the retreat together through sheer force of personality, appearing at every crisis point, rallying the rearguard, personally dragging wounded men to safety. It was his finest hour as a commander, and it happened in the service of a catastrophe.

When he staggered back to the coast near Berytus in December, broken and drinking heavily, I sailed to meet him with money, supplies, and fresh clothing for his shattered army. Plutarch records that Antony was so desperate for my arrival that he would leave his dinner table repeatedly to look out toward the sea, and that when my ships finally appeared, he wept with relief. I did not reproach him. A man in ruins does not need a lecture. He needs a queen who arrives with gold and clean tunics and the steady presence of someone who has not given up.

Our third child, Ptolemy Philadelphus, was born that year. Three children by Antony, one by Caesar. Four heirs to the two greatest powers in the Mediterranean. And in the autumn of 34 BC, we proclaimed exactly what that meant.

The Donations of Alexandria were staged in the great gymnasium of the city \u2014 the largest enclosed space in Alexandria, capable of holding tens of thousands \u2014 before a crowd that filled every seat and spilled into the surrounding streets. Two golden thrones had been erected on a silver platform. Antony sat on one, dressed in the manner of Dionysus. I sat on the other, wearing the sacred robes of Isis \u2014 a black sheath embroidered with gold, the crown of cow horns and solar disk upon my head \u2014 the living incarnation of the goddess who was mother of all Egypt. Caesarion, now thirteen, tall and sharp-featured like his father, stood beside me.

Antony addressed the crowd in Greek. I was proclaimed Queen of Kings and Queen of Egypt, Cyprus, Libya, and Coele-Syria. Caesarion was proclaimed King of Kings and declared \u2014 publicly, formally, irrevocably \u2014 the true son and legitimate heir of the divine Julius Caesar. Alexander Helios, dressed in the robes of a Median king, was given Armenia, Media, and Parthia. Cleopatra Selene received Cyrenaica and Libya. Little Ptolemy Philadelphus, barely two years old, dressed in Macedonian boots and a broad-brimmed hat in the style of the Successors of Alexander, was awarded Syria and Cilicia.

The titles were extravagant. Some of the territories had not yet been conquered. But the message was clear: we were building an eastern empire to rival Rome, ruled jointly from Alexandria and backed by the combined wealth of Egypt and the military power of Antony\u2019s legions. It was the most audacious political declaration of the ancient world, and it terrified the right people.

I had prepared the ceremony with the same attention to symbolism that I had brought to the barge at Tarsus. The pairing of Antony as Dionysus and myself as Isis was deliberate: in Hellenistic theology, Isis and Osiris were the divine couple who ruled the world in harmony, and Dionysus was the Greek identification of Osiris. We were not merely making political claims. We were enacting a divine mythology that every Egyptian and most Greeks would recognise instantly. The coins I minted afterward showed my face on one side and Antony\u2019s on the other \u2014 equal partners, equal monarchs, each lending legitimacy to the other across two civilisations.

I also used the Donations to address the question that had haunted Egyptian politics since my father\u2019s reign: the relationship between the Ptolemaic crown and the Egyptian people. By presenting myself as Isis incarnate, by wearing the sacred vestments and speaking in Egyptian to the crowd, I was binding the Greek dynasty to the Egyptian religious tradition in a way that no Ptolemy before me had attempted. The Egyptian priests, who controlled the temples and commanded the loyalty of the peasant population, saw in me something their hearts desired \u2014 a pharaoh who honoured their gods in their own language. The Greek aristocracy of Alexandria saw a queen who could negotiate with Rome as an equal. For a brief, shining moment, I was both.

In Rome, Octavian used it to destroy us. He was not yet strong enough to fight Antony militarily, so he fought him with words. In a speech to the Senate on the first of January, 33 BC, he accused Antony of subverting Roman freedoms as a slave to an \u201cOriental queen.\u201d He seized Antony\u2019s will from the Vestal Virgins who guarded it \u2014 an act of sacrilege that the Vestals protested, to no avail \u2014 and read it aloud in the Senate. Its contents were devastating: Antony had recognised Caesarion as Caesar\u2019s heir, bequeathed territories to his children by me, and expressed a wish to be buried in Alexandria rather than Rome. To Roman ears, this was worse than treason. A Roman who chose a foreign grave over Roman soil had ceased to be Roman at all.

Octavian declared war in 32 BC. But he was careful \u2014 careful in the way that made him far more dangerous than a man who simply commanded armies. The declaration was against me, not against Antony. Not a civil war between Romans \u2014 that would be the fourth in a generation, and the people were exhausted by fraternal slaughter. No. This was Rome against a foreign queen. A meretrix regina, they called me \u2014 a whore queen. Horace, the poet who owed his career to Octavian\u2019s patronage, wrote an ode calling me a fatale monstrum \u2014 a doom-bringing portent \u2014 though even he, in the second half of the poem, could not help admiring a woman who chose death over dishonour. Every slander, every caricature, every lie that the Roman propaganda machine could produce was aimed at me, and it worked. Two thousand years later, the world still believes the story Octavian told.
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Chapter Seven
 The Sea

 The Battle of Actium was lost before the first ship burned.

We had spent the winter of 32\u201331 BC assembling our forces on the western coast of Greece, at Patrae and along the shores of the Gulf of Ambracia. The strategic plan was offensive: we would stage from Greece and, when the moment was right, cross the Adriatic and invade Italy. Our combined fleet numbered roughly five hundred warships \u2014 massive quinqueremes and larger polyremes with bronze-plated rams, their decks built up into fighting towers, crewed by soldiers and oarsmen drawn from every corner of the eastern Mediterranean: Egyptians, Syrians, Cilicians, Phoenicians, Greeks. Antony\u2019s land army, positioned nearby, comprised roughly seventy-five thousand infantry and twelve thousand cavalry. My personal squadron of sixty Egyptian ships carried the war treasury: gold, silver, and precious goods sufficient to fund years of campaigning. On paper, we were formidable.

On the water, we were dying. The problem was not the enemy\u2019s fleet. The problem was his admiral. Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa was twenty-nine years old, lowborn, quiet, and utterly without vanity. He was also the finest naval commander of his generation, possibly of any generation. While Antony feasted and held councils of war, Agrippa systematically dismantled our position. He captured Methone, our southernmost naval base on the Peloponnese. He raided our grain convoys from Egypt. He seized Leucas, Patrae, and Corinth, cutting our supply lines one by one. He harassed our positions along the coast until our sailors were half-starved, their morale gutted, and their bodies riddled with malaria contracted from the pestilential swamps around the Gulf of Ambracia where our ships were anchored.

Desertions began. First individual soldiers slipping away in the night. Then officers. Then entire units. Quintus Dellius, one of Antony\u2019s most trusted advisors \u2014 a man who had carried Antony\u2019s original summons to me at Tarsus \u2014 defected to Octavian and brought our battle plans with him. Gnaeus Domitius Ahenobarbus, one of the most senior Roman senators in our camp, rowed across to Octavian\u2019s fleet despite being mortally ill with fever. He died days later, but he died on the other side. The symbolism was devastating. When men prefer to die with your enemy rather than live with you, the war is already over.

Antony wanted to fight on land, where his veteran legions \u2014 still the finest heavy infantry in the world \u2014 could have decided the matter in an afternoon. His generals agreed. I urged a naval engagement. The ancient historians, who were Roman to a man, claim this was cowardice \u2014 that I wanted ships to flee on rather than armies to fight with. The truth was strategic, and it was ugly. Our land forces were haemorrhaging from desertion and disease. Every day we waited, we grew weaker. Our fleet, though diminished, was still intact, and a decisive naval victory would cut Octavian off from his supply base in Italy. If the battle went against us, the fleet \u2014 and the treasury aboard my ships \u2014 could withdraw to Egypt, where we could regroup behind the defences of the Delta and fight another campaign.

On the second of September, 31 BC, we sailed out of the gulf. The morning was calm. Antony commanded the right wing of the fleet with his heaviest ships. Gaius Sosius held the left. I held the centre reserve with my sixty Egyptian vessels, sails stowed but ready, the treasury secured below decks. Agrippa\u2019s fleet, roughly four hundred ships \u2014 lighter, faster Liburnian galleys equipped with a weapon called the harpax, a catapult-launched harpoon encased in iron that could pierce an enemy hull and drag it alongside for boarding \u2014 was arrayed in a crescent across the mouth of the gulf, waiting.

The battle began late in the morning as the afternoon sea breeze rose. Antony\u2019s heavy warships rowed forward, trying to bring their superior size and boarding strength to bear. But Agrippa\u2019s lighter galleys simply backed water and refused to engage at close quarters. They circled our lumbering quinqueremes like wolves around wounded bulls, darting in to ram or launch the harpax, then pulling away before our marines could board. Fire arrows arced across the water. Ships grappled, broke apart, grappled again. For hours, neither side could gain a clear advantage, and the fighting dissolved into a sprawling melee of individual ship-to-ship engagements spread across miles of open water.

In the early afternoon, a gap opened in the centre of the battle line. Whether it was deliberate \u2014 created by the wind shifting Agrippa\u2019s formation \u2014 or accidental, whether I saw an opportunity or a necessity, I made the decision that history has never forgiven me for. I ordered my sixty ships to raise sail and drive through the gap toward open water. The purple sails of the Egyptian flagship \u2014 the same sails that had carried me up the Cydnus at Tarsus \u2014 caught the afternoon breeze, and my squadron broke through the engagement and headed south, toward Egypt and whatever remained of the future.

Antony saw my sails. He transferred from his flagship \u2014 the great ten-banked vessel he had named after his ancestor \u2014 to a lighter quinquereme and followed me with perhaps forty ships. Behind us, the rest of the fleet, suddenly leaderless and bewildered, fought on for a few more hours before the magnitude of the abandonment became clear. Ship after ship surrendered. Octavian\u2019s men set fire to those that resisted. By nightfall, the sea was burning. Antony\u2019s land forces, still intact on the shore, held out for a week, waiting for orders that never came, before they too laid down their arms and submitted to Octavian.

I looked back once. The sky behind us was orange and black \u2014 the light of burning ships reflected off the smoke that hung over the gulf like a funeral shroud. I could hear nothing over the wind in the sails and the rhythmic splash of oars, but I could imagine the screams. Men burning on their own decks. Men drowning in armour. Men surrendering to an enemy whose mercy was uncertain. I had ordered sixty ships through the gap. Perhaps forty had followed. The rest \u2014 the rest were lost.

The Roman historians say I fled from cowardice. They say Antony, enslaved by passion, abandoned his army to follow a woman rather than die with honour among his men. It is a better story than the truth, which is uglier and more human: the battle was unwinnable. Our forces were depleted, our allies unreliable, our supply lines cut, and Agrippa\u2019s tactical superiority was manifest. The breakout was a calculated decision to preserve the treasury and the core of our fleet so that we could fight again from Egypt. It was not heroic. It was not romantic. It was the decision of a queen who understood that losing a battle is not the same as losing a war \u2014 unless you lose everything in the battle.

We sailed south in silence. Antony sat alone at the prow of his ship for three days, his head in his hands, speaking to no one. When we reached Taenarum at the southern tip of the Peloponnese, he finally came to my cabin. We said nothing for a long time. There was nothing to say. The dream of an independent eastern empire, ruled jointly from Rome and Alexandria, rivalling the dominion of Alexander himself, had died on the water behind us. What lay ahead was Egypt, and whatever time the gods still allowed.

At Taenarum, we still had options, though they were narrowing by the hour. Some of the allied kings \u2014 those who had not yet defected \u2014 came to the rendezvous point with their contingents. There was talk of holding the Peloponnese, of consolidating our remaining forces and making a stand. But the desertions continued. Canidius Crassus, who commanded Antony\u2019s land army, urged him to fall back overland and fight Octavian in Asia Minor, where the terrain favoured defence. Antony sent Canidius back to lead the retreat, but the legions surrendered before he could reach them. One by one, the client kings sent envoys to Octavian offering their submission. Herod of Judaea, who owed his throne to Antony, was among the first to switch sides \u2014 a betrayal that surprised no one who understood Herod.

I parted from Antony at Paraetonium, on the Libyan coast, and sailed ahead to Alexandria. I entered the Great Harbour with my ships garlanded in victory wreaths, their prows crowned with flowers, the musicians aboard playing triumphant airs. It was a deception, and the Alexandrians saw through it within hours, but it bought me enough time to secure the palace, execute several potential conspirators who might have used the defeat to overthrow me, and consolidate my hold on the treasury. A queen who returns in apparent triumph is treated differently from a queen who returns in visible defeat. I had learned that lesson from my father, who had returned from Rome in the sack of Roman legionaries and been despised for it.
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Chapter Eight
 The Last Pharaoh

 We returned to Alexandria and waited for the end. It took nearly a year to arrive, and I spent that year as I had spent every year of my twenty-one-year reign: governing.

There were practical matters to attend to, even in the shadow of annihilation. I reorganised what remained of our fleet, hauling ships overland from the Mediterranean to the Red Sea \u2014 a feat of engineering that echoed the ancient pharaohs who had dug canals between the two bodies of water. If Egypt fell, the fleet could carry us to India, beyond Rome\u2019s reach. I strengthened Alexandria\u2019s defences. I opened the treasury to pay what remained of our soldiers. Antony and I dissolved the old Amimetobioi and formed a new society: the Synapothanoumenoi, the Companions of Death \u2014 those who would die together. The name tells you everything about our state of mind.

I attempted diplomatic contact with Octavian, offering abdication in exchange for my children\u2019s safety. I sent him gold, a golden throne, and a royal sceptre as tokens of submission. He accepted the gifts and gave vague assurances through intermediaries. He wanted Egypt\u2019s treasury \u2014 he needed it desperately, for the cost of the war had emptied Rome\u2019s coffers and he had promised his soldiers land. He wanted Antony dead or exiled. And he wanted me alive \u2014 but only to walk in chains behind his chariot through the streets of Rome, the ultimate humiliation for a defeated monarch. My sister Arsinoe had walked in Caesar\u2019s triumph, years before. The Roman crowd had pitied her and demanded her release. Octavian would not make the same mistake. I would be the centrepiece of his victory procession, displayed like a captured animal for the entertainment of the mob, and then \u2014 if he followed tradition \u2014 strangled in the Tullianum dungeon beneath the Capitol.

I sent Caesarion south, toward the Red Sea port of Berenice, with his tutor Rhodon and instructions to sail for India if the worst happened. He was seventeen. He looked like his father \u2014 the same sharp features, the same aquiline nose, the same air of absolute certainty that the world would bend to his will. I told him to survive. I told him that a Ptolemy who lived was worth more than a Ptolemy who died with honour. It was the last time I saw him.

Antony, in his final months, oscillated between desperate energy and paralysing despair. He built himself a hermitage on the harbour breakwater, which he called his Timonium, after Timon of Athens, the legendary misanthrope who had withdrawn from all human contact. He sat there alone, drinking, staring out at the sea that had been the scene of his defeat. Then he would emerge, rejoin me at the palace, and throw himself into planning a defence that both of us knew was futile. He won a small cavalry engagement against Octavian\u2019s advance guard outside Alexandria on approximately the first of August, 30 BC, and came back to the palace flushed with a hope that I knew was misplaced. He challenged Octavian to single combat. Octavian, who had never fought anyone in single combat and never would, declined with the observation that Antony had other ways to die.

The next morning, Antony\u2019s fleet and cavalry defected to Octavian without a fight. The soldiers who had followed him across the Mediterranean, who had wintered with him in Alexandria, who had sworn oaths of loyalty that should have meant something \u2014 they simply rowed across the harbour and surrendered. Antony watched from the harbour wall as his ships, one by one, raised their oars in salute to Octavian. His infantry, still loyal but leaderless and outnumbered, melted away.

When Antony returned to the palace, he raged that I had betrayed him. I had not. But a man watching his world collapse needs someone to blame, and I was nearest. I withdrew to my mausoleum \u2014 the great tomb I had been building near the temple of Isis, its walls already stacked with gold, jewels, timber, and combustible materials that I had ordered collected against this very day \u2014 with my handmaidens Iras and Charmion, and sent word to Antony that I was dead.

It was a mistake. Perhaps the most consequential mistake of my life. I sent the message in desperation \u2014 perhaps to test whether he still loved me, perhaps to protect myself from his fury, perhaps because in that moment of terror and exhaustion I simply did not know what else to do. When Antony received the message, he turned to his servant Eros and ordered the man to kill him. Eros drew his sword, turned it on himself, and fell dead at his master\u2019s feet. Antony, shamed by a servant\u2019s courage, took his own sword and drove it into his belly, below the ribs. He did not die immediately. Belly wounds are slow.

When a second messenger reached him with the truth \u2014 that I was alive, barricaded in the mausoleum \u2014 he ordered his servants to carry him to me. They brought him on a litter, bleeding and barely conscious, through streets already filling with Octavian\u2019s soldiers. I could not open the doors of the mausoleum \u2014 if I opened them, I would be taken, and the treasure inside would be seized. So my women and I hauled him up through an upper window, using ropes, straining against the dead weight of a dying man. Plutarch records \u2014 from sources who claimed to have witnessed it \u2014 that it was the most pitiful sight imaginable: a queen covered in her lover\u2019s blood, her face contorted with effort, pulling him through a window while an empire collapsed around them.

He died in my arms. According to Plutarch, his last words asked me not to pity him but to remember that he had been the greatest of the Romans, and that he had been conquered not ignobly, but as a Roman by a Roman. According to others, he urged me to make peace with Octavian if I could do so with honour, and to trust none of Octavian\u2019s people except a man named Proculeius. What I remember is the weight of him, and the silence after, and the blood that would not wash from my hands for days.

Octavian entered Alexandria and took control of the city without resistance. He met with me in the mausoleum where I had been confined. He was thirty-three, twenty-three years younger than Caesar had been when I first met him \u2014 cold where Caesar was warm, calculating where Caesar was bold, utterly without the personal magnetism that had made both Caesar and Antony capable of inspiring love. He promised that my life would be spared. I did not believe him. His freedman Epaphroditus was assigned to guard me and prevent suicide, but a spy in Octavian\u2019s camp \u2014 Cornelius Dolabella, a young senator who may have pitied me, or may have hoped to earn my gratitude \u2014 sent word that I was to be transported to Rome within three days.

I would not be triumphed over.

The method of my death has been debated for two thousand years. The Romans said it was an asp \u2014 an Egyptian cobra, smuggled into my chambers in a basket of figs. But a cobra is five to eight feet long. You do not smuggle such a creature in a fruit basket, and cobra venom does not kill quickly or cleanly enough to account for three women \u2014 myself, Iras, and Charmion \u2014 dying in the brief interval between my sending a sealed letter to Octavian and his guards breaking down the door. Strabo, who was likely in Alexandria at the time and is our earliest source, suggested a poisonous ointment applied by a pin or a hollow hairpin. Cassius Dio mentions a needle dipped in venom. Small puncture marks were found on my arm, but no snake was ever discovered in the room. Plutarch, more honest than any of them, admits the truth in a single devastating sentence: \u201cThe real truth of the matter no one knows.\u201d

I will tell you what I chose: I chose to die as I had lived \u2014 on my own terms, in my own city, in the land my ancestors had ruled for three centuries and the pharaohs had ruled for three millennia before them. Iras died at my feet. Charmion, with her last strength, reached up and straightened the diadem on my head. When Octavian\u2019s soldiers broke down the door, one of them asked Charmion whether this was well done. She answered: \u201cIt is well done, and fitting for a princess descended of so many royal kings.\u201d Then she, too, collapsed.

Octavian had Caesarion hunted down. My son had been lured back from the Red Sea coast by his tutor Rhodon, who was bribed with false promises of clemency. He was executed in late August, on Octavian\u2019s orders. The philosopher Arius Didymus reportedly advised Octavian with a play on Homer: \u201cToo many Caesars is not good\u201d \u2014 a paraphrase of the Iliad\u2019s \u201ctoo many rulers is not good.\u201d My other children \u2014 Alexander Helios, Cleopatra Selene, Ptolemy Philadelphus \u2014 were taken to Rome and raised in the household of Octavia Minor, Antony\u2019s Roman wife. The boys vanished from history; they almost certainly died young, though of what cause no one records. My daughter survived. She married Juba II of Mauretania and built a court in Caesarea that preserved something of Alexandrian culture \u2014 its scholarship, its art, its memory of a world that Rome had swallowed. She was the last of my blood to hold a throne.

Egypt became a Roman province \u2014 not even a proper province, but the personal property of the emperor, governed by a prefect answerable to Augustus alone, because the country was too rich and too strategically vital to be entrusted to any senator. Three thousand years of pharaonic civilisation \u2014 from the building of the pyramids to the founding of the Library, from the first hieroglyphs to the last temple inscriptions at Dendera \u2014 ended in a single afternoon. Octavian renamed himself Augustus and became the first Roman emperor. He won. And then he wrote the history.

But he could not write all of it. Two thousand years later, every child on earth knows my name. I have been a play by Shakespeare, a painting by Tiepolo, an opera by Handel, a film, a myth, a cautionary tale, and a feminist icon. They call me seductress, temptress, whore queen. They are wrong. I was a polyglot who spoke nine languages. I was a strategist who held the most powerful empire on earth at bay for twenty-one years. I was the first Ptolemaic ruler to learn the language of her own people. I was the last pharaoh of a civilisation that endured longer than any other in human history.

I was Cleopatra VII Philopator, Queen of Egypt, Queen of Kings. And I was enough.
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Timeline

 305 BC — Ptolemy I Soter, a general of Alexander the Great, declares himself pharaoh of Egypt. The Ptolemaic dynasty begins.

 69 BC (early) — Cleopatra VII Philopator is born in Alexandria, daughter of Ptolemy XII Auletes. She grows up in the Mouseion, the great research complex that housed the Library of Alexandria.

 58 BC — Ptolemy XII is driven from Egypt by the Alexandrian populace. He flees to Rome. Cleopatra’s elder sister Berenice IV takes the throne.

 55 BC — Ptolemy XII is restored by Roman forces under Aulus Gabinius at the cost of ten thousand talents. Berenice IV is executed.

 51 BC — Ptolemy XII dies. Cleopatra (age 18) and her brother Ptolemy XIII (age 10) become co-rulers of Egypt, marrying per Ptolemaic custom.

 50 BC — Cleopatra issues a decree requiring all grain shipments to sail to Alexandria, centralising control during a period of Nile flood failures and famine.

 48 BC (September 28) — Pompey the Great, fleeing Caesar after the Battle of Pharsalus, arrives in Egypt and is murdered on the orders of Ptolemy XIII’s advisors.

 48 BC (October) — Caesar arrives in Alexandria. Cleopatra is smuggled past her brother’s guards in a stromatodesmon (bedroll sack, later misidentified as a carpet) to meet Caesar in the royal palace.

 48–47 BC — The Alexandrian War. Caesar and Cleopatra are besieged in the palace quarter for roughly five months. Reinforcements arrive; the Battle of the Nile ends with Ptolemy XIII drowning. Cleopatra is restored as queen with her younger brother Ptolemy XIV as nominal co-ruler.

 47 BC (June 23) — Birth of Ptolemy XV Caesar — Caesarion — recorded on a stele at the Serapeion in Memphis as “Pharaoh Caesar.”

 46 BC — Cleopatra arrives in Rome with Caesarion and Ptolemy XIV. She resides in Caesar’s Horti Caesaris (gardens across the Tiber). Caesar places a golden statue of Cleopatra in the Temple of Venus Genetrix.

 44 BC (March 15) — Julius Caesar is assassinated on the Ides of March. Cleopatra flees Rome with Caesarion within weeks.

 44 BC (summer) — Ptolemy XIV dies. Cleopatra names Caesarion (age 3) as co-regent: Ptolemy XV Caesar.

 41 BC (autumn) — Cleopatra meets Mark Antony at Tarsus, arriving on a golden barge with purple sails, dressed as Aphrodite. They form a political and romantic alliance.

 41–40 BC (winter) — Antony and Cleopatra spend the winter in Alexandria. They form the Amimetobioi (“Inimitable Livers”), a drinking and feasting society.

 40 BC — Birth of twins Alexander Helios (Sun) and Cleopatra Selene (Moon). Antony returns to Rome and marries Octavian’s sister Octavia.

 37 BC — Antony and Cleopatra reunite at Antioch. Antony grants Cleopatra territories: portions of Phoenicia, Coele-Syria, Cilicia, Crete, Cyrenaica, and the balsam groves of Jericho.

 36 BC — Antony’s Parthian campaign ends in disaster, losing roughly 30,000 men. Cleopatra meets him at Berytus with supplies. Birth of their third child, Ptolemy Philadelphus.

 34 BC (autumn) — The Donations of Alexandria. Cleopatra proclaimed Queen of Kings, Caesarion proclaimed King of Kings and declared son and heir of Julius Caesar. Alexander Helios, Cleopatra Selene, and Ptolemy Philadelphus receive Eastern territories.

 32 BC — Octavian illegally seizes Antony’s will from the Vestal Virgins and reads it to the Senate. Octavian declares war — against Cleopatra, not Antony — framing it as Rome versus a foreign queen.

 31 BC (September 2) — Battle of Actium. Cleopatra’s squadron of 60 ships breaks through the Roman line with the war treasury; Antony follows. The rest of their fleet surrenders. The dream of an independent Eastern empire dies.

 30 BC (August 1) — Octavian’s forces advance on Alexandria. Antony wins a small cavalry skirmish but his fleet and cavalry then defect to Octavian.

 30 BC (c. August 1) — Antony, believing Cleopatra dead after a false report, stabs himself. He is carried to her mausoleum and dies in her arms.

 30 BC (August 10–12) — Cleopatra dies, age 39. Method disputed: asp, poisoned pin, or ointment. Plutarch writes: “The real truth of the matter no one knows.” Her handmaidens Iras and Charmion die with her.

 30 BC (late August) — Caesarion is captured and executed on Octavian’s orders. Cleopatra’s surviving children are taken to Rome.

 30 BC — Egypt becomes a Roman province. Three thousand years of pharaonic civilisation end. Octavian renames himself Augustus and becomes the first Roman emperor.

 c. 25 BC — Cleopatra Selene II marries Juba II of Mauretania, preserving something of Alexandrian culture in North Africa. She is the last of Cleopatra’s blood to hold a throne.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 Cleopatra: The Last Pharaoh is a first-person dramatised biography based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; the first-person voice and some scene detail are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Primary Sources

 Plutarch — Parallel Lives, "Life of Antony" and "Life of Caesar"

 Cassius Dio — Roman History, Books 42–51

 Appian — The Civil Wars

 Strabo — Geography, Book XVII

 Josephus — Antiquities of the Jews, Book XV

 Suetonius — The Twelve Caesars, "The Deified Julius"

 ***

 Further Reading

 Schiff, Stacy — Cleopatra: A Life, Little, Brown and Company, 2010

 Tyldesley, Joyce — Cleopatra: Last Queen of Egypt, Profile Books, 2008

 Roller, Duane W. — Cleopatra: A Biography, Oxford University Press, 2010

 ***

 This book is part of HistorIQly Chronicles — history in their own words.

 Visit chronicles.historiqly.com for more stories.

 Want to continue the conversation? Chat with Cleopatra and 140+ other historical figures at app.historiqly.com.
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